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Preface
This study was a collective undertaking. As the first research project that The Freedom Story (formerly 
known as The SOLD Project) has undertaken, it was an exciting, at times frustrating, but overall positive 
and enlightening experience. The overwhelming majority of the Methodology, Results, and Concluding 
Discussion sections were written by Dr. Melissa Anderson-Hinn and Athalie Waugh (MA). Dr. Jade Keller 
developed curriculum for and trained The Freedom Story’s staff on best practices, offered articles, advice, 
probing questions, and edits for the Literature Review, and oversaw and offered advice on all stages 
of Phase II of the study. With the exception of a few sentences and the use of an interview of Bonita 
Thompson conducted by Dr. Anderson-Hinn, Dan Olson did the research for and wrote the Literature 
Review, Introduction, and Executive Summary, and also finalized the entire report. 

In addition to the four authors of the report, several others contributed by offering insightful feedback 
and edits for the Literature Review: Paulina Machi, Sherry Lou, Shannon O’Malley, and Rachel Goble. 
Paulina Machi also helped collect and organize data on The Freedom Story’s scholarship students in 
preparation for the study and supported Dr. Anderson-Hinn in various ways throughout Phase I. As a 
research assistant for Athalie Waugh, Sherry Lou helped code and analyze data from the student surveys 
for Phase II. 

We would like to say a special thank you to End Crowd for providing the initial seed funding for this 
project. 

If anyone has been left out of the above list, it is by mistake and the sole responsibility of Dan Olson. He 
also bears the sole responsibility for the final form, and thus any mistakes, of this report.



3

contents

Introduction……………………………………………………………………………  4
Executive Summary……………………………………………………………………  5
Literature Review………………………………………………………………………  7
Methodology…………………………………………………………………………..  21
 Ethical Considerations………………………………………………  21
 Sampling……………………………………………………………………….  21
 Phase I………………………………………………………………………….  21
 Phase II…………………………………………………………………………  22
 Limitations……………………………………………………………………..  24
Results…………………………………………………………………………………..  26 
 Phase I…………………………………………………………………………..  26
 Demographics………………………………………………………………  26
 Staff……………………………………………………………………………...  26
 Students…………………………………………………………………………  27 
 Parents or Guardians………………………………………………………  33
 Phase I Discussion…………………………………………………………  35
 Phase II………………………………………………………………………….  38
 Staff Survey Findings………………………………………………………  38
 Demographics………………………………………………………………….  38
 Strengths…………………………………………………………………………  38
 Growth Opportunities……………………………………………………  39
 Male vs. Female Response Trends…………………………………  41
 Things to Consider…………………………………………………………  41
 Scholarship Student Survey Findings……………………………  42
 Demographics………………………………………………………………  42
 Strengths………………………………………………………………………….  43
 Growth Opportunities……………………………………………………  44
 Perceived Relationships…………………………………………………  46
 Things to Consider…………………………………………………………  47
 Parents/Guardians Survey Findings………………………………  47
 Phase II Discussion…………………………………………………………  47
Concluding Discussion………………………………………………………………  48
 Recommendations…………………………………………………………  48 
Bibliographic Resources ……………………………………………………………  52
Contact Information ……………………………………………………………………  55
Endnotes………………………………………………………………………………….  56



4

INTRODUCTION
Human trafficking was first defined in 2000 at Palermo, Italy, in a UN sponsored treaty against transnational 
organized crime. As if naming the issue brought it into existence, numerous government departments, 
NGOs, and international legal regimes were established almost immediately to overcome this newly 
recognized blight on our common humanity. During the last decade the anti-trafficking community has 
grown. We’re faced now with the challenge of establishing best practices and data collection to inform 
the fight for the long term.  Even today, most of the resources devoted to fighting this social ill go to the 
rescue and rehabilitation of survivors or the prosecution of perpetrators. While these interventions are 
necessary, they are not enough in and of themselves.

When it comes to social ills, whether of crime or disease, it has long been recognized that prevention 
is most effective. It’s cheaper, and it’s more likely to produce lasting results. Nevertheless, aside from 
campaigns devoted to awareness raising, the anti-trafficking world has, for the most part, focused on 
rescue and rehabilitation. This work is so demanding that it’s almost impossible to think strategically 
about the long term.

For the last eight years, The Freedom Story has worked to prevent the trafficking of at-risk children 
and youths in Northern Thailand. In the process, The Freedom Story has developed a five-prong model 
of prevention: scholarships, resources, mentorship, human rights education, and sustainability. The 
Freedom Story also identifies stories of beauty and hope arising from adverse circumstances and tells 
these stories through photography and film for two reasons. First, to provide healing and dignity to the 
communities they work with. Second, to expand awareness of the power of prevention and invite others 
into this work.

When it comes to the work of fighting human trafficking, reliable data is essential. Whether it comes to 
assessing methods of combating human trafficking or simply understanding the extent of the epidemic 
itself, it is incredibly hard (and in some cases even impossible) to find reliable data. When it comes to 
the effectiveness of prevention, this holds true as well. It is The Freedom Story’s hope that some of the 
insights from this Social Impact Assessment, as well as the further research it has encouraged, will help 
fill this lacuna.
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executive summary
This study is the first Social Impact Assessment of The Freedom Story’s work as it relates to its stated 
mission: to prevent child trafficking and exploitation through culturally relevant programs for vulnerable 
children and to share their stories to inspire creative, compassionate people to act. It was carried out in 
two phases. 

The first phase began in January 2015 when an independent researcher, Dr. Melissa Anderson-Hinn, 
came to Chiang Rai, Thailand to begin the process by conducting focus groups and in-depth interviews 
with The Freedom Story’s staff and recipients. Over the course of three weeks, Dr. Anderson-Hinn 
conducted numerous in-depth interviews and group discussions. Dr. Anderson-Hinn recorded the 
interviews through both short hand notes and audio recordings. Several months later, she revealed the 
findings of her research to The Freedom Story staff.
 
Using Dr. Anderson-Hinn’s findings as a guide, The Freedom Story brought on another independent 
researcher, Athalie Waugh, to help develop and administer surveys for staff, scholarship students, and 
parents. There were two reasons for this: 1) to see if there was quantitative support for Dr. Anderson-
Hinn’s qualitative findings, and 2) to explore the feasibility of conducting a longitudinal study. 

This is the first research project that The Freedom Story has conducted and made available to a wider 
audience. It begins with an in-depth literature review that attempts to contextualize, both historically 
and in the present, the work that The Freedom Story carries out in Northern Thailand. After considering 
the international legal and juridical development of human trafficking as well as the history of human 
trafficking, the sex trade, and sex tourism in Thailand, it looks at current global inequities and the 
vulnerabilities that arise from these. Having established the context, the literature review concludes with 
a general introduction to The Freedom Story’s interventions. 

After a brief discussion of ethics, the SIA’s methodology is considered. For Phase I, Dr. Melissa Anderson-
Hinn interviewed 68 of The Freedom Story’s scholars, as well as several staff and parents, following Dr. 
Yin’s suggestion to researchers to consider interviews as “guided conversations rather than structured 
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queries.” The purpose of this method is to gain the deepest level of insight into the lived experience of 
those interviewed and, ultimately, the meaning they ascribe to their experience. For Phase II, Athalie 
Waugh developed surveys in conjunction with Dan Olson and Dr. Jade Keller along with input from the 
rest of The Freedom Story’s staff. Three surveys were developed: one each for scholarship students, 
staff, and parents. The surveys were translated and administered via an online link to a Google form. All 
surveys were administered in Thai. Waugh was responsible for coding and analyzing the data, with some 
help from a research assistant.

Dr. Anderson-Hinn’s findings are presented in narrative form and divided into sections by age and type 
of recipient. Pertinent highlights of each section are summarized at the end. For example: 

Primary Student Summary:
	 •	32	primary	students	between	the	ages	of	8-14
	 •	Small	group	interviews	ranging	in	size	from	4-7	students
	 •	2	primary	school	students	were	interviewed	in	depth	for	descriptive	phenomenological	study	
	 •	Several	homes	were	visited
	 •	About	70%…

Phase II survey results are also categorized and sectioned according to recipients. There are two sections: 
Staff Survey Results and Student Survey Results. The parent surveys have yet to be completed at this 
time. The findings from each round of surveys are presented as either Strengths or Growth Opportunities, 
and, after any perceived relationships are considered, aspects of the findings that The Freedom Story is 
encouraged to look into further are highlighted in the Things to Consider sections.

Each phase is followed by a short concluding discussion, and a general Concluding Discussion, including 
Recommendations from the researchers who conducted each phase, wraps up the report. 

In all, the findings are encouraging. While revealing ways that The Freedom Story has room to grow, the 
results show that The Freedom Story is indeed accomplishing its mission and that the students, staff, and 
parents who are affected by their work have experienced it as an overwhelming net-positive. The findings 
all suggest the need for further research. The Freedom Story is currently considering partnerships with 
researchers and universities for conducting its first longitudinal study. 
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“Good intentions are not always beneficial if they lack clarity and understanding… It may be that in 
our enthusiasm to push for policies, programs, and legal mechanisms, we neglect the voices of the 
people themselves. The help we wish to offer may become a hinderance to their personal goals. Further, 
there is also the possibility that due to our definition of human trafficking we may miss those who suffer 
exploitation because their stories are not as dramatic or newsworthy as others.” 

- Siroj Sorajjakool
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Human Trafficking 
HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND SLAVERY: DO DEFINITIONS MATTER?

In the past two decades, human trafficking has captured the attention of global society as a major 
humanitarian issue.3 The term itself has lost clarity in the process, perhaps in part as a product of the 
large response that this attention has garnered. Among discussions of it in activist circles, popular 
culture, and the news media, the term human trafficking is often used interchangeably with slavery. While 
this linguistic slight-of-hand galvanizes support for the anti-trafficking movement, some argue that this 
support is not worth the cost. 

Janie Chuang, an immigration and human trafficking expert and legal scholar, argues that this conflation 
of terms weakens the global fight against human trafficking for several reasons. First, human trafficking, 
slavery, and forced labor are all defined separately under international law, and conflating them threatens 
to undermine the effective application of international law by creating confusion around legal definitions, 
definitions that require clarity in order to facilitate coordination among the world’s governments. Second, 
by implicitly raising the threshold of what counts as human trafficking, the conflation of it with slavery 
threatens to compromise the mechanisms that exist to combat it — from the prosecution of traffickers to 
redress for trafficking survivors. As Chuang says, “In the US… we have already seen how strategic use of 
slavery imagery by the defense counsel in trafficking prosecutions can raise jurors’ expectations of more 
extreme harms than anti-trafficking norms actually require.”4 Third, it simplifies the incredibly complex 
issue that human trafficking is, creating an uncomplicated narrative of criminals and those they prey 
upon. This villain versus victim story makes the marketing of solutions (whether those of NGOs or legal-
political regimes) easier. However, the underlying structural realities that make human trafficking possible 
— from national migration laws to economic disparities — as well as the states that are often complicit if 
not directly responsible for these laws are often ignored in the process, leading to depoliticized solutions 
that increase activists’ sense of moral superiority while merely address symptoms rather than causes.5 

The conflation of slavery with human trafficking is not the only problem that has been highlighted with 
the term. There are over twenty unique definitions for human trafficking, according to human trafficking 
scholar Maggie Lee.6 Many other scholars and activists argue, to varying degrees, that this term cannot 
handle the burden of including within it the multiple forms of exploitation it claims to address. Perhaps it 
is best to think of activists’ and scholars’ views of human trafficking as creating a continuum. On the one 
end, activists conflate terms and quote statistics uncritically and with a zealous passion, shouting from 
the rooftops that this injustice must stop. On the other end, some claim the term human trafficking is a 
misleading and meaningless signifier.7 The truth about human trafficking, as both a term and a corollary 
concept, is, however, likely somewhere between these two extreme reactions. 

As a label, human trafficking is useful as a catch-all — covering various forms of sexual exploitation, debt 
bondage, forced labor, organ removal, and slavery. As a legal designator, human trafficking criminalizes 
a broad range of very real instances of extreme dehumanization, exploitation, and injustice, and this 
enables strategic coordination among states in the global fight against injustice in many of its multifarious 
forms. 

“While important grey areas remain,”  Fiona David, the Executive Director of Global Research for the 
Walk Free Foundation, says, “internationally negotiated definitions provide a level of certainty that allows 
international legal cooperation on this crime type.”8 

Further, as an idea, human trafficking activates the popular imagination, inspiring individuals, NGOs, and 
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governments to contribute to the fight for a more just world. In the summer of 2015, an AP report claiming 
that Burmese men were being held in cages on the remote island of Benjina led to international outcry 
and an Indonesian government rescue mission.9 The report proved correct, and the mission rescued 
300 Burmese men who had been held against their will and forced to work with little to no remuneration. 
Speaking of the AP article and the subsequent rescue, Fiona David says: 

Does it matter to the average reader whether these men were slaves, in forced labour or trafficked? 
I expect not. What matters is that the general public understands that situations of this nature 
still occur even today and that they have the capacity to influence these situations through their 
consumer choices and pressure on governments who continue to be complicit through inaction 
or willful blindness.10

Rooted in our biology, the tendency to reduce complex phenomena is a part of the human condition. 
Beneficial in certain contexts, it is destructive in others. While reducing the convoluted reality of human 
trafficking to simple narratives is not merely disingenuous but dangerous for reasons such as those 
outlined above, the proper response is not to throw out the term. Rather, it is to use the term human 
trafficking in a way that continues to allow for the complexity of the phenomena it designates to guide 
and direct the conversation around and battle against it. 

THE PALERMO PROTOCOL

A critical moment for this conversation and battle came in November 2000, when over 80 heads of state 
came together in Palermo, Italy to draft The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, Especially Women, and Children. This Protocol is one of the three protocols of The Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime. (The other two protocols focus on the smuggling of migrants 
and the illicit arms trade.) As of December 2014, 166 countries have ratified both the Convention and this 
Protocol; it has come to be known as the Palermo Protocol. 

In Article 3 of the Protocol, human trafficking is defined as:

The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, or receipt of persons, by means of threat or 
use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power 
or of position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the 
consent of a person, having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation…11

According to Palermo, an action must meet three requirements to be defined as human trafficking: 
there must be (1) a recruitment (2) by the means of deception or force and (3) for the purpose of forced 
labor of one kind or another. The Protocol goes on to say that, “The recruitment, transportation, transfer, 
harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be considered ‘trafficking in persons’ 
even if this does not involve any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article…” 12

Since the Protocol defines a child as someone under the age of eighteen, if a person recruits someone 
seventeen or younger for work in the sex industry or another form of exploitative labor, this recruitment 
falls under the definition of human trafficking even if force, coercion, fraud, or deception were not used. 

Though not without problems, the Palermo Protocol created an international framework that enables 
nations to collaborate in their fight against human trafficking, versus working in isolation.13 Human 
trafficking is a global epidemic, crossing over and connecting many borders, cultures, languages, 
societies, and economies; the Palermo protocol is a significant step in addressing it as such.14 
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THE TRAFFICKING VICTIMS PROTECTION ACT

Less than a month after Palermo, in December 2000, Congress passed The Trafficking Victims Protection 
Act (TVPA), and President Bill Clinton signed it into law. The TVPA established minimum standards 
for combating human trafficking at a national level, as well as political and economic incentives for 
governments to do so. Since 2001, the Department of State’s Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking 
in Persons (birthed from the TVPA) has published the Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report each year. The 
TIP Report rates countries according to a four-tier system: 1 (the best ranking), 2, 2 Watch List (2WL), and 
3 (the worst ranking). Countries put on a low-rank tier (tier 2WL or tier 3) face economic sanctions and 
other consequences. 

Though the TVPA lapsed in 2011, it was reaffirmed in 2013 by the Trafficking Victims Protection 
Reauthorization Act (TVPRA). According to the TVPRA, any child, under age 11, or youth, between the 
ages of 11 and 24, that is used for the purpose of providing a sexual service is legally considered to be 
a “commercially sexually exploited child” (CSEC). This holds regardless of whether or not economic 
leverage, manipulation, fraud, coercion, threats, force, or violence were used. For children and youths 
under age 24, a commercial sex act is “any sex act on account of which anything of value is given to or 
received by any person.”15 The definition of a commercial sex act is similar for victims over the age of 24, 
though as long as neither coercion nor force were used, these people are not considered victims but 
criminals.16

The US Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons developed the TIP report and its tier 
placements as a way to acknowledge, document, and release information about how each country in 
the world is handling its role and responsibilities in combating (and ending) human trafficking. The TIP’s 
methodology and sourcing of data both require significant improvement. Nevertheless, the TIP’s tier 
placements are currently, and perhaps unfortunately, one of the best tools available for understanding 
and assessing this global epidemic at a national level.17 18

Trafficking in Thailand 
THE TIP REPORT AND THAI LAW

According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, the US Office to Monitor and Combat 
Human Trafficking, and the International Labour Organization (ILO), any and every labor market in the 
world is at risk for this form of exploitation. Thailand is no exception. As a source, destination, and transit 
site, Thailand has many labor markets affected by human trafficking: the fishing industry (both on vessels 
and in seafood processing factories), agriculture, domestic service work, sex work, and child labor of all 
kinds.19 20

In 2016, the United States upgraded Thailand to a Tier 2 Watch List country – one that is making 
improvements but does not yet comply with the minimum standards established by the TVPRA. The 
upgrade comes after two years of being on Tier 3, the lowest ranking available. The four-and-a-half page 
critique of Thailand discusses the types of trafficking that are actively occurring within the country, the 
general demographics of its victims, the limitations of the justice system, issues fully meeting TVPRA 
standards, as well as the steps Thailand has taken to address human trafficking. 

Taking a significant step in 2008, Thailand passed the Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act, making it illegal 
to traffic anyone, with penalties ranging from four to ten years jail time if convicted. While this law 
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made significant strides towards addressing human trafficking — heavier penalties for perpetrators; 
compensation for losses, shelter, and other assistance for victims — the Thai government continues to 
make mixed progress in its efforts to enforce it. Among various levels of Thai law enforcement, concern 
remains about possible corruption.21 

ENFORCING THE LAW

An example of difficulties enforcing the law surfaced in the scandal that erupted at the end of 2015. In 
December, Thailand’s senior police officer in the investigation of human trafficking, General Paween 
Pongsirin, fled to Australia seeking political asylum. From Australia, General Pongsirin claimed that his 
investigations into a site of over 30 graves, found near the Malaysian border, led him to the conclusion 
that senior Thai officials were implicated in widespread human trafficking, causing him to fear for his 
life. While 88 people connected to the case have appeared in court, including a high-ranking military 
general, General Pongsirin claims corruption remains, even at senior levels of the government. Upon his 
discovery, he aired his safety concerns to his superiors but was nevertheless transferred to a southern 
region of Thailand filled with insurgents and traffickers. When transferred, he told his superiors that 
he feared for his life. They offered no alternative, and he felt he had no choice but to flee.22 Thailand’s 
Prime Minister, Prayut Chan-Ocha (who took power through a military coup in May 2014)  responded by 
rebuking people like General Prongsirin “who take corruption cases to outside countries and ask them 
to solve the problems.” Prime Minister Prayut argues that these individuals only want social media fame 
and in the process destroy the country.23

In addition to problems involving corruption, Thailand’s immigration and foreign worker laws, as well as 
its continued challenges in finding a solution to the lack of citizenship of many Hill Tribe members, all 
contribute to an environment ripe for exploitation and human trafficking.24 While certain efforts of the 
government, such as the establishment of a new Prime-minister level anti-trafficking committee and 
regional collaborative efforts between law enforcement and NGOs to investigate and prosecute cases 
of child exploitation show promise, problems remain on a systemic level. 

TRAFFICKING AND SEX WORK25

Much research on trafficked persons in Thailand suggests that the majority of trafficking victims in 
Thailand come from outside its borders – from neighboring countries like Myanmar and Laos. This is 
certainly true in certain labor markets such as the commercial fishing industry (an industry in Thailand 
largely affected by trafficking), and may even be true for the more clandestine parts of the commercial 
sex industry. However, in the red light districts of Bangkok, and the other easily accessible commercial 
sex venues of Central and Northern Thailand, the vast majority of women, men, and children that are 
selling sex come from within the Thai border. 

Home of New Beginnings is an NGO in Bangkok that, according to its website, “provides women who 
desire to start new with the physical, emotional, spiritual and educational support they need to break out 
of sexual slavery.” After 30 years of rescue and recovery work, its founder, Bonita Thompson, reports that 
most of the women she interacts with in Bangkok are young Thai females who have traveled from the 
North or North East to earn extra income for their families. Much research corroborates her experience.26 

It must be noted that many of the sex workers in Thailand are not victims of trafficking, let alone victims 
of slavery. To conflate sex workers with trafficking victims, let alone with slaves, is not only dishonest but 
robs many women and men of the agency they take on in choosing this form or labor. While commercial 
sex work should not be conflated with trafficking nor slavery, to speak about it as a profession freely 
chosen is, however, also disingenuous. Personal agency and absolute freedom are not synonymous. As 
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is examined further below, the binary of free choice versus coercion fails to capture the reality of most 
who enter into this industry both in Thailand and worldwide. Speaking of this very issue in Thailand, 
contemporary slavery researcher Kevin Bales writes:  

It is important to understand that the direct link between sex tourism and slavery is small. With the 
exception of children The Freedom Story to pedophiles, most commercial sex workers serving 
the tourist boom are not slaves. There is no question that the women and girls working with sex 
tourists suffer extreme exploitation and degradation, but most are not enslaved through debt 
bondage that captures girls into brothels used almost exclusively by poor and working-class Thai 
men.27

The Sex Trade in Thailand
WHAT THE NUMBERS SAY

In 1992, Thai Police estimated that 800,000 sex workers were currently working in Thailand.28 In 1995, a 
Coalition against Trafficking in Women (CATW) map, issued at the Fourth World Conference on Women, 
stated that the estimated number of prostitutes in Thailand was between 300,000 and 2.8 million. (In 
order for the higher estimate to be true, all girls and women between the ages of 15 and 29 years old 
who lived in urban areas in Thailand would have to be sex workers.29) In 2003, a Thai government 
report stated that only 81,384 sex workers worked in Thailand at that time.30 A 2013 estimate put the 
number of children (under 18) involved in the sex trade at 60,000, which would make the overall number 
much higher.31 However, even in 2003, some activists and organizations believed the number of Thai 
sex workers to be well above 2 million. In the same year, Kevin Bales estimated that the number of sex 
workers in Thailand was between half a million and a million, which aligns well the Thai police estimate 
in 1992.32

As these examples suggest, numbers of sex workers, let alone trafficking victims, are unreliable. When 
it comes to estimates of the number of those involved in underground economies such as sex work and 
human trafficking, collectors of data approach their research with varying interpretations of definitions, 
varying intent for collecting and distributing their data, and varying methods for gathering information. At 
times, numbers seem to be pulled from thin air. Often, such as with the above statistics, the methodologies 
used to come up with the figures are neither transparent nor peer-reviewed. As the Thai trafficking 
expert Siroji Sorajjakool says: 

…interpretations of data fluctuate and have ways of growing in various directions in accord with 
the agenda people bring to their understanding of the topic. Data almost seems to have a life of 
its own.33

While numbers of trafficking victims and sex workers are likely inflated by numerous actors and for various 
reasons, it is worth noting that in one of the few peer-reviewed and methodologically transparent studies 
in this region a trend in the opposite direction is apparent. In the study paper, “Human Trafficking in 
Southeast Asia: Results from a Pilot Project in Vietnam,” researchers found that out of 1,000 persons in the 
Tieu Can district, of the Trà Vinh province, in the Mekong Delta region of Vietnam, 9.6 reported that they 
had been trafficked. These findings are interesting for two reasons. The first is that the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) estimate for Asia is three victims per 1,000 persons. The second, as the researchers 
report, is that while the ILO describes their estimates as “conservative,” this notable difference is “made 
even more noteworthy by the fact that Trà Vinh is not believed to be a major source destination.”34 Thus, 
we see that the ILO’s estimates are not just conservative but two-thirds too small when compared to the 
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actual rates of a region that, for geographical reasons, is not considered to be a major source region for 
human trafficking. We must be careful not to draw the conclusion from this inconsistency that the ILO’s 
human trafficking estimates, or those of other governments or organizations, are always too low, but it 
should be considered when weighing claims that numbers are frequently inflated. 

Though strict numbers are often unreliable, human trafficking is still a major humanitarian issue that may 
even be increasing.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE THAI SEX TRADE

In 1855, the Bowring Treaty opened Thailand to foreign workers, and a large population of poor South 
China laborers migrated to Phuket, Thailand to mine tin. Chinese sex workers followed these migrants, 
and this is likely when sex work became entrenched in Thai culture. However, it was not until later in the 
19th century that Thailand became known for its sex workers. At the time, according to Thai law, wives 
were divided into three categories: (1) women married respectfully by mutual family consent, (2) women 
responsible for the upkeep and running of the household, and (3) women purchased by their husbands 
solely for sexual gratification, which often happened to the poorest of Thailand’s young women.35 In 
1905, slavery was abolished, and most of the women from categories 2 and 3 (considered slaves) were 
left homeless and destitute.36 The leader of Siam (which became Thailand in 1938) at that time, King 
Chulalongkorn (Rama V), despite warnings from the queen and other bureaucrats, claimed that the 
nation did not have the money to support female education.37 Desperate and homeless, many women in 
these precarious situations sold sexual services to survive. 

During this era, Thailand’s infrastructure expanded quickly. Roads, railways, temples, and palaces were 
built, mostly by the hands of millions of Chinese migrants. With this influx of workers came an increase 
in the demand for commercial sex.38 In 1908, Thailand legalized sex work.39 With the Venereal Diseases 
Control Act of 1909, the sexual services industry became regulated, though with minimal protections for 
the women involved, focusing instead on the health of the male customers, who were often soldiers.40 

Thai sex workers adapted their services to meet changes in demand, servicing Japanese soldiers during 
WWII, British and Indian soldiers who remained to provide security afterward, domestic workers and 
soldiers in times of peace, foreign workers in development booms, and American soldiers during the 
war in Vietnam.

During the 1950s, the United Nations was very active in Thailand as well. Along with this activity came 
pressure to follow Western values, customs, and norms.41 Many of the nation’s elites, specifically the 
elite women, began to desire and work towards the abolition of sex work.42 Ironically, however, while 
Western, progressive values were being promoted, the US was pumping millions of dollars in military 
aid into Thailand (a proxy in the Cold War), helping the Thai military expand exponentially, and in-turn 
creating greater demand for sexual services. 

In 1960, the abolitionists had a win with the passage of the Prostitution Prohibition Act, making prostitution 
illegal in Thailand for the first time in over fifty years.43 This act was not, however, a win for the vulnerable 
sex workers in the trade. It targeted sex workers, gutted the anti-trafficking language from a 1957 
legislative proposal, and lightened the strict punishments for procurers, pimps, and brothel owners that 
a 1956 Penal Code had previously established. In addition, the disciplinary programs for the “reform of 
prostitutes” included in the act were designed with an eye to domestication versus vocational training.44 

Perhaps the greatest irony of this history is the rise in the number of sex workers between the late 1950s, 
where the number was 20,000, to 1964, where the number ballooned to 171,000. A large reason for this 
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disconnect between the prohibition of sex work and its massive growth at that time was the influx of 
American military men, arriving in increasingly large numbers throughout the 1960s. 

In part as a response to this influx, the Special Services Act was passed in 1966. This ambiguous Thai 
law provided (and continues to provide) a legal framework that regulates places of entertainment in 
Thailand that desire to provide “special services.” The law uses the Thai word yingbumruh, which literally 
translates as “woman who entertains men.” Culturally, however, this word is used to describe women 
who are paid to provide sexual services.45 (Similar to the American term working girl.)

Within a year of this Act passing, in 1967, the US Government made an official deal with the Thai 
government to allow US armed forces members serving in Vietnam to come to Thailand for R&R (“rest 
and relaxation”) leave. From 3,000 US troops in 1964, the numbers increased exponentially — 9,000 
in 1965, 35,000 in 1966, and a high of 48,000 in 1969.46 R&R was quickly dubbed I&I (“intercourse 
and intoxication”) by the servicemen. Between 1965 and 1975, US spending in Thailand amounted to 
$2 billion USD. Around $850 million USD of this came directly from American servicemen, both those 
stationed in the country and those on leave from Vietnam.47 It is no surprise that by 1974, over 20,000 
places of entertainment connected to the commercial sex industry — from nightclubs to brothels, from 
massage parlors to karaoke bars — had been established nationwide.48

A representative example of this phenomena is Pattaya. A southern coastal city with warm weather and 
beautiful beaches about 100 kilometers south of Bangkok, Pattaya used to be a small fishing village. 
During the Vietnam War, however, it was one of several locations selected as an R&R site for American 
troops. As wartime and overseas based soldiers poured in for much needed R&R, the scene in Pattaya 
dramatically changed, which included many new bars, massage parlors, and brothels. Today it is a popular 
metropolis and beach resort for tourists and expatriates, receiving over 6 million tourists a year. It is also 
a known hotspot for sex tourism. soldiers and returning veterans paved the way for many others to 
come and engage in similar sexual fantasies: from elderly, established, foreigners seeking comparatively 
benign companionship and comfort to degrading and violent sex acts.49 While not everyone that visits 
or lives in Pattaya is seeking commercial sex, many come for that reason. In her report for the Pulitzer 
Center, journalist Deena Guzder offers insight into the reality in Pattaya today:

The female concierge, who speaks only on the condition of anonymity, confides that she receives 
65%	commission	for	every	woman	she	hires	for	a	tourist.	‘Once	a	year,	many	U.S.	soldiers	come	
to Pattaya,’ she says, ‘and it is our busiest season.’ She continues, ‘Once a group of forty men 
requested only two women. One ended up in the hospital.’

Sex Tourism in ThailanD
THE INCONSISTENCY OF THE THAI GOVERNMENT’S POSITION

While sex tourism, in particular, and sexual services, in general, are widespread throughout Thailand, 
they are no longer legal. Active since 1996, The Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act is the 
central legislative framework making the sex trade illegal in Thailand today. Further buttressing this law 
is The Anti-Human Trafficking Act of 2008. Along with several Memorandums of Understanding between 
the Thai government, various NGOs, and other nations, as well Mutual Legal Assistance Treaties signed 
with other countries for collaborative criminal work, these two laws make up the legislative backbone 
of Thailand’s prohibition of sex work, sexual exploitation, and sex trafficking. Nevertheless, these laws, 
memorandums, and treaties tend to face challenges of proper enforcement.
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PROMOTING SEX TOURISM

It is no coincidence that since the 1980s Thailand has been known as a hotspot for commercial sex. 
After the Vietnam War, and despite laws officially prohibiting sex work, the Thai government did much to 
encourage, and even to promote, the transition of the sexual services industry and infrastructure. Built to 
cater to military men, the industry was reengineered to cater to tourists as well.50 

In 1967, 80,000 tourists visited Thailand. By 1986, the number of tourists was just shy of 3 million.51 
This growth was in large part a direct result of a concerted government effort throughout the 1980s. 
Advertisements in both business magazines and extended by official Thai organizations, as well as 
international tourist brochures, boasted of the exotic appeal, sexual willingness, and passivity of Thai 
women, at times even referring to them as sex slaves.52 Even promotional material for something as 
seemingly benign as air travel included images of women with provocative headlines such as this: “Some 
say its our beautiful wide-bodied DC-10s that cause so many heads to turn at airports throughout the 
world. We think our beautiful, slim-bodied hostesses have a lot to do with it.”53

In 2014, 24.8 million tourists visited Thailand, and the direct contribution to GDP from travel and tourism 
was	8.6%	(42.7	billion	USD).	The	total	contribution	to	GDP	from	travel	and	tourism	was	19.3%	in	2014.54 
55 These are expected to have risen in 2015 and 2016. While there is no established methodology for 
collecting data on how many tourists come to Thailand seeking commercial sex, a common number 
thrown	about	in	anti-trafficking	and	abolitionist	circles	is	that	60%	of	Thailand’s	tourists	are	male,	with	
70%	of	 these	male	 tourists	 coming	primarily	 for	 sex	 tourism.56 If this is true, then of the 24.8 million 
tourists who came to Thailand in 2014, 10.4 million of them came to purchase sexual services. Again, 
we are left with only speculation as no legitimate source for these percentages appears to exist. It is, 
however, hard not to wonder how much of the 42.7 billion USD contributed directly to the Thai economy 
from tourism in 2014 went to the sexual services industry.57 While the exact number of tourists visiting 
Thailand for commercial sex are unknown, there is wide consensus that with the growth of tourism, no 
matter the country, the growth of the sex industry follows.58

Bonita Thompson reports that sex tourists come from all over. While, according to her, the majority of Asian 
buyers are Japanese, there has been an increase in sexual service buyers from China and India in recent 
years. Many sex tourists come from Europe as well. However, Thompson states that Americans “buy Thai 
flesh” more than any other country in the world. While this is likely true in the Bangkok commercial sex 
industry where Thompson works, the literature on the subject largely agrees that the vast majority of 
those who buy sexual services in Thailand are Thais. 

Inequality and Vulnerability 
Inequality is the necessary condition for exploitation worldwide. While inequality in social standing (e.g. 
immigrants versus nationals), gender, sexual orientation, race, or religious affiliation all factor in, economic 
inequality is the primary driver of exploitation in the era of neoliberal globalization.59 Economic inequality 
enables a stratified global society where a few enjoy power, opportunity, and access to resources while 
many struggle to hang on.60 In highly unequal societies, marginalized people and people groups find 
themselves choosing to do things they would rather not do in order to survive.61 “Where once women and 
children were coerced into prostitution through force and other means,” Sorajjakool states, addressing 
this reality, “nowadays, the sex industry in Thailand is more economically driven, with sex workers 
themselves seeking out this employment for their subsistence.”62 
Whether women or girls, men or boys, those who enter the commercial sex industry do so for a multitude 
of reasons, varying from force to filial piety to the desire to buy fine things. Nevertheless, for most who 
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enter into and remain in the sex trade the choice is heavily influenced, if not determined, by economics.

THAI ECONOMICS 

At a macroeconomic level, Thailand’s development has been a success. GDP grew at impressive rates 
throughout	the	late	20th	and	early	21st	centuries	—	5.4%	between	1951-1986,	an	impressive	9.2%	between	
1987-1996, and, rebounding from the Asian financial crisis of 1997 and the global recession of 2008, a 
3.76%	annual	growth	rate	between	1999-2012.63 The prosperity has not, however, been evenly shared. 
Thailand has a long history of corruption and a large level of inequality.64 65 

As a major port city and the nation’s capital, Bangkok’s fast-paced and still on-going industrialization has 
created a subliminal rift in the nation, dividing the city from the rest of the country.66 Within this division, 
there are the upper and middle classes of the Bangkok Metropolitan Area and the Eastern Seaboard 
(the upper classes reside in other Thai cities, such as the northern city of Chiang Mai, as well) and the 
poor of the rural countryside. (There is, of course, much poverty in Bangkok. However, this poverty is 
often attached to historical or present migration patterns from rural areas.67) Minority and impoverished 
populations occupy much of the rural North and Northeast of Thailand. The disparity between those 
living in these locations and those assimilated comfortably to modern city life is great. 

This disparity is explained in part by the enormous shift Thailand’s economy went through in the late 
20th	century.	In	1965,	agriculture,	forestry,	and	fishery	accounted	for	34%	of	GDP.	By	1990,	their	share	
of	GDP	had	dropped	by	21.6%,	accounting	for	only	12.4%.	During	this	same	time	span,	manufacturing’s	
contribution	 to	 GDP	 rose	 from	 15.5%	 to	 26.1%,	 and	 the	 service	 industry’s	 contribution	 to	 GDP	 also	
increased	 from	 12.5%	 to	 19.7%,	 a	 combined	 increase	 of	 17.8%	 of	 GDP.	 Likewise,	 from	 1960	 to	 1990,	
agriculture	dropped	from	being	84.4%	of	Thailand’s	exports	to	merely	34.4%	(-50%),	while	manufacturing	
rose	from	2.5%	to	account	for	54.9%	of	Thailand’s	exports	(+52%).68 Thus, we see that manufacturing 
and the service industry took over production from forestry, fishing, and agriculture and that exports from 
manufacturing took over exports from agriculture during this time of economic modernization. Economist 
Paul Chambers summarizes these shifts: “foreign investment, cheap labour, a devalued baht, industrial 
exports, and international tourism promotion all became the hallmarks of development policy (during the 
1980s).”69

Thailand’s population boom throughout the middle of the 20th century contributed to this shift in the 
economy as well. Between 1960 and 1976, 400,000 people, on average, were added to the Thai workforce 
annually.70 While the transition from an agricultural society to an industrial one allowed Thailand to absorb 
this growth through labor migration from the North to the South, it also created a two-tiered workforce: 
the primary and the secondary. The primary workforce held academic qualifications and specific skills, 
receiving better pay and benefits. The secondary workforce lacked such qualifications, receiving lower 
compensation, fewer services, and minimal labor protections.71 “Indeed, despite improvements in growth 
and the reduction of absolute poverty,” Chambers says, “relative poverty (the disparity between rich 
and poor) and uneven development accelerated from the 1980s into the 1990s.”72 During the nineties, 
absolute poverty grew from 14 to 22 percent, further entrenching the disenfranchised.73 In response 
to the 1997 Asian Economic Crisis, the Thai government agreed to the harsh structural readjustment 
policies of the International Monetary Fund in exchange for billions of US dollars. These policies led to 
increased economic and social insecurity for the majority of the Thai people.74

The Thai government has tended to favor development in central Thailand (Bangkok) and the South over 
that of the North. Education rates offer a window into this reality. While the average number of years of 
educational attainment in Bangkok is 10.07, the average number of years of educational attainment in the 
North is 6.9. Lacking opportunities in the North, including the opportunity to complete an education, and 
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unequipped to join the primary workforce, large swaths of people from the less developed North have 
migrated south for low-paying manufacturing or service industry work. 

This trend in “uneven development” continues to this day, as manufacturing and service jobs continue 
to expand.75 The problem is that the regulation of these labor markets has failed to develop with them. 
As Sirajjakool says:

While there has been a drastic growth in the Thai economy over the past thirty five years, 
labor conditions have not improved. There are reports of more accidents in the workplace, 
longer working hours, more women and children in the labor force, and a decrease in financial 
compensation.

THE VULNERABLE

Given the lack of regulation, all uneducated migrants from the North and Northeast face the possibility 
of exploitation. Women and girls are particularly vulnerable. Thailand is a communal and honor driven 
culture. As a part of this culture, women frequently provide for more people than just their immediate 
family.76 It is not uncommon for daughters (especially the first born) to bear the burden of responsibility 
for financially supporting their parents and younger siblings. Consequently, with little chance of more 
than subsistent income from the agricultural sector of the North or Northeast, young women — both 
legal minors and adults — travel to Bangkok to work in factories or the service industry with the hope 
of earning a decent wage for themselves with enough left over to help those at home.77 This migration 
is encouraged by advertisements and media that portray city life as glamorous while failing to mention 
the abuse and exploitation that many migrants face once there. It is not uncommon for factory work to 
provide insufficient means of survival, let alone remuneration for those in need in the home provinces. 
In light of this, women and girls look for ways to compensate for their low wages.78 

“A society that keeps women economically marginalized through educational deprivation and job 
discrimination,” Vedneta Carter and Evelina Giobbe state, “ensures a ready pool of women who will be 
vulnerable to recruitment into, and entrapment in prostitution.”79 As the scholar and historian of the Thai 
sex trade Lisa Ann Jeffrey says, this is exactly what has happened to those on the lower rungs of the 
socio-economic ladder in Thailand:

The tourism-centered sex industry provided one of the few better paid opportunities for peasant 
women whose other choice would be work in the poisonous and exploitative factories. While a 
1974 police survey placed the number of women working in prostitution at approximately 400,000, 
by 1980 that number had reached somewhere between 500,000 and 700,000… reaching, by 
one estimate, more than two million in the early 1990s.80

This trend continues to this day. 

INTERNATIONAL INEQUALITY’S ROLE  

While economic inequality within Thailand supplies the commercial sex industry with workers, international 
economic inequality is a large contributor when it comes to demand. In 2008, the World Bank estimated 
that “the average annual purchasing power of Thais was $7,703 per person, compared to $46,716 in the 
United States.”81 Given this economic disparity, any relation between the average Thai and the average 
American (or French or German or Japanese, all of whom have an average annual purchasing power 
close to one another and well above that of Thais) contains a large power differential. This disparity is 
even greater for the impoverished women and children coming from Northern Thailand — those who are 
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most likely to enter into sex work. 

The economic disparity between Thais who sell sex and those who buy it, whether other Thais or 
foreigners, helps explain the findings of an International Labor Organization (ILO) study conducted in the 
late 1990s. According to an ILO press release on the study, “In Thailand, close to US$300 million was 
transferred annually to rural families by women working in the sex sector in urban areas, a sum that in 
many cases exceeds the budgets of government-funded development programmes (SIC).”82 It goes on 
to state that between 1993-95 sex work “yielded an annual income (estimated) between US$22.5 and 
27 billion.” Most of the women who were surveyed in the study stated that they entered into the industry 
for financial reasons. Of those interviewed: 

Almost one-half of the brothel workers and one-quarter of the massage parlour workers had 
previously worked in agriculture. A further 17 per cent (SIC) of the masseuses said they had 
previously worked in home or cottage industries and 11 per cent had been domestic servants.83

FURTHER REASONS PEOPLE SELL SEX

After years of interaction with girls entering into, participating in, and exiting the sex industry in Bangkok, 
Thompson says this trend continues to this day: “the number of Thai women working in poverty-level 
jobs who have economic responsibilities for family members has meant that there is a large pool of 
women waiting to be recruited for sex work or migration.”84

Thompson highlights six key reasons that Thai women and girls choose the vocation of a sex worker: (1) 
extreme poverty, (2) an overwhelming sense of gender inequality, (3) childhood sexual abuse, (4) other 
domestic violence, (5) a history of rape, and (6) a lack of education. Researcher Kathy J. Steinman offers a 
somewhat different, though similar overall, schema: “The primary factors driving children into prostitution 
are poverty, materialism and consumerism, consumer demand, dysfunction and sexual abuse, gender 
discrimination, and the Internet.”85 (For Steinman poverty includes a lack of education and illiteracy.) 
Survival sex, where individuals, often homeless children, sell sex to obtain food or shelter or both, must 
be included in the list.

CONSENT VERSUS COMPLIANCE 

While economic need and vulnerability are a factor for all who sell sex, the various reasons that people 
enter into the commercial sex industry in Thailand are as varied as each individual. When talking about 
reasons for entering, specifically for those who choose to enter, an important distinction should be 
made between consent and compliance. To consent means to agree or give permission. Compliance, 
on the other hand, implies conformity and compulsion. Compliance can happen for many reasons. One 
admittedly crass example would be that of a rape survivor who allowed the rapist to have his way to 
save her life. While we could say she was compliant, we could not say the sex was consensual. Consent 
requires the ability to say no free from coercion or force, which requires the freedom to go in another 
direction. 

Admittedly, the girls and boys, women and men who enter into the Thai commercial sex industry may 
have other (though highly limited) options. However, if their options barely provide subsistence wages, 
let alone enough to fulfill internalized social and familial obligations, they are not really making a free 
choice when they choose to enter into sex work. Thus, even if they are of age (whether that be 18 or 25), 
it is not appropriate to characterize their decision as consensual. Rather, those who enter into sex-work, 
even without physical coercion or the threat of violence, have conformed to a highly stratified  local 
culture and and an inequitable global society, often choosing the only option that allows them to fulfill 
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familial or social obligations or both. The sex these individuals sell should not be seen as consensual. 
While it is often the most rational choice for them to make, it is not a free decision in any meaningful 
sense of the word. It is a decision based upon conformity to their plight. The only way it would be 
consensual is if those children, youths, and adults who are most likely to end up in the sex industry are 
given other genuine options. Having options requires having opportunities, and opportunities increase 
with education and skills that are marketable in the global economy. 

the freedom story
The Freedom Story’s stated mission is to prevent child trafficking and exploitation through culturally 
relevant programs for vulnerable children and to share their stories to inspire creative, compassionate 
people to act. 

Co-founded by Rachel Sparks, a documentary filmmaker at the time, The Freedom Story began with a 
short documentary film sharing the stories and experiences of child sex workers in Northern Thailand. As 
Rachel and her team interviewed sex worker after sex worker, they heard a common origin story: poverty 
and a lack of options. It was clear that education was the missing link. Rachel found partners in Rachel 
Goble and Tawee Donchai, and together they launched The Freedom Story’s scholarship program in 
2008, offering educational scholarships to vulnerable children and youth in the Chiang Rai region of 
Northern Thailand. 

In 2011, The Freedom Story opened The Freedom Resource Center in Bong Prae, a small village outside 
of Chiang Rai City. With an average education level well below even the regional average, Bong Prae 
functioned as a de facto breeding ground for child sex workers. By providing mentorship, tutoring, 
career planning, English lessons, and a space for extracurricular activities, the Freedom Resource Center 
has served almost 200 scholarship students and countless other children and families. The Freedom 
Resource Center in Bong Prae is also host to The Freedom Story’s bi-annual trafficking awareness 
programs and sustainability programs, both of which target the entire community of Bong Prae.

Since 2008, The Freedom Story has provided scholarships to 181 children, resulting in 78 secondary and 
post-secondary graduations, 14 Bachelors degrees, and 130 current scholarship students. While nearly 
half	 (43%)	of	 the	students	 in	 the	Chiang	Rai	 region	drop	out	by	middle	school,	93%	of	The	Freedom	
Story’s scholarship students stay in school, and the vast majority of them go on to secondary education, 
college, and promising careers.

The Freedom Story’s human rights and trafficking awareness program, 3-3-5, was developed by an 
American missionary, Michael David Fucella, and adapted to The Freedom Story’s context by staff 
member Ketsara Thutsunti, who had trained and worked with Fucella for almost 4 years before joining 
The Freedom Story. She has conducted the program in 15 schools last year, reaching 779 children, 
and is on track to reach more this year, now that The Freedom Story is partnering with ECPAT and also 
training university students to extend the program. The Freedom Story also offers free legal counseling 
and education to the members of the communities they work with, reaching over 150 people with this 
program already this year. 

Since 2013, The Freedom Story has invested in creating sustainability programs to decrease dependency 
in the communities they work with. These programs have included four workshops teaching sustainable 
practices and entrepreneurial opportunities to about 120 people in all, the financing and construction 
of 14 silk worm farms (now self-sustaining and profitable), their Organic Vegetable Project that teaches 
families about the organic cultivation of indigenous and healthy vegetables on their own land, a local 
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textile center that dies fabrics and manages the design and pre-production of ecologically sustainable 
handbags and backpacks, and an Eco-Organic Learning Center, which once up and running by the 
end of 2016 will provide instruction on sustainable and profitable farming practices to hundreds, if not 
thousands, of farmers in the Chiang Rai region.

The Freedom Story organizes its programming around six strategies, which combine to increase 
educational attainment and prevent child exploitation and trafficking in the Chiang Rai region of Northern 
Thailand:

SCHOLARSHIPS
An estimated 60,000 children are involved in the Thai sex trade each year. The majority of these 
children come from Northern Thailand where crippling poverty forces many to drop out of school 
at young ages.86 Uneducated yet often expected to help provide for their families, these children 
are easily lured into the sex trade. Educational scholarships help reverse this trend.

RESOURCES 
The Freedom Resource Center and the Chiang Rai City Center offer daily after-school programs, 
activities, and resources such as a computer lab.

MENTORSHIP
Studies show that at-risk children and youths with mentors are more likely to aspire to attend and 
graduate from college, participate in sports and other extracurricular activities, take leadership 
roles in school and extracurricular activities, and regularly volunteer in their communities.87 All of 
The Freedom Story’s students are mentored by the staff, with regular home visits and activities to 
help deepen and strengthen these relationships. 

AWARENESS 
The Freedom Story offers bi-annual human trafficking awareness, human rights training, and family 
camps for the communities they work with. Through games, skits, and lessons, our innovative 
3-3-5 program teaches children their human rights. The Freedom Story also runs legal rights 
workshops for children and families in the region. 

SUSTAINABILITY 
The Freedom Story’s Sustainability Project utilizes local resources to build upon the existing skills 
of the families they work with, preventing the flight of talent, raising the local standard of living, 
empowering local leaders, and reducing the lure of traffickers. 

STORYTELLING
The Freedom Story identifies stories of beauty and hope arising from adverse circumstances and 
tells these stories through photography and film for two reasons. First, to provide healing and 
dignity to the communities we work in. Second, to expand awareness of the power of prevention 
and invite others into this work.

 
The Freedom Story’s five-prong model (six when Storytelling is included) has been developed over the 
last eight years. Together these services break down barriers to education and opportunity and help 
foster stronger relationships within families and communities, making them more resilient in the face of 
adversity.
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This Social Impact Assessment (SIA) provides a baseline evaluation of The Freedom Story’s social 
(psychological, pedagogical, and practical) impacts since 2007. As such, it offers an example for measuring 
future impacts more consistently and scaling those impacts more effectively. This SIA was carried out in 
two phases. The first phase (Phase I) began in early 2015 when external researcher Dr. Mellissa Anderson-
Hinn spent three weeks in Thailand conducting ethnographic research. In the second phase (Phase II), 
another independent researcher, Athalie Waugh, developed surveys in order to determine whether the 
findings of Phase I could be verified or corroborated. These surveys were developed in dialogue with 
the ethnographic findings of Phase I, literature on trafficking and prevention, and in accordance with 
the United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking Ethical Guidelines. In 2016, they were 
administered to The Freedom Story’s participants in Thailand. 

The sections below Ethical Considerations, Phase I and Phase II, outline the methodology of each phase 
of research and in doing so establish the methodology for this SIA.

Ethical Considerations
Both Phase I and Phase II, as well as all researchers and participating staff, followed the UNIAP Ethical 
Guidelines, which include the following: 

1. Do no harm: be compassionate but neutral.
2. Prioritize personal safety and security: identify and minimize risks.
3. Get informed consent, with no coercion. 
4. Ensure anonymity and confidentiality to the greatest extent possible.
5. Adequately select and prepare interpreters and field teams.
6. Prepare referral information, and be prepared for emergency intervention.
7. Do not hesitate to help others: put your information to good use.

Both phases of research also adhered to the “Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Research on 
the Perpetuation of Sexual Violence” as presented by the Sexual Violence Research Initiative (SVRI) 
out of South Africa in 2008. The recommendations within this document state that surveys must keep 
respondents’ identities anonymous, and that respondents have the right to not answer any question or 
to discontinue an interview at any time. These rights were made clear to all of those who participated in 
the surveys and interviews.

Sampling
PHASE I

DATA SAMPLE

All of The Freedom Story’s staff were interviewed in groups and as individuals by Dr. Melissa Anderson-
Hinn. In all, Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed 68 of The Freedom Story’s students: 32 primary school 
students between the ages of eight and fourteen (with one grade eight student being sixteen-years-old) 
in smaller groups that ranged in size from four to seven students, two of the students were interviewed 
in-depth; 20 high school students between the ages of 15 and 18 in two groups of eight and twelve, three 

Methodology
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students were interviewed in-depth; 8 vocational school students in two groups of four, one who was 
interviewed in-depth; and 7 university students and 1 university graduate, one of the students and the 
university graduate were both interviewed in-depth. In addition, Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed a “hand-
full” of parents and guardians and two teachers in the village of Bong Prae.

RESEARCH INSTRUMENT

During the first phase of research, qualitative data was collected through the following methods: 
1. Ethnographic in-depth interviews. 
2. Prompted Descriptions for descriptive study.88

3. Comprehensive observation (direct and participative). 
1. Parallel streams of research design and strategic development (participatory action and grounded 

theory).

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS

One of the primary sources of evidence for Phase I was in-depth interviews with teachers, students, 
parents, and other pertinent community members. Interviews are one of the most significant sources 
of data collection and evidence for this type of inquiry.89 Dr. Yin’s suggestion to researchers to consider 
interviews as “guided conversations rather than structured queries,” was followed.90 Group, personal, 
and in-depth interviews were carried out as guided conversations. The purpose of this method is to 
gain the deepest level of insight into the actual facts, i.e. the lived experience of those interviewed and, 
ultimately, the meaning ascribed to their experience.

Questions and prompts varied from one interview to the next but included some or all of the following: 
1. Describe your relationship with The Freedom Story staff? 
2. Why do you work for The Freedom Story? 
3. Describe a time when you were happy with the way you handled conflict or stress? 
4. What is your favorite thing about being part of The Freedom Story? 
5. What is your least favorite thing about being part of The Freedom Story? 
6. Describe what your day is like in school? 
7. What would you like to see The Freedom Story add to its Resource Center or programs that would 

help you (or your children) in achieving your education and/or career goals? 
8. What are your education and career goals? 
9. What is your biggest concern about your ability (or your child’s abilities) to achieve your (their) 

goals?  

Dr. Anderson-Hinn reported her findings in a narrative form. Her key findings are included in the results 
section of this SIA, and her entire report, including a more in-depth methodology, is included as Appendix 
A.

PHASE II

Employing a mixed methods approach reduces the risk of threats to the validity of the research by 
verifying the findings through more than one process. During Phase II, results of the ethnographic 
research were used as a preliminary guide for the direction of the remaining quantitative data collection, 
carried out through the administration of surveys and the analysis of results. 
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DATA SAMPLE

The sample for Phase II was designed to include all of The Freedom Story’s constituents: a representative 
sample of The Freedom Story’s scholarship students: 76; a representative sample of the parents and 
guardians of The Freedom Story’s scholarship students: N/A; and almost all of The Freedom Story’s 
Thailand staff: 13. Unfortunately, at the time of writing, parent and guardian surveys have yet to be 
completed. 

RESEARCH INSTRUMENT

The research instrument for this section of the study was a detailed survey for each group of participants; 
individual surveys were created for the scholarship students, the parents or guardians of the scholarship 
students, and The Freedom Story’s Thailand staff. Each survey consisted of around 40 statements about 
The Freedom Story’s programs, their effectiveness, and the overall experience of the constituents. In 
order for participants to communicate both satisfaction and dissatisfaction with their experience, or 
effectiveness and ineffectiveness of programs, a five-point Likert scale was provided to respond to each 
statement. The surveys consisted of statements such as, “I am comfortable asking a The Freedom Story 
Staff member for help when I am overwhelmed by a problem,” or “I believe The Freedom Story has 
helped people stay out of the commercial sex industry,” and participants responded on the five-point 
scale that ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree. To ensure the scale was understood by 
scholarship students, visual cues, emojis, were included: 

The only identification information that the participants were asked to provide was the following: the 
amount of time they have been involved with The Freedom Story, their gender, the students and parents 
or guardians were asked to provide their family size, and students were asked to provide their age. 
To ensure cultural relevance and sensitivity, Thai staff members reviewed each of the surveys and 
made suggestions for adjustments accordingly. The surveys were adjusted, translated into Thai, and 
administered to the participants. 

ADMINISTRATION OF THE SURVEYS

Dr. Jade Keller, a dual US & Thai citizen currently residing in Thailand, conducted the staff surveys and 
provided the staff responsible for the student surveys with a brief training and a script to use when 
administering the student surveys. This included a discussion of the importance of anonymity and 
confidentiality, the necessity of refraining from influencing student responses in any way, and some 
sample ways to respond to anticipated questions in order to preserve the integrity of student responses.
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STAFF SURVEYS

Staff Surveys were administered via an emailed link to a Google Form survey. Staff took the surveys 
individually and anonymously. The data from these surveys was coded and analyzed by Athalie Waugh in 
the US. The purpose of the Staff Survey was to allow the staff to rate how well they believe The Freedom 
Story is accomplishing its goals, the effectiveness of The Freedom Story programs, their experience as a 
The Freedom Story staff member, and their hope for the future of The Freedom Story. 

STUDENT SURVEYS

The Student Surveys were administered at both of The Freedom Story’s resources centers in Bong 
Prae and Chiang Rai City. While The Freedom Story staff administered the surveys, they did so after  
a brief training and following best practices for the anonymous administration of surveys. (See B for 
the survey administration instructions.) Students who could not access the Resource Centers in person 
were emailed a link to a Google Form survey. Students who could not take the surveys on their own 
(due to limited literacy skills) were assisted by a The Freedom Story staff member, and these responses 
where tracked in order to keep them separate from the other data. The data from these surveys was 
subsequently coded and analyzed. 

PARENT SURVEYS

Due to limited literacy and a lack of technological capabilities, the Parent Surveys have yet to be 
administered. The Freedom Story’s plan is to have staff administer them on an individual basis. The staff 
are trained to proctor and ensure participants that no subject identifiers will be collected. The purpose 
of the Parent/Guardian Survey is to understand how parents or guardians perceive the impact of The 
Freedom Story on their children, their families, and their community.

Limitations
Limitations are the boundaries that limit the application or interpretation of the results, often impacting 
the generalizability of a study.

PHASE I LIMITATIONS

The limitations of Phase I emerged from the research purpose – to evaluate the impact of a single 
organization within a specific context. For this particular study, the sourcing of data came only from The 
Freedom Story community of participation and impact, including its students, Thai staff, students’ families, 
local teachers, and other localized community members available for interviews and observation within 
the Chiang Rai region of Northern Thailand. These findings apply only to this case study. .

PHASE II LIMITATIONS

Given the nature of quantitative research, it must be noted that surveys, though often revealing, rarely 
capture the entirety of what is taking place. Though The Freedom Story worked diligently to design 
a research strategy that covered cross-cultural nuances, some obstacles still emerged. One specific 
challenge was that this was the first time many participants had ever done a survey or interview of this 
nature.
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ISSUES IN TRANSLATION

Researchers created the surveys in English, and then sent them to an outside Thai translator for translation. 
When The Freedom Story staff took the staff surveys, some translation issues became apparent. In order 
to ensure that the literal meanings of the questions were not lost in translation for the student surveys, 
certain staff members looked over the translations and made suggestions to help clarify them before 
the surveys were administered. However, some issues in translation remained. For instance, the student 
surveys contain a series of questions regarding their experience and relationship with their The Freedom 
Story staff mentor, but a clear translation for mentor in Thai does not exist. To rectify this issue, translators 
chose a term that could mean “mentor,” “counselor,” or “helper” for those questions. Another issue of 
translation became apparent when the findings of the student surveys where presented to the staff. In 
the demographics section, 42 students responded that they were in 1st through 3rd grade. Given that 
only four students who took the survey where within the common age range for primary education (up 
to 13), this seemed like an issue once data analysis began. Even if, as is sometimes the case, scholarship 
students were behind in school, this discrepancy seemed large. When staff looked at the findings they 
all agreed that the students interpreted this questions to be asking what year in university or vocational 
school they were in. Other issues or ambiguities are addressed further in the findings section.

SCHOLARSHIP STUDENT SURVEY PROCESS

Students took the surveys at home or at the computer lab of the Freedom Resource Center, where the 
staff had instructions to monitor the process from the front of the room where the computer screens of 
the students were not visible. Some issues did emerge during the first round of student surveys. The 
first was that while some students could complete the surveys on computers at school or at home, 
others lacked access to computers other than at The Freedom Story’s Freedom Resource Center. Thus, 
while measures were taken (outlined below) to create anonymity within the Resource Center context, 
those students who took the survey at home or at school were in a position to feel more anonymous, 
even if they were not, and thus may have felt more freedom to be honest. The second issue arose from 
this being the first time that many of the students took online surveys. Because of this, some students 
needed help with the process, and because a portion of the questions on the survey were about the 
students’ experiences with the staff, their involvement in helping the students may have influenced the 
way the students responded to some questions. Given that some students received help in the first 
round, and that these students were not differentiated from those who did not receive help, the first 
round of surveys was removed from the data sample. The staff member who conducted the training 
reemphasized the importance of anonymity to the Thai staff, and instructed them not to help the students 
and to encourage the students to answer to the best of their ability if they were confused. In order to 
protect the data from being tainted by the presence of staff members, we erred on the side of having 
students not completely understanding the questions or statements, rather than allow the staff to clarify 
or otherwise guide students’ responses.

SAMPLE SIZE AND SELECTION

Ninety-one students took the survey. However, 15 of them either failed to press the final submit button 
or Google forms lost their response. All in all, The Freedom Story has data from 76 student surveys (a 
response	rate	of	83.5%).	While	76	students	took	the	survey,	The	Freedom	Story	failed	to	track	which	
ones took it at the Resource Center versus in the privacy of their own home. The Freedom Story is thus 
unsure as to what bias, if any, the location of the survey taking introduced, but it is safe to assume it may 
have introduced some. It should also be noted that though quantitative data was obtained this is clearly 
a qualitative study. Whether nearby local villages, northern Thailand, or any other regional context, our 
students may not be a representative sample. Therefore generalizations to any wider context other than 
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The Freedom Story’s constituents cannot be made, which highlights the importance of further research.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON PHASE II LIMITATIONS

A limitation of the surveys themselves is that, for each question or statement, the participant is restricted 
to choosing options one through five. While students or staff freely chose their responses, their reasons 
for responding the way they did cannot be fully known. Issues of translation, unclear instructions, the 
presence of people in the room, stress due to a new and unfamiliar experience, or hesitance to be honest 
for fear of perceived consequences all could have influenced the way the participants responded. While 
it is possible for these or other biases to have played a role, The Freedom Story has made every effort to 
reduce their impact given limited resources, and is confident these surveys provide vital and important 
information that can serve as a basis for and direction of future research. The organization is in the 
process of using the surveys’ findings to create questions for follow up focus group discussions.

Demographics
Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed 67 scholarship students between the ages of 8 and 23 and one graduate of 
The Freedom Story’s programs who was 27 years of age. She interviewed The Freedom Story’s Thailand 
staff. She also interviewed five parents of scholarship students, and one sister. All of the interviews were 
conducted in the Chiang Rai region of Northern Thailand in either Bong Prae or Chiang Rai City. 

RESEARCH ANALYSIS

Staff
Dr. Anderson-Hinn conducted in-depth interviews and open discussions with The Freedom Story’s staff. 
She reports that each spoke with great passion, wisdom, hope, and ambition about the students they 
serve and the ways in which they already see sustainable change. They also spoke of the challenges of 
their work and how it affects them personally no matter how hard they try to avoid it. One of the areas of 
discussion that emerged in all staff interviews was that of the Sustainability Director Worn’s recent illness, 
which was rooted in the stress of this work. On the one hand, they were still recovering from the stress 
of watching a dear friend fight for his life and they are fearful of burnout. On the other hand, they felt 
grateful to be aware of the severity of personal risks to their health and wellbeing and more committed 
to ensuring that it doesn’t happen to anyone else. 

They all had unique ideas for how to continue growing their impact in Bong Prae and throughout 
Northern Thailand. They all spoke of opening another Resource Center in Chiang Rai, increasing the 
quality of their library, transforming their existing space into one that is more inviting and accessible, and 
introducing more sophisticated programs for life-skills development. They all agreed that some of the 
most significant risk factors their (Northern Thai) students face is a lack of value in their own identities, a 
lack of direction in their lives, a lack of opportunity to learn and practice critical thinking skills, and a lack 
of hope that their lives can be different than what they have inherited. According to Dr. Anderson-Hinn, 
Worn also expressed a very sophisticated understanding of sustainability and cultivating a lifetime of 

RESULTS: Phase I
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prevention rather than just preventing exploitation (or bad choices) while at-risk students are finishing 
school. 

The final, notable, stream of data that emerged in all of the staff interviews with Dr. Anderson-Hinn was 
that all of them expressed a significant concern about organizational leadership, especially as it relates 
to key decision-making for the organization. They all expressed their need for “a boss”: someone that is 
clearly tasked with the responsibility to make the big decisions and ensure that every other staff member 
is well informed, possesses a clear job description, and feels equipped to do their jobs effectively.

Students
PRIMARY SCHOOL STUDENTS

Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed 32 primary school students between the ages of 8-14 (with one grade 
8 student being 16) in small groups ranging in size from 4 to 7. Additionally, 2 primary school students 
were interviewed in depth (Mew and Tom). Dr. Anderson-Hinn also visited the homes of several students, 
including (brothers) Surachat and Surachai, Newt, and her neighbors. She also visited the home of Yoke 
to purchase dinner and speak with her parents on several occasions. 

While some of the primary school students she interviewed had a few years of experience with The 
Freedom Story, others were fairly new to The Freedom Story’s programs. A few of them were connected 
to The Freedom Story but not scholarship recipients. No matter the length of their experience or whether 
they	received	a	scholarship,	 100%	of	 them	spoke	of	 the	Resource	Center	as	 feeling	 like	a	second	or	
third	home	(some	of	them	considered	school	to	be	their	second	home).	About	70%	of	the	primary	school	
interviewees	described	The	Freedom	Story	staff	as	“being	like”	a	second	family.	About	60%	reported	
feeling more connected to The Freedom Story staff and their friends at the Resource Center than their 
own	families	at	home.	Of	the	remaining	40%,	most	of	them	reported	feeling	“happy” at home but stronger 
and more hopeful around The Freedom Story staff. 

Dr. Anderson-Hinn primarily talked to the primary school students about their family backgrounds, what 
they liked about being a part of The Freedom Story, what ideas they have for improving The Freedom 
Story, and their experiences in their schools, with their teachers, and with their peers. They also spoke 
about their future hopes and fears (i.e., what they expect will be their greatest obstacles). 

The interviews focused on their experience within the contexts that are most relevant to The Freedom 
Story’s approach to prevention: their family narratives and home life, their lives and experiences in 
school, their relationships with friends and communities, and their relationships with The Freedom Story 
staff and the Resource Center.

In all the primary school interviews, at least one student brought up the need for a playground. All the 
other students agreed, and at least one student brought up the desire to take field trips, such as seeking 
out local spaces of historical-cultural learning and fun, as part of the The Freedom Story program. With 
the field trip idea, transportation also emerged as a hindrance unless The Freedom Story could buy its 
own van.

During the primary school interviews, Dr. Anderson-Hinn also spent a significant amount of time talking 
with	students	about	their	school	experiences	and	their	educational	hopes	for	the	future.	About	42%	of	
them reported that they enjoy school “totally” and hope to attend and finish high school and continue 
on	to	university.	Another	25%	reported	that	they	enjoy	school	“mostly”	and	hoped	to	continue	through	
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high	school	and	university.	About	30%	of	them	reported	that	they	enjoy	school	“mostly”	but	that	they	
couldn’t really think about or anticipate what would be next (or imagine that finishing high school and 
university	would	be	possible).	For	this	30%,	the	hope	of	finishing	still	outweighed	the	expectation	that	
they	wouldn’t.	Only	about	9%	of	 them	 reported	wanting	 to	finish	but	not	expecting	 to	due	so	being	
unable to test well or convince their parents it was worth all of the sacrifices they would have to make. 

In response to questions about school, most of the students reported that their favorite part of school 
was being with their friends and taking electives. They all reported that there is a lot of stress around the 
national tests they are required to take and that everything they learn is focused on these tests rather 
than on the importance of learning. Several of the primary school students reported being very nervous 
to ask questions (of a teacher) in class because they believed that teachers would embarrass or insult 
them in front of the class for not listening or not understanding or accuse them of being disrespectful for 
which they could receive corporal punishment. 

It is notable that even the primary school students (in their own language) are aware that they are being 
taught strictly to the tests and that these tests cause a large amount of stress on their teachers and on 
their school experience, significantly hindering their learning abilities and interests. Even the physical 
education teachers are teaching theoretical knowledge for testing rather than designing PE classes that 
help	students	have	fun	and	be	more	active,	agile,	and	healthy.	About	60%	of	the	primary	school	students	
reported	wanting	better	English	language	teaching.	And,	about	80%	of	the	primary	school	interviewees	
reported wanting more instruction and experience using computers and technology. Every student who 
knows Kru Bon reported wanting more (or all) teachers like him. In expressing these desires, they were 
clearly more interested in an improved education experience rather than a nonexistent one. None of 
them reported believing that it makes more sense to just stop going to school and start working. 

Primary Students Summary
•	 32 primary students between the ages of 8-14
•	 Small group interviews ranging in size from 4-7 students
•	 2 primary school students were interviewed in depth for descriptive phenomenological study
•	 Several homes were visited
•	 About	70%	(22)	of	the	primary	school	interviewees	described	The	Freedom	Story	staff	as	being	like	

a second family and all of them expressed strong ties to the Resource Center as a second home
•	 About	60%	 (19)	of	 them	 reported	 feeling	more	connected	 to	The	Freedom	Story	staff	and	 their	

friends at the Resource Center than their own families at home
•	 Of	the	remaining	~40%	(13),	most	of	them	reported	feeling	happy	at	home	but	stronger	and	more	

hopeful around The Freedom Story staff
•	 Another	25%	 (8)	 reported	 that	 they	enjoy	 school	 “mostly”	 and	hoped	 to	 continue	 through	high	

school and University.
•	 About	30%	of	 them	 reported	 that	 they	enjoy	 school	 “mostly”	but	 that	 they	couldn’t	 really	 think	

about or anticipate what would be next
•	 The	hope	of	finishing	still	outweighed	the	expectation	not	to	for	this	30%	
•	 Only	about	9%	(3)	of	them	reported	wanting	to	finish	but	not	expecting	to

HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed 20 high school students between the ages of 15-18 in two groups of 12 
and 8. Additionally, she interviewed 3 high school students more in depth (including Cat & Dream). All of 
the high school students that she interviewed have been a part of The Freedom Story for several years, 
many since its inception.
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Several of the girls attempted to communicate in English at various times throughout the interviews. 
According to Dr. Anderson-Hinn, all of the high school interviewees spoke — with tears in their eyes — to 
the strength and value of their relationships with The Freedom Story staff and their connection to the The 
Freedom Story Resource Center. They view the The Freedom Story staff members as mentors, friends, 
parents, sources of strength, and super heroes. They also reported that the Resource Center gave them 
stability and a greater sense of home and belonging than many of them reported feeling at the home of 
their parents. At the time of the interviews, they hadn’t heard that there was a plan to open a Resource 
Center	in	the	city,	but	100%	of	them	suggested	it	because	the	existing	one	is	too	far	removed	from	where	
they live or go to school or both. 

With the high school students, Dr. Anderson-Hinn discussed their family backgrounds, what they liked 
about being a part of The Freedom Story, what ideas they have for improving The Freedom Story 
(for themselves and younger students). She also spent a significant portion of time discussing their 
experiences in school, their dreams for the future, and their fears in pursuing their dreams. 

When	asked	their	favorite	thing	about	their	experience	with	The	Freedom	Story,	100%	of	the	high	school	
students said the following: relationships with staff. When Dr. Anderson-Hinn asked them to unpacked 
that statement further, they spoke about feeling safe approaching The Freedom Story staff members, 
valuable to them, and confident in implementing the advice they gave. They also spoke of how their 
connection to The Freedom Story translated directly to a consistent increase in their levels of hope for 
their futures. 

When asked what they would like to add, the majority suggested the importance of enhancing the 
mentoring program to include university students as their mentors. Although when asked, less than 
half of them felt like they personally have anything to offer as mentors to primary school students. (This 
finding is dramatically different than the confidence and desire expressed by vocational students in 
regards to their ability to mentor younger students.) 

The research indicates that the main reason high school students requested university mentors is fear 
of failing university entrance exams. Most of them reported their greatest fear (or obstacle) in finishing 
their education is failing to test well enough to get into a university. They also feared being unprepared 
to navigate the university system on the same level as their peers coming from more developed areas. 
They reported the belief that university students could help them prepare for testing and evaluations to 
get into schools as well as prepare themselves to enter and “survive” in university.

Not	all	of	the	high	school	interviewees	participated	in	Khae’s	nature	project,	but	100%	of	those	that	did	
reported it as one of their favorite experiences as a part of The Freedom Story. One student said that 
she neither liked trees nor cared for them before the project, but now finds great value in being part of 
something that is bigger than herself. She took great pride in the work they are doing, as did all of the 
participating students.

Several of the high school interviewees suggested the desire for big group parties to gather all of the 
scholarship students, their parents, and any of their friends. They expressed a desire to eat together and 
have some sort of group learning experience along with some fun music and dancing. Dr. Anderson-
Hinn noticed that a common motivation seemed to be that they wanted their parents and friends to 
understand what makes them so excited to keep working hard to finish school and live a future that they 
value and that allows them to add value to society. They also seemed to just want to have fun together 
and share a sense of community with people on similar paths, both younger and older. 

A few of the high school students brought up the need for improved accessibility in the form of a better 
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entry road or The Freedom Story’s own transportation van or both. This desire came up repeatedly in 
both staff and student interviews for a variety of reasons. 

A little over half of them reported that they really enjoy school and feel confident in their studies and their 
future endeavors based on what they are learning in high school. The single, most remarkable piece of 
data that applies to all of the high school students that reported total contentment and confidence is 
their high regard for their teachers and positive relationships with their teachers in their major fields of 
study. On the other hand, a little less than half of them reported that they actually do like what they are 
studying but don’t feel good about how their teachers respond to questions or requests for additional 
help. Thus, they don’t feel nearly as content and confident in their “preparedness” for the next level. Two 
of them actually reported feeling a bit lost because they no longer liked their majors and weren’t exactly 
sure how to switch their studies or prepare for the next level without experience in something they enjoy 
studying. 

When Dr. Anderson-Hinn pressed further about the behavior of teachers that made students feel less 
content and confident, the answers were quite similar to those given by primary school students. In 
response to other questions about school, most of the students reported that their favorite part of 
school was being with their friends. They all reported that there is a lot of stress around all the tests 
and competition to get into a University or the field of study they want rather than on the importance 
of learning and developing a passion for learning. Several of the high school students also remember 
the level of stress on them (and their teachers) in primary school to perform well on national testing, 
especially the test that determines whether they can go on to high school. They reported that based on 
their understanding of younger siblings’ or friends’ experiences, it is even more stressful now that there 
is more testing. 

High School Students Summary
•	 20 high school students between the ages of 15-18
•	 2 groups of 12 and 8
•	 3 high school students interviewed in depth for descriptive phenomenological study
•	 100%	of	them	believed	that	The	Freedom	Story	should	open	a	Resource	Center	in	the	city
•	 100%	of	 the	students	participating	 in	Khae’s	nature	project	 reported	 it	being	one	of	 their	 latest	

favorite experiences
•	 Several suggested the desire for bigger group parties to gather all scholarship students, parents, 

and friends and the others agreed
•	 A few suggested the need for improved accessibility (by road) and all others agreed
•	 About	20%	(4)	of	the	students	reported	ambivalence	towards	test	taking	
•	 About	20%	(4)	reported	positive	connection	with	test	taking
•	 About	60%	(12)	reported	negative	connection	with	test	taking
•	 100%	reported	wanting	more	time	for	sports	and	games	–	especially	communally-driven
•	 80%	(16)	reported	a	desire	for	better	English	teaching	in	primary	school	so	that	their	English	would	

be much better by the time they reach high school 

VOCATIONAL SCHOOL STUDENTS

Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed 8 vocational school students in two groups of 4 and conducted one in-
depth interview (Bank). All of the students reported a positive experience in vocational school. They mostly 
reported feeling valued by their teachers and well-prepared to either enter the workforce or complete 
the additional couple years of university to complete a Bachelor’s degree in their field. Several of them 
reported that their plan was actually to do both - enter the workforce AND complete their Bachelor’s 
degree. Once a student has completed vocational school in Thailand, they not only receive a secondary 
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school diploma equivalent, they also graduate from their area-specific apprenticeship, fully prepared for 
the workforce to make income, and with a reduced amount of time required to finish a Bachelor’s degree 
in their field while making some income. 

The most notable piece of data collected during the vocational school interviews was that these students 
are interested and self-motivated to give back to younger students as mentors. They want to be part of 
The Freedom Story’s impact on younger students by visiting the Resource Center to teach their trades, 
mentor, and generally engage in conversations about vocational school and their respective fields of 
expertise, which include mechanics, computer programming, interior designer, business management, 
machinist, electrician, and a chef (of Southeast Asian cuisine). Besides their areas of expertise, some of 
the vocational students possess skills in music and the arts that would also be valuable to share with 
younger students. The key is that they were all part of The Freedom Story during their last 2-3 years 
of primary school and believe wholeheartedly in what The Freedom Story is doing. They all reported 
feeling like the The Freedom Story staff are like a second family and the The Freedom Story Resource 
Center like a second home. 

Dr. Anderson-Hinn found the maturity and confidence in the vocational school students (compared to the 
high school students or even the University students) to be unique and exceptionally notable. Vocational 
school students appeared to be more inspired to learn and grow in their knowledge and trade than other 
students their age. 

Of the 8 vocational school students, 7 of them reported that the lack of support from their parents is their 
biggest challenge. They also reported that this challenge is a primary reason they selected vocational 
school rather than traditional high school because with the extra scholarship assistance and support 
from The Freedom Story, they can work and study simultaneously, not needing to rely on their parents 
for any additional resources beyond what the scholarship covers. Thus, they do not face the guilt of 
asking for financial assistance from their parents when their parents don’t value the whole endeavor. 
Though their parents are not financially burdened by their education and the students didn’t report 
feeling the pressure of guilt from their parents, they still reported feeling a high level of stress from 
taking full responsibility for their own motivation to finish. They spoke of it being “exhausting” at times 
and reported that having the The Freedom Story staff in their lives is the only reason they keep going.
 
One student who reported feeling over-stressed by the weight of responsibility on her because of the 
lack of any kind of parental support also reported that she hopes to employ her parents someday so 
that they will be less stressed to survive and retroactively supportive (and proud) of her commitment to 
complete her education and start and manage her own business. The one student that didn’t report a 
lack of support from parents as his biggest stressor is Bank. While he hasn’t lived with his parents since 
he was young, the stress of going blind is much greater for him than the lack of support he receives 
from parental figures. Bank also happens to be the student that expressed the strongest desires to be a 
mentor to younger students and share his many talents and skills with them. 

Similar to all the other students interviewed, the vocational students really value their relationships with 
friends and the time they are able to spend hanging out with their friends. Given their busy schedules 
of work, including many weekends, and study, none of them have the ability to consistently visit the 
Resource Center in Bong Prae. 

Of the students Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed, only the vocational students requested more money for 
their scholarships stating that they’re responsible for covering more costs than traditional high school 
students because of vocational training and apprenticeship costs in addition to their tuition, books, and 
uniforms. However, they all agreed that the additional cost was worthwhile, especially given the money 
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they would save if they decided to finish their bachelor’s degrees.

Vocational Student Summary
•	 8 Vocational students interviewed in 2 groups of 4
•	 1 vocational student interviewed in depth for descriptive phenomenological study
•	 7	of	the	8	students	(about	88%)	reported	that	the	lack	of	support	from	their	families	is	their	biggest	

challenge, which was also reported as a primary reason for pursuing vocational school over 
traditional high school

•	 1	 of	 the	 8	 students	 (About	 13%)	 reported	 feeling	 very	 over-stressed	 mostly	 by	 the	 weight	 of	
responsibility on her because of the lack of support from parents but yet she still hopes to employ 
her parents some day in a homegrown business venture

•	 100%	of	them	are	seriously	considering	onward	pursuit	of	a	University	degree	while	working	full	
time, following completion of vocational school

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed 7 university students and 1 university graduate (Win). She interviewed 
both Win and one current university student in-depth. The university student interviews where not 
conducted at the Resource Center, but in Chiang Rai city. The interviews were begun by opening up the 
space to talk about their journey to each student rather than ask specific questions. The stories were 
powerful to hear and re-emphasized the depth of vulnerability among so many children in the remote 
villages and hill tribes. According to Dr. Anderson-Hinn, the time spent with University students and one 
University graduate included sophisticated discussions about facing citizenship issues while trying to 
complete one’s education, living life estranged from family of origin in order to finish school, pursuing 
entrance into a University and program, choosing a field of study, being solely responsible for one’s 
own motivation to complete an education, and the guilt and pressure of being an adult child whom their 
parents believe should be helping. Several of the University students that were interviewed have battled 
high levels of adversity and vulnerability to get where they are. Several of them also showed sincere and 
open emotion during the interviews. 

Dr. Anderson-Hinn found that of the university students, all of them had dreams of making life better for 
children and families that face the same challenges that they faced. The students all agreed that a mentor-
based model is important and that they would not only like to offer mentoring to younger students but 
also would like to have more mentoring in their own lives. They all reported how important The Freedom 
Story staff and the The Freedom Story program has been (and continues to be) in their lives. Only one 
of the university students did not explicitly express a desire to be a mentor to younger students at The 
Freedom Story because she hoped to be going to China to continue her studies and work. 

Dr. Anderson-Hinn found the stories of resilience in these students very powerful. All of them have faced 
seemingly insurmountable challenges to get where they are today and to keep working hard towards 
their goals. Most of them have been away from their families of origin since they were very young. They 
all know what it feels like to carry significant burdens, sometimes for years without sharing their emotions 
and fears and dreams with anyone.  

All of the University students gave ideas for what could make The Freedom Story’s programming better. 
Mostly, they talked about having mentors that come to campus and check up on them more often. They 
suggested the need for a second Resource Center in the city. They also suggested that The Freedom 
Story consider increasing the amount they give in their scholarships. One of the young female students 
offered a notable suggestion. Her suggestion was to create a mechanism for more sponsors to visit their 
students’ homes and schools in Thailand and to engage directly with their lives. When she shared this 
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idea, it was very clearly an idea that she has considered for a long time. It was also clear that she didn’t 
quite understand why it didn’t happen more often. She asked Dr. Anderson-Hinn if she knew why more 
of their sponsors didn’t visit or send more consistent correspondence. 

When asked about their biggest challenges or obstacles in achieving their ultimate goals (or dreams), 
the majority reported feeling over-burdened by the amount of responsibility they had to endure. Most 
of them work and study and consistently face resistance from families of origin. Some of these students 
continue to grieve losses and recover from previous trauma. One of the students reported that her 
biggest challenge is her need to consistently work much harder than other students who had better 
access to learning resources and more opportunities. She said that most students that come from poorer 
villages and hill tribes are at a significant disadvantage when having to compete for entrance into schools 
and programs with students from places with more resources and opportunities. She emphasized that 
that is why The Freedom Story’s influence is so crucial for students from backgrounds like hers. 

University Students Summary
•	 8 University students interviewed
•	 1 University graduate interviewed in depth
•	 100%	of	them	reported	struggles	with	parental	pressure	and	the	weight	of	being	solely	responsible	

for his/her motivation and achievement
•	 100%	showed	open	and	sincere	emotion	during	interviews
•	 89%	reported	dreams	of	making	life	better	for	children	and	families	that	face	the	same	challenges	

that they faced
•	 100%	agreed	that	a	mentor-based	model	is	important	–	that	they	still	need	mentoring	and	advocacy	

in their own lives from those who have graduated or have been working and that they need to give 
back to younger students by becoming mentors

•	 100%	reported	how	important	The	Freedom	Story	staff	and	its	program	has	been	and	continues	to	
be in their lives

•	 One student did not explicitly express a desire to be a mentor to younger students because she 
hopes to be going to China to continue her studies and to work but she did report valuing the 
model and want mentoring in her own life

Parents or Guardians
Given the fact that it is difficult and costly for parents to dedicate time away from work or their homes 
for interviews, most of the interviews Dr. Anderson-Hinn conducted with parents took place in the 
surrounding fields or villages rather than at the Resource Center. In most cases, Worn or Khae (The 
Freedom Story’s staff) did the work of translating. In one in-depth interview at the Resource Center (with 
Cat’s older sister), Anthony (not a The Freedom Story staff member) was the translator. 

The parental figures Dr. Anderson-Hinn interviewed all understood the importance of education, were 
highly motivated to make sacrifices for their children to finish their education, and expressed high levels 
of gratitude for The Freedom Story and hope for their children’s’ futures (respectively). While this level of 
support is not the dominant experience expressed by the students, this could be due to many reasons, 
such as the fact that parents who feel the strongest about the value of the program (and the value of their 
child’s education) were the ones most willing to speak with Dr. Anderson-Hinn. 

What was not heard was a sense of hope that their children would finish their education and move back 
home to the village to make a better life there. As parents, they all wanted their kids to live close by, but 
they are mostly convinced that the “promise of a better life” means that their kids will have to finish their 
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education and move to the city — perhaps even as far away as Chiang Mai or Bangkok. 

This piece of data conflicts with what Dr. Anderson-Hinn heard from The Freedom Story staff and the 
students’ teachers. Most of the students said that their dream was to achieve their educational goals 
and return to their home villages (or even more vulnerable villages) to share their knowledge, passion, 
and vocational skills. A small percentage of the students who were interviewed did dream of traveling 
and living somewhere other than their home villages after achieving their educational goals. However, 
even those who expected to live away from home permanently, expressed the same desire to be part 
of changing the future for Thailand’s most vulnerable villages. They all understood that the work of 
changing the future would be very challenging, but there was a sense of hope in all of them (albeit small 
in some). 

However, Dr. Anderson-Hinn found that the parents (as well as grandparents and the one older sister) 
she interviewed did not share the same hope that the system could change. They were grateful for the 
opportunity to engage with The Freedom Story’s programs (whether by scholarships for their children or 
vocational development through Worn’s sustainability project), but they did not share a sense of hope 
that widespread, systemic change could happen for everyone, especially not for their own families. 
Dr. Anderson-Hinn spoke with one mother  working in the field next to the Resource Center whose eldest 
daughter had to go to live and work in Bangkok and slow down her own educational goals (after earning 
her high school diploma) because it was the only way she could make enough money to help support 
her younger sister through high school and University (which started the next year). Even though this 
mom and her husband worked multiple jobs (including one with Monsanto) to provide for their family, 
they still needed the extra help from their eldest daughter as well as government loans. Fortunately, they 
valued education and encouraged their daughters to keep going. This mom believed that her younger 
daughter would finish and begin working in her field of study before the older sister would be able to 
finish her University degree. 

Unable to speak with the older sister, Dr. Anderson-Hinn could not confirm her mom’s assurance that 
it was the oldest daughter’s choice to help. Worn agreed that it is a fairly normal expectation of older 
siblings in this context, and thus it’s possible that it may not even occur to the older sister to say no or 
think differently. Speaking of her experience, Dr. Anderson-Hinn says: 

The most difficult part of this interview came towards the end when I asked her about her 
relationship with her daughters and what she expected it to look like once they were finished with 
their education. She tearfully spoke with pride and sadness about her expectation that both of 
her daughters would reside in Bangkok (or possibly Chiang Mai) rather than return to their home 
village or even Chiang Rai. She expressed very little hope of seeing her daughters’ generation of 
students finish school and return to their villages to help build more sustainable futures. 

Parent/Guardian Summary
•	 5 parents officially interviewed
•	 3 parents unofficially interviewed
•	 1 older sister interviewed
•	 Blah was interviewed and was a helpful source of information about being a parent of school-age 

children in the villages
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Phase I Discussion
RESOURCE CENTER

The Freedom Story Resource Center in Bong Prae served as the primary location for interviews, direct 
and participatory observation, and participatory action research throughout Phase I of this Social Impact 
Assessment. During interviews, all of the participants identified strongly with the Resource Center. Though 
during Phase I many students had less access to the Resource Center due to increasing distance and 
transportation issues or time constraints as they progressed in school, it was consistently referred to 
as	“a	second	home”	by	nearly	100%	of	the	students.	There	was	a	clear	and	direct	correlation	between	
students’ positive identification with the Resource Center and their positive relational connections to the 
The	Freedom	Story	staff.	Of	the	students	interviewed,	100%	reported	feeling	like	they	were	at	home	with	
their family while visiting the Resource Center.  

Even high school students who frequented the Resource Center as primary students but visit less 
consistently now, expressed a deep connection to the Resource Center and hope for it to continue 
to evolve as a place where they could find the support they needed to continue to do well in school 
and life. Vocational school students (many of whom did not have primary school scholarships through 
The Freedom Story) reported feeling a sense of duty to visit the Resource Center and mentor younger 
students that are interested in their particular fields of study or entry to vocational school. University 
students agreed that they could see themselves sharing advice with younger students but did not 
express this desire as strongly as the vocational school students. Many of the older high school students 
also anticipate a desire to give back to the younger students once they go on to study in University or 
vocational school. 

It is evident that the desire to give back to younger students at the Resource Center is strongly correlated 
to older students’ lived experience at the Resource Center. Several high school students also made 
suggestions for improvements to the Resource Center based on their belief in the importance of the 
Resource Center as a place of refuge, learning, and connection with others. All of these conversations 
emerged when prompted to discuss the perceived value of the Resource Center.

About	90%	of	interviewees	raised	concerns	about	the	access	road	to	the	Resource	Center	and	suggested	
that The Freedom Story try to do something about paving the remaining dirt section before rainy season 
commences. (The road is now fully paved.)

Though all of the staff and teachers noted the need for a better, more comprehensive library and library 
science	resources,	very	few	of	the	student	interviewees	(less	than	10%)	spontaneously	asked	for	a	better	
library.	However,	when	prompted,	most	of	the	student	interviewees	(about	70%)	were	excited	to	make	
suggestions for the kinds of reading materials and library resources they would like to see added to the 
library. By a wide margin, the most popular request was for more comics. Other requests were: short 
story collections, Asian history stories, books in English and Chinese, travel books, project idea books, 
popular (English) fiction books translated to Thai, books about music, nature books, more computers for 
research, learning games, educational project materials, and practical workbooks (particularly for foreign 
language learning). Though one student studied Japanese, the majority of language learning students 
focused on English or Chinese or both. 

Resource Center Summary
•	 100%	students	consider	the	Resource	Center	to	be	a	second	home	
•	 90%	of	all interviewees raised concerns about the access road to the Resource Center
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•	 Less	than	10%	of	student	interviewees	spontaneously	asked	for	a	better	library
•	 70%	of	student	interviewees	were	excited	to	make	suggestions	for	the	kinds	of	reading	materials	and	

library resources they would like to see added

TEST TAKING

Not a single student (high school or primary school) reported “liking” test taking whether national tests 
or subject tests issued by their teachers. It is an enormous percentage of their grading in their classes 
as well and most students reported feeling overwhelmed at the amount of tests they had to take. About 
20%	of	all	students	(primary	and	high	school)	reported	ambivalence	towards	test	taking	—-	not	especially	
positive but not especially negative either. 

DESIRES AND PERCEIVED NEEDS

Nearly	 100%	of	 the	high	school	students	 reported	wanting	more	 time	 to	play	sports	and	games	and	
participate	in	communal	sports	tournaments.	About	80%	of	the	primary	school	students	reported	wanting	
better English language teaching. Several students (in primary school and high school) talked about 
becoming English teachers for their own home villages after completing a University degree in Education 
and English. All of the high school students also reported a need for more learning opportunities in 
the area of computers and technology. Several of the high school students noted that they were less 
prepared in the area of computers and technology upon arrival to high school than most of the city kids. 
They also reported a limited number of computers at their disposal and requested that The Freedom Story 
find a way to get more computers and create more learning opportunities for using them to do research 
and projects. Several of them also reported a desire to just have fun and play games on computers 
sometimes.

THE HOPE FACTOR

All of the students reported a consistent increase in their level of hope for the future based on their 
connection to The Freedom Story without any other variables being relevant. All of the students come 
from vulnerability and their levels are somewhat variable; though all within close range to severe so the 
minor variability does not negatively affect the data. Every single student interviewed reported increasing 
levels of hope in direct correlation with the amount of time spent as part of The Freedom Story (and 
family). They reported having little to no sense of a hope for their futures before becoming a part of 
The Freedom Story and reported that their level of hope increased as they spent more time connected 
to The Freedom Story. This was true even for the students who have faced significant obstacles while 
participating with The Freedom Story. Dr. Anderson-Hinn says that, “to increase hope in a child at-risk is a 
great achievement, but to do so in every child you impact, including those who face additional stressors 
and obstacles, is to achieve something phenomenal, something worth replicating anywhere possible.”

RESOURCES

The Freedom Resource Center is clearly a powerful symbol of connection, happiness, resilience, and 
hope for both students and staff. All of the interviewees willingly expressed ideas and hopes for acquiring 
additional resources and growing their potential for reaching and serving students and families. For 
staff, the hopes are to offer a more comprehensive and sustainable prevention program while for the 
students, the most consistently expressed hope is to have a place that they can bring more of their 
friends even if they do not have scholarships through The Freedom Story. Some examples of ideas and 
hopes are: more computers and technology training; more workshops on friendship (how to be a good 
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friend), family relationships, and vocational options/opportunities; more resources for English-language 
learning; a playground geared toward the 5-14 age group; more sports equipment, sports instruction, 
and tournaments; more dancing, music instruction, and music performances; and large group gatherings 
where students can bring their friends and families. 

The single most important suggestion (regarding the Resource Center) that emerged repeatedly among 
staff and (particularly) older students was the need for an additional Resource Center in, or much closer 
to, Chiang Rai City. Though the existing Resource Center is an important component of The Freedom 
Story’s impact both in the present and for the foreseeable future, it is not enough to meet the needs of 
their students as they continue their education beyond primary school or relocate to boarding homes 
closer to the city (from more remote villages) in order to continue in school beyond what is available in 
their village. In some cases, the students that relocate may be as young as 5 or 6 years old. The next 
important growth step The Freedom Story needs to take is to acquire space to open a Resource Center 
in the city of Chiang Rai as the majority of their existing students would benefit from this placement. 
(This step was taken in December of 2015, when The Freedom Story’s Chiang Rai City Center officially 
opened.)
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Staff Survey Findings
The staff survey findings suggest that staff believe in the beneficial role of education in our students 
lives, that students involved in our scholarship and other programs are receiving a good education, and 
that education reduces the risk of trafficking. They believe they have strong relationships with students, 
enjoy and feel energized working at The Freedom Story, believe they are making a difference in students’ 
lives, and are hopeful about the future. The results also suggest some areas that could use improvement: 
The Freedom Story’s integration with the community, trafficking awareness events, relationships with 
parents and guardians, and the mentorship program. 

Demographics
In all, 13 of The Freedom Story’s staff completed 
surveys. Four self reported as male, and nine as 
female. In order to maintain anonymity, gender was 
the only information collected from staff members 
during administration. 

STRENGTHS 

Any time more than half of the staff reported that 
they strongly agreed or agreed with a positive 
statement, the organizational characteristic entailed 
in the statement was marked as a strength. Some 
key strengths include the quality and accessibility 
of educational opportunities, The Freedom Story’s 
role in promoting trafficking awareness, and The 
Freedom Story’s staff relationships with students 
and with each other.

EDUCATION

Most of the staff members reported that they believe the scholarship students are receiving a good 
education, and all of them agree that education is making a difference in the lives of the students.They 
believe education is providing more opportunities for scholarship students and that providing education 
helps to reduce the risk of human trafficking.

TRAFFICKING AWARENESS

Most agreed that The Freedom Story has done a good job of raising awareness about human trafficking, 
and that The Freedom Story has even increased their personal knowledge of human trafficking. Raising 
awareness about human trafficking is a key component of our prevention program. Not only do most of 
our staff believe that we’ve done a good job of raising awareness, but they even report believing that 
The Freedom Story has increased their own personal knowledge. This could have a profound effect on 
employee morale: it helps them recognize the larger importance of the work they do and feel comfort 

RESULTS: Phase II
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and confidence in their roles as experts in the field.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH BENEFICIARIES

The staff reported that they have strong relationships with 
the students. 

IMPACT

The majority of the staff reported that they believe they are 
making a difference in the lives of the scholarship students, 
and that they are hopeful about the future.

WORK ENVIRONMENT

All but one reported that they enjoy working for The 
Freedom Story, most reported that they feel safe in their 
work environment, and almost all of the staff reported 
that they believe the The Freedom Story staff works well 
together. 

The majority of the staff reported feeling energized and motivated when working for The Freedom 
Story, that they feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and ideas, and that they generally have a good 
experience at work.

RESEARCH

Of additional interest, is the observation that our staff is willing to 
learn and improve. Overall, they believe research and reporting 
is important, and they expect that these surveys will reveal 
valuable information. 

GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES

Any time three or fewer people reported they “strongly agree” 
to a positive 
statement, the 
organizational 
characteristic 

entailed in the statement was marked as an opportunity 
for growth.

COMMUNITY

While the majority of the staff agree that we are meeting 
the needs of the community, there is still work to do to 
make sure that we continue to evolve and grow in this 
area, especially since no staff strongly agreed that we 
are meeting the needs of the community. 
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DECREASING VULNERABILITIES

While a fair number of staff members agreed that The Freedom Story is succeeding in decreasing the 
risk of human trafficking, five were neutral or disagreed. 
This is a point to consider in light of The Freedom Story’s 
mission. 

Only three strongly agreed that The Freedom Story 
has succeeded in decreasing the scholarship students’ 
vulnerability to human trafficking. Five agreed, while five 
were either neutral or disagreed.

TRAFFICKING AWARENESS

None of the staff strongly agreed that The Freedom 
Story’s trafficking awareness events are effective. 
Even though seven agreed they were, the neutral and 
negative answers suggest room for growth.  

RELATIONSHIPS

The response to whether or not the staff members 
have strong relationships with the parents or guardians 
showed that about half of the staff were either neutral or 
did not feel they had strong relationships.

MENTORSHIP

Only three staff members strongly agreed that the mentorship program is effective and that the scholarship 
students benefit from it. 

Three staff members also strongly agreed that the The Freedom Story mentors visit the homes of the 
students enough. 

To both of the above statements, six agreed, and four were neutral or disagreed.
Six strongly agreed that The Freedom Story staff mentors should be more involved in the lives of the 
students, and only one strongly agreed that The Freedom Story mentors do a good job of responding to 
the needs of students when they are having problems. 

Two strongly agreed that The Freedom Story staff mentors are well prepared to respond when a 
scholarship students shares that they are in a difficult situation or in danger. Six agreed and three were 
either neutral or disagreed. 

THE FREEDOM STORY WORK ENVIRONMENT

Five strongly disagreed that they often feel tired and overworked, two disagreed, four were neutral, two 
agreed, and two strongly agreed. This response is somewhat neutral and would be worth revisiting in 
light of nine reporting that they need more support at work. When the surveys were administered, several 
of the staff were fairly new to The Freedom Story. It’s possible that those who need more support were 
new and overwhelmed by the new work environment. However, having not obtained this information, it’s 
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impossible to know for sure. 

Only two strongly agreed that communication between 
Thai and Foreign staff members is effective and that they 
understand each other. Four agreed, four were neutral, 
one disagreed and two strongly disagreed.

EXPANSION

Only three strongly agreed that The Freedom Story 
should expand. Four agreed, three were neutral, two 
disagreed and one strongly disagreed. 

MALE V. FEMALE RESPONSE TRENDS

While this sample may be too small for any of these to be considered “trends,” the following are the 
questions in which there appeared to be consistency in answers among male staff members in particular. 

All of the male staff members strongly agreed that they have strong relationships with the scholarship 
students, and three out of four of them strongly agreed that they have strong relationships with the 
parents and guardians as well. Among female staff members, while three strongly agreed and one 
agreed, there were three out of the nine female staff members that were neutral in their response to 
having strong relationships with the scholarship students, and two who disagreed. As far as relationships 
with the parents of guardians, two female staff members strongly agreed to having strong relationships, 
one agreed, two were neutral, two disagreed and one strongly disagreed. 

All four male staff members strongly agreed that they need more support at work. One female staff 
member strongly agreed, four agreed, three were neutral and one strongly disagreed.

THINGS TO CONSIDER

Given staff responses, it would be best for The Freedom Story to conduct interviews or focus groups or 
both to inquire further into the perceived incongruities outlined below. 

In light of the fact that most staff agree that education 
helps reduce the risk of children entering the sex 
industry (Q11), why don’t most agree that The Freedom 
Story is decreasing the risk of human trafficking (Q10 
and Q13)? It’s possible that there is a general belief that 
The Freedom Story is helping individual students and 
families, but some skepticism that we can really stem 
the tide of the larger phenomenon of human trafficking.

Almost all staff members reported that they believe 
other communities can benefit from The Freedom 
Story (Q35), but the response to whether or not The 
Freedom Story should expand was less confident 
(Q34). It’s possible that staff do not feel confident in 
their ability to expand, while still recognizing the need 
for expansion. 



42

SCHOLARSHIP STUDENT SURVEY FINDINGS

The student survey findings reveal that the majority of The 
Freedom Story’s scholars are happy to be in school, believe 
education is important, desire to finish their education, 
and are confident that they will do so. Their scholarships 
have made them realize they have more options and 
have increased their hope for their future. It’s also 

encouraging to see that our scholars feel safe visiting our 
resource centers and are confident that they will never be 
trafficked, even though most also believe that if they were 
not a The Freedom Story scholarship recipient they would 
need to work. While the above findings are encouraging, 
some of the findings suggest a need for improvement in 
certain areas: students are not happy with their grades, nor 
do they feel comfortable asking questions in school; many 
students have a hard time completing their homework, and 

many feel they need more resources to be successful in school; their responses to questions about The 
Freedom Story’s mentorship program, while mostly positive, do 
suggest a need to clarify what a mentor is and possibly improve 
the program as a whole.  

DEMOGRAPHICS

In all, 76 students took the survey. Forty-nine students self 
identified as female. Twenty-five self-identified as male, and 2 
did not disclose their gender for unknown reasons but possibly 
because they do not believe they fit into the gender binary. 

The number of family 
members that the 
students lived with 
varied, with the most 
students living with 3-4 
family members, and the 
fewest (1 of each) living 
alone or with eight other 
family members. 

Many of the students who took the surveys had been with The 
Freedom Story for several years.

The age range varied from 10 (1 student) to 23 (1 student), with the 
majority of the students between ages 14 and 22. 
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Grade ranges also varied. While it looks like the number of students was skewed towards completing 
primary education regardless of the fact that many of them were beyond the normal primary level age 
(12-13), after revealing the findings to The Freedom Story staff, we decided that this was not the case 
since we know the number of our students in primary education is less. The students appeared to 

misunderstand the question, likely thinking it was asking what year 
of high school, university, or vocational school they were in. 

STRENGTHS
 
Any time more than half of the sample reported they “strongly 
agree” to a positive statement, the organizational characteristic 
entailed in the statement was marked as an organizational strength. 
Similarly, any time more than half of the staff “strongly disagreed” 
or “disagreed” with a negative statement, the organizational 
characteristic entailed in the statement was marked as an 
organizational strength.

EDUCATION

One hundred percent of 
the beneficiaries in the 
data sample reported 
that they are currently 

attending school. 

Eighty-eight percent of the students reported that they are 
confident that they will complete their educational goals, and 
all but three expressed a desire to finish their education. 

About 95 percent 
reported that they 
believe education 
has made their lives 
better. Eighty percent 
of the participants 
reported that they are happy to be in school. Most of the 
students reported not having issues in class, or with their 
classmates, and almost all reported that they believe education 
is important.

OVERALL EXPERIENCE

Almost all of the students reported that the The Freedom Story 
scholarship has made them realize they have more options for 
the future. 

They also reported that they have been more hopeful about 
the future since they have been with The Freedom Story, and 
that The Freedom Story has made their life better.
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RESOURCE CENTER

Most of the students stated that they feel safe visiting the Resource Center (49 strongly agree, 11 agree, 
14 neutral). 

HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Most of the students strongly agreed or agreed that they 
will never be trafficked, and that The Freedom Story has 
prevented human trafficking.

Fifty-five students reported that they strongly agreed 
or agreed that if they were not a The Freedom Story 
scholarship student, they believe they would have to go 
to work to help their family.

Most of the students reported that they have friends or 
know people in their community who have had to get 
a job some place other than home, such as Bangkok, 
Chiang Mai, or Chiang Rai.

The students reported that the following situations would 
be considered trafficking: 

53 said [5]:  both 1) a 20-year-old man was told there 
would be a job for him on a boat, but when he got on the boat the bosses took away his identification 
and refused to pay him for work AND 4) a 14-year-old girl going to work at a bar in Bangkok to bring 
money home for her family.
3 said [4]: a 14-year-old girl going to work at a bar in Bangkok to bring money home for her family.
1 said [3]: a Burmese family coming to Thailand illegally to look for work
1 said [2]: a Thai student going to work legally in Japan

17 said [1]: a 20-year-old man was told there would be a 
job for him on a boat, but when he got on the boat the 
bosses took away his identification and refused to pay him 
for work.

GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES

Any time less than half of the sample reported they 
“strongly agree” to a positive statement, the organizational 
characteristic entailed in the statement was marked as 
an opportunity for growth. Similarly, any time less than 
half of the students “strongly disagreed” with a negative 
statement, the organizational characteristic entailed in the 
statement was marked as an opportunity for growth.

EDUCATION
Less than half of the students strongly agreed that there 
is someone at school that they can ask questions, or that 
they are comfortable asking their teachers questions. Only 
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16 students strongly agreed that they are happy with their grades. 

Twenty of the students strongly agreed that they know their learning style, and 16 reported that they are 
positively challenged by their schoolwork. 

Less than half strongly agreed that they have all the resources they need to do well in school. Thirty-
seven students were either neutral or agreed that they have a hard time completing their homework 
assignments. 

Twenty students gave a neutral response when asked if the The Freedom Story staff helps them do well 
in school. 

Fifteen of the students strongly agreed that they had attended career counseling, while 27 agreed, 24 
were neutral, and the rest disagreed. (Because this question was framed as more of a “yes” or “no” 
question, it might be worth revisiting.) Of the 42 students who agreed or strongly agreed that they have 
been to career counseling, assuming that they are the same students that responded to the follow up 
question, 29 agreed that they feel career counseling helped them.

While students seemed relatively confident that their experience in school had improved since receiving 
their scholarship, less responded with as much confidence that their performance had improved since 
receiving the scholarship.

STAFF AND MENTORSHIP

Less than half of the students strongly agreed that they are comfortable asking someone at The Freedom 
Story for help when they are overwhelmed by a problem. 

Less than half of the students strongly agreed that the The Freedom Story staff helps them to do well 
in school. 

While most of the students agreed or strongly agreed 
that they had a The Freedom Story staff member as 
a mentor/counselor/helper, there were 15 students 
that were neutral. 

22 students strongly agreed and 24 agreed that 
the role of their The Freedom Story staff mentor is 
important in their life. 21 students gave a neutral 
response. 

The responses were similar for the questions 
regarding whether or not the students liked their The 
Freedom Story mentor, whether they felt safe with 
their The Freedom Story mentor, whether or not they 
felt they could tell their The Freedom Story mentor 
anything, if they feel their The Freedom Story mentor 
helps them, and if they wished they could see their 
The Freedom Story mentor more. 
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RESOURCE CENTER

While most of the students reported feeling safe visiting the Resource Center, fewer reported that they 
use the resources in the Resource Center.

HUMAN TRAFFICKING

The majority of the students agreed that they have attended one or more of The Freedom Story’s human 
trafficking events.

Twenty-five students strongly agreed that they are aware of human trafficking, and 28 strongly agreed 
that they understand what human trafficking is. 

PERCEIVED RELATIONSHIPS 

The survey questions were reviewed to see if there were any perceived relationships between how the 
students responded, and any of the identification information they provided (gender, age, number of 
years in the program, and number of people in their household). 

We discovered that maturity and the length of time students spent engaged with The Freedom Story 
programs have positive effects on key educational and awareness factors. Students who had been in the 
program	for	4	or	more	years	or	are	16+	years	old	(or	both)	had	a	stronger	positive	response	when	asked	
if they felt comfortable asking someone at The Freedom Story for help when they were overwhelmed 
with a problem (Q7). Students who had been with The Freedom Story for longer were also more likely to 
know their learning styles (Q10), which shows a positive degree of self-awareness. They were also more 
likely to have attended our Career Counseling (Q30), English classes (Q32), and trafficking awareness 
programs (Q34), and were more likely to say they were aware of trafficking (Q35) and feel confident 
about understanding what trafficking is (Q36).

We also found that students with fewer people in their household were more confident that they have 
the resources and tools they need to do well in school (Q12), and that students who reported having a 
harder time completing their assignments were living in households of about 3 or more people, with 
an average of 5.8 people per household (Q15). It’s possible that these trends are due to the fact that 
households with fewer people have more resources for each person. It’s also possible that there are less 
distractions, a quite space to do homework rightly being considered a resource. 

There appeared to be a relationship with gender as well: out of all of the answers to Q15, only one male 
agreed that he had a hard time completing his assignments, while the rest of the males were either 
neutral or disagreed. Overall, males were less inclined, proportionally, to agree that they could tell their 
The Freedom Story mentor anything (Q25). 

There was no perceived relationship with age. However, it seems the older students (ages 21 and 22), 
and the youngest ones (ages 10-14) are less inclined to feel comfortable with telling their The Freedom 
Story mentor anything. Proportionally, more males have attended Career Counseling than females. When 
The Freedom Story staff was informed of this finding, they found it odd since in their experience many 
more girls had attended Career Counseling than boys. It’s possible that the students misunderstood the 
question. 
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THINGS TO CONSIDER

It’s recommended that The Freedom Story conduct focus groups or follow-up interviews or both with 
beneficiaries to gain a more in-depth understanding of these findings and the experiences of the 
students. Achieving more clarity on the above findings will be valuable for The Freedom Story’s ongoing 
assessment of our impact.

PARENTS/GUARDIANS SURVEY FINDINGS 

Due to logistical issues, the surveys have yet to be administered to the parents/guardians of The Freedom 
Story’s constituents. When and if they are, the SIA will be updated to reflect these results. 

Phase II Discussion
STAFF SURVEYS

Based on the findings of the staff surveys, The Freedom Story has succeeded in providing a healthy 
and energizing work environment for its staff. The staff believes in the mission of The Freedom Story, 
in education, and that their work makes a difference in students and families lives. The staff appears to 
recognize the importance of research and reporting. As a whole, they enjoy working for The Freedom 
Story.

STUDENT SURVEYS

Based on the findings of the surveys among The Freedom Story students, The Freedom Story has 
succeeded in ensuring that 100 percent of their students are in school, and the students believe that 
education is improving their lives. The students reported that they are more hopeful about their futures 
(which confirms the Hope Factor findings of Phase I), that they have more options since becoming 
scholarship students, and that they believe The Freedom Story is succeeding in preventing human 
trafficking. Fifty-five of the seventy-six participants (~72%)	stated	that	they	believe	that	if	they	were	not	
a The Freedom Story scholarship student, they would have to go to work to help their family. Given the 
precarious, and often exploitative, nature of the type of work available to uneducated minors and young 
adults in Thailand, this is a strong indicator that The Freedom Story is succeeding in preventing human 
trafficking.
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Recommendations 
GENERAL

Areas in which The Freedom Story may be able to improve are in providing students with the help 
necessary to complete their assignments and improve in their school performance – especially among 
students that come from households with larger numbers of people in them. Making career counseling 
and learning style assessments more accessible, as well as clarifying what these types of trainings are, 
and encouraging utilization of the Resource Center could be some ways to accomplish this. While staff 
suggests this is not the case, if it is true that more males are attending career counseling than females, 
then it is essential that The Freedom Story investigate the reason why and address this disparity. The 
student responses to the questions about their mentorship relationships with The Freedom Story staff 
members presented another area for growth. Some students seemed  uncertain as to whether or not 
they had a mentor, and as to what the impact of that relationship has been on their life. This finding is also 
interesting given The Freedom Story staff’s somewhat ambiguous answers to the questions regarding 
mentorship. Given both student and staff responses, we need to investigate further the issues with our 
mentorship program and come up with ways to to better it. As has been noted, it is possible that answers 
to this question were influenced by misunderstanding or confusion about what a mentor is exactly, since 
there is no direct translation for this term and concept within the Thai language. The Freedom Story Thai 
staff should decide on key identifying language and use it consistently when referring to mentorship with 
each other and with students. This could help both clarify the role of mentors and student understanding. 
Based on the responses, there is also a need to increase student attendance at The Freedom Story 
human trafficking awareness events, and to strengthen the younger and newer students’ understanding 
and awareness of what trafficking is.

STAFF

•	Group Therapy: It would be incredibly beneficial for The Freedom Story’s staff to practice group therapy 
on a regular basis. Pick a consistent day and time where everyone (or as many as possible) can be 
involved – bi-monthly, once a month, once a quarter, etc. The less often staff meets, the longer the 
meetings may need to be. Dr. Anderson-Hinn has offered to provide a paper that outlines the philosophy 
of group therapy and offers a structure for practicing it and maintaining good progress notes. The best 
scenario would be finding a psychologist who understands both the context and system and can offer 
periodic supervision from a distance. A psychological professional is not necessary, however, because 
the purpose is for our staff to hold each other accountable to express emotion, ask for and accept 
extra support when needed, and address any transference or counter transference that is happening 
inadvertently. Tawee Donchai is currently in the process of looking for therapists to fill this role. 

•	 Integrate	the	team:	Make	sure	each	member	knows	who	does	what	and	why	and	how	so	that	they	
fully understand how their work fits together as a whole and how each of their roles affects the others. 
They don’t have to be experts on each other’s roles or know everything about the visioning process, 
but they should understand enough to be able to clearly communicate the work of the whole. (The 
Freedom Story’s President Rachel Goble has already made attempts to address this need through staff 
assessments and group meetings.) 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION
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•	Cultivate	 Institutional	 Relationships:	Our	 Thai	 staff	 should	work	 to	 build	 stronger	 relationships	with	
the schools that scholarship students attend and begin brainstorming ways to implement training and 
professional development for teachers. This will require us to seek out and build relationships with key 
leaders and influential people, particularly within the Ministry of Education as well as in villages and with 
colleges and universities.

ORGANIZATION

•	Formalize	curriculum:	Now	that	The	Freedom	Story	is	several	years	old,	there	needs	to	be	a	formalized	
curriculum for on-site programs that measures impact and solidifies our  presence as a Thai organization. 
The Freedom Story has a broad enough scope of experience and expertise to define each program’s 
plan as well as measurable objectives. We may wish to consider devising variegated tracks, according 
to attainment, aspiration, and abilities, and provide individual plans for each student. With their own 
binders with space for milestone work, achievement awards, and progress notes, each student would 
be encouraged with a tangible reminder of their progress. This could also help The Freedom Story be 
more organized and effective as we help guide scholarship students in their commitment to education. 
Just as adults are more committed when they have to pay for something, children and adolescents are 
more committed when they can visualize the achievement and validation. Scholarship students have an 
existing system for application, acceptance, and renewal of scholarships, but The Freedom Story could 
do more to start tracking the experience of all students. This could prove to be a huge asset if we ever 
decide to create an alternative school.

•	Human	rights:	There	is	a	need	for	more	deliberate	discussion	and	language	surrounding	human	rights	
education. As of now, The Freedom Story’s human rights training is included within its awareness plank. 
While this has made sense, it obscures the human rights training that The Freedom Story does. While 
also clarifying the idea for students, deliberate language around our human rights work could also help 
The Freedom Story secure grants.

•	Formalize	 the	 renewal	 system:	Each	year	when	a	scholarship	student	graduates	a	grade	 level	and	
prepares for the next (no matter where in the system they are), have them renew their commitment to 
The Freedom Story and The Freedom Story renew its commitment to them. Students can write (or staff 
can dictate) a short reflection of their experience as part of The Freedom Story that year and why they 
want to continue for another year. It is important to prompt a very specific response and have them 
write or tell a story rather than a big open-ended question. Something like: Describe a time when you 
felt very happy this year? Describe a time when you felt discouraged this year? There are no length or 
quality requirements per se. The purpose is simply to track their growth and experience. Even the non-
scholarship track can have a system of renewal like this. 

•	Life-skills	development:	A	greater	focus	on	life	skills	development, incorporating more opportunities 
for learning and experience that fill in the gaps of the school-based curriculum and approach, could be 
essential for students’ future success. The goal is to inspire learning and passion among students, as the 
key to empowering and sustaining the leaders of a better future. 

•	Transportation: Start brainstorming around options for acquiring and maintaining The Freedom Story’s 
own transportation. 

•	Field	Trips:	Everyone	asked	for	field	trips	and	adventurous	outings	as	a	group.

•	Technology:	Students	and	teachers	are	begging	for	more	training	and	resources	in	this	area.	Students	
get to high school and are expected to have quite a robust (for the context) knowledge of technology 
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and how to use it as well as be able to access and use it for their schoolwork. The students that The 
Freedom Story supports are often at a significant disadvantage compared to their peers from the city. 
Resources are scarce at the schools and in the communities that The Freedom Story serves. There are 
also issues with gaming addictions, but this only highlights the need to get creative about how to integrate 
(and protect) technology in rural schools and communities and how to foster healthy relationships with 
technology. 

•	Sports	and	recreation:	All	of	 the	kids	and	youth	 love	sports	and	recreation	as	well	as	dancing.	The	
Freedom Story needs to build on this enthusiasm because sports, recreation, play, and physical activity 
are crucial to childhood development. These activities increase confidence and self-esteem, lift moods, 
and create opportunities to talk about and understand how to compete, work together as a team, set 
goals and work towards them.  

•	Children	without	parents:	The	Freedom	Story	needs	a	safe	house	or	to	develop	a	good	relationship	
with one that we can trust and work with. 

•	Social	Impact	Entrepreneurship	(Sustainability	Project):	It	is	incredibly	important	to	cultivate	opportunities	
for social impact entrepreneurship locally. This is already happening with the Sustainability Project and 
co-op development, but it is only the beginning. At the heart of everyone’s responses in the interviews is 
the hope that The Freedom Story is not helping to educate children out of the villages and into the city 
for better jobs. Rather, they hope to see children complete the education they dream of and return to 
their villages to take on leadership for improving the lives of all within the community.  This is the essence 
of social impact and true sustainability. Obviously not every student will want to return and that is okay 
but most students probably would want to return if they had the opportunity to thrive and to improve the 
way of life in their home villages. We need to continue to invest in our Sustainability Project to increase 
our social impact entrepreneurship through a co-operative development model.  

•	Tertiary	education	opportunities:	This	should	start	with	sponsorship	students.	We	should	help	those	
that want to access opportunities outside of Thailand and scale this approach to eventually bringing in 
new professional opportunities inside Thailand. The new business alliance of Southeast Asian nations is 
a great place to start finding ways to connect. 

•	Last	but	certainly	not	least,	invest	more	in	teachers	and	parents:	The	level	of	influence	they	have	on	
students is significant enough to make it worth the challenge.

LONGITUDINAL STUDY

The Freedom Story should consider beginning a longitudinal study on our efforts. This will not only 
provide a better understanding and assessment of our work, but much needed data for others committed 
to fighting human trafficking in general and those working in prevention in particular.

Each one of The Freedom Story’s programs should be run through a Logic Model in order to clarify goals, 
how impact will be measured, and how each goal contributed to the larger goal of preventing child 
trafficking and exploitation. While we are already in the beginning phases of this, it is important that we 
continue to develop outcomes based assessments for our programs. 

Next, The Freedom Story should begin tracking student progress through programs in comparison 
to national data that reflects non-scholarship students from the same regions. We should track such 
data as (a) scores on testing, (b) resiliency throughout the program and its relationship to risk factors, 
(c) graduation rates from each level of education, (d) failure to comply or complete education with a 
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scholarship and its relationship to risk factors, etc. 

One way to do this is through the annual replication of the application process for continuing students. 
New and continuing students should also take a simple survey each year. The survey can be similar to 
that used for this SIA. This data will be especially helpful for understanding common experiences among 
students that thrive in the program and common experiences among students who struggle even with a 
scholarship. It will also help us assess where students are each year, help us more clearly articulate our 
impact to investors, and give students opportunities to further enhance their abilities to think critically 
and express themselves. The survey can be expansive and cover the various programs that we would 
like to collect data on. One example would be asking a certain number of questions about human rights 
to track student awareness through the programs. While annual surveys would be sufficient, it would be 
best to move to bi-annual or even quarterly surveys as this would allow us to fine tune each survey to 
gather the data we need. 

Tracking student integration with society after their highest education level achieved while a scholarship 
student, whether it is vocational school, university, or graduate school, is also necessary. We should track 
the number of graduates and correlate that with their time in the program, the risk factors they overcame, 
whether they successfully remain free of exploitation and sustainably thrive as members of society, and 
whether they participate in sharing their experience with others (younger than them) in the same position 
that they started from. This could be done through surveys, but it would be best to conduct annual 
interviews for up to five years. 

It is also very important that we begin to track the Sustainability Project’s programs – understanding 
what works, what doesn’t, how to make the programs more effective, sustainable, and replicable for 
other communities. This will help us assess other entrepreneurial endeavors as well. It will be particularly 
important for us to look at the relationship between our Sustainability Project’s programs and our 
graduating students that want to return to their home villages without sacrificing any of what they have 
worked so hard for but rather leading the community towards sustainable change.
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