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The Dangers of
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When good intentions 
just aren’t enough
by Tania DoCarmo, Charlie Smith-Brake,

and Julia Smith-Brake

T
here’s no doubt the church cares about orphans. For decades we’ve 
prayed, given money, and participated in international campaigns for 
“AIDS orphans” in Africa. We’ve supported orphans through child 
sponsorship, participated in drives to supply orphanages with items 

such as school supplies and clothes; and many of  us have at one time or 
another gone on a short-term mission trip focused on caring for orphans 
in an orphanage or children’s’ home. And why not? The Bible is clear that 
God cares about orphans. In fact, God demands that we care and advocate 
for the “fatherless” and “widow” (e.g. James 1:27, Isaiah 1:17), just as 
God cares for us. Whether it’s a concern for local foster children, orphans 
in Asia, or other vulnerable populations, it is our duty to be concerned for 
men, women, and children who have lost their families.

When it comes to orphans, however, what the church hasn’t done 
particularly well is take heed of  what history and research have to teach 
us about child development, child protection, and what it means to live in 
a sustainable and healthy family environ-
ment. Instead we continue to hold on to 
the belief  that the best way to help is 
through an orphanage model in which 
we (the church) care for orphans our-
selves. 

Certainly, vulnerable children are 
in need of  safety, care, and support; 
however, the idea that the primary way 
to do this is by building more orphan-
ages and/or welcoming volunteers 
from overseas to “love” and work with 
orphans—regardless of  the “good in-
tentions” behind doing so—is not only 
antiquated (and somewhat biased) but 
also can be downright harmful. Research 
dating all the way back to the 1950s1 

presents clear evidence that both or-
phanages and orphanage “tourism” can 
have serious detrimental consequences, 
not only for children but also for the 
community at large. And yet the Western 
church has played an active role not only 
in funding orphanages where they may 
not be needed, but also in encouraging 
“orphanage tourism” disguised in the 
form of  short-term mission trips.

A last resort
Please don’t misunderstand. In some 

cases, an orphanage model may be necessary, especially following a natu-
ral disaster or as a short-term solution when alternative safe housing for 
a child cannot be found. However, the reality is that in most cases there 
are alternative family solutions to institutionalization, even in developing 
countries,2 and orphanages should be considered a last resort. This is by 
no means a condemnation of  the church’s involvement in overseas ministry 
or of  Christians’ motives for helping orphaned children. Rather, we’re sug-
gesting that we begin asking ourselves some challenging questions. “Why 
are orphanages unacceptable for children in my country, but acceptable for 
children in the developing world?” “Would I ever want my child to end up in 
an orphanage?” “Why do I visit orphanages?” “Is it in the best interest of  
children to have strangers and visitors coming in and out of  their already 
unstable lives?” “What happens to the children once they become an adult 
and have to leave?”

Over 60 years of  global research has demonstrated many adverse 
impacts of  residential care (orphanages) on the development of  children, 
including personality disorders, growth and speech delays, and an impaired 
ability to reenter society later in life.3 Orphanages have also been shown 
to place children at serious risk of  physical and sexual abuse. Orphanages 
often turn to international donors and volunteers in hopes of  raising money. 
As a result, short-term volunteers, who have not undergone background 
checks, are frequently given access to children, posing significant risk to 
child protection.  In addition, due to a high turnover of  caregivers, children 
must repeatedly try to form emotional connections with different adults. 
When volunteers leave, these bonds are broken and children experience 

“WHEN PEOPLE START AN ORPHANAGE, THEY TEND TO FOCUS ON 

THE NEEDS OF THE MOST VULNERABLE CHILDREN… WHAT WE’VE 

FOUND THROUGH OUR RESEARCH WAS THAT VULNERABILITY WAS 

NOT TAKEN AWAY AS THE CHILDREN GREW UP. IT WAS ACTUALLY 

JUST DELAYED UNTIL THE CHILDREN LEFT. IN CAMBODIA, THERE 

ARE NOT ORPHANAGES BECAUSE THERE ARE ORPHANS, THERE ARE 

ORPHANS BECAUSE THERE ARE ORPHANAGES. THE VAST MAJOR-

ITY OF THE CHILDREN LIVING IN ORPHANAGES IN CAMBODIA HAVE 

PARENTS, HAVE FAMILY, AND THE FACT THAT THEY’RE IN THE 

ORPHANAGE SEPARATES THEM FROM THEIR FAMILIES, ALIENATES 

THEM FROM THEIR COMMUNITIES TO SUCH AN EXTENT THAT WHEN 

THEY LEAVE THE ORPHANAGES THEY ARE NO LONGER PART OF 

THOSE FAMILIES.”

- SARAH CHHIN, COUNTRY ADVISOR FOR PROJECT SKY
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abandonment once again.4

One common misconception is that children in orphanages are “dou-
ble orphans” (meaning both parents are deceased) or do not have families. 
The truth is, however, that because so many orphanages are funded by 
international donors who also provide good food and education, many chil-
dren are in orphanages for other reasons, such as poverty, and many are 
brought to the orphanage by their own parents. These parents, often facing 
extreme poverty, illness, or lack of  education, believe that by placing their 
child in an orphanage they are providing them with opportunities for a bet-
ter education. It is not true that these families simply abandoned or do not 
care for their children. In many cases they simply have no better alternative, 
especially in countries where there are few social services.

In Cambodia, for example, a 2011 study5 found that 44 percent of  chil-
dren in residential care were brought by their own parents, and 61 percent 
have at least one living parent or close relative. The single most contributing 
factor for placement in residential care was education, with 90 percent of  
those in the community saying they thought a family member should send a 
child to an orphanage for education if  they cannot afford the local school. 
Contrary to the Royal Government of  Cambodia’s recent policies stating 
that family and community-based care are the best option for children and 

that new residential programs should not be encouraged or pursued, the 
number of  children in orphanages has increased by 75 percent since 2005, 
and the majority of  these children were accepted by nonprofit international 
organizations (as opposed to the government). According to the same gov-
ernment database, over 45 percent of  children placed in residential care 
since 2005 were placed there primarily due to poverty and not because 
they did not have living relatives. Ironically, Cambodia has a long tradition of  
caring for children through kinship care with extended family, but the rapid 
proliferation of  residential care facilities threatens to erode these existing 
systems, placing more children at risk. 

By investing in institutionalized care as opposed to alternative so-
lutions such as foster care, kinship care, or by assisting families through 
community development (providing access to education, vocational training, 
employment, micro-finance, etc.), we perpetuate a reliance on institutions 
instead of  family. Children who could otherwise remain in a natural family 
setting are instead placed in risky situations where their development and 
safety may be compromised. Advocates for community-based care argue 
that these alternative solutions are not only more cost-effective but are also 
much more sustainable and provide families with the opportunity to care for 
themselves without depending on international aid programs.

Orphanage tourism
Orphanage tourism generally refers to Westerners who visit or volunteer 
to work at a residential care center (orphanage) in the developing world. 
These trips can be arranged by a tour or travel company, a nonprofit, or by a 
church and can mean anything from one person dropping in to visit children 
at an orphanage for a few hours or a group of  a dozen people coming to 
work at the orphanage for several weeks or months. Sometimes visitors and 
volunteers pay the orphanage a “donation” to visit, or sometimes the group 
may pay the orphanage to stay on the premises during their visit. Orphan-
age tourism includes many different scenarios and generally occurs out 
of  good intentions. Regardless of  intentions, however, orphanage tourism 
can be extremely harmful and is usually not in the best interest of  children. 
In worst-case scenarios, orphanage tourism leads to significant misappro-
priation of  funds. When tourists or groups visit an organization in a develop-
ing country, they are encouraged to leave a donation for the operations and 

Children Are Not Tourist Attractions 
(ThinkChildSafe.org/ThinkBefor-
eVisiting) is a campaign launched by 
Friends-International (and UNICEF) 
that seeks to stop the phenomenon 
known as orphanage tourism in Cam-
bodia by educating tourists and other 
potential donors to Cambodian or-
phanages. 

International Cooperation Cambo-
dia is home to Project Sky (ICC.org.
kh/activities/sky), a nonprofit that 
helps integrate young adult orphans 
into their local community as healthy, 
productive citizens. 

Children in Families (Childrenin 
Families.org) is a nonprofit based 
in Cambodia that is concerned with 
the over-institutionalization of at-risk 
children. It seeks to place children 
who cannot be reunited with their 
birth parents with loving families 
through kinship care (in the homes 
of relatives) or long-term foster care. 

Better Care Network (crin.org/
BCN) is dedicated to facilitating infor-
mation exchange and collaboration 
between different organizations that 
strive to combat the institutionaliza-
tion of children without families.

Cambodia’s Orphan Business (ti-
nyurl.com/lnwvtau), an Al Jazeera 
Special Report, is a 25-minute in-
vestigative video that looks critically 
at the exploitation of children from 
unscrupulous businessmen and in-
ternational organizations who use 
orphanages and orphanage tourism 
for their own financial gain. 

Orphanages Not the Solution 
(Orphanages.no/index.html) is a 
resource for tourists, visitors, and 
those looking to volunteer in Cambo-
dia to help them make informed deci-
sions about their interaction with and 
support of orphanages in Cambodia. 

Uniting for Children (unitingfor
children.org) uses stories and ar-
ticles to expand the conversation with 
those directly involved with at-risk 
children worldwide about the best 
way to care for these children. Be 
sure to watch the poignant “Why Not 
a Family?” video on the homepage.

Finding Alternatives

The following resources and 
organizations are focused 
on innovative solutions in 
Cambodia and beyond:
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programs of  the organization. In some cases, the donation is redirected—
not to the children or to the costs of  the orphanage but into the pockets of  
opportunistic directors or leaders.6 In addition to requiring children in the 
orphanage to dance, sing, or perform for visitors (sometimes under threat 
of  violence or neglect), there have also been cases in Cambodia of  orphan-
age leadership sexually exploiting children in their care.7

Unfortunately, abuse and exploitation occur not only in orphanages 
where directors and leaders have self-serving intentions. Because of  the 
lack of  regulation and accountability in orphanages, abuse and neglect are 
often rampant. Orphanages that accept visitors or volunteers (regardless 
of  whether they know them or not) overwhelmingly lack proper screening 
for people visiting their facilities. This can have multiple ill effects. First, the 
easier it is to access these children, the more people will do so. The higher 
the demand for these types of  opportunities to visit an orphanage, the 
more orphanages will consider allowing visitors and even opening new or-
phanages. Because nonprofits and ministries are often competitive in their 
need for funds, it can be difficult to resist the wants and desires of  potential 
donors. Second, easy access to children in orphanages means easy access 
for everyone—including predators, child sex tourists, and pedophiles who 
seek out vulnerable children. Predators rarely look or seem “dangerous” 
and can usually win the trust of  groups who believe all volunteers have 
equally good intentions.

Even if  visitors are not directly abusing children they are often not 
equipped to interact with traumatized or vulnerable children, and their well-
meaning involvement can actually increase a child’s vulnerability to abuse 
in the future, especially if  they perceive all Westerners as safe and well 
meaning.

Personal motivations
Perhaps you’re thinking, “But I’m not going to visit just any orphanage. I’m 
going to my friend/church/known organization’s orphanage, so I will not 
fall into these voluntourism traps.” Perhaps you are moved by supporting 
or visiting an orphanage because it closely parallels your idea of  a perfect 
vacation8 because you can connect with local children in a way that simply 
having a tour guide or purchasing goods from a shop owner does not af-
ford. Or perhaps you simply want to help. Unfortunately, however, the reality 

is that orphanage tourism—regardless of  how happy the child seems or 
how big a donation you give to the organization—is not a true connection 
between peers. The children you visit will likely never have the opportunity 
to reciprocate a visit, nor do they really have a choice about meeting and 
spending time with visitors. Your visit is much more about your emotional 
desire than it is about what the children need to be healthy and/or happy. 

Before thinking about visiting an orphanage, honestly consider your 
motivations. What are you going to get out of  your visit? Is your visit in the 
children’s emotional best interest in the long-term? How would you feel if  
the situation were reversed? Is there a way you can better support these 
children that doesn’t include a visit? Without a thoughtful, clear perception 
of  your own ideas, you will not be equipped to develop awareness regarding 
the stereotypes to which you subscribe, and you will limit any deeper under-
standing of  global inequalities that your trip may try to address.9

Conclusion
Based on the reasons we’ve outlined here, we do not believe orphanages 
are the way forward for children. But what does this mean? How can the 
church be part of  the solution? 

Thankfully, many ministries and organizations around the world have 
realized the shortcomings of  orphanages and are working on innovative 
solutions to ensure orphans are cared for in safe and loving families. (See 
“Finding Alternatives” on page 40.) The journey toward change is never 
easy, however the more the church commits to understanding how we can 
better serve others, the more likely we are to succeed.

(Editor’s note: You’ll find the endnotes for this article at PRISMmagazine.
org/endnotes.)

Tania DoCarmo and Charlie and Julia Smith-Brake work for Chab Dai, an 
international Christian organization dedicated to addressing abuse and hu-
man trafficking in Cambodia, the United States, Canada, and other partner 
regions. For more info, go to ChabDai.org. 

WITHOUT A THOUGHTFUL, CLEAR 

PERCEPTION OF YOUR OWN IDEAS, 

YOU WILL NOT BE EQUIPPED TO 

DEVELOP AWARENESS REGARDING 

THE STEREOTYPES TO WHICH YOU 

SUBSCRIBE, AND YOU WILL LIMIT 

ANY DEEPER UNDERSTANDING OF 

GLOBAL INEQUALITIES THAT YOUR 

TRIP MAY TRY TO ADDRESS.

Alternative family solutions are more cost-effective 
than orphanages, more sustainable, and provide 
families with the opportunity to care for themselves 
without depending on international aid pro-
grams. (Photo by Philip Date / Shutterstock.com)


