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Women and girls sexually abuse children far more often than many people realize. This article describes what child sexual abuse means to women and girl perpetrators. Thrills, love, and comfort are common, but most common are women forced into sexual abuse by male partners who already were sexually abusing the children.
Sexual abuse by women and girls can be confusing for girls and boys. They often feel stigmatized because of wide spread-assumptions that only men sexually abuse children.
Women and girls who abuse children sexually report experiences that are similar to those of men, such as thrills, love, and comfort, but some give disorganized and confusing accounts of what the child sexual abuse means to them. Furthermore, a large percentage of women report that their sexually abusive husbands or partners forced them into sexual acts with children.
The women interviewed for this article felts a great deal of guilt and shame. That could account for their sometimes disorganized and confusing accounts. One woman, a child sexual abuse survivor herself who refused any professional help, appeared not to understand that she had done anything harmful to her children.
Women who sexually abuse children are mothers, sisters, stepmothers, aunts, grandmothers, baby sitters, teachers, coaches, religious leaders and women who have other roles in children’s lives.
It is important for professionals, parents, and policy makers to be familiar with the meanings of child sexual abuse to women and girl perpetrators. Survivors of abuse by women and girls often feel even more stigmatized because of wide spread-assumptions that only men abuse children. Girls sexually abused by women and other girls may feel especially strange about disclosing their abuse experiences.
Boys abused by other boys or men may have fears of being gay. They also may feel unmasculine because they were unable to stop the abuse. Boys abused by other girls or women may think they are supposed to feel as if have scored, but down deep they may feel stigmatized and shamed. Still others may believe that abuse by women is a form of love.
The following quotes give some idea of what child sexual abuse means to women and girl perpetrators.
Nurturing, Mothering
Brenda, in her mid thirties, sexually abused a younger brother for three years when she was between the ages of twelve to fifteen. She viewed her abuse as gentle and nurturing. She said
He was five, six, seven when I sexually abused him--fondling, just touching, sleeping with, touching, sort of a nurturing thing.
She felt like a mother to him.
I felt protective toward my younger brother. Momish. Kind of like a mom. I wanted to give them a better life, that kind of closeness.
It also appears she may have sexually abused other children in her family, as suggested by her statement that she wanted “to give them a better life.”
She was emphatic that what she did with her brother was different from what her father had done to her.
It wasn’t like my father. It wasn't violent or threatening or scary and those kinds of bad things.
Like male incest perpetrators, she viewed the incest that her father committed as bad and scary, but what she did was nurturing.
Pleasure
Brenda also sexually abused toddler boys and girls in two different families where she was a nanny. She experienced that abuse as pleasure and as a release, but not as love and nurturing. She linked the pleasure she felt with children with the please and release she experienced when her father sexually abused her. She said
He would like, when I was real, real young, he would put his penis in between my legs, and I would come. I mean I would feel pleasure. I would, you know, and I don't know if it would be come back then. Do you know what I'm saying?
I would have kind of a release from that. And so my masturbation was a lot like that. I was trying to give myself that same release. Which was also what I did with those young kids. Okay. I was try to give myself that same release.
Lorrie, in her mid-forties, sought pleasure with two toddlers she babysat. The abuse consisted of “their leg on mine.” When asked if she thought doing this would be sexually stimulating or satisfying, she said
You know, that’s sort of what I thought I was going to do, and it wasn’t. So it was like, okay, well, never mind.
She said she only did this once, and she thought the children were too young to remember it. Her account is a bit confusing. She found her sexual behaviors with children difficult to talk about.
Committed Love
Caron, in her early thirties, experienced passionate love for Tina, who was 16 and a member of a church youth group that Caron, a youth minister, coordinated. Caron had been married for ten years and was prominent in the local arts community. She saw her sexual relationship with Tina was morally right. She said
To become involved with Tina was more a moral, morally right to me, because I understood what was happening, and I felt right about it.
She talked about the sexual relationship in religious terms and compared her commitment to Tina to Jesus’s commitment. She did not state what she thought Jesus was committed to, perhaps to his faith in God.
I didn't want to abandon her. I will take shit to kingdom come before I will bail out…. In some ways that is very, very strong to my religious point of view. It's very strong that you be there for people. It is very strong that that's the spiritual connection and understanding of who Jesus Christ was. He didn't bail out. He didn't go when he, and he didn't maybe have his self protection up either, when it really comes down to the story. And so religiously and morally, it, it, yeah, that's where I'm at.
Other survivors of clergy abuse, both boys and girls, state that the abusers used ideas from religion to explain what sexual abuse is. Often, clergy explain to children that what they are doing to the children is “God’s love.” Caron appeared to see her emotions toward Tina that way.
Women who believe themselves in love with children and teenagers have received a great deal of publicity in recent years. Women coaches and teachers comprise the largest group of women who state they are in love. The teachers and coaches often abuse boys, but some abuse girls as well. The women teachers and coaches typically are in their thirties and forties and the children are around 11 to 15 years old.
Male Coerced
Vonnie, in her early twenties, was in prison on a conviction of first degree criminal sexual conduct. She had held a teenage girl down while Vonnie’s pimp raped the girl. She pled guilty to the crime. Vonnie said she took no sexual pleasure in participating in this rape and was afraid of what would happen to her if she didn’t help her pimp. He had beaten her many times and felt completely dependent upon him.
Other researchers have interviewed women convicted of similar crimes and found their relationships with the men were violent, consisting of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse that was a continuation of childhood experiences. They described the women as willing to do just about anything the men asked out of fear of what would happen to them if they didn’t. Vonnie fit that profile. She had been a street prostitute since the age of 16 and began running away from home to escape beatings and sexual abuse. Vonnie made no excuses for herself and wanted to go to nursing school when she left prison.
Muddled Meanings
Some women are unable to state how they experienced the sexual abuse they perpetrated. Lorrie, discussed earlier, provided a muddled account not only of the two children she abused in one family but also of a baby she abused in another family. She said of the very young child.
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