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Summary
This book is for people who want to understand child sexual abuse in new ways. Based on interviews, the book shows what child sexual abuse means to child and adult survivors, perpetrators, and mothers of survivors. The book also describes how survivors recover from child sexual abuse, describes treatment and prevention programs, and makes recommendations for policies and education programs. Above all, this book is for survivors and their families so that they can understand the harsh realities in their own lives, find goodness and hope within themselves and in trustworthy other people, and go on to rich and fulfilling lives.
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FOREWORD
Public discussions of clergy abuse in the Roman Catholic Church have brought much needed attention to child sexual abuse. People throughout the world now know that apparently respectable people sexually abuse children. Family members, friends of the families, and other people children know and trust account for all but a small percentage of perpetrators of child sexual abuse. Keeping children safe from child sexual abuse may finally take its rightful place at the center of worldwide efforts. The general public may now be shocked into action.
Until recently, many people refused to believe that seemingly respectable and loved members of families and communities sexually abuse children. With clear proof that outwardly holy holy men sexually abuse children, the myth of dirty old men in overcoats as abusers may now be shattered. Seemingly respectable people sexually abuse children. There is no longer dispute about this.
Child sexual abuse is about children. It is not primarily about punishment of offenders or abhorrence over sexual acts with children. It is not about protecting the images of institutions such as churches, schools, and families. Child sexual abuse is about the hurt that it causes children. Millions of children are hurt by child sexual abuse every year. We must do all we can to keep perpetrators from sexually abusing more children, but we no longer can concentrate on punishment and overlook the children and their families. Children who have been abused rarely get the professional care they require and often are blamed for their own sexual abuse. Prevention efforts are half-hearted and underfunded. To keep children safe, this must change.
This book is for people who want to be part of the change. Its purpose is to inform the general public so that citizens throughout the world can press policy makers for change.
The book focuses on the meanings child sexual abuse has to children and to perpetrators. What children and perpetrators say is far different from common assumptions. Much of the available in-formation on child sexual abuse provides dry statistics, lists dire of outcomes for survivors, and separating perpetrators permanently from society and their families.
In this book, you read in children’s and perpetrators’ own words what child sexual abuse means. The realities are harsh, but dealing with harsh realities leads to hope and recovery. By using the words of children and perpetrators, readers judge for themselves what child sexual abuse does to children and how seemingly respectable people can ignore what children require to thrive and satisfy their desires and wants.
The book includes analysis of the stories in order to develop guidelines for policy, prevention, treatment, and education. For policy and programs to be responsive to the issues that child sexual abuse creates, we need an informed public. This book provides a foundation for policy and for prevention, education, and treatment programs
Above all, this book is for survivors and their families so that they can understand the harsh realities in their own lives, find goodness and hope within themselves and in trustworthy other people, and go on to rich and fulfilling lives.
I am a professor at the School of Social Work, University of Minnesota, Twin Cities, USA. I conducted the interviews on which this book is based for more than 25 years and continue to do so to the present.
Jane F. Gilgun, Ph.D., LICSW
Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA
June 10, 2011
The stories and direct quotes are from interviews I conducted for many years with child survivors, adult survivors, perpetrators, mothers, and other family members where sexual abuse has occurred. These individuals participated in this research because they wanted to make things better for others. Child survivors were especially eager to let other children know what they experienced. Mothers and other family members wanted to spare others the traumas they experienced. Perpetrators wanted to make up for the harm they had caused. Their names and identifying information have been changed. The research was approved by the ethics committees of the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities, USA, and Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY, USA.
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One
Sensitive, Responsive Care
Sensitive caregivers are emotionally available
Sexual abuse is the opposite of what children need to thrive. Children require sensitive, responsive care in order to develop well. Sensitive caregivers are emotionally available to children. They are responsive to children’s cues when, for example, children want to interact with adults or are hungry, frustrated, or sad. They help children to express their thoughts and feelings and soothe children when children are stressed. The give and take between children and caregivers is mutually satisfying.
The expectations of sensitive, responsive adults fit children’s levels of social, emotional, sexual, and physical development. Sensitive, responsive parents teach children the skills of everyday living, such as how to let others know what they want and do not want and how to be responsive and sensitive themselves.
Not only do caregivers teach these behaviors, but they also treat children with such care that children internalize these behaviors, value them, and enact them in their everyday lives. When children experience adversities, they have the confidence gained through experience that their parents and other trusted adults will be there for them and to help them through difficult times. Exceptions to this principle arise when perpetrators of child sexual abuse scare children into silence, or children have other fears related to telling.
Sensitive, responsive caregivers teach children and show by example how to deal with everyday problems. Such caregivers seek to understand issues that confront them and consider alternatives and consequences of their actions before they act. Children learn to do likewise. Through sensitive, responsive care, children learn to trust themselves, trust others, and to figure out who is trustworthy and who is not.
Trust is the foundation for healthy development. Even when children are scared into silence when someone sexually abuses them, their capacities for trust will be a foundation for recovery when they feel safe enough to tell someone, even if they wait until adulthood to do so.
Social Class
Research has shown that children can develop well in a wide range of socio-economic and ethnic settings. It is a myth that poverty automatically means inadequate care. Income is not a predictor of good developmental outcomes for children. Parents who do not have much money can and do provide responsive care that promotes children’s optimal development. Conversely, parents with adequate and high incomes are not automatically sensitive and responsive.
The attunement of parents to their children is the most important factor in healthy child development, not income. Parents who are stressed and overwhelmed with their own issues, however, rarely are psychologically available and sensitive to their children. In order to be effective parents and have satisfying lives, they seek the support they need to maintain their own emotional health.
Parents as Teachers
Infants are dependent upon adults for their survival. Over time, children become increasingly independent of their parents but remain connected to them in healthy ways. They learn to walk, talk, feed and dress themselves. Sensitive parents provide support for children’s age-appropriate activities and are effective teachers. They structure tasks so children can learn how to do them. They are respectful of developing children’s autonomy and allow children to explore and attempt tasks without adult interference, but are ready to help when children need it. They present children with new tasks that challenge children but that children can attain with a bit of stretching.
Sensitive, responsive parents help children to deal with the ups and downs of everyday living. Multiple times daily, children confront situations they do not understand and may not know how to handle. Parents who are emotionally available provide comfort, help children understand their responses and the situations that gave rise to them, help children to name and understand their emotions, guide children to think about various ways to handle situations, and coach children in how to handle situations and their emotions more effectively in the future.
Sensitive, responsive parents provide gentle supervision and guidance. They set firm, consistent limits so that children can learn how to behave appropriately. They catch children doing something right and immediately praise them. Penalties are brief and clear. Children feel safe and protected when parents are warm and sensitive, provide clear guidelines, and set clear limits.
Parents teach children about appropriate and inappropriate sexual behaviors. Some children attempt to touch parents’ breasts or genitals, or they touch their own genitals in public, sometimes showing the pleasure they feel. Parents set limits. They explain to children that sexual body parts are private. Children cannot touch the sexual body parts of their parents, other adults, or other children. Children can touch their own sexual body parts in private, such as in their own bedrooms. Touching their sexual body parts is not to be done in public.
Children need to know that other people cannot touch their sexual body parts. If anyone does, parents instruct children to tell them right away. Parents also teach children about privacy and modesty and the circumstances under which sexual behaviors are appropriate and inappropriate. Children are not left to guess, learn from the mass media, or learn from peers who often are uninformed and share distorted information about sexual behaviors.
Parents’ Issues
Parents with mental illnesses, chemical dependency issues, and histories of trauma such as abuse and neglect can parent well as long as they manage the effects of these conditions. Whatever issues parents have, they must deal with them effectively if they are to parent their children adequately. Some of the ways that parents can manage their own issues include the support and understanding of family and friends, therapy, support groups, self-help groups, psychoeducation, and reading and learning about their issues. Psychoeducation is a form of education that includes not only information about human behaviors, but the psychological and emotional meanings of the behaviors. Often participants try out new behaviors, such as learning how to express emotions. Furthermore, participants in psychoeducation may choose to share personal experiences in psychoeducation groups. Psychoeducation about child sexual abuse would include the kinds of information that are in this book.
Unfortunately, some parents deny that they have issues that interfere with their adequate functioning. Many of them were at the receiving end of insensitive and non-responsive parenting. They learned not to trust others and to deny their need for comfort and understanding. In turn, they are unable to provide their children with sensitive care, despite their love for their children.
Repair
Parents cannot always be there for their children. Sometimes they are preoccupied or distracted. Sensitive, responsive parents realize that they have been inattentive and gauge how this has affected their children. They deal directly with their inattentiveness by stating something like, “I’m sorry I didn’t pay much attention to what you were saying a while ago. Can we have some time together now?”
Reconnection after a break in connection is called repair. Quality of relationships depends upon capacities to repair breakdowns that happen in any relationship. Children and parents have cut-offs, avoidance, and ambivalent relationships because of incapacities to do repair. It is not okay to act as if nothing happened after breakdowns in relationships. Parents must deal directly with breaks in connection to their children, take responsibility for their behaviors, and take remedial action. By example and gentle instruction, they teach their children to do the same.
Power Over Children
Adults and older children have power over children. Not only are adults bigger and stronger, they know more. Their cognitive skills are more developed. In addition, social customs and tradition bestow authority on adults and older children. Children understand that they are smaller and weaker and are subject to the authority of others.
When adults are sensitive caregivers, pleasurable contact between adults and children in the forms of touching, hugging, and kissing are mutually enjoyed but do not become sexual. Both parents and children regulate the frequency and amounts of affectionate exchanges. Parents, for example, do not force children to kiss people they prefer not to, but they can insist that the children show respect.
As children develop, they form attachments with persons who are generational equals while maintaining family ties. They eventually form intimate relationships, some of which become sexual. With sensitive, responsive care, children do not grow into persons who exploit, abuse, and behave in hurtful ways toward others, and they know what to do when others treat them this way. The respect that sensitive caregivers teach and show children pays great dividends when children enter into intimate relationships.
Betrayal
Child sexual abuse is a betrayal of the principles of healthy child development. Perpetrators are insensitive and non-responsive to children. Rather than guide children through situations they do not understand, perpetrators take advantage of children’s naiveté. For example, perpetrators may interpret a young child’s touch on their genitals as an invitation to sex. Rather than teaching children what is appropriate and inappropriate touch, they take advantage.
Perpetrators abuse the power they have over children. They undermine children’s sense of autonomy. They betray children’s trust. This betrayal affects children’s capacities to trust others and interferes with their capacities to form friendships and intimate relationships.
Children can and do recover from child sexual abuse, but they require sensitive, responsive care to do so. Within the safety of secure relationships, they can deal directly with what happened during the abuse and what the abuse means to me. Persons with whom they have secure relationships also can provide well-timed psychoeducation about sexual abuse and related issues, such as sexuality and being entitled to tell others what they want and do not want.
If children have experienced other adversities and no one has helped them to cope with those adversities, they have a much more difficult time. The more negative life events children experience in addition to being sexually abused, the more difficult recovery is. Recovery is possible when survivors feel safe and valued and are committed to recovery.
In the absence of sensitive, responsive care, children with many adversities are at risk to suffer poor outcomes, such as reckless behaviors, thrill-seeking, chemical abuse issues, self-destructive behaviors such as cutting and suicide attempts, and antisocial behaviors that include destruction of property and physical and sexual aggression. Such behaviors are not inevitable if children receive sensitive, responsive care.
When parents and other adults respond sensitively and responsively to children who have been sexually abused, children not only learn to cope with, adapt to, and overcome the effects of child sexual abuse and other adversities, but they can thrive. Children become resilient and have enhanced skills for knowing what to do and how to cope when they experience other adversities. They fulfill their potential and become contributing members of society.
Some children wait for years to tell anyone. Perpetrators may scare them into silence or they may be afraid of how others will respond. If they have relatively few other adversities and many sources of support and guidance, they may function quite well, although there would be some internal suffering. They may be too afraid of consequences to tell anyone, even though they have experienced adequate and even exemplary parenting.
Two
What Child Sexual Abuse is and is Not
Perpetrators take advantage of children
Child sexual abuse is an abuse of power, where other people seek emotional and sexual gratification by taking advantage of children who are in vulnerable situations. Typically, perpetrators are older, stronger, more knowledgeable, and have authority in the eyes of children. When children sexually abuse other children, however, these variables are not part of the abuse. In these cases, the power involved is situational and not one of physical size and authority. Children abused by other children are in situations where they are vulnerable to sexual assault, which usually is sudden and unexpected.
An example is a four year-old boy who approached Olivia, also four, from behind, pulled down her pants, and penetrated her anus with his penis. Olivia “smacked” him immediately. They were the same size and had similar physical strength. Olivia did not view the other child has having power over her. When a grandfather figure sexually abused Olivia, she was hurt and confused, but believed she had to do what he said. Authority was part of the situation when an older man abused Olivia, but it was not part of the situation when another child abused her.
Child sexual abuse is a physical act and a psychological experience. As a physical act, child sexual abuse involves both touch and non-touch behaviors. As a psychological experience, child sexual abuse represents an abuse of power where perpetrators satisfy themselves emotionally. They often giet a thrill and a high out of sexual abuse, while children are afraid, confused, ashamed, and embarrassed. Children also feel used and discounted. Some children are so scared it is almost as if they are not there, and the sexual acts are being done to someone else. This is a psychological state called disassociation. Some children fight back, as did Olivia, discussed earlier.
In some instances, children may feel warmth or tingle in their sexual body parts, and some have orgasms. This usually makes the children more afraid and confused. Bob, an adult male survivor, said about the abuse a teacher perpetrated when Bob was thirteen, “I remember hating it. I remember being scared of the sexual stuff. I do remember it felt pleasurable, too.”
Olivia, too, felt some sexual stimulation when her grandfather figure sexually abused her. She said, ‘Sometimes it felt good, but that made me feel guilty. Sometimes it stung. Why is that?”
Sexual stimulation can occur in some instances of abuse and not in others. Other children feel only discomfort, stinging, or pain. Children sometimes may appear to initiate sexual contact with adults who have abused them previously. They are doing the best they can to have some control over what abusers do to them. Some children who have been sexually abused approach adults who have not sexually abused them. Sensitive, responsive adults gently tell the children that these behaviors are not appropriate and guide them into appropriate behaviors. If the behaviors persist, adults seek professional consultation. Responsible adults do all they can to protect children and to help them to deal with the many complicated issues connected to being survivors of child sexual abuse.
Touch Behaviors
Sexual abuse that involves touch means that abusers perform sexual acts on children or they force children to perform sexual acts on them. Perpetrators touch children on their breasts, buttocks, vulvas, penises, and testicles, and they make children touch their penises, testicles, or other parts of their bodies This gives perpetrators pleasure and gratification.
The sexual acts may also involve penetration of the vagina, anus, or mouth with the penis, tongue, fingers, or objects, or can involve cunnilingus (mouth and tongue on vulva or vagina) and fellatio (mouth and tongue on penis). Some perpetrators, especially those who create pornography, may force children to perform sexual acts with other children or with adults.
Non-Touch Behaviors
There are many types of non-touch sexual abuse, such as sexualized looks and talk, voyeurism, exhibitionism, and child pornography, and pimps who engage in child prostitution and child trafficking. In families, sexual talk and sexualized looks create a sexualized atmosphere that children do not understand and that can scare, confuse, and hurt them. This is called covert incest. Children are uncomfortable and afraid. Most do not know what to do. They may be too ashamed or embarrassed to tell an adult, and so they suffer in silence.
Voyeurism involves such acts as watching children as they get dressed or take showers. This is also called peeping. Another is showing their sexual body parts to children. This is called exhibitionism or flashing. Exhibitionists and voyeurs experience intense excitement and sometimes also describe warm sexual feelings that wash over them.
Other forms of non-touch sexual abuse occur when adults treat children as sexual objects by dressing them in “sexy” clothes and rewarding children for imitating “sexy” adult behaviors. In some religious groups, parents and other adults force children into marriage, often bringing both status and economic rewards to the adults.
Some people, including family members, do not themselves touch children in sexualized ways, but they allow others to do so, where they photograph or videotape children in sexual poses typically with other people, or through prostitution, where they collect money when others use children sexually. Child trafficking for the purposes of earning money from child prostitution and pornography are other forms of non-touch sexual abuse. Commercialized child sexual abuse is an international business that brings huge profits.
Obviously, some parents have no interest in being sensitive and responsive, but put themselves first, such as when they dismiss the significance of their children’s experiences of being sexually abused, or when they force children into marriage, sell them into prostitution, or profit from pornographic material they create of their children or allow others to create.
The Situations in Which Child Sexual Abuse Occurs
Sexual abuse takes place in a wide variety of settings, most of them in children’s own homes or in the homes of people children know. Stranger sexual abuse in public parks or in other settings that abusers choose is less common. Child prostitution, temple prostitution, and rape in war are other forms of child sexual abuse that take place outside of children’s own homes. Often these children are separated from their families, and they are on their own to make sense of what is happening to them.
In some countries, beliefs that sex with a virgin cures HIV and AIDS are widespread, and the younger the virgin the better. Such beliefs contribute to high rates of child prostitution. In many parts of the world, parents may arrange marriages of their daughters as young as eight to men who are ten to forty years older. Extreme poverty and the prospect of one less child to feed motivate such parents. Cultural beliefs promote these arrangements. For example, a well-known saying in Yemen is “To guarantee a happy marriage, marry a 9-year-old girl.” A best-selling book in 2010 was I am Nujood, Age 10 and Divorced, a girl from Yemen whose parents forced her to marry a 30 year-old man who chased her around the bedroom and raped her many times. Her husband’s parents told him to “beat her more,” when she resisted doing what he told her. She was married at nine.
Nujood is one of the few girls who got out of child marriages. Her parents were unsure they had done the right thing, and her aunt gave her money and advice about what to do to get away from her husband. A human rights lawyer and a sympathetic judge helped her win the divorce. The publicity from her case and her book raised the family out of poverty. This is an exceptional case, but one that shows what is possible when children receive the help they require to get out of terrible situations.
When exploited children have no adults to help them, they are frightened, confused, and typically self-blaming. They think they must have done something wrong to deserve such treatment. They are trapped in near-hopeless situations. They are toys and play things for insensitive, callous adults and the sources of large incomes from people who are willing to destroy their lives. In some cases, children may appear to go along with the abuse and even want the abuse, but this is a survival tactic.
Sexual Abuse Harms Children
Being forced into sexual activities or into viewing sexual activity harms children no matter how old or young perpetrators are. Their sense of autonomy and self-worth can be affected as can their sexuality. Through being sexually abused, children learn from their own experience that what they want does not count and that they themselves do not count. Thus, their autonomy and sense of self-worth are harmed.
Their sexuality and sexual identities may be affected as well. While many survivors work through the effects of sexual abuse and form intimate sexual relationships, others may fear sexual intimacy and avoid it, some may find sexual contact frightening and/or painful, and still others may be indiscriminate in their sexual behaviors. Some sexually abused children learn to associate sex with love and comfort and so seek sexual contact without informed forethought; that is, in ways that imitate what they have experienced, which includes bypassing consent, lack of consideration of what is appropriate and not, and abuse of power.
Some survivors, such as children abused by same-sex perpetrators, may have long-term confusion about whether they are lesbian, gay, bisexual, straight, or transgendered. In general, children who believe they are gay, bisexual, or transgendered before the sexual abuse may find the abuse itself does not affect their sexual identities. Being sexually abused, however, may create confusion about sexual identity where none existed before.
Fear, confusion, and indiscriminant sexual behaviors are less likely when children have access to sensitive, responsive adults who help them to work through the effects of being sexually abused and through any other adversities that may have had harmful effects. Unfortunately, many survivors do not have this advantage but are on their own to figure out how to cope. Some do well, but others struggle, with the result that they do not develop their full potential. They may engage in self-destructive behaviors, such as chemical abuse, cutting, and recklessness, or they may hurt others through their own insensitive, non-responsive, and selfish behaviors.
What Child Sexual Abuse is Not
Sexual play between age peers is not sexual abuse. Curiosity about sexual body parts is developmentally appropriate, especially in young and school-age children. Sexual acts are play when spontaneous and brief, not pre-planned, and the children are about the same size and similar in physical strength and cognitive and emotional development. Sexual activity is also play when children have similar understandings of the meanings of these behaviors.
Activities that involve sexual body parts may not be sexual at all for children. They may experience a simple curiosity that arouse no other feelings but surprise and the satisfaction of curiosity or mild tingles that are pleasurable but do not move beyond that. Some children are at first shocked and a bit disgusted when they see the sexual body parts of other children or learn about sexual intercourse. They may think that their own genitals are not that attractive either.
Children’s sexual development begins in the uterus and continues as they mature into teenagers and adults. Boy fetuses have erections and girl fetuses have genital swelling. This is nature’s way of making sure everything works. Infants enjoy touching their genitals. Children begin asking questions about body parts and where babies come from at early ages. Little boys may be fascinated when they get erections. Toddlers are notorious for taking off their clothes and running around naked. In some cultures, child nudity is part of the normal course of events.
Routine Care
Sometimes parents touch their children’s sexual body parts in the course of routine care, but parents know in their own hearts when touching is routine and not a sneaky way of getting a sexual and emotional charge. The same is true of nudity and of bathing or showering together. As long as these activities are routine, natural, and not sexually stimulating for either the children or the adults, then sexual abuse is not taking place.
As children grow older, adults and children often find they are no longer comfortable with this easy way with nudity. Privacy and modesty become the norm. If adults disrespect children’s growing sense of modesty and privacy, this becomes a form of child sexual abuse.
Sexuality is Natural
Sexuality is a natural part of being alive. Children’s understanding of sexuality depends upon their developmental levels and on how other people communicate about sex. The ways parents interact with each other are other source of information and guidance for children. When adults provide age-appropriate information and direction and behave in sexually appropriate ways themselves, children develop healthy and responsible sexual beliefs and behaviors.
Healthy sex education includes age-appropriate information about the various aspects of human sexuality, such as the names of sexual body parts starting when children are infants, appropriate and inappropriate behaviors, the various feelings and emotions connected with sexuality and how they change over time, and the many reasons people eventually want to engage in sexual touching and sexual intimacy. Healthy sex education also involves many discussions during childhood and the teenage years about appropriate and inappropriate sexual behaviors and the importance of being sexually respectful and insisting that others show sexual respect.
Parents are most helpful to their children when they are pro-active and talk to their children at young ages about various types of behaviors and beliefs that are harmful. “Do not touch other children’s sexual body parts. Some kids think this is funny, but you hurt other people when you do this. Keep your hands to yourself. Do touch other children even when you are playing around.” Being specific in choice of words helps children understand what adults are telling them.
Parents who provide children with developmentally appropriate information help children develop into mature human beings. Parents, however, should be prepared for unexpected responses. For example, a mother told her three year-old son that Auntie Celia, who was six months pregnant, has a baby in her tummy. The child looked puzzled and asked, ‘Why does Auntie Celia eat babies?” This story suggests that parents introduce the words “uterus” or “womb” early to avoid confusion.
Children whose parents have fostered healthy sexual development may also be better prepared to deal with attempts others may make to sexually abuse them. If someone does abuse them, they are much more likely to tell someone right away than children who do not understand the difference between healthy and unhealthy sexual behaviors. Of course, children can be scared into silence and compliance. Finally, healthy communication about sexuality creates trust between parents and children. As an eleven year-old boy told his parents, “If I can talk to you about sex, I can talk to you about anything.”
Discussion
Sexual abuse involves both touch and non-touch behaviors and takes place in a wide variety of situations. Most abuse occurs in children’s own homes or in the homes of people they know. A world-wide business of child exploitation through prostitution and pornography are significant forms of child sexual abuse. Temple prostitution of children is practiced in several countries. Children are routinely raped as acts of terrorism in war and are forced to watch family members being raped and murdered. Child marriages, where girls as young as seven and eight are married to men decades older, are common in many parts of the world.
Children’s sexual development and child sexual abuse are challenging topics for parents and other care providers. Thoughts that their children are being sexually abused may be too frightening to think about. Parents who want to be sensitive and responsive work through their fears for the sake of their children. They educate their children about sexuality and sexual abuse. They may have to practice what to say in private or with other adults, but they do it. Children can work through the effects of harsh realities when adults provide safety and security where children can talk about anything that is on their minds.
Three
What Sexual Abuse Means
to Child Survivors
Children think sexual abuse is their fault
Children have a lot to say about their own sexual abuse. Their stories show that they are aware of the power that adults have over them, and they are afraid to resist. They are taught to obey adults or older people, especially people with authority, such as parents, grandparents, teachers, babysitters, and social service professionals. They dread consequences if they refuse to obey. Children often think that sexual abuse is their fault. They think they were supposed to have been able to stop the abuse. Unfortunately, many people blame children, too.
Children often know little about specific sexual behaviors and may lack the vocabulary to talk about sexual abuse, but they understand taboos and shame associated with sexual abuse and sexuality. Many understand the consequences for themselves and for their families if they tell others that they have been sexually abused. In some cases, their fears are unfounded, but in many others, they have reason to be afraid.
This chapter may be hard to read. However, it shows the harsh realities that survivors experience. Grappling with harsh realities leads to hope and recovery. For adults to be sensitively responsive to survivors of child sexual abuse, they too must grapple with the harsh realities. Otherwise, they will distance themselves from children and other survivors. Recovery is possible through emotional connection with trusted others who are psychologically available, attuned, and empathic.
Children Believe They Must Obey
Children think they have to obey persons in authority. Randy, ten, was sexually abused by a teenage boy named Hank who was her babysitter. She thought she had to do what he said. He told her, “Go to the bathroom.” She said, “I went to the bathroom.” He jumped out from behind a shower curtain, pulled her off the toilet, placed her on the floor, and sexually abused her.
Olivia, eleven, abused between the ages of five and eight by a man who was a father figure to her mother and a grandfather figure to her said, “I thought there were laws about adults and children.” Lisa, nine, abused from the age of three to age nine, said of the abuser who was her grandfather, “He was big. I was little. I had to do what he said.” Vickie, seven, refused to go home for supper when her brother and sister went to get her in the park. She told them, “I’m waiting for someone.” She was waiting for the man who had sexually abused her earlier that day. She said, ‘I waited because he told me to. I listened. I was small.’
Children Think Sexual Abuse is Their Fault
Many child survivors blame themselves for the abuse, even when they recognize that the perpetrators forced them. Lisa, nine, said
My grandfather forced me. He unzipped his pants. He put his hand on mine and put my hand on his penis. He held my hand there until he was done. I took my hand off when he let go of me.
The abuse took place on a boat. Lisa said, “I felt like jumping off the boat and swimming to shore, but I can’t swim.” Despite her recognition of being forced, Lisa said, “It was my fault. I didn’t tell him not to do it.”
Randy, the girl who was assaulted in the bathroom, said the abuse was “sort of” her fault “because I went into the bathroom and was sitting on the toilet.” Randy could not put the pieces of her experience together. She went into the bathroom because Hank had told her to, but she could not see that the assault and the directive to go into the bathroom make the abuse his responsibility and not hers.
Donna, fifteen, assaulted by her brother, sexually abused by her grandfather, and the victim of an attempted rape by her best friend’s father, thought she must be at fault. She said, “My judgment must be impaired.” She was confused, hurt, and ashamed that three different males abused her sexually. The “guy” was her best friend’s father. He was driving them home from choir practice.
Some Adults Blame Children
Children blame themselves because so many adults blame them. For example, in the case of Donna, a county attorney who prosecuted the case against her best friend’s father, said to her in her mother’s presence, “Why didn’t you get out of the car when that guy went after you? I think you really wanted it.”
Carla ran away from home because she felt blamed for the incest her father committed. She said
My father was bitching. I asked my mother what he was bitching about. She said, ‘He said it was all your fault. I’m breaking up the family.’ I couldn’t take it. I took off.
Carla was thirteen and lived on the streets for six months.
Not all children think sexual abuse is their fault, but it is a common belief. Caring adults can gently ask children, “Do you think you did something wrong?” or “Sometimes kids think the abuse is their fault. Do you?” It is surprising how eagerly some children answer questions like these. Their answers also can be surprising, such as Lisa’s when she said it was her fault because she never told her grandfather not to do it.
It is important for adults to give children opportunities to talk about whether they are at fault. It is also important for children to be able to express themselves in their own ways. Adults, maybe because of their own anxieties, want to reassure children by saying, “It’s not your fault.” Of course it is not children’s fault, but if they believe it is, such a statement can invalidate their experience. The timing of “It’s not your fault” can make a difference in children’s recovery.
Self-Blame Wide-Spread
Children are not alone in blaming themselves for the harm that others do to them. Adult survivors of rape and women in physically violent and emotionally abusive relationship believe abuse is their fault, too. Men who experience their wives and partners as verbally, physically, and sexually abusive often think they did something to cause these behaviors. Individuals are not to blame for their own abuse. The only persons who are responsible are abusers.
Children’s Understandings
Younger children often do not understand sexual behaviors. Randy, who went into the bathroom after her babysitter told her to, described what the teenager did
He pulled me off the toilet seat, and he dripped something. I was on the ground of the bathroom, and he sort of did pushups on me.
Lisa, abused for six years, said, “Grandpa used to do it on the boat until stuff came out. He had sort of a grin on his face.” Nan, eleven, said, “I never heard of any of the things he did like that.” Olivia said
It’s hard, what he did to me. I couldn’t stand to do it to anybody. All the germs and stuff you get.
Older children may not understand sexual behaviors, either. Emily, thirteen, said she thought her great uncle was trying to love her. When asked when she thought of that, she said, “It felt kind of weird. I didn’t like him the way I liked boys.” Carla, also thirteen, said about a conversation she had with a girlfriend
We were just talking one day. She was talking about her boyfriend. She thought she was big. She had sex with a seventeen year-old. I said to her, ‘That’s nothing. I go to bed with a thirty-four year-old.’ She said, ‘You do? Who is he?’ I said, ‘My father.’ ‘You don’t do that,’ she said.
When her girlfriend told her that her father is not supposed to do that, the girlfriend struck a chord. Carla knew immediately that her girlfriend was right. She was ashamed. Ursula, fourteen, molested since she was seven and sexualized as a result, said
My father never explained sex to me. I had to learn by myself. I learned on the street. My father told me last year. Too late.
Her father was worried because Ursula walked the streets at night looking for men to have sex with. He was a single parent. African-American, he sought help, but he found the professionals and clergy he consulted to be unhelpful. This parent had reason to be worried. The police found Ursula’s body in an alley when she was sixteen years old. She had been raped and murdered.
Children’s Understanding of Abuse
Many children do not know what sexual abuse is. Katie, thirteen, said, “I didn’t know grown-ups did it to kids.” Olivia said about a fourteen year-old boy who molested her
My mother never told me about molestation. I was confused when he did it. He should have been more mature.
Even when parents warn their children about family members who sexually abuse children, they may not understand. Emily said about her great uncle who sexually abused her; “My mother told me something about him. I didn’t know what he did to me was the same thing.” Children require explicit information. This is an example of what to say:
Your uncle touches children on their breasts, buttocks, vulvas, vaginas, and penises. If he touches you there, I want you to tell me right way, no matter what he says. Don’t listen to anything he says. He may say he will get in trouble, or you will break up the family, or you will get in trouble, or he will kill you. Pretend you believe him, and then tell me. I will take care of it.
Sometimes children learn about molestation by strangers but do not know that people they know abuse children sexually. Nan, eleven, was molested by her babysitter when she was eight. She had no idea that people she knew could sexually abuse her. She said, “My mother never told me about this. She told me about strangers. She called it ‘stranger danger.’”
School programs that inform children about sexual abuse often are helpful, but not always. Vickie, ten, was molested by a stranger when she was six. She said about a police-sponsored prevention program featuring Office Friendly: “Officer Friendly came too late. If he would’ve come sooner, this wouldn’t have happened.”
Vickie said that when the molester pressed his penis against her she went “blank.” She continued
I didn’t think of anything. I was wondering. just regular wondering what it meant. What he was doing and stuff. I wondered what was going to happen.
Older children may not understand child sexual abuse, either. Carla believed her father when he told her that what they are doing is what all fathers and daughters do. She said
I loved my father. I still do, but he still ruined my life. He should have told me what we were doing was wrong.
Education about sexuality sometimes is less complete than parents think it is. Donna said about being victimized by three different males
My mother always told me that sex with love was beautiful. I didn’t love those men, so what I did was dirty and awful.
Sexual Sensations
Children may experience sexual sensations. As mentioned, earlier, Olivia said, ‘Sometimes it felt good, but that made me feel guilty. Sometimes it stung. Why is that?” Pat, a woman survivor, said about the sexual abuse her father perpetrated
When I was real, real young, he would put his penis between my legs. And I would come. I mean I would feel pleasure. I don’t know it would be come back then. Do you know what I’m saying?
Some children take pleasure in the attention but the sexual contact is confusing and unwanted. Andy said of his uncle
I felt like he cared for me, and that was pleasurable to me. I don’t think specifically the sexual act was that pleasurable for me because it was more uncomfortable. I was scared, but I know it was probably the first time I felt there was an adult who really cared for me, and that made me feel good. That was pleasurable. So it may be that I wanted to--maybe not sought out, but enjoyed the time with him, but not specifically the sexual acts, but just feeling cared for by an adult. I think I liked that.
He continued
I never thought my parents did [love me], and in some ways today, I still don’t believe that my parents love me. He was the first person who, like, spent time with me and did things with me, made me feel like I was okay. That confuses things there and makes it worse, because I was scared. Then I felt cared for. I was confused, and yet he made me feel better.
Andy summed up a lot about how children understand sexuality and sexual abuse. He said
I mean in society it’s such a taboo thing, sexuality as a whole when you’re a small child. You don’t learn about that. You don’t know about it. You just know that it’s wrong because you don’t pull down your pants for someone, because you don’t expose your genitals. You know that that’s all wrong just from growing up.
Some people think the children wanted the abuse if they seem to have experienced sexual sensations, or if there was orgasm and/or ejaculation involved. In actuality, human beings, including young children, respond to sexual stimulation, which is pleasurable to the body but not necessarily to the mind. Children may feel dirty and ashamed about any bodily responses. They do not want or understand the sexual acts, but their bodies may respond. Physical pleasure from sexual abuse is confusing to children.
Many adults are unprepared to deal with the reality that children may feel sexual sensations while they are being sexually abused and that this may be confusing and shameful to them. This simply is too hard for many adults to handle, and so they avoid the topic. They do not follow up or inquire about any possible sensations and confusion about sensations the children may want to discuss. Children thus are left without adult guidance and understanding, which is neglect of children’s emotional and psychological well-being.
Vivid Descriptions
Children can provide vivid descriptions of perpetrators and what happens during abusive acts. These descriptions bring to life the power differences between adults and children. Each incident is unique. In their own words, children show how little and powerless they felt when in the presence of adults and older people who wanted to sexually abuse them. They felt compelled to obey and were fearful of consequences if they did not. In some of their descriptions, however, children show how they resisted the power abusers had over them.
Randy, ten at the time of the abuse, said she could never forget what Hank, the teenage perpetrator, looked like because “I was scared. That guy was really tall. He was scary looking.” Hank assaulted Randy twice. She said
The first day he did the thing in the bathroom with me, and the second day he pulled down my pants and kissed me on the fanny. He’s really sick.
She described how he got her into the bathroom.
He had this puppet. He had it say, ‘Go into the bathroom.’ So I did. I don’t know how he got there before me.
Hank had hidden behind the shower curtain. When he stepped out from behind it, Randy said, “I almost had a heart attack. I was sitting on the toilet.’
Hank made no attempt to persuade Randy to cooperate. As he stepped from behind the shower curtain, he said, “Shhh. Don’t say anything.” Then, as described earlier, he sexually assaulted her. Randy said “he dripped something” out of his penis. She also said she only had her shirt on. Randy protested: “I asked him what he was doing. I said, ‘Get out of here.’ He said, ‘Don’t you dare scream.’ She had no idea what he was doing.
Randy told her mother right away. The mother phoned the police, and the boy was charged with sexual assault and court-ordered into adolescent sex of-fender treatment. Randy still saw Hank because he lived in the neighborhood. She described him. Her revulsion is evident.
I mean, he’s a super gross-out. He has long hair and sort of a beard, too, like an ape. He doesn’t have any class or anything. He looks like he probably drools all the time. He’s a gag. He’s a gross barf-out.
Randy was unable to explain why she went into the bathroom when he told her to. When asked if she would have obeyed a six year-who told her to go into the bathroom, she said, “No,” as if the answer were self-evident. Randy was in the gifted program at school. Randy resisted and told her mother after the second, but not the first incident.
Olivia, also in a gifted school program, is the child who thought there were laws about adults and children that children had to obey. She said that meant “Someone older than me I had to obey them.” She had several other reasons why she did not actively resist and tell her mother. Some of these reasons were mentioned earlier. The prime reason was the abuser’s manipulation of her concern for the well being of others. The abuser told her that if she told anyone he would have to go to jail and that would make his wife unhappy. He asked her, “You don’t want to make my wife unhappy, do you?” Olivia gave other reasons that had to do with fear, self-sacrifice, and confusion.
I was scared. I didn’t know what to do. He was doing this, and I didn’t want him to do it. At that stage, I didn’t say ‘no’ to people. I always knew there was somebody who was worse off than I was. He played on that.
He also told her, “‘Doing this makes me feel good. You like to make people feel good, don’t you?’’
She did, of course, but not through being forced to touch his genitals or submitting to his invasive touch. Olivia was afraid of what he would do if she resisted, even though she believed he liked her. This is what she said.
He did like me. He was probably senile. I did what he wanted. I felt he would do something to me. I didn’t know why. I didn’t know what. I guess I didn’t under-stand.
If fact, she understood exactly what the man wanted her to understand. The sexual abuse consisted of masturbation and oral sex.
I used to rub his penis outside his pants. I did it right on his front porch. Sometimes he put his hands in my pants and rubbed me. He made me put his penis in my mouth. He did it a lot of times. I didn’t like that.
Olivia thought her mother used to see her with the man on his front porch, “but my mother never said anything to me.” She was too young and too naïve to know what their behaviors meant, except that she did not like them. For two and a half years, whenever this man called her over, she went. One day, she was playing with a girlfriend. When the man called her over, she and her girlfriend went. The man took the two girls into his living room. Olivia said
He had us sit down, and he put his hands in my pants. He said to my friend, ‘Come on over. It feels nice.’ My friend ran out the door.
Later, she talked to her friend about the incident.
I said I was sorry. I knew what was going to happen, and it did. I was scared to say anything to her.
Seeing her friend run away and the man did nothing gave her ideas of what to do the next time he tried to touch her. She said, “I cried and told him I didn’t want to do it. He didn’t do it again.” Soon afterward, she and her family moved from the neighborhood. She visited the man and his wife several times with her mother. When the man died, she told her mother about the sexual abuse. She said
I figured that he had died. He couldn’t go to jail if I told. I wouldn’t make his wife unhappy if I told my mother.
Her mother was shocked. This man had been a father figure to her for ten years. She arranged for professional help for Olivia, for herself, and for the rest of the family.
Physical Violence
Many incidents of sexual abuse do not involve physical violence, but some do. For example, some children witness physical abuse of their mothers. When their fathers begin to touch them sexually, they are afraid to resist. Alberta was eleven when he father first sexually abused her. He told her to take her clothes off. She said
I don’t know why I just didn’t leave. The idea didn’t occur to me….My mother tried to stop him. She got between us. What could she do? He just pushed her away and beat her up.
Her father told her that what he was doing to her was “an everyday thing. People do it every day.” He tried to have intercourse with her that first time. She said, “I felt sick to my stomach. I didn’t want him to do it. I wanted him to stop. I hated it.” She did not tell him to stop because, she said, “I would get hit with a belt. So I did what he said every time.” While he was abusing her,
My father told me I was jealous of my mother. He said I wanted to have sex with him the way my mother did, but I wasn’t jealous of that. I didn’t even think of it.
Adults can be helpful to children who have been sexually abused if they understand that each child’s experience is unique. Adults must, however, be ready for anything. What children say can be surprising and even shocking. The stories in this book can prepare adults to be open and receptive to whatever children have to say.
Discussion
Children have a lot to say about their own sexual abuse. They have surprising insights into what happened to them. Their accounts highlight how children perceive the power that adult and older abusers have over them. In their eyes, abusers are older, stronger, and have authority. They do strange and frightening things that children do not understand, but that children describe in vivid detail. Children feel the shame and blame of child sexual abuse and typically are confused.
Sensitive Responsiveness
Children who have been sexually abused require the sensitive, responsive, and wise attention of adults who listen, whose words are well-timed, who can soothe them, reassure them, and help them to understand that other people, even people they know and love, hurt them. Parents have to put aside their own outrage and hurt in order to be emotionally available to their children. Professionals can help parents through difficult times, but the support of family and friends is important, too.
Parents can expect that their own and their children’s need for intense processing of the sexual abuse will diminish over time, but that children will periodically want to talk about their sexual abuse and so will parents. Parents must prepare themselves for on going processing of the meanings of the sexual abuse when their children want this.
Children and older survivors often benefit from professional help, such as individual therapy, family therapy, group therapy, and psychoeducation. Sensitive, responsive parents do whatever it takes to foster their children’s healthy development.
It is the responsibility of perpetrators and anyone else who has hurt children to do major repair work. This includes taking responsibility for their behaviors and expressing their sadness, regrets for having hurt children, and taking actions that ensure they never again will sexually abuse or otherwise abuse their power.
Education About Sexual Abuse
Children require explicit education about sexual abuse. Vague statements do not help. Stating that child sexual abuse means touching children on their breasts, buttocks, penises, vulvas, and vaginas in secret protects children. Stating that sexualized talk or looks are unacceptable and they do not have to put up with it helps children. Telling children about the many kinds of threats that perpetrators may use protects children. Letting children know that fathers, mothers, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, grandfathers, grandmothers, social workers, teachers, coaches, and youth workers have been known to sexually abuse children protects children.
Children need to understand that any touch that is secret is a touch that parents want to know about. Children do not have to keep secrets when the secrets are about touching sexual body parts, or any other actions related to sexuality. Even if perpetrators make children promise not tell, children do not have to keep promises about secret sexual touches or anything else that hurts children and makes them feel bad.
Assuring children that parents will protect them helps children, but parents must be prepared to follow through on this promise, no matter the consequences. As one mother said, “I would rather live on the streets than allow someone to abuse my children.” She in fact did lose her home and had to go to a shelter after she realized her husband was sexually abusing their toddler children. Within a few years, she had her own home again and supported her children financially. She had no regrets.
These are the harsh realities of child sexual abuse. Dealing directly with them leads to hope and a promising future.
Four
What Child Sexual Abuse
Means to Male Perpetrators
Love, play, vengeance, but not abuse
The stories perpetrators tell about child sexual abuse make it clear that they alone are responsible. Sexual abuse means many different things to different perpetrators, but the core of these meanings is emotional and sexual gratification. They describe sexual abuse as love, a thrill, a fix, play, a conquest, or revenge, but sexual and emotional gratification is what they want and get. Some say that the only time they feel good about themselves is when they have sex with children. Sexual abusers take what they want from children. They abuse their power over children and enjoy doing so.
In their own words, perpetrators say why they abuse children sexually. These stories may be hard to handle, but they are the harsh realities that child survivors have experienced directly. To be emotionally available to survivors, we must learn to handle our responses to these stories. The stories also answer questions that many people have, such as Why do they do it? How can they do those things to babies? Who do you think you are?
Sexual Gratification
For abusers, child sexual abuse is an intense, highly erotic, highly gratifying sexual pleasure. David, in his early thirties, handsome, blond, and a business executive, sexually abused his toddler sons and daughters. He said about sexual contact with his two year-old daughter
I remember that high, and, boy, I wanted it. I wanted it. The high came after I ejaculated. That’s the high I was after. I didn’t get a high out of fondling her or that.
Beau, a construction company owner in his late thirties, said about the abuse of his thirteen year-old daughter and another unrelated thirteen year-old girl
To me, it’s not the same as having an orgasm. I mean, it was thrilling, and it was exciting, but it wasn’t what I was looking for. Bliss is the word that I would identify with that. There’s a really satisfying feeling of everything is kind of relaxed. There doesn’t seem to be any pressure. It’s a real nice place to be.
Matt, in his early thirties, had sexually abused more than two hundred children, both children he knew and did not know. He said about fellatio by a child
It would feel like being on top of the world. Up until now there’s no greater feeling that I can experience than having somebody perform oral sex on me. That is my ultimate feeling.
Henry, a man who exhibited his penis to young girls and women, beginning when he was about eight years old, said
I’ve been doing it for forty years. It’s really got a groove in my mind. It’s the highest excitement that I know.
He was “infatuated with all the excitement.” His first victims were his sisters. “I practiced on my sisters at home,” he said. Angus said about sexually abusing his pre-teen teenage daughters
The attraction was the sexual feelings. It felt good. Good feelings. Pretty powerful. The good feelings were worth looking forward to.
Josh, 21 and pudgy-faced, said about his sexual abuse of children who ranged in age from six months to seven years old
I’m worried about myself because a lot of people say I did it because I was abused, I did it because I was angry, and I wanted to take it out on them sexually. I did it be-cause of this. I did it because of that. I don’t understand that. I just felt like I just wanted to sexualize them. By sexualize I mean just get your rocks off or whatever in a different way, a sexual high.
Herb had intense sexual fantasies about boys between the ages of seven and twelve. He said
I would masturbate to fantasies. I’d be looking at the boy’s face, and he’ll be smiling and stuff like that. I’ll just focus on that moment. The more I look at his face, or the more I’m humping him or whatever, the excitement just goes up and up and up. When I decided to masturbate, it just make it that much more thrilling to me. When I ejaculate, it just makes it, to me, it makes it just feel twice as good. I’m with this individual and the individual with me. We are with each other. There was no denial in anything. Whatever I wanted to do, the other person was willing to do it. It just took me to some heights sometimes that I never believed that I can get that high.
Here are the words of George, a father who described what he did to his thirteen year-old daughter in some detail and the electrifying thrill that resulted.
One night I was making my regular rounds through the house, making sure the kids were in bed, the doors were locked, the cat was in and stuff. I had gone down to my daughter’s room. It was very dark. I leaned over to give her a kiss goodnight. When I went to brace myself on her bed, I actually touched her breast when I kissed her on her cheek. It was just like a shot of electricity through my body. I went upstairs and went to bed and tried to forget about it, but it was just racing in my head. I didn’t go back down in her room for several days after that. Eventually, I did go back down there and the same thing. Kiss her on the cheek, but this time when I touched her breast it was intentional. Then progressively it got to the point where I went down there, and I would touch her breasts over and under her pajamas while she slept, or I believed she slept. I would touch her with one hand, and I would masturbate with the other.
Seeking Mutual Enjoyment
Many perpetrators want the child victims to enjoy the sex as much as they do. For example, Tim, a social worker who abused children in his caseload, said of the prepubertal boys he abused
I like things to be mutual in my relationships. I like to get what I give. I think that’s true in my marriage. I think that's true with my victims. I did the same thing. I always expected them to give me what I gave them. I’ve read in books where some molesters think it’s more important that they get their own gratification, and for others it's more important that they give the child gratification. For me I’d say it was equal, fifty-fifty. Without one or the other, I would have felt really crummy, really shitty about it. If I would have had orgasm and the kid didn’t get any pleasure or vice versa, if I’d given it all to the kid, and he wouldn't return it to me, either way it would feel really bad for me. It was real important to establish a relationship with my victims where they would give as much to me as I would give to them. They would want as much from me as I would want from them. So it was all very sort of even or equal.
Tim seemed convinced that he was a nice guy. He could not admit to himself how absurd his words are. Mutuality is impossible when he has power over children.
Christian described the sexual abuse of his thirteen year-old stepson Seth as “a pleasing relationship, trying to please each other on both sides.” Christian said that Seth told him, “I want to make you feel good, Dad.” Christian said Seth also asked the stepfather to do the kinds of sexual touching that the boy enjoyed.
Dick felt bad when there was no mutual pleasure. He said about his stepdaughter Rosie whom he sexually abused for twelve years starting when she was four
Sometimes I would feel guilty because I don’t think that Rosie had an orgasm. I’d think it as if I were her husband.
Convinced of their kindness, these men would need a great deal of therapy and honest self-reflection to see the harm they have done.
Mood Enhancement
Some men describe sex with children as the pursuit of good feelings in order to enhance their moods. Dick saw sex with Rosie as a fix, that is, an activity that fixed how he was feeling. He said
That’s what I was thinking--I need a fix because I was feeling crappy. Maybe I didn’t get the contract I bid for, or my wife and I had a fight about something where I’d rather go spend some time by myself but I can’t. How can I tell my wife I wanted to spend time by myself?
Sexually abusing Rosie was a solution. When he abused Rosie, he was not by himself, and he was not with his wife. Beau used his thirteen year-old biological daughter Michelle in similar ways. He said
For anything that bothered me, I knew that I could go to Michelle and get sexual gratification. That climax makes you feel really good. It was easy for me to offend against her like that, to go to her. I didn’t really care from much about her feelings at that time. I just cared about getting myself satisfied.
Sometimes the sexual abuse is so gratifying that it temporarily transforms how perpetrators feel about themselves. Pete, a man in his early twenties who was a youth worker specialist in outdoor recreation, found that the only time he felt loveable and worthy was during sexual abuse. He said
When I was being shown affection from a young male, wrestling, hugs, doing things together intimate, intimately, then I felt loveable. I felt worthy. I felt all of these things that I didn’t feel the rest of my life, and the ultimate act of that is sex. There was sex. It was always leading to sex. Even if it never got there with every child with whom I interacted, it was always leading that way. The good feelings lasted, I want to say, probably a week or so. It probably would’ve gotten shorter and shorter had I continued on.
George said something similar about sexually abusing his daughter while he thought she was asleep. He was thirty-two. She was twelve.
The only time I really felt good was when I was acting out sexually. It was safe for me. It was like everything around me was so dark. I wasn’t getting any good feelings from anywhere. I had convinced myself that I didn’t deserve them. No one really knows me. They just know the image. They didn’t love me. They loved the façade. I just felt miserable.
Comfort
These stories show how thrilling and comforting sexual abuse is for abusers. Some believed that the comfort was mutual, while others who thought of sexual abuse as a way of comforting children actually were actually comforting themselves. This is what Ben said.
I honestly believe that during the abuse that I was showing, that I was feeling sorry for Beth, because of the way Margaret [Beth’s mother and his wife] used to nag and bitch at her all the time, and it was like I was comforting her at the same time she was comforting me. That, oh, I was showing her a type of love.
He abused Beth for about four years, starting when she was seven or eight.
Infatuation
Some perpetrators describe feelings of infatuation with child victims. Tim said about the first time he laid eyes one of the boys he victimized
I remember thinking, ‘That’s a kid I want to have sex with.’ It’s sort of like seeing a beautiful model. From then on I was, like, infatuated with that kid…. It was more of a feeling of excitement and arousal and infatuation.
He used the language of male-female courtship to talk about his experiences with boys.
All of a sudden, you see someone across the room that you’re attracted to, and then if you’re able to somehow fulfill that fantasy, go meet the person. Ask her out for a date, she accepts, and you go.
Adam was so infatuated with a boy he molested for several years that he did not think of consequences. He said
I felt so much in love with him that I didn’t think that I was doing anything wrong, illegal or otherwise.
Love
Perpetrators often talked about love. David wanted his two year-old daughter to understand what he was doing was love. He said
The feeling was, it’s not a feeling—it’s a thought. The thought was so doggone strong about making that connection with my daughter, that she understand that this is love. Wow. It was strong. I meant it with every fiber in my body. It was really important that she understand, and I make some connection from her to me, too.
Some described sexual abuse as falling in love. George experienced a powerful rush, a deep love, and a sense of how simple the relationship was compared to the complexities of his relationship with his wife. He said
It was so powerful, so strong. It was such a rush. It was so powerful and so strong. It was such a rush because there was like that emotional element to it. It wasn’t just a sexual thing. It was almost like my daughter was my girlfriend. It was almost like I was falling in love with her. It felt simple to love her. Our relationship was, it was comfortable and it was easy. It wasn’t all complicated. My relationship with my wife was so difficult and so complicated and arguments and the whole deal. My daughter just loved me. She just thought I was great, and she thought I was fantastic. It was very, it was just comfortable. It wasn’t complicated.
The sexual abuse took place while his daughter was asleep or she pretended to be. Little wonder that the relationship was uncomplicated for him. He was unable to think about what the sexual contact meant to his daughter.
Christian, in his early fifties, described the sexual abuse of his thirteen year-old stepson, Seth, as a love affair.
I didn’t call it molesting. It was making love to my son….When I was having my relationship with my son it was like a love affair. It really was. It was real.
Beau, thirty-seven, viewed his relationship with his thirteen year-old daughter as that of a girlfriend and boyfriend, and stated, “It was almost like I was falling in love with her.” He dressed her up in women’s clothes and put make up on her when he took her to dinner in restaurants. Like many other perpetrators, he had a dream of marrying her when she was older.
My ultimate fantasy with Michelle was when she got to be of age, which was twenty-one to me, that we would be married. It would be easy because our names would remain the same. We would have children together, and that they’d be beautiful children. They’d be all blond-headed, and they’d all have real deep blue eyes. We’d live happily ever after. I’ve never told anyone except my therapist and you. I loved her very, very much.
As a teenager, Chad said he was so in love with his younger sister that he wanted to marry her. He redefined the sexual abuse as mutual love.
It wasn’t really abuse. I didn’t look at it as that way because it was both ways. It was like neither of us felt secure or, important, I guess, except to each other. I remember saying, ‘Boy, if we weren’t brother and sister, I’d marry you.’
Perpetrators who talked about love did not examine the contradictions in their behaviors. For example, perpetrators did not seem to realize that love is not love if coercion is involved. Children are coerced in many ways: through fear related to threats of harm, to physical size, and to compliance with authority. Love that is expressed through sexual behaviors does not involve one person being asleep or pretending to be, or one person having a wonderful time while the other is full of fear.
Mike’s story shows some of these contradictions. Mike said he cared for his stepdaughter June so much that he dreamed about running away from her. At the same time, he admitted to scaring her into compliance by saying her mother would leave the family without her if she did not do what he said. He also thought he could turn her into a model and make money from selling pornographic photos of her. He said.
I eventually think I would have run off with her. I thought about that. I would someday. That’s where a lot of pornography and stuff comes in with people like child molesting and stuff, that they control it controls their life so much that they finally get involved with child pornography and stuff like that, where they can manipulate the kids into doing things to make money for them. I think that was the road I was traveling.
Mike abused June for several years, beginning when she was about three.
Many other men who talked about incest and sexual abuse as love contradicted their avowals. Ben, for example, said, “What was between Beth and I was real, real special.” Yet, he admitted that his daughter may have only wanted love and affection and not the sexual acts. Sometimes she did not want to go with him into his bed, but he picked her up and carried her there anyway. This is how Ben described what he did
I’d go into Beth’s room at night, you know, and I’d ask if she’d want to come in to watch TV in my room. Sometimes she’d say, ‘Yes,’ and she’d come. Sometimes she’d say, ‘Well, I don’t know.’ I’d tickle her, and goof around with her a little bit, and then I’d pick her up and carry her into our room.
This man was as huge as a sumo wrestler. He looked like a walking haystack. Imagine how his nine year-old daughter saw him.
Christian, referred to earlier, was crushed when his stepson Seth testified against him in court. Beau used his daughter as way of attaining bliss, but at the same time, he dreamed of marrying her and having children with her. These men were clueless about what child sexual abuse means to children.
Sometimes perpetrators do not carry out their sexual desires. They spend a great deal of time thinking and planning and therefore commit a form of non-touch sexual abuse. Twenty-three year-old Marco, for example, wanted to rape his younger stepsister when he was between the ages of ages of thirteen and sixteen. He would peek in on her when she was in her bedroom or bathroom. Sometimes he watched her through her bedroom window. He said
I masturbated and fantasized about me raping her and then giving her her first orgasm. She was going to love me and just adore me.
Marco did not understand that his stepsister was unlikely to love and adore him if he raped her, but he derived a great deal of sexual pleasure through masturbating to these fantasies. An unknown number of perpetrators peek in on family members and masturbate to sexual fantasies about them.
Not Incest but Love
For many father perpetrators, when other fathers had sex with their children that was incest, but what they were doing was something else. Christian said, “What I was doing was different. I was making love to my daughter, to my son.” Joe said
We never had penile intercourse. I don’t know why. I had it stuck in my brain that I couldn't have that. That was incest to me.
In addition, some abusers are outraged when they hear about other instances of child sexual abuse. Mike said
I used to sit there and watch TV or I'd read something in the paper. I’d say, ‘Look at this son of a bitch. He ought to get twenty years,’ but I was doing the same thing. Mine wasn’t that way. See, mine was love. There’s a difference, you know.
Ben had similar responses.
The guy next door was an attorney. He abused his daughter. It came out in treatment that he abused another daughter in a previous marriage, too. I found it real disgusting.
Finally, some perpetrators have fragmented responses when they think about other men who commit incest. Dustin, a father incest perpetrator mentioned earlier, had at least three disconnected thoughts about a story about father incest that he watched on television. He said
You feel disgusted. You feel disgusted at the men that are doing this on TV. At the same time you have a kind of a sexual thing going towards the girl that’s getting raped. You’re sexualizing it.
A few moments later, he said
He’s a piece of crap for raping his daughter. She’s kind of cute. I wouldn’t mind raping her, or making love to her. Never rape. It’s always make love.
He did not connect the dots and see the contradictions. Instead, he jumped from thought to thought, image to image, with no connection between them.
Child Sexual Abusers as Takers
There are exceptions to perpetrators’ views of child sexual abuse as love. Some distance themselves from the children and depersonalize them. They take what they want, which is sexual pleasure and release, and have no sense that the children are human beings. Love and tenderness are not part of the experience for them. Marty said about his abuse of pre-teen Sophie
When it was going on, she certainly wasn’t a stepdaughter. I didn’t have that at all. It was, oh, let me see, a thing. I could never look at her while she was doing it, not at her face. I could look at her breasts because when I was looking at those, that’s something that turns me on. I can remember some times when she was masturbating me. Somehow I’d make eye contact with her, and I’d lose my erection.
Other men look for a quick sexual thrill that has nothing to do with love, as for example, Roland, who molested thousands of children in a twenty-five mile radius from his home beginning at about age eight. He continued until his mid-fifties when he was caught. He did not know the children and sought them in neighborhoods where no one knew him. He would go from one child to another, sometimes several a day, playing what he called “show and tell.” He said, ‘It was just a powerful, I can’t really describe it, like a drug addict or an alcoholic.”
David, the man quoted earlier about how much he wanted the high, said about his three year-old sister whom he abused when he was a teenager and a star high school athlete and senior prom king
She was just there as a, I don’t want to say object. She was there to stimulate me and get me an erection so that I could masturbate.
Other men, too, state that the children are not children during the abuse, but as objects who satisfy them sexually.
Vengeance
When vengeance motivates sexual abusers, they want to hurt the children or someone else, sometimes family members who love the children. Juice, in his late twenties, sexually abused his partner Marguerite’s seven year-old daughter Petal and enjoyed thinking how much he had hurt Marguerite and her family. He said
I knew that Marguerite loved her kids with all her heart. I knew she loved her kids more than anything. I knew that right there would take the cake. It hurt her, the way that I thought it would. I wanted to. Like I said when I stepped into the house the day after I abused Petal and she had told her grandma. When I saw everybody crying I felt kind of good at that moment, seeing everybody falling out the way I thought they would, expected it to be.
Marguerite’s family watched from the sidewalk as the police drove away with him in the backseat. He felt good that he had had his revenge.
Skip created an image of nine year-old Aria in his own mind and then acted on his image. He saw Aria as a “prick teaser,” who “asked for it” and deserved to be raped. He said prick teasers “get you all worked up and they go jump someone else.” Skip based his case on flimsy evidence. Aria was a “prick teaser” because when she bent over he could see her lace panties. He also overheard her telling other children that she “still had her cherry.” Skip considered these actions an “invitation.” His interpretations of Aria’s behaviors meant one thing to Skip: This girl deserved to be raped. As he was about to rape her, she said, “You aren’t going to take your cherry home.” He enjoyed the rape. He said, “I shoved it in, tearing her vagina….I get the best ejaculation when I’m inflicting pain.”
Marty was angry at his mother-in-law, whom he thought loved her granddaughter Sophie and Marty’s stepdaughter better than any of the other grandchildren. He said about his mother-in-law
There’s been two women in my whole life who treated me this way [verbally abusive] and that I loved and wanted to love me but didn’t. That was my mother and my mother-in-law….I got to the point where I would do anything to hurt her [mother-in-law]. I did.
He sexually abused Sophie. The first time he connected abusing Sophie with getting back at his mother-in-law was when Sophie asked Marty for permission to visit her grandmother. He said
The first time it happened I was pissed off. I usually was when these things happened. I was mad at, at my mother-in-law. When I would get hot, and she wanted to go stay over there, my exact words were, when she said ‘Can I go over there?’ I said, ‘Yeah, if you suck my dick.’ That’s what I said.
Skip and Marty, enjoyed the sexual contact, but they also enjoyed inflicting pain. This is sadistic, because sadism means just that—inflicting pain on others. Both men used common ideas about women as reasons for their behaviors. Many people believe that prick teasers deserve what they get. Ideas of revenge for perceived wrongs is wide-spread throughout the world, justifying rape, physical assault, murder, terrorism, and war. These men took these common ideas and applied them to children.
Play
Another pattern that characterizes how perpetrators thought about sexual abuse is sexual abuse as play. Joe, a father, in his mid-thirties, confused sexual behaviors with play. He said about the abuse of his eight year-old daughter:
To me it was like slipping right back into childhood. I didn't masturbate until later, when she wasn't around.
It is doubtful that the daughter saw her father as an eight year-old.
Roland, who molested thousands of girls between four and six over a forty-year period, said about his abusive behaviors
I thought that it was like a show and tell. I wasn’t doing any harm. I figured the girls were young enough. They’ll forget about it. The way some of them acted, like they didn’t mind. They didn’t care. I felt like I wasn’t doing anything really wrong because I wasn’t really physically hurting them.
Hugo, a man who acted out sexually since he was a young child, first molested a child when he was an adult. He said
The first one was just more like seven year-old do: I’ll show you mine, and you show me yours. Two kids were involved, and here one is thirty-one or thirty-two or thirty-four. She was seven.
He described the child not only as wanting the sexual contact and enjoying it but also as having control over when the contact would happen.
I would fondle her. She acted like she enjoyed it. I says, ‘Would you like to see my penis?’ She said, ‘Yes.’ Actually I said, ‘Would you like to see me?’ She shook her head ‘Yes.’ I showed her my penis, erection. She reached out and grabbed it and stroked it.
As Hugo continued to talk, it became clear how complicated sexual abuse is. It can be hard to follow the logic of some perpetrators thoughts. Hugo said
I figured she knew more about sex than I did—a seven year-old girl. After that we tried to get together once in a while. I tried to make contact with her but she had total control over the sexual sessions. If she didn’t want to be fondled she told me, and that was it. She had control over me over that. I never pushed her any more than she didn’t want.
In Hugo’s description, the child changed from child to adult, to knowledgeable about sex, to being in charge. Throughout, Hugo thought of himself as a gentleman, never pushy, sometimes as a child with a child, sometimes as an adult who got together with another adult, and sometimes as an adult entranced by the sexual sophistication of a child. He also believed that she had all the power, and he was the child.
It was like I brought myself down to her level, back down to a kid, because I did not feel like an adult, like I would with my wife. Do you love me? It was like I was a little kid talking.
Entitlement
Some perpetrators had a sense of ownership over the children that entitled them to do whatever they wanted. Mike said about is stepdaughter June
She was a pretty girl--no question. I mean, other people say that, too. I looked at her at her other than just an object--also as a pretty girl. Then it would run in my head that she's not just a girl. She’s mine and always will be. It would run in my head that she always will be mine.
Tim, the social worker mentioned earlier, felt entitled to sex with boys in his caseload, not because he was their father or stepfather, but because he had earned it. This is what he said.
When I see children, people that are vulnerable and in need that I have concern and a desire to help and take care of this person, to give him what he needs materially or emotionally. That somehow either gets expressed sexually. It certainly arouses sexual feelings in me. Maybe it’s that I feel that that’s my payback for taking care of others, that I in turn get sex.
Damien, who worked in a public non-profit social service agency, said he got so much praise for his work that he began to feel he “deserved a little something” for himself. He felt “omnipotent,” all powerful. He had sex with a teenage girl who was a client of the agency. He believed this was a “perk” for a job well-done.
Physical Violence
Some abusers physically abuse child victims, although most do not. When physical abuse occurs, abusers may want to beat and scare children into submission, punish them for not submitting, or heighten their sexual pleasure through inflicting physical pain. Herb, mentioned earlier, said, “I’ll go to the extreme to do it.” When his desires were not met, not only did he feel unloved and unwanted, but he typically went into a rage and beat and choked the boys. He described the beginning of an on-going abuse of a ten year-old boy:
He was there by himself on his bike. I pulled him down by the back of his shirt. I didn’t know whether or not he was going to holler, run or scream or whatever. So I punched him in the stomach. I told him what I wanted. He gave it to me. Ever since then it’s more or less, I’m not going to… maybe it wasn’t on a volunteer basis. It had a lot to do with the fact that maybe he was scared of me.
Herb, who was quoted earlier about how he “never believed he could get that high,” went into murderous rages when the boys he was abusing in real time did not enjoy the sex as they did in his fantasies. He said
I can see my hands around the victims’ throats. I see those eyes bugging and the disbelief and the fear of knowing that they’re going to die.
He described what appeared to be an out-of-body experience when he was about to kill children. He said
As I was choking him, his face looked like David’s, the person [a child] that I wanted so bad. This kid said to me, ‘Herbie, why are you doing this? Don’t choke me. Don’t kill me.’ That’s when I came back to myself. I said, ‘Damn, boy, what are you doing?’ It’s scary because it’s like I’m totally outside myself. I’m totally somebody else. I can see myself doing this. When I come back and, and I catch myself, what I’m doing, and I say, ‘Damn, what you doing?’ It’s like something has just completely took control of me and saying, ‘I’m going to destroy this completely.’
Herb never said he had killed boys, but he may have.
Abduction and Murder
Child abductions, rapes, and murders are sometimes outcomes of child sexual abuse. In such cases, perpetrators are beyond thinking about anything else but what they want. They are so caught up in their terrible acts that they are unable to think about anyone else but themselves and what they want. What they tell themselves about the abuse has far different meanings to others.
This is what a mother said after she discovered her eighteen month-old son dead in his crib.
He literally beat him to death. I gave birth to that child. I carried that child inside me for nine months. I gave my baby life. I did everything for that baby. Now he is gone. He had three skull fractures, a lacerated liver, a half pint of blood in his chest cavity, and a tear in his anus. I took my son into the hospital. They kept me on a suicide watch. After he passed away, my life took a severe downward spiral. Things have been getting better now.
The abuser was a “manny,” a male nanny, trusted.
Five
What Child Sexual Abuse Means
to Women and Girl Perpetrators
Women less likely than men to sexually abuse children
Women and girls who abuse children sexually report experiences that are similar to those of the men already quoted, but some give disorganized and confusing accounts of what the child sexual abuse means to them. These women had less therapy than the men quoted earlier. That could be one reason why some of their accounts tend to be unclear. They may feel guilt and shame. The men may feel less guilt and shame to begin with, they may have repressed their guilt and shame, and some may have worked through it.
Women are less likely to sexually abuse children than men. Like men, however, women who are perpetrators are difficult to detect. They come from all social classes and all walks of life. They may be 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 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.
Nurturing, Mothering
Brenda, in her mid thirties, sexually abused a younger brother for three years when she was twelve to fifteen years old. 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 trying 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 sixteen 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.
The other child, I don't know what it was. It wasn’t anything about the child. It was a very young child. It was a baby. Something about the house kind of creeped me out. People were weird. I don’t even remember ever meeting the mother. I don't know. There was some, something funny about the family or, I don’t know. I don’t know if the guy reminded me of my dad, kind of a brash, really wealthy guy. I don't know. Those are the only things I can come up with. You know, I certainly can’t tap into any conscious decisions that I made about that.
She was equally unclear about what her sexual abuse of the two toddlers meant to her.
It’s like once I did it and it was like, that was stupid or weird or didn’t do what I wanted. I don’t even know what I was thinking.
Disorganized Meanings
Lorrie’s account was unclear, but Pearl, who was in her late thirties, was close to incoherent. Not only it is difficult to make sense of what she said, but it appears that she did not understand that her behaviors with the children’s behavior were inappropriate and constituted sexual abuse. She said she was naked in bed with her children in order to comfort them. The children ranged in age from fourteen to four. Enid was the oldest child and Phyllis was the youngest.
You know, like, we went through a tornado three years ago, and so we were stuck in a hotel room. The kids were going swimming, and they came back and they were horsing around naked, because, there’s only two showers at a time, and I was trying to find a place to live, and Enid kind of hit the roof, and I think Enid’s reaction made an impression on Phyllis. More than anything they were doing, because I was right like, in the little. [She does not finish the sentence.]. I don’t think too much could have been going on, but Phyllis talked about it at preschool, so they had to report it.
[Question: The kids being naked, you mean?]
Yeah, well, I think she more talked about how Enid—Enid thought it was really bad that we were naked and under the sheets together. You know, we had to talk about boundaries. It was certainly not something I condoned, but I didn’t think it was—I mean we just lost—the tornado destroyed primarily the kids’ floor. They just lost everything they had, and if they were going to find some self-comfort in their bodies, I was kind of ok with that.
Pearl appears to be saying that the older daughter Enid was very upset that the children and possibly Pearl were in bed together. Pearl justified the kids sexual touching by saying they needed comfort. She did not specifically say that she comforted them under the sheets not what they did to comfort themselves. Enid told teachers at preschool, and they reported the incident.
Women who sexually abuse children often do not receive the intensive therapy that some male perpetrators do. This may account for the difficulties the women had giving clear statements about what the abuse meant to them. The men who provided the earlier accounts had been arrested, convicted, and ordered into long-term, intensive therapy. Therapy may have facilitated their abilities to talk directly about the meanings of the abuse, or they may not have experienced guilt or shame, or they may have experienced little or no guilt or shame.
The abuse that Lorrie and Brenda perpetrated never came to the attention of the law, while Caron experienced a police investigation but was not charged. Pearl had lost custody of her children, but child protection authorities did not require her to go to sex offender treatment. Vonnie was in prison while she gave her account, as the police charged her with criminal sexual conduct. She participated in a prison-based group treatment for women sexual offenders.
Summary
In summary, girls and women abuse both boys and girls. Their experiences of child sexual abuse may in some cases be similar to the experiences of male perpetrators, although a large percentage of women appear to have been brought into the abuse by a man who not only abused the children but the woman as well.
Recognition of abuse by women and girls is important for survivors of such abuse. The shame and stigma survivors might otherwise feel may further shame and silence them. Whatever experiences survivors have had must be widely recognized and understood so that survivors can feel safe to deal with the effects of the abuse.
Discussion
Few people realize what sexual abuse means to perpetrators. When they find out, they may be horrified. It’s important to get beyond the horror and think about what survivors require to get through the effects of being abused. As we learn about the meanings of child sexual abuse, we see more clearly how unfair it is that child survivors feel stigmatized and ashamed of being sexually abused. Only perpetrators are responsible for acts of sexual abuse, as their own words show. Beliefs and attitudes about sex with children must shift to more accurate understandings.
Survivors know from experience what child sexual abuse means to perpetrators. Knowing what perpetrators say in their own words helps adults to become sensitive and responsive to child, teen, and adult survivors. The stories that perpetrators tell no longer can be unspeakable. Adults must be able to hear the stories that perpetrators tell so that they can empathize with survivors’ experiences. For survivors to overcome the effects of child sexual abuse, adults must be able to bear listening to their accounts. Adults also need to know appropriate, non-intrusive questions to ask. If they don’t understand what survivors may have experienced, they cannot ask appropriate, helpful questions.
Anger, rage, disgust, and desire to punish are understandable responses to perpetrators’ accounts, but adults must curb these impulses and be emotionally available to children. Sensitive responsiveness requires this. In working with perpetrators, professionals must get beyond these strong negative emotions and commit themselves to understanding perpetrators. By doing this, professionals may be able to create settings where perpetrators can take honest looks at their behaviors and consequence of their behaviors, with no excuses and with a commitment to take responsibility for their behaviors.
Perpetrators may want help. Some want to stop because they know their behaviors hurt children and others. Many one-time adolescent perpetrators stop out of shame at what they have done, and this may be true for adults as well. Typically perpetrators—whether children, adolescents, and adults--may at first be unable to connect with the hurt they cause, but they may want to stop because they do not want to go to prison or to spend many years in prison.
As perpetrators grow in understanding, they may reach the point where they understand the gravity of their behaviors. Creating safety where perpetrators can confront the beliefs associated with sexually abusing children is a major task of treatment professionals, but perpetrators must be committed to change. Some perpetrators do not want to stop and do so only when they are put in prison.
Finally, rage, disgust, and desire to punish have led to social policies and programs that require hundreds of millions of dollars to enforce. In the meantime, survivors and their families do not have the services they require to work through the effects of child sexual abuse. Policy makers and the general public do not demand that survivors have services.
The meanings of child sexual abuse to perpetrators are difficult to hear, but important to grapple with. If we do so, adults will become more emotionally available to survivors and public policy will provide for public safety and for victim services.
Note: The story of Pearl is also present in the The NEATS: A Child & Family Assessment by Jane F. Gilgun. Available through Smashwords.com.
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Shock, Disbelief, and Cover-Ups
Seemingly wonderful people abuse children sexually
Child sexual abuse can be difficult to detect and may go on for years. Myths about who sexually abuses children protect perpetrators. Family members and friends may be unable to believe that someone they know, trust, and even love would do such things. “Not my son.” “My husband would never do that.” “Women don’t sexually abuse.” Not “Father O’Connell.” “Not Bishop Mueller.” These are typical responses. When a German priest left his parish a few years ago he was so well-regarded that his parishioners arranged a party, complete with brass band and gun salutes. They did not know he was a convicted sex offender and that his bishop had transferred him from two other parishes because he had sexually abused children there.
Some people think abusers are dirty old men in overcoats who have weird looks on their faces and who stand in dark street corners or scurry down alleys. In fact, these false images protect abusers. People do not expect perpetrators to be someone they know, like or even love, and respect. If the thought crosses someone’s mind that such a person is sexually abusing children, this often is put aside as impossible because this person would never do such a thing. For example, a parish in the United States gave a going away party for a priest accused of sexual abuse. When a reporter at the party asked questions about the priest, the parishioners turned on him and asked him to leave. The priest was later convicted.
Besides refusal to believe, some people think that sexual abuse is no big deal. If their own children are sexually abused, they may dismiss its significance by saying, “It happened to me. I’m all right. My children will be all right, too.” Other people may believe that the children victimized the perpetrators. They call the children sluts and seducers and the perpetrators as helpless against children’s sexual advances.
Another common response is for other people to believe perpetrators’ statements of innocence and to join perpetrators in silencing survivors. They may have a range of motivations to join with perpetrators, but often it is to protect the family from disgrace. When clergy cover up for other clergy, they typically tell themselves they are doing this for the good of the religious institution.
Shock
People who think they can tell that someone is a sexual abuser by looking at him or her are often shocked when they learn that someone they know has abused children sexually. Perpetrators are family members, friends who are there for good times and bad, friendly and helpful neighbors, members of religious organizations, volunteers at nursing homes, and people who have coffee with friends before work. Almost all marry and have children, worry about money, and experience grief when their parents die. On the surface, they live their lives like most everyone else.
Disbelief
Disbelief protects perpetrators. It is a common reaction. Family members often do not know that someone is sexually abusing a child in the family. Friends miss the signs. Professionals may not realize that a colleague or a client abuses children sexually. Bishops, archbishops, and cardinals who allowed molesting priests to have contact with children may have had too much faith in their contrition and vows to reform. They may have been dismissive of the danger posed by priests with histories of child molestation. Documents that they wrote show they were concerned with protecting themselves and the church.
Disbelief that women sexually abuse may result in fewer females being charged when their alleged offenses are chargeable by law. Research on police files suggests that some police have difficulty believing that a seemingly respectable teenage girl or woman would abuse children sexually. If the survivors of female abuse are boys, some police think the boy just got lucky, even boys as young as seven years old.
All Walks of Life Represented
Perpetrators are husbands and fathers, wives and mothers, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, grandfathers, grandmothers, cousins, family friends, priests, ministers, and rabbis. They are next-door neighbors. They may perform community service, such as delivering food to the elderly or volunteering at a homeless shelter. They forgive sins and tell little children they are God’s representatives on earth.
Perpetrators may be adults, teenagers, or other children. They are male and female. Males account for most known incidents of abuse of both girls and boys. Adult male survivors, however, report that up to 40% of the persons who sexually abuse them are women and girls. Perpetrators of child sexual abuse do not stand out in a crowd as perpetrators, but they may be charismatic, popular, and pillars of the community.
There is no one body type for perpetrators. They may be tall, short, or in-between. They can be slim, overweight, or athletic. They may be handsome, beautiful, or average in looks. There is no one way to tell by looking at someone that she or he abuses children sexually.
Perpetrators come from every walk of life. Medical doctors, college professors, social workers, bus drivers, coaches, youth workers, teachers, politicians, machinists, clergy, electricians, and book sellers are just some of the job categories that perpetrators fill. They are educated and not so well educated. Some are outstanding in their fields, such as internationally known child psychiatrists and Academy Award winning film directors.
Joe Wonder Dad
George, handsome, charismatic, and married to a high-salaried professional woman, explained how other people thought he was “great and wonderful.” They had no idea he was sexually abusing his daughter while she slept and spying on his daughter and her friends when they had sleepovers.
I was a stay-at-home father. We saved a ton of money on daycare and transportation and just all kinds of stuff. I was really into it. I volunteered at all the schools. I was a Cub Scout den leader and softball coach and would go to the schools and read and volunteer on the school play. I was really into being the stay at home dad. I loved it, absolutely loved it….
On the surface I was like, you know, just Joe Wonder Dad. I’d have neighbor kids come over in the morning because their parents would be leaving, and so I would, ‘Yeah, sure, come on over.’ We’d all hop in the minivan, and I’d take all kinds of kids. Everybody at the schools knew me on a first name basis. I volunteered for the national night out block parties. I was very instrumental in the church and all that. So everybody thought I was great and wonderful.
Disbelief: Case Examples
Angie had a typical response of disbelief. She said
When my daughter told me her father was touching her sexually, I didn’t believe her. She was such a wise-ass kid, and this man was the love of my life. He was my high school sweetheart. We had been together for twenty-two years.
Eventually, she believed her daughter and divorced her husband. She felt so terrible about not believing her daughter that she got training as a rape crisis counselor and got a job working at a rape crisis center. She felt understood and at home there.
When a court social worker told Loretta that her husband had sexually abused her daughter for four years, Loretta described her reaction
I just didn’t believe it. She [the social worker] says, ‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ I says, ‘I didn’t even want to be sitting in this room. I just want to get out of here. I just want to get away from it. I don’t want to believe it.’
Eventually, Loretta came to believe the abuse happened. Her husband admitted immediately, spent a year in the workhouse, had work release, and received 20 years’ probation. The children and the parents had therapy and psychoeducation. Treatment professionals concluded that her husband was at low risk to abuse again. The courts agreed. Loretta allowed him to return to the family.
A parishioner cried when the German priest was forced out of the parish in 2010 because he had been convicted of child sexual abuse years earlier. She said, “He was somehow so close to the people, compared to some of the others who could seem superior.” She had come to church that day to hear the priest’s sermon. She recovered quickly from her shock. She pointed out, “If you get divorced and remarry you can’t take communion, but someone convicted of molesting children can celebrate Mass for the rest of his life.”
As mentioned, some abusers are children who abuse other children. Sonia did not believe that her ten year-old son Anthony had sexually abused her six year-old daughter Danielle. She said, “My child came up and said that her brother had done something to her. I didn’t believe her.” Sonia also had not believed Danielle when Danielle had told her about her brother’s behavior years earlier.
She had said something in the past about it that something had happened between her and her brother like when she was two. I was, like, you don’t even know what that is. So I didn’t believe her.
In response to Danielle’s more recent disclosure, Sonia asked Anthony about it and he said, “No, no, no.” Sonia believed him. Things changed, however, within days, when teenage girls told her Anthony had sexually abused Sonia.
Four days later I found out through girls in the neighborhood that something happened between the two of them. The neighborhood girls were out on the trampoline, and a fourteen year old girl was saying [to Danielle], ‘You really need to talk to your mommy.’ That’s why I found out. So, like, all the neighborhood kids knew about it before I did.
Sonia said the second time Danielle told her about the abuse was different.
She was older. She had more experience of what sex would be, meaning with TV and conversations with me and stuff. So she’d have more of an idea of what it was. When she started describing it, there was no doubt that something had happened to her. She was able to describe his penis trying to enter her vagina and how difficult it was and how it hurt. That, to me, was just something she wouldn’t know.
Sonia realized that if she had believed her daughter four years earlier, the abuse would have stopped then, but it continued for four more years. Neither she nor her husband had any idea that one child was abusing another.
Children’s Disbelief
Children may not believe that someone they love has committed child sexual abuse. When ten year-old Ronnie learned from his mother that the uncle he idolized had sexually abused his own daughter, Ronnie ran into his bedroom, slammed the door, and yelled, “You’re lying to me.”
Some survivors understand how hard it is to believe that someone you love abuses children sexually. Marietta, fourteen, said
I don’t blame parents for not believing their kids. I could hardly believe it when my stepfather raped me. He is such a nice guy.
Andy said something similar about his father, who sexually abused him one time when he was a teenager and he and his father shared a bed in a motel while they were on vacation. His father masturbated him, after waking up in the middle of the night. Andy said
My father is such a good person. How could he do that? It makes it harder for me to believe it, but I still know that it happened.
When Abusers Admit
Even when perpetrators admit that they sexually abused children, family members and friends may not believe them, blame victims, or dismiss the significance of perpetrators’ behaviors. Such reactions are important to acknowledge because of their effects on survivors. The following stories illustrate how some family members never believe abusers are at fault.
An attractive, educated, married man named Cyrus, father of three sons, told friends that he had sexually abused boys since he was a child himself. He said
I don’t think anybody really believed me. My behavior was quite exemplary in that I don’t think they believed what I was saying.
In an effort to be honest before his marriage, he told his fiancée about his sexually abusive behaviors. His fiancée married him anyway. They have been married for twenty-five years, raised three sons, and are still together. She never believed that her loving, nice-looking, hard-working husband abused children.
Blaming Victims
Not only do many people not believe that people they care about abuse children sexually, but some blame victims. Twenty-two year-old Eddie, who abused much younger girls beginning when he was fourteen, was a seemingly model teenager who was tall, handsome, a good school athlete, and an honor student. He was surprised when other people blamed his victims. He said
I had a double life. Everybody thought I was good. When I got arrested a lot of people blamed my victims. Neighbors, family members, people that knew the victims. They said that the girls were promiscuous. He’s a good kid.
In Eddie’s case, other people preferred the myth of the promiscuous female to the fact that Eddie took advantage of younger girls, which he admitted. He carefully planned how he would manipulate pubertal girls to trust him and then to get them alone so he could sexually assault them. He got away with it for at least three years until he got particularly rough with a girl who was traumatized to the point where she told her parents.
“It Just Didn’t Happen”
Handsome, charming, and financially successful Dustin had a mother who did not believe Dustin had committed incest. Even after Dustin pled guilty, spent a year in the workhouse, was sentenced to sex offender treatment, and received thirty years probation, his mother denied he had sexually abused his daughter. This is what Dustin said
She still thinks that this is all bullshit. I should not have been locked away in jail forever and that the therapists are making it all up and it all didn’t happen and this type of thing.
The myths and misunderstanding about perpetrators of child sexual abuse are barriers to detecting abuse and protecting children. Myths lead to the disbelief of children and the breakups of families. Dustin’s mother, for example, broke off her relationship with her granddaughter and her son’s entire family.
Professionals as Abusers
There are numerous documented cases where professionals get away with sexually abusing children for years because other people cannot believe that these persons would commit such acts. Often their victims are vulnerable children and teenagers in foster care, children’s homes, and residential settings. These children may have extensive histories of being abused and neglected, including being sexually abused.
Tim, the social worker mentioned earlier, abused boys in his caseload during his first professional job, which was at a group home, where children go when their biological parents cannot care for them and when they have been asked to leave foster family placements. He got such good job ratings that ten years into his career, he was head of a social service agency and a member of the board of supervisors of a medium-sized city.
When one of the boys he victimized told police about the sexual abuse, the story made headlines internationally. Tim was married and the stepfather of two preteen children. After conviction of child sexual abuse, Tim was terrified his wife would divorce him. Several years later while Tim was still in prison, his wife did divorce him.
Religious People as Abusers
The widespread sexual abuse that Roman Catholic priests perpetrated is another example of abusers getting away with abuse for years because people find it hard to believe that that seemingly good people can sexually abuse children. As difficult as it is to understand, bishops, archbishops, and cardinals, who are the main authorities in this church, typically sent these priests for treatment, sometimes for a day or two, and then the priests were assigned to parishes where they had on-going contact with children. Some priests abused children for decades in several different parishes, shuttling between treatment and parishes, and sometimes skipping treatment when they moved from one parish to another.
The children and their families looked up to these priests. Catholic children are taught from an early age that priests are God’s representatives on earth. They are the link between ordinary people and God. When Catholics go to confession, they talk to God through priests. When priests say Mass, God is on the altar. Some priests and other clergy tell children that they are participating in God’s love. One priest sexually abused boys while he said the “Hail Mary,” which is a Catholic prayer to Mary, the mother of Jesus. Priest abuse is a prime example of abuse of power.
It is hard to understand how church authorities could allow sexually abusing priests to have on-going contact with children. Despite their spiritual authority, they apparently did not understand what child sexual abuse is, how it affects survivors, and that people they know and trust—even those they believe were called by God to be priests—would continue to abuse children after they received treatment, confessed their sins, and promised to stop. Many people believe that these prelates were overly concerned with protecting the image of the church and forgot about survivors. There is some change today. Many priests and bishops are stating publicly and repeatedly that church elders have sinned by covering up the abuse and that countless children and their families have suffered as a result. They are echoing what church members have said for many years.
The priests could have been like other perpetrators, thinking they were doing no harm, that they were loving the children, and that they were entitled to a little pleasure because of all they gave up to be priests in the first place. In fact, several priests said that, including a priest in Wisconsin who abused more than 200 boys at a school for the deaf. He was teaching them about sexuality because this is God’s plan. Their superiors were like family members who cover up the abuse and try to take care of it themselves. Such cover-ups protect adults, but leave children with professional help and care.
A case example: Father John Geohgan. One case out of many illustrates how clergy get away with abuse for years. Father John Geohgan abused about one hundred and thirty boys for as many as thirty years in the Boston, Massachusetts, USA, area. Records show that Cardinal Bernard Law, head of the church in the Boston area, first knew of Geoghan’s sexually abusive behaviors the first year he was appointed Cardinal, twenty-two years before Geoghan was removed as a priest. Church authorities sent Geoghan to treatment many times, where he was declared cured. Then he was sent back to parishes, without informing the pastors of the parishes of Geoghan’s record of abuse, where Geoghan abused boys again. He sometimes prayed as he molested the boys.
Parents, family members, and survivors wrote letters to church officials imploring them to do something. These letters were part of the court records at a civil trial where adult survivors received millions of dollars in damages. Cardinal Law retired as head of the Boston-area Church as a result of his mishandling of the Geoghan abuse case.
For the past several years, headlines throughout the world exploded with stories about Catholic Church cover-ups of priest sexual abuse. The sitting Pope, Benedict the 16th, was the prelate in charge of deciding on punishment of these priests. His actions—or inactions—have led to calls in many countries for him to resign, while other people have pointed out that since 2002 Benedict has taken leadership is ministering to survivors and putting more controls on priests who sexually abuse.
Priests experience sexual abuse in ways that are similar to persons who have not dedicated their lives to God. Bishops Roger Vangheluwe, former Roman Catholic Bishop of Bruges, Belgium, described his sexual abuse of his nephews in an interview on French television. He said
I have often been involved with children, and I never felt the slightest attraction. It was a certain kind of intimacy that took place. I don’t have the impression at all that I am a pedophile. It was really just a small relationship. I did not have the feeling that my nephew was against it—quite the contrary. How did it begin? As with all families, when they came to visit, the nephews slept with me. It began as a game with the boys. It was never a question of rape. There was never any physical violence used. He never saw me naked, and there was no penetration.
Mr. Vangheluwe's explanation is similar to those of other perpetrators. According to perpetrators, sexual abuse is love and intimacy, not abuse. They say, I am not a pedophile. This is not a big deal. The child I victimized liked it as much as I did. I did not force the children. What we do is what every one else does—adults in families sleep in the same bed as children. There was no physical violence and no nudity. Best of all, “It was really just a small relationship.” His nephews may say something quite different. Saying the abuse was a "small thing" suggests that he believed what he did was all about him.
While priests commit almost all known sexual abuse in the Catholic Church, once in a while a num is named as an abuser. Three women shared a $400,000 settlement in a case involving a nun who was their piano teacher in a parish in Rochester, New York, USA, in the 1960s. Their attorney for the religious order denied that the nun had sexually abused the women when they were girls, but the religious order settled out of court.
The women also negotiated a “healing Mass” and a private meeting with the present head of the order and the former head whom they had told but who apparently had done nothing. These women wanted to build bridges back to the church for which they may feel great loyalty but that also betrayed them.
Protestant clergy and clergy from non-Christian faiths have abused children sexually, too. For example, when a bishop of the Church of England heard of yet another case of Roman Catholic priest’s sexual abuse, he said, “It’s not just them, you know. We have our problems too.” A notorious instance in the United States was that of a Jewish rabbi caught on videotape in a sting operation for child molesters who contact children through the internet. MSNBC, a television corporation, sponsored the sting and showed it in a televised feature called “To Catch a Predator.” The video is available on the internet.
A Fifty-Year History
Lack of response to allegations of child sexual abuse occur within many communities. In a case in Norway, a civic-minded small town businessman sexually abused children for fifty years. Some children told their parents, but nothing ever came of their reports. For example, he pulled down the pants of a five year-old girl who immediately told her parents. The parents reported the act to police who did not pursue the case because of what they said was lack of evidence. Many children reported similar incidents, and the police repeatedly declared lack of evidence.
After fifty years of allegations, the police finally arrested the man. When the charges became public, many more victims spoke up, some sixty years old. The man was convicted, but be-cause of his age, he did not serve prison time. He was fined and is on intensive supervision by probation officers. He retired from his business and lives a quiet life.
Apparently Respectable Men as Johns
Abusers who pay to sexually abuse children, like other abusers, come from every walk of life. Few if any family members or friends suspect that such apparently respectable people engage children in prostitution. Dustin, for example, besides abusing his daughter, also abused children forced into prostitution. Social service professionals who work with homeless youth say that it is common to see baby seats in the SUVs of “johns” out cruising for homeless youth to have sex with.
Internationally, some religions have child prostitutes as part of the temple culture. The girls are “married” to a god” and are assigned to a “religious order” that is part of the temple. Men come to the temples to have sex with children. Like men who pay for sex with children in other situations, these men are respected members of their communities. They typically make donations to the temple for children’s “services.” Now outlawed, temple prostitution continues in different parts of the world.
Soldiers and “Freedom” Fighters
During war, soldiers and so-called freedom fighters rape, abduct, and force girls into sexual slavery. Girls may be beaten and tortured as well as raped. Reports from many different countries state that girls and women are raped in public, often in front of family members and next to the bodies of family members that fighters have killed. Families may stigmatize survivors and believe it is a matter of honor to abandon them and even murder them.
Widespread international condemnation of these war crimes would go a long way toward prevention, but international leadership is lacking. Non-governmental human rights organizations work hard to get protective laws passed, organize protests, and create programs that serve as safe havens for survivors of war crimes and child prostitution. Many of these advocates are targets of violence to intimidate them into abandoning their work.
Sadly, there is little organized effort to educate the general public and to advocate for victims of sexual abuse. Culture-based beliefs and practices somehow place a shroud around inner workings of families, enabling the sexual abuse of children within settings that at their best protect and nurture children. When laws exist and are implemented, they typically are applied much more harshly on strangers who abuse children sexually than on family members and friends of the family.
Discussion
Abusers are trusted and loved members of families and communities in almost all cases. They can be from any walk of life and can range in age from children to the very old. Sexual abuse takes place in families, is a routine part of the terrorism of war, and part of a worldwide enterprise of child prostitution. When family members and friends are alleged to have sexually abused children, shock and disbelief are common reactions. Cover-ups are common in families and have been the norm in the Catholic Church.
Many family members eventually work through these initial reactions and become psychologically available to children. Others believe the abuse did not happen. Some may blame the children. When abuse is covered up, children rarely receive the services they require.
Although there are advocacy efforts expended on behalf of children forced into prostitution and who are victims of rape in war, much more needs to be done, not only for child victims of stranger abuse but for children victimized by family members and friends. Millions of children live with the consequences of sexual abuse. Many adults are unable to grapple with the harsh realities that these children experience. They cannot respond with care but rather with anger and horror. The results are actions and policies that harm children further.
Seven
Protecting Children
Many ways to protect children
There are many things that parents can do to protect their children from sexual abuse. Emotional availability, trust between parents and children, and a good sex education of children are important. Sometimes, no matter how much parents love and supervise their children and no matter how well they have taught their children, sexual abuse occurs. The following are guidelines for protecting children from sexual abuse and what to do if children have been sexually abused.
Protecting Children
1. Be emotionally available to your children. This means showing interest in your children’s activities, sharing their joys, empathizing when they are hurt or disappointed, and providing clear guidelines for what you expect from them. When children experience their parents as emotionally available, they are more likely to talk to their parents right away if they have questions about someone’s behaviors. Usually perpetrators don’t sexually abuse children right away, but engage them in activities that the children enjoy. Children may sense something else is going on. They are more likely to discuss their concerns with parents who are emotionally available, except if perpetrators have scared them into silence of if they are afraid that parents will think less of them. Otherwise securely attached children sometimes do not tell their parents.
Parents often are preoccupied with their own issues. Without realizing it, they may be emotionally unavailable to their children.
2. Supervise the children. Know where they are, who they are with, what they are doing, and when they will be home. Research shows that parental supervision is a quality associated with children who do well at home, school, and with peers.
3. Supervise children’s Internet use. Keep the computer they use in an area where parents spend time. When perpetrators are strangers, many make contact with children on the Internet. Responsive parents are interested in their children’s activities and would naturally have conversations about what their children do on the Internet.
4. Get to know adults who spend time with your children. Sometimes abusers are recreation leaders, teachers, and coaches. These are trusted people. If abuse does happen with trusted adults, you will want your children to tell you right away. Giving your children a good sex education will help them to tell you if anything sexual happens.
5. Teach your children about sexuality and sexual abuse. Studies show that children who have received a good sex education are most likely to tell their parents right away when someone tries to molest them. Studies also show that children who receive good sex education delay age of first intercourse an average of three years.
6. Keep channels of communication open. Be there for them. Listen. Show interest in what interests them. If you are busy, explain that you are and set a time later to be together to talk and share an activity. Sometimes you just have to drop everything and spend a few minutes with your children.
7. Deal with your own issues. If you are a survivor of child sexual abuse, talk to a professional about what the abuse means to you. If you don’t, you may be too embarrassed about sex to talk to your children about it. In addition, you may not be able to see telltale signs of sexual abuse in your own children. Or you may think behaviors that indicate child sexual abuse are normal.
8. Educate yourself about child sexual abuse. If you do, you are more likely to believe that anyone, including someone you trust and love, can abuse your children. There are many excellent books and videos. Become an expert on them.
Some Signs of Sexual Abuse
Child sexual abuse can be difficult to detect. The following are behaviors that merit further inquiry. More information is in chapter eight.
1. Adults who want to spend exclusive time with children are of concern. Many parents and other adults are afraid to say anything. A friendly neighbor may have one or even several children in his or her home, take children on outings, or have sleepovers. Children may come home with gifts, some of which can be quite expensive. This person appears clean, nice-looking, and respectable, but appearances mean nothing. Talk to this person. Ask about what this person does with the children.
Parents have a right and a duty to supervise children’s activities and to know in detail what other adults do with their children. Any hint of concern requires action. A parent could say, “You spend a lot of time with my child. I do not want you to do this. If my child visits you, please send the child home.” Also, of course, parents talk to their children and be clear but gentle about the limits they set on alone time with adults.
A mother in Minnesota got a “funny feeling” about her ex-husband’s housemate when her two sons had visits with their father. The housemate bought her children presents, cooked them meals, and took the older boy with him when he ran errands. On night, as she helped her three year-old son take a bath, she told him that no one should ever touch his penis. He asked if she meant Daddy’s roommate. The mother called the police.
Adults who are volunteers for organizations such as Big Brothers and Big Sisters are supposed to spend alone time with children, but sensitive, responsive parents notice if something seems “off” in that relationship. They could talk to volunteers and their children about the activities they do together and invite the volunteer to family activities to observe the volunteer’s interactions with children.
2. Be alert to direct and indirect signs of child sexual abuse. Children may make direct statements such as “So and so is touching me on my private parts.” Often, however, the signs are indirect such as fear of the other person, reluctance to go near the other person, ambiguous statements such as “I don’t like him” or “She touches me too much.”
When parents see such behaviors, it is important to gently ask for more. Say, “Can you tell me what you mean?” Or “What is happening that you feel that way?” Sometimes these are not signs of child sexual abuse, but something else is bothering the children. It is important to respond to children when they are hurting.
3. Be sensitive to changes in behavior. Sometimes the abuse is so upsetting to the children that their behaviors change. They become quiet and withdrawn. They might fight with their siblings or start doing poorly in school. Some may poop their pants or wet the bed, or act more babyish. Any numbers of behaviors indicate that children are upset or even traumatized. Again, gently ask them if anything has happened that has upset them. Then notice where they have been and who they have been with lately. There may be other reasons for these changes in behavior. It is important that parents and adults be emotionally available not matter what the causes might be.
4. Be aware of family dynamics. If a child seems afraid of a sibling or any other family member, see if you can find out why. If a parent seems to play favorites with a particular child or children, talk to the parent about this. Observe whether there are other indications that there is something “off” in this person’s relationship with the favored child.
5. Be aware of children’s reluctance to be with anyone. In general, be alert to the dynamics of children’s interactions with other people. If children are afraid, do not want to see someone, or seem anxious about someone, gently inquire. “You seem tense about being with so-and-so. Am I seeing things right?” is an example of what to say.
If Someone Abuses Your Child
Shock and denial are typical first reactions to disclosures of child sexual abuse. If you have educated yourself about child sexual abuse, you will get through these reactions fairly quickly. Chapter five goes into detail about shock and denial and how other parents have gotten through it.
Guidelines
If your child or someone else tells you that your child has been sexually abused,
1. Control your reactions. Put aside your shock and disbelief, if you have them. Save your strong reactions for later when the children are not present. Instead, express sympathy and gently ask, “Can you tell me more?” In other words, draw the children out, very gently. Act as if you do not have an agenda. Child survivors often say they did not tell their parents or do not tell them everything because the parents would get too upset.
Parents are entitled to meltdowns, but for the sake of children they should have them with other adults out of range of the children. In the presence of their children, they are most helpful when they are calm, attentive, and emotionally available to listen
2. Remember child sexual abuse is not about you. Stay centered on your child. This is not the time to worry about whether you are a good parent or how others will treat you. This is the time to be there for the child or children.
3. Call the police or child protection. Do not try to stop someone from sexually abusing your child by yourself. Perpetrators often promise to stop, but most do not. They just get better at scaring the children into silence and hiding their behaviors. If this happens, your children may become angrier at you than at perpetrators because of your failure to protect.
4. Trust that things will be all right when you take protective action. The best way out of this situation is to be open and honest with yourself, your children, the rest of your family, and any authorities who investigate the charges. Some parents are afraid to call the police because they fear public disgrace, divorce, or split loyalties if the perpetrator is a family member such as a father, uncle, or another child. If the alleged perpetrator is a breadwinner, the non-offending parent may worry about how she or he will be able to care for the children.
Some parents report the abuse knowing they can lose everything. Sometimes parents do lose everything for a while. They say, “I would rather live on the streets that have someone sexually abuse my children.” Parents such as these eventually regain what they have lost and find that they are happier than ever.
When Children Don’t Tell
Many children do not tell about being sexually abused. There are many reasons for this. Even loved and trusting children may not tell because they are afraid and because they think they are protecting their families. Perpetrators may tell children untrue things to scare them into silence, such as “The police will take me away,” “I will get in terrible trouble,” “You will go to the crazy house,” and “I will kill your family if you tell. “
Some children think if they tell about child sexual abuse
--the abuse will get worse;
--perpetrators will carry out their threats
--parents will not love them anymore;
--parents will be disappointed in them;
--they will be yelled at or blamed;
--parents will be upset, and they don’t want to upset their parents;
--parents might die of the shock;
--perpetrators will get in troubles; and they will be responsible for the breakup of the family.
Summary
Parents can do many things to keep their children safe. Setting and enforcing guidelines about who has access to their children is important to do, as well as being familiar with indirect indicators that something is not right in children’s relationships with others. An open atmosphere in the family home in regard to sexuality and to talking about feeling scared and hurt creates a safe place for children. Parents, however, may do all of this to ensure their children’s safety, and perpetrators still manage to victimize their children. Some perpetrators scare children into silence, or children are silent because they don’t want anyone else to be hurt.
Parents who consult with knowledgeable professionals will help their children to work out the effects. They may need a lot of professional help to get themselves through the shock of sexual abuse. With the support of competent professionals and parental willingness to be emotionally available, children can learn to deal with being sexually abused and go on to happy and productive lives.
Eight
Trauma and Child Sexual Abuse
Trauma is an expectable outcome
Most but possibly not all children experience trauma as a result of child sexual abuse. Minimally, child sexual abuse results in stress and distress. Children learn to manage these effects within the safety of secure relationships with people they trust and who are worthy of trust. All children who are sexually abused benefit when caring adults help them to deal with what has happened to them. When children are traumatized by the abuse, adults must understand the complex issues that trauma represents. This chapter provides information of childhood trauma and child sexual abuse.
Trauma is an intense life event that is life threatening or psychologically harmful not only to persons who directly experience these events but also to those who witness them. Survivors of trauma feel helpless to prevent the events, and their capacities to cope are overwhelmed and fragmented. Any number of events can be linked to trauma, including child sexual abuse, verbal abuse, other forms of abuse and neglect, torture, witnessing violence, death or other kind of loss of parents or siblings, abductions, car accidents, plane crashes, forced migration, social dislocation, and war. When persons experience two or more traumas and/or longterm, chronic trauma, this is called complex trauma.
Following trauma, individuals may be in a state of vigilance, fearful that the traumatic event will happen again. They relive the trauma whenever they encounter reminders. It is as if the experience is happening all over again. Fragmented memories arise unexpectedly, and cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dysregulation occurs.
Dysregulation means that emotions, thoughts, memories, and/or behaviors are in chaotic states, cascading in disordered ways. Strong physiological responses are part of dysregulation, such as increased heart rate, breathing, and blood pressure. In some cases, individuals are unaware that they are dysregulated. They behave in ways that are out of character for them. Only later do they realize that they could have been dysregulated. For example, they may torment animals, destroy property, or act out sexually, things they would not do in regulated states and if they had not experienced trauma.
Sometimes parents and children experience trauma in response to the same or similar events, such as when non-offending spouses learn of their partners’ or trusted others’ sexual abuse of their children. Both parents and children may be in states of trauma. If trauma results in parental disorganization and preoccupation, parents are not psychologically available to their children. Children are then on their own to make sense of their experiences and to regulate their emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses. In addition, children learn how to respond to trauma by observing parental responses. Parents, therefore, require immediate assistance so they can be psychologically present to their children and to head off any possible self-defeating responses that children may learn from observing their parents.
Safe Places to Work Through Effects
Children who have experienced trauma require a place where they can feel safe and where they can work through its effects. They will learn many ways of coping. Although they may remember and re-experience the trauma occasionally throughout their lives, the power of the re-experiencing diminishes, and they can cope with residual effects with the help of trusted others.
If children receive no or ineffective help, they will have powerful and sometimes overwhelming re-experiences of the trauma periodically, compromising the quality of their lives and rendering them psychologically unavailable family members, teachers, and friends and, later in life, to their own children, other loved ones, and to persons important to their livelihoods, such as co-workers and supervisors. They may become preoccupied with their own inner turmoil or distance themselves from it and become dismissive of trauma’s impact on them. Either way, they cannot be psychologically present to others when their traumas are activated. Depression, anxiety, and inabilities to live up to their potential are possible outcomes of untreated trauma.
In children, the effects of trauma can appear as angry, aggressive, withdrawn, preoccupied, or inappropriate behaviors. Traumatized children can be diagnosed as dependent, oppositional, antisocial, hyperactive, and even bipolar, meaning they have mood swings they cannot manage and that can result in explosive behaviors and/or depressive, withdrawn behaviors. Children who have experienced trauma often have difficulties learning because untreated trauma may affect memory and, because of preoccupation with trauma and states of fearfulness and anxiety, may interfere with attention and concentration.
For several years, professionals have been working on defining a new form of trauma that fits children’s experiences. This new understanding is called developmental trauma disorder, which is characterized by issues related to self-regulation, judgment, memory, and capacities to learn. Professionals hope that the creation of new descriptions of how children experience trauma will result in more accurate diagnoses and more effective responses. Children have more hope of recovery if they receive the help that fits the origins of their issues.
Trauma and Neurobiology
Trauma affects the brain. The hippocampus, a pair of horseshoe-shaped structures located on each side of the midbrain about where the ears are, is storage point for traumatic memories. The hippocampus not only stores the traumatic events themselves, but also the context of the traumatic events such as the colors, shapes, sounds, smells, and other details that were present during the events.
Whenever individuals experience reminders of the events, memories of the trauma flood into awareness. The reminders seem to set off a kind of “hot button” or trigger that is encoded in the emotion centers of the brain. Often the memories and reminders are stored as bits and pieces. When they reactivated, the memories can be fragmented and the reminders cut off from memories. Some people feel terror and anxiety without knowing why, while others have fragmented memories.
When traumatized combat veterans hear a car’s backfire, for example, the sound triggers memories stored in the hippocampus. They may relive battlefield trauma. Michelle, now an adult, becomes anxious whenever she smells pancakes cooking. Her uncle, with whom she lived as a child, used to make pancakes on the mornings after he sexually abused her while she was in bed. When hot buttons are triggered, persons young and old are at risk to dysregulate; that is, to relive the trauma.
Cortisol, a stress hormone, is released in response to trauma and the retriggering of trauma. Cortisol can damage cells in the hippocampus and even kill them. Thus, some children and adults cannot remember major pieces of traumatic events, sometimes because of damage to the hippocampus. In addition, the hippocampus matures relatively late in life, perhaps into middle childhood. Simply because of maturation, individuals have relatively few memories of their early lives. Children who have trauma while infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, therefore, may have no memory of these events, even when the hippocampus is undamaged.
However, another brain structure, located near the hippocampus, matures before the hippocampus and can store the emotional component of trauma, although not the memories themselves. This structure is the almond-shaped amygdala, which also comes in pairs, and is considered the brain’s emotion center. Very young children who have experienced trauma may have no memory of the trauma, but the trauma is encoded in the amygdala. They may react to events and fragments of stimuli in disorganized and disrupted ways, in other words, in dysregulated ways, but have no idea what triggers these responses.
High Road and Low Road Responses
When individuals relive trauma and become dysregulated, reminders of the traumatic event trigger brain circuits that by-pass the prefrontal cortex, which is the brain’s seat of reasoning. Researchers call this the low-road response because the response goes directly to the emotion centers in the lower including the hippocampus and amygdala. When individuals have low-road responses, they react without thinking. They do not consider constructive responses, nor do they think through consequences.
The high road response involves the triggering of traumas, but brain circuits that are activated engage the prefrontal cortex, which is located at the front of the brain behind the forehead. Individuals with high road responses are able to reason, to consider alternative courses of action, and consequences. Capacities to reason, to make good judgments, and to anticipate consequences are called executive functions. High road responses help individuals to manage the trauma and not dysregulate. Whatever is encoded in the emotion circuits will be activated.
Varieties of Responses
Dysregulation typically is a painful, raw emotional state where individuals experience anxiety, rage, terror, any number of other powerful emotions. Individuals do whatever they can to relieve the raw feelings. They respond to dysregulation prosocially, antisocially, self-destructively, or in ways others view as inappropriate, such as humming in the classroom, twirling, or behavioral agitation. Some distance themselves from their emotions to the point where they disassociate, which is as if they do not experience the agitation and are not psychologically present. Attempts at reregulation typically are automatic.
Some individuals re-regulate prosocially. Their brains are wired to turn to others for comfort and understanding. Through previous experience, they have learned that others will understand and respond with empathy and care. They seek out people with whom they feel safe. Other prosocial means of self-regulation include meditation, prayer, yoga, and vigorous exercise.
Children and adults may re-regulate antisocially through hurting others or destroying property. Physical and verbal aggression, teasing and harassment, harming animals, and sexual acting out against other children may be signs of trauma. Sometimes they are also signs of lack of socialization. Either way, these children may have learned from peers, adults, and the media that behaving antisocially is “fun” and a means of asserting power.
They may find that assertions of power lift their mood. No one has helped them see how these behaviors harm others. Many children when educated about the destructive nature of aggression stop the behaviors. Their aggression is unlikely to be associated with dysregulation and trauma. Those who do not stop require the help of professionals, as do their parents who have the primary responsibility for helping their children deal with harsh realities.
Self-destructive responses include using drugs and alcohol, cutting, gambling, compulsive shopping, and recklessness including driving at high speeds and risky sexual behaviors. These responses temporarily bring relief from trauma and associated stress. Some people become so dependent upon the relief that they consider these activities their best friends.
Other common responses to dysregulation are behaviors that are inappropriate to the situation, such as children who hum, tap, or chat out of turn in classrooms. Often persons who behave this way do not realize it. Using sexual stimulation, such as sexually explicit media and masturbation, to reregulate is another form of inappropriate responses to triggering of trauma. Some people, including children, use sexual stimulation to lift their moods and therefore to re-regulate themselves.
Sometimes persons re-regulate through disassociation, which means psychologically they leave the situation. When individuals dissociate, they may feel as if they are looking down at themselves and at whatever is going on. They may feel numb and remote from others, a condition called depersonalization.
In children, trauma may trigger periods of tuning other people out or staring into space. They may get blank looks on their faces and appear frozen. Saying their names sometimes bring them back to the present scene, but some children require quite a bit of gentle prodding to get them back to the present. Medical treatment is needed for such responses because they could also represent a kind of seizure disorder, called the petit mal disorder.
Some people literally leave the scene and travel a great distance. They may have no memory of what triggered their travel and have amnesia. This is a fugue response. Others may feel as if they become another person at least for a while and have no memory of being anyone else. This is called dissociative identity disorder or DID.
People who have been traumatized may enter more deeply into the trauma and believe the events are happening in real time. In these states, they may re-enact traumatic events. Combat veterans may hit a spouse sleeping beside them or fire a gun at someone whom they think is an enemy combatant. Children and adult survivors of child sexual abuse may reenact aspects of their abusive experiences.
Appropriate Adult Responses
When children are in dysregulated states, the areas in the brain responsible for rational thought and for speech are inactive and even shut down. Thus, it does no good to ask children to talk at those times, nor does it do any good to expect children to tell others what is going on for them. It is not possible for them to process what others say, nor can they respond in words, except possibly by crying, screaming, and swearing.
Adults and other children can mistake dysregulation as willful behaviors that the children can control if they only try hard enough or receive the right kind of punishment. Many children who experience dysregulation do not pose threats to themselves or others, but children who have experienced complex trauma may. They have been exposed to models of violence that they have internalized and that have been encoded in brain circuits. When threatened, brain circuit associated with violent behaviors may become activated.
When traumatized children act out in ways that threaten the safety of others and of themselves, safety comes first. Adults do all they can to protect others and dysregulating children from harm. Children who are dysregulating should not be isolated, shamed, or otherwise punished, but allowed to re-regulate in a place where they feel safe. Children also should not be left alone. A responsible adult should be a quiet witness to the children’s distress.
Once the children return to regulated states, asking the children if they want to be touched, hugged, or held can have additional calming affects. Touching and holding are appropriate for parents and daycare providers, but school policies about touching can guide teachers. Eventually, adults can inquire about how the children are doing and gently ask them what set them off. Often, stressors that occurred earlier that day, such as witnessing violence or being the target of abusive behaviors, activated fear and anxiety. Some small event served as the trigger for the dysregulated behaviors. Dysregulation is sometimes called tantrums and meltdowns.
Children who have experienced complex trauma and who are withdrawn, self-destructive, or antisocial require professional help. Optimal results depend upon parents’ commitment to their children’s therapy and their willingness to participate whole-heartedly in the therapy. This requires that they deal with their own traumas and to improve family relationships when these relationships contribute to children’s stress reactions.
School personnel and parents require psychoeducation on how to respond to children so that children who dysregulate are not further traumatized by adults’ inappropriate responses. As mentioned earlier, psychoeducation about child sexual abuse would include the kinds of information that are in this book.
Discussion
The love, comfort, and understanding of family members and friends are important when children have experienced trauma. Typically, however, survivors of trauma require guidance from highly skilled professionals, who provide a sense of safety, and who can carefully and sensitively guide traumatized persons to deal directly with the trauma. Only well-trained professionals have these skills. Meditation, yoga, and cognitive-behavioral strategies such as thought switching and thought stopping are helpful adjuncts to dealing with dysregulation associated with trauma.
There is growing evidence that childhood-onset trauma is harder to treat in adulthood than adult-onset trauma. This is yet one more reason to respond with sensitive attunement to children who have experienced trauma and ensure they receive competent, loving care.
Child sexual abuse requires sensitive responses and a safe place for children to learn to cope with, adapt to, and overcome the effects of the abuse. Adults have the responsibility to create safety for children to prevent sexual abuse in the first place. When children are sexually abused, adults have the responsibility to provide the safety, care, therapy, and information required for children to develop prosocial ways of coping with the trauma. In the absence of a safe place to process the trauma, children are at risk to cope with the effects of child sexual abuse through antisocial, self-destructive, and inappropriate ways.
Here are some informative readings on trauma in childhood.
Gilgun, Jane. F (2010). Children with serious conduct issues: A case study, a NEATS assessment, and case planning. Amazon Kindle and other on-line booksellers.
Gilgun, Jane F. (2009). The NEATS: A child and family assessment. Morrissville, N.C.: Lulu.
Green, Ross W., & J. Stuart Ablon (2006). Treating explosive kids: The collaborative problem-solving approach. New York: Guilford.
Lieberman, Alicia F. (2004). Traumatic stress and quality of attachment: Reality and internalization in disorders of infant mental health. Infant Mental Health Journal, 25(4), 336-351.
Van der Kolk, Bessel A. (2005). Developmental Trauma Disorder: A new, rational diagnosis for children with complex trauma histories. Psychiatric Annals 35(5), 390-398.
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Signs of Child Sexual Abuse
Signs may be direct, indirect, chronic, and hidden
How to know when children have been sexually abused poses special challenges. Some children speak up right away, while others are scared into silence. Some show no signs, while others show signs of stress and trauma. At times, the interactions between children and the persons who may be abusing them sometimes raise concerns. Children’s individualized behaviors can also lead to further inquiry. In this chapter, the first part describes children’s individualized indicators and the second part describes indicators that are present in interactions with possible abusers.
Individualized Indicators
Some children make direct and clear statements, while others are more indirect in what they say. Still other children show the effects of their abuse through behaviors, which can be sexualized, but not necessarily. Children may also be withdrawn, moody, aggressive, restless, and anxious. Some children show no obvious signs at all. Finally, some signs make sense only after abuse is disclosed.
Direct Statements
Some children make direct statements such as
He laid on top of me and rocked back and forth. I felt something hard against me. Then he moaned and groaned and jerked around.
Younger children may say, “She touched me on my pee-pee. She made me touch hers. She told me not to tell. Such clear and direct language is shocking. The shock may cut through parents’ and other adults’ disbelief that a trusted person would sexual abuse children.
Even when children make such clear statements, parents and other adults may still not want to believe them. This is especially possible when the alleged perpetrator is someone adults love and trust, which is almost always the case.
A few guidelines can help adults decide about whether children are telling the truth. These include
Children’s affect. Often when children disclose sexual abuse, stress and anxiety show in their non-verbal behaviors, such as expressions of embarrassment and fear on their faces and stiffness and tension in body posture. For example, when Jessica told her mother Serena, “Daddy touched me at night while I was asleep,” her face got red, her voice was soft, she could not look at her mother, there were tears in her eyes, and she clenched her fists.
Details. When children talk about being sexually abused, there often are details that they might not otherwise know, such as the moaning, groaning, and jerking movements mentioned earlier. Sometimes there are details in the setting in which the abuse took place. Vickie mentioned a flickering purple light in the bathroom where a perpetrator locked her when he had to answer the door in the midst of molesting her.
Spontaneous play. Sometimes children spontaneously re-enact the abuse during play. Though not an iron-clad indicator, such play merits gentle inquiry, such as “Has anyone done that with you?” “Have you seen someone do this with another child?” When parents and other caregivers believe abuse has taken place, their next step is to talk to other adults about their responses and to contact child protective services or the police. Specialists recommend that parents and non-specialist professionals not to push children into any further demonstrations, but to allow the police and child protection social workers to set up interviews with expert interviewers.
Spontaneous drawings. Children may draw an abuse scenario or do other kinds of drawings such as those of sad and hurt children or dangerous-looking figures. As in sexual play, gentle inquiry can often help children to describe the meanings of the drawings. Drawings can be important in forensic interviews, when professionals are attempting to discover whether abuse has taken place. As with spontaneous play, professionals advise parents and other care providers not to push children to draw more pictures or to describe any abuse, unless the children appear willing and able to do so.
Physical signs. In some cases, there is physical evidence of child sexual abuse, but this is relatively rare. Much child sexual abuse does not cause physical trauma. However, sexually transmitted diseases in children are reliable signs of child sexual abuse. When the possible sexual abuse is recent, child protection and the police may recommend a medical exam to ensure that children are not physically injured or to provide care if they are. Parents and professionals can reassure children that the exam could be uncomfortable but it is important to make sure that they are okay. Highly trained pediatricians are entrusted with this special task.
Indirect Statements
Sometimes children do not communicate directly about being sexually abused, but they show effects of abuse in indirect ways. A child may say, “He does things I don’t like” or “I don’t like him anymore.” Parents, who trust the person a child may have reservations about, may assume that the child means something entirely different such as not liking that someone smokes or smacks his lips when he eats. When younger children say they don’t like older children anymore, it is easy to assume this is normal sibling stuff. It is better to ask, “What don’t you like about that person?”
Children may be reluctant to visit a relative, or insist that a parent stay there with them. They may run and hide when someone comes into the room. Parents may insist that children show respect, not realizing that the child is afraid of a perpetrator of child sexual abuse.
Sexualized Behaviors
Sexualized behaviors can be signs of sexual abuse. The younger children are when they were sexually abused, the more likely they will have sexualized behaviors. As mentioned in chapter one, some sexual play and childhood masturbation are part of sexual development, but at times sexual behaviors are not play but are the effects of sexual trauma.
Children engaged in sexual play do not persist when parents ask them to stop. Their curiosity satisfied, they move onto other things. Children not sexually traumatized will obey adult directives not to engage in sexual activities, such as not to masturbate in public spaces or do not grab others inappropriately.
Children who are sexually traumatized may continue the behaviors after adults ask them to stop and after adults provide them with guidelines about appropriate sexual behaviors. Asking a child not to masturbate in public but to perform such behaviors in the privacy of the bedroom is an example. Sexually traumatized children may not be able to follow these guidelines.
Some sexually traumatized children are sexually preoccupied. This can involve having a stash of sexually explicit magazines and photographs, or spending hours at day viewing sexually explicit media on the internet or on cable television, or talking about sex indiscriminately with whoever is present.
They may giggle and joke about women and girls they see on television, on other media, or in family and neighborhood settings. They may see sexual content in scenarios that others view as neutral. The children may masturbate several times a day. They may sexually touch other children and persist even after being asked to stop.
Self-Regulation
Typically, these sexual behaviors occur in response to stress, possibly when traumatic memories are activated, as discussed in chapter seven. They thus are attempts at self-regulation and self-soothing. Jamal, for example, masturbated several times a day by the time he was ten years old. The abandoned chicken coop in his family’s backyard was his favorite spot. He masturbated so frequently that he got sores on his penis. Masturbation helped him feel better.
Harry, eight, sexually abused when he was a toddler, kept of stash of women’s lingerie magazines between his mattress and box spring and looked at them for hours almost every day. This lifted his mood and made him feel light and silly, better than the heavy, sad feelings that he usually had. Whenever he saw a woman, he would comment on the size of her “titties” and the shape of her “ass.” Adults’ directives telling him to stop had no effect.
Margaret, four, pushed toilet paper in her vagina to re-experience the sensations she associated with her father’s sexual abuse. She did this whenever her parents scolded her. Her mother Regina, noticed that Margaret ran into the bathroom whenever reprimanded.
Regina followed Margaret after a scolding and watched what Margaret did. She saw her little daughter pull toilet paper off the roll, wet it, shape it into a small hotdog, and stuff it in her vagina. She gently inquired what was going on and Margaret told her that her father gets in bed with her at night and presses his penis against her.
Both Margaret and Harry were sexually abused, and their sexualized behaviors could be a direct result, a way of coping with the effects of sexual trauma. Jamal, however, could not recall being sexually abused. He did remember seeing his older brothers and sisters have sex with boyfriends and girlfriends in the home and in the woods in the back of the family home. In fact, he would follow his older siblings into the woods to see if they were going to have sex, or he would watch them through keyholes in the family home.
Jamal also reported substantial physical abuse and emotional abuse and neglect at the hands of his mother and father. Jamal, then, was probably traumatized through this abuse and neglect, and he found sexualized behaviors helped him cope with the effects of trauma. He himself appears not to have been sexually traumatized.
These examples show that sexualized behaviors often but not always indicate sexual abuse. Sexualized behaviors that children do not stop after adults ask them to do so, whatever their origin, are highly likely to be signs of trauma of some sort. Children with these behaviors require expert professional care.
Non-Sexualized Signs of Trauma
Sometimes children who have been sexually abused do not show sexualized behaviors, but do show other signs of trauma. They act out themes of terror, entrapment, and life-threatening danger. Often the play is repetitious, such as using two dolls to fight each other over and over. Children may show anxiety and fear in situations where they did not have such responses before, such as fear of the dark or fear of being alone in their bedrooms.
Their moods may change quickly, from light and gay to angry and withdrawn. They may show great stress at separating from a parent figure, where there was no stress before. They may start wetting the bed or having bowel movements in their pants, outside of the toilet, or in bed. They may have trouble sleeping, have nightmares, and refuse to sleep alone. They may become disruptive in social settings such as classrooms and aggressive toward others in school, in the family, or the neighborhood. Activities that used to interest them may no longer be pursued. This signs of trauma are marked changes from the children’s usual behaviors.
There are many other possible causes of these behaviors. Some of them could be developmentally expectable, while others may be signs of other kinds of traumas, such as domestic abuse, parental divorce, and deaths of pets or loved persons.
Long-Term Issues
When parents and other adults are unable to help children work through early signs of trauma, the trauma-related behavior may become part of long-term problems. Children who have been traumatized and who have not been helped to manage the effects of trauma later in their lives may be diagnosed with a variety of other disorders, such as conduct problems, social phobias, anxiety, hyperactivity, psychosomatic disorders, depression, and suicidal thinking and behaviors. They may believe that no one likes them, that they are bad, and that they want to die.
No Apparent Signs
Sometimes children have no apparent signs of child sexual abuse. Rob, for example, while in high school, did well in his courses, got along with peers, and participated in extra-curricular activities. He earned enough money mowing lawns and clearing snow that he could pay for vocational college. He consciously tried to be a “good kid” and not be the “little shit” his father said he was. His father sexually abused Rob when Rob was between the ages of eight and thirteen.
Donna was a high school honor student, a self-described teachers’ pet, and class vice-president. Her grandfather sexually abused her for several years, as did her older brother. She had no idea how to resist the sexual aggression of her best friend’s father. When her friend reported her father to the police; that is when Donna finally broke down and told her parents about the long-term abuse she had experienced.
Like Rob, she had no outward signs of being sexually abused. She had enough personal competencies and social re-sources to carry on in prosocial ways. She and Rob, however, but both suffered internally. They struggled with anxiety and depression and sometimes had trouble managing their anger. They believed they were bad people. They engaged in extensive therapy where they learned to manage their traumas and found they felt much better.
Signs That Make Sense After Disclosure
Some signs make sense only after the abuse comes to light. An example is the situation of a mother who noticed that her four year-old daughter’s hair was always shiny clean. She discovered the reason when her daughter told her about her father’s sexual abuse. When the mother was out of the home running errands or participating in social activities, her husband took showers with their daughter, sexually abused her, and washed her hair.
Indicators of Sexual Abuse in Relationships With Others
Signs of sexual abuse can appear in interactions with family members or with others who are part of children’s social settings. In families where incest is taking place, siblings may notice that a father gives more attention to one child than to them, or a non-offending parent may notice a growing distance with the spouse. There are many possible reasons for these dynamics. Siblings and mothers may think they have done something the father does not like or they may think they are imagining things. Sexual abuse as the cause rarely comes to mind, as previous chapters have shown.
Another possible sign is reluctance to be with another person or fear of another person. Reasons other than child sexual abuse may be at the root of these behaviors, but sensitive, responsive parents respect children’s preferences and fears. Some parents force their children to be with people they do not want to be with. For example, parents of three girls thought the girls were being brats when they screamed and cried about not wanting a teenage boy to babysit for them anymore. The parents continued to use the babysitter. A child in another family, for whom the teen also provided child care, told her parents that the teen was making her suck on his pee-pee. When the police interviewed him, the boy confessed to abusing several children, including the three girls.
Sometimes children behave in sexualized ways toward specific individuals who may be family members, friends of the family, acquaintances, or people in the children’s social circles. The children may attempt to deep kiss or caress the genitals of others. As discussed previously, these behaviors could mean many things.
They could be signs that the children do not yet understand sexual boundaries and have not been sexually abused. Children may have observed these behaviors in their own or other families, or they may have seen them on videos that are widely available. The behaviors could be signs that the children have been sexually abused. The persons who are the objects of their attention are not necessarily the abusers. Some sexually abused children think they are supposed to behave in sexual ways, or these behaviors could be a way they attempt to manage anxiety.
Sensitive, responsive parents notice how the targets of the children’s sexual attention respond to the children’s behaviors. Responses such as, “Please do not do that” and “I don’t like it” accompanied by a request to parents for help with the behaviors suggest that the target of the attention are not the abusers. Responses that suggest a cover-up, such as “Not now” or a big show of being shocked and confused with no recourse to parents, is a bit suspicious but not sufficient to conclude that the objects of the attention are the abusers. Parents could hold a conversation with these individuals to explore further what the behaviors mean.
Sometimes parents do not observe sexualized behaviors toward specific individuals, but they may be concerned with the amount of time children spend with other adults or older children. An adult may show an enthusiasm for being alone with children, give children presents, or want to do activities that involve overnight trips away from home. Parents may have “funny feelings” about such things. When parents have these concerns, an appropriate response is to gently ask the person some simple questions, such as, “My child spends time with you. When he (or she) comes home, something seems a little off. Do you have an explanation for this?”
Parents may not be able to get an answer, but they can and should not allow their children to spend unsupervised time with persons they do not trust. Sadly, some perpetrators get away with sexual abuse for years because the police or child protection cannot find sufficient evidence and parents allow children to be with them. Parents, however, can ensure that their children have no unsupervised time with people they do not know or do not trust.
When children have sexualized behaviors toward specific individuals, parents can gently ask the children about how they learned these sexual behaviors. When children spend time alone with adults, sensitive, responsive parents talk to the children about their activities, not necessarily because of any suspicions parents might have, but because that is what emotionally available parents do. They are interested in their children’s activities and encourage children to talk about them.
If what children say suggests the possibility of sexual abuse, parents can inquire further, following guidelines in chapters five, six, nine, and ten. Children sometimes are not able to talk about the sexual abuse. There are many reasons for this, including fear that the perpetrators will hurt them or fear the perpetrators will be hurt. Furthermore, children may feel affection toward the person and protest when the parents prevent contact. They may seek out the person anyway. In these situations, parents will need to consult with knowledgeable professionals and also get the children involved in so many activities they enjoy that they have little interest in being with the “special friend.”
Parents require professional consultation for guidance on how to handle children’s sexualized behaviors. A good place to start to find this guidance is to read the StopItNow! website or to call a sexual assault center or a First Call for Help line of the United Way for assistance. StopItNow! is a national organization dedicated to the prevention of child sexual abuse and has excellent resources for parents and other care providers.
Appropriate Parental Responses
When children have been sexually abused, they do well when their parents respond with care and sensitivity and when they and their family receive expert professional help. Through such responses, children learn to manage the hurt of being sexually abused. They learn to cope with, adapt to, and overcome the effects. In other words, other people have reached out to them, they have responded, and, as a result, they now have resilience in regard to being sexually abused. Chapter eleven has information on professional services for children who have experienced child sexual abuse.
Children are on their way to being resilient when they are able to talk about the abuse or anything else that troubles them with trusted family members and friends whenever they want to. Parents and other significant people expect them to carry on well in family, peer group, school, and community, while offering them empathy, love, consistency, routine, and structure.
Summary
In everyday family life, parents and children routinely talk about the children’s activities because parents are interested and children want to share. When something seems “off” in children’s relationships with other people, alert parents ask their children why they seem afraid, uncomfortable, or overly affectionate with someone else, but they also deal directly with the adults or children--and the children’s parents--who evoke these behaviors. Dealing with people whose behaviors are of concern is not easy, but adults need to train themselves to take protective action.
In addition, parents pay attention to children’s statements and behaviors. Children may make direct and indirect statements about being sexually abused, or their behaviors can indicate that something is wrong. Children may show sexualized behaviors, but some children who have not been sexually abused may also behave in sexualized ways. Many children who have been sexually abused show non-sexualized signs of trauma, but children who have not been sexually abused but who have been traumatized otherwise also show sexualized behaviors that go beyond what is developmentally appropriate and expectable.
It is difficult to sort out the various signs of child sexual abuse if children have experienced other traumas as well. Behaviors such as running away, suicidal acts, cutting, and sexual aggression typically arise when children have experienced other risks and traumas in addition to child sexual abuse and no one has helped them to work through these traumas. These issues are discussed in chapter seven.
Finally, some children show no apparent effects. They have personal qualities and social resources that allow them to carry on. These children suffer internally. Anxiety and sadness may be underlying issues. Some feel unsafe in many situations, as if they are walking on quicksand. Many eventually tell others and work through the effects with professional guidance. Some, like Rob, wait until they are adults to seek professional care.
The ideal is for children to make direct statements immediately after the first incident and for parents take action to comfort and reassure children and to provide them with professional guidance, education, and therapy. Sometimes children are afraid to tell anyone, but through noticing other signs, parents respond appropriately and children receive the care they require to recover. Whenever children show signs of stress of whatever origins, it is important for parents to discover the causes and to respond with care. Children may not tell anyone they are being sexually abused because of shame or because abusers have scared them into silence. Boys especially may think that they weak and unmasculine if someone sexually abused them. It can be difficult even for experts to identify the abusers of very young children unless the children make clear statements and there is corroborating evidence.
Note: This chapter is based on some of the ideas of Frances Sink. See Sink, Frances (1988). A hierarchical model for evaluation of child sexual abuse. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 58, 129-135.
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Talking to Children
Who Have Been Sexually Abused
Emotional availability is key
Emotional availability is the key phrase for adults when children tell them about being sexually abused. Adults are helpful when they respond to with empathy and compassion. The focus is the children. Children are more likely to talk when adults allow children to express themselves in their own words in their own ways. It is important for adults not to show a great deal of emotion, such as shock, disbelief, horror, and gushes of sympathy and exaggerated compassion.
No matter how emotionally upset adults may be, they must react in balanced ways. Afterward, adults can scream and cry and do what they want to do, but in the presence of the children, their demeanor is one of alert concern. What works is quiet concern, listening, and hearing.
If adults communicate, verbally or non-verbally, that sexual abuse is the most horrible thing and abused children are damaged and hurt forever, this is harmful. In addition, adults harm children if adults blame themselves in the children’s presence for not protecting children. Many children become concerned about the adults' suffering and push their own aside. They may silence themselves to protect parents. Adults can say they are sorry they were not able to protect the children, but they would do this when the timing is appropriate and fosters children’s recovery..
Furthermore, in their concern for the children or their own guilt, adults sometimes quiz the children, or give them the “third degree,” which is a series of poorly timed questions that demand immediate responses. It is important not to insist that the children talk, but rather give them a safe place in which to talk about their experiences and to explore the meanings and implications of their experiences.
This chapter provides guidelines for two types of conversations with children. One is informal where the purpose of the conversation is to help children process the sexual abuse. Parents and professionals will find these guidelines helpful. The second kind of conversation is a forensic interview that is structured so that the information gathered meets the requirements of court proceedings and legal evidence. Highly trained professionals conduct these interviews.
Informal Interviews
Parents and professionals may unexpectedly be confronted with children who say someone has sexually abused them. They will be able to handle such a situation well through putting the following guidelines into action.
1. Sit on the same level as the child.
2. Speak in a calm voice.
3. Regulate eye contact: Don't stare or avoid the eyes, although in some cultures not looking into the eyes of others is a form of respect.
4. Sit at a comfortable distance from the child.
5. Echo the last word of the child's statement.
6. Reflect back what you just heard to check to see if you heard correctly.
7. Use the 80/20 formula-adults do 20% of the talking.
8. Repeat a key word
9. Nod your head when you agree.
10. Use the words the child uses, not only the slang but other words, too. This is an example of using the same word: Child: “He put his thing in my craphole.” Adult: “He put his thing in your craphole.” Here is another example: A nine year-old girl, whose grandfather sexually abused her for six years, cringed every time she used the word “wiener,” which was the term she knew for “penis.” the interviewer used the word in a matter of fact way. Eventually, the little girl relaxed as she used the word.
11. Do not put words in the child’s mouth.
12. Be warm and accepting.
13. Use simple, concrete language.
Adults can improve their skills in talking to children about sexual abuse by using their imaginations. They can imagine how they would feel if they had been used and abused, if they can imagine what it is like to trust someone and have that trust betrayed, to feel shamed and stigmatized by events over which they had no control but thought they should have, or even believe that they did have control.
Sensitive Responsiveness
Child sexual abuse can be a traumatic life event that requires sensitive responsiveness. The following are some examples of what to say when children are talking to adults about being sexually abused. Adults can adapt these examples to fit their own situations. Children test adults and often by telling them just a little bit. If adults pass the early tests, then children are likely to say more.
“Sexual abuse is hard to talk about. I’m glad you can trust me.” Children already know how hard it is to talk about sexual abuse. When an adult acknowledges this, children typically feel encouraged to go on.
“Uh huh” and “I see.” In conversations with you, children may be testing the reality of their experiences. As a general principle, anything a particular child feels is valid for that child. A simple “Uh huh” or “I see” could suffice to validate the child's experience and encourage the child to go on.
“You seem to be uncomfortable. Would you like to stop now?” When children start to talk about the abuse, there is a point at which it may be wise to stop. Children sometimes become overwhelmed with emotion. They might want to be held, or go to a playground, or spend time alone at the computer. The pacing depends upon the children. When adults encourage children to take breaks, trust can grow.
“It is ok to love the person who abused you.” Many children have long-term relationships with the persons who sexually abuse them. They feel attached to these persons, may have happy memories of the good times together, and they may have enjoyed the attention. This is an important part of children's experience of abuse, and children benefit when adults acknowledge such experiences.
“Yes, what happened is confusing. I understand that you didn’t like the sexual parts of what happened. You liked the person but not what he or she did to you.” With some possible exceptions, children did not like the sexual abuse, even if they experienced physical pleasure. Children, however, need to make these statements with little or no prompting for adults.
“You may have heard sexual abuse is not your fault, but a lot of kids think it is. What do you think?” Most children believe the sexual abuse is their fault. One little girl said of six years of abuse that her grandfather perpetrated, “I never told him not to do it.” If adults attempt to assure children that the abuse is not their fault when the children believe it is their fault, then adults are ignoring children's perspectives and invalidating their perspectives. Helping children see where the fault lies requires careful, sensitive conversations over time.
“The perpetrator took advantage of you.” This is a message most sexually abused children can benefit from hearing, but the timing of when to let children know this is important. There is no set of rules or procedures that pinpoint the absolutely right time. Adults must depend upon their judgments about children's readiness to hear such an important message.
“Is there anything else?” Often children will say only parts of their stories. When the conversations appear to be ending, adults can ask, "Is there anything else?" Often children then disclose a great deal more.
With these guidelines adults position themselves to be of help to children.
A Final Point: Pleasure as Confusing
Some people think the children wanted the abuse if they seem to have found it physically pleasurable, or if there was orgasm and/or ejaculation involved. In actuality, human bodies respond to sexual stimulation simply because that is how our physiology works. It does not mean that children are to blame for sexual abuse.
Sexual pleasure under conditions of sexual abuse is confusing to children because it typically is confined to the body while the children’s thoughts and emotions are fearful and confused. Adults cannot help child survivors who experienced bodily sensations if adults are unprepared to deal with the reality that children’s bodies may respond to sexual stimulation that children do not want or seek. An askable, available, kind and listening other person to talk to helps children work out the trauma.
Children need to know what the legal implications are and what the police may expect them to do. If children are assured that adults will be with them every step of the way, then this becomes an important part of the children's recovery. Children can cope with adversity when adults are consistently there for them.
Talking to children about their own sexual abuse is a set of skills that adults can learn only if they understand child sexual abuse and have capacities for empathy and regulation of their own emotions.
Forensic Interviewing
Forensic interviewing is a formal interview that trained professionals conduct with children for the purpose of providing evidence to the police and court in the investigation and prosecution of alleged sexual abusers. The interview gathers information about the nature of the abuse and the identification of the abusers. Any hint that the interviewer suggested answers to the children threatens the quality of the evidence.
Effective interviews build upon children’s levels of development and thus are concrete and specific. They are structured and typically progress step-by-step from preparing the children, to discussing the abuse scenario, to the closing of the interview.
In some forms of forensic child interviewing, the interview is videotaped while police, child protection social workers, and prosecuting attorneys observe the interview in another room through closed-circuit television or webcam. They are the key players in the prosecution of child sexual abuse cases. Having them present at the interviews minimizes the number of times children are interviewed. These observers can phone interviewers to ask for further detail. The interviewer wears earbud headphones so as to not interrupt the interview.
Some jurisdictions fund agencies whose sole purpose is to interview children who have been abused. The children are interviewed in a child-friendly space with comfortable seating and where the interviews are at the same level as the children. These agencies often have volunteers who greet the children and families and who stay with the children in child-friendly waiting rooms as professionals gather information from parents.
Preparing Children
Forensic interviews may take place in the unfamiliar settings of a hospital-based evaluation center or a police station. Children understandably are anxious. The interviewing rooms typically are child friendly, with beanbag chairs and decorations in primary colors. Interviewers introduce themselves and use the children’s names right away. They introduce the interview by saying something like, “You’re here today because your_____ [mother/father/guardian/social worker/police] thinks someone touched you on your private parts. We’d like to help you talk about what happened.” They describe what is going to happen in the interview.
Building Rapport
Interviewers want children to feel as if they have some control over the interview process. They begin evidence gathering by saying, “I’m going to be drawing things about you on this paper. I will ask you to tell me what to draw.” They show the children the marking pens and newsprint on which the interviewers will draw.
Drawings build rapport and provide evidence that is used in the investigation and may be used in court. Interviewers ask for the names of people in the family and draw them. They also ask about the layout of the family home and draw that. For example, in obtaining information about who is in the children’s family, a usual question is, “Does Mommy have short, medium short, or long hair? Straight, wavy, or curly?” Interviewers immediately draw the correct kind of hair on the figure of the mother.
In conversations with the children, the interviewers add the sexual body parts to the drawings, such as vulva, breasts, penis, and buttocks. Interviewers ask the children the names they use for the various body parts. In this way, interviewers learn the names the children use. They use the same terms themselves.
Interviewers ask children to describe the layout of their homes, and the interviewers draw what the children describe. This information eventually is used to identify where any abuse took place. As children answer simple, concrete questions and the interviewers draw what the children tell them to, children typically enjoy the process and share a great deal. They are the experts on their own families. Interviewers usually are not skilled in drawing, but the children do not mind.
Touch Inquiry
When the time comes to describe the sexual abuse incidents, many children have enough of a sense of safety to answer the questions. The interviewers as, “Is there any place on your body you like to have touched?” Once the children answer, the interviewers ask, “Who touches you there?”
Interviewers then ask, “Is there any place on your body you don't like to have touched?” When the child answers, the interviewers then ask, “Who touches you there?” Children may point to a drawing and say the names. Some interviewers also use anatomically detailed dolls so that the children can show what kinds of sexual acts constitute the abuse.
Interviewers also ask where the abuse happened, what they saw, and what they heard, smelled, and sometimes even tasted. They usually ask if the abuse took place anywhere else and if anyone else touched them on their private body parts—using the words that the children use. The drawings of the layout of the house help the children to answer these questions.
Many children provide concrete details, such as the flashing purple light that Annie saw when the perpetrator locked her in his bathroom, or a scar an alleged perpetrator has in a private area of the body. Such details often determine the outcome of a case because they are hard to make them up.
Closure
Ending well is important. Children have just discussed an upsetting event. The interviewers show sensitivity to children when they help children make plans of action as to what they can do to help protect themselves in the future. Possible questions include, “If this happens again, who can you talk to?” They also may ask, “Is there anything you would like to say to ____[use name of the abuser]?” The interviewers then walk with the children to the waiting room where their parents are. Children feel supported and encouraged when adults take them seriously, pay attention to what they say, and give them some guidelines about what to do in other possible abuse situations.
Parents often have opportunities to talk to professionals at child interview centers. This helps them to process their responses to their children’s sexual abuse.
Final Note
This interview can be adapted to other forms of maltreatment, such as sexual harassment [where you might have to request a drawing of where the harassment takes place such as school or the neighborhood and you might have to substitute friends for family in these cases as well], physical abuse, sibling teasing or other forms of verbal abuse, witnessing domestic abuse or other trauma such as seeing a friend shot.
Note: The discussion of forensic interviewing is based upon the cognitive-graphic interview that Ann Ahlquist developed. Ms. Ahlquist originated the forensic interview through her work at CornerHouse in Minneapolis, MN, USA. CornerHouse is a child abuse evaluation center whose purpose is to help children describe the abuse they experienced. The results of the interview are used in investigations and in trials of alleged perpetrators. The interviews are important evidence.
Sandra Hewitt describes and discusses child interviews in more detail. See Sandra K. Hewitt (1998). Assessing allegations of sexual abuse in preschool children: Understanding small voices. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Eleven
The Sex Education of Children
A good sex education is a life-long gift
A good sex education is a life-long gift that parents can give their children. Talking to children about sexuality opens many channels of communication besides sexuality. Talking about sex as a natural part of life signals to children that their parents are emotionally available and sensitive to them. When parents do not talk about sex with their children, children are left on their own to interpret the confusing and often destructive messages that they get from peers, the mass media, and the internet. These sources of information are distorted and may even be frightening. If children do not learn otherwise, they may act in ways that hurt themselves and others. It is up to parents to provide information that helps children to make good decisions about their sexual behaviors.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/9980 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!