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Information about the sexual abuse of children

Frequently asked questions about the behaviour of sexual abusers
Who sexually abuses children and young people?

Approximately 90% of convicted abusers are male.  Whilst women do abuse sexually and there is probably some under reporting of females, evidence at present shows it is predominantly an offence committed by males.  Children can be sexually abused by adults or by other young people.  In the UK young people under the age of 21 account for approximately a third of all cautions and convictions for sexual offences.

What are the implications of this?

Many adult sexual offenders report that they began their behaviour around the age of 13 or sometimes younger.  This means that when they are finally discovered they may have been sexually abusing others for many years and their behaviour will have become compulsive and hard to break.  It also means that if a young person engages in inappropriate sexual behaviour it would be dangerous simply to view it as teenage "experimentation" out of which they will grow.

Why do people abuse?
The reasons why adults abuse are very complex.  Sometimes they will have been abused themselves or be responding to past hurts or unmet needs.  Sexual abuse of vulnerable children may meet a need for power and control or for self-gratification.

Are sexual abusers likely to abuse a particular type of child?
Sexual abusers will be attracted to children of different ages and characteristics.  Some will abuse only pre-pubescent children, others will approach older children.  Some will abuse boys, others girls and some children of both sexes.  If an abuser is having a sexual relationship with another adult, this does not mean that they are not a risk to children.  Some abusing adults may operate alone whilst others may be linked into an organised network.

Can we recognise a sexual abuser?
It is not possible to easily identify someone who will sexually abuse children because they are found in all walks of life and sections of the community, within all professional groups and from all social classes and racial and cultural backgrounds.

Does sexual abuse just happen?
A sexual abuser may claim that they did not know why the behaviour happened or that it was a result of stress, sexual frustration or misuse of drugs or alcohol.  There is no evidence that this is the case.  Sexual abuse is usually carefully and meticulously planned, often over along period of time.  Abusers may choose friendships or relationships with adults who already have children or careers where they will have positions of responsibility over children.

Can an adult who sexually abuses a child stop by themselves?
All the available evidence suggests that over a period of time an abuser will have developed powerful sexual urges, fuelled by fantasy, towards children and will find it very difficult to control these impulses.  Once discovered, an adult sexual abuser will need to have controls placed on their behaviour to ensure that they do not have opportunities to abuse other children.

How can a sexual abuser live with themselves?

Unless the sexual abuser is a sadistic offender who thrives on the pain of others, he or she is likely to have developed a fixed set of beliefs that serve to justify or rationalise their abusive behaviour with children.  This distorted thinking can convince them that:

· The child wanted the sexual experience

· Children are seductive and provocative

· It won't harm them

· They liked the sexual experience

· It was a "one-off" and it won't happen again.

The distorted thinking of a sexual abuser can be fed in a number of different ways including pornographic literature, seeking out other like-minded adults, or by misrepresenting children as sexual beings.  In attempting to deny or minimise the effects of their abusive behaviour, a sexual abuser may appear very plausible.  This can draw other people into their way of thinking.

One of the ways an offender can deny responsibility or seek to avoid having to address their behaviour through treatment is by claiming a religious conversion.  When this is the case, it would be important to know whether faith in God has really lead to true repentance, taking full responsibility for the abuse, seeking to repair its damage and seeking to prevent a relapse by receiving the support of others.

Can a sexual offender be cured?

There is no evidence that a sexual abuser can be cured of an attraction to children.  This is because the behaviour will have developed over many years and will be so entrenched that it will have become an integral part of a person's character.  The best way to stop is for them to develop an insight into their pattern or cycle of behaviour and by keeping away from situations where child abuse could occur.  To ensure that there is no further offending the abuser is likely to require a long-term specialist programme and long-term supervision so that they cannot develop or reinforce their distorted thinking.

How do adults target particular children for abuse?

Adult sexual abusers are extremely good at relating to children and gaining their confidence and trust and are often well known to the child or their family particularly if they are seen as a safe and trusted person.

The "grooming" process

The process by which adults introduce the child into a sexually abusive relationship is known as "grooming".  Often this involves getting to know the child and showing them special attention before slowly progressing into sexual abuse.  If undiscovered, this behaviour is likely to become increasingly intrusive, and an adult sexual abuser can regularly abuse the same child over many years.  The abuse of other children at the same time is also possible depending on the level of access and opportunity.

In addition to "grooming" the child, an abuser will also "groom" other people around them to create the impression that they would not be capable of such an action.  If they are discovered, the people around them may find it difficult to believe the allegations and may defend the abuser rather than think about the needs of the child.  In such situations the child will feel very distressed that they are not believed and may be under pressure to retract their allegations.

Are certain children more vulnerable than others?

All children are potentially at risk from a sexual abuser.  However, children may be especially vulnerable if they:

· Are left alone for long periods of time without proper supervision

· Are in care or away from home, at school or on holiday

· Are emotionally deprived and particularly looking for love, affection or seeking attention

· Are lonely or bored

· Are in need of high levels of intimate care or have communication difficulties because they suffer from a disability

· Are open to manipulation because they have a special enthusiasm such as sport or music and are dependent upon a group leader or coach to succeed.

Why don't children tell?

Children are put under immense pressure by their abuser to keep areas of their relationship secret and not to tell anyone.  Some of the main ways that this is done include:

· Offering children gifts or other treats

· The abuser may threaten the child, their family, friends or pets

· The abuser may entrap the child into thinking they have a special relationship or secret

· The child may be told that no one will believe an allegation

· The abuser may place the responsibility for the abuse onto the child so that there is a feeling of guilt

· The child may feel that if a disclosure is made the family will be split up

· The abuser may isolate the child and discourage the child from making relationships with others who could be told

· The child may be emotionally dependent upon the abuser and may fear losing them.

How does a sexual abuser get access to children?

Adults wishing to abuse children can gain access to them in many different ways.  Any organisation that works with children has the potential to be targeted by a sexual abuser.  This is why it is vital that churches develop safe practices in their work with children.
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