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. Survey irformation shows tha* sexual abuse of
"children is Ulaespraaa being reported by 19% of +he females and 9¥%
-of the males in the sampl,, Most sexual victimization *ook place

- within the child's family, not with strangers, .as "child molesters"
+ have ttraditionally heen stereotyp2d. While the/ problem cuts across
“.'social and economic lines, it szems to be more prevalent in families .
..of lower social class and rural backgrounds, indicating that social =
. isolaticn may play a key role in victimization and family violence.

7~ Mothers are crucial in protecting their daughters from sexual abuse; '
2 .girls ‘whcse mothers were absent, ill,. poorly educated or alcoholic - PR
““were much more likely to be v*:*1m12ed. Children: weras most vulnerable ‘

% prior to puberty, and mos* of thenm did not raveal ‘he experience to R
i.anyone at the time it occurs. Experiénces involving force were much .-

. more traumatic than those not involving force. (Author/BP) . I
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?Eap:eauct1cns suppllad by EDRS are il'he best *ha* can be maéa;
: fr@m +he Qzlglnal ﬂacuman_ -
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‘ayhibitionisn aad fondling,

Daga R,

Within the Inst sovaral years, child protective %
vorkars, physicians and psychetherapists say they are seeing
a sushrooning nushoy of victing of childhood sexual abuse,
both children whe.are carrent victins and adults who are
reporting such experisnces :etruspectiﬁély Qur knowledge
about the probles, althonuh net ﬁnczeaslng as fast as thair
caseloads, is advancing, too,

ilmost all that knowladge about the problen, howsvar,
copes from cases that have been reported to social agencies
or victins vho have revealed their experience in codnseling.
But we can be virtually certain that these gases represent -
only & small fraction of the real nusher of victins, while
the experiences of nost victiss (probably near 90% or a3re
6f the +otal) are naver reported or revealed, We need to
knov auch nmora about the sexual abuse experienced that ate
not reporsed as vell as those that are.

In -an  attempt to qet dinformation on - sexual
yeeigization experiences in a nen-treateent pepulation, I
urdertook a survey of 795 college unaeigzaduatas at 6 lew
England colleges and universities. Students in a variety of
social sclemce courses filled cut questionmtiras about
Mthough the sampla iz not
rapresantative of any larger pepulation, it is quite divarse
in  +ergs of the rceligious, ethnic, social elass and
urhan-rutal background of the students (vith the excaption
of thaze being very fev blacks) and in terms of the typos of
sehoals included. Pa:tlclpa icn rate vas very high; owvar

904 of the students in a*tendancﬁ in the classes fillsd mut

the gqiostionnaire,

saxual victinization was defined as a sexual experience
betvasn a child and a much cldef persen: specifically a
child undet 12 vith a partnar at least five years older, or

a young adolescens 13=16 with an adult at least 10 years
oldaz, Tha. "sexuald experiences inclufed in ihe tally -
ranged  from  intercourse, oral-genital centact to

In the most frequent inutancs,

accounting for 40# of the cases, the clder parther touched
or tapipulated the child's qen;tals ¢r the child taugh@d tha-?';
pactner’ s.

fare are soad of thé'ﬁin&ings of the survey taquhefr‘if
vith sope of their implications Eor a public policy aimed at

* dealing with child sexual abuse.
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- because no ona is lockizg for it,
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CHILD SEXUAL VICTINIZATION IS WIDESPREAD

- TFizst, <he stuly confites the curcent assesseent of
this problen coaing out of clinical experience: .the sexual
victinization of childrer 1§ vidsspread. Winetsen per cent
of the women teported that they ha had such an axperience
a5 4 child, These experizncas epéurrad ot all ages; thay

vere .10t oncommpy even ag early as four gears, They also

cot acrogs all secial class lines, and all ethnic qroups.

ilaost one ic five had & sexual enccunser as a child with a

- such older person. with an Ircidence like this it is cleat
that much 45 ve nedd to try and reduce the high level of

this phenosenon, ve also need tc prepare children ruch

~better unid syck earlier for the poszibility that this aight
* lappen,

A second, more surprising finding, vas that a large
nuahar of boys vere also sexvally victimized. Nine per cent
of the gen had had an experience with av older person
siailar to those ve have been deseribing for women, This is
sboug half the rate for womer, and a surprise becauss,
judging only from clinical reports, girl victims would
appear to cutnupber boys 9 te 1 of werse (ve Prancis, 1989).
our findirgs suggest that pany more Doys are sexially
victizized thar weuld appaar oo the basis of clinical

- reparts alone,

The boys' sxperiences ate primatily hesosexual, mearing

+owird children, ALl told, ‘the boys'
boys ats somevhat less traumatized by thes and even less apt
0 toll anyohe about them, o

" The isplicatdcn of this firling is that ve nesd to pay
mor2 attentior to -the probles of victizized boys (Svift,

- 1970}, brofessionals need to te alerted to th> possibility
‘that it occurs, because ‘'as ve found out with the sexual

; _ kad it needs nare syudy,
because currently almost everything ve knov about sexual

o abuse  concerns the victinization of girls.  The
“, vietlaization of boys is a sev problem area, ‘

f

|

|

that like the girls' exparierces they ate alsost all with---.
oldar nan, Women, 1t is confirsed by our stuly, rarely make
-gerual advacces
experizaces resemble Very much the girls', excapt thar the

Pagr d .

- SEXUAL VICIIMIZATION 15 A FAMITY PROBLEM

) third conclusicn of the study is that sexml

yietinization is very much a family preblen. W found, 2

clinical studies tave found (Senvard and Densen-Gerber,
1975; Burgess et al., 1977 Da Francis, 1969; Queen's
Berch, 1976 peters, 1976; Weiss, 1955}, that nost sexual
vizsimization takes place within a child's intinate social
netvork, not with strangers, as “"child nclesters" have
corventionally been stereatyped. Seventy-five per cept of
the experiences reported wece with cider persezs kova to
the c¢hild. FPorty-four per cent vere with actual family
nezhars, including uncles, grandfathers, brothers=in-lax,
fathars and brothers. Twentj-twc per cent were within the
nuclear family, and six per cent were with fathers and
stapfathers,

Thus *he culprits, especially in the casa of gqirls, are
right in their families, If e vere to extrapclate on the
basis of this data, something we are not really entitlel to
do given the limitaticns of tbe sample ‘selection, ve vould
sstimats that about mine pet cert of all wemen ale sernally
victimized by a relative and abcut one and a half per cont
are involved i father-daughter sei

Some other firdinge Teinforte this viev of seruil
victisization as a fanily problem. Evan for those gicls vho
vere victinized -outside of  the family, certain family

_ characteristics tended to predict vho thesa girls would ba.

Forexample, if they had 3 stepfather or if their parents
had ap unhappy sarciage {jadged fros the child's point of
yiew), girlsiwere nore likely to'be ‘victinized by nov-faaily
(s well as fanily) pembers. So it is quite likely that 3
yalnerability for sexnal victinization can be czeated within
the fanily. : e N :

the implication bere is that sexual victinization neads
to be treated in a fasily context. Policies or intervestion
ainad at decreasing the incidence of sexual wictinization
need to be directed tg the farilys '

VULNERABLE PAMILIES

The survey does give us scea clues abot what kinds of

faailies sake children the most vulnerable, To sose extamt, -
victivs nore often ciwe fron farilies of lover social class .
Alse, children who grav up in fars fanilies'

backgraunds.
vere auch mora likely to have been sexually .abused, This
latter fact points toward the idea, gaining increasing
currancy in our usderstanding of physical abuse, that social
{solation plays a key role in victimization and family
violence. . o
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Solie suﬁ:ul:ural factors teo may play a rele in sequal
vicsisization, - We found, for example, that boys froa Icish

siecicat Bachgrounds had a mueh higher rate of experisncis

than the average boy. The Irish Ip Aeerica 25 a group ar2
ghazacterized by a hzgh degree of sexual repression and
sordal segregation ‘(Grealey, 1972}, vhich maj eXplain the

findirg. It suggests thac p@m%.uwdat freeing
fapilies frow the most - intanse kinds of serml
rapressiveness and aristy way wmove o the direction of
reducing the locidence of this form of sexval abuse.

BOTRERS

some of the ost important
concarn the pothers of the wvomer who reported sepual
. vietinizasion expnfiensﬁs, They lead to the conclusion that
 gethers are cruclal ip protecting their daughters froa
" gexual abuse, For axample, gitls who ever lived without
" ,their natural mother vere thize +ises sote vulnerable than
the avarage girl. 0c if a girl's - ther vas Ezequently ill
or poorly educatel or alecholic, she vas alsn uch nora

- likely to be v;ct;mlzad. _

This suggests that there 2ay he & cﬂrnectian hetvazn
tha oppressien of voten a5 \ives add the victivization of
their diugbters, . Women who cecupy veak -and debilitated

teles nay be 1ned3quaﬁa in supervising the;: daughzars.

Thay say aot sufficiantly educate them about saxual masters,

0r parhdps, as victizg themsalves, they may model victin

. behavior for thair child.

. hers for the PrEVénthﬂ ¢f serval victinizaticn of girls.

yher morhers are séte equal partrers in parciages, their
daqghta:s may be less likaly t¢ suffer sexual abuse.

165 OF VICTINS

j \nother impartant finding of the study is that ;hzldrnn
" appear to be npost vulnerable to vittimizatien priof %0
. pubsrty. The mean age for girls, for exanpla, vas 10,2

. yaars,  Eved sxperiances in sha U-6 year old bracket vera
“comnon in our simpla, This seess to contradlet the populir

- {des that it i the atrival of puberty in a gizl shat sparks

the atieption of a poten: sl seyua; ahuser (Schechter and

- Robarga, 1376). It {s our imprassion that physiological
“devaloprent is less Important than two other things i
-making ‘@’ child volnerablz to victimization, 1) Childzen
bﬁcana nore vulnerable is they become mote independent and
aze out and about on their ova. And 2) children, aspecially
girls, ﬁEEﬁ!E pore valnerable as they begin to  exparinant

physiological pubert). = Because  they  are

hefara
"they are unprepated for the reagtions their

inaxperiancea

findings of the stuiy

Thete nay be an isportant ‘lagson

vith adolt 'sex role behavior, something that happeis vell

‘ bahav;ar !ay p:avuka. Ihis is suppo:ted hy the fact that

W
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victisization sevms t0 locrease aftér age 12, 4s ciildred
becode .apre skilled in discouraging serval overturas.

The isplication of these findings are importart for
those vho vish 0 targer preventive zeasures at the aje
graup where children are the gest velnerable. Our findings
indicats that the age at which children are currantly
instructed about sexuality may be wsuch *0o high. Sex
aducarion is usmally d2layad until early adolescence on the
assunption that childfen have 1ittle need for sexual
inforsaticn prior ta that, But if many children ara
vulnarable to s3xual advances at- early ages prior %o
pubarty, then schools and fapilies pay do vell to prepare
childran earlier vith inforsation that would allov thea %0
protett  themselves aate fully froa the advances thay
encountar. X

KEEPING IT SECRET

4711 apother f;ndzﬂq of the stuﬁy :onerns hnv ‘=y

- respondants t0ld anyone about their siperiances at the *ima
_they ocourred,

i oaly 374 of the girls sald anything <o
anyhody about what had happensd. The boys vare even aure
rexicent, As intarvievees sxplained it, uany feared that
they vould be blanad thaasélves for vhat had happensd.
0thags vere affaid of cetaliation by the older partper, aad
did  not believe parents c¢r other authorities could
adaquataly defexd tham. Considering the reactions sany of
thasa vho told acrually received -- parents who went to
piaces or vho purished the child or who pretended it hadn't
haopaed =- it is hard to fault the children for refusiag =o
tall.  their behavior pretably reflected an accunate

asSéSEm@nt of the situation,

What this finding jeplies is that probably the nost
sarioys impedinent +o reporting s the fagt shat -
victins thesselves raraly talk about their experiences.
Before any children can ba helped, they have to e able to |
tall someone. To encourage that ve nesd a double-pronjad
effort. 1) & clinate must e created vhare childzen knov

they can talk about such s1periences and thay have some ile
of vhon they can talk to, 2) Parents and professionals uho
are going to be the racipients of these confideaces have *o
be confortakle and knovlelgeable abeut the subject, so that
thair resction of anticipated reactlﬁn 15 not a deterrent £0
tha child's telling. >
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SNUBCES OF TRAUJA

Llly, part% of this study should be usaful to "those
yith wvictiss and their familiss in an affort <o
& and hopafully minimize the trausatic patant :al of
periences. Our data indicate that sany of the
nal assumptions about vhat causes -trausa as a
" these expariences are vrong.

s assupptions include the beliefs that saxual
as are pgors neqative if, among other things, *hay
jer, if they involve a cleser rathe: than Bora
r related pa;tne:, or if they imvelve intercours?2
{ntimate sexuyal activity ([Groth, 1978; McFarland,
ron ouT Caspondents reperts, howvaver, these factors
g,!nm: lmpc;:tam;é! LGRQEE Eipatléﬂcéf Weta L0t ROrC2

Fathar-daughter incest vas the most negativae, but
.ole, experisnces with strangers vers 4as bad as
+h relatives. And enmcounters involving erhibition
g wera egually as traupatic on the average as ones
; “intercosrsa.  One canhct predict hov ragativa an
s uas sizply from the lavel of gaxual activity.

he past the has been a cer-ain tendency <o
sone gxperi 2 teizy lsss serious than athars,
Aecing thy rasults af fhls surwey, tbis tendancy
srroneous. For axaapls, 3uch research in the field
¢ Facugas aliost exclusively on incewnt as tha main

Alskough we found that father-daughter ircest was
he @est traumatic experisnce, axpsriences vith
1y, vwere u=zyally as traulatic a5 experiances wizh
and ugclas. MHore attention needs to be given 3o
ral experinace of sexval victimization, rather than
cest. *

aspect of tas axpacience howsver, was gquite
nt in pradicting trauma.  Experiences invalving
-2 nyck wors2 than é:gé:;éntés nct iovelving force.

finding about Earce is important becauss thera is
spe school of thought tha* says that coercive
s sheuld be less traumatic than aon- coercive olias.
oning herz goes that aexpariences are pole traumatic
dran feel thay scashow contributed to their ovn
tion, that it was their fault. When acts are
' theg, they realize that they pade no contribuzion,
/ thus feal - less guilt in the leag run. The data
jast’ this theory is wrong. Coercive experiehces aire

satic not lass.

- are alsc some assumptions about. the relative
lity of oldar an
d. Some feal that younger children ara protgcted
they are-_naive abeut the seaning cf what has
Others feél—that, being so young, they -are the

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

5d younger children that need to DEiES

most davslopmentally vulnirable to trausa. Hov
basis of our respondefts reports,
true. There

assuyaptions would app@ar :o be
diffarerce. Younger childrun =een

et

neither

peither *

Pa

eyer, ah
of
vas lit
e be

protected by their naivers nor amcre traumatized by th

helplessnasgs.

The ipplicatien hefe is that practitioners nead
umg:itns about the trauga

procesd cautiously in uaking as

p@t,ntlal of any particular vietimizatien experiénce. by
that aigh+ be thougat trivial or irconsequantial may have 2
serious impact. Th2 sources of trauea may not be obvious or

pralictable.

COBCLUSIONS

§averal concluzions have been dravn so far

findings presented~ hnfg and *h

ree

of them

frem
need t

ga B,

to

hose

a

the
o he

raiterated. 1) sexuzl victimizatica is deaspfeaﬂ, probably
mors widaspread than we izagine.
fapily problem and na2ds tO be approached in that

4e all need to be very cautious about the agsumpti

Z) It is very much a

vay.

i}

3)
s V2

make about it, since many of cur’caaventional ones ab@ut vho
ig post vulneralle, whzn and why

problen so nevly rasearchad and so

may bs wro
little

previously, we have to be prepared for anything.

Finally, tvo findirgs ‘akout research. 1)
done. People are willing to *talk about this subject.
pacticipation
stulies, and .fairly wvalid and reliatle resp
pay attention to

can achieve fairly respectable

participants. 2) We Jo need to

unraported cases and-the undetected victims.

ng. Wi
d;sﬁu
It cah

rataes
DnSes

as wuch theirs as anybody's. ¥e need to be sure, for

ith a

35ed

be
One
in
fron
the

The problam is

Our

owvn sake as researchers and practitioners and for theirs as
aur

victias, that their situvatica
understanding of the prebles.

is

included

in
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