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Introduction
Diane Hiebert-Murphy and Linda Burnside

Interest in child sexual abuse has existed since at least the 1890s when
Freud noted a connection between such experiences and the psycho-
logical difficulties of his patients. Subsequently, however, the occur-
rence of child sexual abuse was denied and attributed to sexual fantasy
(Masson 1984; Rush 1980). More recently, the feminist movement and
the movement against child abuse have encouraged awareness of the
sexual abuse of children (Finkelhor 1979). Increasingly, child sexual
abuse has become a concern for practitioners and researchers.

Child sexual abuse refers to a sexual act imposed upon a child by
an individual who is in a position of power or authority over the child.
From a legal perspective, there are many different behaviours that are
considered sexual abuse. In Canadian criminal law, sexual offences
against children include, for example, sexual assault, sexual interfer-
ence, invitation to sexual touching, sexual exploitation and exposure
(Standing Committee on Justice and the Solicitor General 1993). Funda-
mental to this form of violence is the power differential between the
perpetrator of the violence and the victim. This power may exist be-
cause the offender is older, uses coercion or force and/or is in a position
of trust relative to the victim. In cases of intrafamilial sexual abuse, the
offender is someone who is known to and trusted by the child and who
often lives in the child’s home—factors that contribute to the occur-
rence of sexual abuse due to the proximity, power and close emotional
relationship of the offender to the child.

Research on the prevalence of child sexual abuse documents that it
is a frequently occurring psychosocial problem warranting attention.
These studies suggest that between 11 percent and 45 percent of women
(Baker & Duncan 1985; Finkelhor 1979, 1984; Fromuth 1986; Kercher &
McShane 1984; Russell 1983; Wyatt 1985) and between 3 percent and 9
percent of men (Baker & Duncan 1985; Finkelhor 1979, 1984; Kercher &
McShane 1984) experience child sexual abuse. Canadian research sug-
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gests that between 18 percent and 24 percent of women (Bagley 1988;
Bagley & Ramsay 1986; Bagley & Young 1988) and 8 percent of men
(Bagley 1988) experience unwanted sexual acts in childhood. These
figures certainly understate the prevalence of sexual abuse. While re-
porting laws have been implemented in many communities since the
1970s, many children do not disclose their abuse, and many disclosures
are not reported to authorities (Everstine & Everstine 1989).

Since the “discovery” of child sexual abuse, much work has been
done to explore the effects that this abuse has on the victims. Children
who are sexually abused tend to display more behavioural and psycho-
logical difficulties than do children who are not abused (see Beitchman
et al. 1991; Browne & Finkelhor 1986; Kendall-Tackett, Williams &
Finkelhor 1993). For example, children who experience sexual abuse
are more likely to show sexualized behaviour (e.g., Einbender &
Friedrich 1989; Friedrich, Beilke & Urquiza 1987; White, Halpin, Strom
& Santilli 1988), internalizing behaviour problems such as depression
and anxiety (e.g., Conte & Schuerman 1987, 1988; Einbender & Friedrich
1989; Friedrich et al. 1987; Tong, Oates & McDowell 1987) and external-
izing behaviour problems such as aggression and antisocial behaviour
(Conte & Schuerman 1987, 1988; Einbender & Friedrich 1989; Friedrich
et al. 1987; Tong et al. 1987). Research also documents the long-term
effects of child sexual abuse (see Beitchman et al. 1992). Unfortunately,
children who have been hurt and traumatized by sexual abuse often
become distressed and struggling adults (Briere 1992), experiencing
flashbacks, dissociation, emotional numbness, somatic problems such
as headaches and abdominal pain, self-abusive behaviours and sui-
cidal thoughts or attempts (Cameron 2000). There is convincing evi-
dence that sexual abuse in childhood results in psychological and
interpersonal difficulties that can extend well into adulthood.

Our increased awareness of the deleterious effects of child sexual
abuse highlights the need for a social response to the problem. Action is
required. Yet solving the problem of child sexual abuse is complex. To
effectively respond to the issue we must first come to some under-
standing of why sexual abuse exists. As in other areas of family vio-
lence, there are multiple and competing explanations of the causes of
child sexual abuse. One approach, the feminist model, focuses on the
sociopolitical context of women’s lives, where individual problems are
viewed as having societal and political roots. This perspective links the
sexual abuse of children to the underlying social structure (e.g., Rush
1980). Sexual abuse is seen as a consequence of a patriarchal society in
which there is an unequal power balance between men and women.
Emphasizing that child sexual abuse is primarily perpetrated by males
(Finkelhor & Russell 1984), feminist theorists argue that it is essential to
view power and sex role socialization as key factors in child sexual
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abuse (Finkelhor 1984; Herman 1981; Rush 1980; Russell 1975, 1984).
Child sexual abuse becomes one of many ways men abuse power. This
model advocates for change in social structures and gender norms in
order to stop abusive behaviour. The feminist model provides the only
explanation of the gendered nature of the problem and thus is a critical
lens through which to view child sexual abuse.

Other theoretical approaches locate the “cause” of sexual abuse at
different, more micro-, levels. For example, some theories focus on the
dysfunctional dynamics in certain families that create the conditions
for sexual abuse. These family systems-oriented models identify char-
acteristics that are commonly associated with sexual abuse, such as
enmeshed boundaries within the family, unclear roles, isolation from
community supports, avoidance of emotional expression and marital
difficulties (Crosson-Tower 1999). Family systems theories have been
criticized for implying that all family members share in the develop-
ment of these dynamics and for ignoring the powerless position of
women and children in families and society.

Other theories focus on individual pathology to explain why par-
ticular individuals perpetrate sexual abuse. For example, Marshall and
Marshall (2000) suggest that the origins of sexual offending lie in
offenders’ childhood experiences of poor-quality relationships with
their parents. Other models identify characteristics of offenders, such
as low self-esteem, feelings of inadequacy, poor impulse control and
lack of empathy, that are frequently associated with sexual abuse (Jenkins
1990). Social learning theories postulate that abuse is the result of
behaviour which is learned and reinforced through modelling and is
thus passed along from generation to generation. While these models
may provide some insight into the occurrence of sexual abuse, they fail
to acknowledge the social context in which abuse occurs.

Only a few theories attempt to integrate explanatory factors at
various levels in an attempt to provide a more comprehensive theoreti-
cal explanation for the occurrence of child sexual abuse. For example,
Finkelhor (1986b) describes four preconditions that must exist before
sexual abuse can occur. The perpetrator must: (a) have some motiva-
tion to sexually abuse a child, (b) overcome internal inhibitions against
acting on that motivation, (c) overcome external barriers to acting on
that motivation and (d) overcome the child’s resistance to sexual abuse.
This model includes family patterns that contribute to sexual abuse as
well as sociocultural factors which create a context in which sexual
abuse can occur. Trepper and Barrett (1989) have also developed an
integrated theory, the Multiple Systems Model, that examines
socioenvironmental, family systems, individual personality/psycho-
pathology and family of origin factors that create vulnerability within
the family. Despite the usefulness of these models, there is not yet a
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dominant theory that integrates what is currently known about sexual
abuse and moves those in the field to consensus about why sexual
abuse occurs.

As we struggle to understand child sexual abuse, there is concur-
rent pressure to respond to the problem. As is always the case when
dealing with social problems, we cannot suspend intervention until
research and theory in the area have evolved to a place where direction
for intervention is clear. Rather, intervention efforts and theory devel-
opment occur as simultaneous, and often parallel, processes. The prob-
lem of child sexual abuse is no exception. Despite the limitations of
existing theory, intervention must address a variety of issues, includ-
ing: (a) ensuring the safety of the victims, (b) ameliorating the negative
effects of the abuse on victims, (c) responding to the offenders’ behav-
iours, (d) working with offenders in hopes of reducing the risk that
further abuse will occur, (e) addressing the needs of the “secondary”
victims of the abuse (non-offending parents, siblings, etc.) and (f) de-
veloping programs that ultimately prevent this form of violence. To
accomplish such diverse goals, a range of interventions has been devel-
oped. These interventions involve multiple social systems (including
the child welfare system, the criminal justice system and the mental
health system) and practitioners with various skills and service man-
dates who fulfill divergent roles. In addition, addressing the issue of
prevention requires thinking about extensive social change. Although
at times the various interventions may appear to operate independ-
ently, they are each integral to our response to child sexual abuse. They
are like pieces of a puzzle that fit together with the hope of forming a
complete and comprehensive response to the problem.

As researchers and practitioners who confront the complexity of
child sexual abuse, it is clear that there is much work to be done. While
our knowledge about the causes of child sexual abuse and ideas about
what constitutes effective intervention have increased, we still have
much to do to significantly reduce the incidence of child sexual abuse,
to effectively treat the devastating impact of abuse on its child victims,
to adequately support non-offending mothers in their efforts to cope
and to satisfactorily treat offenders to prevent further offences.

This volume, a collection of perspectives and strategies authored
by Canadian researchers and practitioners, aims to advance our under-
standing of child sexual abuse by describing current research and
intervention efforts and by identifying issues requiring further re-
search and practice attention. Each chapter includes a review of the
relevant literature, a description of the current work of the author(s) in
the area of child sexual abuse and a discussion of implications for both
practitioners and researchers. While each chapter is distinct by reflect-
ing the specialized work within the expertise of the author(s), each
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contribution supports the premise that we must combine our collective
knowledge and work together if we are to make a difference in the
resolution of the problem of child sexual abuse. Without this sharing
and collaboration, our ability to effectively address the challenges of
child sexual abuse is seriously compromised.

The volume begins with this theme, emphasizing the interrelation-
ship between many of the components of intervention in child sexual
abuse. Burnside and Wilson provide an examination of the theoretical
and practical issues associated with a family systems approach to
intervention, highlighting the experience of the Family Sexual Abuse
Treatment Program in Regina, Saskatchewan. This voluntary program,
based in a child welfare agency, provides coordinated treatment to
child and adolescent victims, non-offending parents, siblings and ado-
lescent and adult offenders, employing a variety of treatment modalities.
While the complexities of delivering comprehensive therapeutic serv-
ices to all family members affected by intrafamilial sexual abuse are
discussed, the necessity of considering the familial context in interven-
tion is emphasized.

For some time, researchers and practitioners have speculated about
the role of mothers in sexual abuse, resulting in many negative conclu-
sions about mothers. In the second chapter of this volume, Hiebert-
Murphy and Burnside critically examine the theoretical assumptions
that have been made about mothers of children who have been sexu-
ally abused and challenge these assumptions by reviewing the findings
of current research. They argue that a stress-coping framework pro-
vides an alternative perspective that can be useful for directing practice
and research. This framework proposes that mothers’ responses to
sexual abuse disclosures be seen as their best attempts to cope in
challenging situations. Ways in which practitioners can intervene to
facilitate coping and implications for future research are discussed.

The third chapter offers a discussion of the range of therapeutic
modalities used to address the negative effects of sexual abuse on
children. As noted above, the emotional and behavioural consequences
of sexual abuse can be debilitating for children, and timely, appropriate
treatment can be helpful in mitigating these effects. Integrating their
work on group therapy, De Luca and Grayston review in detail litera-
ture on the effectiveness of individual therapy (including play therapy
and cognitive behavioural therapy), group therapy and family therapy
with girls and boys who have been victims of sexual abuse. Their
findings suggest that, while there is increasing evidence that indi-
vidual, group and family therapies can be effective treatments for
children who have been victimized, much more research is needed for
us to fully understand the best ways to intervene.

An integrated understanding of child sexual abuse would be in-
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complete without a consideration of offenders. In the fourth chapter,
Kreklewetz describes a study of incarcerated paternal incest offenders
at a Canadian minimum security prison, which explored grooming
patterns they employ with their immediate family members that are
instrumental in their sexual offending. This study indicates that father-
daughter incest is a deliberately planned process involving various
contact and non-contact behaviours, and demonstrates that social fac-
tors influence the attitudes and perceptions of offenders. Kreklewetz
explores how this information can be used in the assessment and
treatment of incest offenders and discusses the implications for pri-
mary prevention efforts and treatment with non-offending parents and
child victims.

Child sexual abuse has been defined as a criminal act, thus includ-
ing a legal process as a component of intervention. In Manitoba, this
has involved the establishment of a specialized family violence court.
In the fifth chapter, Ursel and Gorkoff present the results of a study of
child sexual abuse cases processed by the Family Violence Court be-
tween 1992 and 1997. Characteristics of these cases are examined, case
outcomes are reviewed and the implications for child victims/wit-
nesses and professionals within the justice system are identified. Ursel
and Gorkoff argue that such descriptive research on the prosecution of
child abuse cases is needed to inform decision making in regard to
criminal justice intervention.

Although the majority of sexual assaults on children are committed
by someone known to the child, there are some offenders who have no
prior relationship with a child victim. The effect of such sexual abuse
on children is also devastating, and therefore the topic warrants some
attention in this volume. Additionally, due to society’s reluctance to
acknowledge the extent of intrafamilial sexual abuse, much of the
prevention movement has focused on protecting children from assaults
by strangers (Bagley 1991b). The final chapter examines the role of
community notification programs in alerting communities to the iden-
tity of a known sexual offender who is considered at high risk to re-
offend. Although it is a popular prevention strategy in many communi-
ties, little research has been conducted to assess the effectiveness of the
community notification strategy. This chapter describes Sutherland’s
study of parents’ responses to the concept of community notification,
which utilized a simulation process to explore the range of reactions
expressed by participants. Issues that need to be considered in the use
of community notification programs are identified, and implications
for policy and practice are discussed.

Overall, the collection of chapters contained in this volume pro-
vides a variety of perspectives on the complex problem of child sexual
abuse. The contributors provide an update on various aspects of the
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issue, featuring their own experiences in research and practice, and
suggest new directions for future intervention, prevention and re-
search. While each chapter offers a distinct contribution to a more
comprehensive understanding of the problem, the volume models the
importance of generating multiple perspectives and working together
to face the challenges of child sexual abuse. We must not become
complacent about the progress we have made to date; nor should we
feel overwhelmed by what still needs to be done. The devastating and
staggering impact of child sexual abuse on families, on society and
most importantly, on children, must continue to be acknowledged and
must motivate us to work collaboratively towards a better understand-
ing of the “pieces of the puzzle” of child sexual abuse.




