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Abstract 

Child sexual abuse perpetrated by adults in family and institutional contexts is a well-

known phenomenon. Child sexual abuse carried out by other children and young people, 

however, is a comparatively underexplored social problem. Sexually abusive behaviour 

by children and young people accounts for about half of all child sexual abuse 

perpetrated. This thesis is about preventing sexually abusive behaviour carried out by 

children and young people. 

The aim of the study reported in this thesis was to gather the insights about prevention 

of young people who had themselves been sexually abusive. That is, working within a 

critical feminist framework, the researcher asked young people who had abused what 

could have been different in their lives so that the sexually abusive behaviour did not 

occur. Interviews were informed by a Critical Interpretive Synthesis, a qualitative 

systematic review of broad literature regarding sexually abusive behaviour. The insights 

of the young people were then used to inform suggestions about strengthening the 

current sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda.  

The study involved semi-structured interviews with 14 young people who had 

completed the Sexual Abuse Counselling and Prevention Program at the Children’s 

Protection Society in Victoria. The study also involved gathering the reflections of six 

treatment-providing workers about the insights of the young people. The young people 

were approached as experts about their experience of being sexually abusive and invited 

to act as consultants to the research. At the same time, the past abusive behaviour of 

the young people was not condoned or minimised. Constructivist Grounded Theory was 

used to guide the analysis of the qualitative data. 

Five major thematic categories emerged from the interviews with the young people, 

including: wrestling with gender and sexual attraction; learning about sexuality; having 

safe relationships; being responded to by others; and conceptualising thoughts and 

feelings. A further process of data analysis involved comparing and contrasting the 

insights of the young people with the reflections of the workers, and with the evidence 

base. This process revealed three main opportunities for preventing sexually abusive 

behaviour. That is, young people invited action to: make their relationships safe; reform 

their sexuality education; and help their management of pornography.  

The opportunities for prevention identified though the data analysis could inform the 

development of public-health-type initiatives on primary, secondary, and tertiary levels, 

which could be implemented in local, national, and international contexts. An enhanced 

prevention agenda would help to protect the right of all children and young people to 

live free from child sexual abuse.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The motivation for the research 

Talking or reading about child sexual abuse can be triggering for victim/survivors 

(Sanderson, 2013). Approximately one in five girls, and one in 12 boys, are victims of 

child sexual abuse (Pereda, Guilera, Forns, & Gómez-Benito, 2009; Stoltenborgh, Van 

IJzendoorn, Euser, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2011). This means that child sexual abuse 

affects a significant proportion of the population and that people who are 

victim/survivors of sexual abuse are likely to be present at any public forum about the 

topic. It is considered that this thesis is a public document and that it is appropriate to 

acknowledge the suffering experienced by victim/survivors of child sexual abuse in the 

first instance. The wish to alleviate the suffering of victim/survivors, a term coined by 

Second Wave feminist scholars partly in an effort to provide women and children with a 

sense of agency that was not allowed for in dominant constructions of victimhood 

(Jordan, 2013), was the motivating factor for this research. Thus, this thesis has an 

ethical impetus and this introduction sets out some issues in the vexed field of sexual 

abuse carried out by children and young people against other children and young 

people. 

The following fictional vignette is made up of elements taken from knowledge about 

sexually abusive behaviour garnered over the course of the research: 

Lucy is an 8 year old girl, and she has a 13 year old brother, Lachlan. At the 

moment, Lucy is sitting in her classroom, unable to concentrate. She is feeling 

very worried, and her tummy is hurting. Yesterday after school, before her 

parents got home from work, Lachlan made Lucy watch cartoons of “sexing” 

on the computer. Lachlan then got on top of Lucy and held her down. He 

rubbed his penis against her and made funny noises. Lucy wanted to tell her 

Mum later in the evening, but her Dad was yelling and her Mum was crying. 

Lachlan is also sitting in his classroom, and he is feeling worried too. He 

knows that what he did is wrong, and he is worried that someone might find 

out about it. He is also feeling excited because he wants to make Lucy do it 

again.  
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Child sexual abuse carried out by other children and young people under the age of 18 

accounts for approximately half of all child sexual abuse (Boyd & Bromfield, 2006; 

Vizard, Hickey, French, & McCrory, 2007). It needs to be prevented because all children 

and young people like Lucy have the right to live free from sexual abuse. Furthermore, 

all children and young people like Lachlan have the right to live free from being sexually 

abusive. This is the “bottom line” of this thesis. That is, this research is about protecting 

the right of all children and young people to live free from sexual abuse through 

preventing sexually abusive behaviour.   

A balancing act 

Working in the field of sexually abusive behaviour as a researcher, practitioner or 

policymaker is a balancing act (Keane, Guest, & Padbury, 2013). The balancing act 

involves negotiating the tensions inherent in responding to children who sexually abuse 

other children. These tensions arise from the fact that children are often constructed as 

“innocent,” and child sexual abuse perpetration is often conceptualised in terms of 

“paedophilia.” The child who is also a perpetrator of sexual abuse appears to confound 

this common-sense understanding. Is Lachlan a sexual predator who will sexually abuse 

children throughout adolescence into adulthood, or a child who has temporarily gone 

down the wrong pathway? 

The situation is further complicated by the fact that many children who display sexually 

abusive behaviour are also victims of some form of child abuse, including living with 

domestic violence. The fact that much sexually abusive behaviour occurs against 

siblings, cousins, or close family friends also adds to the complexity, because victims and 

perpetrators may be required to have ongoing relationships defined by their roles in the 

family or community. Thus, researchers, practitioners, and policymakers find 

themselves in a position of needing to “weigh-up” the victimisation and perpetration 

experiences of children and young people who sexually abuse along with issues 

pertaining to the safety and rights of the victims of that abuse. This weighing-up 

attempts to prioritise the trauma associated with being a victim of sexual abuse but also 

to acknowledge the profound problems associated with carrying out sexually abusive 

behaviour. Lucy’s safety as a victim is of the highest priority but Lachlan’s difficulties 



5 
 

associated with the violence represented in the pornography he had been watching is 

also important. 

Developing an idea for the research  

The idea for this PhD project emerged when I was working at the Women’s Information 

and Referral Exchange (WIRE, Women’s Information) in metropolitan Melbourne, the 

capital city of the state of Victoria, which is also the city where the study reported in this 

thesis was undertaken. When I was working at WIRE I was struck by the very negative 

ongoing impact that child sexual abuse had in the lives of women who were 

victim/survivors using the service. I was also interested in the fact that there seemed to 

be a gap in referral pathways for women who were living with adolescent violence in 

the home, which was often being carried out in the context of adult men’s violence 

against women. Mothers who had lived with domestic violence perpetrated by the 

fathers of their children were now experiencing violence perpetrated by their 

adolescents, particularly their sons. It was evident that if violence against women and 

children was to be prevented then the intergenerational transmission of perpetration 

would need to be interrupted.  

As I began to read more about adolescent violence in the home I came across the phrase 

“sexually abusive behaviour” that was being used to describe child sexual abuse carried 

out by other children and young people. My undergraduate degree in cultural studies 

had trained me to view the social world in terms of philosopher Michel Foucault’s (1977) 

theory of discourse. I realised that the phrase “sexually abusive behaviour” represented 

the emergence of a new discourse about child sexual abuse.   

I approached my would-be supervisors at the University of Melbourne and together we 

designed a project about the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour. My supervisors 

drew attention to a key piece of research published in the late 1980s entitled: What 

sexual offenders tell us about prevention strategies (Conte, Wolf, & Smith, 1989). The 

authors interviewed 20 adult sex offenders about how they selected, recruited, and 

maintained children in sexual abuse situations. This piece of research helped to identify 

the practice of “grooming,” which is the systematic process perpetrators undertake to 

identify a vulnerable child, to coerce that child into being alone with the perpetrator, 
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and to desensitise that child to sexualised touch. This knowledge about grooming was 

then incorporated into prevention initiatives, particularly school-based child sexual 

abuse prevention programs that were popular in the 1980s (Carmody, 2009). 

It was conceptualised that similar research could be undertaken with young people who 

had been sexually abusive. That is, young people like Lachlan in the vignette above could 

be asked about how they came to be sexually abusive and what could have been 

different in their lives so that the abuse did not occur. The knowledge generated through 

talking to young people could then be translated into the prevention agenda. 

Positioning young people as experts 

There was a key difference between how the adult sex offenders in Conte, Wolf, and 

Smith’s (1989) study were conceptualised and how the young people in this research 

were constructed. The adult sex offenders were seen as subjects of the research process 

who could shed light on the tactics used by perpetrators in cases of child sexual abuse. 

Conversely, the young people in this study were conceived as experts in their life 

experiences of being sexually abusive without condoning or minimising their abusive 

behaviour. This way of viewing the young people was important because the research 

was framed in terms of social justice for children and young people.   

Consequently, the young people in this study were approached as consultants to the 

research process. It was hoped that the young people would experience this approach 

as empowering and that it would potentially have an emancipatory effect. The group of 

young people interviewed in this study had a range of adverse childhood experiences. 

Some of those experiences related to living with poverty, domestic violence, child abuse 

and neglect, and parental mental health issues. It was considered that many of the 

young people generally had not been given the opportunity to speak in an authoritative 

way about their life experiences. The interviews were conceptualised as an opportunity 

for vulnerable young people to take up the speaking position of expert about preventing 

sexually abusive behaviour. 

It may be that constructing young people who had sexually abused as experts in the 

prevention of sexually abusive behaviour could be considered controversial by 

professionals associated with various inquiries into child sexual abuse, as well as those 
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working to support victims of sexual assault. Communities in Western jurisdictions are 

only just coming to terms with the sexual abuse that has been perpetrated by adults in 

the context of the family, and in the context of institutions providing services to children 

and young people. It could be suggested that the construction of young people who 

sexually abuse as experts may undermine the experiences of victims and may subtract 

from the importance of holding adult perpetrators accountable for their actions.   

These tensions have recently been played out in the Australian media in relation to the 

current Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse 

(Bowden, 2016; Dalton, 2016; NineMSN, 2016). A 49 year old Victorian man called David 

Ridsdale gave evidence at the Royal Commission about the sexual abuse carried out 

against him by his uncle Catholic priest Gerald Ridsdale. David Ridsdale has been a vocal 

advocate for other victim/survivors of child sexual abuse who recently travelled to Rome 

to hear Cardinal George Pell give evidence to the Commission. Some weeks after the 

Rome visit the Australian media reported that David Ridsdale had been convicted of the 

sexual abuse of a twelve year old boy Corey Artz. David Ridsdale was 18 years old at the 

time of carrying out the abuse. It was reported that David Ridsdale had not been 

transparent about his history of being sexually abusive and had misled the Ballarat 

Survivors Group.   

What this demonstrates is that people in the wider community may not be able to 

reconcile the speaking positions associated with being a victim of child sexual abuse and 

those associated with being a perpetrator of such abuse. It seems that David Ridsdale’s 

status as victim/survivor is cancelled out by his status as perpetrator of child sexual 

abuse due to the difficulty of holding the seemingly mutually exclusive categories 

together. 

It is this collision of categories that is at the heart of the study reported in this thesis. 

The voices of young sexual abusers are given authority along with their own adverse life 

experiences. To manage the tension that arises from privileging the voices of young 

sexual abusers it was necessary to employ an intersectional feminist framework. This 

framework has enabled the subjectivities of young people who sexually abuse, who are 

significantly more likely to be boys, to be conceived in terms of simultaneous privilege 
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and penalty. At the same time it has enabled the experiences of victim/survivors, who 

are significantly more likely to be girls, to be held as paramount.   

Research aim 

One important way that the experiences of victim/survivors were held to be of great 

importance was by maintaining a focus on prevention. This meant that the experiences 

of young people who sexually abuse were not sought as an end in themselves but for 

the purpose of improving the prevention agenda. That is, the insights of young people 

like Lachlan into his sexually abusive behaviour were gathered so that children like Lucy 

would not be abused in the future.   

The aim of this research project was to draw upon the insights of young people about 

their behaviour in order to enhance the sexually abusive behaviour prevention 

agenda. In this way, it was intended that the research contribute to reducing the 

prevalence of child sexual abuse. The aim of the research was achieved though 

answering the following research questions: 

 What insights do young people who have been sexually abusive have 

about prevention? 

 How can those insights be used to enhance the current sexually abusive 

behaviour prevention agenda? 

The project’s focus on prevention reflects a broader trend in national and international 

policy about child and family welfare. Over ten years ago the World Health Organisation 

called for a public health approach to the prevention of child abuse and neglect, and 

developed a guide for generating evidence that can inform child abuse prevention 

efforts (World Health Organisation, 2006). This emphasis on prevention was adopted at 

a national Australian level with the publication of the National Framework for Protecting 

Australia’s Children (Council of Australian Governments, 2009). In the past year, the 

public health approach to protecting vulnerable children has been taken up in a local 

Victorian context in response to the Royal Commission into Family Violence with the 

publication of the Roadmap for reform: Strong families, safe children (Victorian 

Government, 2016a). This document sets out the need to focus on the universal 
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prevention of child abuse and on early intervention in the lives of children and young 

people who are particularly vulnerable.   

Research significance 

The project’s focus on prevention is significant within the current policy environment in 

jurisdictions like Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom. This policy environment 

has an increasing emphasis on perpetrator-targeted prevention efforts that aim to stop 

abuse before it occurs, in addition to the victim-focused support services that have 

developed since the Second Wave Feminist Movement (Bromfield & Holzer, 2008; Royal 

Commission into Family Violence, 2016). This means that emphasis is being placed on 

stopping young people like Lachlan to desist from abusing, as well as supporting 

victim/survivors like Lucy. The research is also significant from economic, social justice, 

treatment, and methodological perspectives.   

Economically, the research is important because it contributes to evidence that can be 

translated into prevention action. A recent United Kingdom report (Saied-Tessier, 2014) 

identified various costs relating to child sexual abuse including those associated with: 

child mental health; child suicide and self-harm; adult depression and trauma; adult drug 

and alcohol use; the criminal justice system; children’s social care; and adults’ lost 

productivity. The author found that in the 2012-2013 period, the cost of child sexual 

abuse in the United Kingdom was £3.2 billion (approximately $6.14 billion in Australian 

dollars). Preventing child sexual abuse would alleviate the economic costs associated 

with the abuse and enable victims like Lucy to be fully-contributing members of society.   

The research is also significant from a social justice perspective. Child sexual abuse 

impacts negatively on victims and can lead to significant social problems including: drug 

and alcohol issues; difficulties forming and maintaining relationships; post-traumatic 

stress disorder; homelessness; domestic violence; and welfare dependence (Paolucci, 

Genuis, & Violato, 2001). If intervention does not occur in the abuse carried out by 

Lachlan, then it is likely that Lucy’s life outcome will be poor and she will have difficulty 

reaching her full capacity as an individual. Preventing child sexual abuse is a social justice 

issue in that children who are sexually abused are likely to experience disadvantage 

arising out of the victimisation.   
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The disadvantage associated with the impacts of child sexual abuse victimisation may 

be exacerbated when combined with the marginalisation connected to being 

Indigenous. In Australia, all recent Government reports relating to social conditions in 

remote Aboriginal communities, including the Northern Territory National Emergency 

Response Bill (Australian Government, 2007) and the Stronger Futures in the Northern 

Territory Bill (Australian Government, 2011b), have mentioned child sexual abuse as an 

issue affecting Indigenous communities. Working to prevent child sexual abuse could 

help alleviate the “double disadvantage” associated with being an Indigenous 

victim/survivor of child sexual abuse (O'Brien, 2008). The prevention of child sexual 

abuse in Aboriginal communities is not a particular focus of the study reported in this 

thesis because there were no Indigenous young people available to be interviewed. 

However, it is acknowledged that the problem of sexually abusive behaviour carried out 

by Indigenous young people is significant and that culturally sensitive prevention 

strategies being trialed in Northern Queensland are important (Allard, Rayment-

McHugh, Adams, Smallbone, & McKillop, 2016; Rayment-McHugh, Adams, Wortley, & 

Tilley, 2015). 

The research is important from a treatment point-of-view because it functions as an 

informal review of the current child-protection-approach to sexually abusive behaviour 

operating in the local Victorian context as opposed to the juvenile-justice-response 

dominant in the United States. The research engages with the debate about whether 

young people who have sexually abused should be responded to within a punishment 

framework, or within a therapeutic framework.  

From a methodological perspective, the research is significant because it constructs 

young people as experts in their experiences of being sexually abusive without 

condoning or minimising their behaviour. Much of the research in the area draws upon 

the case notes written by psychiatrists, social workers, psychologists, police, and 

magistrates. Very little evidence gives voice to the perceptions of young people, like 

Lachlan, about their own sexually abusive behaviour, although there are instances of 

such studies (Halse, Grant, Thornton, Indermaurb, Stevens, & Chamarette, 2012; Hatch, 

2005; Masson, Hackett, Phillips, & Balfe, 2015). Qualitative researchers have developed 

a strong tradition of generating knowledge from the consumer perspective (Brophy, 
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Roper, Hamilton, Tellez, & McSherry, 2016; Humphreys & Kertesz, 2012; Salomon & 

Hamilton, 2013). This study is positioned alongside the qualitative research tradition 

that aims to give voice to marginalised groups of people, the stories of whom have 

traditionally been excluded from public discourse.  

Thesis outline 

The study reported in this thesis involved collecting the insights of young people who 

had sexually abused and the reflections of treatment-providing workers about those 

perceptions. The young people’s insights, along with the reflections of workers and the 

evidence base, were used to make suggestions about enhancing the current prevention 

agenda.  

The thesis is made up of ten chapters, which are ordered to reflect the process involved 

in collecting the perceptions of young people and in rendering those insights as the basis 

for a strengthened prevention agenda. It also reflects the traditional reporting structure 

of social science research (Silverman, 2013).   

This introductory chapter has outlined the motivation for the research, as well as its aim. 

It has also detailed the research questions associated with the study and discussed the 

significance of the work. The second chapter of the thesis describes the problem of 

sexually abusive behaviour and outlines the current prevention agenda in a Victorian 

context. The third chapter presents the results of an early version of a Critical 

Interpretive Synthesis carried out about the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour.  

The fourth chapter addresses the major theoretical and methodological frameworks 

informing the thesis, including intersectional feminism and Constructivist Grounded 

Theory. The theoretical discussion is proceeded in the fifth chapter by an account of the 

method used to collect the insights of young people and the reflections of the 

treatment-providing workers. A description of the qualitative data analysis, including 

the generation of new substantive theory, is also provided.  

The sixth, seventh, and eighth chapters report the results of the study and are succeeded 

by a discussion of three major opportunities for prevention identified by the young 

people in the ninth chapter. The tenth chapter builds upon the discussion by addressing 
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how the opportunities for prevention could inform the enhancement of the current 

sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda. It also concludes the thesis by 

summarising the argument of the thesis and highlighting implications for future 

research, policy, and practice in the field of sexually abusive behaviour. Furthermore, 

the conclusion addresses the translation of the research findings into prevention action.  
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Chapter 2: The problem of sexually abusive behaviour 

The following background chapters draw upon current evidence in order to introduce 

the problem of sexually abusive behaviour. This chapter focuses broadly on the 

characteristics and context of the problem, whereas the next chapter reports upon a 

qualitative systematic review of the sexually abusive behaviour prevention literature. In 

particular, this chapter draws upon public health, child welfare, and legal evidence in 

order to define sexually abusive behaviour. The scope of the problem of sexually abusive 

behaviour is discussed, as well as the negative impacts on victims and on young people 

who abuse.  

Further, the chapter applies a discursive lens to the problem of sexually abusive 

behaviour and introduces two models that are used to structure the findings reported 

in this thesis: the Public Health model of prevention; and the Multidimensional model 

of human experience. In addition, an outline of the current prevention agenda within a 

Victorian context is provided. The evidence informing the chapter is understood broadly 

to include knowledge generated by policymakers, practitioners, consumers, and 

researchers using various qualitative and quantitative methodologies generated in 

Australian and international contexts (Humphreys & Kertesz, 2012).  

Defining sexually abusive behaviour 

Child sexual abuse is defined in various ways across legal, psychological, and welfare 

disciplines (Quadara, Nagy, Higgins, & Siegel, 2015). In this thesis, child sexual abuse is 

understood in terms of the World Health Organisation definition:  

Sexual abuse is defined as the involvement of a child in sexual activity that 

he or she does not fully comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to, 

or for which the child is not developmentally prepared, or else that violates 

the laws or social taboos of society. Children can be sexually abused by both 

adults and other children who are—by virtue of their age or stage of 

development—in a position of responsibility, trust or power over the victim. 

(World Health Organisation, 2006, p. 20) 

This definition indicates that child sexual abuse can be perpetrated by children, as well 

as by adults. Child sexual abuse perpetrated by other children or young people is 
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referred to as sexually abusive behaviour. The Victorian practice guideline entitled 

Adolescents with sexually abusive behaviours and their families (Pratt & Miller, 2012) 

provides a more explicit definition of sexually abusive behaviour that includes a 

description of some of the behaviours that may be involved: 

A child has exhibited sexually abusive behaviours when they have used their 

power, authority or status to engage another party in sexual activity that is 

either unwanted or where, due to the nature of the situation, the other party 

is not capable of giving consent (for example animals, or children who are 

younger or who have a cognitive impairment). Physical force or threats are 

sometimes involved. Sexual activity may include exposure, peeping, fondling, 

masturbation, oral sex, penetration of a vagina or anus using a penis, finger 

or object, or exposure to pornography. (Pratt & Miller, 2012, p. 6) 

When confronted with this definition two observations may be made: first, the 

definition seems to imply that children can carry out a range of normative sexual activity 

that is not abusive; and second, the definition does not make clear whether sexually 

abusive behaviour constitutes a crime. 

In terms of the first observation, it can be inferred from the definition that children 

undergo a process of normal sexual development and that sexually abusive behaviour 

represents a deviation from that normal process. A normal process of childhood sexual 

development was posited by psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud in the early twentieth 

century when he published his work on the Oedipus Complex (Strachey, 1976). Since 

that time scholars have sought to identify which sorts of sexual behaviours are normal, 

and which sexual behaviours deviate to become problematic or abusive (Cavanagh 

Johnson, 2002; Ryan, 2000a, 2000b). This research has led to the development of a 

schema about Normal, concerning, and very concerning sexual behaviours amongst 

children that is commonly cited in practice guidelines about working with young people 

with sexually abusive behaviour, such as Sexual behaviours in children and young people: 

A guide to identify, understand and respond to sexual behaviour (Family Planning 

Queensland, 2012), and Age appropriate sexual behaviour in children and young people 

(South Eastern Centre Against Sexual Assault, 2009).  
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The schema indicates that for infants and toddlers, normal sexual behaviour includes 

touching or rubbing their own genitals; concerning sexual behaviour includes persistent 

masturbation that does not cease when told to stop; and very concerning sexual 

behaviour includes simulating sex with other children with or without clothes on. For 

children aged five to seven years, normal sexual behaviour includes playing games like 

“mummies and daddies” and “I’ll show you mine, you show me yours;” concerning 

sexual behaviour includes wanting to play sex games with much younger or older 

children; and very concerning sexual behaviours include persistent masturbation in 

public or private to the exclusion of normal childhood activities.   

For children aged eight to 12 years, normal sexual behaviour includes occasional 

masturbation and telling “dirty jokes” about genitals to peers; concerning sexual 

behaviour includes a single instance of peeping, exposure of genitals, or engaging with 

pornographic materials; and very concerning behaviours include chronic pornographic 

interest and penetration of dolls, children, or animals. For adolescents aged 13 to 18 

years, normal sexual behaviour includes solitary masturbation, and sexual activity with 

a consenting, peer-aged partner; concerning sexual behaviours include promiscuity and 

being verbally sexually aggressive towards others; and very concerning behaviours 

include compulsive masturbation and preoccupation with violent pornography or child 

sexual abuse material.  

According to the schema, behaviours in the concerning and very concerning categories 

can constitute instances of sexually abusive behaviour particularly when accompanied 

by coercion and threats. It is noteworthy that the schema was developed using evidence 

from the 1990s. Since that time children and young people’s access to pornography has 

increased exponentially owing to advances in technology and violent pornography has 

become mainstream (Crabbe & Corlett, 2010; Powell, 2009). It may be that the schema 

should be revised in order to reflect contemporary trends in young people’s use of 

pornography so that normal sexual behaviours are not unnecessarily pathologised.   

In terms of the second observation about the definition of sexually abusive behaviour, 

it is not immediately obvious if the behaviour constitutes a crime. That is, the definition 

does not make explicit which sexual behaviours constitute criminal offences. This may 
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lead to some confusion amongst consumers and professionals, and this confusion is not 

allayed by reading the Victorian Crimes Act of 1958 (Victorian Government, 1958). The 

language used in the definition of sexually abusive behaviour is not the same as the 

language used in the Act, which does not refer to “sexually abusive behaviour” but 

rather to “sexual offences against children” and to “child pornography.”   

 “Sexual offences against children” include: sexual penetration of a child under the age 

of 16; indecent act with a child under the age of 16; persistent sexual abuse of a child 

under the age of 16; sexual penetration of a 16 or 17 year old child; indecent act with a 

16 or 17 year old child; and facilitating sexual offences against children (Victorian 

Government, 1958, pp. 54-64). The Act differentiates these “sexual offences against 

children” from incest and from rape and indecent assault. It appears that a charge of 

incest can involve the victimisation of a child or adult relative and that charges of rape 

and indecent assault refer to the victimisation of adults. “Child pornography” offences 

include: production of child pornography; procurement of minor for child pornography; 

and possession of child pornography. The mismatch between the language used in the 

definition of sexually abusive behaviour and that used in the legal definition of sexual 

offences creates some confusion for consumers and professionals alike about whether 

sexually abusive behaviour constitutes a crime.   

Sexually abusive behaviour can indeed constitute a crime in Victoria (O'Brien, 2010). 

Children and young people over the age of ten years can be charged under the offence 

categories “sexual offences against children” or “child pornography.” For example, if a 

12 year old boy put his fingers inside the vagina of his eight year old sister, he can be 

charged with the offence, sexual penetration of child under the age of 16. If the boy 

takes a photo of his eight year old sister in a sexualised pose, he can be charged with the 

offence, production of child pornography. If the boy sends the picture to his friend, he 

can be charged with the same offence. However, if a 12 year old boy takes a photo of 

his hand on the breast of his 12 year old girlfriend he may not be charged with child 

pornography offences because the victim is less than two years younger than him and 

the image includes himself. Likewise, if the 12 year old boy took a photograph of himself 

in a sexualised pose and sent it to his friends then he would not be charged with child 
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pornography offences because the image is of himself (Victorian Government, 1958; 

Victoria Legal Aid, 2014). 

In summary, the public health definition of child sexual abuse stipulates that such abuse 

can be carried out by children as well as by adults. Child sexual abuse perpetrated by 

other children and young people constitutes sexually abusive behaviour. The Victorian 

practice guidelines sets out a more explicit definition of sexually abusive behaviour that 

relies on evidence about children’s normal sexual development. This more explicit 

definition does not use the same language as the Crimes Act (Victorian Government, 

1958) and this makes it difficult to ascertain immediately whether sexually abusive 

behaviour is a crime. The definition of sexually abusive behaviour outlined in the 

Victorian practice guidelines could be enhanced by making explicit the fact that sexually 

abusive behaviour is a subset of all child sexual abuse perpetration and that some 

instances of sexually abusive behaviour constitute “sexual offences against children” or 

“child pornography offences.” The definition could also be improved by updating the 

underpinning schema about normal child sexual development to reflect young people’s 

increasing use of pornography.   

A note on the discourse of sexually abusive behaviour 

The discussion about the definition of sexually abusive behaviour can be enriched by 

applying a discursive lens to the problem of sexually abusive behaviour. The notion of 

discourse can be understood in Foucauldian terms as a way of speaking that: creates an 

object of knowledge; determines who can speak and who can listen in relation to that 

object of knowledge; and is characterised by certain tropes (Foucault, 1977; McKibbin, 

Duncan, Hamilton, Humphreys, & Kellett, 2015). In my analysis, the discourse of sexually 

abusive behaviour has emerged from forensic constructions of juvenile sexual offending, 

as well as from feminist and child welfare constructions of child sexual abuse.   

I would contend that the discourse of sexually abusive behaviour has created a new 

object of knowledge:  the child or young person who sexually abuses other children. This 

has problematised child welfare and feminist constructions of child sexual abuse in 

which perpetrators have tended to be thought about as adult males, often fathers or 

stepfathers (Carmody, 2009). It has also problematised juvenile-justice-informed 
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constructions of sexual offending that tend to represent children who sexually abuse as 

mini-paedophiles in need of criminal sanction (Pratt & Miller, 2012). In contrast to these 

constructions, the discourse of sexually abusive behaviour enables perpetrators of child 

sexual abuse to be thought about as children or young people who are themselves in 

need of protection. It also enables these children and young people to be responded to 

as if they require trauma-informed therapy rather than punishment. Thus, the discourse 

of sexually abusive behaviour has disrupted the binary construction evident in feminist, 

child welfare, and juvenile justice approaches to child sexual abuse, involving a 

guilty/(mini)adult/male/perpetrator and an innocent/child/female/victim.   

Further, I would argue that discourses do not only create new objects of knowledge, 

they also determine who can speak and who can listen in relation to those objects. The 

discourse of sexually abusive behaviour has enabled young people to speak about their 

experiences associated with being sexually abusive within a trauma-informed 

therapeutic setting. This therapeutic setting contrasts with the forensic setting 

associated with constructions of juvenile sexual offending which previously shaped 

young people’s experiences of being sexually abusive. This shift represents a more 

humane response to young people who abuse and removes some of the stigma 

associated with child sexual abuse perpetration. Young people can speak about their 

sexually abusive behaviour in the context of their own trauma rather than in the context 

of being “bad people.” However, the discourse does not go so far as to allow for young 

people to take up the position of expert about their own experience in a broader political 

context. That is, the discourse reserves the position of expert for psychologists, 

therapists, and child protection workers.  

In my analysis, the tropes associated with the discourse of sexually abusive behaviour 

include expressions like: “victim to abuser cycle,” “sibling sexual abuse,” and “normal 

sexual behaviour.” They also includes an emphasis on the word “behaviour,” as well as 

an avoidance of the words “perpetrator,” “paedophile,” and “sex offender.” These 

tropes have the effect of disrupting the notion that young sexual abusers are mini-

paedophiles and of reducing the pathology associated with perpetrating child sexual 

abuse. In other words, the discourse attempts a narrative-therapy-style separation 
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between the sexually abusive behaviour and the “self” of the child or young person 

displaying the behaviour.   

Furthermore, I would suggest that the tropes associated with the discourse of sexually 

abusive behaviour are not gender-sensitive. That is, the tropes do not emphasise that 

between 93% and 97% of sexually abusive behaviour is carried out by boys (Finkelhor, 

Ormrod, & Chaffin, 2009; Hackett, Phillips, Masson, & Balfe, 2013), and that girls are 

three times more likely to be victims of child sexual abuse than boys (Stoltenborgh et 

al., 2011).   

Theories about child sexual abuse 

Foundational theoretical models about the perpetration of child sexual abuse by adults 

include: Finkelhor’s Four Preconditions model (1984), and Ward and Siegert’s Pathways 

model (2002). Finkelhor’s model (1984) indicates that there are four preconditions 

which must be satisfied for an individual to perpetrate child sexual abuse: being 

motivated to sexually abuse a child; overcoming internal inhibitors; overcoming external 

inhibitors; and overcoming the child’s resistance. For example, an abuser may 

experience sexual attraction to children which motivates him to sexually abuse a child. 

He may then create a narrative about how children enjoy having sex with adults or about 

how he is entitled to abuse children because of his inability to have age-appropriate 

sexual relationships. He may also form social networks with other abusers that function 

to reinforce narratives supportive of child sexual abuse.   

The abuser may then actively seek opportunities to be in contact with vulnerable 

children. This could involve seeking out employment involving children or engaging the 

attentions of sole-parent mothers. The perpetrator may then groom a vulnerable child 

for a period of time before sexually abusing that child. For example, an abuser may single 

out a child for special attention in a school environment. The abuser might give the child 

gifts and organise events so that he has one-on-one time with the child. The perpetrator 

might then start to desensitise the child to touch by playing rough-and-tumble games or 

offering to give the child a massage. The abuser may transition from non-sexual touching 

to sexual touching, and then use threats to harm or emotional blackmail to prevent the 

child from disclosing the abuse (Finkelhor, 1984). 
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Ward and Siegert’s Pathways model (2002) depicts five aetiological pathways which 

could lead to perpetration of child sexual abuse. The pathways are underpinned by four 

psychological mechanisms, including: intimacy and social skills deficits; distorted sexual 

scripts; emotional dysregulation; and cognitive distortions (Ward & Siegert, 2002). The 

first pathway involves an individual sexually abusing a child because he has difficulty 

forming appropriate relationships with others, possibly as a result of insecure early 

attachments. A second pathway is precipitated by the acting out of scripts that 

represent sexual practices out-of-keeping with what is considered normal. The 

experience of strong negative emotional states sparks the third pathway whereby a 

perpetrator sexually abuses a child in order to self-soothe. The fourth pathway involves 

sexually abusing a child within the context of broader criminal activity and rationalising 

the behaviour with thoughts about self-entitlement. The fifth pathway is predicated 

upon a combination of all four psychological mechanisms and is understood to produce 

the true “paedophile.” Such abusers have distorted sexual scripts that represent a sexual 

preference for children and may involve sadism. They also demonstrate cognitive 

distortions in relation to children’s sexuality and an impaired ability to form secure 

relationships with age-appropriate partners.   

A further model specifically about the aetiology of sexually abusive behaviour carried 

out by children and young people is set out by Rasmussen (1999) and is referred to as 

the Trauma Outcome Process model. The author stipulates that there are five precursors 

to sexually abusive behaviour: prior traumatisation; social inadequacy; lack of intimacy; 

impulsiveness; and lack of accountability. The author argues that one of the precursors 

or a combination thereof must be present for the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour. A sexually abusive young person may have been sexually abused or have 

experienced another form of childhood adversity in combination with early exposure to 

sexual activity. The young person might have poor social skills and be unable to draw 

support from social networks. This may inhibit the young person from forming 

appropriate relationships with others and to feelings of loneliness. Sexually abusive 

young people may also have problems with impulse control or with attention deficit 

issues and have trouble not acting on sexual thoughts. Furthermore, young sexual 



21 
 

abusers may express a general sense of not being accountable for their actions, including 

for their sexual abuse of others. 

Each of these causal theories has been developed by practitioners who work with adult 

perpetrators of child sexual abuse, or with young people who sexually abuse. The 

Pathways model and the Trauma Outcome Process model each emphasise the 

psychological dimension of the abuser within the context of their immediate 

relationships rather than the situational or cultural factors involved in carrying out child 

sexual abuse. The Four Preconditions model has a greater focus on the situational 

factors that create opportunities for sexual abuse to be carried out. Each of the theories 

employs a motif of precondition, pathway, or precursor. This suggests that sexually 

abusive behaviour can be anticipated by the presence of certain risk factors. The ability 

to anticipate sexually abusive behaviour on the basis of certain experiential factors is an 

important consideration for prevention work.  

Scoping the problem of sexually abusive behaviour 

There are few studies that have measured the prevalence and incidence of sexually 

abusive behaviour. This means that it is difficult to determine the scope of the problem. 

One way to establish its size is to draw upon prevalence and incidence data about child 

sexual abuse more generally. It is accepted by experts working in the field of sexually 

abusive behaviour that approximately 50% of all child sexual abuse is perpetrated by 

other children and young people (Boyd & Bromfield, 2006; Vizard et al., 2007). A study 

by Radford, Corral, Bassett, Howat, and Collishaw (2011) carried out in the United 

Kingdom found that an even greater percentage of child sexual abuse was carried out 

by other children and young people. The study involved 2,275 young people between 

the ages of 11 and 17 years and the authors found that 65.9% of the child sexual abuse 

reported was perpetrated by other children and young people. Other scholars have 

found that the proportion of child sexual abuse carried out by children and young people 

is closer to one third (Finkelhor et al., 2009; Hackett, Phillips et al., 2013).   

Two notable global meta-analyses have measured the prevalence of child sexual abuse 

victimisation since 2009. The first was undertaken by Pereda and colleagues (2009) who 

analysed 65 studies across 22 countries and found that 19.7% of girls and 7.9% of boys 
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had suffered child sexual abuse before the age of 18 years. The second meta-analysis by 

Stoltenborgh and colleagues (2011) analysed 217 papers across six continents and the 

authors found that 18.0% of girls and 7.6% of boys had been victims of child sexual 

abuse. This prevalence data is broadly in-keeping with a recent Victorian study of 1,745 

students aged 14-15 years. The authors of which found that 17% of the girls and 7% of 

the boys had experienced child sexual abuse before the age of 16 years (Moore, 

Romaniuk, & Olsson, 2010). However, the meta-analyses data is somewhat out-of-

keeping with the results of the Australian Personal Safety Survey that found that only 

12% of women and 4.5% of men had been sexually abused before the age of 15 years 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). This discrepancy may be explained by the 

different age frames of the participants. 

In terms of the incidence of child sexual abuse, child protection data indicates that in 

the 2013-2014 reporting period there were 54,438 substantiations of child abuse and 

neglect in Australia and that 11,952 of those were in Victoria. Out of those 11,952 

substantiations in Victoria 1,443 were for child sexual abuse. This compares to 479 cases 

of substantiated child sexual abuse in Victoria in the 2006-2007 reporting period 

(Victorian Government, 2011). Thus, substantiated cases of child sexual abuse have 

increased three fold in the years between 2006 and 2014. This increase reflects a 

broader trend in the child protection data whereby the number of substantiated cases 

of all forms of child abuse and neglect has risen by 31% since the 2009-2010 reporting 

period. The proportion of all substantiations relating to child sexual abuse has remained 

relatively stable across the past seven reporting periods at about 14% (Australian 

Government, 2016). 

There are no meta-analyses specifically about the prevalence of sexually abusive 

behaviour and there is very little information available about the incidence of such 

behaviour in Australia or internationally. Victim surveys like the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics Personal Safety Survey and the Australian national Crime Victimisation Survey 

do not provide data about sexually abusive behaviour because they do not ask questions 

which elicit information about child sexual abuse perpetrated by other children and 

young people (Warner & Bartels, 2015). Similarly, the Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare does not distinguish between child sexual abuse perpetrated by adults, and 
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sexually abusive behaviour carried out by children and young people (Warner & Bartels, 

2015). The Australian Bureau of Statistics does, however, collect data about young 

people who are charged with committing a sexual offence. In the 2012-13 reporting 

period the proportion of 15 to 19 year olds charged with a sexual offence was 5.23% 

(Warner & Bartels, 2015). This proportion is less than that reported by the authors of a 

North American study of 1,058 young people between the ages of 14 to 21 years who 

found that 9% of participants had displayed sexually abusive behaviour during their 

lifetime (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2013).   

It is evident that more research is needed to establish the prevalence and incidence of 

sexually abusive behaviour. It is also clear that large national surveys, like those carried 

out by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, could be adapted in order to elicit sexually 

abusive behaviour prevalence and incidence data. However, the evidence does indicate 

that nearly one fifth of all girls across the globe are victims of child sexual abuse and that 

half of the perpetrators of this abuse are other children and young people. Sexually 

abusive behaviour is a problem of significant proportion. 

The negative impacts of sexually abusive behaviour 

In the same way that there is little research about the prevalence and incidence of 

sexually abusive behaviour, so there are few studies about the specific impact of sexually 

abusive behaviour on victims. However, it is generally accepted by scholars working in 

the field that child sexual abuse perpetrated by children and young people has similar 

traumatic impacts for victims as that perpetrated by adults (Devries, Mak, Child, Falder, 

Bacchus, Astbury, & Watts, 2014; Hatch, 2005; O'Brien, 2010; Paolucci et al., 2001; 

Pérez-Fuentes, Olfson, Villegas, Morcillo, Wang, & Blanco, 2013; Pratt & Miller, 2012; 

Radford et al., 2011). It is well-established that child sexual abuse impacts negatively on 

victims (Conte & Schuerman, 1987; Devries et al., 2014; Finkelhor & Browne, 1985; 

Higgins, 2004; Lindert, Ehrenstein, Grashow, Gal, Braehler, & Weisskopf, 2013). In a 

meta-analysis by Paolucci and colleagues (2001) of 37 studies published between 1985 

and 1995 involving 25,367 participants the authors found a strong link between child 

sexual abuse victimisation and subsequent short and long term negative consequences. 

In particular, the authors found that child sexual abuse victimisation is associated with 

the development of mental health issues including: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder; 
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depression; and suicide. Child sexual abuse victimisation is also associated with certain 

behaviours, including: displaying sexual promiscuity; perpetrating sexual abuse; and 

performing poorly at school. The authors of the meta-analysis established that these 

negative impacts on victims of child sexual abuse do not vary in relation to age, gender, 

or socioeconomic status (Paolucci et al., 2001). 

The finding that the negative impacts of child sexual abuse are the same for boys and 

for girls is in-keeping with findings of previous research (Finkelhor, 1990). Boys and girls 

have been found to exhibit the same stress-related symptoms as a result of being 

sexually abused, including: having fearful thoughts; being easily distracted; and not 

being able to sleep (Conte & Schuerman, 1987). However, the negative impacts of child 

sexual abuse do seem to vary for girls and boys in terms of “internalising” and 

“externalising” behaviours. Boy victims have been found to be more likely to externalise 

their distress by acting aggressively towards others. Contrastingly, girl victims have been 

found to internalise their distress by becoming depressed and self-depreciating (Conte 

& Schuerman, 1987; Sigurdardottir, Halldorsdottir, & Bender, 2014). It seems that the 

trauma associated with child sexual abuse is experienced by boys and girls in similar 

ways with some variation resulting most likely from biological differences between the 

sexes and culturally constructed gender roles. 

The negative impacts of child sexual abuse are most usefully understood in terms of the 

effects of trauma. This conceptualisation is in-keeping with the current child and family 

welfare approach to identifying and assessing child sexual abuse and other forms of child 

abuse and neglect in Victoria. The approach is informed by notions of childhood trauma, 

polyvictimisation, and cumulative harm (Miller, 2007b). In terms of childhood trauma, 

the current approach is premised on the fact that sexual abuse is experienced by 

children as traumatic and that trauma impacts negatively on aspects of bio-psycho-

social childhood development (Perry, 2001). Children often experience multiple forms 

of abuse and this polyvictimisation leads to greater levels of harm and poorer life 

outcomes (Finkelhor et al., 2007; Higgins, 2004; Turner et al., 2016). In Australia, child 

sexual abuse most often co-occurs with emotional abuse (Australian Government, 

2015a). The harm experienced by sexually abused children can be exacerbated when 

multiple forms of abuse extend unrelentingly over long periods of time and through 
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crucial developmental stages. In these instances the harm caused to children is 

understood to increase exponentially and to be multi-layered and is referred to as 

cumulative harm (Miller, 2007b).   

There is also some evidence that young people who display sexually abusive behaviour 

experience negative consequences as a result of that behaviour. Negative impacts 

appear to occur in psychological and social dimensions. In terms of psychological 

impacts, a North American study involving 203 children with sexually abusive behaviour 

and 189 children without sexually abusive behaviour aged eight to 12 years found that 

children with sexually abusive behaviour self-reported higher levels of anger, distress, 

anxiety, and depression (Allen, Thorn, & Gully, 2015). In terms of social impacts, a United 

Kingdom study of 117 young sexual abusers found that they were rejected and bullied 

by members of their community, and that they experienced long term stigmatisation 

and social isolation as a result of their sexually abusive behaviour (Hackett, Masson, 

Balfe, & Phillips, 2013).   

The available evidence indicates that the impacts of sexually abusive behaviour on 

victims, as well as on young abusers themselves, are negative and far-reaching. Further 

research could be carried out to determine if there are any significant differences 

between the impacts of sexually abusive behaviour carried out by young people, 

compared to the impacts of child sexual abuse carried out by adults. Overall, the 

negative impacts of sexually abusive behaviour warrant the development of prevention 

initiatives that seek to stop sexually abuse behaviour before it occurs and to minimise 

the harm caused to children and young people who are victims, as well as to those who 

display the behaviour. 

Introducing two structuring models 

In this thesis two models are used to structure the results of the interviews with young 

people and workers, as well as the discussion of those results in relation to current 

evidence. These models are the Public Health model of prevention and the 

Multidimensional model of human experience. These models were chosen because they 

are consistent with recent Australian policy about preventing violence against women 

and their children, and preventing child abuse and neglect. Examples lie with Change 
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the story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against women 

and their children in Australia (Our Watch, 2015); and Protecting children is everyone's 

business: National framework for protecting Australia's children 2009-2020 (Council of 

Australian Governments, 2009). 

Public Health model of prevention 

The Public Health model of prevention distinguishes between primary, secondary, and 

tertiary initiatives that target universal, at-risk, and affected populations respectively 

(Quadara & Wall, 2012). Quadara and colleagues (2015) set out a representation of the 

Public Health model in their recent report entitled, Conceptualising the prevention of 

child sexual abuse (as shown in Figure 1). The authors argue that effective child sexual 

abuse prevention involves the design, implementation, and evaluation of evidence-

based primary, secondary, and tertiary initiatives. Tertiary strategies provide a response 

to victims and perpetrators of child sexual abuse after it has occurred, and aim to reduce 

the harm caused by such abuse, and to stop it from happening again. Secondary tactics 

focus on individuals, families, and communities for whom risk factors are present and 

aim to intervene early in the development of behaviour leading to child sexual abuse. 

Primary prevention measures target the whole population and aim to stop child sexual 

abuse from occurring in the first instance (Quadara et al., 2015).  

Tertiary prevention Prompting questions 

Supporting victims Dealing with 
perpetrators 

What range of behaviours, relationships, 
and circumstances are associated with the 
perpetration of child sexual abuse? 

What risk factors are associated with 
these dynamics? 

Secondary prevention/early intervention  

Targeting at-risk 
individuals/communities/populations 

 

What do these risk factors suggest about 
early intervention efforts with at-risk 
populations? 

Primary prevention  

Universal or targeted strategies to 
prevent abuse before it occurs 

What do these risk factors suggest about 
helping to prevent the harm from 
occurring in the first place? 

Figure 1: The Public Health model of prevention 
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Adapted from “Conceptualising the prevention of child sexual abuse” by A. Quadara, V. 
Nagy, D. Higgins, and N. Siegel. Copyright (2015) by Australian Institute of Family 

Studies. 

For current purposes, a slightly modified version of Quadara and colleagues’ Public 

Health model of child sexual abuse prevention will be used. The modification involves 

replacing the phrase “child sexual abuse” with “sexually abusive behaviour.” This 

modification functions to narrow the scope of the model to include only the prevention 

of child sexual abuse perpetrated by other children and young people. It also broadens 

the purview of potential prevention efforts to include those informed by experiential 

factors that may not yet be empirically validated as risk factors in the strictest 

methodological sense.   

The schema indicates that risk factors associated with the display of sexually abusive 

behaviour can be identified by exploring the experiences of young people who abuse. 

Primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention initiatives can then be formulated on the 

basis of these risk factors. For any initiatives to be successful, best practice in prevention 

indicates that such efforts must involve a whole-of-community approach, and must be 

guided by an overarching strategy rather than a series of disparate programs (Royal 

Commission into Family Violence, 2016). 

Multidimensional model of human experience 

The Multidimensional model of human experience (as illustrated in Figure 2) is a socio-

ecological model developed by Harms (2010) based on the work of Bronfenbrenner 

(1979). The model represents dimensions of human experience as nested within one 
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another. The inner realm captures the psychological, biological, and spiritual dimension 

 

Figure 2: The Multidimensional model of human experience 
Adapted from Understanding human development by L. Harms. Copyright (2010)  

of an individual, and is encapsulated within the relational and social dimensions. The 

relational dimension refers to an individual’s relationships with others, including with 

family members, peers, colleagues, and intimate partners, and the social dimension 

captures the linkages between those relationships. The structural dimension refers to 

the sphere of an individual’s experience associated with institutions, and their policies 

and practices, such as governments, courts, churches, schools, and police, and is 

enclosed within the cultural dimension, which pertains to socio-economic discourses 

about gender, sexuality, race, religion, age, and ability.  

The current prevention agenda in a Victorian context 

It is necessary to map the current prevention agenda in order to identify where 

improvements could be made. This section has a particular focus on the local Victorian 

prevention agenda, but enhancements will be considered in the discussion of this thesis 

in broader national and international contexts as well.  

In Victoria, there are a number of initiatives that can be considered to constitute the 

current sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda (as shown in Figure 3). These 

measures include the delivery of Sexually Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services at a 

Cultural 
dimension

Socio-structural 
dimension

Relational 
dimension

Bio-
psychological 

dimension
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tertiary prevention level. They also include the implementation of child-safe standards 

for Victorian organisations, and the development of a sexual health policy for young 

people living in out-of-home care, at a secondary prevention level. At a primary 

prevention level, measures include the delivery of Respectful Relationships Education, 

and sexuality education.  

Not all of the initiatives have been designed to directly target sexually abusive 

behaviour. Indeed, the only strategy which responds directly to such behaviour is the 

tertiary-level treatment services. The secondary prevention measures have been 

developed in reaction to child sexual abuse more broadly, and the primary prevention 

strategies aim to prevent domestic violence, and to promote sexual health. These 

primary prevention initiatives have been included because they may have the indirect 

effect of stopping instances of sexually abusive behaviour. This is owing to the fact that 

some experiential factors associated with displaying sexually abusive behaviour overlap 

with those associated with perpetrating domestic violence and sexual assault more 

generally.  

The overlap between experiences of sexually abusive behaviour and domestic violence 

has been highlighted in the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence. The 

commissioners reported that sexual abuse perpetrated by adults, as well as by and 

children or young people, often occurs in the context of domestic violence (Royal 

Commission into Family Violence, 2016). This means that prevention initiatives designed 

to reduce domestic violence recommended by the Royal Commission may have the 

effect of preventing sexually abusive behaviour also. Further research is needed to 

establish the precise nature of the co-occurrence of domestic violence and sexually 

abusive behaviour. It may be that efforts to prevent sexually abusive behaviour should 

be incorporated into the broader domestic violence prevention agenda, which the 

current Victorian Government has agreed to fund.  

Tertiary prevention Risk factors addressed 

Sexual assault 
support services for 

victims 

Sexually Abusive 
Behaviour 
Treatment 

Services  

 Being a victim of child sexual 
abuse 

 Experiencing other forms of 
childhood adversity 
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 Having atypical sexual interests 

Secondary prevention/early 
intervention 

 

 Development of out-of-home-
care sexual health policy 

 Child-safe standards for 
organisations 

 

 Living in out-of-home-care 

Primary prevention  

 Sexuality education 

 Respectful Relationships 
Education 

 Performing hegemonic 
masculinity 

 Having rape-supportive attitudes 

 Endorsing gender-stereotyped 
attitudes  

 Consuming violent pornography 

Figure 3: The current sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda in Victoria 

Sexually Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services 

The major current tertiary prevention measure in Victoria involves the delivery of 

Sexually Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services. These services are funded by the 

Victorian Department of Health and Human Services, and delivered on a regional basis 

by 13 community service organisations across the state. The Department also funds the 

delivery of support services to children and young people who are victims of sexual 

abuse across most catchment areas (Victorian Government, 2016b). 

The Sexually Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services aim to help young people stop their 

sexually abusive behaviour and to develop ways of behaving that are safe and respectful 

of others (CEASE, 2012). A child or young person can be referred to a treatment service 

if they are under the age of 18 years and if they have displayed sexually abusive 

behaviour. The referral can be made by a family member or friend, a teacher or 

principle, a police officer, a child protection worker, or another relevant worker. In 

Victoria, teachers, principals, police, doctors, and nurses are all mandated to report 

instances of sexually abusive behaviour to the child protection team at the Department 

of Health and Human Services (Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare, 2014). 

For example, the principal of a school at which a 14 year old boy has displayed sexually 

abusive behaviour would be required to make a notification to the Child Protection team 
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at the Department of Health and Human Services. The Child Protection workers would 

inform Victoria Police via the local Sexual Offences Child Abuse Investigation Team, and 

the criminality of the sexually abusive behaviour would be assessed. If the behaviour 

constituted a criminal offence, then the police may charge the young person and the 

case could be listed in the Criminal Division of the Children’s Court. If the sexually 

abusive behaviour did not constitute a criminal offence, then the Department of Health 

and Human Services could apply to the Family Division of the Children’s Court for a 

Therapeutic Treatment Order and the young person would be mandated to receive 

treatment (CEASE, 2012).   

The treatment model employed by workers in the services is influenced by several 

different therapeutic approaches, including: family systems therapy; cognitive 

behavioural therapy; and group work. The model of treatment is most closely associated 

with the Four Pillars of Trauma-sensitivity model (Bloom & Fearragher, 2010) and 

involves four phases of treatment carried out over the course of approximately twelve 

months of weekly or fortnightly individual and family therapy (Pratt, 2014).   

The first phase of treatment works to establish safety by teaching a young person to 

manage their emotions in socially appropriate ways. The second phase of treatment 

involves exploring with the young person how they have been able to harm others. This 

phase draws on the narrative-therapy-informed Good Way model developed by Ayland 

and West (2006), which focuses on a good/bad dichotomy and emphasises the 

externalisation of the sexually abusive behaviour (Pratt, 2014). The third phase of 

treatment involves exploring with the young person their own experiences of trauma, 

including any experiences of childhood adversity. This part of the treatment aims to help 

the young person develop a narrative about their particular life experience and how it 

led to the development of the sexually abusive behaviour. In the final phase of the 

treatment, the worker helps the young person to conceptualise what a healthy sexual 

relationship might entail. In addition, the worker celebrates the success of the young 

person’s therapeutic journey and helps the young person to separate from the 

treatment service and to move on with their lives (Pratt, 2014).   
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An evaluation of the treatment services that was carried out over a two year period 

beginning in 2011 indicated that the services are effective in preventing recidivistic 

sexually abusive behaviour (Royal Commission into Family Violence, 2016). It appears 

that the legislative framing and delivery of the services have been informed by extensive 

evidence about sexually abusive behaviour. 

New policies about safe practices 

Current measures associated with the secondary prevention of sexually abusive 

behaviour include the development of an out-of-home-care sexual health policy, as well 

as the introduction of child-safe standards for organisations. The out-of-home-care 

sexual health policy has not been completed and there are no publications available 

about the policy. However, it can be inferred that the development of such a policy will 

be important for the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour. It has become apparent 

in recent years that children and young people with sexually abusive behaviour are over-

represented in out-of-home care settings, particularly in residential care (Commission 

for Children and Young People, 2015). The work of the Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse has shed light on the vulnerability of 

children and young people living in institutional contexts to being victims of child sexual 

abuse, but also to displaying sexually abusive behaviour (South, Shlonsky, & Mildon, 

2014). An out-of-home-care sexual health policy that addresses this vulnerability could 

be a potentially powerful prevention strategy at a secondary level. 

A further secondary prevention measure involves the introduction by the Victorian 

Government of child-safe standards for organisations which work with children 

(Victorian Government, 2015b). The standards are designed to assist organisations in 

preventing child sexual abuse in the first instance, and also to respond appropriately 

when instances of abuse do occur. The standards were developed in response to the 

Betrayal of trust: Inquiry into the handling of child abuse by religious and other Non-

Government Organisations (Victorian Government, 2013a).   

The standards apply to all Government and Non-government organisations that provide 

services to children. Government-funded organisations began working towards 

compliance with the Standards in January 2016, and other organisations will follow suit 
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from January 2017. The standards require organisations to promote the cultural safety 

of children from Aboriginal and culturally diverse backgrounds, as well as the safety of 

children with a disability. They also necessitate other organisational processes, 

including: the development of child-safe policies; the administration of human resource 

practices such as screening, training, and supervising designed to reduce the risk of child 

abuse; and the implementation of strategies intended to promote the empowerment of 

children.   

The application of the standards to organisations across Victoria are likely to constitute 

an effective sexually abusive behaviour secondary prevention measure, particularly for 

children living in institutional contexts. The Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse has highlighted the profound failure of Government 

and Non-government organisations to protect children connected to those 

organisations from sexual abuse. The Royal Commission has been critical of 

organisational cultures, such as those that support the unequal distribution of power 

between men and women, which function to obscure instances of child sexual abuse, 

and to protect perpetrators from proper judicial processes (Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2015a; 2015b; 2015c).   

It is likely that the standards will assist organisations to develop policies and practices 

that function to exclude potential child sexual abuse perpetrators and to respond 

appropriately to instances of child sexual abuse. However, the effectiveness of the 

standards to prevent child sexual abuse perpetrated by other children and young people 

may be hampered by the fact that they do not explicitly define sexually abusive 

behaviour. That is, the standards construct child sexual abuse in terms of adult 

perpetration, which may function to obfuscate perpetration by children and young 

people. 

School-based education programs 

The major primary prevention measure that may function to prevent sexually abusive 

behaviour in Victoria hinges upon two forms of education: sexuality education; and 

Respectful Relationships Education.   
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In Victoria, public and Catholic schools (although not independent schools) are obliged 

to provide sexuality education to students as part of Health and Physical Education. The 

sexuality education must be assessed and reported against the Victorian Essential 

Learning Standards (AusVELS) (Walsh et al., 2015). These Standards inform the 

curriculum of levels Prep to Year 10 in all Victorian Government and Catholic schools 

(Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2016). Despite the requirement that 

sexuality education is taught and assessed in Victorian schools, evidence indicates that 

sexuality education is delivered in an inconsistent fashion and that many students do 

not receive any such education (Ollis, Harrison, & Maharaj, 2013). It is unclear why this 

is the case, given that sexuality education is compulsory in Victorian Government and 

Catholic schools. It may be that the delivery of sexuality education is not closely 

monitored by school authorities to ensure compliance. 

Two evidence-based resources have been developed to assist teachers in the delivery of 

sexuality education in Victorian Government and Catholic schools. The resources are: 

Catching on early: Sexuality education for Victorian primary schools; and Catching on 

later: Sexuality education for Victorian secondary schools (Victorian Government, 

2013b; 2013c). The resources encourage the delivery of sexuality education using a 

whole-of-school approach, which means that opportunities to discuss sexuality are 

taken up in every appropriate situation arising in the school environment, including: in 

the playground; in staff-to-staff interactions; and in subjects other than Health and 

Physical Education.   

In Catching on early, child sexual abuse prevention is explicitly linked to sexuality 

education. The document states: “Sexuality education can be protective against sexual 

abuse” (Victorian Government, 2013b, p. 16). Such education can be protective against 

child sexual abuse by teaching children about the names of their body parts, and 

providing messages about their personal safety and how to keep themselves safe. These 

messages are similar to those found in child sexual abuse prevention education 

programs discussed above. It is possible that some instances of child sexual abuse 

perpetrated by adults could be prevented owing to sexuality education delivered in 

accordance with Catching on Early. Likewise, the Catching on Later resource does 

include material about power, sexuality and sexual harassment, which could potentially 
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counter factors pertaining experiential factors associated with the cultural dimension, 

like holding rape-supportive attitudes.   

However, it is possible that any prevention potential of sexuality education is hampered 

because the resources do not explicitly addresses sexually abusive behaviour carried out 

by young people against children. Child sexual abuse perpetrated by other children and 

young people is not named in the resources, and this lends a sense of invisibility to 

sexually abusive behaviour.  

In terms of Respectful Relationships Education, in 2015 the Australian Government 

pledged $5 million in funding to support the development of Respectful Relationships 

Education resources. In addition, various State and Territory Governments have 

announced commitments to the delivery of Respectful Relationships Education. The 

Victorian Government announced that Respectful Relationships Education would be 

delivered from Prep to Year 10, beginning in 2016 (Gleeson, Kearney, Leung, & Brislane, 

2015). In December 2015, the Victorian Department of Education and Training launched 

the Respectful Relationships Education resource, entitled Building Respectful 

Relationships: Stepping out against gender-based violence (Victorian Government, 

2015a). This resource is designed for Year 8, 9, and 10 students, and is made up of three 

units, including: Gender, Respect & Relationships; The Power Connection; and Gender, 

Power & Media. 

The aim of Respectful Relationships Education is to address the drivers of gender-based 

violence in order to prevent men’s violence against women, using a whole-of-school 

approach. The four drivers include: condoning violence against women; men’s control 

of decision-making and limits to women’s independence; stereotyped constructions of 

masculinity and femininity; and disrespect towards women, and male peer relations that 

emphasise aggression (Our Watch, 2015). The resource does not specifically name 

sexually abusive behaviour as an issue that young people may confront as either victims 

or perpetrators. The resource does, however, explicitly address sexual harassment, 

sexual imagery, and laws about consent. These topics introduce concepts that are 

potentially important in preventing sexually abusive behaviour. The Victorian 
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Government has not yet released resources for teaching Respectful Relationships 

Education for Foundation to Year 7. 

There is some overlap between the sexuality education resources and the Respectful 

Relationships Education resource. For example, Catching on Later and Building 

Respectful Relationships both introduce students to concepts of gender, sexuality, 

pornography, and laws about consent. These concepts are important for the prevention 

of sexually abusive behaviour because they address risk factors, including: holding rape-

supportive attitudes and consuming violent pornography (Victorian Government, 

2013c; 2015a) 

However, like the sexuality education resources, the Respectful Relationships Education 

resource, does not “name” sexually abusive behaviour, and this means that child sexual 

abuse perpetrated by other children and young people may not receive focus. It is also 

noteworthy that neither form of education recommends the introduction of gender, 

power, and sexuality concepts to children before Year 8, when young people are 

between 13 and 14 years of age. The evidence suggests that there is a peak in the display 

of sexually abusive behaviour around the age of 12 for boys, and that many victims are 

under the age of six years old (Finkelhor et al., 2009). Each resource would need to be 

adapted to reflect this evidence about the ages that children and young people are most 

likely to display sexually abusive behaviour or to be the victims of such behaviour. 

Weighing up the current prevention agenda 

In Victoria, the current sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda is well-developed 

at the tertiary end of the prevention spectrum, but appears to be somewhat under-

developed at the secondary and primary prevention levels. The tertiary-level Sexually 

Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services have been designed on the basis of evidence 

specifically about sexually abusive behaviour. The secondary and primary-level 

prevention measures are designed in relation to evidence about promoting sexual 

health, and preventing domestic violence. These measures may have some effect in 

preventing sexually abusive behaviour because there is an overlap between risk factors 

relating to displaying sexually abusive behaviour and those relating to perpetrating 

domestic violence. However, the secondary and primary initiatives render sexually 
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abusive behaviour invisible, in that they do not name child sexual abuse carried out by 

other children and young people.   

The lopsided nature of the current prevention agenda may be explained by the 

contemporary social policy environment in Victoria. Over the past decade, there has 

been an extensive reform agenda relating to enhancing the wellbeing of vulnerable 

children and young people, called the Every child, every chance reform agenda. The 

reforms centre upon two major pieces of legislation, including the Child Wellbeing and 

Safety Act, 2005 (Victorian Government, 2005b) and the Children, Youth, and Families 

Act, 2005 (Victorian Government, 2005a). It also pivots on a Victorian Government 

report entitled, The State of Victoria’s children report 2006: Every child, every chance 

(Victorian Government, 2006) as well as a framework designed to improve the lives of 

children and young people called, The Victorian child and adolescent outcomes 

framework (Miller, 2007a). At the heart of the social policy framing the Every child, every 

chance reform agenda is the Best interests of the child principle. This principle requires 

that the best interest of a child be held as paramount in any decisions or service delivery 

relating to that child (Miller, 2007a).   

The social policy relating to Every child, every chance has a focus on the socio-ecological 

nature of children and young people’s experience. This means that it takes into account 

children and young people’s experience in individual, family, community, and society 

domains. However, the policy does not appear to position the socio-ecological 

experiences of children and young people in relation to the Public Health model of 

prevention. This lack of framing of the policy in relation to the Public Health model is in 

contrast with social policy underpinning child welfare reform at a national level. The 

National framework for protecting Australia’s children, 2009-2020 (Council of Australian 

Governments, 2009), an outcomes-focused action plan designed to enhance the 

wellbeing of Australian children, explicitly draws upon the Public Health model of 

prevention. Likewise, the national domestic violence prevention framework entitled 

Change the Story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against 

women and their children in Australia (Our Watch, 2015) is constructed in relation to the 

Public Health model. Furthermore, the lack of framing of the Every child, every chance 

policy in relation to the Public Health model is inconsistent with other recent Victorian 
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policy including, Ending violence against women and their children: Further initiatives 

for Victoria’s action plan to address violence against women and children (Victorian 

Government, 2014). 

It is possible that the tendency of Every child, every chance policy not to draw upon the 

Public Health model of prevention goes some way towards explaining the under-

development of primary and secondary prevention initiatives relating to sexually 

abusive behaviour. It may be that if the social policy had been framed in relation to the 

Public Health model of prevention, then the current sexually abusive behaviour 

prevention agenda would be more developed on primary and secondary levels. In other 

words, the social policy framing the Every child, every chance reform agenda in Victoria 

does not construct child welfare reform as occurring at primary and secondary 

prevention levels, but remains focused on the delivery of services to children at a tertiary 

level. There is some evidence that this trend is changing in the most recent Victorian 

child and family welfare policy, entitled Roadmap to Reform: Strong families, safe 

children (Victorian Government, 2016a). This policy places a greater emphasis on 

prevention and early intervention, particularly at the intersection between domestic 

violence and child protection service systems. However, the policy is still not explicitly 

constructed in relation to the Public Health model of prevention. 

It is likely that the focus of child welfare policy on the service delivery end of the 

prevention spectrum has contributed to the strong tertiary response to sexually abusive 

behaviour in Victoria. The tertiary response to sexually abusive behaviour is supported 

by robust social policy, including: the Children, Youth, and Families Act, 2005; and 

Adolescents with sexually abusive behaviour and their families: Best case practice model 

(Pratt & Miller, 2012). These social policy documents highlight the importance of 

responding to sexually abusive young people foremost within a child welfare 

framework, as opposed to a youth justice framework. This means that young people 

with sexually abusive behaviour are constructed as in need of therapeutic treatment, 

rather than as in need of criminal sanction. Thus, the Children, Youth, and Families Act, 

2005 stipulates that a young person between the ages of 10 and 15 years is in need of 

protective intervention if they have engaged in sexually abusive behaviour (Pratt & 

Miller, 2012). This protective intervention takes the form of therapeutic treatment. 
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Young people and their families can engage in therapeutic treatment on a voluntary 

basis, or they can be mandated to attend treatment by being placed on a Therapeutic 

Treatment Order.   

Therapeutic Treatment Orders are made in the Family Division of the Children’s Court. 

Proceedings relating to any criminal charges arising out of the sexually abusive 

behaviour are suspended for the duration of the therapeutic treatment. If the 

therapeutic treatment is successfully completed, then any criminal charges pending in 

the Criminal Division of the Children’s Court are dropped (Pratt & Miller, 2012). 

Therapeutic Treatment Orders are overseen by the Therapeutic Treatment Board, which 

is comprised of representatives from Child Protection, Victoria Police, Sexually Abusive 

Behaviour Treatment Services, and the Office for Public Prosecutions. The Board advises 

Child Protection about the appropriateness of applying for, or revoking, a Therapeutic 

Treatment Order on a case by case basis (Victorian Government, 2007). 

Victoria is the only State that has a coherently designed and implemented tertiary 

prevention response to the problem of sexually abusive behaviour (Mason-White & 

Pane, 2015). In other States and Territories, treatment programs have developed on an 

ad hoc basis in reaction to growing demand for sexually abusive behaviour treatment 

services, identified by sexual assault counsellors and adolescent mental health workers 

(O'Brien, 2010). There is no regulatory body or national framework to guide policy and 

practice responses to the problem of sexually abusive behaviour in Australia. This means 

that there is great variation in the philosophical positionings, and professional 

development of workers, associated with the treatment of sexually abusive behaviour 

across the nation (O'Brien, 2010).    

There is also an under-developed treatment response for young people living in remote 

areas of Australia, particularly for Aboriginal and Torre Strait Islander children. The 

unmet need in these areas is difficult to quantify (O'Brien, 2010). This lacuna is being 

partially rectified by research and practice developments in Queensland, led by the 

Griffith Youth Forensic Service, which are enabling indigenous young people in remote 

communities to receive treatment for sexually abusive behaviour (Smallbone et al., 

2009). Likewise, in Western Australia, a Critical Response Team has been established to 
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travel to the Kimberley and provide therapeutic services to young people charged with 

sexual offences. Despite these examples of emerging practice there remains a lack of 

coordination of sexually abusive behaviour treatment services at a national level. The 

danger of failing to regulate the tertiary response to sexually abusive behaviour is that 

practice may be carried out by both community-sector workers as well as private 

practitioners that is not in accordance with the evidence base (O'Brien, 2010).   

Overall, it is evident that the current sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda in 

Victoria is well-developed at the tertiary end of the spectrum, but underdeveloped at 

primary and secondary levels. The tertiary response to sexually abusive behaviour is 

evidence-based and underpinned by strong social policy and consistent funding. By 

contrast, the primary and secondary measures that may impact on sexually abusive 

behaviour are designed in relation to evidence about domestic violence, sexual health, 

and child sexual abuse perpetrated by adults. On primary and secondary levels, any 

prevention of sexually abusive behaviour is incidental rather than purposeful. There is 

scope for the further development of evidence-based primary and secondary 

prevention initiatives that aim to stop sexually abusive behaviour, and that are 

supported by strong social policy and organisational infrastructure. 

This need for the development of primary and secondary prevention initiatives is 

supported by the findings of the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence (Royal 

Commission into Family Violence, 2016). In the Report, the commissioners note the 

importance of primary prevention strategies that function to stop all forms of domestic 

violence, including child abuse and adolescent violence in the home. The commissioners 

found that Victorian social policy and practice relating to child and family welfare has 

been characterised by an absence of a primary prevention strategy. They recommended 

that a properly funded prevention Action Plan be developed and implemented, and that 

actions are overseen by Government or by the soon-to-be-formed Family Violence 

Agency. According to the commissioners, primary prevention initiatives ought to have a 

focus on children and young people so as to drive generational change. In addition, the 

Royal Commission into Family Violence has established that effective prevention must 

occur in multiple settings and use multiple strategies. Furthermore, prevention efforts 
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should: engage communities and reflect diversity; be monitored and evaluated; be 

informed by other policy; and be carried out by a specialist prevention workforce.   

Chapter summary 

This chapter introduced the problem of sexually abusive behaviour in Western 

jurisdictions. In the chapter, sexually abusive behaviour was defined, and the 

inconsistent language used across public health, child welfare, and legal disciplines 

about the problem was highlighted. It was suggested that the evidence about children’s 

normal sexual development underpinning the Victorian practice guideline definition of 

sexually abusive behaviour does not reflect young people’s increased use of 

pornography and the mainstreaming of violent pornography. The discussion of the 

definition of sexually abusive behaviour was enriched by the application of a discursive 

lens. It was argued that the discourse of sexually abusive behaviour represents a shift 

away from traditional constructions of child sexual abuse perpetration, and that it goes 

some way towards acknowledging the traumatic histories of many young people who 

sexually abuse.   

Key foundational theoretical models relating to child sexual abuse and sexually abusive 

behaviour were outlined. It was observed that the models contain motifs about 

preconditions, pathways, and precursors. These theories construct sexual abuse 

perpetration as a phenomenon that follows a developmental path, and which can 

therefore be anticipated. The ability to predict the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour has implications for prevention efforts.  

It was suggested that there is a paucity of research measuring the exact scope of sexually 

abusive behaviour, and its specific impacts on victims. However, scholars generally 

accept that 50% of all child sexual abuse is carried out by other children and young 

people. Child sexual abuse has extremely negative impacts on victims, and sexually 

abusive behaviour has difficult implications for young people who abuse too. Prevention 

efforts designed to stop sexually abusive behaviour are warranted. The following 

chapter will report upon a qualitative systematic review of the current evidence about 

preventing sexually abusive behaviour.   
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The chapter also outlined central initiatives associated with the prevention agenda in a 

Victorian context. It was established that the evidence base about the primary 

prevention of sexually abusive behaviour has an emphasis on education programs which 

address the potential sexual victimisation of children, but not the potential of children 

to carry out sexual abuse. The current prevention agenda in Victoria involves the 

delivery of Respectful Relationships and sexuality education programs, which may 

contribute to the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour. However, the programs are 

not designed to target young sexual abusers and therefore do not take into account the 

full range of risk factors associated with the display of sexually abusive behaviour.  

On a secondary level, the prevention agenda is developing in relation to young people 

living in residential who are particularly vulnerable to displaying sexually abusive 

behaviour. At the same time, the agenda contains no other specific measures targeting 

young people who are likely to sexually abuse. The agenda is most advanced in relation 

to the delivery of treatment services to young people who have abused. However, the 

treatment models explored in the evidence base, as well as those used in the treatment 

services do not account fully for factors associated with young people’s cultural 

dimension of experience. There is significant scope for the enhancement of the Victorian 

sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda. 
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Chapter 3: Evidence about preventing sexually abusive behaviour 

This chapter reports upon a qualitative systematic review of the evidence about 

preventing sexually abusive behaviour. The systematic review was published in an 

international journal (Mckibbin, Humphreys, & Hamilton, 2015), and the review 

reported in this chapter represents an earlier version of the published paper. The 

chapter also sets out current initiatives associated with the prevention agenda in a 

Victorian context, and weighs up that agenda in an effort to identify the areas which 

could be strengthened. 

The chapter begins by outlining the methodology of Critical Interpretive Synthesis 

(Dixon-Woods et al., 2006) used to guide the systematic search and analysis of the 

evidence base. The chapter proceeds by presenting international and Australian 

evidence about preventing sexually abusive behaviour in terms of five literature 

domains. Four opportunities for enhancing the prevention agenda are identified in the 

current evidence base. 

Methodology 

Critical Interpretive Synthesis is a method of systematic literature review developed by 

Dixon-Woods and colleagues (2006). The method involves the theoretical sampling of a 

broad range of literature relating to a research question, to which an iterative approach 

is taken. Scholars employing the method take a critical approach towards the literature, 

and typically problematise the various disciplinary traditions underpinning each paper 

(Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2012).  

The method also sets out a particular approach to the quality appraisal of the literature 

during the process of sampling, in that papers are prioritised which are likely to make a 

contribution to the development of theory. This is in contrast with the sampling 

procedures underpinning aggregative reviews, which draw upon the traditional 

hierarchy of research designs (Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2012). 

Critical Interpretive Synthesis is epistemologically positioned between interpretivist and 

constructivist approaches to social research. This means that it is acknowledged that 

there is no one objective reality which can be discovered via an empirical process, but 

that partial knowledge can be generated about particular sets of social circumstances.  
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Indeed, the aim of Critical Interpretive Synthesis is to construct an overarching theory 

about a particular social phenomenon (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006). 

A Critical Interpretive Synthesis of the literature pertaining to the prevention of sexually 

abusive behaviour was undertaken. The literature search was guided by the research 

question: What opportunities for the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour are 

evident in the research, policy, and practice literature?   

Literature search 

The search strategy involved identifying three search terms and their synonyms related 

to the research question, and then combining those terms. The three terms were: child 

sexual abuse, young people with sexually abusive behaviour; and prevention.  Electronic 

databases were searched in the period from 22 April to 23 May 2013, including: 

SocINDEX, Social Services Abstracts; Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts; Family 

and Society Studies Worldwide; Project Muse; PsychINFO; Family and Society Plus; Jstor; 

Expanded Academic ASAP; Aboriginal and Torre Strait Islander combined databases; and 

Google Scholar. Individual journals were also searched, including: Journal of Sexual 

Aggression; Child Abuse and Neglect; and Men and Masculinities. In addition, the 

individual bibliographies of particular scholars were searched. 

The literature search yielded 3,323 records of research, policy, and practice material. A 

multistage process was used to create a sample of papers to be included in the synthesis. 

The stages of this process were: identification; screening; theoretical sampling; 

appraisal; and inclusion (as illustrated in Figure 4). 

The identification stage involved the first author reading the titles of the records. A total 

of 542 titles were included on the basis that they constituted material addressing more 

than one search term (child sexual abuse, sexually abusive behaviour, and prevention, 

or corresponding synonyms) or that they constituted material representing particular 

expertise on a singular search term.  

The screening stage involved the first author reading the abstracts associated with each 

title.  Dominant thematic categories were identified in the evidence base, and included: 

typologies and descriptions, theories and aetiology, education and attitudes, risk and  
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Figure 4: Multi-stage process of selecting papers for synthesis 

recidivism, and service delivery responses. The dominance of a thematic category was 

judged on the basis of: the volume of papers constitutive of the category; the publication 

presence of the papers constitutive of a category in high impact journals; and the extent 

to which the papers constitutive of a category underpin current prevention practice. The 

abstracts were sorted in terms of their belonging to one of the five thematic categories. 
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Abstracts were excluded at this stage on the basis that they did not fit into one of the 

dominant five thematic categories, and that they were published before 2000. This 

exclusion process was necessary to avoid an unwieldy sample, and to retain a focus on 

literature which could provide an answer to the research question.  

Sampling and appraisal were carried out concurrently upon 198 papers. The data from 

each paper including key findings and concepts were extracted. Papers were selected 

for inclusion on the basis that they represented fidelity to the broader material 

constitutive of the evidence in the thematic category in which they had been placed. 

Accordingly, a meta-analysis conducted by Seto and Lalumiere (2010) was chosen for its 

representation of explanations of adolescent sexual offending evident in the thematic 

category, theories and aetiologies. A descriptive study of young people who sexually 

abuse by Vizard and colleagues (2007) was not chosen because its findings were broadly 

replicated in a more recent study by Hackett and colleagues (2013), which was selected 

for inclusion. 

A selection of 34 papers was included in the final synthesis (as set out in Table 1 on 

page 48). The review sample was broadly representative of the dominant approaches to 

the prevention of sexual abuse perpetrated by children. The papers included qualitative 

and quantitative empirical studies, systematic reviews, conceptual papers, and reports 

on policy. The material spanned disciplines of public health, cultural studies, psychology, 

social work, criminology, and education. 

Data extraction and analysis 

The thematic categories identified during sampling were subject to a process of 

reconceptualization, which involved a shift away from thinking about thematic 

categories towards thinking about domains. A domain was defined as an area of the 

evidence base which had a particular epistemological and ontological positioning, and 

that tended to work within a specific disciplinary tradition. The shift away from 

understanding the evidence base in terms of thematic categories towards 

conceptualising it in terms of domains involved the authors taking into account the 

epistemological, ontological, and disciplinary positions underpinning the thematic 

categories. Accordingly, the authors constructed the domains as more than thematic 
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categories: the domains were dominant thematic categories combined with 

epistemological, ontological, and disciplinary positioning. Thus, the five thematic 

categories—typologies and descriptions, theories about aetiology, education and 

attitudes, risk and recidivism, and service delivery responses—were conceptualised as 

five domains: characteristics; causes; communications; interventions; and treatments. 

The authors extracted the methods and main findings from every paper in each domain. 

The domains were then compared and contrasted with one another. The process of data 

extraction and analysis led to the identification of four key opportunities for prevention 

evident in the policy, practice, and research literature. The following account of the 

domains includes some recently published literature in addition to the evidence 

identified in the original 2013 literature search. 

Characteristics domain 

The literature in the characteristics domain describes the young people with sexually 

abusive behaviour in relation to factors such as age, intellectual status, gender, and use 

of pornography. Scholars associated with literature in the characteristics domain tend 

to young people who sexually abuse as a heterogeneous group in relation to various 

factors. The papers in the domain operate primarily within psychological and 

sociological disciplinary orientations. The psychology-based papers in this domain tend 

to be underpinned by a positivist approach to epistemology, and to construe individuals 

as containers of biological and psycho-social processes. The sociological-based papers 

work from both positivist and interpretivist positions. Their approach to subjectivity 

varies from a humanist self-determining individual to an ecological individual nested in 

various social realms. 

Age and gender 

Finkelhor and colleagues (2009) analysed data from 13,471 cases of sexually abusive 

behaviour identified through the United States National Incident-Based Reporting 

System. They found that 93% of sexually abusive behaviour is carried out by boys, and 

that such behaviour occurred in children as young as six years through to young people 

of 17 years. They also found that sexually abusive behaviour escalated around the age 

of 12 years, and plateaued after 14 years (Finkelhor et al., 2009). This trend is consistent
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Table 1: Papers included in the Critical Interpretive synthesis 

Author Year Title Source Methodology Epistemology Domain 

Ayland and West 2006 The Good Way Model: A strengths-based approach for working 
with young people, especially those with intellectual difficulties, 
who have sexually abusive behaviour 

Database 
search 

Qualitative Interpretivist Treatments 

Babatsikos 2010 Parents' knowledge, attitudes and practices about preventing 
child sexual abuse: A literature review 

Reference 
chaining 

Qualitative 
systematic review 

Interpretivist Communications 

Brown and Burton 2010 Exploring the overlap in male juvenile sexual offending and 
general delinquency: Trauma, alcohol use, and masculine beliefs 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Causes 

Carmody 2009 Conceptualising the prevention of sexual assault and the role of 
education 

Reference 
chaining 

Critical analysis Constructivist Communications 

Carpentier and 
Proulx 

2011 Correlates of recidivism among adolescents who have sexually 
offended 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Interventions 

Dennison and 
Leclerc 

2011 Developmental factors in adolescent child sexual offenders: A 
comparison of nonrepeat and repeat sexual offenders 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Interventions 

Elkovitch, Latzman, 
Hansen et al 

2009 Understanding child sexual behaviour problems: A developmental 
psychopathology framework 

Database 
search 

Narrative review Interpretivist Characteristics 

Finkelhor 2009 The prevention of childhood sexual abuse Google search Narrative review Interpretivist Communications 

Finkelhor, Ormrod 
and Chaffin 

2009 Juveniles who commit sex offenses against minors Google search Quantitative Positivist Characteristics 

Flood 2009 Respectful relationships: Education violence prevention and 
respectful relationships education in Victorian secondary schools 

Google search Report on policy Interpretivist Communications 

Friedrich, Baker, 
Parker et al 

2005 Youth with problematic sexualized behaviors in the child welfare 
system: A one-year longitudinal study 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Interventions 

Hackett, Phillips, 
Masson et al 

2013 Individual, family and abuse characteristics of 700 British child and 
adolescent sexual abusers 

Expert opinion Quantitative Interpretivist Characteristics 

Halse, Grant, 
Thornton et al 

2012 Intrafamilial adolescent sex offenders' response to psychological 
treatment 

Database 
search 

Qualitative Interpretivist Treatments 

Latzman, Viljoen, 
Scalora and Ullman 

2011 Sexual offending in adolescence: A comparison of sibling 
offenders and nonsibling offenders across domains of risk and 
treatment need 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Characteristics 

Letourneau 2009 Multisystemic therapy for juvenile sexual offenders: 1-year results 
from a randomised effectiveness trial 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Treatments 

Mallie, Viljoen, 
Mordell et al 

2010 Childhood abuse and adolescent sexual re-offending: A meta-
analysis 

Database 
search 

Meta-analysis Positivist Interventions 
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McCartan, Law, 
Murphy and Bailey 

2011 Child and adolescent females who present with sexually abusive 
behaviours: A 10-year UK prevalence 

Database 
search 

Mixed methods Interpretivist Characteristics 

Messerschmidt 2000 Becoming real men: Adolescent masculinity challenges and sexual 
violence 

Reference 
chaining 

Qualitative Constructivist Causes 

O’Brien 2008 Problem sexual behaviour in children: A review of the literature Google search Narrative review Interpretivist Treatments 

Ogloff, Margaret, 
Mann et al 

2012 Child sexual abuse and subsequent offending and victimisation: A 
45 year follow-up study 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Causes 

Rasmussen 2013 Young people who sexually abuse: A historical perspective and 
future directions 

Qualitative Narrative review Interpretivist Treatments 

Reitzel and 
Carbonell 

2006 The Effectiveness of Sexual Offender Treatment for Juveniles as 
Measured by Recidivism: A Meta-analysis 

Database 
search 

Meta-analysis Positivist Treatments 

Rice, Harris, Lang 
and Chaplin 

2012 Adolescents who have sexually offended: Is phallometry valid? Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Causes 

Riser, Pegram and 
Farley 

2013 Adolescent and young adult male sex offenders: Understanding 
the role of recidivism 

Database 
search 

Narrative review Interpretivist Interventions 

Seto and Lalumiere 2010 What is so special about male adolescent sexual offending? A 
review and test of explanations through meta-analysis 

Reference 
chaining 

Meta-analysis Positivist Causes 

Smallbone, 
Marshall and 
Wortley 

2008 Preventing child sexual abuse: Evidence, policy and practice Reference 
chaining 

Book Interpretivist Interventions 

Smallbone, 
Crissman and 
Rayment-Mchugh 

2009 Improving therapeutic engagement with adolescent sexual 
offenders 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Interventions 

Szanto, Lyons and 
Kisiel 

2012 Childhood trauma experience and the expression of problematic 
sexual behavior in children and adolescents in state custody 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Causes 

Terry and Ackerman 2008 Child sexual abuse in the Catholic Church. How situational crime 
prevention strategies can help create safe environments 

Database 
search 

Mixed methods Interpretivist Interventions 

Topping and Barron 2009 School-Based Child Sexual Abuse Prevention Programs: A Review 
of Effectiveness 

Reference 
chaining 

Systematic review Interpretivist Communications 

Viljoen, Mordell 
and Beneteau 

2012 Prediction of adolescent sexual reoffending: A meta-analysis of 
the J-SOAP-II, ERASOR, J-SORRAT-II, and Static-99 

Database 
search 

Meta-analysis Positivist Interventions 

Walsh,  Brandon 
and Chirio 

2012 Mother-child communication about sexual abuse prevention Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Communications 

Wurtele and Kenny 2010 Partnering with parents to prevent childhood sexual abuse Database 
search 

Narrative review Interpretivist Communications 

Ybarra, Mitchell, 
Hamburger et al 

2011 X-rated material and perpetration of sexually aggressive behavior 
among children and adolescents: Is there a link? 

Database 
search 

Quantitative Positivist Characteristics 
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with the findings of a study carried out by Hackett, Phillips, Masson, and Balfe (2013) 

involving the content analysis of the files of 700 young sexual abusers referred to United 

Kingdom services between 1992 and 2000. The authors found that the mean age for 

referral was 14 years. Thus, it appears that young people are particularly vulnerable to 

displaying sexually abusive behaviour around the age of 12 years and it may be 

significant that this is the time that many young people are reaching adolescence.   

Girls under the age of six years are particularly vulnerable to being victimised, and are 

often the siblings of young sexual abusers. Finkelhor and colleagues (2009) found that 

young abusers under the age of 12 are significantly more likely to abuse a child under 

the age of 11, with more than 50% abusing children under the age of six years. Similarly, 

Hackett and colleagues (2013) found that the vast majority of young people in their 700 

fold sample abuse children under the age of 11 years. The authors also found that just 

over half of the young people victimised girls, but that one third victimised both girls 

and boys, and just under one fifth victimised only boys. The majority of young abusers 

knew their victims, and 25% were related to their victims (Hackett, Phillips, et al., 2013).  

Learning difficulty, socioeconomic status, and cultural background 

Hackett, Phillips, Masson, and Balfe (2013) also examined the prevalence of learning 

difficulty in their sample. They found that 38% of the young people had a learning 

difficulty. This finding is consistent with a narrative review by Wissink, Van Vugt, 

Moonen, Stams, and Hendriks (2015) who found that children and young people with 

intellectual difficulties are vulnerable to becoming both victims and perpetrators of 

sexual abuse. Further, some scholarship in the United Kingdom explores the relationship 

between girls with sexually abusive behaviour and learning difficulty. In a study by 

McCartan, Law, Murphy, and Bailey (2011) comparing girls with sexually abusive 

behaviour to those without, the authors found that the girls with sexually abusive 

behaviour were significantly more likely to have a learning difficulty. A further United 

Kingdom study comparing sexually abusive girls with sexually abusive boys found that 

the girls and boys had similar high levels of learning difficulty (Masson, Hackett, Phillips, 

& Balfe, 2015).   



51 
 

In terms of the living circumstances and cultural backgrounds of young people who 

sexually abuse, a study by Vizard and colleagues (2007) reviewed the files of 288 young 

people referred to a treatment program for sexually abusive behaviour in the United 

Kingdom. The authors found that the majority of the young people were Caucasian and 

that only a small proportion was from mixed-race or African cultural backgrounds. The 

authors also found that the majority of the young people had experienced significant 

disadvantage. This finding is consistent with the results of an Australian qualitative study 

involving semi-structured interviews with 36 counsellors working in the field of sexually 

abusive behaviour (Allan, 2006). The counsellors identified the problem of poverty to be 

central to young people’s display of sexually abusive behaviour. The finding is also 

consistent with broader Australian literature, which identifies a link between 

disadvantage and high levels of sexually abusive behaviour in Aboriginal communities 

(O'Brien, 2010). 

A powerful trope associated with the characteristics domain relates to the notion of 

heterogeneity. Scholars in the field of sexually abusive behaviour construct this trope 

when they describe the group of young people who sexually abuse as heterogeneous 

(Elkovitch, Latzman, Hansen, & Flood, 2009; Finkelhor et al., 2009; Hackett, Phillips, et 

al., 2013; Latzman, Viljoen, Scalora, & Ullman, 2011). These authors hold that young 

abusers cannot be easily grouped together because they differ significantly in respect to 

various categories like age, victim choice, intellectual ability, living circumstances and 

cultural background.   

The trope of heterogeneity evident in the scholarship about sexually abusive behaviour, 

is important in that it indicates that young people who display sexually abusive 

behaviour constitute a diverse group. However, the trope may also function to obscure 

some key evidence about the characteristics of young people who abuse. Sexually 

abusive behaviour is most likely to be carried out by boys around the age of 12 years, 

against girls under the age of 11 years who are known to the abusers. 

Causes domain 

The literature in the causes domain tends to focus on why young people develop 

sexually abusive behaviour. The causes domain is distinguished from the characteristics 
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domain in its attempt to proffer explanations about the aetiology of sexually abusive 

behaviour as opposed to descriptions of young people who abuse. The papers in the 

causes domain operate predominantly within the disciplines of psychology and 

criminology. The criminology-based papers expand upon the epistemological positions 

articulated in the sociology-based papers of the characteristics domain to include 

material which works from a constructivist position. This position construes the 

individual not as a receptacle of biological process nor as an ecologically-nested identity 

but as a socially constructed subject (Mansfield, 2000). 

The evidence in the causes domains about sexually abusive behaviour identifies links 

between aspects of a young person’s experience and the development of sexually 

abusive behaviour (as illustrated in Figure 5). These aspects of experience can be 

understood risk factors that are sometimes empirically validated as causative of sexually 

abusive behaviour. Mostly, however, the risk factors are associated with sexually 

abusive behaviour but not causative of such behaviour.  

Risk factors associated with sexually abusive behaviour relating to the cultural realm of 

human experience, include: performing hegemonic masculinity; holding rape-

supportive attitudes; endorsing gender-stereotyped attitudes; and consuming 

pornography. Risk factors relating to the structural and social dimension include: 

engaging in non-sexual criminal activity; living in out-of-home-care; having educational 

difficulties; and being socially isolated. Factors associated with the relational realm of 

experience, include: living with domestic violence; and being a victim of child sexual 

abuse. A further factor relating to the psychological and biological realms involves 

having atypical sexual interests.  

Cultural and institutional risk factors 

Risk factors associated with the cultural dimension tend to involve traditional 

constructions of masculinity and femininity. A life histories analysis carried out by 

Messerschmidt (2000) found that sexually abusive behaviour could be explained as a 

performance of hegemonic masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity refers to the subject 

position available to (some) men from which they dominate women and other men, and 
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Figure 5: Risk factors associated with sexually abusive behaviour 

it is the most powerful position within the configuration of masculine subjectivies 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Hartill, 2009). The boys carried out sexually abusive 

behaviour in order to achieve a shift from a subordinate masculine subject position to a 

dominant masculine subject position. This finding is consistent with a Swedish study by 

Kjellgren, Priebe, Svedin, and Laangstroem (2010) involving 1,933 boys. The authors 

found that boys who had sexually abused were more likely to hold rape-supportive and 

gender-stereotype-supportive attitudes than their non-sexually abusing counterparts.  
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Another risk factor relating to the cultural dimension involves consuming pornography. 

A longitudinal study (Ybarra, Mitchell, Hamburger, Diener-West, & Leaf, 2011) of 1,588 

US households found that young people who intentionally exposed themselves to 

violent x-rated material on various media over time predicted a six-fold increase in the 

odds of self-reported sexually abusive behaviour for both boys and girls. Furthermore, 

Wright, Tokunaga, and Kraus (2016), the authors of a recent meta-analysis of 22 studies 

across seven countries, found a significant association between consuming pornography 

and displaying sexually abusive behaviour for male and female young people. 

Factors relating to the structural and social dimensions of young people’s experience are 

also identified in the causes domain. These experiential factors are evident in papers 

which explore the relationship between sexually abusive behaviour and non-sexual 

criminal activity. In a North American study of 290 sexually abusive boys the authors 

found that most young people in their sample who sexually abused had also 

demonstrated non-sexual criminality (Brown & Burton, 2010). This overlap between 

non-sexual criminal offending and sexually abusive behaviour is echoed in Seto and 

Lalumiere’s (2010) meta-analysis of 59 papers that explored various explanations for 

such behaviour. The authors found that criminal history and antisocial tendency had the 

third and fourth strongest effect size respectively as factors differentiating young people 

with sexually abusive behaviour from young people with non-sexual criminal behaviour. 

The authors of the meta-analysis also found support for a link between sexually abusive 

behaviour and experiences of social isolation. This finding is consistent with Vizard and 

colleagues’ descriptive study (2007), which found that half of the 288 strong sample of 

sexually abusive young people reported being socially isolated from their peers, and that 

nearly two thirds had behaved disruptively at school. In addition, the authors found that 

three quarters of the participants had been removed from the home by Child Protection 

authorities, and were living in out-of-home-care.  

Relational risk factors 

The literature in the causes domain identifies the experience of being a victim of child 

sexual abuse, as well as the experience of other forms of childhood trauma, as linked to 

the display of sexually abusive behaviour. Scholars demonstrate a strong relationship 

between being a victim of child sexual abuse and developing sexually abusive behaviour. 
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In their meta-analysis, Seto and Lalumiere (2010) found that young people with sexually 

abusive behaviour were five times more likely than young people with non-sexual 

criminal behaviour to have been sexually abused. Likewise, a Swiss study by Aebi, 

Landolt, Mueller-Pfeiffer, Schnyder, Maier, and Mohler-Kuo (2015) involving 6,628 Year 

9 students found that boys who had been sexually abused were significantly more likely 

than their non-abused counterparts to exhibit sexually abusive behaviour, and that 

sexually abused girls were also at increased risk.  

Furthermore, a study by Szanto, Lyons, and Kisiel (2012) demonstrated a relationship 

between being a victim of child sexual abuse and the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour. The North American study involved the analysis of data from the assessment 

of 5,976 children aged five to 18 years who were living in out-of-home-care. It found 

that there was a strong relationship between being a victim of child sexual abuse and 

the development of sexually abusive behaviour. It also found that female victims of child 

sexual abuse tended to develop sexually “reactive” behaviour, such as multiple sexual 

partners and unplanned pregnancies, whereas male child sexual abuse victims were 

much more likely to exhibit sexually abusive behaviour (Szanto et al., 2012). 

However, the evidence base stipulates that most children who are sexually abused do 

not go on to sexually abuse children. Ogloff, Cutajar, Mann, and Mullen (2012) 

conducted a longitudinal study of 2,759 records collected by the Victorian Institute of 

Forensic Medicine about children who had been sexually abused between 1964 and 

1995. The authors found that 5% of male victims were subsequently convicted of a 

sexual offense compared to 0.6% of males in the general population. They also found 

that female victims of child sexual abuse were significantly more likely than the general 

population to have been sexually re-victimised. In comparison to the general population 

both male and female victims of child sexual abuse were at an increased risk of 

committing or experiencing a range of offences including sexual assault and more 

general violence. However, up to 95% of child sexual abuse victims did not go on to 

sexually abuse others. Child sexual abuse victims who did go on to perpetrate were more 

likely to be male, and to have abused at around the age of 12 years (Ogloff et al., 2012). 

Scholars in the field are starting to explore why many children who are sexually abused 
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display resilience to becoming sexually abusive young people and adults (Lambie & 

Johnston, 2015). 

There is evidence of an association between experiences of non-sexual childhood abuse, 

including living with domestic violence, and the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour. Hackett, Phillips, Masson, and Balfe’s (2013) study of the records of 700 

young sexual abusers in the United Kingdom found that 50% of the sample had 

experienced child abuse other than sexual abuse. Likewise, in their meta-analysis Seto 

and Lalumiere (2010) found support for a link between experiences of non-sexual child 

abuse and neglect, and sexually abusive behaviour. Furthermore, Szanto and colleagues 

(2012) distinguished an association between sexually abusive behaviour and multiple 

traumatic experiences such as those relating to all forms of child abuse, neglect, 

domestic violence, school violence, exposure to war, terrorism, or criminal activity. This 

is consistent with the work of Finkelhor, Ormrod, and Turner (2007), and Turner, 

Shattuck, Finkelhor, and Hamby (2016), about polyvictimisation. This scholarship 

demonstrates that multiple abuse experiences lead to higher levels of disturbed 

symptomatic behaviour in children and young people. Szanto and colleagues (2012) also 

report that they were surprised to discover an association between being involved in 

school-based bullying and displaying sexually abusive behaviour.   

A Finnish study by Forsman, Johansson, Santtila, Sandnabba, and Langstrom (2015) 

involving 6,255 twins builds upon the evidence about the link between childhood 

maltreatment and sexually abusive behaviour. The authors found that childhood 

maltreatment was likely to be causally linked to the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour. Sexually abusive behaviour was predicted similarly by the presence of 

physical and sexual child abuse, and by that of physical neglect. The authors did not find 

that emotional abuse predicted sexually abusive behaviour to the same extent. The 

Victorian practice guidelines for working with young people who sexually abuse draw 

particular attention to the association between living with domestic violence and 

sexually abusive behaviour (Pratt & Miller, 2012). Furthermore, the recently released 

report of the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence indicates that the 

majority of young people being treated for sexually abusive behaviour in Victoria have 

lived with domestic violence (Royal Commission into Family Violence, 2016). 
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Bio-psychological risk factors 

The evidence in the causes domain also points to bio-psychological risk factors 

associated with sexually abusive behaviour. The experience of learning difficulty as 

linked to sexually abusive behaviour has been discussed in the relation to the 

characteristics domain and echoed in the comments made by Szanto and colleagues 

(2012) in the previous section about young people having experiences of disrupted 

education. The evidence indicates strongly that young people with learning difficulties, 

including intellectual functioning or attention deficit issues, may be at risk of developing 

sexually abusive behaviour (Vizard et al., 2007; West, 2007; Wissink et al., 2015). 

Another bio-psychological risk factor involves having atypical sexual interests, which are 

understood to involve sexual attraction to children and to coercive sex more generally. 

Seto and Lalumiere (2010) found that atypical sexual interests had the largest effect size 

as a variable differentiating young people with sexually abusive behaviour from young 

people with non-sexual criminal behaviours. This finding lends legitimacy to 

explanations of sexual offending that focus on young people’s non-normative sexual 

interests.   

The association between sexually abusive behaviour and atypical sexual interests is 

further explored by Rice, Harris, Lang, and Chaplin (2012). The authors conducted a 

quantitative study comparing the phallometric responses of 61 young people with 

sexually abusive behaviour, to those of 69 adult perpetrators of child sexual abuse. The 

authors did not report on any ethical processes associated with the study, except that 

young people were recruited. The authors state: “About half of the participants were 

assessed while they were inpatients of a maximum security provincial psychiatric 

hospital (usually on a warrant of remand for assessment prior to trial), but the remainder 

were referred from other sources (e.g., local probation and parole services, minimum 

security psychiatric hospital)” (Rice et al., 2012, p. 137). The participants’ penises were 

fitted with a mercury-in-silastic strain gauge and exposed to various child-related and 

non-child-related stimuli. The study found that the adolescents’ phallometric profiles 

were more similar to adult sex offenders than to adults with conventional sexual 

interests but that the child preference indices of the adolescents were significantly 

lower than for the adult sex offenders. In other words, the young people with sexually 
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abusive behaviour did not exhibit the same level of sexual arousal in relation to children 

as the adult perpetrators. This finding seems to be consistent with another study 

comparing young people with sexually abusive behaviour to adult sex offenders. The 

authors found that the recidivism rate for young people with sexually abusive behaviour 

was much lower at 3-14% than for adult sex offending at 20% (Riser, Pegram, & Farley, 

2013). 

Thus, the causes domain locates cultural, structural, relational, and bio-psychological 

risk factors as linked to the development of sexually abusive behaviour. The evidence is 

most developed in relation to the association between being a victim of child sexual 

abuse and becoming a perpetrator of such abuse. The evidence base is currently 

expanding around an association between all forms of childhood abuse, including living 

with domestic violence, and the development of sexually abusive behaviour. It is also 

developing in relation to the role that pornography plays in triggering sexually abusive 

behaviour. The evidence indicates that young people who have sexually abused are 

likely to have histories of trauma that combine with other factors like watching 

pornography to induce sexually abusive behaviour. It also implies that young people 

with sexually abusive behaviour are amenable to change in that any atypical sexual 

interest does not appear to be strongly established. 

Communications domain 

The literature in the communications domain represents the prevention of sexual abuse 

perpetrated by children in terms of sexual abuse prevention education and can be 

considered a form of primary prevention in terms of the Public Health model. Such 

education is understood to be the intentional conducting of informal or formal teaching 

and learning sessions which aim to raise children’s awareness about child sexual abuse, 

and what children can do in response to experiences of sexual abuse (Walsh, Brandon, 

& Chirio, 2012). The evidence in the communications domain identifies two main forms 

of child sexual abuse prevention education: school-based programs; and mother-child 

communication. 
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School-based programs 

In terms of child sexual abuse prevention education programs, a narrative review by 

Finkelhor (2009) found that prevention programs targeting children have been a major 

strand of child sexual abuse prevention efforts. The author makes a tentative link 

between child sexual abuse prevention education and the decline in incidence of child 

sexual abuse since the 1990s in the United States. He argues that the programs have 

resulted in increased disclosures of child sexual abuse, as well as a reduction in self-

blaming amongst victims. Despite these positive outcomes the programs have been 

criticised for being conceptually too complex and for being potentially damaging to 

children’s relationships with adults. These criticisms are unfounded in that children are 

able to acquire the concepts, and parent-child communication improves as a result of 

the programs (Finkelhor, 2009). 

Topping and Barron (2009) undertook a systematic review of 22 studies evaluating 

school-based child sexual abuse prevention programs. The authors found that the 

content of such programs varied significantly and that programs were conducted within 

a combination of cognitive-behavioural, behavioural, and social-learning frameworks. 

Despite the variation in content programs tended to address topics such as: good and 

bad secrets; inappropriate touching; saying no; telling an adult; and not self-blaming. 

The authors found that the evaluation methodologies used by the studies were flawed 

because the success of programs were measured in terms of children’s knowledge gain 

but not in terms of how the knowledge was translated into action in the real world 

(Topping & Baron, 2009). 

This finding is consistent with a meta-analysis by Walsh, Zwi, Woolfenden, and Shlonsky 

(2015) of 24 studies measuring the effectiveness of school-based child sexual abuse 

prevention programs. The authors found that such programs could increase children’s 

skills and knowledge about protecting themselves from child sexual abuse but that there 

was no evidence that programs decreased the likelihood of child sexual abuse occurring. 

The finding is also in-keeping with a systematic review carried out by Pitts (2015) of 23 

papers about the effectiveness of child sexual abuse prevention programs in preschool 

settings. The author found that programs helped children identify inappropriate 
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touching, and did not make children feel afraid or anxious. It was not clear if the 

programs led to more disclosures of child sexual abuse by children (Pitt, 2015). 

Child sexual abuse prevention education may be delivered as part of broader sexuality 

education curriculums. Carmody (2009) undertook a critical analysis of current sexual 

violence prevention education programs operating in schools and universities across 

Western jurisdictions. The author found that the current dominant prevention 

education paradigm is constructed on the basis of an unhealthy/healthy dichotomy, 

which obfuscates young people’s diverse experiences of gender, sexuality, and pleasure. 

The paradigm functions to reinforce the self-governing practices associated with 

heteronormativity. Educative interventions should be built upon an alternative 

framework that engages with concepts relating to subjectivity and ethics. This would 

mean teaching young people how to reflect ethically upon themselves and their 

relationships with intimate partners (Carmody, 2009). 

Thus, child sexual abuse prevention education programs appear to be effective in 

teaching children about child sexual abuse and how they can keep themselves safe. 

However, current evidence about the effectiveness of such programs is inconclusive 

about whether they increase disclosures, or reduce the likelihood of child sexual abuse.   

Mother-child communication 

Mother-child communication as a site for child sexual abuse prevention education is also 

explored in the communications domain. A qualitative study by Walsh and colleagues 

(2012) of 212 Australian mothers found that two thirds had talked with their children 

about child sexual abuse. The authors found that there had been an increase in the 

proportion of mothers talking to their children about child sexual abuse since the 1990s, 

when a similar study by Briggs (1988) found that only 25% of mothers had such 

discussions. Walsh and colleagues (2012) also found that the most common topics 

discussed by mothers with their children, included: self-esteem issues, appropriate 

touching, and anatomically correct terms for genitals. The number of topics discussed 

increased for mothers with children in the five to 12 year old bracket. The authors 

propose that future prevention efforts should involve a strengthening of mother-child 

communication about child sexual abuse. Furthermore, mothers should be provided 
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with factual information about child sexual abuse which they can draw upon when 

communicating with their children (Walsh et al., 2012). 

Likewise, in a systematic review of 23 papers Babatsikos (2010) found that the majority 

of mothers in the studies talked to their children about child sexual abuse. However, the 

information imparted to their children was often based on misconceptions about child 

sexual abuse including the idea that strangers are mostly responsible for perpetration. 

In the review, Babatsikos calls for the provision of accurate information to mothers 

about child sexual abuse and of practical skills to help mothers talk to their children 

about such abuse.  

This call for parents to be more fully engaged in child sexual abuse prevention education 

is echoed in a narrative review by Wurtele and Kenny (2010). The authors found that 

parents should be more involved in school-based sexual abuse prevention. They also 

considered that better communication between schools and parents about the content 

of such programs, as well as the provision of homework about child sexual abuse 

prevention in order to generate discussions in the family home, would be helpful for 

prevention efforts. Parents needed to be informed about how to keep their home 

environments safe for their children and to pay particular attention to care 

arrangements for their children as the majority of sexual abusers are known to their 

victims (Wurtele & Kenny, 2010). 

The evidence in the communications domain indicates, therefore, that mothers tend to 

talk to their children about child sexual abuse, but that they give children misinformation 

about such abuse. It is not clear if fathers also talk to their children about child sexual 

abuse. It appears that parent-child communication about child sexual abuse tends to be 

conflated with mother-child communication about such abuse in the scholarship about 

child sexual abuse prevention education. It would be pertinent to carry out research that 

identifies the role that fathers could play in communicating child sexual abuse 

prevention messages to their children including messages about not carrying out 

sexually abusive behaviour.  

In summary, the literature in the communications domain involves child sexual abuse 

prevention education. Such education occurs in the contexts of school based programs 
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and mother-child communication. These primary prevention strategies may function to 

reduce occurrences of child sexual abuse. They may also have the effect of reducing 

instances of sexually abusive behaviour considering that such behaviour is a subset of 

child sexual abuse perpetration. However, it is likely that children do not conceive of the 

possibility that they could be abused by another child or young person particularly if 

there is no mention of this in the program or by their mothers. Both education-based 

prevention initiatives discussed have a focus on potential victims of child sexual abuse 

rather than on perpetrators. The Public Health model of prevention stipulates that 

primary prevention education-based initiatives should address risk factors associated 

with displaying sexually abusive behaviour as well as those associated with child sexual 

abuse victimisation.   

Interventions domain 

The evidence in the interventions domain tends to revolve around targeting 

interventions at young people with sexually abusive behaviour. These interventions 

have a focus on the trajectory of sexually abusive behaviour and on the environmental 

context of such behaviour. These two approaches to intervention can be broadly 

understood as underpinned respectively by models of developmental crime prevention, 

and situational crime prevention (Homel, Freiberf, Lamb, Leech, Batchelor, Carr, Hay, 

Teague, & Elias, 2006; Smallbone, Marshall, & Wortley, 2008).  

Intervening in the trajectory 

The scholarship about intervening in the trajectory of sexually abusive behaviour has a 

focus on risk factors that can predict such behaviour (Carpentier, Leclerc, & Proulx, 2011; 

Dennison & Leclerc, 2011; Elkovitch et al., 2009). Risk factors are referred to variously 

as risk markers, developmental antecedents, developmental factors, and predictors. The 

scholarship in the interventions domain has a particular emphasis on recidivistic sexually 

abusive behaviour. Dennison and Leclerc (2011) and Carpentier and Proulx (2011) 

distinguish between three types of risk factors for recidivistic sexually abusive 

behaviour: empirically-supported, promising, and possible. Empirically-supported risk 

factors have been statistically linked to recidivistic sexually abusive behaviour and 

include: having deviant sexual interests; having prior criminal convictions for sexual 

offending; choosing a stranger as victim; having more than one victim; being socially 
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isolated; and receiving incomplete treatment. Promising risk factors have limited 

empirical support and include: having problematic relationships with adults; and holding 

attitudes supportive of sexual offending. Possible risk factors have not been empirically 

verified and include: being impulsive; being antisocial; experiencing high-stress family 

environments; having negative peer associations; and acting aggressively.   

The notion of the empirical validity of risk factors for sexually abusive behaviour is 

further taken up in a meta-analysis by Viljoen, Mordell, and Beneteau (2012). The study 

synthesised 33 studies involving 6,196 male adolescents who had been charged with a 

sexual offence, and aimed to determine the predictive validity of several risk assessment 

tools used by practitioners to assess young people’s risk of re-offending. The assessment 

tools under examination were the J-SOAP-II, ERASOR, J-SORRAT-II, and Static-99. The 

authors found that each of the tools significantly predicted recidivistic sexually abusive 

behaviour and that no single tool was significantly stronger than the others.   

The scholarship about risk factors for recidivistic sexually abusive behaviour is relevant 

to secondary prevention initiatives because it identifies young people who are likely to 

persist in the behaviour. A longitudinal study by Friedrich, Bakery, Parker, 

Schneiderman, Gries, and Archer (2005) measured the persistence of problematic sexual 

behaviour over time. The persistence of such behaviour was not measured using re-

conviction rates or self-reporting, but by therapist and caregiver reports about the 

behaviour of 97 young people. The authors of the study found that problematic sexual 

behaviour did not attenuate over time, particularly for those children living in residential 

care settings. Likewise, the authors of a narrative review Riser and colleagues (2013) 

found that many adult sex offenders start sexually abusing in adolescence but that most 

young people with sexually abusive behaviour do not go on to become adult sex 

offenders. In a study by Carpentier and Proulx (2011) of 351 male young people who 

had sexually offended only 10% of the sample had sexually reoffended after eight years.   

The evidence about risk factors associated with recidivistic sexually abusive behaviour 

appears to be well-translated into the design and evaluation of risk assessment tools, 

which can be used in treatment settings to predict future sexually abusive behaviour. 

However, there seems to be less scholarship addressing how knowledge about risk 
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factors could inform prevention strategies targeting at-risk young people before they 

display sexually abusive behaviour. Australian scholars have begun to undertake some 

work in this area. Smallbone, Marshall, and Wortley (2008) outlined a model for the 

developmental crime prevention of child sexual abuse. The authors drew upon evidence 

about risk factors associated with child sexual abuse perpetration in order to argue that 

prevention efforts should focus on reducing risk factors around key developmental 

milestones such as: achieving secure early attachment relationships; transitioning to 

school and high school; and beginning parenthood. This theory has not yet been used to 

inform the implementation of any secondary prevention measures targeting sexually 

abusive behaviour. 

Intervening in the environment 

The scholarship in the interventions domain involves interventions that target the 

setting of sexually abusive behaviour as well as the development of that behaviour. This 

kind of intervention is underpinned by situational crime prevention theory, and like the 

developmental crime prevention material, is explored most fully by Smallbone and 

colleagues (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015; Smallbone et al., 2008; Smallbone, Rayment-

McHugh, & Smith, 2013).  

For Smallbone and colleagues (2008) there are four factors related to the settings in 

which child sexual abuse occurs which can be manipulated in order to reduce the 

opportunity for the perpetration of such abuse: increasing effort associated with 

perpetration; increasing risk to the perpetrator; controlling prompts linked with child 

sexual abuse; and reducing permissibility of perpetrating sexual abuse. These factors 

should be addressed in three different types of settings in which sexual abuse is 

perpetrated: public, institutional, and domestic. For example, prevention strategies 

involving increasing risk for a potential perpetrator of child sexual abuse in a public 

setting, include: extending guardianship of children; increasing formal surveillance in 

public spaces; reducing anonymity of those working in public spaces; and assisting 

natural surveillance (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015; Smallbone et al., 2008; Smallbone 

et al., 2013). 
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In recent years, public attention in countries such as North America, Ireland, and 

Australia has been drawn to child sexual abuse in institutional settings. Institutional 

settings are places associated with organisations that deliver services to children such 

as: churches, youth clubs, statutory care providers, hospitals, and schools. Particular 

attention has been paid to strategies that draw upon situational crime prevention 

theory to respond to child sexual abuse perpetrated in institutional settings. For 

example, in a mixed-methods study by Terry and Ackerman (2008), the authors found 

that Smallbone, Marshall, and Wortley’s (2008) work about the situational crime 

prevention of child sexual abuse could inform prevention measures that could help 

prevent child sexual abuse within the Catholic Church. One such strategy related to the 

controlling prompts factor of the model that involved eliminating any activities whereby 

a priest is alone with a child (Terry & Ackerman, 2008). 

Overall, the evidence in the interventions domain about preventing sexually abusive 

behaviour involves developing strategies that intervene in the trajectory of the 

behaviour and in the environmental context of the behaviour. Internationally the 

literature is well-developed in relation to how knowledge about risk factors can be used 

to predict recidivistic sexually abusive behaviour. However, the scholarship is less 

developed in relation to particular secondary prevention strategies that could target 

young people who are likely to develop sexually abusive behaviour in the first instance.   

Treatments domain 

The evidence in the treatments domain relates primarily to the treatment of sexually 

abusive behaviour after it has been carried out. The scholarship focuses on different 

approaches to treatment and on the effectiveness of treatment. 

Approaches to treatment 

In a narrative review Rasmussen (2013) identified two main types of treatment for 

young people who sexually abuse: traditional sex offender approaches; and 

developmentally-sensitive approaches. Traditional sex offender approaches are 

modelled on adult sex offender treatment programs and involve carrying out cognitive 

behavioural therapy with young people in a group setting. This traditional approach to 

treatment is commonly used in the North America and does not take into account the 
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developmental needs of adolescents. Rasmussen found that the traditional approach 

may be harmful to young people and that treatment models should be sensitive to the 

developmental stages of young people who sexually abuse (Rasmussen, 2013). 

One such developmentally-sensitive treatment model is multisystemic therapy. 

Multisystemic therapy is a treatment approach which responds to young people within 

the context of their families and communities (Halse et al., 2012). The central goal of 

multisystemic therapy is to address the individual, relational, and community 

experiential factors that contribute to a young person’s sexually abusive behaviour. The 

therapy is most often conducted in a community setting and draws upon aspects of 

family therapy, behavioural parent training, and cognitive behavioural therapy. The 

approach takes into account the diverse life experiences of young people who abuse 

and it has the capacity to be tailored to the individual needs of young people and their 

families (Letourneau, Henggeler, & Bordin, 2009).    

A further developmentally-sensitive approach has been developed in response to young 

people with learning difficulties in New Zealand. Ayland and West (2006) described a 

community-based treatment program for young people with learning difficulties who 

have sexually abused. The approach is called the Good Way model and is underpinned 

by a narrative therapy approach to the problem of sexually abusive behaviour. The 

model draws upon the concept of externalisation which is a way of speaking that enables 

the separation of a problem from the identity of a young person. The model works with 

a conceptually simple binary between good and bad. The aim of the program is to assist 

young people to develop a “good life” that necessarily involves safety for the young 

person and for any children in contact with that young person (Ayland & West, 2006). 

Effectiveness of treatment 

Reitzel and Carbonell (2006) carried out a meta-analysis of nine studies involving 2,986 

participants measuring the effectiveness of sexually abusive behaviour treatment. The 

authors found that the rate of recidivism for young people who had received treatment 

was 7.37%, which was significantly lower than for those who had not received treatment 

at 18.93%. Two of the four studies with the strongest effect sizes involved multisystemic 
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therapy indicating that such an approach is effective in treating sexually abusive 

behaviour (Reitzel & Carbonell, 2006). 

Empirical support for the effectiveness of multisystemic therapy is further established 

in a randomised controlled trial of effectiveness conducted by Letourneau and 

colleagues (2009) in the United States. The purpose of the study was to measure the 

effectiveness of multisystemic therapy as opposed to traditional approaches to treating 

young sexual abusers. The researchers randomly assigned 127 young people convicted 

of a sexual offense to either a multisystemic therapy group or a traditional treatment 

group. The authors found that multisystemic therapy was more effective than 

traditional treatment in decreasing young people’s problem sexual behaviours, non-

sexual criminal behaviour, and substance-use behaviour. Multisystemic therapy was 

also associated with a reduction in the need for out-of-home care placements. A further 

qualitative study by Halse and colleagues (2012) indicated that multisystemic therapy 

was effective. The study involved collecting the perceptions of 12 young people who had 

attended a West Australian multisystemic treatment program. The authors found that 

the young people identified the group therapy component of the program as being of 

most value in their recovery from sexually abusing, and described general improvements 

in their relationships with family and peers (Halse et al., 2012). 

The treatment literature identifies therapeutic engagement as an issue associated with 

effectiveness. In a study by Smallbone, Crissman, and Rayment-McHugh (2009) involving 

159 boys referred to a Queensland treatment service disengagement from treatment 

was defined as: non-attendance at therapy sessions; non-completion of treatment; and 

poor engagement with therapists. The authors aimed to identify factors which predicted 

poor therapeutic engagement and found that Indigeneity and impulsivity were two 

significant predictors. The finding about Indigeneity predicting disengagement from 

treatment is echoed in a narrative review by O’Brien (2008). The author found that there 

is a pressing need for a culturally-sensitive treatment response to sexually abusive 

behaviour carried out by Aboriginal children and young people that takes into account 

the intergenerational trauma and disadvantage associated with Indigeneity in Australia 

(O’Brien, 2008). 



68 
 

The scholarship in the treatments domain focuses primarily on treatment responses to 

young people who have sexually abused. It appears that treatment programs for young 

people who sexually abuse are effective in stopping the reoccurrence of sexually abusive 

behaviour for a significant proportion of these young people. The field of tertiary 

prevention also seems to be undergoing a shift away from models informed by 

traditional adult sex offender treatment towards models that involve therapists paying 

attention to the developmental stages of young people who abuse. The 

developmentally-sensitive approach to treating sexually abusive behaviour takes into 

account the family and school environments of young people. However, the approach 

does not seem to address the experiences of young people pertaining to the cultural 

dimension of the societies in which they live. This means that the emerging 

developmentally-sensitive models may not be culturally sensitive in relation to the 

discourses of gender, class, age, ability, and Indigeneity which shape young people’s 

identities.  

Four opportunities for prevention 

Four opportunities for prevention were identified as emerging from the analysis of the 

domains. These opportunities were to: explain how gender shapes sexually abusive 

behaviour; apply evidence to inform prevention education; implement crime prevention 

strategies; and incorporate sociocultural evidence into treatment models. 

The first opportunity for prevention involves understanding how gender shapes sexually 

abusive behaviour. The characteristics and causes domains demonstrate a blindness 

around the question of gender. Scholars writing in these domains tend to describe the 

group of young people who display sexually abusive behaviour as heterogeneous, 

meaning that their characteristics vary greatly according to various categories like age 

and intellectual status. However, the group of young people who sexually abuse children 

is overwhelmingly male. Thus, the heterogeneous nature of the group of young people 

who abuse does not hold in relation to the category of gender.  The literature does not 

adequately explain how gender impacts upon the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour.   
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The second opportunity for prevention pertains to the communications domain. The 

literature in the communications domain does not account for the fact that most 

children are victimised when they are under the age of 11 years and that sexually 

abusive behaviour peaks around the age of 12 years (Finkelhor et al., 2009). This means 

that teaching and learning experiences about sexually abusive behaviour need to be 

targeted at children in their pre-school and primary school years as opposed to their 

secondary school years. In addition, the prevention agenda could be enhanced by 

developing the knowledge held by the education domain relating to mother-child 

communication about child sexual abuse prevention. Scholars writing in the 

communications domain demonstrates that most mothers talk to their children about 

child sexual abuse prevention but that the messages they convey to their children are 

often inaccurate.   

The third opportunity for prevention relates to the translation of developmental and 

situational crime prevention models into policy and practice. Smallbone and colleagues 

(2008) have undertaken significant work in applying developmental and crime 

prevention theory to child sexual abuse. However, programs have not yet been 

formulated that target young people who are likely to develop sexually abusive 

behaviour or the settings in which such behaviour occurs. In terms of targeting young 

people programs could be developed which identify and respond to risk factors 

associated with sexually abusive behaviour. Likewise, in terms of targeting the settings 

in which sexually abusive behaviour occurs policy and practice could be developed which 

adopts Smallbone and colleagues’ (2008) application of situational crime prevention to 

the public, institutional, and domestic settings in which child sexual abuse is 

perpetrated.   

A fourth opportunity for enhancing the sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda 

relates to the incorporation of sociocultural evidence into the treatment domain. The 

treatment domain’s paradigm shift from a punishment to a therapeutic response to 

sexually abusive behaviour has prompted a conceptualisation of young abusers as 

individuals nested in ecological spheres of family and community.  The literature in the 

treatment domain has expanded its focus considerably by engaging with the family and 

community levels of a young abuser’s ecology. However, it could be argued that an 
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understanding of the societal level of that ecology, including the way discourses of race, 

class, gender, ability, and sexuality shape sexually abusive behaviour, has not been 

incorporated fully into current treatment models. It may be that a more robust 

engagement with the sociocultural aspect of young abusers’ subjectivities has the 

potential to lead to better therapeutic engagement with groups of young people who 

have diverse cultural backgrounds. 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has reported the findings of an early version of a Critical Interpretive 

Synthesis about the evidence pertaining to preventing sexually abusive behaviour. The 

early version of the review was informed by the research question: What opportunities 

for the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour are evident in the research, policy, and 

practice literature?  Four opportunities for preventing sexually abusive behaviour 

identified were used to inform the further stage of data collection involving young 

people and reported in Chapter Five of this thesis. 
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Part 2: Theory, methodology, and method 
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Chapter 4: Theory and methodology  

This chapter outlines the theoretical and methodological positioning of the study, while 

the following chapter focuses on the actual process involved in carrying out the 

research. In this chapter, theory is understood broadly to mean a “system of ideas” 

(Giacomini, 2010, p. 128) and methodology is conceptualised as theory about the value 

of particular research methods (Carter & Little, 2007). The theories discussed in this 

chapter concern ideas about knowledge, being, power, and gender. They also concern 

ideas about collecting and analysing qualitative data, and about how research can be 

translated into action in the real world. The study intended to generate knowledge that 

could be readily translated into prevention practice. Theories about knowledge are 

understood as epistemologies and theories about being are understood as ontologies.   

The chapter discusses how the project is positioned epistemologically and ontologically. 

It demonstrates how this positioning of the research is consistent with the choice of 

methodology and with the research actions undertaken. The chapter also reports upon 

a methodological dilemma that emerged during the course of research and the way that 

dilemma was resolved. In addition, the chapter considers how the research fits into 

current scholarly debates about knowledge translation.   

Ultimately, the chapter highlights the intention of the research to operate within a 

theoretical framework that enables the voices of a particularly marginalised group of 

young people to reach policymakers, scholars, and practitioners working in the field of 

child sexual abuse prevention. In this way, the study was conceived within the context 

of social justice for children and young people. It was important that the voices of young 

people were heard in a way that was safe for their victims. In order to maintain this 

safety, it was necessary to position the project very strongly within a feminist 

framework. This allowed for the voices of young sexual abusers to be heard while 

acknowledging: girls are three times more likely to be victims of child sexual abuse than 

boys (Stoltenborgh et al., 2011); most sexually abusive behaviour is carried out by boys 

(Finkelhor et al., 2009; Hackett, Phillips et al., 2013); holding rape-supportive and 

gender-stereotype-supportive attitudes are factors associated with carrying out sexually 

abusive behaviour (Kjellgren et al., 2010). 
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Feminist epistemologies 

Part of ensuring that the study was positioned firmly within a feminist framework 

involved identifying the project in relation to various feminist epistemologies. North 

American feminist philosopher Sandra Harding (1986) identified three categories of 

feminist epistemology, including: Feminist empiricism; Feminist standpoint 

epistemology; and Postmodern feminist epistemology. It has recently been developed 

by Scandinavian feminist philosopher Nina Lykke (2010), who added the further 

epistemological category of Feminist postconstructionism, which is the positioning of 

this study. 

Feminist empiricism is associated with early feminist thought and works within a 

positivist paradigm. Feminist empiricists hold that positivist inquiry is the best way to 

produce knowledge about the world. Positivist inquiry sets out to test hypotheses in a 

deductive manner and works on the assumption that the researcher can act as an 

objective and neutral observer. According to feminist empiricists, traditional positivist 

research is the preferred way to generate knowledge about the world but such research 

has conventionally excluded women from being the subjects under examination. This 

exclusion, feminist empiricists argue has resulted from a gender bias that constructs 

being human as equal to being male. For researchers working within this epistemological 

paradigm, the inclusion of women as research subjects leads to better scientific 

empiricism and to more robust knowledge about the world (Grant & Giddings, 2002; 

Harding, 1986; Lykke, 2010). 

Feminist standpoint epistemology emerged out of feminists’ critical engagement with 

Marxist theory and pays particular attention to the oppression of women within the 

context of the gendered division of labour. Research associated with feminist standpoint 

epistemology aims to give voice to the perspectives of particular groups of oppressed 

women, including: black women; working-class women; lesbian women; and women 

who are victim/survivors of domestic violence and sexual abuse. Researchers working 

from the position of Feminist standpoint epistemology often focus on generating 

knowledge about women’s lived experience and using the research process to pursue 

social justice for groups of oppressed women. That is, methodologies associated with 

this epistemology tend to be qualitative and interpretative in their approach. Research 
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carried out within an interpretive paradigm in contrast to research carried out within a 

positivist paradigm constructs the relationship between researchers and participants as 

intersubjective. That is, researchers are thought to impact on their subjects and vice 

versa, which requires the researcher to reflect on their position in the process of 

knowledge generation (Grant & Giddings, 2002; Harding, 1986; Lykke, 2010). 

Postmodern feminist epistemology emerged out of feminists’ engagement with 

poststructuralist philosophy. Poststructuralist philosophers call into question the ability 

of human beings to generate accurate knowledge about the world. Human beings are 

conceptualised as subjects who are constructed though language rather than as 

individuals in possession of unique identities founded in reasoned thought. Knowledge 

is understood as discourse that can be conceived as a way of speaking that determines 

who can speak and who can be listened to in relation to a particular social phenomenon. 

Reality cannot be observed using methods associated with positivism or interpretivism; 

rather, there are only socially constructed narratives about the human condition. 

Postmodern-informed researchers reject the notion that the world can be fully known, 

and understand that research can only produce partial narratives about particular 

discursively constructed social phenomenon (Grant & Giddings, 2002; Harding, 1986; 

Lykke, 2010). 

Research operating within a postmodern paradigm tends to involve the deconstruction 

of discursive regimes relating to particular social phenomenon. Researchers may 

critically analyse feminine subjectivities in relation to discursive regimes. Methods 

associated with this epistemological position can be thought about as deconstructive, 

rather than as constructive. That is, the aim of such research is often to problematise 

the discursive regimes that produce certain feminine subject positions, rather than to 

construct alternative discursive regimes and corresponding subject positions. 

Researchers oriented to Postmodern feminist epistemology view themselves as 

inextricably linked to the discursive regimes from which they are produced, and may 

think of the statements of their research subjects as “texts” to be deconstructed (Grant 

& Giddings, 2002; Harding, 1986; Lykke, 2010).   
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Lykke (2010) introduces a further category of feminist epistemology: Feminist 

postconstructionism. Feminist postconstructionism represents an epistemological 

position that both embraces and transgresses the category of Postmodern feminist 

epistemology. In Lykke’s words: 

The combined movements into and beyond the stances of postmodern 

philosophy and poststructuralism are the reason why I think it is important 

not only to retain Harding’s umbrella term “postmodern feminist 

epistemologies,” but to distinguish between a postmodern 

(anti)epistemological trend and a fourth strand, which I have named 

“Feminist postconstructionism.” (Lykke, 2010, p. 134)    

Researchers working from a Feminist postconstructionist position accept the premises 

of postmodern philosophy about subjectivity, power and discourse. However, they do 

not accept the stance that research can only be deconstructive rather than constructive.   

Feminist postconstructionists assume that reality is socially constructed by webs of 

discursive regimes, but they reject the idea that this reality cannot be partially known 

using empirical means. The position of Feminist postconstructionism is aligned with the 

position articulated by Donna Haraway in her paper: Situated knowledge: The science 

question in feminism and the privilege of partial perspective (1988). In the paper, 

Haraway argued for a form of feminist empiricism that can be used by researchers to 

produce new knowledge that is understood to be situated and partial: 

So, I think my problem, and “our” problem, is how to have simultaneously an 

account of radical historical contingency for all knowledge claims and 

knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognizing our own “semiotic 

technologies” for making meanings, and a no-nonsense commitment to 

faithful accounts of a “real” world, one that can be partially shared and that 

is friendly to earthwide projects of finite freedom, adequate material 

abundance, modest meaning in suffering, and limited happiness. (Haraway, 

1988, p. 579) 

Haraway’s work opens up the possibility for methods traditionally associated with 

positivism and interpretivism to be used within postmodern-informed feminist research. 
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In summary, the study reported in this thesis was positioned epistemologically in terms 

of Feminist postconstructionism. This means that the theories associated with 

postmodernism about subjectivity, discourse, and power were accepted. However, the 

idea that empirical methods associated with positivism and interpretivism cannot be 

used consistently within postmodern-informed feminist research was rejected. 

Research operating  within a Feminist postconstructionism paradigm utilises a kind of 

“Feminist objectivity” (Haraway, 1988, p. 581) which does not claim omniscience but, in 

turn, does not abandon knowledge construction using methods associated with 

positivism and interpretivism. 

Intersectional feminism 

The various categories of feminist epistemology outlined above are associated with 

differing streams of feminist thought. Postmodern feminist epistemology has been 

influenced by Poststructuralist feminism, and Feminist postconstructionism is aligned 

with intersectional feminism. In accordance with adopting an epistemological position 

associated with Feminist postconstructionism this thesis was identified with 

intersectional feminism.  

Intersectional feminism is a relatively new stream of feminist thought. It has been 

referred to in the evidence base variously as a theoretical framework (Bowleg, 2012), a 

methodology (McCall, 2005), a signifier (Carbin & Edenheim, 2013), a research and 

policy paradigm (Hankivsky, 2009), and a buzzword (Davis, 2008). In this thesis 

intersectional feminism is understood to be a discourse in the Foucauldian sense 

(McKibbin, Duncan, et al., 2015). As mentioned previously, a discourse can be 

understood as a way of speaking and knowing that: creates an object of knowledge; 

determines who can speak and who can be listened to in relation to that object of 

knowledge; and is characterised by certain concepts and tropes (Foucault, 1977).   

The object of knowledge created by the discourse of intersectional feminism is a 

common feminist voice which acknowledges diversity amongst women and highlights 

that gender is not the only category of difference marking oppression. It enables 

feminist-informed scholars, policymakers, and practitioners to speak about women as a 

whole category whilst acknowledging the individual differences between women. In this 
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way, intersectional feminism represents a re-grouping of feminist thought following the 

splintering debates about difference that characterised feminist scholarship in the 1980s 

and 1990s (Lutz, Herrera Vivar, & Supik, 2011). Intersectional feminism can also be 

understood to counter the discourse of Postfeminism that is associated with the 

backlash against feminism (Faludi, 1991; Harris, Honey, Webster, Diemer, & Politoff, 

2015). 

The discourse of intersectional feminism enables feminist scholars, policymakers, and 

practitioners to speak about gender rather than enabling women to speak about 

themselves at an everyday level. That is, intersectional feminism does not appear to be 

associated with a grassroots movement amongst women in the same way that Radical 

feminism was associated with consciousness-raising groups in the 1970s. In this sense, 

intersectional feminism is a resource taken up by professionals to talk about gender in 

the context of fields like public health, domestic violence, and sexual assault more than 

by women and girls to talk about themselves in their everyday lives. Intersectional 

feminism appears to be associated with advocacy at a policy level rather than with 

advocacy at a grassroots level.   

Intersectional feminist scholarship exhibits a slippage between structuralist and 

poststructuralist conceptualisations of subjectivity. For example, Lykke (2010) draws 

upon a poststructuralist conceptualisation of subjectivity in her discussion about sexual 

difference and an intersectional feminism. By contrast, North American legal scholar and 

practitioner Crenshaw (1991) draws upon structuralist ideas about the self in her work 

about the disadvantages confronting her women clients of African American cultural 

background. 

This means that it is difficult to identify an overall ontological position associated with 

intersectional feminism and that some strands of intersectional feminism adopt a 

poststructuralist position and others adopt a structuralist position (McKibbin, Duncan et 

al., 2015). In either case, it appears that the discourse of intersectional feminism does 

not hold the notion of subjectivity to be central. Rather, the tropes associated with 

intersectional feminism tend to have a focus on the notion of identity. Identity (woman) 

is distinguished from category of difference (gender), process of differentiation 



79 
 

(gendering), and system of domination (patriarchy) (Dhamoon, 2011). Methods for 

empirical research have been developed which involve exploring the interactions of 

various identities and their corresponding categories of difference, processes of 

differentiation, and systems of domination (McCall, 2005; Winker, 2011).   

There is a tendency amongst professionals not to refer to intersectional feminism, but 

rather to intersectionality. This has the effect of obfuscating the feminist roots of the 

discourse, which may help feminist-informed professionals engage more productively 

with professionals who express postfeminist sentiments. It may also enable for the 

“mainstreaming of intersectionality” (Dhamoon, 2011), which means that the discourse 

could be utilised to understand groups of disadvantaged people that do not necessarily 

include girls or women. However, it is likely that by dropping the signifier “feminism,” 

professionals risk conflating intersectional feminism with other non-feminist social 

theories about disadvantage and thereby minimising the potential of the discourse to 

advocate for girls and women. This tendency is guarded against in this thesis by using 

the phrase “intersectional feminism” rather than “intersectionality.” 

Thus, the intersectional feminist discourse that aligns with this thesis is one that 

acknowledges its feminist roots, and that embraces a poststructuralist 

conceptualisation of subjectivity. In this way, there is no inconsistency between the 

ontological and epistemological position of the research. Furthermore, the allegiance 

with intersectional feminism functions to establish a strong gender lens though which 

to approach young people’s experiences of sexually abusive behaviour.   

Conceptualising young people’s subjectivities 

The previous sections have detailed the epistemological positioning of the thesis. It has 

been suggested that the thesis is aligned with Feminist postconstructionism, a position 

associated with intersectional feminism. This section considers the ontological 

positioning of the research project. In particular, it explains that young people’s 

subjectivities are conceptualised in poststructuralist terms. 

What does it mean to understand the subjectivities of the young people who 

participated in this study in poststructuralist terms? The notion of subjectivity concerns 

the idea that the self is not the autonomous, rational individual capable of self-
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determination and reasoned thought associated with seventeenth and eighteenth 

century Enlightenment philosophy. The idea that the self is a subject is associated with 

philosophers like Jacques Lacan (1979), Louis Althusser (1971), and Michel Foucault 

(1976). Both structuralist and poststructuralist conceptions of subjectivity view the 

subject as socially constructed. This means that the self does not precede the social 

world and does not enter that world as a fully-formed autonomous being. On the 

contrary, the self is constructed in relation to the social world and a subject can only find 

meaning in that social world (Mansfield, 2000).   

Structuralist-informed conceptions of subjectivity view the self as a thing that emerges 

in relation to the system of language and to other subjects occupying key relational roles 

in that system. The self is a container for intrapsychic processes that are determined by 

external processes and power relations.  Within a structuralist paradigm it is possible to 

“look inside” the container of the self and to identify particular psycho-social processes. 

Power is understood to be something that can be possessed by elite institutions and 

individuals (the State, the ruling class, wealthy individuals) and can be used forcefully to 

oppress other subjects who have little chance of resisting (Hall, 1997; Mansfield, 2000).   

For poststructuralists the subject is not a thing, a container of pscyho-social processes 

produced in the context of intimate relationships and the system of language. A 

poststructuralist-informed conception of subjectivity involves concatenations of 

speaking positions within webs of discourse. Subjects experience themselves as 

meaningful when they take up speaking positions associated with particular discourses 

which function to regulate the social world. Subjectivity involves the illusion of having 

meaning at the moment of taking up an ascribed speaking position. Within a 

postructuralist paradigm power is understood as functioning in a circular process rather 

than in a top-down direction from oppressor to oppressed. For example, Foucault argues 

that subjects are constituted through the workings of power: 

This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which 

categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him 

to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognize 
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and which others have to recognize in him. It is a form of power which makes 

individuals subjects. (Foucault, 1982, p. 781) 

In other words, power runs through webs of discourse and their associated subject 

positions. Power does not only function in a repressive and regulatory way, but also in 

a constitutive way. That is, power actually produces certain discursive formations and 

opportunities for resistance within webs of discourse (Foucault, 1982; Hall, 1997; 

Hamilton & Manias, 2008). 

For the purposes of the study reported in this thesis subjectivity was conceived in 

poststructuralist terms. That is, subjectivity was conceptualised as involving a series of 

identifications whereby subjects occupy positions within discourse. Subjects experience 

the series of identifications as if they possess coherent selves constituted by psycho-

social processes. The subjectivities of the young people in this study were 

conceptualised in these terms. Young people were thought to take up various speaking 

positions within webs of discourses pertaining to sexually abusive behaviour. Some of 

the discourses available to the young people situated them within: the discourse of the 

juvenile sex offender; the discourse of domestic violence; the discourse of child sexual 

abuse; the discourse of bullying; and the discourse of mental health. As young people 

described their experiences of being sexually abusive they occupied a variety of speaking 

positions associated with these discourses. At times they took up the victim of sexual 

abuse speaking position and at other times they took up the position of associated with 

being mentally ill. At still other times, young people took up speaking positions 

associated with being a criminal.   

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide a detailed analysis of the array of speaking 

positions taken up by young people during the course of the interviews. This would have 

involved using a discourse analysis approach like that set out by Fairclough (2003). The 

focus of the thesis is, rather, on the psycho-social processes that the young people 

experience themselves as having at moments of taking up meaningful speaking positions 

within discursive regimes relating to their sexually abusive behaviour. That is, the data 

collection and analysis proceeded as if the psycho-social experiences of young people 

were “real.” The intention was to privilege the speaking positions of the young people 

over those of the workers and those of the scholars associated with the evidence base. 
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This privileging of young people’s voices was undertaken in an effort to correct the 

power imbalances that have characterised the lives of the young people. The young 

people have been talked about extensively by professionals, and this study enabled the 

young people to speak for themselves as experts about the prevention of sexually 

abusive behaviour. 

Constructivist Grounded Theory  

The methodology used to make sense of the young people’s insights about their sexually 

abusive behaviour was Constructivist Grounded Theory, which is a method for the 

collection and analysis of qualitative data developed by Charmaz (2006). Charmaz 

developed Constructivist Grounded Theory in response to the postmodern turn in the 

social sciences during the last decades of the twentieth century. She built upon the work 

of North American social scientists Glaser and Strauss (1967) who had created a method 

for collecting and analysing qualitative data that operated within a positivist paradigm. 

Charmaz refers to the Grounded Theory developed by Glaser and Strauss as Objectivist 

Grounded Theory and distinguishes it from her own Constructivist Grounded Theory 

(Charmaz, 2006).   

Objectivist Grounded Theory aimed to answer “why” questions using qualitative data 

and inductive reasoning. In this way, researchers using Objectivist Grounded Theory 

claimed a methodological legitimacy for qualitative research that had been traditionally 

reserved for quantitative methodologies. The method involves theoretical sampling, 

which is the simultaneous collection of data, analysis of data, and collection of more 

data based on the analysis. In addition, the method involves the construction of codes 

and categories as they emerge from the data rather than the imposition on of codes and 

categories that are shaped by already-existing theory. The method of constant 

comparison is used whereby emerging codes and categories are constantly compared 

with newly-collected data. Memo-writing is utilised to elaborate on categories and 

emerging relationships between categories. The Objectivist Grounded Theory method 

also involves conducting a literature review after the researcher’s own theory had been 

developed in an effort to stop the imposition of predetermined theory onto the data 

(Charmaz, 2006). 
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The key difference between Objectivist Grounded Theory and Constructivist Grounded 

Theory pertains to the epistemological positions of the methodologies. Objectivist 

Grounded Theory operates within an aspect of the positivist paradigm within which 

researchers assume that there is a reality that can be discovered objectively without 

interference from a researcher. Constructivist-informed researchers take the view that 

there is no single reality and that it is only possible to explore partial constructions of 

the social world. These constructions are highly influenced by the subjectivity of the 

researcher. Charmaz says: 

My constructionist approach makes the following assumptions: (1) Reality is 

multiple, processual, and constructed—but constructed under particular 

conditions; (2) the research process emerges from interaction; (3) it takes 

into account the researcher’s positionality, as well as that of the research 

participants; (4) the researcher and researched coconstruct the data—that 

data are a product of the research process, not simply observed objects of it. 

(Charmaz, 2008, p. 402) 

For Charmaz, a shift in the epistemological position from positivist to constructivist 

impacts on the kinds of research questions that can be answered using Grounded Theory 

and the researcher’s relationships with the research. Constructivist Grounded Theory 

can be used for answering “how” and “what” questions as well as traditional “why” 

questions. The research processes involved in each version are very similar but 

Constructivist Grounded Theory requires a researcher to practice reflexivity in relation 

to the research process (Charmaz, 2008). 

Constructivist Grounded Theory was chosen as the methodology for this study because 

its constructivist epistemological position is broadly consistent with the position of 

Feminist postconstructionism. This is despite the presence of the prefix “post” in the 

term describing the epistemological position and the lack of the same prefix in the term 

describing the methodology. The “post” in Feminist postconstructionism represents a 

movement away from the deconstructive methods associated with poststructuralism, 

towards the constructive empirical methods associated with Interpretivism. However, 

there are significant differences between Interpretivism and Feminist 

postconstructionism. It may be that a further methodology could be developed called 
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Feminist Postconstructionist Grounded Theory but a discussion of such a formulation 

goes beyond the scope of this thesis. 

In this study, Constructivist Grounded Theory enabled the generation of a substantive 

theory from the insights of young people about preventing sexually abusive behaviour, 

and how those insights could inform the prevention agenda. The methodology was 

employed in a similar way to scholars, including: Allen (2011), in her work exploring 

women’s journeys away from domestic violence towards safety; Bonomi, Ciairano, 

Rabaglietti, and Cattelino (2011), in their study about the interpersonal processes 

associated with women victims of domestic violence who renege on having their 

partners charged with criminal offences; and Martin (2016), in her work about 

practitioners’ ability to respond to children who are victims depicted in child sexual 

abuse material online. In the latter study, Martin (2016) drew upon Constructivist 

Grounded Theory in order to inform the analysis of data from interviews with 14 

practitioners who worked with children who had been sexually abused. A process of 

initial, focused, and theoretical coding was used in order to establish major conceptual 

themes and their relationships with one another. It was discovered that practitioners 

only have a partial understanding of how children are impacted when the sexual abuse 

carried out against them is recorded and shared online (Martin, 2016). The utilisation of 

Constructivist Grounded Theory required that particular attention was paid throughout 

the study to the practice of reflexivity. 

A note on reflexivity 

In the following reflection about reflexivity I adopt a less formal tone and refer to myself 

in the first person. This style of narration is commonly used by qualitative researchers 

reporting on reflexivity (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). Reflexivity became an important 

practice for me during the course of carrying out this research. Reflexivity is understood 

as a process of reflection undertaken by qualitative researchers about the impact that a 

researcher’s subjectivity has on the research material and about the impact of the 

research material upon the researcher (Berger, 2015; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; Probst 

& Berenson, 2013). The practice of reflexivity is a tool which qualitative researchers can 

use to build a relationship of trust between the reader and the researcher. However, 

this process has been criticised for being self-indulgent and for corrupting the research 



85 
 

process (Pillow, 2003). This criticism has been countered with the argument that 

reflexivity is an essential component of qualitative research practice (Probst & Berenson, 

2013). I consider the practice of reflexivity to be central to undertaking research carried 

out within the paradigm of Feminist postconstructionism (Haraway, 1988; Lykke, 2010).   

Confronting a methodological dilemma 

Practicing reflexivity became central to resolving a methodological dilemma which arose 

during the course of the fieldwork. The dilemma pertained to my perceived conflict 

between an ethical obligation as researcher to eliciting the richest possible data whilst 

keeping my participants safe and a commitment as feminist to honouring girl victims of 

sexual abuse. 

My conceptualisation of child sexual abuse had been shaped by a discursive formation 

emerging out of the Second Wave Feminist Movement that constructed sexual abuse in 

terms of several binary oppositions. Two of these binaries were: perpetrator/victim and 

male/female. These binary oppositions functioned to construct all girls as potential 

victims and all men as potential perpetrators of sexual abuse (Carmody, 2009). The 

discursive formation also construed child sexual abuse in terms of father/daughter 

incest (Armstrong, 2000). All fathers (and stepfathers) were a potential threat to their 

daughters. The discursive formation interacted with the dominant discourse of 

childhood, which represented children as innocent and asexual (Knabe, 2012).  During 

my formative years, I internalised a discursive formation that involved: 

victim/female/child/daughter and perpetrator/male/adult/father. 

The methodological dilemma arose during the course of the study because it did not 

seem possible to reconcile my researcher-informed ethical obligation to young people 

who had sexually abused and my feminist-informed commitment to honouring girl 

victims of sexual abuse. How could I empathise with the perpetrators of sexual abuse in 

order to protect their emotional safety and elicit rich data and simultaneously honour 

my feminist commitment to girl victims? 

Emotional labour 

On reflection, I found an answer to this question in the concept of emotional labour, a 

term coined by American sociologist Arlie Hochschild in her book entitled The Managed 
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Heart (1983). Hochschild used the term to describe the deep and surface acting which 

flight attendants perform upon themselves and others in order to induce a positive 

state-of-mind in passengers (Duncan, 2002). Over the past decade the concept of 

emotional labour has been taken up by qualitative researchers working with sensitive 

research material such as that exploring sexual assault or domestic violence (Carroll, 

2013; Dickson-Swift, James, Kippen, & Liamputtong, 2009; Wilinska, 2014). It has been 

recognised that collecting data about sensitive material has the potential to re-

traumatise participants (Doucet, 2008). Emotional labour, within this context, can be 

understood as the deep and surface acting performed by a researcher during fieldwork. 

Performing emotional labour has the effect of inducing in participants a sense of feeling 

safe to talk about potentially traumatic life experiences while eliciting the richest 

possible data (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009). 

I realised as the fieldwork progressed that I had, indeed, been acting. I had been acting 

a role with the young people who had sexually abused. I was not displaying my feminist-

informed commitment to honouring girl victims of sexual abuse. I came to understand 

that I was performing emotional labour in an effort to manage my feminist identity and 

to elicit the richest possible data from young sexual abusers without disrespecting them 

or potentially traumatising them. The deep acting involved bracketing my feminist-

informed commitment to honouring girl victims and concurrently adopting an 

intersectional feminist approach to young people who had sexually abused. This enabled 

me to feel genuine empathy for participants and to elicit from them the richest possible 

data about their experiences whilst maintaining their emotional safety. The surface 

acting involved presenting a nonjudgemental countenance to participants by disguising 

strong negative feelings about some interview content. 

The adoption of intersectional feminism was a deep acting experience because it 

involved a change to my mind-set, to my deep-rooted feminist identity. The adoption of 

intersectional feminism is evidenced at instances in the interviews at which I validate a 

young person’s own experience of victimisation or suffering. For example, in an 

interview with one young man I was able to validate his own suffering arising from his 

experience of being sexually abused. This young person had sexually abused his brother 

and was himself the victim of sexual abuse that had been carried out by an older boy at 
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school. I felt deeply empathic towards this young person as he described his experience 

of victimisation. I imagined him in Year 2 as a little boy in the school toilets and I heard 

his confusion and distress about what had happened to him. I understood how the 

young person’s own victimisation had led to perpetration. None of these thoughts or 

feelings would have been possible from the position of my former feminist identity, 

which would have functioned to obfuscate the young person’s own victimisation and 

construe him only as a perpetrator. Put differently, I would not have recognised the 

disadvantage associated with the intersections between masculinity and sexual abuse 

victimisation. 

I also found that I was performing surface acting. This kind of acting was not so much 

about shifting my feminist identity but about displaying a certain countenance in order 

to maintain an appearance of being nonjudgemental. Much of this surface acting 

involved me disguising the true nature of my feelings about some interview content. For 

example, during an interview with one young man I had strong feelings of anger about 

the sexual assault he had subjected his sister to. It would not have been emotionally 

safe for the young person if I had openly demonstrated my anger. I needed to maintain 

an outward appearance of being nonjudgemental by disguising my genuine feelings.  

In summary, it was practicing reflexivity that enabled me to resolve a perceived conflict 

between an ethical obligation as researcher to elicit the richest possible data whilst 

keeping my participants safe and a commitment as a feminist to honouring girl victims 

of sexual abuse. Reflecting on this dilemma led to my exploration of emotional labour 

and to my realisation that I had been using deep and surface acting in response to my 

dilemma. As a result, I was able to conceive of a different construction of child sexual 

abuse in which boys could be victims (as well as girls), children could be perpetrators (as 

well as male adults), and girls could be perpetrators (as well as boys). 

Social justice for children and young people 

This project was conceived within the context of social justice for children and young 

people. This meant that the human rights of children and young people were held at the 

forefront of the study’s aim. The research was intended to empower young people and 
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to generate theory that could be translated into policy and practice that would prevent 

child sexual abuse. 

Researching with and for young people 

In order to achieve the aim of empowering young people through the research process, 

the young people were conceptualised as experts in their experiences of being sexually 

abusive and they were approached as consultants to the research. At the same time, 

their past abusive behaviour was not condoned or minimised. It was considered that 

constructing the young people as consultants could benefit them on a personal level. It 

was also thought that young people may derive a sense of achievement or of enhanced 

self-esteem from acting as a consultant to a research project, and for contributing to a 

process of enhancing the prevention agenda.   

The idea that young people can be empowered by participating in social research and 

influencing policy has gained momentum over recent decades (Hart, 1992; Sharpe, 

2014). Scholars have forged an approach referred to as Researching with and for children 

and young people (Kellet, 2011). This research approach distinguishes itself from 

traditional positivist-oriented psychological research of the middle decades of the 

twentieth century that approached children as objects upon which research was carried 

out (Christensen & Jensen, 2012; McCarry, 2011). A Researching with and for children 

and young people approach holds children’s human rights at its forefront, as set out in 

the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). The approach works 

with the understanding that children and young people have the right to and are capable 

of participating in research as initiators, decisions-makers, and experts in in their own 

life experiences. It turns the power dynamics of traditional, positivist-informed 

psychological research on its head. The Researching with and for children and young 

people approach functions to distribute power more evenly between the researcher and 

the young participants (Skelton, 2008). In practical terms this might mean that 

researchers set up advisory panels made up of children and young people to inform the 

research process. It may also mean that children and young people lead and carry out 

the research process themselves (Kellet, 2011).  
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Figure 6: Ladder of young people’s participation 
Reprinted from “Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to Citizenship” by R. Hart. 

Copyright (1992) by UNICEF. 

Hart (1992) developed a Ladder of participation (shown in Figure 6) reflecting different 

degrees to which children can participate in research and social action, which is an 

adaption of Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of citizen participation. The first three rungs of 

Hart’s Ladder represent models whereby children and young people do not genuinely 

participate in the research process. These models are: Manipulation, Decoration and 

Tokenism respectively. Manipulation occurs when adults involve children in research or 

social action which the children do not understand. At the same time, the adults 
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erroneously construct the research or social action as being directly motivated by the 

children. Decoration transpires when adults use children as props in their research or 

social action practice. This means that children may wear clothing or other decoration 

relating to the practice, but that adults do not represent the children as inspiring the 

action. Tokenism takes place when adults construct children as having a voice in 

research or social action but do not actually give the children any choice about the 

methods of communication and subject matter involved (Hart, 1992).   

The upper five levels of the Ladder represent models whereby children and young 

people can genuinely participate in the research and social action. These models are: 

Assigned but informed; Consulted and informed; Adult-initiated, shared decisions with 

children; Child-initiated and directed; and Child-initiated, shared decisions with adults. 

The Assigned but informed model of participation involves instances whereby children 

and young people understand the intentions of the project and how they came to be 

involved. It also means that they have a meaningful role in the project and that they 

consent to participating after they understand what the project is about. The Consulted 

and informed level of participation involves research or social action initiatives that are 

designed and organised by adults but in which children and young people act as 

consultants to the adults. Children and young people are approached as consultants in 

relation to an issue that they understand, and their opinions are treated respectfully 

(Hart, 1992). 

The Adult-initiated shared decisions with children model captures projects whereby 

adults drive the establishment of a research or social action process but that all 

proceeding decision making involves children or young people. By contrast, Child-

initiated and directed projects are precipitated by the actions of children and young 

people who play an ongoing role in the coordination and carrying out of the research or 

social action project. Child-initiated, shared decisions with adults is the highest rung in 

the ladder of participation and involves projects that are initiated and directed by 

children and young people who engage adults in an effort to achieve the goals of the 

research or social action process (Hart, 1992). 
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This research project is positioned in relation to the Consulted and informed rung of 

Hart’s (1992) Ladder of participation. This means that young people were approached 

as consultants to the research process and that they were invited to participate on the 

basis of their expert knowledge about sexually abusive behaviour. However, the 

research topic was not generated by the young people and the young people did not 

share in decision-making about the project except in relation to their consenting to 

participate. Thus, the participation of the young people was genuine but limited. 

The construction of young people by the researchers as consultants was intended to 

empower the young people. This meant that the power distribution between researcher 

and participant associated with traditional positivist-oriented inquiry was 

problematised. From a Feminist postconstructionist epistemological position it could be 

argued that the construction of either the young people or the researcher as having 

power misconstrues how power works according to poststructuralist theory. However, 

in the same way that the research proceeded as if the psycho-social experiences of 

young people were “real” so it proceeded as if power could be possessed by the 

researcher and participants.   

Translating knowledge into action 

The research was conceptualised as engaging with children’s rights not only in terms of 

the construction of young people as consultants but also in terms of the construction of 

knowledge that could be applied to the current sexually abusive behaviour prevention 

agenda. The actual application of the knowledge was beyond the scope of the project. 

Such an application would involve consultations with Government, community service 

organisations, and schools, as well as the funding, trialing, and evaluation of specific 

prevention strategies.   

To counter this limitation around the application of the knowledge it was important that 

the knowledge could be easily understood and applied by stakeholders. The knowledge 

needed to be expressed in a clear style and to be strongly contextualised in relation to 

the contemporary policy environment in Victoria. By ensuring that the knowledge could 

be applied it was hoped that the research could make a contribution to protecting 

children’s right to live free from sexual abuse. The application of the knowledge to the 
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current prevention agenda could potentially reduce the incidence and prevalence of 

child sexual abuse in Victoria, along with the associated harm.   

The intention that the knowledge generated by the research should be easily applicable 

to prevention practice can be understood in relation to current debates about 

knowledge translation. These debates have gained momentum over the past few 

decades under the rubric of: evidence-based practice; evidence-informed policy-

making; knowledge utilisation; and knowledge translation (Abraham & Purkayastha, 

2012; Bowen & Zwi, 2005; Greenhalgh, Howick, & Maskrey, 2014; Heinsch, Gray, & 

Sharland, 2016; Lavis, Boyko, Oxman, Lewin, & Fretheim, 2009; Metcalfe & Humphreys, 

2002). The discourse of knowledge translation emerged in the context of rural sociology 

in the 1940s in Western cultures but soon became associated with other disciplines like 

management and agricultural science. In the 1980s the discourse of knowledge 

translation was taken up by the field of medicine under the banner of evidence-based 

medicine and in the following decades disciplines like social work adopted the approach 

(Heinsch et al., 2016). 

Evidence-based medicine has been critiqued by social researchers because it relies on a 

hierarchy of evidence that privileges positivist-informed methodologies over those 

influenced by interpretivism or constructivism. This means that the method of meta-

analysis is held at the pinnacle of the hierarchy, followed by the method of randomised 

controlled trial. Longitudinal and cross-sectional studies are positioned around the 

middle of the hierarchy of evidence and qualitative research designs are held to be the 

lowest forms of evidence. The hierarchy has been criticised because it functions to 

obfuscate the workings of power in the generation of knowledge. The hierarchy of 

evidence associated with evidence-based medicine tends to be associated with a 

conceptualisation of knowledge translation whereby evidence can be unproblematically 

converted into practice (Greenhalgh et al., 2014; Heinsch et al., 2016).   

There are multiple models associated with the idea that evidence can be translated into 

practice. A narrative review of the knowledge translation literature found 28 models 

associated with the discourse of knowledge translation (Ward, House, & Hamer, 2009). 

A further narrative review by Heinsch and colleagues (2016) found that the models of 
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knowledge translation tend to fall into two categories: engineering-type models that 

represent research moving into practice in a linear fashion; and socio-organisational 

models that involve multiple interactions between researchers, consumers, and 

practitioners. Different models refer to different processes of translating evidence into 

practice, including: knowledge translation; knowledge transfer; knowledge exchange; 

research utilisation; implementation; knowledge dissemination; and knowledge 

diffusion (Graham, Logan, Harrison, Straus, Tetroe, Caswell, & Robinson, 2006). 

One such socio-organisational model uses the heuristic of the Knowledge Diamond, 

developed by Humphreys and Kertesz (2012). The model constructs knowledge as 

located in four areas: research evidence; consumer experience; policymaker expertise; 

and practitioner wisdom (as illustrated in Figure 7). The translation of knowledge does 

not occur on a linear trajectory after it has been generated. Rather, it is in the process 

of collaboration between researchers, consumers, policymakers and practitioners as 

they work together to generate new evidence, that knowledge dissemination occurs 

(Humphreys & Kertesz, 2012).  

 

Figure 7: The Knowledge Diamond 
Reprinted from “Putting the Heart Back into the Record’: Personal Records to Support 
Young People in Care,” by C. Humphreys and M. Kertesz, 2012, Adoption & Fostering, 

36(1), 31. Copyright (2012) by Sage. 
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There are some parallels between the conceptualisation of knowledge translation 

associated with this study and the Knowledge Diamond model. In this research project, 

knowledge about the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour was conceived as located 

in relation to: the evidence-base; consumer experience; policymaker expertise; and 

practitioner wisdom. The study involved collecting the insights of young people who 

were consumers of a sexually abusive behaviour treatment service about how their 

sexually abusive behaviour could have been prevented. The project also involved asking 

practitioners to reflect upon the insights of the young people.  Further, the research 

involved undertaking a systematic review of the evidence base that including current 

policy documents about preventing sexually abusive behaviour. In this way, evidence 

was generated from consumers, practitioners, policymakers, and scholars. 

In addition, the research involved collaborating with a community service organisation 

and consistent interaction with workers. However, the research did not set out with the 

explicit intention of disseminating knowledge in order to shape treatment practice, and 

although some knowledge was shared throughout the course of the fieldwork, the 

research did not focus on this. Further, the research did not involve consultations with 

workers from multiple community service organisations or with parents and educators. 

That is, a much broader collaborative scope would have been needed to include 

knowledge dissemination into the research process as stipulated in the Knowledge 

Diamond approach.    

Thus, a further stage of knowledge translation would be necessary to incorporate the 

findings of the study into the current prevention agenda. This would require adopting 

an interactional model that enables the establishment of strong linkages between the 

researcher and key stakeholders in the prevention agenda in Victoria. It is considered 

that the project has been set up to allow for a future translation of findings into the 

prevention agenda. Key steps for the dissemination of the research have also been set 

out in the conclusion of this thesis. 
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Chapter summary 

This chapter has set out the epistemological and ontological position of the study (as 

illustrated in Figure 8).  

 

Figure 8: The theoretical position of the study 

The epistemological position was aligned with Feminist postconstructionism, and the 

ontological position was affiliated with poststructuralism. This means that knowledge 

could be generated using empirical means to capture partially the insights of young 

people who have sexually abused about prevention. It also means that young people’s 

subjectivities were considered as concatenations of meaningful speaking positions 

within discursive regimes that young people experience as unique sets of psycho-social 

processes. The feminist theory informing the research was associated with 

intersectional feminism, which enabled young people to be thought about as occupying 

simultaneously subject positons associated with victimisation and perpetration. The 
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young people’s experiences were captured using data collection and analysis methods 

associated with Constructivist Grounded Theory. 

The chapter also identified that the study was conceptualised within a social justice 

framework that involved positioning the study in relation to a research paradigm 

referred to as Researching with and for children and young people. Young people were 

approached as consultants to the research project and were invited to share their 

expertise about the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour. Furthermore, the 

research was conceived in relation to current scholarly debates about knowledge 

translation. The project was conceptualised as generating knowledge with an emphasis 

on local context and on using plain English that could easily be applied to the prevention 

agenda. The following chapter will report upon the actual methods undertaken in 

carrying out the research process. 
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Chapter 5: Method 

The previous chapter reported on the theory and methodology shaping the research 

project. This chapter outlines the method undertaken during the research process. 

Methodology refers to the theory used to justify a particular research method, whereas 

method refers to the actual procedures undertaken in the course of the research (Carter 

& Little, 2007). This chapter details the process of collaborating with the Children’s 

Protection Society, as well as how ethical issues pertaining to interviewing young people 

who had sexually abused were addressed. In addition, procedures relating to sampling, 

recruitment, data collection, and data analysis are discussed. Particular attention is paid 

to the difficulties encountered in achieving the initial goal of interviewing 20 young 

people who had sexually abused. 

Ethical issues 

The research process began by building a relationship with the Sexual Abuse Counselling 

and Prevention Program (SACPP) team at the Children’s Protection Society. During an 

initial meeting with the Chief Executive Officer, it was agreed that the organisation 

would support the project on condition of ethics approval. Further meetings occurred 

with the SACPP team in the first year of the project in order to determine how 

treatment–providing workers thought young people could be invited to participate in 

the project. It emerged that workers had some ethical concerns about contacting their 

past clients and inviting them to participate.   

The central concern related to the proposed honorarium, which some of the workers 

thought the young people could experience as a bribe. Bribery is a grooming technique 

used by some adult perpetrators of child sexual abuse (Conte et al., 1989). For young 

people who had been victims of child sexual abuse the experience of feeling bribed may 

trigger traumatic memories. A further concern of the workers related to the fact that 

young people may not want to be contacted after having put the experience of sexually 

abusive behaviour behind them. This protectiveness demonstrated by the workers can 

be understood as an example of gatekeeping, which is a well-explored phenomenon in 

social research whereby workers limit access to vulnerable populations (Clark, 2011; 

Reeves, 2010; Silverman, 2013). 
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The gatekeeping issue was resolved through rigorous conversations with the workers. It 

was explained that the honorarium was conceptualised in terms of valuing participants’ 

time and contribution rather than as a strategy for coercing young people to participate 

(Hollway & Jefferson, 2013; Liamputtong, 2013). It was also emphasised that young 

people were being thought about as consultants to the research process and that this 

was a way to empower the young people. This framing helped to reassure the team that 

the research process would not exploit young people. It was agreed that the young 

people would each receive a $50 gift voucher in acknowledgement of their contribution 

to the research. It was also agreed that workers would use their discretion in inviting ex-

clients to participate. That is, workers would draw upon their clinical experience of a 

young person to determine the likelihood of that young person not wanting to be 

contacted. 

Risk 

An application to the University of Melbourne Human Research Ethics Committee (see 

Appendix 5) was made in order to gain ethical clearance to interview young people who 

had been sexually abusive. The ethics application addressed the potential risks to young 

people participating in the research. There were two potential risks for participants: 

feeling emotionally distressed; and disclosing current sexually abusive behaviour. The 

consideration of these two potential risks mirrors that undertaken by other qualitative 

researchers interviewing young people about sensitive topics (Eriksson & Näsman, 2012; 

Morris, Hegarty, & Humphreys, 2012; Ringrose, Gill, Livingstone, & Harvey, 2012) and 

strategies were developed to address the risks.  

The strategy to address the risk of emotional distress involved communicating to young 

people that emotional distress might occur and that support was available. This was 

communicated in the Plain Language Statement, at the time of first contact with a young 

person, and at the end of the interview. In terms of providing support it was arranged 

that the young person’s former counsellor was either present in the interview or 

available afterwards to debrief with the young person depending on the young person’s 

wishes. It was also made explicit that participants could contact workers at any time 

after the interview if they became distressed. 
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The other major risk for participants related to the possible disclosure of current sexually 

abusive behaviour. Such disclosures could have had major implications for young 

people, including the involvement of the Department of Health and Human Services and 

Victoria Police. The risk of disclosure of current sexually abusive behaviour was 

discussed with the SACPP team. The workers considered that the risk of such disclosure 

was low because all of the participants invited to be part of the project would have 

completed treatment, and would therefore most likely not be engaging in sexually 

abusive behaviour. Together with the workers, it was decided that if current sexually 

abusive behaviour was identified, then the normal organisational procedure would be 

followed relating to disclosures of child sexual abuse.  

It was also suggested that young people could be informed in-person at the beginning 

of an interview that any disclosures of current sexually abusive behaviour would need 

to be referred to the Children’s Protection Society. This strategy was applied in the first 

interview but seemed to have the effect of alienating the young person and was 

subsequently abandoned. However, the consequences of such disclosure were made 

explicit on the Consent Form (see Appendix 2) and Plain Language Statement (see 

Appendix 1) and no such disclosures were made during the interviews. 

Members of the Ethics Committee were interested to obtain information about a further 

risk to participants: that young people might feel obligated to participate because of 

their sense of duty to the Children’s Protection Society and to their counsellor (see 

Appendix 6). This query was responded to by acknowledging that young people may 

indeed feel a sense of obligation to the organisation or to their counsellor. It was 

explained that the risk would be minimised by only approaching young people who had 

completed treatment and who had ended their therapeutic relationship. It was thought 

that this strategy would mean that young people would not view the interview as part 

of their counselling process and would not feel obligated to participate.   

Ethics Committee members were also concerned about the SACPP manager being 

involved in the process of recruitment (see Appendix 6). It was explained that the group 

of young people who have sexually abused is very difficult to access because of the 

secrecy, shame, and stigma relating to child sexual abuse. It would not be possible to 
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access young people who had sexually abused without the cooperation of the SACPP 

team along with strong leadership from its manager. It was reiterated that young people 

were conceptualised as experts about sexually abusive behaviour because of their own 

past experience of being abusive. 

Consent 

A further key ethical issue pertained to the ability of the young people to give informed 

consent to participate in the research. Section 4.2 of the National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Human Research raises three concerns about the ability of children and 

young people to give informed consent: “their capacity to understand what the research 

entails, and therefore whether their consent to participate is sufficient for their 

participation; their possible coercion by parents, peers, researchers or others to 

participate in research; and conflicting values and interests of parents and children” 

(Australian Government, 2015d, p. 50).   

When the project was initially conceived it was thought young adults aged between the 

18 and 25 years would be invited to reflect on their experience of being sexually abusive. 

It became obvious in discussions with the SACPP workers that it would be very difficult 

to recruit enough participants in this age range because young people in their early 20s 

would not want to re-engage with the organisation. This led to seeking clearance from 

the Ethics Committee to interview people as young as 17.  

The central principle noted in the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research (Australian Government, 2015d) in relation to young people’s ability to 

consent to participating in a research project is the notion of maturity, rather than the 

notion of age. Young people can consent to being part of a research project if they are 

judged to be of sufficient maturity to understand the research and their part in it. Thus, 

an 18 year old with intellectual difficulties may be considered to have less maturity than 

a 16 year old with advanced cognitive ability. 

It was necessary to develop a strategy for judging whether or not a young person had 

the sufficient maturity to consent to participating in an interview. The approach 

developed involved talking with the worker who had provided counselling to a particular 

young person about his or her ability to consent to participating in the research. The 



101 
 

workers had insight into the maturity of the young people they had worked with. The 

workers also had insight into the family dynamics surrounding the young person and 

how those dynamics might influence a young person ability to consent. Each worker was 

able to reflect on their past clients’ maturity and family dynamics. Workers only invited 

young people to participate who they considered capable of giving informed consent.   

The initial criteria accepted by the Ethics Committee was that young people invited to 

participate would: be between the ages of 17 and 25; have finished their treatment for 

sexually abusive behaviour; and be judged by the workers to be able to give informed 

consent.   

Fieldwork 

The fieldwork at the Children’s Protection Society began in February 2014. It was 

important to build a rapport with the workers so that they would feel comfortable with 

the research, and motivated to invite their past clients to participate. The workers 

needed to develop a sense of trust in the research process, particularly about the fact 

that their past clients would not be harmed. I embedded myself in the organisation by 

carrying out the fieldwork onsite for two days per week. 

The Children’s Protection Society was undergoing organisational change at the time and 

there was a number of staff resignations during the first month of fieldwork. This change 

was a frequent topic of conversation amongst the SACPP workers. I had experience of 

working in an organisation going through change and this enabled me to empathise with 

the workers and establish a rapport. The rapport was strengthened by developing a 

sense of reciprocity in relation to the workers. That is, opportunities were taken up to 

help the workers find relevant journal articles and to present the results of the Critical 

Interpretive Synthesis (McKibbin, Humphreys, & Hamilton, 2015) about the prevention 

of sexually abusive behaviour discussed in Chapter Three. 

I experienced myself as being both “inside” the team (having lunch together with team), 

as well as “outside” the team (not attending team meetings). Qualitative researchers 

have reflected at length about their experience of being insiders and outsiders during 

fieldwork (Berger, 2015; Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000; Hodkinson, 2005). Positioning oneself 

on the insider-outsider continuum is a useful exercise in practicing reflexivity (Taylor, 
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2011). It was my experience that by reflecting on my insider-outsider status I could make 

conscious decisions about how to conduct myself during the fieldwork in order to 

maximise the perception that I was trustworthy. 

During the first months of fieldwork the manager of the SACPP team resigned. For a 

number of weeks it was unclear who would be the official contact about the research. 

Eventually, during the time when the SACPP team management was transitioning one 

of the workers approached me and asked if I had done any interviews yet to which I 

responded in the negative. The worker said that I should “crack the whip” in order to 

get the workers to invite past clients to participate in the project. This conversation 

marked the moment when I was accepted by the team and the workers began to prompt 

each other about inviting young people to participate. Qualitative researchers have 

described similar moments as those in which they become a “trusted outsider” 

(Bucerius, 2013; Elliot, 2015). 

Inviting young people to participate 

The recruitment process was prompted by the worker’s call to “crack the whip.” The 

purposive sampling approach (Liamputtong, 2013; Silverman, 2013) adopted in this 

study diverged from the theoretical sampling approach traditionally associated with 

Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006). This divergence was necessary 

because the group of young people prepared to be interviewed about their sexually 

abusive behaviour through the Children’s Protection Society was very small. That is, it 

was essential to take up every opportunity for interviewing young people that arose. 

There was no capacity to choose the next participant on the basis of the data emerging 

in the previous interview. 

Within a week, a worker had invited a past client to participate in the research. The 

worker organised a time for the interview and provided contact details of the young 

person. I phoned the young person, explained the research, and organised to send her 

a copy of the Plain Language Statement and Consent Form. The interview was on the 

worker’s non-working day and she came in to work especially to support her past client 

though the interview process. 



103 
 

Three weeks later another worker invited a past client to participate. In this case, 

communication occurred with the young person’s mother by email in order to set up a 

time for interview. A mutually convenient time was agreed upon, and again the worker 

was present in the interview. The worker associated with the second interview was in a 

position of leadership in relation to the other SACPP workers and it seemed important 

for him to see that the interview was managed competently and that no harm was done 

to the past client. Some weeks later the same worker organised for a further interview 

with another past client. This time the worker chose not to be part of the interview and 

instead encouraged the young person to take part independently.  

A third worker provided me with the contact details of one of his past clients. Telephone 

and email contact with the mother of the young person occurred and a time was set up 

for interview in conjunction with the worker. I was unsure whether or not to include the 

worker in the interview.  The data from the third interview at which no worker or parent 

had been present was much clearer than that from the first and second interviews. It 

was decided in consultation with the worker that he would not be present for the 

interview but would debrief with the young person and his mother after the interview. 

Parental and worker involvement in the interview was from then on decided in 

collaboration with workers, parents, and young people on a case-by-case basis. 

After three months by the end of April 2014 three young people had been interviewed. 

It began to seem unlikely that reaching the target of interviewing 20 young people would 

be possible. The workers thought that it might be possible to recruit more young people 

if the age range was broadened to include 16 year olds. With the support of the workers, 

an application to the Human Research Ethics Committee to amend the age range of 

participants. This amendment was approved by the Ethics Committee, which enabled 

the pool of potential participants to widen.  

Still, at six months into the fieldwork only five interviews had been conducted. The 

workers were having difficulty contacting past clients. Sometimes the contact details for 

past clients were no longer accurate. At other times young people could be contacted 

but did not want to participate. This difficulty with recruitment led to a discussion with 

the SACPP team leader about the possibility of further expanding the pool of potential 
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participants. We discussed the possibility of reducing the age of participants to 12 years. 

The team leader did not feel comfortable about changing the age range of participants 

to include children as young as 12. He thought that children in this age range could not 

reflect on their experience sufficiently because they were still undergoing significant 

psycho-social development. He considered that young people who have reached 16 are 

considered to be young adults. For example, 16 year olds can: provide consent; get 

married; work; and take up other adult roles in our community. He felt that this cultural 

recognition of 16 year olds as “nearly adults” imbued them with the potential ability to 

reflect on their experiences.   

When it was raised that children between the ages of 12 and 16 were being interviewed 

by a fellow student researcher under the same supervisor, the worker suggested that 

there was a difference between interviewing children who had been abused in domestic 

violence contexts and children who had themselves been sexually abusive. This 

difference pertained to the different subject positions occupied by children in the two 

categories: children abused in domestic violence contexts are viewed by the community 

as victims, whereas children who have displayed sexually abusive behaviour are 

construed as perpetrators. This subject position of perpetrator is difficult for children to 

negotiate because it has very negative connotations that can lead children and young 

people to feel guilt, shame, and other bad feelings directed towards the self and others. 

What came out of the discussion was a suggestion by the team leader of an alternative 

way to increase the pool of participants. He suggested that the criteria shift slightly not 

to include children younger than 16 but to include young people who were still engaged 

with the service. This meant that young people could be invited to participate in their 

final sessions of counselling and an interview could be set up for the weeks following 

the final session. The workers would judge the capacity of young people to be able to 

“say no” to participating in the research. This would mean that we were not trying to re-

engage young people who had moved on with their lives and who did not necessarily 

want to be reminded of their past distressing experiences.   
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Workers as participants 

By August 2014, ten young people had been interviewed. Despite the broadening of the 

pool of potential participants described above it became clear that recruiting another 

ten young people would not be possible despite the best efforts of the workers. My 

supervisors had experienced difficulties with recruiting young people in other research 

projects about sensitive issues and suggested that it may be useful to interview some of 

the workers in order to expand upon the perceptions of the young people. With the 

support of the SACPP workers a further application was made to the Human Research 

Ethics Committee for amendment that was granted in October 2014. 

An ethical issue that had to be considered in relation to interviewing workers related to 

the fact that young people had not consented to their workers discussing their cases. 

This meant that specific questions about the young people could not be asked of the 

workers. Instead, workers were asked to reflect on the themes that emerged from the 

interviews with the young people. For example, one of the themes related to young 

people’s use of pornography and workers were asked to reflect on the role that 

pornography plays in young people’s display of sexually abusive behaviour.   

In this way, the workers’ reflections helped to triangulate the data emerging from the 

interviews with the young people. In qualitative research triangulation is understood as 

an attempt to get different perspectives on the social phenomenon under exploration 

(Silverman, 2013). The interviews with the workers provided data that captured 

practitioner wisdom about sexually abusive behaviour. By December 2014, 14 young 

people and six treatment-providing workers had been interviewed. 

The interviews 

Semi-structured one-hour interviews were undertaken with each of the 14 young 

people. The interview questions were loosely structured around opportunities for 

prevention identified in the Critical Interpretive Synthesis discussed in Chapter Three 

(see Appendix 7) (McKibbin, Humphreys, et al., 2015). The opportunities for prevention 

were to: incorporate sociocultural evidence into treatment models; explain how gender 

shapes sexually abusive behaviour; apply evidence to inform prevention education; and 

implement crime prevention theory to practice. This broad structuring enabled the 
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coverage of key areas associated with the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour 

identified in the evidence base but also to explore new ideas as they emerged in the 

interviews (Charmaz, 2006; Silverman, 2013).   

The interview questions (see Appendix 3) were grouped to reflect each of the 

opportunities. Young people were asked about treatment and how they experienced 

power at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour. They were also asked how they felt 

about their gender and sexuality at the time of the behaviour and whether bullying, 

social media, and pornography were factors in the behaviour. They were then asked 

about their experience of sexuality education and whether parents or carers had talked 

to them about sexual abuse or safe sexual behaviour. Finally, young people were asked 

if there was any time in their life course or in the setting of the abusive behaviour that 

could have been different so that the behaviour did not occur.   

In the first interview it was difficult to articulate ideas about gender and power to the 

young person. She seemed to be able to understand the concept of sexuality but had 

trouble reflecting on her experience of being a girl and the power relations shaping that 

experience. In response to this difficulty communicating about abstract ideas a series of 

visual images was developed to guide further interviews. For example, an image of the 

outline of a man and of a woman (much like those found on public toilet doors) was 

used to represent the concept of gender and an image of a mother talking to a daughter 

was used to represent the idea that some mothers talk to their children about child 

sexual abuse. The young people were generally very engaged with the images and they 

also became a useful tool for managing the timing in interviews. A new image was used 

to indicate a new direction in the conversation. Questions were phrased slightly 

differently in each interview but the overall structure was the same. 

The interviews with young people were carried out in a variety of settings. Ten of the 

interviews occurred at the Children’s Protection Society sites and two interviews at the 

home of the young person. One interview was undertaken at the school of the young 

person and the final interview occurred at the Melbourne Youth Justice Centre in which 

the young person was incarcerated.   
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Interviews with young people onsite 

The interviews at the Children’s Protection Society sites were sometimes carried out in 

the presence of the young person’s mother or their worker. One of the counselling 

rooms would be set up with the audio recording equipment and the visual images. The 

young person and any accompanying family members would be greeted in the waiting 

area and shown to the counselling room. We would sit down and talk about the Consent 

Form and the Plain Language Statement. It was then established that the recording 

device would be switched on and the interview would begin. 

In the case of one young person, I met him and his mother in the waiting area at the 

Heidelberg site. I shook both their hands and asked if his mother was going to join us in 

the interview. It had already been established with the worker that he did not consider 

the young person to need additional support afforded by the worker’s presence in the 

interview. It was clarified with the mother that the emphasis would be on the young 

person’s voice but that she was welcome to comment as well. A discussion about the 

Consent Form ensued and the young person was asked about his understanding of the 

research. It was reinforced to the young person that he was being approached as an 

expert in his own experience and that he was acting as a consultant about the 

prevention of sexually abusive behaviour. He signed and dated the consent form and 

the interview began. The conversation with this particular young man was very 

coherent. He was able to understand the questions and to seek clarification. He 

reflected on his experience of being sexually abusive and included his mother in the 

conversation in a way that demonstrated significant emotional maturity.   

By contrast, an interview with another young man was characterised by a reluctance on 

his part to have a meaningful conversation about his experience of being sexually 

abusive. This interview began like the others in that the young person and his foster 

mother were greeted in the waiting area at the Heidelberg site. The mother did not want 

to sit in on the interview and the worker decided that he would be part of the interview 

to actively support the young person. The process of establishing informed consent was 

carried out and the interview began with a question about the young person’s 

experience of counselling at the Children’s Protection Society. The young person 

indicated that he felt ambivalent about the counselling. As the interview progressed the 



108 
 

young person began to respond to most of the questions with the phrase “no comment,” 

in a way that was reminiscent of police interviews on television crime shows. The young 

person did converse about his living situation and about his experience of social media 

and pornography. However, each time the topic of the sexually abusive behaviour arose, 

he responded with “no comment.”   

At some times in the interview, the young man’s body language was quite charming in 

that he smiled, laughed, joked, and made eye contact. At other times in the interview, 

his body language expressed a sense of being uncomfortable and bored. He picked at 

pimples on his skin, coughed loudly, and yawned at times. About two thirds of the way 

into the interview the worker said that he would step out of the room for ten minutes 

so that the young person had a chance to speak to me without the presence of a worker. 

During that ten minutes the young person did offer a little more information about his 

experiences with social media and sexting but still did not tell me about the sexually 

abusive behaviour that led him to treatment. Towards the end of the interview, the 

young person expressed concern that the interview transcript would lead to him being 

charged with an offence. He was strongly reassured that he had not said anything to 

incriminate himself and that the transcript would only be used for the purpose of the 

research. 

Interviews at young people’s homes  

The interviews with young people at their homes were more complicated than the 

interviews at organisational sites because of the social conventions pertaining to polite 

visiting behaviour as well as the reduced control over the space. In one interview, I 

arrived at the home of the young person and was met by his mother. I was keen to 

appear non-threatening and was careful to demonstrate respect about being in her 

home. I made small talk about how lovely the house was and thanked the mother for 

allowing me into her space. She asked where we wanted to do the interview and I said 

that it would be good to be able to sit somewhere quiet. We decided to sit at the kitchen 

table. The mother asked if she should be present for the interview and I suggested that 

it may work best if I spoke with her son in the first instance but that I was very happy to 

hear any contribution she wanted to make also.   
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The interview began after a discussion about informed consent. The young man had 

signed the consent form that had been sent to him in the week prior to the interview. 

The young man was highly articulate and could reflect on his experience of being 

sexually abusive in a very mature way. His body language was appropriate and because 

we were sitting adjacent to one another, as opposed to opposite one another, there was 

not the need to make eye contact right through the interview. This may have made it 

easier to discuss the difficult ongoing consequences that the sexually abusive behaviour 

was having in the young man’s life. 

It was difficult to end the interview with this young man, and it seemed as if he did not 

want to stop talking about his experience. After 72 minutes the formal part of the 

interview was halted and the audio recorder turned off. I made an observation that the 

young man seemed to have more to say and wondered aloud about the possibility of a 

further interview. The young person said that he would be happy to do a follow up 

interview and I made preparations to leave with the promise of being back in touch.  I 

realised on reflection over the coming days that I was not comfortable with my offer to 

interview the young person for a second time. A conversation ensued with the SACPP 

team leader about the boundaries of my role of researcher. I felt I had slipped into 

providing the young person with emotional support by offering the hope of further 

interview when in fact he had made a full contribution to the research with one 

interview and a second interview would be outside the scope of the project as approved 

by the Ethics Committee. Ethical dilemmas involving the blurring of boundaries between 

practitioner roles and researcher roles have been well-documented by qualitative 

researchers (Berger, 2015; Bowtell, Sawyer, Aroni, Green, & Duncan, 2013; Carduff, 

Murray, & Kendall, 2015; Haahr, Norlyk, & Hall, 2014; McDermid, Peters, Jackson, & 

Daly, 2014). 

I reflected about the importance of not offering young people the promise of further 

contact apart from the email updates about the research approved by the Ethics 

Committee, because that was beyond the scope of the project. I contacted the young 

man and let him know that I had read the transcript of the interview, that he had made 

a significant contribution to the research, and that I did not think that a further interview 
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was necessary for the purpose of this research project. It was strongly reiterated that 

the young man could seek emotional support from his former worker. 

Interviews with young people at institutions 

The one interview that occurred at a high school was relatively straightforward, and 

proceeded much like the interviews at organisational sites. The team leader and I signed 

in at the front desk and a young person came down the corridor. We went into a small 

meeting room opposite the school office, and the interview proceeded in the usual way. 

The young person was keen for the worker to stay in the room with him, and the 

interview took the form of a three-way conversation. The young man’s body language 

seemed to indicate interest and engagement in the conversation, and he seemed to 

demonstrate a deep respect for his former worker.   

The interview that occurred at the Melbourne Youth Justice Centre stood out from the 

other interviews because of the setting. On arrival at the Centre I was informed that an 

“incident” had occurred, and that the Centre was in lockdown. After about an hour, it 

became possible to enter the Centre after a series of security checks, and proceed to the 

building where the interview would occur. The grounds were uncannily quiet. There was 

no traffic noise, no children’s laughter, and no sounds of balls bouncing. When I reached 

the building to which I had been directed I was faced by a reflective wall through which 

I could not see. I knew, however, that officers on the other side of the wall could see 

me. After a few minutes an officer came through from the other side of the reflective 

surface and directed me on to a further part of the Centre. 

After being shown into a meeting room, a young person was escorted in by an officer.  

There was a large black camera in the corner of the room. The boy was wearing a 

baseball cap and rocked on his chair. He spoke very quietly at the beginning of the 

interview. I had to obtain verbal consent from the young man because I was not allowed 

to bring any paper or pens into the grounds. I had obtained permission to bring in my 

recording device prior to the interview.  A short time into the interview, an officer came 

into the room and set a personal alarm on the table implying that the young person 

might attack me. I felt deeply uncomfortable about this because I felt that it disrupted 

the rapport I was trying to build with the young person.   
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Initially, the young person answered my questions with very short phrases such as 

“yeah.” He began talking in longer sentences when the conversation turned to the fact 

that he was leaving the Centre on Monday. He told me about his family and the abuse 

that he experienced as a child. About half way through the interview the boy asked me 

to clarify what his words were going to be used for. I explained that I wanted to “hear 

the voices” of young people who had been sexually abusive and to communicate their 

insights about prevention to Government. The young man became very interested in 

the idea of his voice reaching Government.   

Towards the end of the interview I told the young person that I had not been able to 

bring in the gift voucher and asked him if he could collect it from the Children’s 

Protection Society when he was released from the Centre. He expressed that he would 

prefer the voucher to be left in a locker with his other personal items and we agreed to 

this. We left the meeting room together and tried to attract the attention of an officer 

sitting in a locked recreation room with some other boys. It felt slightly ironic that the 

officers had provided me with a security alarm and yet I could not find anyone to hand 

the young man over to. I retraced my steps along the coloured lines to the security exit, 

and again was again struck by the silence of the institution.   

Interviews with workers 

Six SACPP workers were interviewed over the course of October and November 2014. 

The interviews were semi-structured and each lasted for one hour. The interview 

schedule for the workers was constituted by a statement about a theme emerging in the 

interviews with young people and an invitation for the worker to reflect upon the theme 

(see Appendix 4). For example, workers were asked to reflect on young people’s 

indication that they received inadequate and untimely sexuality education. Not every 

question was asked in each interview and the phrasing of questions varied. Five of the 

interviews occurred at the Children’s Protection Society sites, and one of the interviews 

occurred at the home of the worker.  

The interview schedule for the workers was carefully designed so as not to breech 

ethical obligations to the young people. This involved constructing general observations 

about the interviews with the young people and never linking any emerging theme with 
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a particular young participant. Workers may have recognized themes that emerged from 

the story of one of their past clients because the workers were responsible for referring 

the young people into the research and were keenly familiar with their situations. 

Further, in five of the interviews with young people workers were actually present in a 

supportive capacity. However, the interview data of the young people was only 

discussed in interviews with the workers at an aggregate level.  

The first interview was with Beth who had referred two girls for participation in the 

research and had been present in both those interviews in a supportive capacity. Beth 

had particular experience working with girls who had sexually abused. Beth stood out 

amongst the workers because she talked about young people and sexual arousal.  Beth 

was able to use words like “horny” to name the sexual arousal that some children and 

young people had experienced around their sexually abusive behaviour. It struck me 

that adults have great difficulty naming sexual arousal for children and young people. 

Beth seemed to have developed a language around sexual arousal which she used in 

conversations with the girls she treated. 

A further interview with John the SACPP Team Leader was carried out. John took over 

as my main contact person when the original manager resigned at the beginning of the 

fieldwork. John referred nine out of the 14 young people into the research and he played 

a significant role supporting the young people during the interview process. We would 

meet regularly to debrief my experience of interviewing young people and to discuss 

any issues pertaining to the fieldwork. The interview with John captured one of those 

conversations but it had been preceded by many others.  

Another interview was with Bronte and occurred at her home. We sat down at her 

kitchen table and began our conversation. Previous interviews with workers indicated 

that the best way to open an interview with a worker was to ask them about their role 

at the Children’s Protection Society rather than asking them more broadly about 

prevention. Bronte told me about her work treating young people with sexually abusive 

behaviour and problem sexual behaviours as well as victims of child sexual abuse. Bronte 

talked about the tensions involved in working with victims and perpetrators particularly 

in the context of sibling sexual abuse.  
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Analysing the data 

The interview audio recordings were transcribed into Word documents and imported 

into an NVivo project. The names of the participants were changed to their pseudonyms 

and other identifying information was removed in accordance with ethical obligations. 

The interviews were coded according to Constructivist Grounded Theory (Bazeley & 

Jackson, 2013; Charmaz, 2006). This involved three phases of coding: initial, focused, 

and theoretical. The aim of initial coding was to identify core conceptual categories 

emerging in the data. The initial coding was commenced after the fourth interview and 

involved a process of line-by-line coding. A name was given to each line of data and an 

attempt to remain “close” to the data was made. Charmaz explains to the novice 

researcher: 

Initial coding should stick closely to the data. Try to see actions in each 

segment of data rather than applying pre-existing categories to the data. 

Attempt to code with words that reflect action. At first, invoking a language 

of action rather than topics may feel strange. Look closely at actions and, to 

the degree possible, code data as actions. (Charmaz, 2006, p. 48) 

The initial coding was carried out at a fast pace, and care was taken not to impose 

previously held ideas onto the data. The initial coding identified some of the overlaps in 

the interviews as well as some of the discordances. The codes were used to inform the 

further collection of data. For example, the initial coding revealed that bullying was an 

experience associated with sexually abusive behaviour for some of the young people 

interviewed early in the fieldwork. More attention was paid to the experience of bullying 

in the subsequent interviews. In this way, the early stages of the data analysis informed 

the continuing process of data collection.  

In practice, the initial coding involved attaching short phrases to the interview data 

which functioned to capture young people’s ideas about the experiential factors they 

associated with their sexually abusive behaviour and what could have been different in 

their lives so that the behaviour did not occur. The initial coding process had an 

emphasis on preserving the young people’s actions, thoughts, and feelings in relation to 

their sexually abusive behaviour. Particular attention was paid to the use of active 
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language during this phase of coding as is evident in the use of verbs at the beginning of 

coding phrases. For example, when coding an interview with one young person the 

phrase, being caught in the act, was attached to a piece of text in which he talks about 

the moment when his grandmother discovered the sexual abuse of his younger cousin. 

Likewise, a section of text from another interview in which a young woman suggests that 

she may not have abused her young neighbour if she had had a circle of friends her own 

age was coded using the phrase: having more age-appropriate friends. By beginning the 

coding phrases with a verb it was intended that the action the young person was 

describing, whether that be an action in the real world or in the psychological dimension, 

was preserved. This “preservation of action” was carried out in accordance with 

Constructivist Grounded Theory in order to enact fidelity towards the data (Charmaz, 

2006).   

The initial codes were then subject to a process of focused coding. This involved closely 

inspecting the initial codes and determining which codes occurred most frequently and 

which codes were most analytically significant. In Charmaz’s words: 

Focused coding is the second major phase in coding. These codes are more 

directed, selective, and conceptual than word-by-word, line-by-line, and 

incident-by-incident coding. After you have established some strong analytic 

directions thought your initial line-by-line coding, you can begin focused 

coding to synthesise and explain larger segments of data. (Charmaz, 2006, 

p. 57) 

An analytically significant code was judged on the basis of its potential to contribute to 

a theory about preventing sexually abusive behaviour. For example, being a victim of 

child sexual abuse was judged to be an analytically significant initial code because it 

occurred several times throughout the interviews and it was an experience that young 

people associated with the development of their sexually abusive behaviour. The 

focused coding phase also involved exploring the relationships between codes and 

assessing how the codes could be grouped together.  

Major thematic categories were proposed which were thought to link the initial codes 

and the research questions. Each initial code was then tested conceptually as belonging 
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to one major thematic category or another. This led to the emergence of a series of 

subthematic categories. For example, having safe relationships was proposed as a 

potential major thematic category. It captured various initial codes including: identifying 

supervision of kids by adults as prevention strategy; having a safety plan; explaining 

behaviour in terms of own sexual abuse victimisation; and experiencing domestic 

violence and parental stress. The initial codes which were thought to be a good fit with 

having safe relationships were grouped into four subthematic categories including: 

being abused in childhood; problematic sibling relationships; bullying and being bullied; 

and using social media. 

The interviews with workers were coded in a similar way to those with young people, 

using Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006). The initial coding involved 

creating codes which closely reflected the action which the worker was describing. For 

example, a statement by a worker about her impression that sexuality education is not 

delivered consistently was coded as: having sense that there is not uniformity in sexuality 

education delivery. The initial codes were then grouped together in relation to their 

content about sexually abusive behaviour and its prevention. For example, each initial 

code which made reference to educating children about the boundaries of safe touching 

was grouped under the focused code: protective behaviours communication. The 

process of focused coding was informed by the following questions: What are the 

reflections of workers about the young people’s insights?  

The result of the focused coding for the interviews with the young people and the 

workers was a three-tiered conceptualisation of the data that was then subject to a 

further process of theoretical coding. This process involved developing a narrative about 

each major thematic category. For Charmaz: 

Theoretical codes are integrative; they lend form to the focused codes you 

have collected. These codes may help you tell an analytic story that has 

coherence. Hence, these codes not only conceptualise how your substantive 

codes are related, but also move your analytic story in a theoretical direction. 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 63) 
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The narrative of a major thematic category was understood to be a story about how the 

experiential factors described in that category were linked to the emergence of young 

people’s sexually abusive behaviour and to possibilities for prevention. For example, a 

narrative was developed about the major thematic category, learning about sexuality. 

This narrative described the perceptions of some young people about the inadequate 

sexuality education they received and pointed to the potential for reformed sexuality 

education to prevent sexually abusive behaviour. In addition to creating narratives 

about the major thematic categories the theoretical coding also involved critically 

reflecting upon the more disturbing sentiments expressed by some young people.    

A further stage of theorising involved comparing the major thematic categories, along 

with their corresponding narratives emerging from the interviews with the young 

people, to the reflections of the workers and to the evidence base. For Charmaz, this 

part of the data analysis involves studying the narratives from multiple positions: 

Theorising means stopping, pondering, and rethinking anew. We stop the 

flow of studied experience and take it apart. To gain theoretical sensitivity, 

we look at studied life from multiple vantage points, make comparisons, 

follow leads, and build on ideas. Because you chart your direction through 

acts of theorising, you may not be able to foresee endpoints or stops along 

the way. (Charmaz, 2006, p. 135) 

A final stage of theorising involved translating the most analytically salient insights of 

the young people, and the reflections of the workers, into suggestions for primary, 

secondary, and tertiary prevention initiatives in local, national, and international 

contexts. The overall result was a substantive theory about how the insights of young 

people about their sexually abusive behaviour could be understood in terms of 

opportunities for prevention, and that these opportunities could inform the 

strengthening of the current prevention agenda. 

Limitations of the research 

The limitations associated with the study reported in this thesis are methodological. In 

particular, the limitations relate to the size and diversity of the sample, as well as to the 
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time that had passed for some of the young people since they had abused and the 

participation of interviewers and workers in some of the interviews.   

The small sample sizes of much qualitative research means that the findings cannot 

necessarily be generalizable to the whole population being explored in any study 

(Silverman, 2013). In the case of the study reported in this thesis, it was not possible to 

obtain the initial sample of 20 young people who had sexually abused in the fieldwork 

timeframe, and the final sample included just 14 young people. The insights of the young 

people reported in this study are not representative of the whole cohort of young people 

who sexually abuse. However, in line with other qualitative research about sensitive 

issues, the data generated was thick with detail and nuance. 

The generalisability of the insights of the young people is further confounded by the lack 

of diversity in the sample, particularly in relation to diverse cultural backgrounds. There 

were no Aboriginal or Torre Strait Islander young people in the study and there were no 

young people of Asian cultural background. This meant that issues pertaining to the 

cultures of Aboriginal people and Asian people were not brought to the forefront of the 

study. There was only one boy in the study who was from Sudanese cultural background. 

There was also little diversity in the sample relating to socioeconomic status. All of the 

young people were from lower or middle income families and there were no young 

people who attended private schools or who lived in affluent areas. There was some 

diversity in the sample relating to gender and ability in that two girls participated in the 

interviews and both of them had a learning difficulty.   

The other limitations associated with the study related to the time that had passed for 

some young people since they had engaged in sexually abusive behaviour, and the 

impact that this had on their memories of events. In one case, the young person was 21 

years old at the time of interview and he had sexually abused when he was 11 years old. 

At times, it was difficult for him to recall what he was thinking and feeling at the time of 

the sexual abuse. Furthermore, the presence of workers and parents during some of the 

interviews may have changed the content that the young people chose to share. In one 

case, the young person’s mother talked at length about her own experience of 

mothering a boy who had been sexually abusive often answering questions on behalf of 
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the young person. This meant that the mother’s perspective was more fully captured 

than the insights of the young person about prevention. Similarly, sometimes workers 

would answer questions on behalf of young people if they were present during the 

interviews.  
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Chapter summary 

This chapter has described the method undertaken during the research process (as 

illustrated in Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9: The research method 

It has outlined the collaboration with the Children’s Protection Society, and discussed 

some of the ethical concerns expressed by the workers. Furthermore, the chapter has 

set out some major issues relating to risk and consent that were addressed in the ethics 

application. The difficulties recruiting young people to participate in the study were 

Undertaking Critical Interpretive Synthesis of evidence

Collaboratiing with the Children's Protection Society

Addressing ethical issues

Building relationships with workers in order to recruit young 
people

Interviewing young people

Enhancing recruitment

Initial coding of interviews with young people

Collecting the reflections of the workers

Focused and theoretical coding of young people and worker data

Formulating a theory about how young people's insights can 
enhance the prevention agenda

Translating new knowledge into prevention action
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documented, as well as how the issue was resolved. It has set out how the results of a 

critical Interpretive Synthesis of the evidence about preventing sexually abusive 

behaviour were used to inform the interviews with young people.  

In addition, the chapter described some of the interviews with young people and 

workers. An account was given about how Constructivist Grounded Theory was used to 

inform the analysis of the data. In particular, the procedure of initial, focused, and 

theoretical coding was described. It was suggested that the outcome of the data analysis 

was a substantive theory about how the experiences that young people associate with 

their sexually abusive behaviour could be used to enhance the prevention agenda. The 

following three chapters report upon the results of the interviews with young people 

and workers. 
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Part 3: Results 
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Chapter 6: Results of interviews with young people 

The following two chapters report what the 14 young people (see Table 2) interviewed 

for the study say about the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour.  In particular, the 

chapters discuss five major thematic categories which emerged from the interviews with 

young people: conceptualising thoughts and feelings; being responded to by others; 

having safe relationships; learning about sexuality; and wrestling with gender and sexual 

attraction. The thematic categories are discussed in an order which relates to the 

Multidimensional model of human experience (Harms, 2010). The order reflects a 

movement from the inner realm of human experience, through the relational, social, 

and structural realms, to the outer cultural realm.  

Accordingly, the major thematic category conceptualising thoughts and feelings will be 

discussed first because it belongs to the inner realm of human experience. This will be 

followed by the thematic category, being responded to by others, which can be read as 

belonging to the relational realm of human experience. Having safe relationships 

touches on aspects of the social dimension of human experience, and learning about 

sexuality addresses material about the structural realm of human experience. Reflecting 

on gender and sexual attraction will be discussed last because it pertains to the cultural 

dimension of human experience. It should be noted that the thematic categories do not 

belong entirely to one dimension of human experience or another. Rather, it is 

understood that certain elements of a thematic category can be most closely associated 

with a particular realm of human experience. 
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Table 2: Demographics of 14 young people interviewed (names changed) 

 

Conceptualising thoughts and feelings 

The thematic category, conceptualising thoughts and feelings, pertains to the 

psychological processes belonging to the inner realm of human experience according to 

the Multidimensional model (Harms, 2010). The thematic category captures the ideas 
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Dee F 18 Caucasian Lower Learning 

difficulty 

Yes Yes With father Sister at home 

Simon M 19 Caucasian Lower Attention 

Deficit 

Disorder 

No Yes With mother Kids at school 

Tim M 16 Caucasian Lower Normal No Yes With mother Half-brother 

at home 

Brett M 17 Caucasian Middle Normal No No With mother 

and father 

Classmates at 

school 

Jason M 18 Caucasian Middle Normal Yes Yes With 

grandfather 

Brother at 

home 

Jackson M 16 Caucasian Lower Normal No Yes With mother Male cousin at 

grandmother’s 

home 

Steven M 21 Caucasian Middle Normal No Yes With mother Niece at home 

Charlene F 18 Caucasian Lower Learning 

difficulty 

No Yes With father Boy neighbour 

at home 

David M 19 Caucasian Middle Attention 

Deficit 

Disorder 

No Yes With mother 

and stepfather 

Sister at home 

Craig M 19 Caucasian Lower Normal Unknown Yes With father Unknown 

Shaun M 17 South 

African 

Middle Normal Yes Yes Supported 

accommodation 

Sister at home 

Bob M 16 Caucasian Lower Normal No Yes  Residential care Girls at school 

Harry M 16 Caucasian Lower Normal No Yes With 

grandparents 

Unknown 

Ahmed M 17 Sudanese Lower Normal Unknown Yes Juvenile justice 

centre 

Boy at friend’s 

home 
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of young people about their thoughts and feelings at the time of the sexually abusive 

behaviour. The subthemes in the category are: having difficult feelings; knowing it was 

wrong; not knowing or remembering; changing over time; and imagining a future (as 

illustrated in Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10: Conceptualising thoughts and feelings 

Young people were asked about their thoughts and feelings about the sexually abusive 

behaviour. Asking young people about their thoughts and feelings highlighted the 

varying cognitive experiences of the young people. Sometimes these cognitive 

experiences involved learning difficulty and this was particularly evident when young 

people could not describe their experiences in very much detail. At other times the 

cognitive experiences of young people involved a sophisticated ability to create 

coherent narratives about their experiences of recovering from being sexually abusive.   

Having difficult feelings 

Five of the young people talked about having difficult feelings in the lead up to the 

sexually abusive behaviour. Sometimes those feelings involved a sense of being bad, and 

at other times they involved feeling powerless. At still other times, the feelings involved 

a sense of confusion or jealousy.   

Conceptualising thoughts and feelings

Having difficult 
feelings

Knowing it was 
wrong

Not knowing or 
remembering

Changing over 
time

Imagining a 
future



126 
 

Tim said that he felt jealous of his brother in the lead up to the sexually abusive 

behaviour, which was carried out against the brother: 

I was jealous of my brother getting all the attention, because before my 

brother came along, or my Mum was even pregnant, [my Stepdad] would 

talk to me sometimes. It still wasn't much, but it was a bit, and I didn't really 

know him much, or that he was really around much, but it turns out he was. 

Then when my brother came into the situation I was completely just left 

behind, and so I was a bit jealous of him and spiteful towards him. The fact 

that I couldn't do anything about my Stepdad acting the way he was and so 

I felt a bit “unempowered” as you would say. So the jealousy and spite of my 

brother getting attention when I had absolutely none, did have an effect on 

[the sexually abusive behaviour]. (Tim) 

Jason described a sense of feeling disempowered and confused. In response to being 

asked if he felt powerful at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour, Jason said: 

No, I did not. That's totally opposite to what I was feeling at the time. I was 

feeling confused and didn't know what to do. I didn't feel powerful at all. 

(Jason) 

Jackson said that he felt very bad at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour, and that 

he thought about killing himself: 

I thought about suicide before the behaviour, but more so after it. After I did 

what I did I had mental breakdowns. I was nearly driving myself insane, to 

the point where I wanted to kill myself. (Jackson) 

Two of the young people expressed a sense of an absence of feeling at the time of the 

sexually abusive behaviour. Bob said that he “didn’t feel anything at all pretty much,” 

and Brett said that he felt “numb” at the time of the behaviour. 

The difficult feelings, or the absence of any feeling, experienced by some young people 

in the lead up to the sexually abusive behaviour could be understood as precursors to 

the behaviour. That is, it may be that difficult feeling states create fertile ground for the 

development of sexually abusive behaviour.  
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Knowing it was wrong 

Five of the young people talked about how they thought the sexually abusive behaviour 

was wrong. The young people had this thought process at the time of sexually abusive 

behaviour, but it was not enough to stop them carrying out the abuse. Jason described 

how at the time of the behaviour, he knew it was wrong: “I knew that it was wrong when 

I was doing it … as I said, I was just confused.” Likewise, Tim recounted a sense of 

knowing that the sexually abusive behaviour was wrong, but not understanding how 

seriously it would be taken:   

The jealous and spite parts were—it was—at the time I knew it was wrong. I 

didn't know to what extent. I just thought like I'd get yelled at or something 

for it. (Tim) 

Similarly, David described knowing that the sexually abusive behaviour was bad but 

choosing not to stop abusing: 

I'm not sure if I knew the legal implications of what was going on, but I kind 

of knew what I was doing was bad. But I think it was just because of my 

[Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder], just my head not really focusing, 

and puberty coming into effect. It was just more: “No one's found out yet, so 

let's keep going.” (David) 

Steven related how he knew at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour that it was 

wrong, but that the thought process was not enough to stop him from abusing: 

When I was younger I understood that something was wrong with it. Like I 

knew—I don't know—I kind of knew that I was going to get into trouble, but 

while it was happening I didn't … After it happened it just—I don't know I just 

felt really guilty, like I knew something bad happened, but there was nothing 

I could do about it sort of thing. I don't know—I don't know how to explain 

it, but I remember the feeling. I knew it was wrong but I couldn't stop it sort 

of thing. (Steven) 

Dee spoke about a sense of knowing the sexual abuse of her sister was wrong but not 

understanding why: 
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Basically I didn't know. I didn't exactly understand it. Once me and my sister 

did it basically it turned out that I thought, “I think this is the wrong thing,” 

after it had been done. I wasn't exactly thinking, hormones were raging and 

stuff. (Dee) 

It may be that the young people’s intuitive sense that the sexually abusive behaviour 

was wrong could inform the content of prevention work with children and young people. 

Not knowing or remembering 

While some of the young people could identify thoughts and feelings at the time of the 

sexually abusive behaviour, others could not. Five of the young people expressed some 

difficulty in being able to describe thoughts or feelings associated with the time of the 

sexually abusive behaviour. Some young people talked about “blocking out” thoughts 

and feelings associated with the sexually abusive behaviour and others described “not 

knowing” what happened. 

Shaun described having difficulty recalling the time in his life when he sexually abused. 

He talked about how thoughts and feelings associated with the sexually abusive 

behaviour are not available to his consciousness: 

Well, honestly, that whole part of my life, most of it has been blocked out. So 

yes, I still remember vaguely, but I've got it hidden away, which—I don't 

know—I tend to do that a lot with everything. Anything I don't want to 

remember is gone. But I don't know–I guess—I'm not sure—one hundred per 

cent sure. (Shaun) 

Similarly, Jackson expressed a sense of not being able to identify the thoughts which 

accompanied his sexually abusive behaviour. When asked to reflect upon the 

emergence of the behaviour he expressed a sense of uncertainty about his thought 

process at the time of the abuse and about why the behaviour occurred: 

Like, the thoughts that must have been going through my head and why I 

was doing it … There's small triggers in the past before it happened, that 

could have been part of the reason, but I'm not even sure what the reason is 

exactly. (Jackson) 
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Craig expressed a very literal sense of “not knowing” about his sexually abusive 

behaviour when he repeatedly said “no comment” in relation to questions about his 

experience. In the interview with Craig, his worker John asked him if he had any advice 

for other young people considering sexually abusing: 

John: Can I ask you another way? If you knew—how old were you when 

you got into that trouble? 

Craig: I don't know. 

John: About 15? 

Craig: Something like that. 

John: You might have been a little bit older, but it would have been right 

about that. If you knew someone the same age, if you knew them 

quite well and they were going to—they were thinking about doing 

the same thing, what—would you have any advice for them? 

Craig: I don't know. 

John: You say anything to them? 

Craig: No comment. 

John: No comment? 

Craig: No comment. 

John: It's not a police interview. You are not in trouble. 

Craig: I always say no comment in relation to… 

John: Hey? 

Craig: A lot of the time I say no comment. 

John: Okay. 

Although Craig had consented to be interviewed and made a significant contribution to 

the research, he did display a reluctance to speak directly about the sexually abusive 

behaviour that led to his treatment at the Children’s Protection Society. 

Harry’s sense of not knowing seemed to manifest when he described feeling bored and 

tired when asked what advice he might give to other young people who may sexually 

abuse. He said that he does not have any advice for other young people except to “use 
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your brain.” When asked to elaborate on this he says: “I don’t know. I’m just too tired 

to even understand.” 

Charlene also had difficulty describing her thoughts and feelings at the time of the 

sexually abusive behaviour. Charlene did, however, recall feeling scared when the police 

arrived at her home to charge her with sexual offences. She said that she felt scared 

because she could not understand why the police were there. The charges were 

eventually dropped because she did not understand what she had done wrong. As 

mentioned earlier, Charlene did have a learning difficulty. 

Changing over time 

Seven of the young people expressed an idea about themselves about changing over 

time. There was little overlap between this group of young people and the group who 

had difficulty describing their thoughts and feelings about the sexually abusive 

behaviour. The young people who talked about the process of changing over time 

described how they had developed psychologically since the sexually abusive behaviour 

had been disclosed.   

Brett distinguished between the person he was at the time of the sexually abusive 

behaviour and the person he is now. He expressed the idea that he is not the same 

person that he was when he displayed sexually abusive behaviour: 

So a lot of people, I know that a lot of people know [about the sexually 

abusive behaviour]. But it's not really a big deal any more. Because people 

don't think of me as that anymore because I'm not that same person. Even 

then I was still very young. It's like now I'm a different person because even 

then with my mind still developing I was—I was still very young when I did it. 

I am still very young now, but I've just developed even more. It's that my head 

is so much different to what it was. (Brett) 

Likewise, Steven conceptualised that his experience of sexually abusive behaviour 

belonged in the past. He said: 

Well nowadays I tend to just leave [the past sexually abusive behaviour] 

aside because there's—to me it's not worth worrying about anymore 
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because it's all done, it's all dusted, and even my Mum said that I'll probably 

never speak to my sisters or probably never see my nieces or my nephew 

again, until they're older I suppose, and until they understand what 

happened, and it'll be up to them. Like, I'm a different person. (Steven) 

Other young people framed their sense of changing over time in relation to the 

counselling process. Shaun and Jason spoke about how their experience of counselling 

began as mandated by the Children’s Court but continued on a voluntary basis after the 

Orders had expired. Shaun talked about this shift from mandatory to voluntary 

counselling: 

The counselling was compulsory through the courts … That was one thing I 

had to do. I had to attend [the counselling], but the way I thought was, it's 

going to be rushed. I have to attend it. You can't force me to say anything. 

But—which was because that's just from my past experience with 

counsellors. So yeah, it was compulsory court—it was a court decision that I 

attended CPS once a week and I was like, okay, cool. But yeah, it was –yeah, 

it was just compulsory. That's why I started, but I was happy with how it 

ended [on a voluntary basis]. (Shaun) 

The ability of other young people to conceptualise themselves as having changed over 

time is reflected in their articulation of a safety plan around sexually abusive behaviour. 

Dee and Simon talked about safety planning. Simon spoke about recognising “the signs 

in sexually abusing someone” and how if “you're going to sexually abuse someone then 

you can go and talk to someone for help straight away.” Dee, in turn, said: 

My safety plan is about not abusing or anything like that to other people. It's 

about if I feel like that to go talk to someone and to stop, think, and do 

something else. (Dee) 

It may be that young people’s conceptualisations of themselves as changing over time 

indicate successful interventions in the trajectories of their sexually abusive behaviour.   
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Imagining a future  

The young people’s capacity to view themselves as changing over time appears to be 

further reflected in their ability to imagine themselves positively into the future. These 

positive imaginings involve prosocial professional roles and safe family relationships.   

Ten of the young people talked about having a professional future. Bob imagined 

becoming a fisherman, and Dee a counsellor; Steven saw himself becoming a mechanic, 

and Tim and Harry wanted to be musicians; David wanted to be a photojournalist, and 

Shaun aimed to become an electrician. Tim said: 

I currently sing and I'm forming a band with my friends. I'm doing a work 

experience placement to organise Battle of the Bands. I'm hopefully going to 

try and get a placement for my band in a couple of years. So music is my 

thing. (Tim) 

Four of the young people talked about forming safe relationships and having children. 

Shaun had planned his future with his girlfriend: 

Then the way—we've spoken about our whole future, so the way we see it is 

when—between 22 and 25, eventually get married. Late—early 30s, sorry, 

have kids, all of that. So our lives are pretty planned out, hopefully at least. 

But yeah, I'm pretty—I've got a pretty good picture of what I want to do in 

five years. Hopefully I'll be an electrician and soon to be married. (Shaun) 

Likewise, Jason talked about planning to marry his fiancé in Thailand, and about needed 

a job so that he could achieve this aim: 

I need a job. I cannot go over to see her without money. Living on Centrelink 

isn't really an option for me. I really need a job. Without employment, it 

would be impossible to keep a relationship and maintain a relationship with 

a woman that's, what, 15,000 kilometres away from me? So money is a big 

factor. (Jason) 

David talked about how he formed a safe relationship with a girl while he was still 

engaged in treatment with his counsellor, John. David said that the counselling helped 

him to recognise that he wanted to be more respectful in his relationships with women: 
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I'm not sure, I mean after everything had happened and I was seeing John, 

there was a girl I got really interested with, and she became really interested 

in me as well. I guess because of what was happening between us, that gave 

me structure, and that added on to what John had spoken with me about. So 

he spoke to me about what it's like with me, and the girl I was with. Just from 

what I was going through with her, and just everything that happens, 

previously that got me to where I am today. So I know what I went through 

was wrong, and I know the major implications that I was causing … I guess 

just the way I am around mainly women, I feel I need to be more respectful, 

especially after what I had done to someone so close to me. (David) 

Three of the young people did not feel able to imagine themselves very far into the 

future. Ahmed had trouble picturing his life beyond leaving the Youth Justice Centre, 

apart from expressing a wish to finish his schooling: “I want to finish my schooling years 

… before I think about doing any trade or anything.”   

Jackson said that he could not focus on his future because he felt like he was still very 

much dealing with his experience of being sexually abusive. When asked about whether 

he has a sense of a good future, Jackson said: 

Maybe—hopefully I'll get over it but I'm never sure about this. It could go 

away one day and I forget about it, I'm better, I no longer have any bad 

thoughts go through my head and I'm 100 percent over it. But even if that 

was going to happen that isn't any time soon. I'm still really conflicted with 

it. It's still a major thing with me at the moment. (Jackson) 

Craig talked about how he used to want to be a police officer, but no longer has that 

aspiration. He said that he is training in digital photography, and that he hopes to have 

a job one day. He did not currently want a girlfriend, but imagined having a girlfriend in 

the future. He said: “I've got to find one that's not an idiot, one who doesn't do drugs 

and one that is not stuck up like most chicks are.” 

The ability of some of the young people to imagine a safe future may relate to the 

amount of time that has passed since the young people completed their treatment. For 

each of the young people who had trouble imagining a future, treatment was in its late 
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stage but not yet complete. Whereas for the young people who could easily speak about 

a positive future, treatment had been completed up to nine years previously. 

Narrative about conceptualising thoughts and feelings  

Overall, the narrative of this thematic category, conceptualising thoughts and feelings, 

is about the way young people who have sexually abused conceptualise themselves in 

terms of their thoughts and feelings. The narrative captures the fact that some young 

people had difficult feelings at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour, and others 

talked about an intuitive sense of knowing the behaviour was wrong. This sense of 

knowing the behaviour was wrong could be read in relation to Finkelhor’s (1984) Four 

Preconditions model about the perpetration of child sexual abuse, whereby overcoming 

internal inhibitors is one precondition which an abuser encounters in the lead up to 

sexually abusing. It may be that, for some young people, the sense of knowing the 

sexually abusive behaviour was wrong could be understood as an internal inhibitor that 

was not sufficiently strong to support desistance from sexually abusive behaviour. 

Messages about the wrongness of sexually abusive behaviour could potentially inform 

the content of prevention education. 

The narrative of this thematic category is also about the fact that some young people 

demonstrate a cognitive capacity to view themselves as developing over time whereas 

others do not. The ability to conceptualise change over time manifests for some young 

people as a recognition that the treatment they received began as mandated but 

continued on a voluntary basis. This shift from mandated to voluntary engagement is in-

keeping with mental health scholarship, in which some authors have observed a trend 

amongst young people accessing broader mental health treatment services to move 

from involuntary to voluntary treatment (Tindall, Francey, & Hamilton, 2015). The 

evidence base does not identify young people’s ability to conceptualise themselves as 

changing over time as linked with good therapeutic engagement. Further research 

would be required to test such a hypothesis. The scholarship does, however, locate weak 

therapeutic engagement with sexually abusive behaviour treatment services as 

correlated with factors, including: negative peer relations; impulsivity/antisociality; and 

Indigeneity (Smallbone et al., 2009). It may be that the  capacity of some young people 

to think about themselves as developing over time leads to a stronger engagement with 
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treatment services and a better chance of recovering from being sexually abusive. The 

ability may also contribute to the resilience that some victims of child sexual abuse 

demonstrate in relation to becoming perpetrators of sexual abuse (Lambie & Johnston, 

2015). It may also point to the potential of developmental crime prevention initiatives, 

which focus on intervening in pathways leading to antisocial behaviour (Homel et al., 

2006; Smallbone et al., 2009). 

The inability of some young people to conceptualise themselves as developing over time 

seems to manifest as not being able to express what happened to themselves before, 

during, or after displaying sexually abusive behaviour. This inability may be related to 

learning difficulty or to experiences of childhood trauma. Experiences of childhood 

abuse have been shown to lead to difficulties with memory, particularly in relation to 

the traumatic events (Chu, Frey, Ganzel, & Matthews, 1999). In either case, it is evident 

that some sexually abusive young people have trouble remembering their past, and 

difficulty imagining a future. It is as if their cognitive experience remains in the present. 

Scholars and practitioners working in the field of sexually abusive behaviour have called 

for a policy and practice response to sexually abusive behaviour which pays particular 

attention to the issue of learning difficulty (Hackett, Phillips et al., 2013), as well as to 

the experience of trauma (Pratt & Miller, 2012). Further exploration about how young 

people with learning difficulties who sexually abuse experience their past, present, and 

future could help shape such a response.   

Being responded to by others 

Being responded to by others is a major thematic category that encapsulates material 

about the relational realm of human experience according to the Multidimensional 

model (Harms, 2010). It is comprised of four subthematic categories: naming child 

sexual abuse; keep an eye on your kids; being found out; and being supported in the 

aftermath (as illustrated in Figure 11). 
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Figure 11: Being responded to by others 

This thematic category reports how the young people interviewed perceived the 

responses of their families and communities to the sexually abusive behaviour. Young 

people were asked about what could have been different in their lives so that the 

sexually abusive behaviour did not occur. They often answered this question with 

reference to how teachers, parents, grandparents, and peers responded to their sexually 

abusive behaviour. The young people also answered the question in terms of a 

construction of a trajectory of the sexually abusive behaviour and the passage of time. 

That is, some young people perceived a time in their lives before the sexually abusive 

behaviour and then a time during which they were displaying the behaviour. They then 

identified a moment that the abuse was disclosed and a consequential response from 

people around them.  

Naming child sexual abuse 

Three of the young people talked about their own experiences of being a victim of child 

sexual abuse as related to the trajectory of the sexually abusive behaviour. Each 

considered their own sexual abuse victimisation to be a factor in the emergence of the 

abusive behaviour. Jason described how he was sexually abused in the school toilets by 

an older boy. He said that memories of this abuse, together with a strong sense of 

confusion, led to him to sexually abusing his brother: 

Being responded to by others

Naming child 
sexual abuse

Being found out
Keep an eye on 

your kids
Being supported 
in the aftermath
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Probably because I was sexually abused at a young age myself, in school, by 

a Grade 6 and I was in Grade 2. After that happened to me, I think that really 

confused me … It took a while. It took maybe two to three years before I 

started thinking different. Just having those memories of what happened 

back then, and I started to think different [about sexually abusing] … I didn't 

know, firstly, why it happened to me, especially not the boy doing it to me. I 

didn't know that. So I thought that if I'd try it myself, what was he thinking 

when he'd done it to me [would become clear]. (Jason) 

Likewise, Dee said that she would not have sexually abused her sister if she had not been 

sexually abused herself: 

If they hadn't have [sexually abused me] I wouldn't have known basically 

what it was or anything until sex ed which I didn't get sex ed til Year 9 …  If 

all my –back in my childhood days—doing what they did. If they hadn't have 

done it, I wouldn't have done it. Sometimes if someone does it you think it's 

alright and do it to someone else. (Dee) 

Shaun thought that he would not have become sexually abusive if his family had 

responded to his own disclosure of child sexual abuse in a way which validated his 

experience of being a victim. His family responded to the disclosure by moving out of 

the perpetrator’s house. However, the wrongness of child sexual abuse, as well as the 

fact that he was a victim, was not explained to Shaun. In addition, no protective adult 

sought justice on Shaun’s behalf. Shaun said: 

The main thing, I reckon, to express—like, talking about it would have helped 

me. I've said already, is somebody telling me that—especially once it 

happened to me, that that was not okay. Tell me even before, it's not okay. 

But the fact that I was never told, it doesn't really help. (Shaun) 

The inadequate response of his parents to the disclosure functioned to reinforce the 

idea for Shaun that child sexual abuse is acceptable. Shaun perceived his disclosure of 

child sexual abuse as a moment of lost opportunity to reinforce that child sexual abuse 

is wrong. He thinks that a different response to his disclosure would have stopped him 

from sexually abusing his sister. 
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Young people identified their own experiences of child sexual abuse as beginning their 

trajectories of sexually abusive behaviour. They suggested that if their own experiences 

of victimisation had been validated then they would not have become sexually abusive. 

Keep an eye on your kids 

Nine of the young people expressed the idea that supervision by adults and caregivers 

could have made a difference to the emergence of their sexually abusive behaviour. 

Some of the young people understood supervision in a very literal way and suggest that 

cameras could have had a role in preventing their abusive behaviour. Simon and Brett, 

who both displayed sexually abusive behaviour in a school environment, suggested that 

cameras in school could have made a difference to their decision to abuse. However, 

Brett pointed out that cameras are only useful if the footage is viewed by teachers or 

staff members and he doubted that this would occur. He said: 

Yes I think I knew I wasn't too fazed about cameras because usually at our 

school, I'm not saying that we've got a lazy school, but they usually don't play 

it back unless someone actually intentionally goes to them and says: “Oh can 

you please play back the cameras this has happened.” They don't actually—

I reckon they actually should and again—don't create a police state. But at 

times actually have the initiative to play back the cameras and see what's 

going on, even though something might not be going on. (Brett) 

Jason, whose sexually abusive behaviour occurred at home late at night, said that 

cameras would not have made a difference to his behaviour: 

It's a bit different if you're doing something—a camera is a camera. If you're 

on camera that's pure evidence, same as a recording. You don't really care 

about the cameras. Like, say I was shopping, like I was five years ago, and I'd 

see a camera, I'd just take the lolly and walk out of the shop when the 

camera's pointing right at me. I wouldn't care. (Jason) 

David, Dee, and Charlene each talked about being left alone at home by parents or 

caregivers. Charlene said that her mother would leave her alone in the lounge room all 

day by herself while her mother was in the bedroom with Charlene’s sister. Dee said 

that if her parents had been around more at home then the sexually abusive behaviour 
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against her sister would have been less likely to occur. She said: “I could have turned to 

them [Mum and Dad] and said: ‘I'm feeling horny what do I do?’ instead of turning to 

my sister because she was the only one home.”   

David also spoke about how being left alone with his sister after school provided an 

opportunity for the abuse to occur: 

I was more with my Dad than I was here. So I still didn't have that structure, 

and I was still by myself for a while, and then I got really interested with girls. 

Then I pretty much moved back with my Mum, and then all of a sudden I was 

alone at home with my sister. So yes I couldn't really control myself very well. 

(David) 

David described how his life lacked structure when he was living with his Dad. He 

understood that his puberty, in combination with his Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder (ADHD) and being alone in the house with his sister, were factors which 

enabled his sexually abusive behaviour. David needed a protective adult (his mother) to 

direct his attention in a prosocial way. He said: 

So yes, when I started at [new school], as my mother has now mentioned, I 

was living with my Dad, which pretty much didn't add any structure to my 

working environment. Because when I was with my Mum she'd always make 

sure I’m doing homework, she would always make sure I’m on tasked and 

focused. With my Dad, didn't really care, I'd have to take myself to and from 

school. I had to let myself into the house, I was pretty much alone in the 

house for a good couple of hours before he'd gotten back from work. My 

ADHD was pretty much just loose by itself. (David) 

Steven and Jackson, who displayed sexually abusive behaviour at home and at a 

grandparent’s home, respectively, talked about how they abused while the parent or 

caregiver was in another part of the house. Jackson’s sexually abusive behaviour was 

carried out in his grandmother’s house and he lamented that she did not notice the 

abuse sooner:   
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If my Nan was there earlier she could have stopped it. She would have 

interrupted us and we would have—nothing would have happened. (Jackson) 

Steven grappled with the idea of a balance between allowing young people to be alone 

in areas of the home and providing parental supervision. He said: 

Kids need—kids need to be by themselves at the same time as with other 

people and being a kid I was—I had time to myself and I also had time with 

everyone else. Having my Mum there—she was very—she was always there, 

but I would always go off and do my own thing. I think if she was not always 

there all the time, I'd probably get up to a lot more and probably be a lot—I 

wouldn't say bad, but I'd get up to things that I knew I shouldn't, just because 

being that young you're rebellious. You want to know what happens when 

you get into trouble. (Steven) 

It is evident that some young people considered an improvement in the quality of the 

supervision to be a factor which could have helped to prevent their sexually abusive 

behaviour. Some of the young people understood supervision as providing care and 

structure in their lives. 

Being found out 

For all of the young people the trajectory of the sexually abusive behaviour involved a 

moment when the behaviour was discovered by an adult. Eight of the young people 

talked about what happened when the behaviour was disclosed. For Brett and Bob, who 

both sexually abused at school, disclosure occurred when girls told teachers. Brett 

recalled that: “A girl said, ‘Oh this is enough, this is not normal,’ who told the principal 

at the school.”   

For Dee and Jason, disclosure occurred when the victim of the abuse told an adult. In 

Dee’s case, her sister told a teacher at school. Dee said: 

The reason why she told her teacher was because I had nothing but a towel 

on because I had forgotten to get my undies once I got out of the shower … I 

had this towel wrapped around me and I bent over to get my undies, and she 

goes you've just flashed me, and she goes to the school and said that I 
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apparently flashed her and she felt uncomfortable. If you forget your undies 

you've got to somehow—I can't put pants on you know. (Dee) 

In Jason’s case, his brother told a parent about the abuse. The disclosure led Jason to 

acknowledge that he had been abusive. Jason said: 

My brother told originally and then I came out clean. I said I'd done this and 

I wasn't proud of it one bit, and it went from there. (Jason) 

Jackson, Steven, David, and Charlene had slightly different experiences of their abusive 

behaviour coming to the attention of an adult. Jackson recalled that he was “caught in 

the act” of abusing his cousin by his grandmother, whereas Steven was charged with sex 

offences after his niece disclosed the abuse to a psychologist. For David, disclosure 

occurred when his stepfather found out about the abuse. David said: 

Yeah, I mean I think he kind of knew something was going on, because during 

I think it was, I don't even know how long it was actually going for, but he 

was always very suss when it was just me and my sister. Then he found out, 

and in a way I'm actually happy with how they dealt with it, because I was 

actually really scared as to what was going to happen afterwards. (David) 

For Charlene, the abuse came to light when the victim, who lived next door, told his 

mother. The disclosure was prompted by the fact that the boy had been injured during 

an episode of the sexually abusive behaviour. 

David expressed that he anticipated someone finding out about the sexually abusive 

behaviour. He demonstrated a sense of disbelief that his behaviour remained 

undetected for so long: 

I'd probably have to say all of the above, like knowing that “Oh my God I'm 

getting away with this.” Really just I couldn't believe I was getting away with 

it, so I just kept going, because it made me feel powerful. (David) 

The majority of the young people could talk about the time that the behaviour was 

disclosed, including the young people with learning difficulties. It may be that the idea 

of disclosure, and the associated anticipation of being found out, could inform 

prevention messages directed to young people vulnerable to becoming sexually abusive. 
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Being supported in the aftermath 

Some young people talked about the time following the disclosure of the sexually 

abusive behaviour in terms of whether or not their families were supportive of their 

recovery from being abusive. One of the young people talked about having a very 

positive experience of family and community working together in order to stop the 

abuse from happening again. Brett said that his school principal responded to the 

sexually abusive behaviour, which occurred within a school setting, in such a way so as 

to construct Brett as needing help. Brett said: 

Because the principal says it's happened because of this, this and this and we 

have to get CPS or we have to do something about this … This was over a 

couple of months before the principal actually knew. It was this happened, 

this happened, this happened and then it was the last straw and that just 

triggered the principal going this guy needs help. (Brett) 

Other young people reported feeling supported by family members after the sexually 

abusive behaviour was disclosed. Craig and Charlene indicated that they had positive 

experiences of being supported by their families. Craig did not detail the family response 

to his sexually abusive behaviour except to agree when his counsellor, John, suggested 

that Craig’s foster mother was emotionally supportive. Similarly, Charlene agreed when 

her counsellor, Beth, suggested that she was emotionally supported by her father 

throughout the legal proceedings following the abuse. 

Jackson talked about being supported by his mother and grandmother but being cut off 

by the family of the cousin who was the victim of the abuse. When asked if his mother 

has also been cut off from the family, Jackson said:  

Just me, and I'm wanting to stay out of it just because memories have come 

back. It would cause pain for everyone if I was to see them again. (Jackson) 

Similarly, Steven talked about being supported by his brothers in the aftermath of the 

sexually abusive behaviour but being cut off socially by his sisters, one of whom was the 

victim’s mother. Steven said: 



143 
 

I still don't talk to my sisters to this day. I can't see either of my two nieces or 

my nephew from my sister. I'm not—I still don't know whether my Mum 

believed what I have to say or what I've had to say back then. I find it really 

hard because it's like, for Christmas I'm always the one who's exiled. So I've 

got to go somewhere else for Christmas. (Steven) 

Some young people talked about how they felt supported when information about the 

sexually abusive behaviour was kept within the family, and that this had a protective 

effect for the young people. It was protective because young people were not exposed 

to bullying and other ongoing negative consequences arising from the sexually abusive 

behaviour. Jason said that he did not tell anyone about the sexually abusive behaviour: 

I didn't tell anyone about what I did. That was only to be kept in the family, 

the household. That was it. Not to go outside, not to be spoken outside the 

household. (Jason) 

When asked about whether this keeping of information about the sexually abusive 

behaviour in the family was protective of him, Jason agreed: “Yes, it was.”   

Conversely, Dee spoke about how information about the sexually abusive behaviour 

became common knowledge in her local community. Dee expressed feeling 

unsupported by family in response to the abuse becoming common knowledge: 

For me it was really bad basically. The teachers wouldn't really help you when 

you really needed the help. I've even got proof of saying that I need more 

help than a normal human being … I asked Mum if she could help me [deal 

with being bullied on Facebook about the sexual abuse] and comment on it 

and make [the bully] piss off, but Mum said no because I've done it. She's not 

going to do anything about it. (Dee) 

Young people conceptualised the time after the disclosure of the sexually abusive 

behaviour in terms of supportive and nonsupportive responses from family. The 

supportive responses from family included collaborating with the school and treatment 

service, as well as managing information about the abuse so that it did not become 
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common knowledge. These supportive responses appear to have aided young people’s 

recovery from being sexually abusive. 

Narrative about being responded to by others 

Overall, the narrative about this major thematic category, being responded to by others, 

relates to the trajectory which many of the young people perceived their sexually 

abusive behaviour to have followed. That is, most of the young people understood the 

sexually abusive behaviour as associated with a timeline. They conceptualised a time 

before the sexual abuse had occurred, as well as a period during which they were 

displaying the behaviour. The period of displaying sexually abusive behaviour was 

sometimes accompanied by a sense of knowing it was wrong and by an anticipation that 

others would find out. It was also associated with a sense of inadequate supervision, 

and the anticipation of getting into trouble. The sense of knowing it was wrong, 

combined with the anticipation of getting in to trouble, did not seem to deter young 

people from abusing. This may have been because the young people experienced 

themselves as unsupervised even when adults were in the immediate environment. The 

abuse was eventually disclosed and was followed by a response from families and 

communities. Sometimes young people identified the response as helpful, and at other 

times they felt as if the consequences for the behaviour were too negative and far-

reaching.   

This construction of the sexually abusive behaviour as having a trajectory is consistent 

with the developmental crime prevention literature, which constructs the behaviour as 

following a longitudinal course (Cale, Smallbone, Rayment-McHugh, & Dowling, 2015; 

Carpentier & Proulx, 2011; Dennison & Leclerc, 2011; Homel et al., 2006). However, this 

literature does not establish whether a young person’s sense of inadequate supervision 

is an empirically-validated risk factor associated with the development of sexually 

abusive behaviour. Rather than being discussed as a risk factor, the idea of supervision 

is constructed in the literature as a factor relating to an adult perpetrator’s creation of 

an opportunity to sexually abuse (Finkelhor, 1984). Supervision tends to be understood 

in terms of the caregiver role in protecting a potential victim rather than in relation to a 

potential abuser’s sense of being supervised (Quadara et al., 2015). 
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The situational crime prevention literature goes some way towards exploring how 

improving supervision could help reduce opportunities for the perpetration of sexual 

abuse (Smallbone et al., 2008; Terry & Ackerman, 2008). The young people’s comments 

about their sense of inadequate supervision seem to lend weight to situational crime 

prevention strategies, which take account of the interactions between psychological and 

physical environments. Further research could explore how adequate supervision 

appears to involve more than having others in close proximity for young people who 

sexually abuse.   

Having safe relationships 

The major thematic category, having safe relationships, captures the insights of the 

young people that build upon the relational dimension of their experience, and which 

also include material pertaining to the social dimension of their experience (Harms, 

2010). The subthemes in this category are: being abused in childhood; problematic 

sibling relationships; bullying and being bullied; and using social media (as illustrated in 

Figure 12). 

 

Figure 12: Having safe relationships 
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focuses on young people’s family and peer relationships at the time of the behaviour 

rather than on the responses of family after the behaviour was disclosed, which was 

discussed in the previous section. Young people were asked about their family situation 

at the time of the behaviour.  

The young people were also asked about their experiences of peer relationships at the 

time of the sexually abusive behaviour. Some of the young people described having 

strong friendships but others spoke about being bullied or bullying others. Bullying is 

constructed in the policy literature as occurring in a school context and as involving a 

young person, or group of young people, repeatedly physically or emotionally abusing 

another young person (Valdebenito, Ttofi, & Eisner, 2015). Young people also talked 

about their peer relationships in terms of social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, 

Snapchat, and Skype. 

Being abused in childhood 

Out of the 14 young people interviewed, 12 reported some kind of abuse in their 

childhoods. Three of those young people had been sexually abused in childhood and 

three had experienced physical abuse. Five of the young people had experienced some 

form of emotional abuse or neglect and one young person had experienced sexual, 

physical, and emotional abuse. The three experiences of child sexual abuse have been 

discussed under the category of being responded to by others. Therefore, this section 

will focus on the experiences of emotional and physical abuse, and living with domestic 

violence.  

In relation to physical abuse, Ahmed reported how his father would hit him with wire 

when he did something wrong: 

It's just whenever I did something little he'd just hit me like, with a wire. Like, 

he'd start smashing me with the door closed and that, so I can't escape. He'd 

just start hitting me for like an hour. (Ahmed) 

He described how there was some relief from the physical abuse when Child Protection 

became involved with the family, and that he thought that his father had been charged 

with child abuse offences but was not sure.  
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Ahmed made a link between the physical abuse perpetrated against him by his father, 

and the sexually abusive behaviour he carried out together with a male peer against a 

younger boy. He says: 

If I didn't experience family violence, I wouldn't have been introduced to the 

crimes and stuff, because whenever I ran away from home, I went and met 

up—I met bad people. I was kicking in the streets. I was introduced to drugs, 

introduced to making money, introduced to a lot of things. So before, like—

before that I was a good kid. I was just staying home. So, like, if kids stayed 

home with their parents, I reckon we—that there’s a better chance of them 

having a better life. (Ahmed) 

Ahmed identified that his sexually abusive behaviour would not have occurred if he had 

not been subject to physical abuse. He expressed that parents and professionals should 

understand the link between being a victim of child physical abuse, and developing 

sexually abusive behaviour and other antisocial behaviour. 

In relation to domestic violence and emotional abuse Dee recalled how her mother used 

to call her names and how she witnessed her father abusing her mother: 

It wasn't that easy for me growing up because my Mum was under a lot of 

stress and calling me names and stuff. My Dad is sort of violent when he 

wants to be. Two days ago I was like, I was just standing there about to take 

the rubbish out and he slaps me over the head and calls me an idiot for no 

reason. I don't know he's just been acting weird and being mean. He told 

Mum that [she’s] always in the way and stuff and was always treating her 

like mean. (Dee) 

Charlene also described experiencing emotional abuse. She said that on contact visits at 

her mother’s house, her mother would go into the bedroom with Charlene’s sister and 

leave Charlene alone for hours at a time. When asked about her mother, Charlene said: 

She's lazy. She doesn’t do much with me. She tells me she doesn’t really like 

me and things. I'm the only one who's left out in the lounge room to myself 

for the day [while she spends time with my sister in the bedroom]. (Charlene) 
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It can be inferred from the interviews with Jason, Bob, and Craig that each may have 

experienced some form of abuse or neglect as infants or children because each was 

living in an out-of-home-care setting prior to the disclosure of sexually abusive 

behaviour. Jason and Bob lived with grandparents, and Craig lived with a foster carer. 

The young people made a link between their experiences of child abuse and the 

emergence of their sexually abusive behaviour.  

Problematic sibling relationships 

Five young people described difficulties in their sibling relationships at the time of the 

sexually abusive behaviour. The difficulties related to parents favouring one sibling over 

others and to being required to take care of younger siblings. Dee, Charlene, and Tim 

talked about having a parent who systematically favoured a sibling. Dee said that her 

mother favoured her sister, Jess, over herself at the time of the sexually abusive 

behaviour: 

My relationship with Mum is, sometimes it can be good, and sometimes she'll 

call me a name and that. With Jess sometimes [Mum] can be a real bitch. 

Mum's now telling her off and stuff, but then Mum always goes into her 

bedroom and gives her cuddles and everything. It's like hey, I'm still here. Jess 

got everything. Even when we go out Jess gets what she wants and I ask for 

something that's $10 and its no. Jess gets paid for, and Mum tells me I have 

to pay for myself for lunch and everything. (Dee) 

Tim also described how his stepfather paid all his attention to Tim’s half-brother while 

ignoring Tim. He said: 

I think it was more about my Stepdad, which is my brother's Dad, was just a 

kind of a person like he gave me absolutely no attention whatsoever. Like—

or he would ignore me when I would talk to him and everything. So while I 

couldn't take my anger out on [my brother], I was angry at my brother. I 

didn't hurt [my brother], or take my anger out on him, but it was a part of 

what happened. (Tim) 

Tim expressed the belief that his stepfather’s favouritism towards his half-brother was 

a factor in his sexual abuse of the brother. 
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Harry and Jason talked about needing to adopt a caregiving role in relation to younger 

siblings. During the interview with Harry, he appeared to act out his experience of being 

a caregiver to his siblings using puppets. Harry picked up a puppet and began to rock it 

as one would rock a baby to sleep. While Harry was rocking the puppet, I asked him what 

his family life had been like and he told me to be quiet: “Shh, he's going to sleep,” he 

said. I then asked him, whispering, if he helped with his younger siblings when he had 

been living at home. He answered in the negative and told me that caring for babies and 

children was a role for parents: “That's Mum and Dad's job. Not my job.” However, 

Harry’s counsellor, John, indicated that Harry did indeed play a caretaking role in relation 

to his younger siblings at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour. 

Jason expressed his experience of caretaking for siblings more directly. He reflected 

upon the time when his younger brother moved away from his mother’s house and into 

his grandfather’s house where Jason was already living: 

We didn't have to share a bedroom, but I remember at a young age that 

when Scott moved in, he didn't like sleeping by himself. So I would be 

sleeping, and, like, three in the morning, four in the morning, [Scott] would 

come and jump in. He used to pee his own bed and then jump in … with me. 

Then, after a while, he just stayed in my room, and then, [the sexually abusive 

behaviour happened]. (Jason) 

These young people link relationships with siblings that exceed what is considered 

ordinary within a nuclear family with the emergence of their sexually abusive behaviour.   

Bullying and being bullied 

Seven of the young people recalled being bullied, and one of those remembered bullying 

others. Sometimes the bullying occurred in relation to the sexually abusive behaviour, 

and at other times it was related to a young person’s intellectual difficulties or pubertal 

changes to their bodies.   

Dee and Simon both experienced bullying in relation to their sexually abusive behaviour. 

Simon’s mother described how members of the community would scream at her and 

Simon as they were going about their normal daily activities: 
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The bullying becomes very personal because to me it's a personal attack. 

Sometimes you can brush it off but it gets personal, it gets a bit below the 

belt, so to speak, because it's very—the words that are used are very horrible 

words to use, not like saying you're an idiot or something like that, it's very—

becomes very, very personal. You can't escape it because it's—and you don't 

know when it's going to come. We were actually in our own public street, 

waiting to pick up one of his friends and yeah, we were just—in the middle 

of the street, this person was screaming, and you can imagine the words that 

the person was using. They weren't very nice words. (Susan) 

Susan, speaking on Simon’s behalf, goes on to say that the bullying had continued for 

Simon and that the local police formed a relationship with Simon to help prevent further 

incidents: 

But [the bullying] has been taken care of, in the hands of the law, so to speak. 

So they're taking care of it. But they were actually—the police were actually 

good and they've been having open communication with Simon and they've 

actually been helping him. So they're kind of like—it's almost like he's earned 

their respect, I guess, recently, and they actually are helping him and they're 

keeping in constant communication with him. (Susan) 

Charlene reported significant bullying targeting her learning difficulty during the time 

that she was attending a mainstream state school. She said: “They used to bully me 

because I have a learning disability.” Charlene asked her father if she could change 

schools because she wanted the bullying to stop, and he helped her to transition to a 

school for young people with learning difficulties. It may be that if Charlene had been 

placed in a special school earlier, then she would have been able to form age-

appropriate peer relationships. This may have meant that she did not rely on her young 

neighbour, whom she sexually abused, to meet her needs for social connection. 

Bob described how he used to be a bully in primary school and then how he was bullied 

by his peers in in high school: 

In primary school I used to be the bully pretty much. So I used to bully 

everyone, push them around and pretty much yeah. So if I was being treated 
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like that back then … so I pretty much started to bully people quite a lot. 

Pretty much I got suspended every week. I got expelled on the last day of 

school in Grade 6 … Pretty much last year students just started to attack me 

so then I fought back. Like at the start of last year. Then I just fought back 

and then pretty much like six people on me, just me. Then pretty much I 

fought back. Pretty much won back and pretty much no one started to attack 

me any more after that. (Bob) 

Bob expressed that it would have been useful for him if a teacher or other adult had 

helped to intervene in a sensitive way when he was bullying his peers in primary school. 

He said that the intervention from the principal at the time of the bullying was not useful 

because it involved the same tactics of abuse that Bob himself was using to carry out the 

bullying: 

Yeah, [an adult intervening] could have helped. Pretty much even the 

principal started to bully me back then. He started threatening me and stuff. 

So that’s what made me pretty much angry. When I was about Grade 2, a 

new principal came to the school. The principal before that was actually a 

nice principal. He understands people. Talked to them nicely and find out why 

they did it and stuff. But pretty much when the new principal came and he 

started yelling and threatening people and, yeah. (Bob) 

It appears that there is some overlap between the bullying experiences of young people, 

and their experiences of carrying out sexually abusive behaviour. It may be that being a 

victim of bullying leads to social isolation, which contributes to the emergence of 

sexually abusive behaviour. In turn, it may be that engaging in bullying others 

demonstrates a vulnerability to developing sexually abusive behaviour. 

Using social media 

Young people described both positive and negative experiences of using social media. 

Nine of the young people talked about having positive experiences of playing video 

games and connecting with others online. For example, Tim said that having access to 

the internet was great for him:  
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It was a good thing, I absolutely loved it. All my friends had had [internet 

access] and I didn't. Straightaway [when I got internet access] I got into the 

whole gaming, YouTube, music, social networking, and I'd gotten really into 

computing. So I learned about lots of things, some programming and stuff. 

So even if there was a safety program on there or anything, I would've 

figured out how to get past it if I really wanted. (Tim) 

Similarly, Simon talked about how playing computer games such as Assassin’s creed and 

Call of duty enabled him to connect with friends online: 

You can socialize with people on there because there is that option of 

chatting with them, but I mostly play with my friends that I know. So yeah … 

yeah, because you can party up with your friends and search for a session 

online and, yeah, dominate them, really. (Simon) 

Jackson said that he only communicates online with people he knows in person, and that 

this meant that cyber bullying is not an issue for him:  

I've got Facebook. Well technically that's the only one I've got, but I'm rarely 

on it. All that cyber bullying stuff it never happens to me because I don't talk 

to people on the Internet much. Facebook—the only people I would talk to 

on Facebook are my real friends, so there's no need for cyber bullying. 

(Jackson) 

Other young people described more problematic experiences associated with using 

social media. Both the young women interviewed had experiences of receiving 

unwanted sexual advances via social media. For Charlene this involved a man from her 

mother’s church sending her a photograph of his penis via Facebook, and for Dee this 

involved receiving pictures of erect penises via Skype:  

Somehow … I randomly—well before I deleted it on Skype—got these 

pictures with dicks and stuff. I'm like what? I just reply to it saying I've seen 

bigger. (Dee) 

Craig described how he uses social media sites to perpetrate abuse against others: 



153 
 

I'm always using fake accounts to stalk people, to abuse people that I really 

hate, to send really gross memes to them, hating on them. You know what a 

meme is? It’s just a picture with words on it … A picture of someone who I 

really hate whose mum is dead and I just put a derogatory thing about their 

mum. I'm not really going to really say it. Saying stuff about their mum … 

bastard, whore. (Craig) 

Craig’s description of his ongoing abuse of people via social media is troubling because 

it is out-of-keeping with the prosocial attitude expected of young people who have 

completed treatment for sexually abusive behaviour. Craig’s ongoing perpetration of 

abuse is discussed further in the reflecting on disturbing sentiments section in the 

following chapter. 

Narrative about having safe relationships 

The narrative of this major thematic category, having safe relationships, is that young 

people who have sexually abused link their experiences of having unsafe relationships 

with family and peers, and the emergence of their sexually abusive behaviour. In other 

words, young people indicate that their sexually abusive behaviour may not have 

emerged had their relationships with family and peers been safer. They seem to 

conceptualise safe relationships as those which are in-keeping with the conventions 

surrounding normal parental, sibling, and peer relationships in contemporary Australian 

culture. This conceptualisation echoes a recent report by Moore, McArthur, Noble-Carr, 

and Harcourt (2015) entitled: Taking us seriously: Children and young people talk about 

safety and institutional responses to their safety concerns. The report found that one 

way that children and young people identify unsafe adults was as those who did not 

behave in ways which would be considered conventional, ordinary, or predicable.   

Overall, the young people reported a range of experiences of significant childhood 

adversity. The childhood adversity sometimes involved being abused within a family 

context, and at other times it involved being bullied (or bullying others) within a school 

context. Some scholarship indicates that boys who are being bullied are more likely to 

display sexually abusive behaviour (Fineran & Bolen, 2006). It is unclear in the evidence 
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base if the experience of bullying others relates to sexually abusive behaviour but it may 

be that it constitutes a risk factor for the development of sexually abusive behaviour. 

For the young people interviewed the abuse that they experienced was sometimes very 

obvious as in the case of a father’s perpetration of physical abuse. In other cases the 

abuse experienced was more subtle and involved parents systematically favouring one 

of their children over another. The young people’s reports of abuse during childhood is 

in-keeping with the broader literature. Hackett, Phillips, Masson, and Balfe’s (2013) 

study of 700 case records of young sexual abusers in the United Kingdom found that 

66% had a history of some form of childhood trauma arising from: physical, sexual, or 

emotional abuse; parental rejection; domestic violence; family breakdown; and parental 

mental health issues. The centering of some of the abuse experience around sibling 

relationships is also in-keeping with the literature about sibling sexual abuse. This 

literature locates sibling sexual abusers as a distinct cohort of young people with 

sexually abusive behaviour and indicates that sibling sexual abuse accounts for 

approximately 40% of such behaviour (Keane et al., 2013; Quadara et al., 2015; 

Stathopoulos, 2012). 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has reported upon three major thematic categories: conceptualising 

thoughts and feelings; being responded to by others; and having safe relationships. 

These thematic categories relate respectively to the individual, relational, and social 

realms of the Multidimensional model of human experience (Harms, 2010). The 

following chapter will report upon two further major thematic categories, including: 

learning about sexuality; and reflecting on gender and sexual attraction. These two 

thematic categories relate to the structural and cultural dimensions of the 

Multidimensional model (Harms, 2010). The thematic categories capture young people’s 

experiences of sexuality education delivered in line with contemporary social policy in 

institutions like schools and kindergartens, as well as young people’s experiences of 

dominant discourses about gender and sexuality. The following chapter also includes a 

reflection about some of the disturbing sentiments expressed by young people that are 

contrary to the central aim of the project and its feminist theoretical framework.
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Chapter 7: Results of interviews with young people 

This chapter reports upon the major thematic categories: learning about sexuality; and 

wrestling with gender and sexual attraction. These thematic categories are positioned 

towards the outer spheres of the Multidimensional model of human experience (Harms, 

2010). This means that the thematic categories can be understood as pertaining to the 

structural and cultural realms of human experience. The structural realm captures 

human experiences of institutions like schools, governments, and churches, and their 

associated policies and practices; whereas the cultural dimension pertains to 

experiences of discursive regimes relating to discourses of gender, class, race, ability, 

age, and sexuality. The chapter also includes a reflection about some of the sentiments 

expressed by young people which appear to be out-of-keeping with the broader aim of 

the research to prevent sexually abusive behaviour within a feminist framework. 

Learning about sexuality 

The major thematic category, learning about sexuality, pertains to the structural 

dimension of human experience. This category is comprised of five subthematic 

categories: sexuality education too late; the messenger matters; less mechanics, more 

rules; pornography as trigger; and counselling as learning experience (as illustrated in 

Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13: Learning about sexuality 
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This thematic category encapsulates the young people’s perceptions about how they 

learnt about sexuality. The young people were asked how they came to know about sex 

and whether they had experienced any formal sexuality education in a school setting. 

Sexuality education is defined in the literature as teaching and learning experiences 

targeted at children, and designed to prevent sexual abuse and to promote respectful 

relationships (Carmody, 2009; Flood, 2009; Walsh et al., 2012). The young people were 

also asked about their experience of consuming pornography and what they had learned 

about sex though their engagement with pornography.   

Sexuality education too late 

The next three subthematic categories are about the inadequacy of young people’s 

experience of sexuality education. Three young people described the sexuality 

education they had received in school as occurring too late in the trajectory of their 

sexually abusive behaviour to have any effect on that behaviour. David reflected that 

the sexuality education he received did not occur early enough for it to have any 

influence upon the sexual abuse of his sister: “I did [get sexuality education], but it was 

a long time after [the sexually abusive behaviour].” 

Similarly, Steven expressed an opinion that his sexuality education occurred too late to 

have any effect on his sexually abusive behaviour: 

When I was at school I went through CASA [Centre Against Sexual Assault], 

which is the—I think—it's the child protection sort of thing. They explained 

all about the age differences, how a lot of the time it's people that are 

younger that [sexual abuse] happens to. Being between the ages of 11 and 

14, they're usually the people who are committing the crime per se and it's 

usually a sibling or someone very close to them. They do teach all that sort 

of stuff, but that's when you're like 15-16 and by that stage you're already 

past [the sexually abusive behaviour]. (Steven) 

Brett reflected upon the importance of receiving sexuality education before puberty. His 

experience of puberty was that his body became like that of a man, but his mind was 

like that of a boy. He would have liked to have received sexuality education before 

puberty to help bridge the gap between his body and mind. He said: 
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Before [puberty] occurs or definitely what's been brought up is … get the 

school and the parents into sex education and do it before [puberty] occurs. 

So at 10 and 11 [years old] even though puberty might be reached later on. 

(Brett) 

Tim also talked about receiving sexuality education too late. He said that he did take 

part in sexuality education at school but that he had already taught himself about sex 

using the internet:  

We did some sex ed in primary school, and then high school we did a bit of 

it. But it was already stuff that I'd already taught myself about, because I'm 

a very curious person, and thanks to the Internet I'd taught myself about a 

lot of things that I wouldn't have otherwise been able to know about. So most 

of the time [the sexuality education] was just stuff I already knew. (Tim) 

Some young people observed that the sexuality education they received did not occur 

early enough to impact on the development of their sexually abusive behaviour. The 

sexuality education was delivered too late, and did not help to prevent the sexually 

abusive behaviour.  

Less mechanics, more rules 

Some young people also talked about the inadequate content of the sexuality education 

they received. They said that the content of the sexuality education had an emphasis on 

contraception, puberty, and sexually transmitted diseases. Charlene said that the 

content of the sexuality education she received did not help to stop her sexually abusive 

behaviour: “We only pretty much learnt about periods and condoms, that’s about it.” 

Charlene also explained that when she transferred to a school for young people with 

learning difficulties, she did not receive any sexuality education at all.   

David reflected upon the irrelevance of the content of the sexuality education he 

received at school for preventing his sexually abusive behaviour: “I think it would have 

just been more like, okay cool, I'll just go out and get condoms now.” David implied that 

the sexuality education he received provided him with information about contraception 

and sexually transmitted diseases, but not with information about how not to be 

sexually abusive. He said that if he had sexuality education which focused on how to 
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negotiate consent, and the wrongness of incest, then his sexually abusive behaviour 

would not have occurred: 

I think if I had sex education before everything had occurred, like obviously 

before I hit full on puberty, I think everything would have changed. I think, 

I'm not even sure if what had happened would have happened, because I 

would have known it was wrong, more so than what I did at the time. I would 

have known why it was wrong and why not to do it. I still reckon I would have 

been looking at pornography, but I don't think I would have been doing what 

I had done to my sister. (David) 

Similarly, Shaun said that it would have been helpful for him if he had received clear 

messages about right and wrong in relation to sexual relationships rather than a lot of 

detail about the mechanics of sex: 

Sex education [would have been useful] … about … what's wrong with the 

[sexually abusive behaviour]—the problems, the risks and all that. That 

probably would have helped when I was younger. (Shaun) 

Contrastingly, Jackson, and Dee did not think that sexuality education in any form would 

have made a difference to their sexually abusive behaviour. Dee said that she would not 

have gone to the classes should they have been available to her and Jackson said that 

he did not know if sexuality education could have made a difference. Another young 

person, Jason, talked about how it would have been helpful to have messages about 

why people “get horny.” Jason was sexually abused himself by an older boy and did not 

have any words to describe why this happened to him. He believed that his own sexually 

abusive behaviour was triggered by wanting to understand why the older boy abused 

him. He said that it would have been helpful to receive the message that it is not 

acceptable for older children to engage younger children in sexual activity. 

The messenger matters 

In addition to speaking about the mistiming of sexuality education and the 

unhelpfulness of its content, some young people also spoke about the importance of 

the person delivering sexuality education messages. Seven young people had been 

talked to about sex by their parents. David’s mother and stepfather talked to him about 
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contraception when he starting to go through puberty. David did not consider this talk 

with his parents to be helpful in stopping his sexually abusive behaviour. David was 

asked if it would have been helpful if his mother and stepfather had talked to him 

specifically about child sexual abuse or about consent. He said:  

Knowing me, I probably wouldn't have listened. Because like a lot of kids, 

they don't like hearing nagging from their parents. To me that's all I would 

have been hearing, just nagging. (David) 

This indicates the importance of the status of the person delivering messages about 

sexuality. David clearly stipulated that at the time of going through puberty he was not 

receptive to messages from his parents about sex. David said that if he had received 

messages from the two teachers that he felt particularly respectful of, he may have 

listened: 

Yeah I probably would have listened then, because there's a massive line of 

respect there, so I know who they are, I know what they're trying to do, and 

I like the fact that they know how to keep me in line. So it would have just 

been more them telling me what's right and wrong and still keeping me in 

line so I would have probably taken it on board more. (David) 

Jackson recalled his mother talking to him about sex when he was about ten years old. 

He remembered that he had “the basic sex talk” about “all the rules behind that stuff” 

but he also said that he has “no clue what was in that talk.” It appears that the messages 

delivered by Jackson’s mother were about rules, but that Jackson did not integrate those 

messages into his memory at the time. 

Brett reflected that it would have been helpful if he had talked more to his mother 

before the sexually abusive behaviour occurred, but not to his father: “I think if I talked 

to, probably Mum, about it, it would have been helpful, but I think with Dad at that time 

because I was so young it wouldn't have been helpful at the time, so it's only Mum, yes.”   

Shaun said that his father gave him a sex education book when he was about 11 years 

old: 
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The only sex education I had was soon—just before coming up to Australia, 

my Dad gave me a book. He said, read this, ask me questions if you have any. 

I read it and didn't ask any questions, just because I didn't want to ask 

questions, and also I didn't feel like I needed to. (Shaun) 

Shaun had already been sexually abused himself by the time he was 11, and had begun 

to sexually abuse his sister. Shaun reflected that the message he needed earlier from his 

parents was that child sexual abuse is not acceptable and is against the law.   

Bob reflected that the young people at his school do not take sexuality education 

messages delivered by the female school nurse seriously. He thought that young people 

would take information more seriously if it was presented by a respected male adult. He 

considered that he would probably take on board messages delivered by someone like 

his male counsellor, John. Bob said: 

I don’t remember what [the school nurse] last said [about sex education]. 

Pretty much no one paid attention … [They might pay more attention] if it 

was a male nurse, maybe not. If it was John probably [I would pay attention] 

yeah … No one takes [the school nurse] seriously. (Bob) 

It appears as if some boys and young men would be more receptive to prevention 

messages delivered by respected male role models rather than by parents or female 

workers. By contrast, some young people, both boys and girls, would have liked more 

input from their parents about how not to become sexually abusive. 

Pornography as trigger 

Out of the 14 young people, 12 talked about using pornography. Bob said that 

consuming pornography is a normal practice amongst his peers: 

Mostly everyone looks at pornography nowadays. Like pretty much 

everyone’s has their phone and they go on to, what do you call it, Red Tube 

and Porn Hub and stuff. They look at everything. (Bob) 

Craig recalled watching pornography with his father in shopping centres when he was 

younger and described his current ongoing engagement with pornography: 
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[I] used to go the shopping centres and use their computers to watch 

[pornography with my Dad], like in Myer and stuff … I love pornography … 

Did I just say that? I'm always getting Snapchats, dirty Snapchats … It's when 

you send people—you take a picture and you send it to someone and 

someone sends you one back or videos or whatever … It's pretty dirty, like 

dirty bitches. (Craig) 

Brett suggested that his accessing of pornography was part of what led to the 

emergence of his sexually abusive behaviour. He said that he originally accessed 

pornography out of a sense of curiosity, and then the pornography along with a sense 

of wanting to get attention, triggered the sexually abusive behaviour: 

Yes [pornography] did at that time [impact on the sexually abusive 

behaviour]. Not all of it but [pornography] was some of the cause of what 

actually triggered it in the first place … I wouldn't say [pornography] was a 

cause because that—it was only the minority, because most of it was just 

getting attention to be honest. (Brett) 

David considered that pornography played a causative role in his sexually abusive 

behaviour. He recalled that he was first exposed to pornography by Grade Six boys on 

school computers and after that he would watch pornography when his parents were 

not home. He said that the pornography caused him to sexually abuse his sister: 

I didn't really watch [pornography] when my sister was around, usually at 

that point my head was thinking let's try what I've seen. Then, so as well as 

the pornography and that sense of power, they just pretty much added 

together and then caused what had happened. (David) 

Jackson described feeling very troubled by the role that pornography played in his 

sexually abusive behaviour. He talked about avoiding looking at pornography because it 

triggers a traumatic reaction. Jackson said that his sexually abusive behaviour was 

triggered by his younger cousin asking him about pornography: 

I used to watch [pornography] a bit more back then, before all this and [my 

cousin had] asked me about that before as well. Not that day, not in that 



162 
 

month, but in the past he'd asked me what [pornography] is, and because I 

was always there, I was always the person on the internet and stuff because 

I'm a computer person. So of course he was able to come to me, asking that 

kind of question. I think [the conversations about pornography] might have 

triggered [the sexually abusive behaviour]. (Jackson) 

It is evident that some young people considered their sexually abusive behaviour to have 

been triggered by pornography often in combination with other factors.   

Counselling as learning experience 

Young people tended to construct their experience of counselling in terms of learning 

about safe sexual relationships, including about how issues of consent, body language, 

and age difference pertain to sexual relationships. Eight of the young men, and both of 

the young women, expressed the idea that their counselling sessions were educative. 

When asked by her worker, Beth, what it was about the counselling that had helped stop 

the sexually abusive behaviour from happening again, Dee said:  

Learning about all the things I didn’t know … the illegal part is with a 

relative—that age limit—because it’s meant to be like two years until you’re 

sixteen or something apparently. (Dee)  

Similarly, Charlene talked about the book that she made with her worker about the rules 

for having sex, including about how a person can demonstrate consent. Charlene 

recalled that a person can demonstrate consent by: “Saying yes … nodding or using their 

hands or writing.” 

The boys also spoke about what they learnt during counselling. Brett said: “The best 

thing that I got out of CPS [counselling] is picking up people’s emotions and actually 

listening and agreeing.” He went on to say that he would mimic the body language of 

his counsellor, Paul: 

Because in the sessions with Paul I was actually—he would show me stuff on 

the computer, he would talk to me about stuff. We'd be agreeing and 

nodding and just—what's it called—body language. I'm able to read body 

language much better. (Brett) 
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Harry also appeared to have learnt about consent through his counselling work with 

John. It was difficult to engage Harry in a conversation about his abusive behaviours and 

the interview was complicated by the presence of Harry’s residential care worker. 

During the interview a parallel was drawn between Harry’s ability to negotiate with his 

house mates about who sits in the front seat of the car and his ability to negotiate a 

compromise with his girlfriend. He responded very strongly that the two are not alike: 

“It’s not like—with the front seat, you can’t just go up to any random girl and be like, I 

choose you. It’s not like the front seat.” Harry’s response seems to demonstrate an 

understanding of consent as it applies to relationships between men and women. 

Tim was much more explicit than Harry in describing how he learnt about consent during 

counselling:  

[I would have liked information about] particularly consent, because I didn't 

know about consent until I came [to counselling]—I knew about, like, yes or 

no, but I didn't know about the age requirement for consent and the age gap 

to consent. All I knew was it's either yes or no, and if they're over 18, it can 

only be done with people over 18 or it's against the law. Apart from that, I 

had no idea about anything else. (Tim) 

Many of the young people constructed their treatment for sexually abusive behaviour 

as learning experiences. That is, the young people spoke of learning about age, consent, 

and body language during counselling. The young people had not acquired knowledge 

about these concepts prior to receiving treatment for sexually abusive behaviour.   

Narrative about learning about sexuality 

The narrative about the major thematic category, learning about sexuality, is that young 

people who sexually abuse are not getting school-based sexuality education that is 

helpful for preventing sexually abusive behaviour. The sexuality education that young 

people are receiving is unhelpful because it is delivered too late in the trajectory of the 

sexually abusive behaviour and does not adequately address issues of age, consent, 

incest, child sexual abuse victimisation, and pornography. The potential for sexuality 

education targeted at primary-school-aged children to prevent sexually abusive 

behaviour is underexplored in the evidence base. However, it is accepted by scholars in 
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the field that sexuality education delivered to primary-school-aged children could play 

an important role in the primary prevention of such behaviours (Carmody, 2009; Powell, 

2009; Quadara et al., 2015). In terms of programs delivered to preschool aged children, 

the evidence base has established that protective-behaviour-type programs increase 

children’s knowledge about child sexual abuse (Pitts, 2015). The widespread delivery of 

protective-behaviour-type programs in the United States is thought to have contributed 

to the reduction in substantiated reports of child sexual abuse in that country (Finkelhor, 

2009).   

In terms of child sexual abuse victimisation, the sexuality education that young people 

are currently receiving in Victoria is not helpful in interrupting the pathway from being 

a victim of child sexual abuse to becoming a perpetrator of such abuse. Young people 

who were sexually abused did not learn early enough that their own experience of being 

victims of child sexual abuse was wrong. Not having information about the wrongness 

of their own childhood sexual victimisation contributed to the development of their 

sexually abusive behaviour. The link between being a victim of sexual abuse as a child 

and becoming a perpetrator of child sexual abuse is well-explored in the literature 

(Lambie & Johnston, 2015; Riser et al., 2013; Seto & Lalumiere, 2010). It is established 

that most children who are sexually abused do not go on to become sexual abusers but 

that a small proportion do make the transition from victim to perpetrator (Ogloff et al., 

2012). At the same time, many adult sexual offenders do report beginnig sexually 

abusing in adolescence (Rasmussen, 2013). 

It may be that young people are getting more information about sex through 

pornography than through sexuality education delivered in home or school settings. The 

consumption of pornography is then triggering sexually abusive behaviour. This 

observation aligns with the work of Crabbe and Corlett (2010) who locate a correlation 

between pornography and young peoples’ sexual behaviours. It is also in accordance 

with the work of Flood (2009) who has found that there is a link between viewing 

pornography and perpetrating sexual abuse. 
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Wrestling with gender and sexual attraction 

The final major thematic category, wrestling with gender and sexual attraction, pertains 

to young people’s perceptions relating primarily to the cultural sphere of the 

Multidimensional model of human experience (Harms, 2010). The category is comprised 

of four subthematic categories: not being a paedophile; each to their own; mixed feelings 

about gender; and fuck being a girl (as illustrated in Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14: Wrestling with gender and sexual attraction 

The thematic category is about how young people experienced gender and sexual 

attraction at the time of displaying sexually abusive behaviour. Young people were asked 

about their experience of the term paedophile, as well as their views on diverse 

sexualities. In addition, the young people were asked about gender and whether or not 

they felt a sense of power in relation to their gender at the time of the sexually abusive 

behaviour. This line of questioning was chosen in part because there is a lack of 

examination in the literature about the fact that the majority of young people who 

sexually abuse are boys (Finkelhor et al., 2009; Hackett, Phillips et al., 2013).  

Not being a paedophile 

Out of 14 young people, 13 talked about their experience of the term “paedophile.” 

None of the young people identified with the term but six had been labelled as a 
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paedophile by others. Dee recalled that one of the kids at school had written that she 

was a “kiddy fiddler” on the playground equipment. Dee also spoke about how a girl had 

posted on Facebook that Dee had “fucked her sister.” Dee did not identify as a 

paedophile and being labelled in that way by her peers was very distressing for her. Dee 

understood her experience of being sexually abusive as arising out of her own 

experience of child sexual abuse victimisation not from a sexual attraction to children. 

Jason described his experience of being treated like a paedophile by a worker from the 

then Department of Human Services. Jason said that the worker constructed him as an 

ongoing risk to other children at school and wanted Jason to be supervised in the school 

grounds at all times. Jason said that he was not an ongoing threat to other children at 

that time and that he actually left the school system in Year Eight in order to escape the 

injustice that he perceived himself to be experiencing. Like Dee, Jason considered that 

his sexually abusive behaviour was not motivated by sexual attraction to children but 

that he carried out the behaviour in an attempt to understand why a Grade Six boy had 

sexually abused him. In relation to paedophilia, Jason said: 

That's a totally different thing [to sexually abusive behaviour], though. 

Paedophilia is older men that are attracted to younger kids, which I do not 

agree with that 100 per cent. It's really, really, wrong on my list, so I don't 

agree with it one bit. (Jason) 

Brett, Shaun, Simon, and Steven also described experiences of being labelled as a 

paedophile. Brett talked about how the students in Year Seven used the word to 

describe him when he was in Year Eight, and Simon was called a paedophile by 

neighbours. Shaun spoke about how a teacher at his school treated him as if he were a 

threat to his peers, whereas other teachers knew about the past behaviour but did not 

treat him any differently to the other kids: 

Yeah, I wasn't happy about it, because I had a few teachers that knew and 

still treated me exactly the same, which I was okay with. But as soon as a 

teacher knows and then they treat me differently, I was like, no. They said it 

straight to me. They were like—because I asked what was up and they were 
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like, oh, I'll be honest, it's because of your past and that. I was like, well, that's 

bull. (Shaun) 

Likewise, Steven described an experience of being labelled a paedophile by his peers:  

Being young you think you can trust your friends. I mean you can ask my 

Mum the same thing. I made the mistake in confiding in someone who I 

thought was a really good friend and she decided to tell her boyfriend at the 

time. Mind you, being at school, it's like—it's a school relationship, and the 

next day I went to school and everyone was calling me a paedophile. (Steven) 

Ahmed talked about how he did not identify as a sex offender. He constructed the term 

sex offender as parallel to the terms rapist and paedophile. He saw himself as not 

belonging to this category but rather as “just being on therapeutic treatment.” He said: 

I'm not a sexual offender, I believe. It was just when I was younger I was 

just—I don't know. I wasn't thinking. I wouldn't have thought—I didn't think 

my actions were going to get me, like, serious trouble. I just thought that I 

would just get in trouble, but not like that serious. (Ahmed) 

Ahmed went on to explain that his sexually abusive behaviour was motivated by wanting 

to embarrass the victim: 

Well me and my mate, me and my other mate, took like a picture of some—

like someone's private part just to embarrass them. Like we didn't mean it in 

any other sexual way or to sexually harass them. We just wanted to, like, 

embarrass them. (Ahmed) 

None of the young people in this study identified with being a paedophile although they 

were often labelled this way by others. Being labelled as a paedophile was distressing 

for the young people. Young people considered that their sexually abusive behaviour 

occurred for reasons which were not to do with being sexually attracted to children.  

Each to their own 

In the same way that young people did not identify with being sexually attracted to 

children, they did not identify as being samesex attracted. None of the young people 

identify as samesex attracted although one of the young women, Dee, did not want her 
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sexual identity to be labelled in any way. In response to being asked about her sexual 

identity, she said: “I would identify as no label.” 

Nine of the young people expressed nonhomophobic attitudes about samesex 

relationships. Sometimes these attitudes were expressed with the proviso that the 

young person did not identify as samesex attracted but that they had no problem with 

other people with diverse sexualities. Simon said that he supports samesex marriage 

because it is a way for two people to demonstrate their love for one another and to have 

the relationship recognised by the broader society: 

Yeah, say a man and a woman get married, that's their way of saying that 

they love the person and they want to express it. Well gay people should be 

able to do the same thing. Express it out to the world and to their loved ones. 

(Simon) 

Steven expressed a similar view to Simon and said that having the right to choose who 

you love is important:  

I've got a couple of friends who are gay and I have no problem with them. 

They understand that I'm not interested and as long as they understand that 

I'm quite comfortable. My theory for it all is each for their own. I mean, I 

prefer females, but I don't care what anyone else likes. I think everyone 

should be free to choose. I mean you're not born gay, just like you're not born 

straight. It's a decision you make in your life and I think everyone should be 

free to make their own choice. (Steven) 

Tim also spoke about having friends who are gay, lesbian, and bisexual. He says that he 

does not make judgements about other people based on their sexual identity: 

I couldn't care less about it. Like I didn't get why people were making such a 

fuss about it, like if they're gay or lesbian let them be, like it's not affecting 

you. If you don't like to see it, just don't look. It doesn't bother me. I've both 

gay, lesbian, and bi-sexual friends and I don't discriminate against any of 

them. They're just people to me. (Tim) 
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Shaun expressed slightly more ambivalent feelings about samesex attraction. He said 

that he worried people might think that he was gay because he had been sexually 

abused as a child by an adult male: 

Well, [I worried about homosexuality] a little bit, because of what happened 

to me in the past. Like, I didn't—I'm straight and that's what I wanted. That's 

how I want it. That is how I want—I don't want people thinking I'm gay. 

There's nothing wrong with being gay, but I'm not gay. (Shaun) 

Shaun went on to say that his decision to abuse his sister might have been influenced by 

an attempt to demonstrate to himself that he was not gay: 

So yeah, and I feel like, yes, and it's probably one of the reasons [I sexually 

abused by sister] was because of what happened to me. I didn't want to be 

like—I don't want to be gay and that sort of thing. But at the same time I'm 

not 100 per cent sure, because that whole—as I said, that whole thing is 

blocked out. (Shaun) 

Bob did express homophobic views about sexuality. He said that his family does not like 

homosexuality, and he attributes this view to the family’s Christianity: 

Pretty much in our family no we don’t like that at all. We’re against because 

pretty much, yeah, we’re Christian. We don’t like homosexuality and stuff 

like that. (Bob) 

In general, young people expressed a sense of generosity towards people with diverse 

sexualities but distanced themselves personally from identifying in that way. 

Mixed feelings about gender 

In terms of gender identity, both the girls expressed ambivalence about their experience 

of being a girl, and in each instance they related their difficulties to being bullied by 

other girls at school. Charlene recalled that she was bullied at school because she had a 

learning difficulty. The bullying was carried out by other girls and had a focus on her 

sexual body parts, including her breasts. Charlene described how she felt positively 

towards boys as friends because they did not bully her. When asked if she considered 

herself a tomboy, Charlene said: “Yes, because I do not wear dresses anymore and I do 
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not wear skirts.” For Charlene, being a tomboy meant that she will “only wear shorts 

and pants.” 

Dee also talked about not liking being a girl. She associated femininity with getting her 

period and feeling embarrassed: 

Technically back in Year 7 I did not like being a girl. Having to find out that 

you get your period without knowing. Bleed softly and then the next day it's 

like yeah I need a pad.  Especially when you were meant to be doing dancing, 

it was kind of embarrassing. I was at “Ab stars” or whatever and I'd need to 

go to the toilet and it was like: “Oh shit.” (Dee) 

Charlene and Dee both had negative memories about their experience of growing up as 

girls. They each associated girlhood with the use of misogynistic language in a bullying 

context. 

Contrastingly, the young men tended to report more positive experiences of growing up 

as boys and associated their experiences with traditional boyish pastimes like playing 

video games and riding BMX bikes. They also associated masculinity with spending time 

with older male role models, including: fathers, stepfathers, grandfathers, and male 

counsellors. Jason linked his boyhood with riding his bikes and having an affluent 

lifestyle: 

I was on motorbikes every day, out in the back yard with my BMX bike. My 

Granddad's pretty wealthy and I was looked after really, really good at the 

time, so I really enjoyed my childhood. (Jason) 

Bob spoke in a positive way about his experience of growing up as a boy, which he also 

associated with spending time with his grandfather: 

Right now it’s a bit different because we never lived with our Mum and Dad 

so we don’t know how life was like that. But it’s actually quite nice right now 

because we live with grandma and grandpa … We get to do much more 

things. Because your Mum and Dad’s working all the time. Like my Granddad 

doesn’t work. Grandma and Grandpa. Pretty much, yeah, we have more time 
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to spend around helping each other. Going camping, fishing and doing all 

that fun stuff. (Bob) 

Tim made a connection between his experience of growing up as a boy and the physical 

changes that accompany puberty. When asked what it was like for him growing up as a 

boy, Tim recalled that his voice took longer to break than it did for other boys. He also 

observed that his experience of being a boy was shaped in a slightly negative way by not 

having a father figure: 

Like I had grown up without a father and I don't really know now, but through 

til recently I'd had—like, it wasn't so much that my voice has recently broken, 

but it's just been very slow about it or something, but I've had a very high 

voice for most of my life. With growing up without a father, or really any 

father figure, it was sort of—I felt more different to other people than I would 

normally. So swapping to John as a male counsellor helped a little bit, 

because it was a bit like a father figure to me in some ways more than others 

and so it did help a little bit. (Tim) 

The young people associated gender with their experiences of going through puberty. 

The girls described negative experiences of being bullied in a sexualised way by other 

girls whereas the boys expressed more positive feelings about masculinity. Young 

people did not talk about gender in terms of feminist notions of equality or patriarchy. 

Fuck being a girl 

Although the young people broadly articulated nonhomophobic views about people 

who were samesex attracted, they expressed some sexist views about girls and women. 

That is, the young people appeared to be careful not to express homophobic sentiments 

but were not so careful to express sentiments supportive of gender equality. Craig used 

explicitly misogynistic language to describe girls. He said that girls are annoying, and 

referred to women as “bitches” or “dirty bitches.” When asked if he liked being a boy, 

he said: “Yeah, fuck being a girl. Too much trouble.” 

Craig also implied that women should occupy the position of caretaker in relation to 

men’s needs. He talked about two mother figures in his life: his biological mother, and 

his father’s partner. He said that his biological mother was a “lazy idiot” but that he got 
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along with his father’s partner because she “works around the house, cooking, cleaning, 

all that.”   

Bob said that it was his use of sexually violent language that led to his treatment for 

sexually abusive behaviour. He spoke about trying to annoy girls at school by telling 

them that he would sexually assault them. When asked about what he thought of girls 

at the time of his sexually abusive behaviour, he explained: 

I didn’t think about nothing. I was just trying to annoy them sometimes. Do 

stuff like that. Occasionally I like them pretty much but I just wanted to annoy 

them. But then they started to be angry to me and I started saying things. So 

I don’t think what I say after someone says something bad to me, but then I 

say something stupid … I pretty much said things about taking their clothes 

off and stuff like that, and they thought that, they’re pretty much scared that 

I would actually do it. (Bob) 

Bob was able to identify in retrospect that his language caused girls to feel threatened 

by him, and to acknowledge that the language was “offensive” to the girls. He also 

described how the use of the word “cunt” is very common amongst his peer group. He 

said that girls and boys alike use the word as a putdown and do not identify the word as 

sexist despite understanding that it refers to female genitalia: “Pretty much everyone 

doesn’t count it as a sexist word at all.”  

Two of the young men interviewed expressed more liberal attitudes towards women 

and girls. Jackson described a strong liking of girls and said that most of his friends are 

female. Steven said that he was brought up to think that men and women were equal, 

and that he did not associate his sexually abusive behaviour with masculinity: 

It wasn't that I felt like powerless or like I felt strong or anything like that. I've 

always—I've always been taught that everyone's equal. So I didn't have an 

urge to try and prove that I was stronger or better than anyone. I've always 

been in a way, a feminine sort of person. I'm very relaxed and I tend to sit 

back and watch things before I do anything about it. At the same time, I 

can—I don't know how to explain it. It's like, power was never a really big 
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thing for me. I was happy to just sit back and watch, rather than have to be 

the one doing it sort of thing. (Steven) 

Contrastingly, David described a sense of power accompanying his sexually abusive 

behaviour. He suggested that the sense of domination he achieved over his sister 

compelled him to abuse her on multiple occasions: 

I'm not sure how to put it really, it was just more a sense of domination I 

guess. Like I knew I was in control of what was going on, and it was because 

of that, that's why I kept going back to it. That was one of the main reasons 

that led me to do what I did. (David) 

Some young people used language about girls and women which is explicitly 

misogynistic. This kind of language use implies an acceptance of the traditional 

patriarchal view that women and girls are subordinate to men and boys. 

Narrative about wrestling with gender and sexual attraction 

The narrative of this major thematic category, wrestling with gender and sexual 

attraction, is that young people who have been sexually abusive are not sexually 

attracted to children and do not identify as paedophiles. On the contrary, sexually 

abusive behaviour emerges for other reasons, including: managing experiences of being 

sexually abused; wanting to cause embarrassment to other young people; and enjoying 

the sense of domination experienced while engaging in the sexually abusive behaviour. 

This is consistent with the broader treatment literature, some of which seeks to 

distinguish between paedophilia and sexually abusive behaviour carried out by young 

people (Pratt, 2013).   

The explanations young people offered for their sexually abusive behaviour have some 

consistency with those explored in the evidence-base. The explanation involving the 

victim-to-abuser cycle receives particular attention in the literature (Lambie & Johnston, 

2015; Ogloff et al., 2012; Vizard, 2013). By comparison, the explanation for sexually 

abusive behaviour as motivated by wanting to cause embarrassment is unexplored in 

the literature but may link with explorations about the relationship between sexually 

abusive behaviour and so-called general delinquency (Brown & Burton, 2010). 

Furthermore, the explanation for sexually abusive behaviour involving an enjoyment of 
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a sense of domination supports Messerschmidt’s (2000) contention that young sexual 

abusers occupy a position of hegemonic masculinity during the act of sexually abusing a 

child. However, the majority of the young people interviewed did not perceive 

themselves as possessing that power during the acts of sexually abusive behaviour.   

In terms of the young people’s experiences of gender, the concepts available to them 

seem to be limited to those relating to puberty and to male or female role models. The 

young people appear to demonstrate an ability to moderate their views about diverse 

sexualities so as to articulate nonhomophobic sentiments but do not show this same 

ability in relation to expressing nonsexist views about women and girls. Put differently, 

many of the young people expressed attitudes which could be considered as supportive 

of gender inequality. This is consistent with a recent report entitled Young Australians’ 

attitudes to violence against women, which found that one in three young people 

express some attitudes supportive of gender inequality (Harris et al., 2015). 

Reflecting on some disturbing sentiments 

It became apparent when reflecting upon the content of the major thematic categories 

that some of the sentiments expressed by the young people were disturbing. This sense 

of being disturbed resulted from a disjunction between the sentiment expressed by the 

young person and the overall theoretical and methodological positioning of the project. 

The research was designed within an intersectional feminist framework, which meant 

that it was identified as belonging to a body of feminist research about sensitive 

gendered issues, such as domestic violence and child sexual abuse (Allen, 2011). The 

research was also designed in terms of a children’s rights framework. This means that 

the voices of the young people who participated were held as authoritative sources of 

knowledge, which could be translated into prevention action (Kellet, 2011).  

However, some of the young people expressed sentiments that were out-of-keeping 

with the intersectional feminist theoretical framework and, consequently, with the 

methodological commitment to giving voice to young people’s experiences. This 

reflection mirrors that of McCarry (2011), who interviewed young people about their 

experience of violence in their intimate relationships. McCarry’s experience led her to 

question the value of research which gives voice to children and young people when the 
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sentiments expressed by those young people conflict with the aim and theoretical 

framework of the research (McCarry, 2011). 

Similarly, some of the sentiments expressed by the young people in the interviews for 

this study were out-of-keeping with the project’s intersectional feminist framework. 

These sentiments cannot be constructed as constituting knowledge suitable for 

unproblematic translation into prevention action. Feminist research has challenged the 

way in which the “languaging” of women and children’s experiences of abuse has 

functioned to minimise the significance of those experiences and to excuse perpetrators 

for their behaviour (Kelly & Radford, 1990). That is, traditionally, the media and other 

dominant cultural institutions such as governments, schools, and courts, have used 

language around domestic violence and child sexual abuse which has functioned to 

diminish the responsibility of the perpetrator and to blame the victim (Morris, 2009). In 

turn, perpetrators have used this language to deny responsibility for their behaviour and 

to minimise the severity of the harm caused to victims (Humphreys, 2007).   

Denial and minimisation 

Five of the young people expressed sentiments that denied or minimised the harm 

caused to the victims of the abuse, or which held victims to be responsible for the abuse. 

As mentioned earlier, Craig talked about how he continues to perpetrate abuse against 

people using social media: 

I'm always using fake accounts to stalk people, to abuse people that I really 

hate, to send really gross memes to them, hating on them. You know what a 

meme is? It’s just a picture with words on it … A picture of someone who I 

really hate whose mum is dead and I just put a derogatory thing about their 

mum. I'm not really going to really say it. Saying stuff about their mum … 

bastard, whore. I hate them. They hate me. So—oh well … It’s only Facebook. 

(Craig) 

Craig demonstrated no insight about the impact this abuse has on the victims. He 

justified his behaviour by saying that he hated the victims. He also minimised the impact 

of his behaviour on the victims by saying that the abuse occurred in virtual, rather than 

material, reality.  
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Tim also minimised the impact of his sexually abusive behaviour upon the victim. He 

said: 

It wasn't really anything severe, it was just a general growing up curiosity 

between people. I know people that have done the exact same thing … with 

other siblings and it was nothing … a big deal was never made out—made 

about it. In my opinion it's just—if I had kids and they did that, its general 

curiosity in my opinion and in a lot of people that I know of. So it was mainly 

just what happened between my brother and his cousin and [the Department 

of Human Services and other adults] had to do something, so they did 

something about me. (Tim) 

Tim’s sentiments function to deny that he was the perpetrator of sexual abuse and to 

construct himself as a scapegoat for the cousin who was also abusing the victim.  

Normalising the behaviour 

In addition, Tim made reference to the idea that children have a natural curiosity about 

sex, which they act out together. Dee also referred to the idea that children are naturally 

interested in sex. She said: 

No, I didn't look at [pornography] for a year before it happened actually … I 

know that we were young and inexperienced and that type of thing. 

Apparently all kids experience [sexual activity together] and everything … A 

family friend said that she once, when her sons were little, caught her sons 

[engaging in sexual activity]. She said that all kids experience, they often 

want to experience … not looking at porn but experiencing with someone 

else. (Dee) 

The idea that children want to have sexual experiences with each other functions to 

normalise sexual activity between children. The sentiments expressed by Dee and Tim 

function to minimise their sexually abusive behaviour by describing it as part of 

children’s normal sexual activity. It is accepted in the literature that children’s normal 

sexual behaviour may involve children of the same age showing each other their genitals 

(Pratt & Miller, 2012). In the cases of both Dee and Tim, the sexually abusive behaviour 

involved the ongoing engagement of a younger sibling in sexual activity. In other words, 
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the behaviour exceeded significantly what is considered to be children’s normal sexual 

activity. 

Ahmed also expressed views that functioned to minimise the seriousness of his sexually 

abusive behaviour: 

No, I'm just on my therapeutic treatment … It wasn't, like, really a sexual 

offence. It was just, like, took a picture. I had a picture of someone's private 

part and I posted it online … It wasn't like rape or some shit … I got charged 

… by the police … We got charged and the DHS [Department of Human 

Services] reckons that I shouldn't be having a conviction like that. So that's 

why they put me on a Therapeutic Treatment Order for a period of time. 

(Ahmed) 

Ahmed constructed the idea of therapeutic treatment in opposition to criminal 

conviction, seemingly in an effort to minimise the severity of his sexually abusive 

behaviour. He said that the behaviour did not constitute a sexual offence despite the 

fact he was charged by police. This languaging of sexually abusive behaviour as requiring 

a therapeutic response rather than a conviction functions to minimise the severity of 

the behaviour. This kind of languaging highlights the difficulty for policymakers in this 

area of getting the balance right between responding to sexually abusive behaviour as 

requiring a therapeutic response and as responding to sexually abusive behaviour as 

requiring a criminal justice response. 

Blaming the victim 

Steven expressed a sentiment about his sisters which implies that it is their fault that life 

continues to be difficult for him. He said: 

I still don't talk to my sisters to this day. I can't see either of my two nieces or 

my nephew from my sister. I'm not—I still don't know whether my Mum 

believed what I have to say or what I've had to say back then. I find it really 

hard because it's like, for Christmas, I'm always the one who's exiled. So I've 

got to go somewhere else for Christmas … I personally can’t stand my sisters. 

John [my therapist] sent an apologetic letter [to my sisters] and all that and 
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they wouldn't have a piece of that either. That really hurt. It destroyed me at 

the time … Pretty much just thrown in my face. (Steven) 

Steven’s sentiments function to construct himself as the victim rather than his sisters 

and niece. The implication is that his sisters should have accepted his apology and that 

he is entitled to their forgiveness. Steven’s sentiments do not represent an 

acknowledgement of the impact that his sexually abusive behaviour had on the victim.  

Narrative about disturbing sentiments 

Overall, the disturbing sentiments expressed by some of the young people relate to their 

construction of their sexually abusive behaviour as not impacting significantly on the 

victim. They also relate to the construction of the victim as complicit in the abuse. These 

disturbing sentiments could be understood in relation to the psychological and 

criminological literature, which refers to the “cognitive distortions” of adult sex 

offenders. Adult sex offenders exhibit cognitive distortions when they talk and think 

about their sexual offending in such a way so as to deny that the sexual offending 

occurred, to minimise to harm caused by the sexual offending, and to blame the victim 

for the sexual offending (Ward, Hudson, & Marshall, 1995). The idea of challenging 

cognitive distortions underpins cognitive behavioural treatment responses to adult 

sexual offenders (Helmus, Hanson, Babchishin, & Mann, 2013).  

In the past decade, there has been a shift amongst practitioners and policymakers away 

from providing a treatment response to young people with sexually abusive behaviour 

based upon adult sex offender treatment models. This has meant that treatment for 

young people with sexually abusive behaviour has become more trauma-informed and 

developmentally-sensitive (Rasmussen, 2013). The emerging treatment response to 

sexually abusive behaviour emphasises therapeutic treatment rather than criminal 

justice (Pratt & Miller, 2012). Cognitive behaviour therapy is no longer the dominant 

model for treating young people who sexually abuse. This may mean that practitioners 

are not challenging young people’s cognitive distortions in treatment to the same extent 

as previously. It is important for practitioners and policymakers to know that in spite of 

their age, young people who abuse are exhibiting some of the same cognitive distortions 
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as adult sex offenders. It may be that challenging these cognitive distortions needs to 

remain an important part of the developmentally-sensitive treatment regime.   

The disturbing sentiments could also be understood in relation to literature about 

gender-based violence, including sexual violence. The authors of the Young Australians’ 

attitudes to violence against women (Harris et al., 2015) found that significant 

proportions of young people hold rape-supportive attitudes. In particular, the authors 

found that 40% of the 1,923 young respondents think that “rape results from men not 

being able to control their sexual urges” (p. 13). They also found that 20% of the young 

people surveyed “believe that there are circumstances in which women share some of 

the responsibility for sexual assault” (p. 13). These findings indicate that significant 

proportions of young people hold attitudes which excuse the behaviour of (male) 

perpetrators of sexual assault, and which partially blame (female) victims of sexual 

assault. These attitudes are in accordance with the disturbing sentiments expressed by 

some young people in this study. It could be concluded that the disturbing sentiments 

are reflective of broader rape-supportive attitudes amongst Australian young people, 

rather than of the cognitive distortions of any particular young person with sexually 

abusive behaviour.  

Chapter summary 

This chapter has reported upon two major thematic categories: learning about sexuality; 

and wrestling with gender and sexual attraction, which relate respectively to the 

structural and cultural realms of human experience as represented in the 

Multidimensional model (Harms, 2010). The chapter has also discussed some disturbing 

sentiments expressed by the young people and located the sentiments in terms of 

broader psychological literature about cognitive distortions of adult sex and feminist 

literature about young people’s attitudes supportive of gender inequality. The following 

chapter presents the results from the interviews with the young people’s workers. 
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Chapter 8: Results of interviews with workers 

This chapter reports the reflections of the six treatment-providing workers (see Table 3) 

on the insights of the young people about the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour. 

The workers’ reflections were captured in interviews during which they were asked to 

comment upon particular themes emerging from the interviews with the young people. 

The workers’ reflections are divided into five groups and each group relates to one of 

the five major thematic categories which emerged from the interviews with the young 

people. The groupings of the workers’ ideas are entitled: reflecting on wrestling with 

gender and sexual attraction; reflecting on learning about sexuality; reflecting on having 

safe relationships; reflecting on being responded to by others; and reflecting on 

understanding thoughts and feelings. This chapter outlines the reflections of the 

workers and draws attention to instances of congruence and incongruence between the 

ideas of the young people and the reflections of the workers. In addition, the workers’ 

reflections are considered in light of current evidence about sexually abusive behaviour.  

Table 3: Details of workers interviewed 

Worker Role in Sexual 
Abuse 
Counselling 
Prevention 
Program  
(SACPP) 

Qualification Country of 
qualification 

Years 
working 
with 
sexually 
abusive 
behaviour 

Years 
at 
SACPP 

Working 
hours 
per 
week 

Greg  Therapeutic 
Advisor 

Master of 
Social Work 

Australia 7 7 30 

Beth  Counsellor/ 
Advocate 

Master of 
Psychology 

Australia 13 13 23 

John  Team Leader Certificate of 
Qualification 
in Social Work 
and Master of 
Clinical Family 
Therapy 

United 
Kingdom 

15 14 38 

Sylvia  Counsellor/ 
Advocate 

Master of 
Social Work 

North 
America 

2.5 2.5 38 

Paul  
 

Psychologist Master of 
Psychology 

Australia 4 4 20 

Bronte  Counsellor/ 
Advocate 

Master of 
Psychology 

Australia 8.5 8.5 30 
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Reflecting on wrestling with gender and sexual attraction 

Workers were asked to reflect upon the ideas which young people expressed about 

gender and sexual attraction (as illustrated in Figure 15). In this category young people 

talked about how they did not identify as paedophiles. They also recalled their 

experiences of growing up as girls or boys and sometimes used misogynistic language in 

those descriptions. They tended to express views accepting of samesex relationships but 

also strongly reinforced that they are not samesex attracted. Workers talked about the 

differences and similarities amongst boys and girls who sexually abuse, as well as the 

unhelpfulness of labelling young people as paedophiles. 

 

Figure 15: Reflecting on wrestling with gender and sexual attraction 

Girls versus boys who sexually abuse 

The workers talked about the similarities and differences between boys and girls who 

sexually abuse. In terms of differences, the workers suggested that often girls who abuse 

have particularly significant experiences of childhood adversity. John recalled that the 

girls he had been involved in treating often had experienced very significant childhood 

adversity. He also pondered about how the disadvantage associated with being female 

in a patriarchal society impacts upon girls with sexually abusive behaviour. John said: 

Reflecting on wrestling 
with gender and 
sexual attraction

Girls versus boys who 
sexually abuse

Paedophile narrative 
unhelpful
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What comes to mind is that the young [sexually abusive] women I can think 

of were from particularly difficult circumstances. They're not necessarily 

themselves a victim of sexual harm, although I understand the research does 

indicate the high likelihood of having so being. Are we again in a—are we in 

a space where it's still easier for a young lad to be a male, than it is for a 

young woman to be a female and—broadly speaking, in our society? (John) 

Sylvia built upon ideas about the disadvantage associated with femininity in patriarchal 

society. She said that, although some girls engage in sexually abusive behaviour, the vast 

majority of referrals to the Children’s Protection Society involve boys as abusers. Girls 

were much more likely to be referred to the service as victims of sexually abusive 

behaviour. Sylvia said that one type of situation she has seen frequently involves girls 

who have sent sexual photos of themselves to boyfriends. The boyfriends have then 

shared the photos with others, which is considered to be against the rules accepted 

amongst young people about sexting. She said: 

First of all every single adolescent girl that I've worked with says that 

[sexting] is normal. But the young people seem to have rules around it. The 

ones we see [for treatment] seem to have broken the rules. They view it as 

normal if they have a boyfriend or girlfriend, they send these photos or videos 

back and forth. The rule that this generation has on it is you don't share [the 

photos]. So often these girls come in [as victims] with that belief that, well I 

sent my photo because he wanted it. They carry the belief that he won't share 

it, which is not—that's not the case often times. (Sylvia) 

Sylvia also described the idea that both the girls and the boys she treats in the context 

of sexually abusive behaviour hold perceptions informed by dominant patriarchal 

ideology. She said: 

It's weird because while it seems to be this accepted behaviour with the 

young people, once it gets out that a girl's taken part in that behaviour, she's 

labelled. The boy's not. Every young person that's come through has that 

idea, that old idea that if a girl is sexual she's a slut, and if a boy is sexual he's 

a player. (Sylvia) 
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Greg talked about the way misogynistic language shapes the experience of young 

people. He said that young people are pressured to use sexualised language even if they 

don’t want to: 

It's even like the language of slut or bitch or whatever it is. I'm just really 

mindful of how language is used in society and some people are okay with it 

and some people aren't, but then because the general community seems to 

be okay with it, then those individuals that aren't okay with it feel like they 

have to comply and become okay with it. So that language just gets 

reinforced. (Greg) 

In terms of the similarities between girls and boys who sexually abuse, Beth talked about 

how both groups seem to experience a lack of social connection. She said: 

I think for me what comes out of it is that these girls are like the boys—not 

so different in some respects. But they [sexually abuse] because they really 

don't have a sense of belonging or connectedness, whether with peers 

because they've been bullied or rejected by their parents … I find it's more 

being rejected or abandoned by parents, and disconnected from family, and 

bullying and disconnected from peers, no sense of belonging. (Beth) 

The workers’ reflections about gender in relation to young people who sexually abuse 

concur with the recollections of the young people. The girls interviewed both had 

experiences of being bullied in sexualised ways. However, the workers were able to use 

much more sophisticated language about gender and could conceptualise gender in 

terms of patriarchal ideology in a way that the young people could not.  

Paedophile narrative unhelpful 

In terms of the young people’s thoughts about sexual attraction, the workers agreed 

with some sentiments and disagreed with others. The workers agreed that young people 

who sexually abuse do not generally identify with being sexually attracted to children 

and reject the idea that they are paedophiles. However, the workers note that young 

people who sexually abuse are often labelled as paedophiles. Beth indicated that this 

labelling occurs because the discourse of paedophilia is the dominant way of 

understanding behaviour which involves touching children in a sexual way. She said: 
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People don't come out and say, “Oh yeah the 15 year old that touched his 

sister or the 13 year old girl that had sex with her eight year old brother,” 

they don't talk about that. They talk about—people that touch people—

people that touch kids are paedophiles. (Beth) 

Sylvia suggested that young people over the age of ten in particular tend to be 

responded to as if they are paedophiles whereas children under the age of ten tend to 

be responded to as if they had been sexually abused themselves. She said: 

With the under 10s as far as the society's response and the willingness to 

help manage and work together, I see people more willing to do that with 

the under 10s … There's the question whether they've been abused … But 

then in the over 10s there's a real shift in the way that they're viewed. So 

then the people—the young people over ten are viewed more as paedophiles. 

(Sylvia) 

Bronte pointed out a contradiction inherent in the policy which outlines the response to 

children over the age of ten who sexually abuse in Victoria. She said that children are 

considered to be criminally responsible at the age of ten, and can be charged with sexual 

offences but that they are not considered to be able to consent to sex until the age of 

12. This means that a ten year old has criminal agency but not consensual agency. Bronte 

said: 

Basically, the law used to say that no child under ten can consent to engaging 

in sexual behaviour and now that's moved to 12, but the age of criminality 

to commit a sexual offence is ten. So over ten they can actually be considered 

to be criminally responsible. Yet, between ten and 12, they can't have 

actually consented to as sexual act. (Bronte) 

Beth talked about the importance of not imposing the discourse of paedophilia on to 

sexually abusive behaviour by young people. She said that young people who sexually 

abuse are in a state of continuing development and that labelling them as paedophiles 

limits their capacity to take up prosocial identities in the future. Beth said: 
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They are in such a state of change and they're constantly evolving … [the 

sexually abusive behaviour] is something that can be worked through and 

they can go on and be healthy and safe people. Whereas if you're talking 

about a paedophile … you're talking about someone who has significant 

victims and long term offending for years. (Beth) 

The workers problematised young people’s seemingly overt support of diverse sexual 

attraction. They suggested that politically correct statements in support of samesex 

attraction are expected of young people, but that young people may feel much more 

ambivalent at a more personal level. John said: 

I do occasionally come across [homophobic attitudes amongst young people 

with sexually abusive behaviour], but perhaps not as strong … when I was a 

young guy, man, and certainly not in the part of London I grew up in, where 

you just could not acknowledge being a gay person. But even so now, I would 

still say it's—the attitudes may change, but [being samesex attracted] still 

carries with it some discomfort [for young people]. (John) 

Overall, the workers’ reflections build upon the young people’s ideas about gender and 

sexual attraction. They observed that there were similarities and differences between 

girls and boys who sexually abuse. In addition, they supported young people’s 

nonidentification with the label “paedophile.” The workers said that sexually abusive 

behaviour is often erroneously interpreted in relation to paedophilia. In terms of the 

young people’s thoughts on samesex attraction, they suggested that young people may 

have felt more negative about samesex attraction than they were willing to disclose. 

The reflections reinforce the fact that sexually abusive behaviour is occurring in the 

context of unequal relationships between girls and boys. This is consistent with the 

broader feminist literature, which demonstrates that child sexual abuse needs to be 

understood as occurring within the context of patriarchal power relations (Herman, 

1981; Humphreys, 1992; Scott, 1995; Tong, 1989). The workers’ observation that most 

of the young people referred for sexually abusive behaviour are boys and that girls most 

commonly present as victims is consistent with a recent meta-analysis of child sexual 
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abuse prevalence studies, which found that one in five women, as opposed to one in 12 

men, were victims of child sexual abuse (Pereda et al., 2009).   

However, the workers’ observation that girls who abuse are like boys who abuse in that 

they are seeking social connection is more problematic. The limited research literature 

on girls who sexually abuse identifies similarities between male and female young 

people who sexually abuse but also finds significant differences between the two groups 

(Gannon & Alleyne, 2013).  In terms of similarities, the literature does indicate that girls 

who sexually abuse are often socially isolated, which is in line with the workers’ 

observation.  In terms of differences, however, the literature finds that girls who sexually 

abuse are more likely to have histories of child sexual abuse victimisation and to have 

learning difficulties (McCartan et al., 2011). Furthermore, scholars in the field have 

called for sexually abusive behaviour by girls to be understood as a marker of 

vulnerability rather than as an indicator of risk for adult sexual offending (Masson et al., 

2015).   

The workers’ problematisation of the distinction between children under and over ten 

is reflected in local social policy. The Children, Youth, and Families Act, 2005 (Victorian 

Government, 2005a) determines that ten year old children can be held criminally 

responsible for their sexually harmful behaviour whereas the Victorian Crimes Act, 1958 

(Victorian Government, 1958) holds that children cannot consent to sexual activity until 

they are 12 years old. This leads to a conundrum whereby children are being charged 

with committing criminal sexual offences that they have not been able to consent to. 

The workers noted that children over ten seem to be responded to with less empathy 

than children under ten. That is, children under ten are more likely to be responded to 

in terms of the victim-to-offender cycle, which constructs children who sexually abuse 

as having been abused themselves (Glasser, Kolvin, Campbell, Glasser, Leitch, & Farrelly, 

2001; Reckdenwald, Mancini, & Beauregard, 2013). The workers understood this to be 

a somewhat helpful interpretation of sexually abusive behaviour because it recognises 

that a young person with sexually abusive behaviour has most likely experienced some 

trauma in their own childhood although not necessarily of a sexual nature. 
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By contrast, the workers considered the tendency to respond to children over the age 

of ten in terms of paedophilia to be unhelpful. Paedophilia refers to the medico-legal 

construction of a type of (male) sexuality whereby an adult is sexually attracted to 

children (Jewkes, 2010). This type of sexuality is widely represented in the media as 

perverse, evil, predatory, and horrific (Angelides, 2005). The workers expressed concern 

that understanding children who sexually abuse in terms of paedophilia can impact 

negatively on young people’s ability to recover from abusing, and to take up healthy and 

safe identities. 

Reflecting on learning about sexuality 

Workers were asked to reflect upon the young people’s insights about how they learnt 

about sex (as illustrated in Figure 16). Young people talked about their experiences of 

sexuality education at school. Many said the sexuality education they received at school 

occurred too late in the trajectory of the sexually abusive behaviour to have any 

preventative effect. In addition, some young people spoke about the irrelevance of the 

sexuality education content to sexually abusive behaviour prevention, and some boys 

talked about the importance of receiving messages from respected men about age and 

consent. Some young people also talked about consuming pornography and how this 

had triggered their sexually abusive behaviour. The workers reflected upon the need for 

consistent sexuality education and the problem of pornography in the lives of young 

people who abuse. 

 

Figure 16: Reflecting on learning about sexuality 
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Need for consistent sexuality education 

The workers considered the provision of accurate and nonjudgmental information to 

children and young people about safe sexual relationships to be vital to the prevention 

of sexually abusive behaviour. The workers’ understanding of sexuality education 

delivery in Victoria concurred with that of the young people. That is, the workers 

understood that sexuality education targeted at children and young people is not 

delivered consistently in Victoria and does not seem to be playing a role in preventing 

sexually abusive behaviour.   

Bronte talked about the ad hoc delivery of sexuality education experienced by some of 

her young clients. She said: 

Some kids tell me they do some of the anatomical stuff in Grade 4 and then 

a bit more in Grade 5 and then you skip through to Year 9 … then you learn 

about condoms and putting them on a banana. (Bronte) 

Paul said that that the young people he sees for counselling about sexually abusive 

behaviour have not received any helpful information about sexuality and relationships: 

They’ve never even I suppose really had any contemplation on what a 

relationship is, what a proper relationship is … when they come in and start 

working with us they have no idea of any of that stuff whatsoever. No idea 

about what’s appropriate, what’s inappropriate, as far as sexual behaviour 

goes. (Paul) 

Sylvia suggested that a consistent and well-funded approach to the delivery of sexuality 

education would lead to a reduction in sexually abusive behaviour: 

I think that if policymakers were willing to invest in a consistent, across the 

board, sexual education … I think that they would absolutely see a reduction 

in sexually abusive behaviours. (Sylvia) 

Beth talked about how protective-behaviour-style programs are no longer delivered 

consistently in Victoria despite a strong demand for such programs in the school 

community. Protective-behaviour-type programs are child sexual abuse prevention 

education programs that target children and aim to prevent child sexual abuse, and were 
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widely delivered in Australia during the 1980s as a result of the Second Wave Feminist 

Movement (Carmody, 2009). However, there is no current consistent policy in Australia 

informing the delivery of child sexual abuse prevention education programs, and this 

has meant that programs are delivered on an ad hoc basis and are poorly evaluated 

(Walsh, Berthelsen, Nicholson, Brandon, Stevens, & Rachele, 2013).   

Paul talked about how the consistent delivery of child sexual abuse prevention 

education programs would have the potential to help children who are victims of child 

sexual abuse, as well as children who are being sexually abusive. He said: 

I think [child sexual abuse prevention education] would kind of serve two 

purposes as well. Young people who are victims could then start to go “Oh 

hang on I know this is wrong because the law says that they can’t be that 

much older than me or the law says this, and I know that I can’t consent to 

someone who’s much older than me.” It could [also] work as a protective 

measure for young people [who are sexually abusive]. (Paul) 

Greg reflected on the particular need for sexuality education in residential care settings.  

Greg’s role involved supporting residential care unit staff around issues of sexually 

abusive behaviour. He talked about encouraging carers to have intentional 

conversations with children and young people about hugs as a way of exploring the issue 

of safe touching. Greg said: 

Often residential staff will talk to me about the fact that kids will come up 

and give them hugs, or come up and ask for a hug, and it might be that in 

that conversation [there is an opportunity for] the adult, being the role model 

… to [say to] the young person … “Let's talk about what you're comfortable 

with and what I might be comfortable with. Let's talk about hugs. How do 

you feel about getting hugs?” (Greg) 

The highlighting of the particular importance of sexuality education for children and 

young people living in residential care is in-keeping with the work of the current Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, which has powerfully 

exposed the vulnerability of children and young people living in institutions to sexual 

victimisation (Munro & Fish, 2015).   
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Countering the problem of pornography  

The workers reflected on the role that pornography plays in sexually abusive behaviour. 

Sylvia talked about how sexuality education focusing on preventing sexually transmitted 

diseases is out-of-keeping with young people’s early engagement with pornography. She 

said: 

I think from the clients that I work with, what generally happens is, maybe at 

year 7, they get that old school “condom on banana” kind of thing, and 

they've already been viewing pornography for three years. (Sylvia) 

Sylvia implied that an effective sexuality education curriculum should take into account 

young people’s increased use of pornography.   

The workers strongly suggested that pornography is a problem in the lives of the young 

people with sexually abusive behaviour. Bronte said that pornography has played a part 

in many cases of sexually abusive behaviour that she treats. She said: 

I think the pornography issue is so big as an influence in young people's 

development in general. Then in particular, with young people with sexually 

abusive behaviours, it's very common that one of my referrals would—that 

pornography would have played a part in their sexually abusive behaviours. 

(Bronte) 

John noted that pornography is not helpful for young people because it distorts their 

views of sexual intimacy: 

I don't think pornography is helpful for young men … It's a no-brainer in terms 

of what it conveys about sexual intimacy and expressions of sexuality. (John) 

Likewise, Paul said that pornography shapes the perceptions of young people who have 

displayed sexually abusive behaviour: 

I mean [pornography] definitely has an impact in, I suppose, informing young 

people, what they think is kind of okay, and I suppose a lot of their knowledge 

[about sex and relationships], that’s where it comes from, just from 

pornography. There is—well I suppose—in a way, I suppose, the young 
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people that I’ve worked with, the boys, their view of what happens in 

pornography is what happens in every sexual relationship. (Paul) 

Sylvia spoke about how young people are learning to associate sex with aggression 

through viewing pornography. She suggested that the majority of mainstream 

pornography represents violence against women, and teaches young people that they 

do not need to seek a girl’s consent before perpetrating sexual violence against her. She 

said: 

The young people talk about what they've been exposed to around 

pornography and at very young ages. What we know about pornography is 

that the majority depicts violence against women. I think the last statistics I 

heard was 85% of it. So from a young age they've accessed pornography, 

which gets easier and easier, and they're exposed to this idea that sex and 

aggression is linked and they're exposed to these ideas that you don't 

necessarily need consent, and that “no” might mean “try harder.” (Sylvia) 

The workers indicated the importance of countering the effects of young people’s 

engagement with pornography by teaching them critical thinking skills. Young people 

could apply these skills when engaging with pornography as a way of countering its 

negative effects. Bronte suggested that such critical thinking skills could involve applying 

the “CARE model” to pornography. This means that young people could try to find 

evidence of four factors in the pornography: Consent; Age-appropriateness; Respect; 

and Equality.  She says: 

I might sometimes encourage them to apply that CARE factor to the 

pornography that they're watching. If they're watching violent pornography, 

well that breaches the CARE principle. Are they watching pornography where 

the people aren't consenting or that breaches—or they're not the same age? 

(Bronte) 

The workers expressed significant concern about the role that pornography plays in the 

lives of young people who sexually abuse. 
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Overall, the workers’ reflections supported the insight of some young people that their 

use of pornography triggers their sexually abusive behaviour. In addition, the workers 

emphasised the need for consistently-delivered sexuality education, which addresses 

young people’s use of pornography. The reflections of the workers are in-keeping with 

the broader cultural studies literature about the impacts of pornography on young 

people (Albury, 2014; Walker, Temple-Smith, Higgs, & Sanci, 2015), as well as the 

psychological and social policy literature about the sexualisation of culture more 

generally (Papadopoulos, 2010; Powell, 2008; Rush & La Nauze, 2006). Scholars in these 

fields have found that viewing violent pornographic material, which has become 

increasingly mainstream, generates misogynistic attitudes and patterns of sexual 

arousal focused on abusing women (Crabbe & Corlett, 2010). Furthermore, the 

reflections point to studies that demonstrate a link between viewing pornography 

perpetrating sexual assault (Flood, 2009; Wright et al., 2016). 

The workers’ suggestion that the negative effects of pornography can be countered by 

teaching young people critical thinking skills about concepts of gender, power, age, and 

consent is also in-keeping with the emerging evidence base about porn literacy (Albury, 

2014; Crabbe & Corlett, 2010). It may be that if young people can deconstruct the 

pornography that they are viewing then they will be less likely to adopt misogynistic 

attitudes or to perpetrate sexual abuse.  

Reflecting on having safe relationships  

Workers were asked to reflect upon young people’s insights about their experiences of 

relationships with family and friends (illustrated in Figure 17). Young people spoke about 

their family and peer relationships at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour. In 

terms of family, young people recounted significant experiences of unsafe relationships, 

which involved physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, as well as living with domestic 

violence. In terms of peers, young people talked about their experiences of being 

bullied, and sometimes of bullying others. They also talk about their enjoyment of 

supportive friendships, which often involve safe social media interactions. 



194 
 

The workers reflected on some of the ideas which the young people express about the 

importance of having safe relationships. They draw particular attention to sibling sexual 

abuse, and to the social isolation of young people who abuse.  

 

Figure 17: Reflecting on having safe relationships 

Sibling sexual abuse 

The workers reflected on the ideas expressed by the young people who had sexually 

abused siblings. The young people who abused siblings sometimes spoke about feelings 

of jealousy directed at the sibling or being forced to take up a caretaking role in relation 

to the sibling. The workers agreed that sibling sexual abuse needs to be understood in 

terms of broader sibling dynamics. That is, workers argued that, in cases of sibling sexual 

abuse, there is a link between the sexual behaviours and sibling dynamics, as well as the 

family dynamics more broadly. Bronte said: 

I often find [sibling sexual abuse] doesn't necessarily fit neatly into say some 

of the other groups of presentations that we see … I think when it's sibling 

sexual abuse you have the overlay of the pre-existing sibling dynamics, then 

also embedded within the entire family dynamics. (Bronte) 
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Beth talked about how in cases of sibling sexual abuse it is pertinent for parents to 

receive counselling in order to get some understanding of the family dynamics that have 

enabled one sibling to abuse another. She said: 

Particularly with sibling sexual abuse … parents need to have their own 

therapeutic support because there has been something within this family 

that has allowed this abuse to happen. So I think about several cases … where 

we really haven't given the parents much choice in terms of having a 

counsellor. (Beth) 

John reflected that sibling sexual abuse should be understood in terms of broader 

cultural shifts in the configuration of families, as well as in relation to individual family 

dynamics. That is, the nuclear family is being transcended by more diverse family 

configurations. John said: 

In a society in which we have configurations of family that are not … a 

traditional nuclear family, [but] much more blended. Well, that's potentially 

a risk factor in terms of stepsiblings, half-siblings—well stepsiblings 

particularly coming together who are not related and yet might be of similar 

age and we need to be thoughtful about that. (John) 

Thus, the workers concurred with young people’s observations about the difficult sibling 

dynamics which underpinned their experiences of sexually abusing a sibling. The 

workers framed sibling sexual abuse in terms of family dynamics but also in terms of the 

broader cultural shifts affecting the configurations of families. It is noteworthy that only 

one young person out of the 14 interviewed resided in a traditional nuclear family at the 

time of the sexually abusive behaviour.   

Seeking social connection 

The young people located their experience of being sexually abusive within the context 

of their own unsafe childhood relationships, including their experiences of domestic 

violence and child sexual abuse. The workers expressed an awareness about the role 

that childhood adversity plays in the context of sexually abusive behaviour. However, 

they seemed to place more emphasis on the social isolation of young people who 

sexually abuse rather than on their experiences of adversity. Put differently, the young 
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people highlighted the unsafe relationships which characterised their childhoods. The 

workers, by contrast, acknowledged the presence of childhood adversity in the lives of 

the young people but placed more emphasis on the overall paucity of relationships in 

the young people’s lives.   

In terms of workers acknowledging the presence of childhood adversity in the lives of 

young people who sexually abuse, Greg referred to research literature that established 

a link between domestic violence and sexually abusive behaviour. He pondered the link 

within the context of prevention:   

But then also the difficulties around family violence and people being aware 

of that and how that—I mean past research has highlighted that family 

violence is one of the key contributors to sexually abusive behaviours 

occurring. So how do we increase awareness of family violence, and other 

experiences of trauma, that can then reduce the risk of sexually abusive 

behaviours occurring in the first place? (Greg) 

Similarly, John displayed an awareness of the link between being a victim of sexual abuse 

and becoming a perpetrator of such abuse. He said: 

I think the research does speak to the impacts of a male abusing a male, and 

if the young person—the victim of that abuse is late primary school, early 

secondary school age. [Being victimised at that age] can be particularly 

devastating in terms of its impact and in terms of the risk factor it carries [for 

the victim] then to be abusive. (John) 

However, despite the acknowledgement of the role that unsafe relationships play in the 

development of sexually abusive behaviour, the workers held that a paucity of 

relationships of any kind is central to the experience of young sexual abusers. Beth said 

that sexually abusive behaviour is not strongly associated with being a victim of abuse 

but rather with a lack of social connection: 

But they do it because they really don't have a sense of belonging or 

connectedness whether with peers because they've been bullied or rejection 

and attachment by their parents. That's what I feel drives it. It's not so much 
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being a victim themselves. In fact looking back I would say very few of them 

had themselves experienced sexual abuse. (Beth) 

This sentiment is reinforced by Paul, who highlighted the limited scope of young 

people’s social networks and the associated experience of social isolation. Paul said that 

social isolation is a major factor for young people who sexually abuse: 

Their social networks are kind of nonexistent really. They either isolate 

themselves or they’re just already isolated. Those young guys … are usually 

trying to make some sort of social contact with somebody, whether with the 

same sex or opposite sex, and whether similar age or not. It still seems to be 

that same sort of thing where they’re trying to just reach out and make 

connection with someone. (Paul) 

Sylvia concurred with Paul’s observation about the social isolation of young people who 

sexually abuse. She suggested that the social isolation experienced by these young 

people results in feelings of low self-esteem. Sylvia spoke about how sexually abusive 

behaviour is a way for a young person to achieve a sense of social power. She said: 

I think another variable that I see for the abusive conduct is these young guys, 

and they're guys—the predominant ones we see are guys—they don't feel 

good about themselves. The level of self-acceptance is very low … Sometimes 

it seems that their offending behaviours are a way to gain some power or 

recognition or this odd kind of respect, this macho man kind of thing. (Sylvia) 

The reflection of the workers about the social isolation of young people who abuse is 

somewhat out-of-keeping with the insights of the young people themselves. The young 

people firmly located their experiences of sexually abusive behaviour in terms of the 

unsafe relationships that characterised their childhoods. These unsafe relationships 

involved abusive fathers, step-grandparents, older boys, mothers, siblings, and 

neighbours. Young people did not emphasise feeling socially isolated despite the 

presence of bullying in many of their lives. They describe actively engaging with social 

media and sometimes having extensive and supportive groups of friends. It may be that 

the young people were more socially connected than the workers thought.  
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Overall, the reflections of the workers concurred with the insights of the young people 

in relation to sibling sexual abuse. The young people and the workers located 

experiences of sibling sexual abuse in terms of broader sibling and family dynamics. This 

tendency to locate sibling sexual abuse within broader sibling and family dynamics is in-

keeping with a qualitative study (Katz & Hamama, 2015) about the experiences of 20 

children who had been victims of sibling sexual abuse. The study found that children 

tended to describe their experiences of abuse in terms of ecological domains pertaining 

to their sibling abuser and to the family more broadly. In term of the sibling domain, 

children described how they were subject to grooming by the abusing sibling, as well as 

how the incidents of the abuse fitted into normal family routines (Katz & Hamama, 

2015). Similarly, the workers’ reflections about young people who sexually abuse 

siblings needing to be understood in terms of broader family dynamics is in-keeping with 

scholarly literature about sibling sexual abuse (Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 2005; Hatch, 

2005; Keane et al., 2013; McVeigh, 2003; Stathopoulos, 2012).   

The young people and the workers placed different emphases on the significance of the 

unsafe relationships which characterised young people’s childhoods to the emergence 

of the sexually abusive behaviour. That is, young people afforded greater emphasis to 

their unsafe childhood relationships than the workers. The workers acknowledged the 

trauma that many of the young people experienced but highlighted social isolation as a 

more influential factor in the emergence of sexually abusive behaviour.  

In this instance, the insights of the young people, rather than the reflections of the 

workers, seem to be more fully supported by the literature. A meta-analysis by Seto and 

Lalumiere (2010) of 59 studies tested explanations for the emergence of sexually 

abusive behaviour. The authors found that there is a stronger link between having a 

history of child sexual abuse and the emergence of sexually abusive behaviour than 

between experiencing social isolation and such behaviour. Furthermore, current risk 

assessment tools (Rasmussen, 2013) and treatment guidelines (Pratt & Miller, 2012) 

appear to afford roughly equal significance to social isolation and to unsafe childhood 

relationships as factors influencing the display of sexually abusive behaviour.  
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Reflecting on being responded to by others 

Workers were asked to reflect upon young people’s ideas about how others responded 

to their sexually abusive behaviour (as illustrated in Figure 18). In this thematic category, 

young people tended to speak about the trajectory of their sexually abusive behaviour. 

That is, many young people talked about the time before the sexually abusive behaviour, 

as well as the time when they were carrying out the behaviour. They also speak about a 

moment of being found out, and the aftermath of the abuse. Some young people 

identified a sense of not feeling supervised at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour, 

as well as an anticipation of negative consequences should the behaviour be discovered. 

Workers reflected upon the capacity of young people to self-supervise, as well as the 

uninformed responses of parents and teachers to sexually abusive behaviour. 

 

Figure 18: Reflecting on being responded to by others 

Ability to self-supervise underdeveloped 

The workers developed the young people’s idea that they did not feel supervised at the 

time of the sexually abusive behaviour. They distinguished between supervision which 

comes from an outside source like a parent and supervision which comes from inside 

the self. They suggest that as a child matures into an adolescent, external supervision 

becomes internalised. This process is discussed in psychoanalytic literature as the 

internalisation of a prosocial gaze (Lacan, 1979). The workers suggested that the 
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internalisation of a prosocial gaze enables young people to modulate their thoughts and 

behaviours in accordance with social norms.   

John said that young people who sexually abuse may not have internalised a prosocial 

gaze at the time of the behaviour. He understood that sexually abusive behaviour often 

occurs during the transition from childhood to adolescence and that this developmental 

stage corresponds with the shift from external supervision to internal supervision. He 

said: 

If young people are to grow to at least not engage in harmful conduct there 

needs to be some element of an ethical base, a gaze, and a gaze that has to 

initially, perhaps, come from outside and which you then absorb and develop 

for yourself. (John) 

In other words, children may experience a sense of being supervised in terms of the 

actual presence of their parents in the context of daily family life. As the child grows into 

a young person that presence needs to be internalised so that the young person can 

exercise self-supervision.  

Beth reflected that adolescence is a time when young people insist on being more 

independent from their families. This often means that young people want to spend 

time away from the family in the company of their peers. She observed that parents 

need to wrestle with enabling young people to be independent and, at the same time, 

keeping them safe. Beth said: 

[When young people are] seeking out their friends away from the family, 

[parents] need to be encouraging. [Parents] need to let [young people] go 

out and stuff, and leave them alone, but [young people should] always know 

that they go back to a safe foundation. Whereas lots of kids who engage in 

[sexually abusive behaviour] they're being left alone, and there's no safe 

foundation to bounce back to. (Beth) 

John developed the idea that parents need to find a balance between enabling 

independence and providing a safe environment. He said that parents view adolescence 

as a time when they can supervise their children less. For John, this represented a 
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mistaken attitude because young people are at risk of sexually abusing at this time and 

may actually require increased supervision. John said: 

There's this idea that somehow adolescence, early adolescence is the time 

when young people forge their peer relationships, that's the most important 

relationship and therefore [parents should] let them go. Whereas I think the 

opposite, I actually think that [parents] need to be striving to remain even 

closer to their children. (John) 

Bronte pointed out that the lack of parental supervision creates opportunities for 

sexually abusive behaviour to occur. She said: 

The most high-risk boy that I've ever worked with [had] very poor supervision 

at home, so basically there was nothing stopping him [sexually abusing his 

sister]. He was able to have free reign on his sister because his Mum was very 

unavailable and his Dad was out of the house. (Bronte) 

Greg concurred that sibling sexual abuse, in particular, can occur in the context of a lack 

of supervision in the home and episodes of such abuse may occur more frequently 

during early evening when parents are not at home. He said: 

The environment in which [sexually abusive behaviour] occurs is one where 

there's poor boundaries, there's poor supervision, there's poor support, the 

young person has experienced trauma … I can also think of a presentation I 

went to last year where Stephen Smallbone spoke about [the fact that] 

sibling sexual abuse happens between the hours of 4:00 and 8:00pm in the 

afternoon simply because that's when parents are doing stuff, so it's the 

access and opportunity. (Greg) 

Workers did not express surprise that young people talked about a sense of not feeling 

supervised at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour. They considered the lack of 

parental supervision in the form of the presence of a protective parent, as well as in the 

form of the internalisation of a prosocial gaze, to be factors in the creation of 

opportunities for the occurrence of sexually abusive behaviour.   
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Uninformed responses of parents and teachers  

The workers picked up on young people’s comments about the time that the sexually 

abusive behaviour was disclosed. The young people talked about a variety of supportive 

and non-supportive reactions from parents and teachers to the disclosure. Workers 

reflected that they often become involved with a young person and their family shortly 

after disclosure of the abuse. The workers suggested that parents and teachers do not 

seem to respond in an informed way to sexually abusive behaviour.   

Bronte reflected that the responses of parents and teachers to disclosure tends to 

involve either minimisation or overreaction: 

Schools and parents probably both go one of two ways. Either minimise [the 

sexually abusive behaviour] and say it's just children playing, it's normal 

sexual development, and really minimise the seriousness of it, don't respond 

appropriately. Or completely go the other way. Insist that the children have 

24-hour supervision and isolate them in the playground, ban them from 

camps, and all that kind of stuff. (Bronte) 

In terms of over-reaction, Sylvia observed that parents and teachers often assume that 

a child displaying sexually abusive behaviour must be a victim of child sexual abuse. She 

said: 

Sometimes that can become—there's a lot of anxiety in the system about 

when a child presents [with sexually abusive behaviour], especially if there's 

no disclosure of sexual abuse, because that's the first thought for the DHS 

[Department of Human Services] worker and for Mum and for the teacher, is 

that: “Was my child abused and is that where these behaviours are stemming 

from?” (Sylvia) 

Likewise, Beth noted that parents’ over-reactions at the time of disclosure sometimes 

involve labelling their children as paedophiles. Beth said: 

I remember a mum calling her son a “kiddie fiddler” … That's even worse than 

“paedophile.” A kiddie fiddler is just disgusting … and it's like: “No, let's think 
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about your son's story, and your family's story, and how we think about it in 

terms of development.” (Beth) 

In terms of responses by parents and teachers to sexually abusive behaviour which 

involve an under-reaction to the behaviour, Sylvia recalled how a case of sibling sexual 

abuse by a 13 year old girl was minimised by her family: 

I've had one girl with sexually abusive behaviour. She was 13 and that was 

siblings [victims]. In that experience what seemed to happen is it was 

minimised. It wasn't viewed as serious. If she was a 13 year old boy she would 

have been placed on a [Therapeutic Treatment Order. (Sylvia) 

Sexually abusive behaviour carried out by girls is interpreted as less harmful than that 

carried out by boys (Oliver & Holmes, 2015). This may be explained because traditional 

notions of femininity are not associated with sex offence perpetration (Hayes & Baker, 

2014). 

The workers suggested that parents and teachers would respond to disclosures of 

sexually abusive behaviour in a more measured way if they had more accurate 

information about the behaviour. They indicated that parents and teachers should be 

upskilled in relation to sexually abusive behaviour so that they can respond to 

disclosures appropriately. Paul said that one way to upskill parents would be to involve 

them in school-based sexuality education: 

Parent/child nights where the parents can go along, the parents can learn 

some of the stuff as well [would be helpful]. Even if we’re talking about 

preventing young people being harmed it can be a part of the work that can 

be done with, I suppose, teachers, parents, and students. (Paul) 

Workers elaborated on young people’s experiences of the time that their sexually 

abusive behaviour was disclosed, and suggested that parents and teachers could 

respond in a more measured way if they were better informed about sexually abusive 

behaviour.  

Overall, the reflections of workers about the ideas of young people about how others 

responded to their behaviour tended to focus on the young people’s sense of not feeling 



204 
 

supervised, as well as the responses of parents and teachers to disclosures of sexually 

abusive behaviour. The workers did not significantly develop the idea that young people 

who were sexually abused needed a protective adult to intervene in the pathway from 

being a victim of child sexual abusive to carrying out sexually abusive behaviour. This 

was in-keeping with the workers’ tendency to focus on factors other than young 

people’s experiences of childhood adversity, including being sexually abused.   

The workers’ linking of sexually abusive behaviour to the transition from childhood to 

adolescence is in accordance with some broader literature, which has established that 

the prevalence of sexually abusive behaviour is highest amongst 12 years old boys 

(Finkelhor et al., 2009). However, explanations about the transition from childhood to 

adolescence as a time of increased risk for the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour are under-explored in the literature (Smallbone et al., 2008). McKillop, 

Brown, Smallbone, and Pritchard (2015) have made an attempt to address the gap in 

the literature by exploring differences between adult versus adolescent onset of sexual 

offending. However, further research appears to be needed to explore more fully the 

reasons why the transition to adolescence is a high risk time for the development of 

sexually abusive behaviour. Future research could potentially draw on psychoanalytic 

theories about the internalisation of the gaze, which workers used to frame young 

people’s expression of a sense of not feeling supervised. 

The workers’ reflections about the uninformed responses of parents and teachers to 

disclosures of sexually abusive behaviour, resulting from a lack of accurate information 

about the phenomenon, concord with some evidence about mother-child 

communication.  A systematic review found that parents want to talk to their children 

about child sexual abuse prevention but feel that they lack the skills and expertise to 

have those conversations (Babatsikos, 2010). The potential of parents to help prevent 

child sexual abuse is underexplored (Mendelson & Letourneau, 2015). This is despite the 

fact that two thirds of mothers have been found to talk to their children about child 

sexual abuse prevention (Walsh et al., 2012).   

Likewise, the workers’ reflection about the uninformed responses of teachers concurs 

with the literature, which indicates that teachers do not feel confident responding to 
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sexually abusive behaviour (Carson, 2006). A recent study by Charnaud and Turner 

(2015) found that a short training program designed to increase teachers’ knowledge 

about, and confidence in responding to, sexually abusive behaviour, was effective.   

Reflecting on understanding thoughts and feelings 

Workers were asked to reflect upon young people’s insights about their thoughts and 

feelings at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour (as illustrated in Figure 19). Some 

of the young people spoke about having difficult feelings in the time leading up to the 

sexually abusive behaviour. These feelings involved feeling powerless, confused, jealous 

and bad. Other young people expressed a sense of “not knowing” what happened to 

them at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour, and some could not remember. 

Young people also talked about an intuitive sense of knowing the sexually abusive 

behaviour was wrong, as well as about an awareness of being able to change over time. 

Some young people demonstrated an ability to imagine positive futures for themselves 

and for their loved-ones. Workers reflected on the complexities of working with young 

people with learning difficulties, as well as the importance of the capacity of some young 

people to conceptualise themselves as changing over time. 

 

Figure 19: Reflecting on understanding thoughts and feelings 
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Responding to young people with learning difficulties 

The workers identified learning difficulty as a key feature of a significantly large cohort 

of young people who sexually abuse. The workers indicated that young people with 

learning difficulties tend to carry out sexually abusive behaviour within the context of 

bullying and also tend to choose much younger victims who are approximately at the 

same level of cognitive functioning as the young person. Beth said that girls who sexually 

abuse often have learning difficulties, have been bullied in relation to the difficulty, and 

have experienced social isolation. Beth suggested that these girls then turn to younger 

children to meet their need for social connection. She said: 

They're completely disconnected and isolated so then who else do you turn 

to? When you become an adolescent and all of a sudden you have these 

feelings, well, who do you do stuff to? When everyone else tells you you're a 

revolting fat pig, or whatever, and you're ugly and stuff, who—where do you 

go with that? (Beth) 

Paul agreed that young people with a learning difficulty who sexually abused may 

choose victims who are much younger than themselves. He said: 

I’ve seen that with another client of mine that I had where the gap [between 

the abuser and the abused] was probably about four years … The young 

person that he’d sexually harmed cognitively was probably on the same level 

as him. (Paul) 

Bronte said that there was one specialised treatment program for young people with 

learning difficulties in Victoria but that it no longer operates. This has led to an influx of 

young people with learning difficulties into the Children’s Protection Society SACPP 

program. Bronte expressed a sense that young people with learning difficulties require 

a specialised treatment response and that the SACPP treatment model was not the best 

fit for these young people: 

I think that just then lead to us beginning to take more and more and more 

kids with IDs (intellectual disabilities). Now I feel like—it feels like a third of 

all SAB (sexually abusive behaviour) kids have IDs [intellectual disabilities] 

and it is a very different presentation. It is a very different approach to 
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working with them. I sometimes feel a bit out of my depth with those kids 

because I think it just feels like you're having to do quite a didactic teacher-

student type approach which doesn't feel like therapy. (Bronte) 

Bronte expanded upon the notion that young people with learning difficulties who 

sexually abuse require a different therapeutic response from young people without 

learning difficulties. She said: 

I think it's just a different style of therapeutic intervention, I suppose. It just 

feels very, very different from say sitting with a 15-year-old boy who doesn't 

have an intellectual disability, and working through his shame around him 

abusing his sister, for example. (Bronte) 

The workers understood the young people who express a sense of “not knowing” what 

happened in relation to their sexually abusive behaviour to be young people with 

learning difficulties. They identified these young people as a particular subgroup of 

young people with sexually abusive behaviour who require a specialised therapeutic 

response.   

Importance of conceptualising change over time 

The workers reflected upon how some of the young people demonstrate an ability to 

conceptualise themselves as changing over time. They associated this ability with 

successful treatment outcomes. That is, the workers suggested that young people who 

can conceptualise themselves as changing over time are more amenable to the process 

of change that is part of the treatment.  

Bronte said that boys around the age of 14 years are most open to changing their 

behaviours and that about 80% of the cases she sees involve boys in this category: 

It’s much easier with the younger boys around 14. I think they’re more open 

to being a bit challenged and their ideas being—considering different ideas 

and things like that. I would say for the most part my experience of working 

with boys of that age group has been that they’re quite conducive—quite 

conducive to change, behavioural change and cognitive change. That really 
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most of the time they have made a mistake and they realise they’ve made a 

mistake and they’re horrified at what they’ve done. (Bronte) 

Other workers constructed young people who are amenable to change as contrasting 

with other cohorts of young people who have sexually abused, including those involved 

with the youth justice system and those living in residential care. Paul said that young 

people in the youth justice system are more complicated to treat because they have 

sometimes committed offences like violent robbery and often have very high levels of 

aggression. He said: 

Those young people [in the youth justice system] when you see them in 

Parkville [Youth Justice Centre] compared to the young guys that we have 

here are totally different. They’re just a totally different group of people … I 

suppose because of how our program is set up we don’t get the youth justice 

type clients so we’re not getting those clients who are really aggressive … 

engaging in a lot of theft, armed robbery, violent assaults. (Paul) 

Greg talked about how young people living in residential care are particularly difficult to 

engage in a process of change. He said that about half of the young people who have 

engaged in sexually abusive behaviour living in residential care are of Aboriginal 

background. Greg also talked about the ongoing sexual exploitation of young people 

living in residential care by adult sexual offenders. He said: 

I don't have the figures with me, but I can think of over the last two years I've 

probably consulted on maybe 30 or so kids [in residential care] and I'd say at 

least half of them were of Aboriginal background … They seem to be the 

harder to engage kids and simply because half the time or more they 

probably don't even think it's a problem. They may have grown up in 

environments where the sexual boundaries are quite poor and so the 

understanding of what's okay, not okay is more limited. They're probably 

also kids that have suffered with a lot more significant attachment 

difficulties, and so again they see these older people's intentions as positive. 

Again I know of a few cases where kids will go out and engage in sexual 
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activity for cash or drugs or whatever and, yeah, like I said predominantly 

these are kids that I know of in residential care. (Greg) 

Thus, workers reflected that the ability of some young people to conceptualise 

themselves as changing over time is a marker of their amenability to treatment. They 

indicated that boys living in the community around the age of 14 years seem to be the 

most amenable to change. They said that young people engaged in the youth justice 

system, as well as those living in residential care, were less amenable to the process of 

change inherent in treatment. 

Overall, the reflections of the workers about the young people’s ideas expressed about 

their thoughts and feelings at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour focused on the 

cohort of young people with learning difficulties, as well as the importance of being able 

to the conceptualise themselves as changing over time. The broader evidence base 

supports the workers’ reflection that young people with learning difficulties represent a 

significant cohort of those who sexually abuse (Wissink et al., 2015). It also supports the 

workers’ observation that young people with learning difficulties require a specialised 

treatment response to their sexually abusive behaviour which takes into account their 

cognitive functioning (Hackett, Phillips et al., 2013). 

The workers also reflected upon the ability of some young people to change over time. 

They observed that boys around the age of 14 years who live in the community are most 

amenable to change and tend to have the best treatment outcomes. The evidence base 

does not sufficiently explore the reasons why young people around the age of 14 who 

live in the community might be the most amenable to treatment. The evidence does 

support that the mean age of referral to treatment programs is 14 years (Hackett, 

Phillips et al., 2013), and that sexually abusive behaviour treatment programs are 

broadly effective in preventing further incidents of sexually abusive behaviour 

(Carpentier & Proulx, 2011; Letourneau et al., 2009).  

The workers’ observation that young people engaged in the youth justice system and 

those living in residential care are less amenable to treatment is also supported by the 

evidence base. The literature holds that the committing of non-sexual offenses and the 
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carrying out of interpersonal violence are risk factors for ongoing sexually abusive 

behaviour (Prentky, Pimental, Cavanaugh, & Righthand, 2009; Worling, 2004).   

Furthermore, the observation that young people in residential care, particularly those 

of Aboriginal background, are more difficult to engage in treatment is upheld by the 

evidence base. A recent report by the Victorian Commission for Children and Young 

People found that the current residential care system is creating opportunities for the 

sexual abuse of children and failing to respond appropriately to young people who have 

been sexually abused and to children disclosing current sexual abuse (Commission for 

Children and Young People, 2015). More research is needed to inform a policy and 

practice response to young people with sexually abusive behaviour in residential care 

settings (Timmerman & Schreuder, 2014). A recent scoping review undertaken for the 

Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse called 

for a greater emphasis on intervention efforts to tackle sexually abusive behaviour 

occurring in out-of-home-care settings (South et al., 2014). 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has reported upon the workers’ reflections about the ideas of young people 

represented in the five major thematic categories: understanding thoughts and feelings; 

being responded to by others; having safe relationships; learning about sexuality; and 

wrestling with gender and sexual attraction. The workers pondered the differences 

between boys and girls who sexually abuse and argued that labelling them as 

paedophiles is unhelpful. They also called for the consistent delivery of sexuality 

education throughout Australia and highlighted the importance of countering the 

effects of pornography on young people. Workers emphasised the social isolation of 

young people who sexually abuse rather than the childhood adversity which 

characterised the childhoods of many young people. They also drew attention to the 

seemingly uninformed responses of parents and teachers to disclosures of sexually 

abusive behaviour. The workers suggested that boys around the age of 14 years who are 

living in the community are most amenable to treatment because they can be engaged 

in a process of change. They indicated that young people with learning difficulties, as 

well as young people in the youth justice and residential care systems, require 
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specialised responses which take account of factors like having low cognitive 

functioning, and perpetrating non-sexual violence. 
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Part 4: Discussion and conclusion 
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Chapter 9: Three opportunities for prevention 

In this chapter the opportunities for prevention identified through each stage of the 

research are synthesised. The chapter presents a discussion of the opportunities for 

prevention identified in the interviews with the young people and the workers in terms 

of the current evidence about sexually abusive behaviour prevention as outlined in the 

Critical Interpretive Synthesis. In the following chapter, the opportunities for prevention 

identified will be used to inform suggestions about enhancing the current sexually 

abusive behaviour prevention agenda. That is, the next chapters provide an answer to 

the research questions: What insights do young people who have been sexually abusive 

have about prevention? And how can those insights be used to enhance the current 

sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda? 

This chapter proceeds by reporting the final stage of data analysis, whereby major 

opportunities for prevention identified in the interviews with the young people are 

outlined. The opportunities were judged to be the most analytically salient thematic 

categories that emerged in the interviews with the young people. Each opportunity is 

summarised with reference to the data from the interviews with young people. The 

opportunities are then contextualised in relation to the workers’ reflections, and to key 

literature in the evidence base. The young people interviewed in this study identified 

three main opportunities for preventing sexually abusive behaviour. These 

opportunities involved taking action to: make their relationships safe; reform their 

sexuality education; and help their management of pornography (as shown in Figure 20). 

Make their relationships safe 

The first opportunity for prevention identified by the young people related to the unsafe 

relationships that had characterised their lives. Some young people talked about how 

their experiences of living with domestic violence were linked to the emergence of their 

sexually abusive behaviour. Others suggested that there was a strong connection 

between their experiences of child sexual abuse and the development of their sexually 

abusive behaviour. Experiences of emotional abuse involving siblings within a family 

context, as well as experiences of bullying in a school context, were also related to the 

sexually abusive behaviour for some young people.   
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Figure 20: Three opportunities for prevention 

Ahmed spoke about how the violence inflicted on him by his father led to him spending 

long periods of time away from the family home and getting involved with people 

engaged in criminal activity. His sexually abusive behaviour was carried out within the 

context of this negative peer group. The behaviour involved him and a peer together 

taking photos of a younger boy’s penis. Dee also recalled that her family life had been 

very difficult and that living with domestic violence impacted on the development of her 

sexually abusive behaviour. She talked about how her father would behave violently 

towards her mother and that her mother would then emotionally abuse her. She also 

talked about how her mother would create a division between Dee and her young sister, 

Jess, by lavishing attention on Jess and ignoring Dee. Dee expressed an understanding 
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that the resulting sibling dynamic shaped her sexually abusive behaviour, which involved 

abusing her sister.   

A similar dynamic was important in Tim’s experience. Tim described how his stepfather 

emotionally abused him by creating disunity between Tim and his half-brother. The 

stepfather would systematically ignore Tim and at the same time pay great amount of 

attention to Tim’s half-brother. Tim eventually sexually abused his half-brother and he 

considered that the poor sibling dynamic created by the stepfather contributed to his 

decision to abuse.   

Another young person, Charlene, described how her mother would leave her in the living 

room for long periods of time while the mother was with Charlene’s sister in the 

bedroom. Charlene did not sexually abuse her sister but rather abused a young male 

neighbour with whom she sometimes played. Charlene was not living with her sister at 

the time of the sexually abusive behaviour. Likewise, Harry and Jason described 

problematic sibling relationships resulting from being placed in care-giving roles in 

relation to their young siblings. This led to feelings of resentment towards young 

siblings, as well as opportunities for sexual abuse to occur during regular caregiving 

routines that were not supervised by responsible adults.   

Some young people identified a strong link between their own experiences of child 

sexual abuse victimisation and the development of their sexually abusive behaviour. 

Jason described how his decision to abuse his brother was the direct result of his own 

sexual victimisation by an older boy at school. Jason thought that he would be able to 

understand why the older boy abused him if he, in turn, abused his brother. Likewise, 

Dee considered that she would not have abused her sister if she had not been sexually 

abused herself as a young child. Shaun made it very clear that his sexually abusive 

behaviour could have been prevented if he had received an appropriate support and 

justice response to his child sexual abuse victimisation. He needed his victimisation to 

be acknowledged and contextualised, and for his parents to seek justice on his behalf. 

Instead, the parents removed him from the abusive situation but did not talk to him 

about the abuse.   
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Various young people also talked about how they experienced being bullied and bullying 

others mainly within a school context. Charlene and Dee were bullied at school in 

relation to their learning difficulties. The bullying was often sexualised and involved 

verbal and physical abuse focusing on their bodies, particularly their breasts. Bob 

recalled how he was the school bully in primary school and how the roles were reversed 

in high school when he became the victim of bullying. His sexually abusive behaviour 

occurred in a school context and involved him telling girls that he was going to rape 

them. He considered that if a teacher had intervened sensitively in response to his 

bullying of others in primary school he may not have progressed to sexually abusive 

behaviour in high school.   

In summary, many of the young people delivered a clear message about the prevention 

of sexually abusive behaviour. They indicated that if their relationships had been safer 

then the sexually abusive behaviour would have been less likely to occur. The young 

people needed their relationships with their parents, siblings and peers to have been 

safe. They understood safe relationships to be nonabusive and to be characterised by 

fairness. They also understood safe relationships to be broadly in-keeping with cultural 

conventions about particular social roles, like those of brother and sister, whereby older 

siblings act protectively towards younger siblings but do not take on major caregiving 

roles in relation to those younger siblings. They suggested that their relationships could 

have been safer if they had not been living with domestic violence and if they had been 

responded to appropriately as victims of sexual abuse. They also suggested that they 

needed higher quality supervision by their parents and teachers and that they required 

adults to intervene in their bullying experiences.   

The workers reflections were partially in-keeping with young people’s comments about 

needing safer relationships. The workers agreed that many of the young people had 

adverse childhood experiences involving disrupted and abusive relationships. The 

workers emphasised, in particular, the problematic sibling dynamics which underpinned 

the experiences of the young people who abused their siblings. However, the workers 

placed more importance on the lack of relationships in young people’s lives rather than 

on the quality of those relationships. They considered the paucity of relationships in a 

young person’s life to be more influential in the development of sexually abusive 
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behaviour than the abusive nature of the young person’s relationships. There is some 

evidence that social isolation is a factor in the development of sexually abusive 

behaviour (Rasmussen, 2013). There appears to be much more evidence, however, that 

supports the young people’s view that unsafe relationships are a precursor to sexually 

abusive behaviour.   

The indication by many young people that they needed safe relationships in order for 

the sexually abusive behaviour not to occur is supported by the literature. There is 

strong evidence that there is a link between being a victim of child sexual abuse, and 

developing sexually abusive behaviour (Burton, Duty, & Leibowitz, 2011; Glasser et al., 

2001; Seto & Lalumiere, 2010; Szanto et al., 2012). A Swiss study involving 6,628 Year 9 

students in Switzerland found that boys who had been sexually abused were 

significantly more likely than their non-abused counterparts to self-report exhibiting 

sexually abusive behaviour (Aebi et al., 2015). However, most children who are sexually 

abused do not go on to become sexually abusive. An Australian longitudinal study 

involving the records of 2,759 children who had been sexually abused found that boys 

who are abused around the age of 12 years were particularly vulnerable to becoming 

sexually abusive (Ogloff et al., 2012). That is, many victims of child sexual abuse display 

a resiliency to becoming abusive. According to a qualitative study involving in-depth 

interviews with 47 men who had been sexually abused, resilience to perpetrating sexual 

abuse was underpinned by the men’s ability to conceptualise that they were harmed by 

being sexually abused and that they would cause harm if they carried out abuse against 

other children (Lambie & Johnston, 2015).   

The resilience that some victims of child sexual abuse demonstrate towards not 

becoming sexually abusive appears to also relate to their gender. The authors of a meta-

analysis of 217 papers across six continents found that girls are three times more likely 

to be sexually abused than boys (Stoltenborgh et al., 2011). Further, the United Kingdom 

study involving the records of 700 young people referred to a treatment service 

indicated that girls were much less likely than boys to display sexually abusive behaviour 

(Hackett, Phillkips et al., 2013). A North American study involving the psychological 

testing of 5,976 children and young people between the ages of 5 and 18 year living in 

state care found that sexually abused girls were significantly more likely to develop 
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sexually reactive behaviour and that sexually abused boys were more likely to develop 

sexually abusive behaviour (Szanto et al., 2012). For girls, sexually reactive behaviour 

sometimes involves exchanging sex for money or having multiple sexual partners 

(Paolucci et al., 2001; Szanto et al., 2012). The seemingly low rates of sexually abusive 

behaviour by girls may also reflect that such behaviour is less commonly reported 

because it is constructed as less harmful than abuse perpetrated by boys (Masson et al., 

2015; McCartan et al., 2011).   

There is a growing body of evidence linking other forms of child maltreatment in 

addition to child sexual abuse, to the development of sexually abusive behaviour. This 

literature identifies that many young people who have sexually abused grew up living 

with domestic violence (Boyd & Bromfield, 2006; Hackett, Phillips et al., 2013; Pratt & 

Miller, 2012; Righthand & Welch, 2004; Vizard et al., 2007). In Vizard and colleagues’ 

study of 280 young people with sexually abusive behaviour, 44% of the biological 

mothers had been victims of domestic violence. In the study by Hackett, Phillips, 

Masson, and Balfe (2013), the authors found that 66% of the 700 young sexual abusers 

in their sample had experienced childhood adversity relating to some form of child 

abuse, domestic violence, family breakdown, and drug or alcohol abuse.   

Further literature links experiences of childhood trauma with the development of 

sexually abusive behaviour (Mason-White & Pane, 2015; Pratt, 2014; Rasmussen, 1999; 

Reckdenwald et al., 2013). The authors of a Finnish study involving 6,255 twins found 

that sexually abusive behaviour was predicted by the presence of physical abuse and 

neglect, as well as the presence of child sexual abuse (Forsman et al., 2015). The 

scholarship also identifies a link between young people’s experiences of bullying in a 

school context and their display of sexually abusive behaviour (Szanto et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, the authors of a North American study involving 203 sexually abusive 

children and 189 nonabusive children, found that the sexually abusive children self-

reported higher levels of distress, depression, anxiety and anger (Allen et al., 2015).   

Although the workers tended to place less significance on the importance of unsafe 

relationships for the development of sexually abusive behaviour than the young people, 

the workers’ and young people’s views did coincide around the issue of problematic 
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sibling relationships. Problematic sibling relationships within broader dysfunctional 

family dynamics formed the context of sibling sexual abuse. The views of the young 

people and workers about problematic sibling relationships also converge with the 

broader evidence base, which indicates that sibling sexual abuse needs to be understood 

in terms of the family dynamics which create the motivation and opportunity for one 

sibling to abuse another (Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 2005; Hatch, 2005; Keane et al., 2013; 

McVeigh, 2003; Stathopoulos, 2012). In a qualitative study of 20 victims of sibling sexual 

abuse the authors found that family dynamics allow for the abuse to occur during the 

course of everyday family routines and involve the abusive sibling grooming the victim 

(Katz & Hamama, 2015).   

Some young people suggested that one way that adults could have helped to keep their 

relationships safe involved providing better supervision. This sentiment was echoed by 

the workers, who agreed that young people transitioning from childhood to adolescence 

are most at risk of sexually abusing and require an increased level of supervision. In the 

evidence base, there is some discussion in the situational crime prevention literature 

about the role that supervision could play in preventing sexually abusive behaviour. 

Increasing supervision can be understood as a situational prevention strategy, which 

targets young people who might sexually abuse by reducing the opportunity for such 

abuse to occur (Smallbone et al., 2008). The evidence base does not appear to contain 

any empirical studies about the role that increasing supervision or, indeed, improving 

the quality of the supervision could play in preventing sexually abusive behaviour.   

Other young people said that adults could have helped keep their relationships safe by 

responding to them as victims of child sexual abuse and seeking justice on their behalf. 

This call to have their own victimisation acted upon is in-keeping with the broader 

feminist literature about sensitive responses to victims of sexual violence. A narrative 

review by Swain (2015) identified that the response a victim receives to a disclosure of 

sexual abuse is very important to the victim’s ability to recover from the experience. 

Insensitive responses which may blame the victim or fail to hold the perpetrator 

accountable can be devastating for the victim (Herman, 1981; Humphreys, 1992; Scott 

& Swain, 2002). The feminist scholarship about the importance of responding to child 

sexual abuse in ways that support the victim’s recovery are echoed in the work of the 
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Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. The 

Royal Commission has heard evidence that victims of child sexual abuse experience 

significant traumatisation when they are not responded to in ways that support them to 

seek justice and to hold the perpetrator to account (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2014). This evidence is consistent with a meta-analysis 

of 37 studies involving 25,367 participants in which the authors found that child sexual 

abuse victimisation is associated with the development of severe mental health issues 

including self-harming behaviour (Paolucci et al., 2001). 

Overall, young people indicated that adults could have helped prevent the sexually 

abusive behaviour by making young people’s relationships safe. The workers’ reflections 

partially coincided with the young people’s call for safer relationships but tended to 

emphasise the paucity of any relationships in the lives of young people who abuse. The 

literature provides more compelling support for the view of the young people in that 

experiences of childhood abuse and living with domestic violence have been found to 

be correlated with the development of sexually abusive behaviour.   

Reform their sexuality education 

The second opportunity for prevention identified by the young people relates to the 

sexuality education they received. Many of the young people talked about how the 

sexuality education provided to them was not helpful in preventing their sexually 

abusive behaviour. They said that the sexuality education was delivered too late in the 

trajectory of the sexually abusive behaviour and that the content of the education did 

not contain messages about such behaviour. In particular, young people talked about 

how they needed messages about sexually abusive behaviour delivered to them in late 

primary school and early high school. They also said that the messages should not focus 

on the mechanics of sex but rather on the rules about consent, age and incest. Some 

young people expressed the sentiment that they knew the sexually abusive behaviour 

was wrong at the time of the behaviour and that they felt concerned that they would be 

found out. The boys also talked about how they did not feel receptive to sexuality 

education delivered by women and would prefer respected men to teach them the rules 

about sex.   
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David said that he did receive sexuality education but that it was delivered some years 

after he had sexually abused his sister. Likewise, Steven recalled that he received 

sexuality education that specifically addressed sexually abusive behaviour but that it was 

not delivered until he was 16. Steven had sexually abused his niece when he was 11 

years old, which was well before the delivery of any relevant sexuality education. Brett 

talked about the importance of receiving sexuality education before the onset of 

puberty as that was the time he became sexually abusive. Tim said that he had already 

taught himself about sex using Google searches before he received any sexuality 

education. 

In terms of the content of sexuality education, Charlene said that she was taught about 

periods and condoms, and that these messages did not help prevent her sexually 

abusive behaviour. When she moved to a school for young people with learning 

difficulties, she did not receive sexuality education at all. David reflected that the 

content of the sexuality education he received did not help to prevent his sexually 

abusive behaviour. He suggested that if he had known about the laws relating to incest 

and to consent then he would not have sexually abused his sister.   

Similarly, Shaun talked about how the message that would have helped prevent his 

sexually abusive behaviour is that child sexual abuse is unacceptable and against the 

law. Shaun needed clear messages about the wrongness of sexually abusive behaviour, 

and considered that such messages would have helped him not to abuse his sister. Jason 

also reflected that his sexually abusive behaviour could have been prevented if he had 

been given a clear message that it is not acceptable to carry out sexually abusive 

behaviour. This information would have helped Jason to identify that he had been the 

victim of sexual abuse perpetrated by an older boy in the school toilets. If he had been 

able to interpret that experience in terms of being a victim of sexually abusive behaviour 

then he would not have carried out the same kind of behaviour against his young 

brother.   

Some of the boys also considered that the identity of the person delivering sexuality 

education was important to how receptive the young people were to the content. David 

said that he did not take on board the conversation that his mother and stepfather had 
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with him about safe sex when he began to go through puberty. He attributed this 

discrediting of his parents views to the normal adolescent tendency to demand 

independence in relation to the family. David said that he would have been more 

amenable to sexuality education delivered by one of the male teachers that he 

respected at his primary school. Jackson and Shaun also recalled their parents broaching 

the subject of sexuality with them. Jackson remembered that his mother talked to him 

about some rules relating to sex but he could not remember anything else about the 

conversation. Shaun’s father gave him a book about reproduction, which he was 

instructed to read and ask questions about, but Shaun did not want to ask questions and 

did not feel that he needed to. Bob said that the young people at his school do not take 

the sexuality education seriously that is delivered by the female school nurse. He 

considered that he would take messages delivered by a respected male role model, like 

his counsellor, more seriously. 

Thus, some young people said that their sexually abusive behaviour could have been 

prevented if the content and delivery of the sexuality education they received had been 

different. They considered that sexuality education needed to be delivered earlier in the 

trajectory of their sexually abusive behaviour when they were around 10 or 11 years old. 

They also thought that the content of sexuality education should include more 

information about the laws of consent and rules about sexual activity such as not having 

sex with family members. For the boys, sexuality education needed to be delivered by 

respected male role models rather than by female health workers. Young people also 

considered that a greater level of communication with their mothers about sexuality 

could have been useful. 

The workers views about sexuality education broadly concurred with those of the young 

people. The workers considered the sexuality education that the young people had 

received to be woefully inadequate in providing young people with concepts that could 

help prevent sexually abusive behaviour. The workers observed that sexuality education 

seemed to be delivered in a highly inconsistent manner, and that it had a focus on 

preventing sexually transmitted disease and pregnancy. In addition, the workers noted 

that the delivery of programs to younger children designed to protect them from 

becoming victims of child sexual abuse were no longer being delivered in Victoria on a 
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consistent basis. The workers thought that the delivery of consistent programs to 

younger children would help them identify if they were victims of sexual abuse. It would 

also help young people who may be thinking about being sexually abusive understand 

the wrongness of such behaviour. Furthermore, the workers identified young people 

living in residential care as being in particular need for sexuality education. 

The indication by some young people that reforming sexuality education could help 

prevent sexually abusive behaviour is not addressed directly in the evidence base. There 

has been little scholarly exploration of the potential for sexuality education to act as a 

primary prevention strategy regarding sexually abusive behaviour. However, there has 

been some investigation into the prevention potential of education in fields closely 

related to sexually abusive behaviour. This evidence base highlights the potential of 

education to prevent adult sexual assault (Anderson & Whiston, 2005; Carmody, 2009; 

Keel, 2005), as well as the potential of education to prevent gender-based violence (Our 

Watch, 2015; Flood, Fergus, & Heenan, 2009; World Health Organisation, 2016). More 

research needs to be undertaken to explore the potential of sexuality education to 

prevent sexually abusive behaviour.   

Young people’s experience of not receiving sexuality education on a consistent basis is 

in-keeping with Australian literature, which indicates that sexuality education is 

delivered on an ad hoc basis (Ollis et al., 2013). The observation by some young people 

that when messages were delivered about consent they were delivered too late in the 

trajectory of the sexually abusive behaviour is consistent with the sexuality education 

resources used to guide such education in Victoria: Catching on Early: Sexuality 

education for Victorian primary schools (Victorian Government, 2013b); and Catching on 

Later: Sexuality education for Victorian secondary schools (Victorian Government, 

2013c). The issue of consent does not appear to be raised in the resource until Year 9 

and 10, which is well after most sexually abusive behaviour has occurred (Finkelhor et 

al., 2009).   

The issue about the fundamental prohibition of incest does not appear to be raised in 

the resources at all, although there is a discussion question about who constitutes an 

appropriate sexual partner in the Year Nine and Ten activities. The young people’s 
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observation that the sexuality education they received had an emphasis on sexually 

transmitted disease and contraception is also reflected in the resources, which have a 

major focus on these topics in Year Seven and Eight. Furthermore, there does not appear 

to be any content that takes advantage of young people’s intuitive sense of knowing 

that sexually abusive behaviour is wrong and their anticipation that someone will find 

out about the behaviour.   

None of the young people recalled taking part in sexuality education designed to prevent 

child sexual abuse at a young age. Workers also lamented the reduction in delivery of 

child sexual abuse prevention programs to preschool and primary-school aged children. 

The evidence base demonstrates that child sexual abuse prevention education programs 

are effective in building children’s knowledge and skills about child sexual abuse but is 

inconclusive about whether such programs actually stop instances of child sexual abuse 

(Finkelhor, 2009; Walsh et al., 2015). The young people wanted messages about sexually 

abusive behaviour earlier in their lives and child sexual abuse education or sexuality 

education delivered in kindergarten and primary school could have made a difference 

in the development of their sexually abusive behaviour. In particular, such programs 

could help interrupt the victim to abuser cycle that characterised some of the young 

people’s experience. Most victims of sexually abusive behaviour are under the age of 11 

years old and around 50% of victims are under the age of six years old (Finkelhor et al., 

2009). Furthermore, about half of all young people with sexually abusive behaviour were 

victims of child sexual abuse (Hackett, Phillips et al., 2013). The lack of delivery of child 

sexual abuse prevention education to the young people in this study was a lost 

opportunity to intervene in the development of their abusive behaviour. 

Another lost opportunity seemed to occur in relation to the efforts of some young 

people’s parents to communicate with them about sexuality. Some of the young people 

described how their parents tried to talk to them about sex but that the messages 

communicated to the young people were not helpful in preventing their sexually abusive 

behaviour. This observation by the young people is consistent with the broader evidence 

base, which indicates that most mothers talk to their children about child sexual abuse 

but that they relay misinformation about such abuse such as that strangers are most 

likely to be perpetrators of sexual abuse (Babatsikos, 2010; Walsh et al., 2012). If the 
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young people’s parents and caregivers were better informed about sexually abusive 

behaviour then they may have been able to communicate messages to their children 

that were effective in preventing such behaviour. The evidence base also indicates that 

boys are less likely than girls to receive information about sex from their mothers and 

that both girls and boys are unlikely to consult their fathers if they have questions about 

sex (Measor, 2004). 

Some of the boys described how they were not receptive to messages about sex 

delivered by their parents or female health workers, and would have preferred 

communication from respected male role models. This is broadly consistent with 

evidence from the United Kingdom, which has found that young people prefer sex 

education delivered by peer leaders rather than by adult teachers (Mellanby, 

Newcombe, Rees, & Tripp, 2001). A further United Kingdom study has found that young 

people would prefer sexuality education delivered by a person from outside the school 

rather than a teacher within the school (Bourton, 2006). It appears that the identity of 

the person who delivers sexuality education is important to how messages are received 

by young people. Boys in particular are not receptive to messages delivered by parents 

and adults such as some teachers and school nurses in a school context.   

Help their management of pornography 

The third opportunity for prevention identified by the young people related to the 

trouble that they had managing the pornography that they were exposed to. The vast 

majority of the young people talked about being exposed to pornography, and three of 

the young people talked about how pornography was one of the factors that actually 

triggered their sexually abusive behaviour. They implied that the likelihood of them 

sexually abusing could have been reduced if pornography had not been present in their 

lives. That is, their sexually abusive behaviour may have been prevented if pornography 

had not combined with other factors to cause the behaviour.   

Some young people considered that viewing pornography was normal practice amongst 

their peers. Bob talked about how his peer group looked at Porn Hub and Red Tube 

regularly on their IPhones and other devices. Craig talked about how he loved 

pornography and had viewed it regularly for many years. He also recalled watching 
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pornography with his father and witnessing his father’s partner watching pornography. 

In addition, Craig found pornography on a storage device on a computer while he was 

living in residential care. Simon, Steven, and Dee described being unintentionally 

exposed to pornography on their home computers. 

David described how he was first exposed to pornography in Year Six by a male 

classmate at his school. The boys accessed pornography using the school computers, 

and David thought that the teachers did not anticipate that children would be accessing 

pornography because they were in primary school. David then began to look at 

pornography at home when his parents were not around. He decided to try out what he 

had seen in the pornography against his sister. He considered that the pornography he 

watched was “standard,” despite it depicting men controlling women and sometimes 

two women having sex together. The pornography made him think that sex involved a 

man taking control of a woman and he acted out this domination against his sister.   

Jackson also talked about how pornography triggered his sexually abusive behaviour. 

Jackson used to watch quite a lot of pornography on his lap top at his grandmother’s 

house. Jackson’s younger cousin began to ask him what pornography was. Jackson 

considered that these conversations with his cousin about pornography were a 

precursor to the sexually abusive behaviour which he carried out against his cousin. 

Jackson described a sense of feeling traumatised now when he encounters pornographic 

imagery because it reminds him of the sexually abusive behaviour. Jackson felt suicidal 

after the behaviour had been discovered and considered what he had done to be evil.   

Shaun described how he lived together with his mother at her boyfriend’s father’s 

house. Shaun was sexually abused by the boyfriend’s father who groomed Shaun by 

making him watch pornography on video cassettes when he was seven and eight years 

old. Shaun began to access pornography on the internet around the age of ten, and he 

considered that he would not have done this if he was not being sexually abused. Shaun 

sexually abused his sister around the age of 11 and 12 years old. Shaun’s biological father 

confiscated Shaun’s phone when he was 12 years old and Shaun does not recall looking 

at pornography after that.   
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The workers strongly supported the notion that pornography was playing a part in young 

people’s sexually abusive behaviour. They highlighted the role that pornography was 

playing in normalising sexual violence against women and suggested that it is very 

common for pornography to play a role in sexually abusive behaviour. According to the 

workers, young people use pornography to learn about sex and this distorts their 

perceptions about sexual intimacy. This is particularly evident for young people who do 

not have sophisticated intellectual skills to interpret what they are seeing in 

pornography, as well as for young people who have family environments that do not 

counter the representations of sexuality depicted in pornography. The workers argued 

that young people think that what they see in pornography represents what happens in 

real sexual relationships. This means that young people start to believe that sex does 

not have to be consensual and that women enjoy being forced into having sex.   

Despite the broad concurrence between the views of the workers and those of the 

young people in relation to pornography, the workers’ sentiments had a stronger 

negative tone than those of the young people. That is, despite the difficulties that the 

young people identified with pornography they did not generally express a sense of 

resentment about the pornography industry or about how their parents responded to 

their pornography use. None of the young people explicitly suggested that pornography 

should be more strongly regulated or that young people should not have access to x-

rated material. The workers, however, expressed a distrust of the pornography industry 

and of families that did not actively challenge young people’s pornography use. They 

also identified the way that debates about pornography use and young people are often 

construed in moralistic terms whereby critics of the pornography industry are 

constructed as prudes. Furthermore, the workers expressed ideas about countering the 

problem of pornography for young people using critical thinking skills and described how 

they taught young people these skills during counselling sessions.   

The observation made by some young people that viewing pornography is normal 

practice amongst adolescents is not fully explored in the evidence base. The literature 

indicates that significant proportions of young people are exposed to pornography 

unintentionally but it is less conclusive about the proportion of young people using 

pornography on a regular basis. In relation to young people being exposed to 
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pornography, a survey conducted by Fleming, Greentree, Cocotti-Muller, Elias, and 

Morrison (2006) of 692 Australian young people aged between 13 and 16 years, 

indicated that 92.5% of the boys and 61.3% of the girls surveyed reported being exposed 

to online pornography. In an earlier Australian survey carried out by Flood and Hamilton 

(2003) of 100 boys and 100 girls between the ages of 16 and 17 the authors found that 

84% of the boys and 60% of the girls had been exposed to pornography unintentionally. 

A Canadian study by Skau (2007) of 470 young people identified that an even higher 

proportion of young people had been exposed to pornography. The author found that 

98% of the young people in their sample had been exposed and that the average age of 

first exposure was 12.2 years. It can be concluded that it is likely that young people have 

been exposed to online pornography before they reach adulthood.  

It is not clear in the evidence base how much of this exposure to pornography is 

intentional or unwitting, or a combination of both (Brown & L'Engle, 2009). There is little 

known about how young people are using pornography, including whether they are 

using pornography while engaging in solitary masturbation or whether they are 

watching pornography with peers or intimate partners. It is not known how young 

people process pornography in relation to the attitudes of their peers and families, 

which may confirm or challenge the representations of sexuality in pornography. There 

is one study that explores the way that young people are using pornography, which was 

carried out in Holland. Peter and Valkenburg (2011) undertook a longitudinal study 

involving 1,445 adolescents and 833 adults and they found that the patterns of use of 

pornography by adults and adolescents are very similar. That is, adults and adolescents 

who use pornography measured similarly on scales including:  gender; life satisfaction; 

education; relationship status; attachments to friends; sensation seeking; and sexual 

orientation. The study identified that boys and men were much more likely to use 

pornography than girls and women (Peter & Valkenburg, 2011).   

A further qualitative study by Walker, Temple-Smith, Higgs, and Sanci (2015) involved 

semi-structured interviews with 33 young people aged between 15 and 20 years. The 

authors found that young people thought that viewing pornography was normal and 

that most young people, especially boys, used pornography regularly and shared links 

to pornographic websites with their friends. Furthermore, the authors found that 
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pornography was informing the sexual expectations of boys. Boys expected girls to act 

out the sexual practices represented in pornography. Some of the young people were 

concerned about the way that pornography represented violence against women as well 

as the broader sexualisation of culture through media and advertising (Walker et al., 

2015).   

Although the evidence base is under-developed in relation to how young people are 

using pornography, it is more fully developed in relation to how pornography impacts 

on young people (Albury, 2014; Crabbe & Corlett, 2010; Flood, 2009; Owens, Behun, 

Manning, & Reid, 2012). The evidence about the impact of pornography on young 

people tends to be constructed in social learning terms. This means that young people 

are thought to learn about sexual practices, as well as the attitudes and beliefs 

underpinning those practices, when consuming pornography. These ideas about 

pornography are consistent with the assertion by the workers that young people are 

learning about sex by looking at pornography and that this is distorting young people’s 

understandings of normalised sexual behaviours. 

In the evidence base, pornography is found to have a number of negative impacts on 

young people. A narrative review by Owens and colleagues (2012) explored this 

evidence. The authors reported that young people who consume pornography may 

develop unrealistic ideas about sex and come to conceptualise women as sex objects. 

The authors also found that consuming pornography may result in young people 

engaging in sexual practices that are considered to be problematic, such as having sexual 

intercourse at a young age and engaging in group or anal sex. Furthermore, the authors 

report that the consumption of pornography by young people can lead them to 

conceptualise themselves in terms of traditional gender roles whereby men occupy 

social positions from which they dominate women and children. Pornography 

consumption was also found to be associated with poor social connections with peers, 

as well as with sexual aggression (Owens et al., 2012). It may be that pornography 

impacts most negatively on young people who are already impoverished in relation to 

social and economic capital. 
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The observation by some young people that pornography played a part in their sexually 

abusive behaviour is consistent with the evidence base, which has established that there 

is a significant relationship between consuming pornography and displaying sexually 

abusive behaviour. A meta-analysis by Wright and colleagues (2016) of 22 studies across 

seven countries identified an association between pornography consumption and sexual 

aggression. This was true for the consumption of both violent and nonviolent 

pornography by both adults and young people. The association was strongest between 

pornography consumption and verbal sexual aggression but it was also significant for 

physical sexual aggression. In addition, the association was significant for both male and 

female young people and adults (Wright et al., 2016). 

The results of the meta-analysis are congruous with two North American longitudinal 

studies. In a study involving 1,588 young people, Ybarra and colleagues (2011) found 

that consuming violent pornography was associated with a six-fold increase in the 

likelihood of self-reported sexually abusive behaviour. Likewise, Brown and L’Engle 

(2009) carried out a study involving 967 young people between the ages of 12 and 14 

years. They found that three quarters of the boys who self-reported sexually abusive 

behaviour had consumed pornography. The results of these longitudinal studies are in-

keeping with further population based cross-sectional studies and comparative analyses 

carried out across Italy, Sweden, and North America (Alexy, Burgess, & Prentky, 2009; 

Bonino, Ciairano, Rabaglietti, & Cattelino, 2006; Kjellgren et al., 2010).   

A further noteworthy mixed-methods study was undertaken by Stanley, Barter, Wood, 

Aghtaie, Larkins, Lanau, and Overlien (2016) in the United Kingdom. The authors 

undertook a survey of 4,564 young people aged between 14 and 17 years across five 

European countries. They found that between 19% and 30% of the young people 

surveyed viewed pornography regularly and that boys used pornography at a much 

higher rate than girls. It should be noted that these figures seem much lower than those 

in the Australian surveys reported above, which captured one-off exposure to 

pornography rather than regular pornography use. The figures are also lowered by the 

inclusion of results for girls’ use pornography, which functioned to lower the average 

somewhat. Thus, the authors note that 59% of the boys in Cyprus were regularly viewing 

pornography, and 39% of the English boys were doing the same. Overall, the authors 
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found a significant association for boys between regularly viewing pornography, and 

exhibiting sexually abusive behaviour (Stanley et al., 2016).   

Chapter summary 

In this chapter, the three major opportunities for preventing sexually abusive behaviour 

identified in the interviews with the young people were outlined. The opportunities 

involved taking action to: make their relationships safe; reform their sexuality education; 

and help their management of pornography. Young people needed to have their own 

victimisation experiences responded to appropriately and to be protected from abuse. 

Young people also needed sexuality education that informed them about laws relating 

to sex that was delivered earlier in the trajectory of their sexually abusive behaviour. 

Furthermore, young people needed more help in managing their exposure to 

pornography, which triggered their sexually abusive behaviour in some cases. The 

opportunities for prevention identified in the interviews with the young people were 

discussed in relation to the reflections of the workers and the current evidence base 

about preventing sexually abusive behaviour. The following chapter will focus on how 

the opportunities for prevention identified could inform the enhancement of the 

current prevention agenda.   
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Chapter 10: Enhancing the current prevention agenda  

The current prevention agenda could be enhanced through drawing on the 

opportunities for prevention identified by the young people and workers in this study 

(illustrated in Figure 21). This chapter discusses how the opportunities identified in the 

interviews with the young people could inform the strengthening of the prevention  

 

Figure 21: How the opportunities can enhance the prevention agenda 
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agenda in the local Victorian context, as well as in the national Australian and broader 

international contexts (see Table 4 on page 257). Initiatives for enhancing the 

prevention agenda are organised into primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention levels 

in accordance with the Public Health model of prevention as set out by Quadara and 

colleagues (2015). The prevention strategies are discussed in relation to current sexually 

abusive behaviour prevention policy and practice. 

Primary prevention 

Primary prevention initiatives could be developed in response to the opportunities for 

prevention identified by young people. In Victoria, current primary prevention initiatives 

include the delivery of sexuality education and the introduction of Respectful 

Relationships Education. The introduction of Respectful Relationships Education is likely 

to be responsive to the observation by some young people that their sexually abusive 

behaviour could have been prevented if their relationships had been safer because it is 

designed to prevent domestic violence through supporting nonviolent relationships. 

However, the introduction of Respectful Relationships Education, in combination with 

the current sexuality education program, may not provide a response to young people’s 

comments about the sexuality education they needed to prevent their sexually abusive 

behaviour. 

A school-based prevention program that takes into account young people’s need for 

safe relationships and their criticism of current sexuality education would require the 

combination of some elements of the current sexuality education program with 

Respectful Relationships Education. It may be that some elements of antibullying 

programs operating in Victorian schools could also be incorporated. At the same time, 

resources developed by Maree Crabbe about supporting young people around their 

exposure to pornography could be drawn upon (Crabbe, 2014). In this way, the different 

programs which are currently being delivered or are in the process of being introduced 

could be amalgamated. It is likely that the current policy environment lends itself to 

retaining the Respectful Relationships Education rubric and incorporating messages 

about sexually abusive behaviour into resources associated with that program. A revised 

school-based prevention program would need to take a whole-of-school approach and 

to be regularly evaluated and consistently funded. A whole-of-school approach has been 
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identified in the evidence base as necessary for education-based prevention programs 

to be effective (Our Watch, 2015). 

The content of a revised school-based prevention program would need to include 

information about child sexual abuse for children around the age of six years old.  In a 

recent meta-analysis (Walsh et al., 2015) it was reported that programs delivered in 

early childhood education settings targeting young children are effective in increasing 

their skills and knowledge about child sexual abuse. An Australian not-for-profit 

organisation, Child Wise calls for the delivery of child sexual abuse prevention programs 

in all Victorian schools (Child Wise, 2014). Furthermore, a position paper (Johnston & 

Ronken, 2011) associated with another not-for-profit organisation, Bravehearts, 

reported on an audit undertaken of the delivery of child sexual abuse prevention 

programs associated with the National Safe Schools Framework (Australian 

Government, 2011a) in Australian schools. The authors found that the teachers used 

their discretion in relation to what content to use in their classrooms. This meant that 

there was little fidelity to the curriculum containing child sexual abuse prevention 

messages and that children were receiving inconsistent education. In the paper, it was 

stated that there is no coherent system for delivering child sexual abuse prevention 

messages in child care centres and kindergartens in Australia (Johnston & Ronken, 

2012). Further, in a narrative review exploring the provision of child sexual abuse 

prevention education in Australia, the authors found that the provision of such 

education occurs unevenly across state and territory jurisdictions and that this results in 

significant inequality in access to child sexual abuse prevention education amongst 

Australian school children (Walsh et al., 2013).  

A revised whole-of-school prevention program could also include messages conveying 

that sexually abusive behaviour is wrong and that it is likely to be found out. Content 

could also include information for ten to 12 year old boys about the rules relating to sex, 

such as the illegality of incest and the requirement of consent. North American evidence 

indicates that sexually abusive behaviour peaks around the age of 12 years, which means 

that prevention messages would need to be delivered earlier than that in the life course 

(Finkelhor et al., 2009). The revised content would reflect the recollection of some young 

people that they knew that their sexually abusive behaviour was wrong at the time of 
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the behaviour and that they anticipated getting into trouble if the behaviour was 

disclosed. Young people’s sense of not being supervised and their ability to anticipate 

consequences for actions could also be explored in the content of a prevention program.   

A revised school-based prevention program would need to be evaluated because there 

is little formal evidence about the effectiveness of sexuality education targeted at late-

primary-school-aged children in preventing sexually abusive behaviour. The Victorian 

Royal Commission into Family Violence has reported that whole-of-school education 

programs are likely to be effective in preventing domestic violence (Royal Commission 

into Family Violence, 2016). It is likely that if such programs form an effective primary 

prevention strategy in the context of domestic violence then they could also be effective 

in preventing sexually abusive behaviour should they be designed in accordance with 

evidence about such behaviour. 

In terms of the delivery of a school-based prevention program, boys could have their 

content delivered by peer leaders or respected male adult role models. This would 

reflect the observation by some boys in the study that they were not receptive to 

sexuality education messages delivered by female staff members or parents and would 

have preferred respected men to have talked with them about appropriate sexual 

behaviour. Delivery would need to be consistent throughout all schools in Victoria, not 

just state and Catholic schools. Furthermore, delivery of the program would need to be 

mandatory for all students and not subject to parent or teacher opt-in policies. 

Consistent delivery would reflect the comments of the young people and workers as 

well as to key evidence about sexuality education (Ollis et al., 2013) about the 

unhelpfulness of the current ad hoc approach to sexuality education delivery. The 

whole-of-school approach to delivery could be led by a newly appointed prevention 

worker in partnership with the school staff and student leadership bodies. The role of 

the prevention officer would need to be developed as part of the recommendation by 

the Royal Commission into Family Violence to establish a dedicated prevention 

workforce (Royal Commission into Family Violence, 2016). 

The delivery of sexually abusive behaviour prevention messages under the banner of 

Respectful Relationships Education could be carried out across all states and territories. 
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This would require strong national leadership and cooperation between the State and 

Territory Governments. There is no overarching child sexual abuse prevention 

framework in Australia (Quadara et al., 2015). Rather, the issue of child sexual abuse has 

been framed as a child protection concern and is addressed in the National Framework 

for Protecting Australia’s Children (Council of Australian Governments, 2009).   

Supporting Outcome 6 of the National Framework commits Australia to the position 

that: “Children are protected from all forms of sexual exploitation and abuse through 

targeted prevention strategies, and survivors are supported by the community, and 

through specific therapeutic and legal responses” (Council of Australian Governments, 

2009). The Third three-year action plan, Driving change: Intervening early (Australian 

Government, 2015c) has a focus on prevention and early intervention but does not 

address child sexual abuse prevention education. It appears that, in the words of Walsh 

and colleagues: 

The barriers and facilitators to systemic implementation of coordinated and 

comprehensive universal child sexual abuse prevention education must also 

be identified and addressed. As long as this work remains outstanding, the 

effect is one of disunity and unequal provision across the country such that 

we are a long way from achieving the sixth supporting outcome for the 

National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2009–2020. (Walsh 

et al., 2013, p. 669) 

It may be that a further National Strategy for the prevention of child sexual abuse, 

including sexually abusive behaviour could be developed that frames the behaviour as 

both a child protection issue and a domestic violence issue. A National Strategy could be 

developed by a newly-formed organisation, or by an agency already in existence, such 

as Our Watch or Childwise. Such an organisation could oversee the prevention response 

to sexually abusive behaviour and to child sexual abuse more generally in Australia. 

The organisation could coordinate the delivery of a whole-of-school prevention program 

that addresses sexually abusive behaviour in a timely way and that is consistently 

delivered across schools in all states and territories regardless of their status as public, 

independent, or Catholic. Prevention education developed and delivered in this way 
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would take into account young people’s consideration that reformed sexuality 

education is an opportunity for preventing sexually abusive behaviour. A whole-of-

school prevention program that addresses sexually abusive behaviour could be 

delivered under the banner of Respectful Relationships Education, the delivery of which 

has already gained significant political traction in Australia. The delivery of a whole-of-

school prevention program would be consistent with the findings of the Australian Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, which reports that child-

focused programs designed to reduce children’s vulnerability are an important 

prevention strategy (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, 2014). 

Other English-speaking jurisdictions could also develop national child sexual abuse 

prevention strategies and corresponding consistently-delivered whole-of-school 

prevention programs. A recent report by the National Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Children in the United Kingdom called for just such a national strategy to be 

formulated within a public health framework (Brown & Saied-Tessier, 2015). The current 

state of the delivery of child sexual abuse prevention programs and sexuality programs 

in England appears to be in a similar to that in Australia. This means that in England there 

are examples of promising programs, like the “Hedgehogs” program that teaches 

children to recognise child sexual abuse and to seek help (Whitehead, 2013). However, 

it appears that there is little coordination and consistency in the delivery of such primary 

prevention programs and that they do not take a whole-of-school approach.  

In North America, effective child sexual abuse prevention programs are widely delivered 

that aim to educate young children about how to keep themselves safe. It has been 

asserted that the broad delivery of these programs have resulted in reduced rates of 

substantiated cases of child sexual abuse in the United States (Finkelhor, 2009). 

However, sexuality education in North America may have a less progressive element to 

it than that of comparable English-speaking countries like Australia, England, and 

Canada. One stream of sexuality education in North America seems to be strongly 

informed by the conservative Christian Right, which controls funding for abstinence-

based sexuality education whereby children and young people are taught that sex 

before marriage is inappropriate (Planned Parenthood Federation of America, 2012; 
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Stooksberry, 2016). There is a significant disparity between this stream of sexuality 

education in the North American context and the view expressed by the young people 

in this study about their need for sexuality education that addresses rules about sex, and 

that is delivered in primary school or first year high school. It appears that the 

abstinence-based sexuality education stream in North America relies upon a discourse 

that constructs children as asexual, innocent potential victims of child sexual abuse 

(Knabe, 2012). It may be that this discourse overlaps with the discourse of juvenile sex 

offending whereby young (male) people with sexually abusive behaviour are seen as 

delinquent, deviant potential adult sex offenders (Worling, 2013). 

Revised school-based prevention programs could be accompanied by long-term social 

marketing campaigns targeting mothers and caregivers. In this study, some of the young 

people said that they would have liked to have been able to talk to their mothers more 

about child sexual abuse, and others suggested that their mothers talked to them about 

sexuality but that the conversations were not helpful in preventing their sexually abusive 

behaviour. This is consistent with a qualitative systematic review of 23 studies, which 

indicates that most mothers talk to their children about child sexual abuse, but that they 

relay inaccurate information (Babatsikos, 2010). A social marketing campaign could 

provide mothers and caregivers with accurate information about sexually abusive 

behaviour that they could then impart to their children. Girls are more likely than boys 

to receive messages about sexuality from their mothers (Measor, 2004) and the 

prevention value of any such conversations could be optimised by the relaying of 

accurate information about sexually abusive behaviour. Topics that mothers and 

caregivers should be informed about, include: sibling sexual abuse; the link between 

domestic violence and sexually abusive behaviour; the role that pornography plays in 

triggering such behaviour; and the importance of supervising young adolescents around 

younger children in the home. 

The campaign could also help to generate support for the proposed school-based 

prevention program discussed above. Community support for school-based prevention 

programs needs to be generated in order to counter public opposition voiced by the 

conservative Christian Right and reflected in a recent media report entitled Safe Schools: 

Victoria to defy the Federal Government on antibullying program (Australian 
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Broadcasting Commission, 2016). To be effective, the campaign would need to be long-

term and multi-faceted. The Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence reports 

that media campaigns involving advertising in one media are ineffective. Effective social 

marketing campaigns must involve “social media, mobile applications, thematic 

television series, posters, together with interpersonal communication activities” (Royal 

Commission into Family Violence, 2016, p. 13).  

Along with primary prevention strategies involving a revised school-based prevention 

program and a social marketing campaign targeting mothers and caregivers, the 

Australian Government could lead change in order to regulate young people’s access to 

pornography. In December 2015, the Australian Senate began an inquiry into the harm 

being done to children in relation to pornography and how that harm can be minimised 

(Parliament of Australia, 2016). The committee is due to report in December 2016, and 

it may be that recommendations will be made to regulate children and young people’s 

access to pornography on a national level. Ideally, the regulation of pornography as a 

primary prevention strategy could be led at a global level by the World Health 

Organisation or the United Nations, and could be framed as a children’s rights issue. An 

optimistic vision would see the multibillion dollar pornography industry and the 

telecommunications industry that enables young people to access pornography held 

accountable globally for the problems that pornography is causing in young people’s 

lives, including the triggering of sexually abusive behaviour.   

Such a national and international response would constitute a primary prevention 

strategy that takes into account the recollection of some young people in this study that 

consuming pornography triggered their sexually abusive behaviour. The evidence base 

clearly indicates a significant association for young people between consuming 

pornography and engaging in sexually abusive behaviour (Walker et al., 2015; Wright et 

al., 2016). A national and international response could augment local Victorian 

strategies that work to counter the effects of pornography on children and young 

people. Such projects include the Risk and Reality project that was established by Maree 

Crabbe and David Corlett to support individuals, schools, community organisations and 

Government to respond to the harmful impacts of pornography on young people 

(Crabbe & Corlett, 2014), as well as Collective Shout, a grassroots campaign to lobby 
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against the sexualisation of women and girls in the media and advertising (Collective 

Shout, 2016).   

The “pornography problem” has come to exceed the bounds of individual young people, 

families and schools. Prevention efforts may need to be led by Governments so that 

individual young people and vulnerable families do not carry the burden of managing 

the profit-driven pornography industry. Industry could be held accountable for its role 

in producing and distributing pornography to children and young people. This could 

involve Government engagement with telecommunication companies and the 

development of strategies to block pornographic content to all devices associated with 

young people under the age of 18 years. 

Secondary prevention 

Secondary prevention initiatives could also be developed in response to the three 

opportunities for prevention identified by the young people in this study. The current 

Victorian prevention agenda includes two secondary prevention measures. These 

involve the development of a sexual health policy for young people living in out-of-

home-care and the introduction of child-safe standards to all Victorian organisations 

delivering services to children (Victorian Government, 2015b). Both of these initiatives 

are appropriate because evidence indicates that living in out-of-home-care is a factor 

associated with sexually abusive behaviour and that child sexual abuse has occurred 

prolifically in institutional settings (South et al., 2014). In particular, the Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse has reported that the 

adoption of child-safe practices by organisations involved with children is an important 

strategy to prevent child sexual abuse (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 

to Child Sexual Abuse, 2014). An international example of a child-safe practice program 

for organisations is the Canadian Commit to Kids, which is designed to help organisations 

prevent environments emerging that enable child sexual abuse to occur (Canadian 

Centre for Child Protection, 2011).   

Despite the positive developments involving child-safe practices and sexual health for 

young people in out-of-home-care in the local Victorian policy arena, there are no 

interventions designed to target children and young people who are vulnerable to 
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developing sexually abusive behaviour. A secondary prevention initiative could be 

designed that takes into account the opportunity for prevention identified by the young 

people in this study that involved making their relationships safe. Young people 

considered unsafe relationships to be experiences which led up to their sexually abusive 

behaviour. These experiences included: living with domestic violence; physical, 

emotional and sexual child abuse; being bullied about learning difficulty; not having their 

own victimisation appropriately responded to; and having problematic sibling 

relationships. The young people’s comments about the experiences leading up to 

sexually abusive behaviour are consistent with the broader evidence base (Forsman et 

al., 2015; Pratt & Miller, 2012; Seto & Lalumiere, 2010; Szanto et al., 2012; Wissink et 

al., 2015; Wright et al., 2016). An early intervention could be developed that targets 

populations of young people who are vulnerable to developing sexually abusive 

behaviour.   

Within a local Victorian context one such intervention could involve developing sexual 

health policies for groups of children and young people who are vulnerable to 

developing sexually abusive behaviour in the same way that policy is being developed in 

relation to children in out-of-home-care. That is, sexual health policies could be 

developed for other vulnerable populations, including children and young people who: 

have learning difficulties; live with domestic violence; and are victims of child sexual 

abuse. 

For children and young people with learning difficulties, a sexual health policy could 

address the issue of sexualised bullying and the importance of conceptually-appropriate 

sexuality education. It could also set out the need for more research about the link 

between young people with attention deficit disorder diagnoses and the development 

of sexually abusive behaviour. The Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence has 

reported that 30% of children and young people referred to the Sexually Abusive 

Behaviour Treatment Services had a learning difficulty or attention deficit disorder 

(Royal Commission into Family Violence, 2016). 

For children and young people living with domestic violence, a sexual health policy could 

include suggestions for domestic violence workers and other health and legal 
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practitioners to ask mothers living with domestic violence if their children had carried 

out any sexually abusive behaviour. If mothers identified any sexually abusive behaviour 

carried out by their children then the family could be referred to a sexually abusive 

behaviour treatment service. For children and young people who have been sexually 

abused a sexual health policy could identify the factors that contribute to some 

children’s resiliency to not carrying out sexually abusive behaviour against other 

children. The policy could direct counsellors working with victims of child sexual abuse 

to support any of the factors in a child victim’s life that protect that child from becoming 

sexually abusive.   

Each of the sexual health policies aimed at vulnerable groups could direct that clear 

information be provided to teachers, parents, and workers about the referral pathways 

available for children and young people with sexually abusive behaviour. A fact sheet 

that sets out how to access support around the issue of sexually abusive behaviour could 

be developed and made widely available to community service organisations, schools, 

and online. The fact sheet could contain information about some of the key experiential 

factors associated with the development of sexually abusive behaviour, so that parents 

and professionals can easily identify harmful behaviour and respond appropriately. One 

fact sheet that is available online has been published by Stop it Now! UK & Ireland, and 

is called Child’s play? Preventing abuse among children and young people (Lucy Faithfull 

Foundation, 2016). The fact sheet could be adapted to reflect an Australian context. 

The development of such targeted sexual health policies is consistent with the 

commitment by the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence to enhance early 

intervention strategies for young people with sexually abusive behaviour (Royal 

Commission into Family Violence, 2016, p. 238). The policies may help parents, teachers, 

health workers and other adults to identify sexually abusive behaviour in its early stages 

and to intervene appropriately. Such intervention could involve referring children and 

young people to a counselling service which could support them not to become sexually 

abusive. This service could be attached to already existing sexually abusive behaviour 

treatment services or to the more generic school wellbeing or family services system. 
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It is likely that sexual health policies targeting groups of children and young people 

vulnerable to developing sexually abusive behaviour could be developed on a national 

Australian scale, and form part of any national strategy to prevent child sexual abuse. A 

sexual health policy could also be developed for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children and young people. There were no Indigenous young people in this study but 

the author of a report entitled Australia’s response to sexualised or sexually abusive 

behaviours in children and young people highlights that sexually abusive behaviour in 

Australian Indigenous communities has come to public attention in recent years: 

In the last decade each of the states and territories have commissioned 

Inquiries or task Force reports which detail the levels of violence and the 

conditions of disadvantage in Indigenous communities. These reports reveal 

that Indigenous leaders, community members and health practitioners are 

concerned that child sexual activity is now becoming the norm. These 

concerns have also been made evident in the media, with a number of stories 

in recent years of Indigenous children in contact with the juvenile justice 

system or child protection agencies as a result of their coercive behaviour 

with other Indigenous children. (O'Brien, 2010, p. 7) 

The report about Australia’s response to sexually abusive behaviour identified the need 

to develop a culturally-sensitive response to Aboriginal and Torre Strait Islander children 

and young people who sexually abuse.   

In 2007, the federal Australian Government implemented the Northern Territory 

Emergency Response, which involved sending military personnel into remote Aboriginal 

communities partly in an effort to forcibly stop adults sexually abusing children, and 

children and young people engaging in sexually abusive behaviour (Fawcett & Hanlon, 

2009). At the same time, the Australian Government funded an increase in the capacity 

of the Northern Territory Sexual Assault Mobile Outreach Service to provide a 

therapeutic response to sexually abusive children and young people, in addition to 

providing a supportive response to sexually victimised children. The team of outreach 

workers includes Aboriginal Therapeutic Resource Officers who are able to provide a 

culturally-sensitive response to children and young people (O'Brien, 2010). The workers 
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associated with the Outreach Service would be in an ideal position to intervene early in 

the lives of Aboriginal children and young people to who may be showing signs of 

developing sexually abusive behaviour.   

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare reported for the 2014-2015 period that 

Indigenous children were seven times more likely than non-Indigenous children to 

receive child protection services. Furthermore, Indigenous children were ten times more 

likely than non-Indigenous children to be living in out-of-home-care (Australian 

Government, 2015b; 2016). Workers in the Indigenous residential care system, as well 

as those in the regular residential care system, would be coming into contact with some 

of the most vulnerable children in Australia. These workers particularly if they were 

Aboriginal would be well-placed to provide Aboriginal children and young people with 

support that could help prevent the development of sexually abusive behaviour.   

Sexual health policies designed to target particular groups of children and young people 

vulnerable to developing sexually abusive behaviour could direct parents, children, 

young people and workers to an early intervention service like Stop it Now! Currently, 

this service operates in North America, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands, and 

provides information and support for adults and young people who are worried about 

their own sexual thoughts and behaviours around children online or in real life, as well 

as parents worried about children and young people, other family-members, and 

professionals who come across child sexual abuse and sexually abusive behaviour 

(Brown, Jago, Kerr, McNaughton, Paskell, & Webster, 2014). A recent evaluation of the 

service found that it was effective child sexual abuse prevention strategy.  The majority 

of contacts with the service were from adult males who are concerned about their own 

sexual behaviours, but a significant number of contacts were also from parents who 

were concerned about the sexual behaviour of a child or young person (Brown et al., 

2014). The predominance of adult contacts may is somewhat inconsistent with a United 

Kingdom study involving 4,036 young people, which indicated that 65.9% of the sexual 

abuse reported by children and young people was perpetrated by other children and 

young people (Radford et al., 2011). It may be that the Stop it Now! service is accessed 

more easily by adults and that it could be modified to enable sexually abusive young 

people to seek help and support in greater numbers.   
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Despite the operation of this effective child sexual abuse secondary prevention measure 

in the United Kingdom, other reports emerging from England indicate that opportunities 

are being missed for intervening early with young people who sexually abuse. One 

report entitled Examining multi-agency responses to children and young people who 

sexually offend (Criminal Justice Joint Inspectors' Group, 2013) demonstrated that 

interventions carried out by multi-agency teams in response to sexually abusive 

behaviour were often uncoordinated, and subject to poor policy and procedure. 

Opportunities for early intervention in the trajectory of sexually abusive behaviour were 

often missed and the behaviour was regularly constructed as an isolated incident by 

professionals and parents. These findings are consistent with a United Kingdom study 

undertaken by Pearce (2014), which explored the implementation of national guidance 

by local safeguarding children boards about protecting children from sexual abuse. The 

author found that only a quarter of the boards were implementing the guidance in full, 

and that opportunities for early intervention in cases of child sexual abuse were being 

missed, particularly in relation to children and young people with sexually abusive 

behaviour (Pearce, 2014).   

Tertiary prevention 

The opportunities for prevention identified by the young people in this study could be 

used to inform the strengthening of the tertiary prevention agenda in a local Victorian 

context, as well as in broader national and international contexts. The Sexually Abusive 

Behaviour Treatment Services are the main tertiary prevention initiative in the current 

Victorian prevention agenda. The services are delivered on a regional basis by 11 

different agencies. Some of the providers are funded to deliver services to children and 

young people up to the age of 17 years, while others are only funded to deliver services 

to children up to the age of 15 years. Young people between the ages of 15 and 17 years 

are not currently able to be placed on Therapeutic Treatment Orders in the same way 

that children aged 10 to 14 years can be (CEASE, 2012; Royal Commission into Family 

Violence, 2016). 

The recent Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence has reported that any 

comprehensive response to domestic violence needs to include a strong intervention 

system for young people with sexually abusive behaviour. The Royal Commission 
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recommended that the Victorian Government fund all of the services to deliver 

treatment to children up to the age of 17 years and that the Therapeutic Treatment 

Order regime should be expanded to include young people between the ages of 15 and 

17 years. It also recommended that the Victorian Government resource the 

enhancement of the programs across the next two years. This may mean that the 

programs are developed to cater for emerging evidence about the cohort of children 

and young people accessing the treatment services, 30% of whom have a learning 

disability or an attention deficit disorder diagnosis (Royal Commission into Family 

Violence, 2016). 

These recommendations made by the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence 

to enhance the current Sexually Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services are entirely 

appropriate. The services could be further enhanced in relation to the opportunities for 

prevention identified by the young people in this study. The treatment model adopted 

by the services is currently trauma-informed, family-centred, and inclusive of elements 

of cognitive behaviour therapy (Pratt, 2014). Each of these aspects of the model reflect 

what the young people say about the fact that having safer relationships would have 

helped to prevent their sexually abusive behaviour. The young people in this study 

needed to have their own traumatic experiences acknowledged and to have protective 

adults intervene in any abusive relationships affecting them. A trauma-informed 

treatment model that takes into account any abusive family relationships is consistent 

with what the young people say about their own experiences of victimisation. 

The treatment model could be enhanced, however, in relation to young people’s 

comments about needing more help managing their exposure to pornography. The 

current treatment model appears to take into account the psycho-biological realm of a 

child or young person’s experience as well as the relational and institutional dimensions 

of that experience. However, the cultural dimension of experience, including how young 

people’s subjectivities are shaped by the social construction of gender and sexuality, 

appears to be less well-developed in the current model. Pornography, and the 

associated sexualisation of culture more generally is impacting on how children and 

young people think about gender and sexuality (Crabbe & Corlett, 2010; Pratt & 

Fernandes, 2015; Wright et al., 2016). A treatment model that does not take into 
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account the very strong messages that young people are receiving from pornography 

may function to over-pathologise young people and their families. It may be that the 

current treatment model informing the delivery of services to children and young people 

in Victoria could place greater emphasis on the impact that pornography is having in 

triggering sexually abusive behaviour. 

It may be also that the treatment services could be enhanced to reflect a greater focus 

on secondary prevention in addition to their current focus on tertiary prevention. The 

Royal Commission into Family Violence has recommended the formulation of a 

Statewide Family Violence Action Plan that has a strong focus on prevention strategies 

aimed at perpetrators (Royal Commission into Family Violence, 2016). Such an Action 

Plan could include the expansion of the treatment services to respond to children and 

young people who are identified as needing support not to become sexually abusive. 

The Victorian Sexually Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services could provide intensive 

early interventions before sexually abusive behaviour occurs, as well as delivering 

treatment services after the abuse has already occurred. The expansion of services in 

this way would require significant further funding and training of new workers who are 

skilled in delivering early intervention as opposed to treatment. An early intervention 

model would need to be developed for use by prevention workers with children and 

young people identified as being vulnerable to developing sexually abusive behaviour.   

The prevention agenda on an Australian national level could also be strengthened in 

accordance with the opportunities for prevention identified by the young people in this 

study. The national sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda is most fully 

developed on a tertiary prevention level, a trend that mimics the local Victorian agenda. 

The author of a report associated with the Australian Crime Commission entitled 

Australia’s response to sexualised or sexually abusive behaviours in children and young 

people (O'Brien, 2010) found that treatment services have emerged across states and 

territories in response to the problem of sexually abusive behaviour in a haphazard 

fashion. The report also stated that the services in states and territories other than in 

Victoria were not underpinned by strong policy and that the workforces associated with 

the services did not necessarily receive consistent training.  It also highlighted that there 
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is no peak body to oversee the funding and delivery of treatment services on a national 

level (O'Brien, 2010).   

The national prevention agenda could be strengthened by developing a more consistent 

treatment service system across states and territories. It is likely that the Victorian 

system contains many elements of best practice owing to its strong social policy framing, 

which has functioned to coordinate tertiary prevention efforts (Mason-White & Pane, 

2015; O'Brien, 2010). Any treatment model developed for the purpose of delivery on a 

national scale could be informed by the opportunity for prevention identified by the 

young people in this study about their need for safe relationships. That is, it is likely that 

sexually abusive behaviour treatment is most usefully carried out using a trauma-

informed approach that seeks to acknowledge children and young people’s own 

experiences of victimisation. Treatment services could partner with victim support 

services so that young people are supported to seek justice for their own past 

experiences of abuse. The treatment model would also need to take into account the 

opportunity for prevention identified by the young people in this study that related to 

them getting more help managing their pornography use.   

In terms of treatment services for Indigenous children, there is some evidence that 

Aboriginal children and young people living in remote communities are receiving 

effective therapeutic intervention. A study undertaken by Allard and colleagues (2016) 

of 104 young people who had sexually abused found that the treatment delivered by 

the Griffith Youth Forensic Service in Queensland was equally effective for young people 

of Indigenous cultural background and for those of non-Indigenous cultural background. 

There is less evidence about how primary and secondary prevention efforts could be 

employed to address sexually abusive behaviour amongst Indigenous children and 

young people. There is one body of research and practice, however, associated with 

Smallbone and Rayment-McHugh (2013) and carried out through the same service in 

Northern Queensland. Researchers and practitioners are collaborating with Aboriginal 

communities in order to implement a situational prevention approach to sexually 

abusive behaviour in these communities. This involves identifying and altering the 

environmental factors that enable or motivate opportunities for carrying out sexually 

abusive behaviour (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015).   
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It is likely that the opportunities for prevention identified by the young people in this 

study hold some relevance for Aboriginal children and young people too. The young 

people’s call for safe relationships, for useful sexuality education, and for help managing 

pornography are messages that may be universally applicable across diverse cultures. 

The messages speak more to a fundamental intersection between childhood and 

sexuality, than to intersections with other categories of difference such as race and class. 

However, this is not to say that those further categories of difference do not impact on 

the intersection between childhood and sexuality, but that there may be an experience 

associated with this fundamental intersection that is relevant to all groups of children. 

In applying any prevention strategies, it would be necessary to consider how other 

categories of difference relating to race, class, gender, and ability impact on the value 

of such initiatives in different cultural contexts.  

The framing of sexually abusive behaviour as a child protection issue that has occurred 

in Australia over recent years is similar to the framing surrounding the issue in England. 

A recent English report by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 

called, Preventing child sexual abuse (Brown & Saied-Tessier, 2015) echoes an Australian 

report entitled Conceptualising the prevention of child sexual abuse (Quadara et al., 

2015). Both reports position child sexual abuse prevention within a public health 

framework, which means that they discuss primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention 

strategies aimed at perpetrators and victims within a range of ecological contexts. The 

English report calls for a national strategy to coordinate child sexual abuse prevention 

efforts, whereas the Australian report suggests that there is no coordinated policy 

approach to preventing child sexual abuse apart from that represented by Supporting 

Outcome 6 of the National Framework (Council of Australian Governments, 2009, which 

may not constitute an adequate strategic plan to counter child sexual abuse in Australia.   

Each of the reports mentions the issue of sexually abusive behaviour carried out by 

children and young people but neither report emphasises the significant scope of the 

problem. That is, both reports focus predominantly on adult-perpetrated child sexual 

abuse within a range of institutional and family settings. This may be because adult-

perpetrated child sexual abuse has recently received a great deal of media attention in 

both jurisdictions, and English and Australian communities are just beginning to come 
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to terms with the very poor response by institutions to such abuse. Possibly sexually 

abusive behaviour by children and young people is still in the realm of the 

“unspeakable,” in much the same way that adult-perpetrated child sexual abuse was 

until the Second Wave Feminist Movement. This is despite the publication of a report 

about sexually abusive behaviour published in England 24 years ago entitled The Report 

of the Committee of Enquiry into children and young people who sexually abuse other 

children (National Children’s Home, 1992), as well as the establishment of the National 

Organisation for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers in England in 1991 and the 

inauguration of the National Taskforce on Juvenile Sexual Offending in North America in 

1986 (Lambie, 2007). 

In the United Kingdom, services for sexually abusive children and young people appear 

to have emerged in response to growing demand in much the same way that they have 

in Australia. Tertiary prevention measures in the United Kingdom are managed by Local 

Government agencies. Smith, Bradbury-Jones, Lazenbatt, and Taylor (2013) at the Child 

Protection Research Centre at the University of Edinburgh conducted a survey of 39 

Local Government agencies (out of a possible 212 agencies) in the United Kingdom that 

come into contact with sexually abusive children and young people. The survey aimed 

to establish a picture of sexually abusive behaviour treatment service delivery across the 

United Kingdom and to explore how delivery was being informed by local and national 

guidance about best practice. The authors found that the service delivery to children 

and young people with sexually abusive behaviour was reasonably standardised across 

the United Kingdom in relation to assessment, child protection involvement, staff 

training and multiagency collaboration (Smith et al., 2013).   

However, guidelines that were meant to support good practice were not always explicit 

enough in relation to assessment and intervention, particularly for groups of children 

with learning difficulties or diverse cultural backgrounds. The authors recommended a 

framework for good practice for agencies delivering treatment to children and young 

people that involved organisational-level principles and individual-level principles. At an 

organisational level, the authors noted that agencies should: utilise systematic 

assessments and interventions; adopt multi-agency approaches; and ensure a well-

trained workforce. At an individual level, agencies should: engage the whole family; 
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acknowledge the context of the young person’s life; use a child-centred approach; take 

the individual needs of particular young people into account; and value the strengths of 

children and families (Smith et al., 2013). These findings are congruent with a further 

report about the effectiveness of multi-agency responses to children and young people 

with sexually abusive behaviour found that neither the Youth Offending Team 

Management Board nor the Local Safeguarding of Children Board, both of which are 

responsible for overseeing the tertiary prevention response to sexually abusive 

behaviour in the United Kingdom, provided proactive monitoring of the delivery of 

services to children and young people with sexually abusive behaviour (Criminal Justice 

Joint Inspectors' Group, 2013). 

These issues surrounding a lack of consistent intervention approach, as well as a lack of 

monitoring of sexually abusive behaviour treatment services are similar to those that 

characterise the Australian tertiary prevention agenda. It is evident that both 

jurisdictions are attempting to respond to children and young people with sexually 

abusive behaviour within the context of child protection and in a way that involves 

collaboration between agencies. This collaborative and child-focused approach does 

take into account what the young people in this study said they needed in relation to 

having safe relationships. Young people did not consider themselves to be paedophiles 

or sex offenders, and needed their behaviour responded to in the context of their 

developmental trajectory and experiences of victimisation. It could be that the 

framework for best practice outlined by Smith and colleagues (2013) might be enhanced 

by using the phrase, trauma-informed intervention, in addition to the phrase, child-

focused. It may also be appropriate to make explicit reference to the impact that 

pornography is having in the lives of young people. 

Like Australia and the United Kingdom, Canada appears to have positioned the problem 

of sexually abusive behaviour within a public health child protection framework. 

Canadian evidence demonstrates a focus on secondary prevention, in that authors have 

investigated the issue of recidivism (Carpentier & Proulx, 2011), and the victim-to-

offender cycle (Mallie, Viljoen, Mordell, Spice, & Roesch, 2010). It is also evident that 

Canada’s tertiary prevention approach to sexually abusive behaviour is shifting away 

from a punishment-informed response towards a therapeutic intervention response 
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(Worling, 2013). Promising programs in Canada include the Sexual abuse: Family 

education and treatment program that funded by the Government of Ontario in 

response to adolescent sexually abusive behaviour (California Evidence-based Clearing 

House for Child Welfare, 2015). Furthermore, the Public Health Agency of Canada has 

easily available factsheets about sibling sexual abuse on its website such as that entitled, 

Sibling sexual abuse: A guide for parents (2012). 

In North America, sexually abusive behaviour appears to be framed as a criminal justice 

issue more than a public health child protection issue and the focus of prevention efforts 

tend to involve a strong criminal justice response in the form of adjudication and 

cognitive behaviour treatment (Tabachnick, 2013). The response to sexually abusive 

behaviour in North America has been heavily shaped by the National Taskforce on 

Juvenile Sexual Offending that was established in 1986 to inform treatment of 

adolescents with sexually abusive behaviour (Lambie, 2007). In recent decades, North 

American scholars and practitioners have called for a more developmentally-sensitive 

treatment response to young people who sexually abuse rather than a response 

informed by evidence about adult sexual offending (Letourneau & Caldwell, 2013; 

Rasmussen, 2013). The author of an evaluation of the nine community-based sexually 

abusive behaviour treatment services in New Zealand distinguishes those services 

strongly from their North American counterparts (Lambie, 2007). In New Zealand, 

prevention practice appears to be progressive on a tertiary level, with well-developed 

treatment programs that aim to account for young people from Maori cultural 

backgrounds and for young people with learning difficulties (Ayland & West, 2006; 

Lambie & Seymour, 2006).   
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Table 4: Enhancing prevention in local, national, and international contexts 

 
Local Victorian National International 

 
Current Enhanced Current Enhanced Current Enhanced 

Primary 
prevention 

 Introduction of 
Respectful Relationships 
Education in Years Prep 
to 10 

 Delivery of sexuality 
education and child 
sexual abuse prevention 
education on ad hoc 
basis 

 Reality and Risk project 

 Introduce a revised whole-
school prevention program 
under banner of Respectful 
Relationships 

 Delivery of sexuality education and 
child sexual abuse prevention 
education on ad hoc basis 

 Evidence that mothers communicate 
with their children about child sexual 
abuse 

 Australian federal Government 
Senate Inquiry into the effects of 
pornography on children and young 
people 

 Introduce the systematic delivery of 
revised Respectful Relationships 
Education with bipartisan support and 
guaranteed long-term funding 

 Establish a peak body to oversee child 
sexual abuse prevention efforts in 
Australia 

 Undertake a social marketing campaign to 
upskill mothers about sexually abusive 
behaviour 

 Carry out a collaboration between 
telecommunications industry, 
pornography industry, and Government in 
order to regulate young people’s access 
to pornography 

 Delivery of child sexual 
abuse prevention education 
on an ad hoc basis in UK 

 Wide delivery of child sexual 
abuse prevention education 
to young children in US 

 Develop specific child sexual abuse 
prevention strategies across all 
Western jurisdictions 

 Introduce systematic delivery of 
comprehensive  child sexual abuse 
prevention education and sexuality 
education to children from 
kindergarten through primary and 
high school 

Secondary 
prevention 

 Development of out-of-
home-care sexual health 
policy 

 Introduction of child-safe 
practice standards to 
Victorian organisations 
involved with children 

 Develop sexual health 
policies for groups of 
children vulnerable to 
becoming sexually abusive, 
including those living with 
domestic violence and 
learning difficulty  

 

 Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse  

 Situational prevention program 
aimed at remote Indigenous 
communities and regional centres 
with high rates of sexually abusive 
behaviour  

 Establish a Stop it Now! not-for-profit 
organisation modelled on the US and UK 
versions 

 Provide referral pathways for young 
people who contact Stop it Now! to 
receive support to not sexually abuse 

 Operation of Stop it Now! 
organisation in UK, US and 
Netherlands 

 Address missed opportunities for 
early intervention identified in 
English research 

 

Tertiary 
prevention 

 Delivery of Sexually 
Abusive Behaviour 
Treatment Services  

 Planned expansion of 
treatment services to 
include 15-17 year olds as 
per recommendation of 
the Royal Commission 
into Family Violence 

 Account for the social 
construction of gender and 
sexuality, as well as impacts 
of pornography, in treatment 
model 

 Partner with victim support 
services so that young 
people are supported to seek 
justice for their own past 
abuse 

 Uncoordinated treatment response 
to sexually abusive behaviour 

 Delivery of outreach treatment 
services for Aboriginal children and 
young people in North Western 
Australia, Northern Queensland and 
Northern Territory 

 Deliver consistent sexually abusive 
behaviour treatment services  

 Implement situational crime prevention 
strategies broadly across regional and 
remote communities across Australia 

 Delivery of treatment 
services across English-
speaking jurisdictions using 
various treatment models 
informed by a variety of 
philosophies 

 Identify best practice in the field of 
sexually abusive behaviour 
treatment service delivery 

 Develop a consistent approach to 
treatment that can operate in 
terms of a variety of cultural 
backgrounds 

 Adopt a public health approach to 
sexually abusive behaviour, and 
shift away from a punishment 
approach 
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Conclusion 

This thesis has reported upon a qualitative study informed by two research questions: 

What insights do young people who have been sexually abusive have about prevention? 

and How can those insights be used to enhance the current sexually abusive behaviour 

prevention agenda? The process of exploring these questions involved collecting the 

insights of 14 young people who had been sexually abusive about what could have been 

different in their lives so that the sexually abusive behaviour did not occur. It also 

involved collecting the reflections of six treatment-providing workers about the young 

people’s perceptions. The interview questions were structured upon the results of a 

Critical Interpretive Synthesis of the evidence about preventing sexually abusive 

behaviour (McKibbin, Humphreys, et al., 2015). 

The qualitative data analysis was underpinned by Constructivist Grounded Theory, and 

five major thematic categories emerged from the interviews with the young people, 

which were: understanding thoughts and feelings; being responded to by others; having 

safe relationships; learning about sexuality; and wrestling with gender and sexual 

attraction. A further process of data analysis involved contrasting and comparing the 

insights of the young people with the reflections of the workers and with evidence about 

the prevention of sexually abusive behaviour. Three significant opportunities for 

prevention were identified by the young people, which involved taking action to: make 

their relationships safe; reform their sexuality education; and help their management of 

pornography.    

Originality of the research 

The knowledge that has been generated through this research project is original in 

theoretical and methodological terms. The product of the research is new substantive 

theory about how the insights of young people who have sexually abused can inform 

the enhancement of the sexually abusive behaviour prevention agenda. This theory 

about strengthening the prevention agenda takes the form of a series of suggested 

initiatives that could be developed on primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention 

levels. The initiatives are broadly applicable in local, national, and international contexts. 

The initiatives are represented graphically and in plain language so as to ease the 

process of translating the theory into policy and practice action.    
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Methodologically, the research is significant because it is the first study to collect the 

insights of young people who have sexually abused about prevention, and to apply those 

insights to the current prevention agenda within a public health framework. There are 

few studies that draw upon qualitative interviews with young people who have sexually 

abused. Notable exceptions include studies by: Hatch (2005) and Halse and colleagues 

(2012) in an Australian context; by Stanley and colleagues (2016) and Masson and 

colleagues (2015) in the United Kingdom; and by Ingevaldson, Goulding, and Tidefors 

(2016) in a Swedish context. While each of these studies contributed significantly to the 

evidence base about sexually abusive behaviour, none focused specifically on applying 

the insights of the young people to the prevention agenda within a public health 

framework. In this way, the study reported in this thesis is original and innovative. 

The positioning of the insights of the young people about sexually abusive behaviour in 

terms of the public health framework is important for aligning sexually abusive 

behaviour prevention issues with prevention issues relating to similar social issues, like 

domestic violence and child sexual abuse perpetrated by adults. The public health 

framing of this study enables policymakers and scholars to read the results easily against 

other key policy documents such as the Australian national frameworks for protecting 

children, and for responding to domestic violence. 

The research reported in this thesis is also original in its framing of young people who 

sexually abuse as experts in their own life experience, without condoning or minimising 

their behaviour. Young people who have sexually abused are often constructed as 

adolescent sex offenders or juvenile delinquents, and may be interviewed as part of 

evaluation studies relating to particular risk assessment tools or treatment regimes. 

Those kinds of studies may approach young people who abuse as subjects to be studied, 

rather than as consultants to the research process. The framing of young people who 

had sexually abused as consultants to the research process was intended to enable the 

young people, who were often vulnerable, potentially to achieve a sense of 

empowerment through the interviews. That is, it was acknowledged that the 

subjectivities of the young people were characterised by experiences of victimisation as 

well as those of perpetration, and that the young people experienced disadvantage 
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relating to various categories of difference associated with race, class, gender, and 

ability. 

It may be that the methodological approach outlined in this thesis could be adapted to 

address other social problems involving young people. For example, young people who 

have become radicalised and have participated in behaviours associated with terrorism 

who have completed deradicalisation programs, could be asked about prevention of 

radicalisation. Young people’s insights about their life experiences that led them to 

engage in behaviours associated with terrorism could be gathered, and used to inform 

prevention strategies. Likewise, young people who use violence in the home who have 

completed an intervention program, could be interviewed about the experiential factors 

that contributed to their becoming violent. Such insights could then be used to 

strengthen the adolescent violence in the home prevention agenda. 

Need for further research and action 

Several suggestions for initiatives that could be developed to enhance the current 

prevention agenda have been made in this thesis. At the outset of the research it was 

intended that the findings would be easily applicable by policy makers and practitioners. 

To this end, the results of the study have been communicated across the duration of the 

project via presentations at international conferences and local symposiums, as well as 

through presentations to practitioners at the Children’s Protection Society. The results 

of the study have also been communicated in person to key practitioners, policymakers, 

and consultants working in the field of sexually abusive behaviour and sexuality 

education in Victoria. The Critical Interpretive Synthesis that informed the interview 

schedule for the study was published in an international journal. Furthermore, a policy 

brief (see Appendix 8) was sent to key organisations, including Our Watch and the Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, and an online media 

journal published a story about the research that received substantial attention.    

Despite this successful early phase of knowledge dissemination there is a pressing need 

to implement the initiatives identified in the study if the problem of sexually abusive 

behaviour is to be addressed. This would mean designing, trialing and evaluating each 

intervention (Shlonsky & Benbenishty, 2014). In Victoria the prevention agenda is most 
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well-developed on a tertiary prevention level and the treatment services are working 

well overall (Royal Commission into Family Violence, 2016). Furthermore, significant 

advances have been made on a primary prevention level with the introductions of 

Respectful Relationships Education in all Victorian Government and Catholic schools 

(Our Watch, 2015). However, it appears in particular that the secondary prevention 

agenda relating to sexually abusive behaviour by young people is under-developed in 

Victoria and that more could be done to support the agenda on a primary level as well.   

Action research methodologies hold potential for creating evidence-based policy and 

practice change (Liamputtong, 2013). Three action research projects could be designed 

to implement the findings of this study into prevention action. The projects could draw 

upon the Knowledge Diamond heuristic outlined by Humphreys and Kertesz (2012), 

which involves the collaboration of researchers, policymakers, practitioners, and 

vulnerable children and young people. On a primary level action research could be 

carried out in relation to the initiatives suggested in this thesis about the introduction 

of Government regulation of pornography and telecommunications industries. In an 

Australian context, an action research project could involve collaboration between: 

researchers; representatives from telecommunications companies like Telstra and 

Optus; members of the Senate Committee exploring the impact of pornography on 

children and young people; practitioners, educators and consultants working in the field 

of sexuality education and sexually abusive behaviour; and young people who identify 

their sexually abusive behaviour to have been triggered by pornography. The project 

could be informed by the research question: How can government and the 

telecommunications industries collaborate in order to reduce children’s and young 

people’s access to pornography? It may be that the conservative policy environment 

currently informing Australian politics could be harnessed to support greater regulation 

of pornography that is currently widely available to children and young people.      

On a secondary level, action research projects could be carried out in relation to the 

initiatives outlined in this thesis including: formulating sexual health policies for 

vulnerable groups of children and young people; and developing an early intervention 

Stop it Now!-type program. Sexual health policies could be developed for vulnerable 

groups of young people, including those: with learning difficulties; living with domestic 
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violence; and who have been sexually abused. This would be in addition to the policy 

that is being developed for children and young people living in residential care. In this 

way, knowledge about the sexual health of vulnerable children and young people could 

be gathered and transferred into practice simultaneously and used to inform the design 

of policy that helps to support vulnerable children and young people not to become 

sexually abusive. The action research project could be informed by the question: What 

sexual health policy would help vulnerable groups of children and young people not to 

develop sexually abusive behaviour? The work that has been carried out on the sexual 

health policy for children and young people living in out-of-home-care could be used as 

a starting point for the project. 

A Stop it Now!-style program could also be developed using an action research 

approach. Knowledge could be generated via a systematic review of the scholarship 

about early interventions for children and young people who sexually abuse, as well as 

from focus groups with young people with sexually abusive behaviour, along with 

practitioners and policymakers, and possibly with adults who have perpetrated child 

sexual abuse or used child exploitation material. Stop it now! programs are run in North 

America, the United Kingdom, Ireland and the Netherlands, and are an early 

intervention targeting the perpetration of child sexual abuse. The service takes the form 

of a helpline, which can be accessed by adults and young people worried about their 

sexual behaviours, as well by their families and professionals. The service has been 

successfully evaluated, and it was found to achieve its aim of aiding desistance from 

child sexual abuse (Brown et al., 2014).   

An action research project could be designed in a Victorian context that involves a 

collaboration between researchers, practitioners, and policymakers associated with the 

Sexually Abusive Behaviour Treatment Services, young people who have sexually 

abused, and workers from one or two of the locally available helplines. The project could 

be informed by intersectional feminist theory and address the research question: How 

could an early intervention helpline service be delivered in a Victorian context that 

supports desistance from child sexual abuse? Such a project would likely be supported 

in the current policy environment in Victoria, and in Australia more broadly. The recent 

state level Royal Commission into Family Violence and the current national level Royal 
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Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse have both located the 

need to adopt a public health approach to prevention, and to focus on the perpetration 

of domestic violence and child sexual abuse (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2014; Royal Commission into Family Violence, 2016).  

Final comment  

Ultimately, the study reported in this thesis has achieved its aim to collect the insights 

of young people who have sexually abused about prevention and to use those insights 

to make suggestions for enhancing the current prevention agenda. Further action 

research that can function to translate the findings of this project into prevention action 

is necessary. 

At the conclusion of the thesis it is poignant to return to the vignette about Lucy and 

Lachlan that informed the introductory chapter. It may be that if Lachlan had not been 

able to access pornography then he would not have sexually abused Lucy. Alternatively, 

it may be that if Lachlan and Lucy had not been living with domestic violence then 

Lachlan would not have abused Lucy. It may also be that had an early intervention 

service been available then Lachlan may have sought information, referral, and support 

about his sexually abusive behaviour. 

All children and young people have the right to live free from being victims of child 

sexual abuse and from carrying out sexually abusive behaviour (United Nations, 1989). 

It is hoped that this thesis has contributed to supporting a prevention agenda that 

protects that right and thereby enables children and young people to live free from child 

sexual abuse.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Plain Language Statement for young people 
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Appendix 2: Consent form for interviews with young people 
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Appendix 3: Interview schedule for young people 
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Appendix 4: Interview schedule for workers 
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Appendix 5: Ethics application 

  

 
Form 1 
THE UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE 
HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 

 

APPLICATION FOR APPROVAL OF A PROJECT 
INVOLVING HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

 
 

 

 

PROJECT REFERENCE DETAILS 

 

 

Enter the Ethics ID number assigned by 
Themis Research to this ethics application. 

1340323 

 

Enter the title of the Project as recorded in 
Themis Research 

Sexually Abusive Behaviour by Young 

People: Supporting Victoria’s 
Prevention Response 

 

Enter the name of the Responsible 
Researcher as recorded in Themis Research 

Dr Bridget Hamilton 

 

 
 
 

1. PROJECT DETAILS 

 
 
1.1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY IN PLAIN ENGLISH: Provide a brief summary of the project outlining the 

broad aims, background, key questions, research design/approach, the participants in the study 
and what they will be asked to do, and the importance or relevance of the project. [This description 
must be in everyday language, free from jargon, technical terms or discipline-specific phrases. (No 
more than 300 words).] 

This project will explore the prevention of child sexual abuse perpetrated by young people.  Child sexual 
abuse is a significant problem in Australian society in both indigenous and non-indigenous communities.  
The 2005 Personal Safety Survey conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics indicated that 12 % of 
female participants and 4.5% of male participants experienced sexual abuse before the age of 15.  It is 
estimated that 50% of all child sexual abuse is perpetrated by other children and adolescents (Boyd, 2006).  
Indigenous children are significantly more likely to be sexually abused than non-indigenous children 
(Stanley, 2003).  The aim of this research is to generate knowledge which can contribute to Victoria’s 
prevention response to young people who perpetrate child sexual abuse.  This knowledge will be generated 
by interviewing 20 young people who previously perpetrated child sexual abuse, and who have completed 
a counselling program at the not-for-profit Children’s Protection Society.  The one-hour interviews will be 
semi-structured and guided by the following research question: What is the social context from which the 
sexual abuse of a child by a young person is able to occur?  The participants will be asked about their self-
perceptions with a focus on the issue of prevention.  The new knowledge will form the basis of 
recommendations to the Victorian government regarding its prevention response to young people who 
perpetrate child sexual abuse. 
 
1.2 AIMS OF AND JUSTIFICATION FOR THE RESEARCH:  State the aims and significance of the 

project. Where relevant, state the specific hypothesis to be tested. Also provide a brief description 
of current research/literature review, a justification as to why this research should proceed and an 
explanation of any expected benefits to the community. [No more than 500 words] 

Aim of project 

The aim of this project is to generate new knowledge to inform Victoria’s policy and practice prevention 
response to young people who perpetrate child sexual abuse.  In particular, the project seeks to understand 
the social context of young people who perpetrate child sexual abuse and their perspectives on prevention. 
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A conceptualisation of this social context constitutes a significant gap in the knowledge underpinning 
Victoria’s current prevention response.  

Significance 

Child sexual abuse is firmly on the agenda of both Victoria’s state government and Australia’s federal 
government.  This is evidenced by Victoria’s enquiry into the handling of child abuse by religious and other 
organizations, as well as the Gillard government’s royal commission into institutionalized child sexual abuse 
and its Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Bill, 2011. 

This project is significant in relation to both Victoria’s, and Australia’s, response to child sexual abuse.  On 
a state level, the Report of the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Enquiry urges further action in 
relation to the conceptualisation of child sexual abuse (Cummins, 2012)—this proposed research will be 
taking such action.  On a federal level, the project will make a contribution to Supporting Outcome 6 of the 
National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2009—2020, which seeks to prevent child sexual 
abuse. It is possible that the research will also contribute to Supporting Outcome 5 of the same framework, 
which seeks to develop and maintain the safety of indigenous children in their families and communities. 

Literature review 

There is a body of literature that addresses the prevention of child sexual abuse perpetrated by young 
people. The literature includes quantitative studies (Dennison and Benoit, 2011; Gray and Pithers, 1999; 
van Outsem, 2007; Burk and Burkhart, 2003; Vizard, 2007), and qualitative studies (Bentovim, 2002; Lambie 
and Seymore, 2006; Flanagan and Hayman-White, 2008).  It also includes theoretical works (Ward and 
Beech, 2006; Smallbone, 2008; Finkelhor, 1984 Marshall and Marshall, 2000; Ryan and Lane, 1997), as 
well as grey material such as practice standards, reports and policy documents (Pratt, 2012; O’Brien, 2010; 
Miller, 2012).  There is also some literature relating to child sexual abuse in indigenous communities (Wild 
and Anderson, 2007; Howe, 2009; Fawcett and Hanlon, 2009; Martin, 2011). Overwhelmingly the research 
deals with the level of individual psychopathology. 

A major gap exists in the literature addressing sexually abusive behaviour by young people, and that gap 
relates to the socio-politic realm of human experience (Boyd, 2007; Chung, 2006; Messerschmidt, 2000) 
and the ways in which this relates to an individual’s social and relational context.  There is a small body of 
qualitative literature that addresses the social positioning of young perpetrators of child sexual abuse, 
including the work of Anne Cossins (2000) and James Messerschmidt (2000). Another noteworthy body of 
research has been undertaken by Moira Carmody, who seeks to develop a primary prevention agenda which 
addresses social context (2006-2007).  My research will work alongside these scholars in order to generate 
knowledge that will help fill the gap in the literature relating to the role that the socio-political realm plays in 
the perpetration of child sexual abuse by young people. 

Justification 

The impact of child sexual abuse on victims can be devastating, including poor mental and physical health, 
alcohol and substance abuse, and increased likelihood of re-victimisation (Cashmore and Shackel, 2013).  
It is vital that rigorous research is undertaken to explore the phenomenon of child sexual abuse in order to 
create a strong evidence base upon which a prevention response can be built. 

Benefits to the community 
The potential benefits to the community are fourfold: 

 new knowledge about the social context of young people who perpetrate child sexual abuse; 

 an improved prevention response in Victoria; 

 the potential development of community-based programs which focus on early intervention and 

function to prevent incidents of child sexual abuse before they occur; 

 increased community awareness about sexually abusive behaviour by young people, and about 

options available to families to address this issue. 

 
 
1.3 METHOD Provide an outline of the proposed method, including details of the recruitment strategy 

and data collection techniques, the tasks participants will be asked to do, the estimated time 
commitment involved, and how data will be analysed. [No more than 500 words] 

Recruitment and sampling 
The participants will be recruited via the Children’s Protection Society. The Children’s Protection Society is 
a not-for-profit organisation which provides therapeutic treatment to young people aged between 10 and 18 
who perpetrate child sexual abuse.  The treatment program is called the Sexual Abuse Counselling and 
Prevention Program.  Young people are referred to the program by family, Victoria Police, the Department 
of Human Services or the Children’s Court.  Some young people participate voluntarily and others are on 
Therapeutic Treatment Orders.  The sample will include people who have been referred to the program 
voluntarily and within a court-ordered context.   These different referral pathways will provide potentially 
important diversity in the sample. 
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The research will use a purposive sampling technique, which means that participants will be selected on the 
basis of their meeting certain criteria.  The criteria for selection is as follows: 

(i) young people between the age of  17 and 25 who have perpetrated child sexual abuse while 
under the age of 18; 

(ii) young people who have completed the Sexual Abuse Counselling and Prevention Program at 
the Children’s Protection Society 

(iii) young people with sufficient maturity and capacity to consent as assessed by Jenny Wing, 
manager of the counselling program (please see point 2.4) 

 
Data collection 

Data will be collected via semi-structured in-depth interviews with 20 participants.  The interviews will take 
one hour each and participants will be asked about their perspectives on prevention and their lives at the 
time that they perpetrated child sexual abuse.  Participants will not be asked about the specifics of any 
particular abusive incident.  Rather, they will be asked to reflect on how they thought of themselves and their 
families at the time of perpetration. 
 
Data analysis 
The data collected will be analysed using an intersectionality-informed method of analysis (Winker and 
Degele, 2011; Dhamoon, 2011).  This involves a process of increasing abstraction whereby the individual 
interviews are coded, compared and clustered.  The outcome of the analysis will be the coordinates of the 
social location from which the perpetration of child sexual abuse by a young person is able to occur.  
 
 
1.4 USE OF INDEPENDENT CONTRACTORS Will parts of this project be carried out by independent 

contractors? (e.g. interviewing, questionnaire design and analysis, sample testing, etc) 
 

 YES  NO If YES, confirm that the independent contractor will 
be engaged on the basis of relevant qualifications 
and experience and will receive from the Responsible 
Researcher, a copy of the approved ethics protocol 
and be made aware of their responsibilities arising 
from it. [The responsibility for effective oversight and 
proper conduct of the project remains with the 
Responsible Researcher] 
      

 
 
 
 
1.5 MONITORING  

(a) How will researchers monitor the conduct of the project to ensure that it complies with the 
protocols set out in this application, the University’s human ethics guidelines and the 
National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research? [Address, in particular, cases 

where several people are involved in recruiting, interviewing or administering procedures, 
or when the research is being carried out at some distance from the Principal Researcher 

(i.e. interstate or overseas)] 
 

     My supervisors and I will carefully monitor the project to make sure that it complies with the 
university’s human ethics guidelines and the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research, particularly Section 4.2 pertaining to young people’s ability to consent. 

 
(b) For student research projects how will the student be supervised to ensure they comply 

with the protocols? If the student is working overseas, provide additional details of any 
local supervision arrangements. 

 
     My research will be conducted in Melbourne and I will receive fortnightly supervision sessions 

for the duration of the project and more if needed. I will have ready access to my 
supervisors to consult in any challenging situation. 

 
 
 
 

2. PARTICIPANT DETAILS 
 

2.1 DOES THE RESEARCH SPECIFICALLY TARGET: [Tick as many as applicable] 
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 YES NO 
a. students or staff of this University   
b. adults (over the age of 18 years and competent to give consent)   
c. children/legal minors (anyone under the age of 18 years)   
d. the elderly   
e. people from non-English speaking backgrounds   
f. pensioners or welfare recipients   
g. anyone intellectually or mentally impaired who cannot provide consent   
h. anyone who has a physical disability   
i. patients or clients of professionals   
j. anyone who is a prisoner or parolee   
k. a ward of the state   
l. any other person whose capacity to give informed consent may be compromised   
m. Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people and/or communities   
n. other collectives where a leader or council of elders may need to give consent   

 

2.2 NUMBER, AGE RANGE AND SOURCE OF PARTICIPANTS 

 Provide number, age range and source of participants.   
 

     I will recruit 20 participants between the ages of 17 and 25 through the Children’s Protection 
Society.  The Children’s Protection Society has agreed to support my research by 
assisting with recruitment of participants.  Some of the participants will be recruited at the 
end of their counselling and others will be contacted by the Children’s Protection Society, 
previously having given their permission to be contacted for the purpose of research, and 
invited to participate on the basis of their previous completion of the program. 

 

2.3 JUSTIFICATION OF PARTICIPANT NUMBERS [The quality and validity of research is an 
essential condition of its ethical acceptability (refer National Statement)]. Where applicable, provide 
a justification of sample size (including details of statistical power of the sample, where appropriate), 
explaining how this sample size will allow the aims of the study to be achieved. 

 

     This study uses qualitative methods. The issue of statistical power is not relevant in this case 
as I am not undertaking a quantitative study.  I have chosen to interview 20 participants 
because it is likely that theoretical saturation will be reached during the course of those 
interviews.  I will cease recruitment if theoretical saturation is reached prior to 20 
participants. 

 

2.4 PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT  
(a) Please indicate the method of recruitment by ticking the appropriate boxes.  Tick all that 

apply.  
 

Mail out - see below  Email - see below  Telephone 
 

 

Advertisement - see 
below 

 Recruitment carried out by third party 
(eg. employer, doctor) – see below 

 Recruitment carried 
out by researcher/s 

 

Contact details obtained 
from public documents 
(eg. phone book) 

 Contact details obtained from private 
sources (eg. employee list, membership 
database) – see below 

 Personal contacts  

Participants from a 
previous study 

 Snowball (participants suggest other 
potential participants) 

 Other (Please explain in 
no more than 50 words): 

      

 

 

 If using a mail out or email who will be distributing it? 

       
 

 If using an advertisement: 
 explain where will it be placed?[e.g. on waiting room wall, in newspaper, 

in newsletter] 
     Not applicable 

 
 have you attached a copy? 

 
Yes  No  NA  If “No” please explain (no more than 

50 words):  

      
 

 If recruitment is to be conducted by a third party, (eg employer, doctor) have you 
attached an approval letter? 
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- requesting their assistance?[yes, no or not applicable] 

Yes  No  NA  If “No” please explain (no more than 50 
words):  

 
- confirming their willingness to assist? 

Yes  No  NA  If “No” please explain (no more than 50 
words):  

 
- that has been drafted for the third party to send to potential participants? 

Yes  No  NA  If “No” please explain (no more than 50 
words):  

 
 

 If contact details are to be obtained from private sources, have you attached an 
approval letter? 

Yes  No  If “No” please explain (no more than 50 
words):  

Not applicable 
 
 

(b) Describe how, by whom, where potential participants are to be identified or selected for 

this research. 
 

      Potential participants will be indentified by Ms Jenny Wing, Manager Therapeutic 
Services for Children, Children’s Protection Society.  Jenny will invite all young people 
who are over 17 and who have completed the Sexual Abuse Counselling and Prevention 
Program to take part in the research.  The recruitment will take place between July 2013 
and July 2014.    

 
(c) Describe how, by whom, where potential participants are to be approached or invited to 

take part in this research. 
 

       Jenny Wing will approach young people at the Children’s Protection Society premises 
in Heidelberg when they have completed the Sexual Abuse Counselling and Prevention 
Program.  She will describe the research to the potential participant and hand him/her a 
plain language statement and consent form.  She will reassure the young person that 
he/she is under no obligation to be part of the research and that it has no bearing upon 
the young person’s relationship with the Children’s Protection Society, the Department of 
Human Services, Victoria Police or the Children’s Court.   Jenny will inform the potential 
participant that if he/she wishes to participate in the research then he/she can contact 
Gemma by phone or email in order to set up a time for an interview.  Jenny will undertake 
an additional screening process for young people aged 17 in relation to their maturity to 
consent (please see section 3.3). 

 
 

2.5 DEPENDENT RELATIONSHIPS 

[The issue of research involving persons in dependent or unequal relationships (e.g. 
teacher/student, doctor/patient, student/lecturer, client/counsellor, warder/prisoner, and 
employer/employee) is discussed in Sections 2 and 4.3 of the National Statement. Such a 
relationship may compromise a participant’s ability to give consent which is free from any form of 
pressure (real or implied)]. Are any of the participants in a dependent relationship with any of the 
researchers, particularly those involved in recruiting for or conducting the project? 
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 YES  NO (If YES, explain the dependent relationship and the steps to be taken 
by the researchers to ensure that participation is purely voluntary and 
not influenced by the relationship in any way. 

     The potential participants will be in a dependent relationship with 
Jenny Wing, as she is the Manager of the Sexual Abuse Counselling 
and Prevention Program.  Jenny will have been involved in the direct 
therapeutic treatment of some potential participants, and she will have 
supervised the therapists who provided treatment to other potential 
participants. The relationship between Jenny and the potential 
participants is not ongoing.  That is, the relationship ends at the time 
the treatment ends.  
 
Strategies to avoid potential participants feeling compelled or coerced 
into taking part in the research include: 

 Jenny will approach potential participants at the end of 
their treatment when the therapeutic relationship has 
ended; 

 Jenny will reassure potential participants that the 
research is not part of treatment and has no bearing on 
the young person’s relationship with Victoria Police, the 
Department of Human Services or the Children’s Court; 

 Jenny will leave it up to the young person to contact me 
in order to make an appointment so that the potential 
participant has time to read the lay statement and think 
about participation. 

 

2.6 PAYMENT OR INCENTIVES OFFERED TO PARTICIPANTS 
Do you propose to pay, reimburse or reward participants?  

 

 YES  NO (If YES, how, how much and for what purpose? Please justify the 
approach)  

     Participants will be rewarded with a $50 JB Hi Fi or Coles/Myer 
voucher as a gesture of appreciation for their participation in the 
research and as reimbursement for any travel costs. I have chosen is 
a JB Hi Fi and Coles/Myer in consultation with the therapists of the 
Sexual Abuse Counselling and Prevention Program who have a good 
idea about the interests of potential participants. 

 

2.7 DECEPTION OR CONCEALMENT 

[Limited disclosure, deception and active concealment are discussed in Section 2.3 of the National 
Statement. Essentially the practice is not considered ethical unless there are compelling reasons 
given for its use] Will the true purpose of the research, or the collection of data itself, be concealed 
from participants or will participants in any way be deceived? 

 

 YES  NO  
 

 If you answered YES, provide a clear justification. [You will also need to provide participants with 
details of the deception in a debriefing (refer 3.4) and give them the opportunity to withdraw their data 
if they wish to do so.] 

 

      
 
 

3. RISK AND RISK MANAGEMENT 
 

3.1 STUDY PROFILE –DOES THE RESEARCH INVOLVE THE FOLLOWING: 
 [Tick as many as apply. Provide details in methodology –section 1.5 and attach information where indicated] 

 YES NO 

 use of questionnaires designed by the researcher (attach a copy)   

 use of standard survey instruments (attach a copy)   

 use of on-line surveys (attach printout of screen information)   

 use of interviews (attach the list of interview questions)   

 use of focus groups (attach the list of focus group topics/questions)   

 observation of participants without their knowledge   

 covert observation   
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 audio-taping interviewees or events   

 video-taping interviewees or events   

 access to personal and/or confidential data (including student, patient or 
client data) without the participant’s specific consent 

  

 administration of any stimuli, tasks, investigations or procedures which 
may be experienced by participants as physically or mentally painful, 
stressful or unpleasant during or after the research process 

  

 performance of any acts which might diminish the self-esteem of 
participants or cause them to experience embarrassment, regret or 
depression 

  

 research about participants involved in illegal activities   

 research conducted in an overseas setting   

 administration of any substance or agent   

 use of non-treatment or placebo control conditions   

 collection of body tissues or fluid samples   

 collection and/or testing of DNA samples   
 

3.2 POTENTIAL RISKS TO PARTICIPANTS 
 Identify, as far as possible, all potential risks to participants (e.g. physical, psychological, social, 

legal or economic etc.), associated with the project and the setting (e.g. overseas) in which the 
project is conducted. It may be useful to consider the study profile above and your response to 
participant details in section 2 

 

      The central risk to participants in the research is related to emotional distress. That is, it may be 
that the interviews trigger painful memories about the participants’ experiences of either being a 
victim of perpetrator of child sexual abuse.  It is also possible, but unlikely considering that 
participants have completed treatment,  that a participant may disclose that he/she is currently 
perpetrating child sexual abuse.  In such a case I would be obliged to report the abuse to the 
relevant authorities. 

 

3.3 MANAGING POTENTIAL RISKS 
Describe what measures you have in place to minimize these potential risks to participants and to 
ensure that support is available if needed. [Depending on risks, participants may need additional 
support (e.g. external counseling) during or after the study] 

 

      My strategy to minimise risk of emotional distress to participants is twofold:  first, I have 
organised with the Children’s Protection Society to provide participants with the opportunity to 
debrief after the interviews, and also to refer participants to external counselling should they so 
wish; and second, I will not seek any specific details about sexually abusive incidents, focusing 
instead on the participants’ self-perceptions at the time of the sexually abusive behaviour. 
 
For the younger participants (17 year olds) my strategy to manage risk around their possible 
vulnerability involves an additional screening around capacity to consent prior to interview with 
Jenny Wing, manager of the counselling program.  Jenny will screen young people’s ability to 
consent in reference to section 4.2 of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research, which provides guidelines on the maturity of young people and their ability to consent.  
Young people who are not mature enough to understand, and consent to, the research will not be 
recruited.  
 
In order to screen young people for their ability to consent, Jenny Wing will: 

 meet with the counsellor who has worked with the young person; 

 discuss the details of the project with the counsellor, in particular the burden on participants; 

 ask the counsellor's advice regarding the individual young person's maturity and capacity to 
understand and consent to the project, based on the counsellor’s own assessment of any 
intellectual/therapeutic assessments that the young person has engaged in; 

 accept any advice that the young person may not be able to consent. 
 
In addition, the researcher’s strategy in relation to younger participants will involve, at the end of 
the interview, exploring the wellbeing of the young person and confirming if there is a need for 
further support. 
 
My strategy in relation to the possibility that further child sexual abuse will be disclosed is to clarify 
at the very beginning of the interview that if such disclosures do occur, then I will need to work 
through the established protocol for reporting for the Children’s Protection Society. This process 
has already been agreed through Jenny Wing, manager of the counselling program. That way, 
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participants are very clear about the consequences involved in making any disclosures of current 
perpetration during the interview.  If such a disclosure does occur, then the interview transcripts 
may be subpoenaed to a court.  I will be upfront about this possibility both on the plain language 
statement and at the immediate commencement of the interview. 

 
 

3.4 DEBRIEFING (if applicable) 
What debriefing will participants receive following the study and when?  (Attach a copy of any 
written material or statement to be used in such a debriefing, if applicable). [Participants may need 
to talk about the experience of being involved in the study with the researchers, as well as learn 
more about the aims of the research]  

 

      The participants will have the opportunity to debrief with a counsellor from the Children’s 
Protection Society immediately after the interview. I will be available to be contacted by participants 
after their interviews if they want more information about the research.  I will also post a six-monthly 
update about the research on a webpage designed specifically for that purpose.  The web address 
is on the plain language statement.   

 

3.5 BENEFITS COMPARED TO POTENTIAL RISKS  
 Outline the benefits of the study to the community (and participants, if applicable), relative to the 

potential risks to participants 
 

      The benefits of my research to the community outweigh the potential risks to the participants.  
The research will help to understand the perpetration of child sexual abuse by young people.  This 
understanding can improve Victoria’s prevention response. This means that less children will be 
exposed to child sexual abuse and its devastating effects on individuals, families and communities. 
The prevention of future child sexual abuse is a potential benefit that outweighs the potential 
emotional distress of participants, which, although concerning, is minimized and will be promptly 
addressed with counselling. 

 

3.6 MANAGING ADVERSE / UNEXPECTED OUTCOMES 
Describe what measures you have in place in the event that participants experience adverse effects 
arising from their involvement in the project (e.g. adverse drug reaction, revelation of illegal activity, 
or unexpected distress due to questioning) 

 

      Research can produce adverse and unexpected outcomes.  I have discussed counselling and 
debriefing options that I will put in place for the participants, and the idea of being explicit about 
any disclosures of current child sexual abuse.  All other unexpected outcomes will be thoroughly 
discussed with my supervisors in an effort to form strategies to repair any adverse outcomes 
associated with the project.   

 

3.7 POTENTIAL RISKS TO RESEARCHERS 
Will there be any significant risks to researchers associated with the project and the setting (e.g. 
overseas) in which the project is conducted. (e.g. personal safety, health, emotional well being)? 
[Refer to the University’s Environmental Health & Safety Manual for more information] 

 

 YES  NO (If YES, how will such risks be addressed) 
     The central risk for myself as the researcher relates to being a 
woman interviewing young men who have perpetrated sexual abuse 
and may have been involved in other violence against women and 
children.  It is important that there are other people in the vicinity during 
the interviews and that my colleagues know my whereabouts at all 
times.  With this in mind, my supervisors and I have organised for the 
interviews to occur at the Children’s Protection Society. This means 
that, although the interviews will be held in private, there will be staff in 
the building and I will not be isolated should I need to terminate the 
interview. In this instance the support needs of the participant would be 
also be promptly flagged with staff of Children’s Protection Society. 

 
 

4. INFORMATION FOR PARTICIPANTS AND INFORMED CONSENT 

 

Before research is undertaken, the informed and voluntary consent of participants (and other properly 
interested parties) is generally required (refer Section 2 of the National Statement for more details). 
Information needs to be provided to participants at their level of comprehension about the purpose, methods, 
demands, risks, inconveniences, discomforts and possible outcomes of the research. Such information is 
often provided in a written Plain Language Statement. Each participant’s consent needs to be clearly 

http://www.unimelb.edu.au/ehsm/
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established (e.g. by using a signed Consent Form, returning an anonymous survey or recording an 
agreement for interview). 

 
4.1 PROVIDING INFORMATION FOR PARTICIPANTS  
 

(a) Will you be providing participants with information in a written Plain Language Statement? 
 

 YES  NO (If NO, provide details of the protocol you will use to explain the 
research project to participants and invite their participation?) 
      

 
(b) Will arrangements be made to ensure that participants who have difficulty understanding 

English can comprehend the information provided about the research project? 
 

 YES  NO (If YES, what arrangements have been made? If NO, give reasons. 
     I anticipate that all the participants will have an understanding of 
English because they will all have completed the Sexual Abuse 
Counselling and Prevention Program in English.  Participation will be 
limited to people who have sufficient fluency in English. 

 
 
 
4.2 PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT (IF APPLICABLE) 

 
CONFIRM THAT THE PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT WILL:  

 YES NOT APPLICABLE 

1. be printed on University of Melbourne letterhead   

2. include clear identification of the University, the Department(s) 
involved, the project title, the Principal and Other Researchers 
(including contact details), and the study level if it is a student 
research project. 

  

3. provide details of the purpose of the research project   

4. provide details of what involvement in the project will require (e.g., 
involvement in interviews, completion of questionnaire, 
audio/video-taping of events), and estimated time commitment 

  

5. provide details of any risks involved and the procedures in place 
to minimise these. 

  

6. advise that the project has received clearance by the HREC   

7. (if the sample size is small), confirm that this may have 
implications for protecting the identity of the participants 

  

8. include a clear statement that if participants are in a dependent 
relationship with any of the researchers that involvement in the 
project will not affect ongoing assessment/grades/management or 
treatment of health (if relevant) 

  

9. state that involvement in the project is voluntary and that 
participants are free to withdraw consent at any time, and to 
withdraw any unprocessed data previously supplied 

  

10. provide advice as to arrangements to be made to protect 
confidentiality of data, including that confidentiality of information 
provided is subject to legal limitations (see ** below) 

  

11. provide advice as to whether or not data is to be destroyed after a 
minimum period (if relevant) 

  

12. provide in the footer, the project HREC number, date and version 
of the PLS 

  

13. provide advice that if participants have any concerns about the 
conduct of this research project that they can contact the 
Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of 
Melbourne, ph: 8344 2073; fax 9347 6739 

  

 

[**Re 10 – it is possible for data to be subject to subpoena, freedom of information request or mandated 
reporting by some professions. Depending on the research proposal you may need to specifically state these 
limitations] 
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 PLEASE ATTACH A COPY OF THE PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT TO YOUR 
APPLICATION 

 
 
 
4.3 OBTAINING CONSENT 
 

(a) How will each participant’s consent be established? 

 
By signing and returning a Consent Form 
– see 4.4 below 

 By returning an anonymous survey  

Via a verbal agreement  Via a person with lawful authority to consent 
(eg. parent, doctor) – see 4.3(b) below 

 

Via a recorded agreement for interview  Other (Please describe in no more than 50 
words):       

 

 
(b) If participants are unable to give informed consent, explain who will consent on their behalf 

and how such consent will be obtained. 
 

     Not applicable 
 

4.4 CONSENT FORM (IF APPLICABLE) 

 
CONFIRM THAT THE CONSENT FORM WILL: 

 YES NOT APPLICABLE 

1. be printed on University of Melbourne letterhead   

2. include the title of the project and names of researchers   

3. state that the project is for research purposes   

4. state that involvement in the project is voluntary and that 
participants are free to withdraw at any time, and free to withdraw 
any unprocessed identifiable data previously supplied 

  

5. outline particular requirements of participants including, for 
example, whether interviews are to be audio and/or video-taped 

  

6. include arrangements to protect the confidentiality of data    

7. include advice that there are legal limitations to data confidentiality 
(see below)** 

  

8. (if the sample size is small) confirm that this may have implications 
for protecting the identity of the participants 

  

9. (once signed and returned) be retained by the researcher   

 
[**Re 7 – it is possible for data to be subject to subpoena, freedom of information request or mandated 
reporting by some professions. Depending on the research proposal you may need to specifically state and 
explain these limitations] 
 
 PLEASE ATTACH A COPY OF THE CONSENT FORM TO YOUR APPLICATION 
 
 

5. PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 

Privacy can be described as “…a complex concept that stems from a core idea that individuals have a sphere of life from 
which they should be able to exclude any intrusion.” A major application of the concept of privacy is information privacy: 
the interest of a person in controlling access to and use of any information personal to that person. ‘Confidentiality’, a 
narrower more specific term than ‘privacy’ refers to the legal and ethical obligation that arises from a relationship in which 
a person receives information from or about another. 

At the Commonwealth level, the collection, storage, use and disclosure of personal information by Commonwealth 
agencies is regulated by the Privacy Act 1988. Sections 95 and 95A of the Act are of particular relevance to 
researchers. There is regulation at State and Territory level in the form of legislation related to privacy generally or the 
administration of agencies, or administrative codes of practice. In Victoria, the Health Records Act 2001 regulates health 
information handled by the Victorian public sector and private sector, while the Information Privacy Act 2000 regulates 
the collection and handling of non-health-related personal information. The National Statement states that an HREC 
must be satisfied that a research proposal conforms to all relevant Commonwealth, State or Territory privacy legislation 
or codes of practice] 
 

5.1 ACCESSING PERSONAL INFORMATION  
[Personal Information’ includes names, addresses, or information/opinion about an individual whose identity is 
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apparent, or can reasonably be ascertained, from the information/opinion. It also includes Health Information 
(e.g. health opinions, organ donation or genetic information) and Sensitive Information (e.g. political views, 
sexual preferences, criminal records)] 

Is there a requirement for the researchers to obtain Personal Information (either identifiable or 
potentially identifiable) about individuals without their consent?  

 YES NO 

a) from Commonwealth departments or agencies?   

b) from State departments or agencies?   

c) from Other Third Parties, such as non-government organisations?   
  

If you answered YES to (a), (b) or (c), you will need to complete Module P and attach it to this 
application 
 
 

5.2 REPORTING PROJECT OUTCOMES 
 

(a) Will the project outcomes be made public at the end of the project?  
 

 YES  NO (If YES, give details of how the results will be made public (eg in journal 
articles book, conference paper, the media, working paper or other).  If 
NO, explain why not.  

     The results of this research study will be made public via a 
report for the Victorian government, a report for the Children’s 
Protection Society and other service delivery sites, as well as by 
publication of the study’s findings and conference presentations. 

 
 (b) Will a report of the project outcomes be made available to participants at the end of the 

project?  
 

 YES  NO (If Yes, give details of the type of report and how it will be made 
available.  If No, explain why not.  

     I will publish a booklet for the participants outlining the 
research findings in lay terms.  I will also send the participants a 
“newsletter” every six months to keep them informed of the 
research’s progress.  I will ask each participant at the interview 
how he or she would like to receive this information it at all. 

 
 
 
 
5.3 WILL THE RESEARCH INVOLVE: 
 

 YES NO 

 complete anonymity of participants (i.e., researchers will not know the identity 
of participants as participants are part of a random sample and are required to 
return responses with no form of personal identification)? 

  

 de-identified samples or data (i.e., an irreversible process whereby identifiers 
are removed from data and replaced by a code, with no record retained of how 
the code relates to the identifiers.  It is then impossible to identify the individual 
to whom the sample of information relates)? 

  

 potentially identifiable samples or data (i.e., a reversible process in which the 
identifiers are removed and replaced by a code.  Those handling the data 
subsequently do so using the code.  If necessary, it is possible to link the code 
to the original identifiers and identify the individual to whom the sample or 
information relates)? 

  

 participants having the option of being identified in any publication arising from 
the research? 

  

 participants being referred to by pseudonym in any publication arising from the 
research? 

  

 any other method of protecting the privacy of participants?  Please describe:      
It is fundamental that the privacy of participants be protected as much as 
possible.  In the case of this research, I will convert participants’ names to 
pseudonyms at the first possible opportunity, and remove any other identifying 

  

http://www.research.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/word_doc/0019/137260/privacyquestions.doc
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information from the transcripts.  I will then be vigilant about keeping all 
transcripts and audio files on password protected computers or in a locked 
filing cabinet; I will destroy all materials related to the interviews five years after 
the publication of the research. 

   
Note that where the sample size is very small, it may be impossible to guarantee anonymity/confidentiality of 
participant identity.  Participants involved in such projects need to be clearly advised of this limitation in the 
Plain Language Statement. 
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6. DATA STORAGE, SECURITY AND DISPOSAL 

 
6.1 DATA STORAGE 

 
Does data storage comply with the University policy? [University of Melbourne Policy on the Management of 

Research Data and Records is available at:   http://www.unimelb.edu.au/records/research.html The Joint 
NHMRC/AVCC Statement and Guidelines on Research Practice is available at: 
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/funding/policy/researchprac.htm ] 
 

 YES  NO (If NO, please explain.) 
      

 
6.2 DATA SECURITY 
 

(a) Will the Principal Researcher be responsible for security of data collected?  
 

 YES  NO (If NO, please provide further details.  You may also use this space 
to explain any differences between arrangements in the field, and 
on return to campus.) 
      

 
(b) Will data be kept in locked facilities in the Department through which the project is being 
conducted?  

 

 YES  NO (If NO, please explain how and where data will be held, including 
any arrangements for data security during fieldwork.) 
      

 
(c)  Which of the following methods will be used to ensure confidentiality of data? 

(select all options that are relevant) 
  

 data and codes and all identifying information to be kept in separate locked filing 
cabinets  

 

 access to computer files to be available by password only  

 access by named researcher(s) only  

 other (please describe)        

 
(d)  Will others besides the researchers associated with this project have access to the raw 

data? 
 

 YES  NO (If YES, please explain who and for what purpose? 
 What is their connection to the project?) 
      
 

 
 
6.3 DATA RETENTION AND DISPOSAL 

 [Research data and records should be maintained for as long as they are of continuing value to the researcher 
and as long as recordkeeping requirements such as patent requirements, legislative and other regulatory 
requirements exist. The minimum retention period for research data and records is five years after publication, 
or public release, of the work of the research as stated in the University of Melbourne Code of Conduct for 
Research. If the project involves clinical trial(s), the data should be kept for a minimum of 15 years (refer to 
Section 3.3 of the National Statement for further details)] 

 
 Specify how long materials (e.g. files, audiotapes, questionnaires, videotapes, photographs) 

collected during the study will be retained after the study and how they will ultimately be disposed 
of. 

 Audio tapes will be erased after transcription.  Transcripts will be destroyed, and computer files 
deleted, five  years after publication of the research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.unimelb.edu.au/records/research.html
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/funding/policy/researchprac.htm
http://www.unimelb.edu.au/ExecServ/Statutes/r171r8.html
http://www.unimelb.edu.au/ExecServ/Statutes/r171r8.html
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7. POTENTIAL CONFLICT OF INTEREST  

 
7.1 POTENTIAL CONFLICT OF INTEREST  
 

Is there any affiliation or financial interest for researchers in this research or its outcomes or any 
circumstances which might represent a perceived, potential or actual conflict of interest? 
 

 YES  NO (If YES, give brief details?) 
      
 

 

[If you have declared a potential conflict of interest, you should include an appropriate comment on 
the Plain Language Statement and Consent Form] 
 

 
7.2 COMPLIANCE WITH THE CODE OF CONDUCT FOR RESEARCH 
 

[University researchers must disclose and manage Conflict of Interest in accord with the provisions 
of the University’s Code of Conduct for Research. See 
http://www.unimelb.edu.au/ExecServ/Statutes/r171r8.html ] 
 
Is the Conflict of Interest noted above in section 7.1 being managed in accordance with the Code 
of Conduct? 
 

 YES  NO  Not Applicable 
 
 

8. DECLARATION BY RESEARCHERS 

 
The information contained herein is, to the best of our knowledge and belief, accurate.  
 
We have read the University’s current human ethics guidelines, and accept responsibility for the conduct of 
the procedures set out in the attached application in accordance with the guidelines, the University’s Code 
of Conduct for Research and any other condition laid down by the University of Melbourne’s Human 
Research Ethics Committee or its Sub-Committees.  We have attempted to identify all risks related to the 
research that may arise in conducting this research and acknowledge our obligations and the rights of the 
participants. We have the appropriate qualifications, experience and facilities to conduct the research set 
out in the attached application and to deal with any emergencies and contingencies related to the research 
that may arise. 
 
If approval is granted, the project will be undertaken in strict accordance with the approved protocol and 
relevant laws, regulations and guidelines. 
 
We, the researcher(s) agree: 

 To only start this research project after obtaining final approval from the Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC); 

 To only carry out this research project where adequate funding is available to enable the project to be 
carried out according to good research practice and in an ethical manner; 

 To provide additional information as requested by the HREC; 

 To provide progress reports to the HREC as requested, including annual and final reports; 

 To maintain the confidentiality of all data collected from or about project participants, and maintain 
security procedures for the protection of privacy; 

 To notify the HREC in writing immediately if any change to the project is proposed and await approval 
before proceeding with the proposed change; 

 To notify the HREC in writing immediately if any adverse event occurs after the approval of the HREC 
has been obtained;  

 To agree to an audit if requested by the HREC; 

 To only use data and any tissue samples collected for the study for which approval has been given; 
 
We have read the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research and agree to comply with its 
provisions. 
 
All researchers associated with this project must sign 
 

http://www.unimelb.edu.au/ExecServ/Statutes/r171r8.html
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Researchers’ Name (please PRINT) Signature Date 
 

Cathy Humphreys 

 

 
4/6/2013 

Bridget Hamilton 

 

 
4/6/2013 

Gemma McKibbin 

 

 
4/6/2013 
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9. DECLARATION BY DEPARTMENTAL HUMAN ETHICS ADVISORY GROUP (HEAG) 

 
DATE APPLICATION RECEIVED:      /     /      HEAG NO:       

 
 TECHNICAL REVIEW COMPLETED  ETHICAL REVIEW COMPLETED 

 
The HEAG has reviewed this project and considers the methodological/technical and ethical aspects of the 
proposal to be appropriate to the tasks proposed and recommends approval of the project. The HEAG 
considers that the researcher(s) has/have the necessary qualifications, experience and facilities to conduct 
the research set out in the attached application, and to deal with any emergencies and contingencies that 
may arise. [Note: If the HEAG Chair is also a principal researcher for this project, the declaration should be signed by 
another authorised member of the HEAG] 

 
 
Comments/Provisos:       
 
 
 

Name of HEAG Chair (in BLOCK 
LETTERS) 

 
 

Signature   
 

Date  
 

 
 
 
 

10. DECLARATION BY HEAD OF DEPARTMENT  

 
DATE APPLICATION RECEIVED:      /     /      HEAG NO:       

 
 TECHNICAL REVIEW COMPLETED  ETHICAL REVIEW COMPLETED 

 

I have reviewed this project and consider the methodological, technical and ethical aspects of the proposal 
to be appropriate to the tasks proposed and recommend approval of the project. I consider that the 
researcher(s) has/have the necessary qualifications, experience and facilities to conduct the research set 
out in the attached application, and to deal with any emergencies and contingencies that may arise. [Note: If 
the Head of Department is also a principal researcher for this project, the declaration should be signed by another 
authorised member of the Department] 

 
 
This project has the approval and support of this Department/School/Centre. 
 
 

Name of Head (in BLOCK LETTERS)  
 

Signature   
 

Date  
 

 
 

11. WHEN COMPLETE 

 
 

When this form has been completed and finalised it should be attached to the coversheet 
section of the application completed in Themis Research and then submitted to the 
nominated Human Ethics Advisory Group for review. 
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Appendix 6: Letter to Ethics Committee 

Mr Tony Callahan 

Secretary, Behavioural and Social Sciences HESC 

University of Melbourne   

Parkville VIC 3052 

t.callahan@unimelb.edu.au 

 

21 August 2013 

RE:  Project application, ethics number 1340323 

 

Dear Mr Callahan, 

Thank you for your email correspondence of 6 August 2013 regarding the Human Ethics Sub-Committee’s 

consideration of my project, Sexually Abusive Behaviour by Young People: Supporting Victoria’s Prevention 

Response. 

In your email the committee requests clarification of the following issues: Dependency, Nature of data 

and Interview question. 

Dependency 

Members noted your response to this issue (refer 2.5) and felt that there is a considerable risk of children 
feeling obligated to take part in the research. They asked that you comment on this and explain why it 
is considered necessary to include the program manager in the recruitment process. 

There is a risk that potential participants may feel obligated to participate in the research owing to their 

dependent relationship with Jenny Wing and the Children’s Protection Society more generally.  

The researchers have addressed this risk by suggesting strategies to minimise any sense of obligation that 

young people may experience.  These strategies include: 

 approaching the young people after the therapeutic relationship with the Children’s Protection 

Society has ended; 

 actively reassuring young people that the research will have no bearing upon their relationships 

with Victoria Police, the Department of Human Services or the Children’s Court (unless there is a 

disclosure of current child sexual abuse); 

 leaving the onus with the young person to contact the researcher if the young person wants to 

participate in the research, thereby enabling the young person time to think about whether to 

contribute, and avoiding a situation whereby the young person has to give an answer to Jenny 

directly. 

The researchers consider it necessary to have Jenny Wing involved in the recruitment process because 

she is the reliable point-of-contact with the potential participants. In other words, it would be incredibly 

difficult to access this group of young people without her support.  Jenny will be instrumental in identifying 

young people who are capable of consent to the project.  She is also key to providing any follow-up 

support that young people may want.  Without Jenny’s inclusion in the recruitment process, it is unlikely 

that the research would meet its target sample of 20 young people. Through Jenny, young people will be 

readily able to access follow-up support if they need it. 

While recognising that there is a power dynamic when using the manager of the service, the Child 

Protection Society counsellors and the researchers felt that the young people would feel less obligated 

than if approached by their past counsellor; moreover, not all past counsellors would still be available. 

The researchers have developed a strong working relationship with Jenny Wing over the past twelve 

months.  We are confident that she will approach potential participants within a sound ethical framework, 

remaining cognisant of the power relations implicit in her relationships with the young people. 
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It is also important to note that the researchers consider the young people to be consultants to the 

research process.  That is, we view the young people as having agency in their lives and, thereby, as having 

the ability to make empowered choices about acting as consultants to the research.  At the same time, 

we acknowledge the often chronic disadvantage that these young people may have experienced, and our 

responsibility to minimise any sense of coercion that being invited to participate in the research may 

precipitate, and to assist them through any distress experienced.  

Nature of data 

Members noted your response re the nature of collected data (refer 5.3). They asked that you confirm 
whether this interview data is potentially identifiable, as this option has not been ticked. 

Owing to the small sample size, it is possible that participants may be identifiable via their transcripts to 

their therapists, families or other carers. 

Consequently, the researchers will do all things necessary to de-identify the young people’s transcripts, 

including replacing names with pseudonyms and adapting references to particular people, schools or 

suburbs.  The original interview audio and written transcripts will be destroyed as soon as de-identification 

is complete, and the de-identified written transcripts will be destroyed five years after publication of the 

research. 

In addition, the researchers will not include direct or indirect quotations which may be recognisable to 

therapists, families or carers despite the process of de-identification. 

The researchers are committed to the protection of the young people’s identities and to the absolute 

minimisation of harm to participants. 

Interview question 

Members queried whether question 5 should read "heterosexuality and homosexuality" or "sexuality" 
generally rather than "sexuality and homosexuality". Please comment. 

The interview question 5 refers to “sexuality and homosexuality.”  The researchers are interested to 

understand how young people who sexually abuse think about sexuality in general, and homosexuality in 

particular.  The literature indicates that homophobia and heteronormalisation can be features involved in 

a young person’s decision to abuse.  The question is not intended to construct homosexuality as a 

variation of “normal” sexuality; rather, it is to prompt a young person’s particular reflections on the 

possible heteronormalisation of his/her experience. The sentence could read “sexuality broadly including 

homosexuality”. 

I hope that this has answered the queries of the committee, and I thank you again for your careful 

consideration of my application. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

Gemma McKibbin 

PhD candidate 

Department of Social Work 

University of Melbourne 

mckg@student.unimelb.edu.au 

 



317 
 

Appendix 7: Critical Interpretive Synthesis 
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Appendix 8: Policy briefing paper 
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Appendix 9: Article in Pursuit 
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