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MAKING SOCIETY SAFER

Sexual abuse is a pervasive yet preventable worldwide problem that impacts
everyone - individuals, communities, institutions, and society as a whole.
Education is essential in the prevention of sexual abuse, but educational efforts are
often impaired by the numerous myths and misconceptions that abound about
sexual abuse and those who perpetrate sexual abuse. The questions and answers
below are designed to provide up to date information about sexual abuse and those
who perpetrate sexually abusive behavior.

1. What is sexual abuse?

Sexual abuse is a broad term that includes any sexual or sexually motivated behavior that
is the result of someone being forced, coerced, or manipulated into witnessing or
experiencing sexual harassment, exploitation or activity for which they did not, or could
not, consent. Sexually abusive behaviors include, but are not limited to, forcing someone
(adult, adolescent, child) to participate in sexual activity (e.g., sexual intercourse, oral sex,
sexual touching) through threats, coercion, or manipulation; any sexual contact with
someone who is unable to consent due to young age or incapacitation, no matter the
reason for the incapacitation (e.g., alcohol, drugs, sleeping); exposing a child to sexual
materials such as pornography; facilitating or participating in the sexual exploitation of
children, teenagers, and/or adults; any type of unwanted sexual contact; sexual
harassment; exposure (i.e., flashing); and voyeurism (i.e., peeping). All of these behaviors
also constitute a sexual crime and, if reported to law enforcement, may result in a criminal
conviction. Examples of sexual convictions include, but are not limited to, an adult
touching a young child in a sexual manner, an individual engaging in sexual activity with
an unconscious or incapacitated person, an individual exposing his or her genitals in
public, an adult using physical force on another adult to facilitate sexual activity, or a 20-
year old adult engaging in a sexual dating relationship with a 15-year-old teenager.



2. Who commits sexual abuse?

Those who perpetrate sexually abusive behavior are an extremely diverse group of
individuals crossing all socioeconomic, educational, gender, age, and cultural lines.
Because of these factors, the term “sex offender” is somewhat misleading, as it tends to
imply one type of behavior (sexual offense) committed by one type of person (sexual
offender). This “one size fits all” impression is incorrect: research consistently shows that
individuals who perpetrate sexually abusive behavior are a diverse group of individuals
who engage in sexually abusive behavior at differing frequencies, for varying reasons, and
present with different levels of risk for future sexually abusive behavior. The term “sex
offender” also creates the perception that an individual is unchangeable and will always
be the same (i.e. once a sex offender, always a sex offender) when, in fact, research shows
that people who perpetrate sexually abusive behavior can and often do change.

9 Adults: Research has demonstrated that males commit the majority of sexual
abuse, with approximately 5% of sexual abuse perpetrated by females (Cortoni,
Hanson & Coache, 2010). Individuals who perpetrate sexual abuse range in age
and differ in many ways - there is no specific “profile” or “type” due to the wide
variety of individual differences among these offenders (Knight, 2010; Knight &
King, 2012). Adults who perpetrate sexually abusive behavior also typically have
a pre-existing relationship with the individuals whom they victimize. Research
has consistently found that the majority of sexual abuse against children is
perpetrated by someone known or in a position of trust to the child, not by a
stranger (Snyder, 2000). Although adults have a slightly higher likelihood of
being sexually assaulted by a stranger, the majority of sexual abuse against
adults was also perpetrated by someone known to the victim (Catalano, 2006;
Black, Basile, Breiding, Smith, Walters, Merrick, Chen, & Stevens, 2011).

i Adolescents: Adolescents who engage in sexually abusive behavior are not
“mini-adults,” and a sufficient number of studies now exist that show the
majority of these youth do not continue to sexually offend nor are they on a life
path for repeat offending. Adolescents (age 13-17) account for more than one
quarter (25.8%) of all sexual crimes and slightly more than a third (35.6%) of
sexual abuse against minors (Finkelhor, Ormrod, & Chaffin, 2009). The majority
of these adolescents are male, with females representing approximately 7% of
juveniles who are adjudicated (i.e., under the court’s jurisdiction) for sexual
crimes (Finkelhor et al., 2009). Adolescents who are adjudicated for sexual
crimes are more likely than adult sexual offenders to offend in groups and at
schools and to have more male victims and younger victims (Finkelhor et al.,
2009). However, the majority of sexual crimes occur within the residence of the
perpetrator and/or victim, and this is also true for adolescents adjudicated for



sexual crimes (residence 68.8% vs. schools 11.9%; Finkelhor et al., 2009). The
motivations for sexually abusive behavior by adolescents can often be different
from adult offending behavior, particularly when the rapid and continuing
developmental factors and dependence on caregivers/adults are taken into
consideration. Additionally, just as adults present with differing motivations and
factors that require individualized interventions, so do adolescents who engage
in sexually abusive behavior. Therefore, a “one size fits all” approach does not
work for either population.

For additional information, please see the ATSA document entitled Adolescents
Who Have Engaged in Sexually Abusive Behavior

9 Children: Children under age 12 are identified as having atypical sexual
behavior, not “sexually abusive behavior,” due to their young age,
developmental levels, and the continual changes that occur throughout
childhood. Similar to adolescents, the majority of children are not on a life path
for repeat problematic sexual behavior. It is common for young children to be
curious about their bodies, and this curiosity includes exploring genitalia.
Developmentally normative sexual behaviors in young children (also called
“sexual play”) include looking at genitals, unsophisticated touching (i.e., no
insertion or use of mouth), and masturbation. Sexual play occurs between
children who have an ongoing mutually enjoyable friendship; who are of similar
size, age, and social and emotional development; and the play is lighthearted,
spontaneous and fun. In contrast, atypical sexual behaviors involve children of
different sizes, ages, and social and emotional developmental levels; threats,
coercion or force may be involved; and the behavior is upsetting. Children may
develop atypical sexual behaviors for a variety of reasons, which include sexual
reactivity (i.e., acting out sexually due to a known history of sexual abuse),
abusive and/or neglectful environments, exposure to sexualized adults or
media, and family violence. Children who exhibit atypical sexual behaviors also
require individualized and specialized treatment services to address their
behavior.

For additional information, please see the ATSA document entitled Children
with Sexual Behavior Problems

3. Who are the victims of sexual abuse?

While sexual abuse exists in all communities, there are certain groups who are at higher
risk for victimization, for example children, people with disabilities, and LGBTQ
communities. Although reporting rates have increased over the past two decades, it
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remains true that many sexually abusive incidents are not reported to the authorities and,
due to this, the true rate of sexual abuse is difficult to determine (Finkelhor, Ormrod,
Turner & Handby, 2012). However, available criminal justice and survey data have provided
information about the most common characteristics of sexual abuse.

Research has indicated that the majority of sexual abuse is perpetrated by someone
known to the victim, such as a family member, acquaintance, teacher, coach, or friend.
According to the US Bureau of lustice Statistics (Snyder, 2000):

T 93% of children were sexually abused by someone known to them, such as a
family member or acquaintance, with approximately 7% being victimized by a
stranger.

Although adults have a slightly higher likelihood of being sexually assaulted by a stranger,
the 2005 National Crime Victimization Survey (Catalano, 2006) revealed:

1 73% of rapes against females age 12 and older were perpetrated by someone
known to the victim.

Additionally, the 2010 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (Black et al.,
201) indicated:

9 51.1% of female victims of rape reported being sexually abused by an intimate
partner and 40.8% by an acquaintance.

 For male victims, 52.4% reported being raped by an acquaintance and 15.1% by
a stranger.

No matter what relationship may have existed between the perpetrator and victim prior to
the sexual assault, the offender made the decision to sexually abuse someone and is the
sole person responsible for the sexual abuse. A victim is hever responsible for being
targeted and sexually abused by another person.

What motivates sexually abusive behavior?

Adults: The motivations for sexual abuse can be quite complex and are often
interconnected. Whereas some adults who have been convicted for sexual crimes may be
primarily motivated by sexual preference, such as a primary sexual preference for
prepubescent children (pedophile) or sexual arousal to violence, others may be motivated
by factors such as intimacy deficits, loneliness, anger, general antisocial or criminal
attitudes, hypersexuality, a desire for power/control, or in most cases probably a
combination of these factors. Additionally, some adults who have been convicted for
sexual crimes may have multiple sexual convictions and/or may engage in a wide variety
of sexually abusive or deviant behaviors, whereas others may only engage in one type of



behavior or one incident of sexual abuse. Adults convicted for sexual crimes also present
with different levels of risk for future sexually abusive behavior, and knowledge of this risk
through assessment with valid actuarial (i.e., research based) tools allows for better
management of these individuals and better dispositional decisions to maximize public
safety.

Adolescents: Adolescents also have complex and often interconnected motivations for
sexually abusive behavior. Research has indicated that many of the factors related to
general delinquency in adolescence (e.g., violence within the home, neglect,
physical/emotional abuse) are also related to youth who sexually abuse (Schwartz,
Cavanagh, Prentky, & Pimental, 2006). However, adolescents who have been adjudicated
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