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That Russell’s figures are so much higher than those
of other studies may be attributed in part to the thor-
oughness of her questions. Where other studies asked
adults a single question about sexual abuse, Russell
asked 14 separate questions about sexually exploitative

experiences, any one of which may have reminded peo- -

ple about some sexual abuse that occurred in their child-
hood. She also included abusive experiences at the
hands of peers in her definition of sexual abuse.

Implications

These surveys have added greatly to our knowledge
about child sexual abuse. They have shown that the ex-
perience of being molested occurs to an alarming num-
ber of children, and that both boys and girls are victims.
They have also shown that most victims do not tell any-
one, confirming the suspicion that reported cases are
only a tip of the iceberg.

Unfortunately, these surveys have not given us a de-
finitive, figure for how many children are sexually
abused in the United States. Russell’s findings cannot
be used to say that ‘‘more than one out of every two
girls is molested.” nor could my findings be used to
argue that 15 percent of all girls and five percent of all
boys are sexually abused.

For one thing, these studies are local and cannot be
generalized to the country as a whole. For another, they
are studies of adults and we do not know for sure that
the current generation of children is having the same
experience.

They can be used, however, as general guides for
how widespread the problem of victimization probably
is. In answering the question about the prevalence of
sexual abuse, it is fair to say that ‘‘studies of various
groups of adults looking back on their childhoods have
found that anywhere from nine to 52 percent of the
women and three to nine percent of the men were sexu-
ally abused.”
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EXT ARTIGLE

What We’ve
Learned From
Community
Responses

To Intrafa
Child Sexual
Abuse

by Martha M. Kendrick

Martha M. Kendrick is a Social Science Analyst, Na-
tional Center on Child Abuse and Neglect.

ithout question, professionals and volun-

teers who work with child maltreatment

confront some of the knottiest legal issues,
thorniest child protection cases and most complex and
sensitive family issues when they work with families
where there is a problem of child sexual abuse. With a
burgeoning national awareness of incest, communities
across the country now grapple with a whole new set of
problems relating to reporting, treating and preventing
child sexual abuse.”As incest emerged from the closet
over this past decade, professionals faced the stark real-
ity of a nonexistent research or information base and in-
adequate community ‘‘systems’’ to deal with this
growing problem area.

Spurred by the legislative priority incorporated in the

1978 Amendments to the Child Abuse Prevention and



Treatment Act (P.L. 95-266), in conjunction with the
establishment of five regional sexual abuse
treatment/training institutes, the National Center on
Child Abuse and Neglect (NCCAN) funded’ 14 service
improvement demonstration projects in late 1980 de-
signed to upgrade the quality of services available to
victims and their families and improve coordination
among agencies responsible for intervening in or
treating intrafamily child sexual abuse. Federal funding
for these projects ceased in September 1983, and the
yield from the experiences of these agencies is indeed
rich.

What is striking is the commonality of issues and
challenges confronted, despite the very different prem-
ises and bases from which these programs started. The
projects were coordinated by community child abuse
council, a police department, a mental health center,
child protective service agency units at the city, county
and state levels, two Parents United chapters, a chil-
dren's hospital and two private, non-profit community
agencies.* This analysis is drawn from the final reports
submitted by each project.

Initial Challenges

Most of the projects seemed genuinely surprised that
opposition to their programs was virtually nonexistent.
Some, particularly in more conservative areas, antic-
ipated that they would face objections within their
communities to launching a program designed to serve
incest victims and their families. Projects that seemed to
establish themselves successfully and guickly already
enjoyed strong support within their agencies or in- -
stitations~—they were a natural expansion of or adjunct
to programs already serving maltreated children, Those
which faced the most difficult and, in some cases insur-
mountable, bureaucratic hurdles seemed to lack good or
long-standing institutional relationships at the outset.

The key to success in every single community was the
degree to which the program established strong coopera-
tive working relationships with other agencies. Social
service and law enforcement agencies were a natural
alignment in some places, while in others it took dogged
determination and constant efforts to bury *‘turf’" hatch-
ets and competitive instincts. A substantial amount of
time was spent in developing protocols and agreements
specifying the roles and duties of the cooperating
agencies.

A testament to the establishment of effective working
relationships and mutual respect is the commitment
within the various communities to keep these programs
going after Federal funding ended. Only one of the 14
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projects closed its doors, and in that instance, alterna-
tive arrangements were made to continue services to the
families. ' e

A consistently voiced frustration relates to the inevi-
table turnover in personnel and funding in the
coordinating agencies. With law enforcement, chiid
protection, mental health, legal and social service
agencies working together, a high level of staff turnover
is undoubtedly inevitable. Agencies should plan for this
disruption and cross-train as well as provide for contin-
uing communications. Breakdowns in program relation-
ships with cooperating organizations were universally
attributed to these personnel gaps and changes. Because
of the evolving state-of-the-art in working with these
families, the need for ongoing training was also univer-
sally perceived as essential.

One of the more important findings is the degree &

which the legal system influences how others effectively
serve these families. All of the projects recognized that
it requires extraordinary amounts of patience, skill and
time to work with incest victims and their families. For
example, it takes substantially longer-to move these
cases through most legal systems because of the in-
volvement of both the family and criminal courts. One
project noted that ‘‘when agencies provided a.united
front in court, it became almost impossible for the client
to have a fair chance of a successful defense. "’

Yet others criticized inconsistencies in prosecution
decisions and articulated frustration with meeting diffi-
cult evidentiary standards in this area, particularly with
younger children. There was stated recognition that
these cases long frustrated district attorneys and law en-
forcement officials, particularly because of retractions
of victims and general discomfort in dealing with chil-
dren. Almost every project noted the necessity, of hav-
ing the clout of the legal system to keep families in-
volved in a very difficult and painful treatment process.
Deferred prosecution and diversion programs for of-
fenders were found to be most effective. Clearly the au-
thority and leverage of the legal system is perceived as
an essential ingredient in creating an effective commu-
nity response.

All of the projects invested a substantial amount of
time and creative energy in public education and com-
munity awareness efforts. They uniformly found that as



awareness increased, so did reporting and requests for
services. Some noied the beneficial effect of these ef-
forts on attitudes and approaches toward victims. All felt
they were successful in setting into motion a level of
awareness and concern that will continue to generate a
community response and concern for prevention.

Tncest Victims and Their Families

Maiiy of the projects presented information
challenging familiar stereotypes on the dynamics and
personality chardcterizations within these families. Sev-
eral emphasized the uniqueness of each family and the
impossibility of prepackaging treatment approaches.
Some families are clearly easier to treat than others.
There seems to be greater success in cases where the fa-
ther has admitted and/or disclosed the abuse, where the
spouse believed the abuse occurred and was able to be
assertive enough to support the child, and where the fa-
ther apologized to the child and accepted responsibility
for the abuse. :

Every program recognized the need for a wide range
of treatment modalities-—including crisis intervention,
casework counseling and individual, group and family
therapy. Improving communication skills among family
members as well as parenting skills appear to be core
central concerns. From a clinical perspective, some of
the projects observed that they expected to find more
pathology within these families, and they were sur-
prised, for example, at the predominantly normal range
of scores on standardized tests.

Whether the marriage remains intact following disclo-
sure of the sexual abuse seems to depend in part on the
bias or approach of the responding agency. Several pro-
grams did not assess whether or not the family remained
intact, but there were significant statistical variations
among those who did. Most of the programs now seem
to feel that removal of the child from the family shouid
be ‘a last resort; this represents a departure of thinking
from a few years back, when removal of the child was
often the first action taken. In making a determination,
agencies most often look toward whether the mother be-
lieves and supports the child and/or whether the father
denies the abuse and the mother sides with him rather
than the victim.

Programs repeatedly emphasized that the child tended

to-have poor self-esteem and often felt responsible and
blamed herself for the abuse. The importance of believ-
ing the victim was cited as an acute need. One project
with a primary focus on serving victims cited other
needs, including the need to feel good about themselves
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Many see the relationship
between victims and their
mothers as the one most
critical and, possibly the

one most damaged by incest.

and their sexuality, the need to improve their communi-
cation skills and the need to learn how to develop
healthy peer relationships.

Many see the relationship between victims and their
mothers as the one most critical and, possibly the one
most damaged by incest. Not surprisingly, victims ex-
pressed anger at the mothers either for not being there
or for not protecting them. Most programs discovered
that the mother’s attitude and involvement in treatment
was crucial to the progress made by the victim as well
as the overall family. The mothers themselves were ca-
pable of sabotaging their daughter’s treatment, and they
often needed empathy and basic peer support to accept
and deal with what had happened in their families. More
often than not, the motheris torn and her changing alle-
glance between the father and the child is fairly com-
mon, particularly in the early stages of treatment.
Changing family alignments and relationships and tre-
mendous internal turmoil face all of these families.
Some of the projects noted that mothers had more diffi-
culty when the daughter was an adolescent. Consciously
or unconsciously, adolescent girls more often were
blamed for ihe abuse.

One of the striking findings among these projects was
the high proportion of cases in which the mothers were
child victims of sexual abuse. Programs that added adult
‘“‘survivor’’ groups did so both to help mothers under-
stand their daughters’ needs and to help them work out
their own unresolved problems.

Several programs seemed to feel that it was easier to
make progress with victims and mothers than with fa-
thers. Projects stressed that a basic criteria should be
that the father take full responsibility for the incestuous
relationship, and they emphasized their inability to work
effectively with perpetrators who continued to deny the
abuse. The necessity of uniquely tailoring treatment se-
quences was emphasized. Peer support and parent
groups seemed to be helpful in assisting perpetrators to
work through their problems and increase their own
self-esteem. The degree of resistance and rigidity of the
offender in treatment was noted as a surprise.
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Other Issues and Chsllenges

An overriding issue expressed by all of the projects is
the extraordinarily high ‘‘burnout’’ rate of staff and vol-
unteers and the particular emotional drain on-therapists.
Therapists and other staff members working with these
families need recognition, nurturance, positive feed-
back, agency support, time of. ' and flexibility in ap-
proach and structure.

Several programs successfully incorporated volunteer
professionals to provide therapy and extend their own’
agency capacity. A few noted the particular challenge
and mixed results in using client facilitators either to
run or to assist staff members in working with peer sup-
port groups. Other programs used volunteers to provide
transportation, child care, public speaking and commu-
nity awareness efforts as well as office support.

One of the most startling findings is the degree of sib-
ling abuse in incestuous families. Even in families
where there is no sibling abuse, sibling relationships
play an important role in treatment for the victim. How-
ever, many agencies are hamstrung in their inability to
protect these children. Since many state laws are totally
inadequate regarding the special needs of siblings, com-
munity agencies are often unable to help unless they can
establish parental neglect. To do this, agencies often

face the difficult task of establishing lack of supervision

on failure to report,

Virtually every program had to grapple with substan-
tial increases in reports of male juvenile sex offenders.
Most programs now identify the needs of these offend-
ers—who often fall through the cracks in terms of treat-
ment as well as legal handling of cases—as critical.
Several programs were surprised to learn that when they
began treating adult perpetrators, more often than not
they discovered patterns of abuse that began during the
adolescent years, usually by victimizing younger chil-
dren, This finding concurs with other research in the
field, which suggests that the adolescent sexual abuser
of today, if untreated, is likely to become the adult sex-
ual offender of tomorrow.

Several projects also noted the special needs of par-
ents and siblings (particularly siblings who were vic-
tims) of adolescent offenders. They report that the dy-
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namics of adolescent sex abuse seem different from
adult patterns. This, too is perceived as another area re-
quiring legislative attention in several states. Finally,
these projects also consistently point out that abuse of
males is far more prevalent than previously thought; a
significant proportion of the male offenders were them-
selves victimized as c¢hildren or teenagers.

Another issie that emerged for several programs re-
lates to the special needs of sexually abused children
and adolescents who are placed in family fosier care.
These children seem to exhibit more severe emotional
and behavior problems, which most likely correlate with
the type and duration of sexual abuse. Many of the girls
had great difficulty in working out foster home relation-
ships and, likewise, many foster parents were neither
equipped nor prepared for dealing with them. Training
for foster parents and alternatives to family placements,
such as group homes, were cited as needs.

On a national level, child sexual abuse programs have
no concrete methods of charting their successes or fail-
ures. Many, therefore, have resorted to analyzing the
reoccurrence of intrafamily child sexual abuse as the
comerstone for measuring success. While several of
NCCAN-funded projects noted either an extraordinarily
low or nonexistent recidivism rate, others wisely ig-
nored the issue. To measure recidivism as the sole or
exclusive barometer of success of an entire program
would seem to be short-sighted and foolhardy in the
complex interpersonal relationships and family dynam-
ics presented by these cases.

These 14 community programs have contributed sig-
nificantly to our understanding and awareness of the dy-
namics of intrafamily child sexual abuse as well as the
emerging issues in prevention and treatment.

The cost-effectiveness of these programs must be
measured in terms of the larger costs of foster care,
institutionalization of children and incarceration of of-
fenders. Perhaps a more important measure of success,
however, is the universal perception among these proj-
ects. that they contributed substantially to their com-
munities by offering these troubled families the hope of
a better quality of life.

SA list of projects may be obtained from the National Center on Child Abuse and
Neglect, P.O. Box 1182, Washington, D.C. 20013,






