8
Sexual Abuse

Time

Purpose

Rationale

Objectives

Lecture: 40—-65 minutes
Oprional discussion: 10-15 minures

To define sexual abuse and sexual exploitation, to sensitize par-
ticipants to the special problems that arise in such cases, and to
provide guidelines for assessing the statements of children and for
using the physical and behavioral indicators of sexual abuse.

Until the 1980s, most instances of sexual abuse were not reported.
When they were reported, they were rarely believed. Deciding to
report suspected sexual abuse presents a number of special prob-
lems, since reports must often be based on ambiguous medical
findings or the uncorroborared statements of very young children
or potentially biased reporters. The severe stigma attached to
charges of sexual abuse imposes an even greater duty of care in
deciding whether to report than for other forms of maltreatment.

In this module, participants should learn:

¢ the definition of sexual abuse and sexual exploitation

* the special problems in reporting sexual abuse

= guidelines for assessing the reliability of children’s statements
« guidelines for using the physical indicators of sexual abuse, and
* guidelines for using the behavioral indicators of sexual abuse.

* overheads 27-32

* stare reporting law (or penal law) or other materials thar de-
fine sexual abuse, cither specifically or under the general rubric
of “abuse” or other similar term

* name, phone number, and address of CPS contact person and
agency liaison person, if there is one
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Until the 1980s, most instances of sexual abuse were not
rEP[]rTE[J. W]Eﬂ II"“:Y were rEFH]I'rE'L{‘ I]'IE}" were mrﬂl}( I}E"
lieved. Deciding to report suspected sexual abuse presents
a number of special problems, since reports must often
I._I'E l]aﬁﬂd oan ﬂmlligl]nl]s m:dil::.'ll ﬁ.ndingﬂ or t]lz unoor-
roborated statements of very young children or potentially
biased reporters. The severe stigma attached to charges
of sexual abuse imposes an even greater duty of care in
deciding whether to report than for other forms of mal-
trearment.

This module defines sexual abuse and sexual exploita-
tion. It seeks to sensitize participants to the special
problems thac arise in such cases. It also provides guide-
lines for assessing the statements of children and for using
the physical and behavioral indicators of sexual abuse.

Lowal law and practice: Consider reading from, summariz-
ing, or referring to the relevant state definition of sexual abuse.
Some laws are quite specific, for example, mentioning “devi-
ate sexual intercourse,” and defining it to include any "conract
berween the penis and the anus, the mourh and rthe penis, or
the mouth and the vulva.” However, many state definitions
are vague or erypuic, simply requiring, for example, reports of
suspected “child abuse” or even “child neglect.” Other states
may use their penal law definidon, with a cross reference in
the reporting law or juvenile court law. A few states do not
even have a separate definition, bur include the concept un-
der more general rerms such as children who are in an
“environment injurious o their welfare,” children who “lack
proper parental care,” children who are "without proper guard-
'mn.sl'lip or care,” or children in the care of "unfic” parents.

Thus, after referring to the stare’s definition, consider using
the following generic discussion of definitional issues. To the
extent appropriate, try to use the stare’s werminology in your
discussion and try to explain how the textbook’s generic defi-
nitions are consistent with the stare’s law,
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Sexual Abuse

The generic definitions of sexual abuse and exploitation
used by the textbook (and this curriculum) are found in
Chart 3-2, p. 30. It defines sexual abuse as;

(1) vaginal, anal, or oral intercourse; vaginal

or anal penetrations;

(2) other forms of inappropriate touching or
exhibitionism for sexual gratification.

Note that this definition of sexual abuse enumerates spe-
cific forms of intercourse or penetration and then poes
on to include inappropriate touching or exhibitionism

for sexual gratification.

= Sexual intercourse may occur withour orgasm
and without complete penetration.

Sexual abuse usually follows a progression of severity. A
common pattern is for someone the child knows and
trusts (or fears) to follow a gradual progression from cud-
dling to intercourse. For this reason, and because of their
inherent harmfulness, exhibitionism and improper sexual
touching or conrtact are also considered sexual abuse.
Improper touching includes digital manipulation, rub-
bing, fondling, or penctration of the young person’s
genitalia or intimate parts.

Normal parental touching is not abuse. Parents and other
caretakers often touch the private parts of young chil-
dren for entirely innocent reasons—to change a diaper,
for example, or to give an affectionate pat on the be-
hind. To exclude these normal parenral touchings, child
abuse statutes mandate reports only when the touching
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is for the purpose of sexual arousal or gratification (of
either the adult or the child).

Chart 3-2 on p. 30 of the textbook also provides a ge-
neric definition of “sexual exploitation™

“the use of a child in prostitution, pornogra-

phy; or other sexually exploitative activities,”

Note that this definition of sexual exploitation mentions
prostitution and pornography, which are relatively spe-
cific terms, but then goes on to include an open-ended
category, “other.”

Neither the definition of sexual abuse nor the definition
of sexual exploitation mentions harm to the child be-
cause, if they occur, serious harm to the child is
presumed. Thus, the definition is consistent with what

we have been calling the parent’s “seriously harmful be-
havior.”

Texthook reference: “Acts of Sexual Abuse.” Chart 8-1, p.
87, provides a more detiled listing of the behaviors included
in the concepts of sexual abuse and exploitation. Briefly refer
to the chart now, suggesting that parricipants may wanrt o
keep it in mind for later reference.

Special Problems
Sexual abuse is often discovered only when:
¢ the child secks help,
* a family member comes forward, or

* 3 trusted outsider who, concerned about a

child’s apparent unhappiness or discomfort,
tries to find out what is bothering the child.
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In the past, children were too often disbelieved. Many
children were punished for saying such terrible things
about their parents (or other adults).

Now, most people are aware of sexual abuse and are
willing to believe children. Natonwide, the number of
substantiated cases of sexual abuse rose more than eight-
fold berween 1975 and 1995, from about 13,000 to
nearly 110,000. People are often surprised to find that
sexual abuse accounts for only a small percentage of all
reports. Nationally, according to the 1995 National Child
Abuse and Neglect Data Survey, approximately 13 per-
cent of all substantiated cases involved sexual abuse. By
comparison, child neglect comprises the largest percent-

age of cases, at 53 percent. Cite statel

lacal statistics
Nonstrangers are likely perpetrators. Most sexual abuse
of children is committed by someone known to the
child—a parent, a parent’s partner, a teacher, or a day
care provider.

Hence, sexual abuse is often neither violent nor forced,
so there may be no physical evidence.

These realities raise a number of special evidentiary prob-
lems that complicate the decision to report:

* Absence of physical evidence. Especially in
nonviolent cases of sexual abuse, physical
evidence is often ambiguous—or nonexistent.

* Uncorroborated statements of young chil-
dren. The child’s statements can be used ro
establish any form of maltrearment, bur in
cases of sexual abuse, in which there are of-
ten no witnesses and only ambiguous
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physical indicators, the child’s stacements
may be the only evidence.

*  Possibly biased parties. Sexual abuse allega-
tions often arise in the context of custody
battles. For many years, courts unquestion-
ingly accepted them. Then there was a
backlash, with courts tending to reject or
discount them. But it is not that simple. Even
allegations made during acrimonious divorces
may be true. This makes the decision to re-
port even more difficult.

* Extreme stigma of charges requires special
care. An accusation of sexual abuse, even if
later retracted or determined to be inaccu-
rate, can causc great anguish and stigma to
the accused. The stigma can last for a long
time, affecting both employment and fam-
ily relationships.

Do Children Lie? [E

Often a report must be based solely on the child’s state-
ment. The great majority of sexual abuse cases do not
involve violent or forced physical assaults. Especially in
such cases, as I just mentioned, physical evidence is of-
ten ambiguous—or nonexistent.

Moreover, sexual abuse occurs most often in secrecy, with
no witnesses.

= Therefore, a child’s uncorroborared state-
ments may be the only evidence of suspected
sexual abuse. Such statements are so impor-
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tant thar, to facilitate their use in court, states
have relaxed the rules of evidence concern-
ing corroboration, hearsay, and the testimony

of very young children.

“Cl'l.i.ld.n‘:n NEvEr lil:” 154 Slﬂgﬂ.'ﬂ some ':XPI:['[E P‘[U’PU llﬂd':?d
to reverse years of disbelieving children who claimed to
have been abused.

However, there is always the danger that a child’s de-
scription of being maltreated is untrue. Like adults, some
children lie, exaggerate, or fantasize.

As a general rule, resolve all doubts about a child’s cred-
ibility in favor of reporting. Assessing a child’s credibility
is generally the responsibility of the child protective
agency. A potential reporter is not expected to determine
the truth of a child’s statement. A child who describes
being sexually abused should be reported unless there is
clear reason to disbelieve the statement.

There are two reasons to question 2 child’s statement:

« For young children: Was the idea implanted?
The key issue is whether a distorted version
of the incident may have been fixed in the
child’s mind by others who questioned the
child abour the possibility of abuse. Has an
interested party (such as a parent in a cus-
tody dispute) or a careless interviewer (who
used leading or suggestive techniques) im-
planted a distorted or untrue idea in the
child’s mind?

-+ For older children: Is there a motive to lie?
For example, is there some reason why the
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child, usually an adolescent, may want to
be out of the home?

Delays in coming forward may be understandable.
Sometimes, the child waits a long time—perhaps even
years—before revealing the sexual abuse. The fact thar
the child has not sought help before does not mean that
he or she is lying. It may just be a sign of fear or ignorance.

Retractions may or may not be valid. Children some-
times retract their previous accounts of maltreatment.
There are good reasons to question the validity of such
retractions: They may, for example, be the result of pa-
rental coaching or threats. So it is important to know if
the parents have had access to the child. In addition,
children who have been placed in foster care may retract
an carlier allegation so that they can return home.

Some experts claim that a retraction or denial is actually
a sign that the child was abused. Unfortunately, this
theory does not leave room for bona fide recantations
and, thus, is dangerously deficient. Both the child’s origi-
nal statement and the retraction, and the context in

which they were made, must be carefully evaluated be-
fore deciding to report.

A valid retraction suggests other family problems. The
fact that a child has made an untrue allegation of sexual
abuse may be a sign of emotional problems in the child
or family dysfunction that merits further exploration.

Cross reference: Avoid leading questions. Optional Step 6 in
Module & describes how to avoid leading questions and in-
cludes an exercise on the subject. If you did nor present rhar
module, consider presenting Step 6 now. Also consider Op-
tonal Swep 7, which presents 1 more detailed discussion of
the ropic.
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Physical Indicators of Sexual Abuse (1) [32] Step 5 Discuss

guidelines for
In some cases, the child is too young or is unwilling to using physical

describe what happened, and no one else steps forward jndicatars of
to do so. There may, however, be physical indicators of gaxual abuse
sexual abuse, and they can be the basis of a report. (They

also can corroborate a child’s statements about being sexu-

ally abused.)

Injuries suggesting forced or violenr sexual activity should
be reported. Visible signs of the assaule, such as injuries
to the genitalia or torn or bloody clothing, “speak for
themselves” as described in Chapeer 7 in relation o physi-
cal abuse, and are clear indicators of sexual abuse.

Physical signs of unforced or nonviolent sexual activity

are more ambi guons,

» There are often signs of unforced or non-
violent sexual activity, such as minor injuries,
bruises, or redness to sexual organs (caused
h;-.—' forced penetration or t'uug]l handling).
But the sexual activity may have been with
peers, and hence not sexual abuse.

» Morcover, many of the same physical condi-
tions may be signs of illness or poor

hygiene.

“Physical Indicators of Sexual Abuse.” Chart 8-2, p. 92, L Uise rextbook
llnl.l'ib:} somc Qr ll'l.l: P]'I}'ii.l:ﬂl i.lljl.l.li.f! ar Cﬂnditiﬂni tl‘lat. b‘y

themselves, can justiﬁr a report Hawever, as the chart em-

phasizes, they may also be signs of sexual activity with peers.

Identify which of the listed injuries could be either, or ask

participants to do so. Use the discussion as a springboard ro

the following lecture.
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Whether these physical indicators of unforced and non-
violent sexual activity should be reported depends on
the child’s apparent maturity and social situation, as well
as the statements of the child, the parents, and others
who are familiar with the situation.

* For young children: Always report any un-
explained signs of sexual activity. Young
children ordinarily do not engage in the types
of activities that would cause such injuries.
Thus, without a satisfactory explanation, a
report should be made.

* For older children: Consider whether it is
sexual activity with peers. Signs of sexual
activity on an older child cannot be auto-
marically interpreted as signs of sexual abuse.
Rather, they may be indicative of consen-
sual sexual activity with peers. Decision
making is further complicated when 2 young
person’s sexual activity with peers occurs si-
multaneously with sexual abuse.

Physical Indicators of Sexual Abuse (2)

Always consider other explanations for the condition.
For example, an unusual vaginal or urethral discharge or
irritation, a frequently noted suspicious symptom, can
have an alternate medical explanation or can be the re-
sult of excessive rubbing (during cleaning), poor hygicne,
or self-stimulation. Bur if you cannot reasonably attribute
the child’s condition to such explanations, a report is
necessary.
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Nevertheless, even ambiguous indicators can corrobo-

rate a child’s statements. They provide additional reason
to believe the child and to make a report.

The absence of physical evidence does not disprove the
child’s statements (as it sometimes does in the case of
physical abuse). Often, there are no physical indications
of sexual abuse. This is especially true in cases of alleged
fondling, oral sex, and minimal penerration.

Opportunities to observe are limited. About the only
time physical indicators of sexual abuse are detected is
during a medical or physical examination.

Examinations should not further traumatize the child.
Sexually abused children may already have been trauma-
tized by what an adult may have done to them; they
should not be further traumatized by a cold, forced, or
otherwise threatening examination.

* Physical examinations should be conducted
only by experienced medical personnel—
in a private setting. The examiner should
be experienced with cases of possible sexual
abuse and aware of the sensitivities of chil-
dren and the emotionally harmful effects of
past maltreatment.

Behavioral Indicators of Sexual Abuse IE

Behavioral indicators are valid decision-making tools. If
the physical indicators of sexual abuse are ambiguous
and the child’s statements are otherwise uncorroborated,
the presence of certain behaviors in children can be used
as a diagnostic tool to bolster the conclusion that the

child may have been sexually abused.

Step 6: Discuss
guidelines for

using behavioral

indicators of
sexual abuse

129



DOUGLAS ]. BESHAROV

130

One of the most helpful things that a concerned adult
can do for a child is to keep an open mind about the
possibility of sexual abuse. A sudden change in a child’s
behavior or a child’s statement alluding to some unhap-
pincss may be a sign of real problems. Asking open-ended
questions may prompt the child to disclose something
that is happening at home, and may be the first step
toward protecting the child.

However, behavioral indicators are misused when they
are the sole basis of a report. They simply have too many
other Exp]a.natiuns. For example, bed wertting can be a
sign of sexual abuse, but it can also be the result of an
infection, a developmental lag, or a normal reaction to a
crisis in the child’s life, such as a move, a death in the
family, or a divorce.

* And, a sudden decline in a child’s Perfnr—
mance at school may be a result of the stress
of a divorce rather than of sexual abuse. Not
every rwo-year-old who undresses in public
or masturbates has been sexually abused.
Thus, other explanations of the child’s be-
havior should always be considered.

Behavioral indicators are not, in themselves, sufficient
grounds for a report. A report should be made only in
the presence of other evidence, such as a child’s descrip-
tion of being abused or the existence of suspicious
injuries.

A child’s behaviors can be used to help assess ambigu-
ous situations, such as the significance of signs of sexual
activity found on the child’s body.
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“Children’s Behaviors Used to Assess Physical Signs of Sexual B Use textbook
Activity.” Charr 8-3, p. 97, describes the hehaviors of chil-
dren, such as unwillingness 1o disrobe in gym class, adolescent
prostitution, or attempted suicide, that may suggest the pos-
sibility of sexual abuse. To emphasize the limits of behaviaral

indicators, ask the audience vo give alternate explanations for

the behaviors listed.

Even if there is no abuse, a child’s troubled behavior
may require assistance. To any caring individual, behav-
iors such as those listed in Chart 8-3 suggest the need for
further inquiries about the child’s situation.

The absence of behavioral indicators does not negate
the possibility of abuse. Just as the absence of physical
indicators does not negate the possibility that the child
has been sexually abused, the absence of behavioral in-

dicators is not proof that the child has not been abused.

Certain patterns or cxtremes of parental behavior can
also assist in the assessment of ambiguous situations,
although they, too, are not an independent ground for a
report of abuse. A parent’s refusal to consent to the medi-
cal examination of a child complaining of injuries to the
genital or anal area, for example, should be considered
diagnostically significant.

Cross reference: “Parental Behaviors Used 1o Assess Ambigu-
ous Injuries.” Chart 13-4, pp. 142-143, discusses the
significance of parental behavior in assessing the possibility
of maltrearment. Consider deferring questions on thar sub-
ject until Module 13. If, however, you are not going to present
thar module, consider referring to the charr now—perhaps
summarizing its contents {if you did nor do so in Module 7).

Optional discussion: “Family Dynamics of Child Sexual
Abuse.” The box on pp. 94-95 describes the dynamics typi-
cally associated with sexually abusive families. Consider
reviewing them now, as the springboard for a discussion of
how they might help decision making. Emphasize, however,
thar their presence, by itself, is nor a sufficient basis for a
report.
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B agency liaison
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In this module, we defined the forms of child sexual
abuse and sexual exploitation and outlined some of the
ways that it may be identified using information about
family dynamics, physical signs, and behavioral indica-
tors. While there is considerable controversy over the
reliability of children’s statements (especially with regard
to sexual abuse), we have reviewed the ways to assess
such statements responsibly and to ask questions that
encourage more reliable responses.

As | have ended several modules, let me repeat: If you
have questions about a specific situation, or about gen-
eral policies, feel free to consulr the appropriate person
in your agency or in the local child protective agency.



