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 The statistics and generalizations offered on this handout serve only to give you a 
foundation for working with sexual abuse cases and the individuals involved. It is 
important to know and to incorporate into your work the concept that no two 
individuals who perpetrate child sexual abuse are the same. Research, regarding 
who perpetrates, against whom they perpetrate, why they perpetrate, etceteras, 
constantly changes based on different samples of individuals, the type of research 
performed, the definitions used, and a host of other factors. As is the case with all 
that you do, you must work with individuals on a case-by-case basis. 

Perpetrator Relationships to Children 

This factor plays an important role in assessing the extent to which the child could be affected by sexual 
abuse and significantly affects how to move forward with case planning. Based on the family structure, the 
nature in which sexual abuse occurs can be defined in one of three global ways: 

• Intrafamilial (within the family – associated with incest) 
• Interfamilial (within the family, but not in the immediate family) 
• Extrafamilial (outside the family) 

Within these global categories, the relationship of the perpetrator is further defined by whether the 
perpetrator is: 

• A stranger to the child 
• A person known to the child (family member, acquaintance, foster parent) 

The relationships sexual abuse perpetrators may have with children on a child welfare professional’s 
caseload might include: 

• Specific family members (as defined by family) (ex: father, mother, aunt, uncle, brother, sister, 
grandfather, grandmother, friends of family/of the child, godparents, paramours, stepparents, etc.) 

• School personnel (ex: principal, teacher, guidance counselors, others) 
• Babysitters 
• Providers responsible for children 
• Practically anyone can sexually abuse a child 

Dynamics of perpetrator relationships to children include the facts that: 

• Relationships to the child are not always clear-cut 
• Families define themselves and their make-up in different ways 
• Child welfare professionals have to work closely with the child and others to discover exactly what 

type(s) of relationship(s) the perpetrator has with the child, as families can be biologically tied or 
tied by other strong bonds (as seen in children calling a family friend, who is not related by blood, 
Uncle Joe or Aunt Jane) 

• There might be many individuals in a biologically related family that the child does not know; 
therefore, even though the perpetrator committed an act of intrafamilial incest against the child, the 
individual might be a stranger to the child 

General Offender Relationship Statistics 

 States use very diverse terms to define relationships in their reporting systems. 
Because of this, federal terminology referring to relationships of perpetrator to victim 
is much broader than state terminology. Despite this, the information and associated 
statistics offered below concerning perpetrator relationships to child victims should 
give child welfare professionals an idea of how perpetrator-to-child relationships 
breakdown at the national and state level. 
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It is a myth that most individuals that sexually abuse children are strangers: 

• No more than 10-30% of the offenders are strangers (Finkelhor, D., 1994) 
• Numerous sources and statistics cite that child sexual abuse is more likely to occur within the 

family (by a parent, stepparent, guardian, older sibling, or relative) or, if outside the family, often by 
a person well-known by the child and family. 

In 2006, at the national level, according to the U.S. DHHS 2006 Child Abuse Report, 65,662 children were 
substantiated as having been sexually abused (U.S. DHHS, 2008). 

In 2013, in Pennsylvania, according to the Pennsylvania DHS 2013 Annual Child Abuse Report: 

• 3,425 reports of suspected child abuse and neglect were substantiated 
• 53% (around 1,815) involved sexual abuse 
• Mothers and fathers were responsible for 40 percent of all injuries to abused children in 2013. 

• Most of the abuse committed by a babysitter was sexual abuse, comprising 858 percent of the total 
abuse by a babysitter. 

• Fathers and other family members caused the most sexual abuse injuries. 

• Fathers and other family members were responsible for 16 and 26 percent of all sexual abuse 
injuries respectively. 

With the previous national and state information in mind, below are the national and state statistics for 
child sexual abuse instances broken down by the relationship of the perpetrator to the victim child. 

 

 

 

Relationship to Child Number of Child Sexual 
Abuse Incidences 

Percentage (Compared to 
Number of Substantiated 

Child Sexual Abuse Reports) 

Other relative 19,113 29% 

Parent 17,235 26% 

Other 16.001 24% 

Unknown or missing 4,547 7% 

Unmarried partner of parent 3,979 6% 

Friends or neighbors 2,860 4% 

Child daycare provider 1,167 2% 

Other professionals 312 0.5% 

Residential facility staff 168 0.3% 

Foster parent 207 0.3% 

Legal guardian 73 0.1% 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Federal Statistics 
Perpetrator Relationships to Children 

Source: Adapted from Table 3-19 – Victim by Maltreatment Types and Perpetrator Relationship 2006. U.S. DHHS. Child maltreatment 2006. (63) 
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Relationship Total Perpetrators 

Father 827 

Mother 784 

Other family member 606 

Paramour 498 

Babysitter 475 

Household member 356 

Step-parent 215 

Other/unknown 47 

Daycare staff 37 

Residential facility staff 26 
 

 

 
 

 These statistics might differ from what child welfare professionals see on their 
caseloads. Numerous factors, such as community culture, agency/community efforts 
to decrease child sexual abuse, decreased reporting, and many others come into 
play. 

 

Adult Offenders 

Adult child sexual abuse perpetrators are very diverse economically, occupationally, geographically, and 
educationally. Perpetrators continue generally to be adult males; however, research discovered that adult 
females also perpetrate against children. Statistics show, at the national level, that: 

• Male perpetrators are responsible for at least 90% of sexual assaults (U.S. Department of Justice, 
2001; Snyder, Howard N., 2000). 
o While some perpetrators might display behaviors and characteristics similar to other types of 

criminal offenders (e.g., a lack of education; unstable employment and residence; drug and 
alcohol problems that interfere with daily life; frequent altercations with families, friends, and 
strangers; and an overall resistance to authority figures), the majority of them do not have 
extensive criminal histories or “traditional” criminal lifestyles (Center for Effective Public Policy , 
2007). 

• “[F]emales account for less than 10% of sex crimes (FBI, 2006). Specifically, arrests of women 
represent only 1% of all adult arrests for forcible rape and 6% of all adult arrests for other sex 
offenses” (Center for Effective Public Policy, 2007). 
o Female perpetrators were most common in assaults against victims under age 6. For these 

youngest victims, 12% of perpetrators were females, compared with 6% for victims ages 6 
through 12, and 3% for victims ages 12 through 17. Overall, 6% of the perpetrators who 
sexually assaulted juveniles were female, compared with just 1% of the female perpetrators 
who sexually assaulted adults (U.S. Department of Justice, 2000). 

Pennsylvania 2013 
Perpetrator Relationships to Children 

Source: Table 5 – Relationships of Perpetrator to Child by Type of Injury (Substantiated Reports. 2013. DHS 2013 Annual Report. 

(16) 
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o Female perpetrators were sexually victimized at almost twice the rate of men, most often by a 
family member (Kaplan & Green, 1995). Other preliminary research findings concerning sexual 
abuse perpetrated by women suggest the following: 
▪ Often occurs in caregiving situations and may be committed in isolation or because of 

coercion by or in conjunction with a male counterpart 
▪ Women who sexually abuse are often socially isolated and lack a sense of attachment and 

belonging 
▪ Female perpetrators often have a history of substance abuse and emotional disturbances 

such as depression and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and they often have experienced a 
history of sexual and physical abuse as children (Center for Effective Public Policy, 2007) 

Perpetrators of sexual abuse rarely have only one victim. Below are some of the researched results 
concerning this issue: 

• Research, using information generated through polygraph examinations on a sample of imprisoned 
sex offenders, found that perpetrators had an average of 110 victims and 318 offenses (Ahlmeyer, 
Heil, McKee, and English, 2000, as cited in Center for Sex Offender Management, 2001). 

• Out of 3,952 admitted child molesters: 
o Never-abused molesters averaged 7 child victims 
o Severely sexually abused victims averaged 25 victims 
o On average, severely sexually abused molesters committed well over 100 more acts (142 acts) 

than never-abused molesters (37 acts) (Abel & Harlow, 2001) 

Some perpetrators also abuse children outside of the home: 

• While 68% of child molesters exclusively abused children in their own families (biological children, 
nieces and nephews, or grandchildren); 40% of child molesters abuse children in their own homes 
and in their social circle (outside the home) (Abel & Harlow, 2001). 

Most pedophiles began offending in adolescence or childhood: 

• Out of 2,294 pedophiles: 
o Those who were never abused reported that 9% molested before age 10 and another 28% 

between ages 10 and 15 
o Severely sexually abused pedophiles reported that 25% molested before age 10 and 40% 

between ages 10 and 15 
o In all, 49% of never-abused pedophiles molested before age 20, while 76% of severely sexually 

abused pedophiles molested before age 20 (Abel & Harlow, 2001) 

Some perpetrators blame offending behaviors on marital difficulties, alcohol and other drug addiction, 
and/or stress.  Many perpetrators blame the abuse on alcoholism or their partner’s failure to have sexual 
intercourse with them. However, since most perpetrators began offending as juveniles this rationale 
clearly reveals thinking errors. 

The Juvenile/Adolescent Offender 

 The National Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth, in their Adolescent Sex 
Offenders: Common Misconceptions vs. Current Evidence fact sheet, notes that 
adolescent (aka Juvenile) sex offenders are defined as adolescents from 13 to 17 
who commit illegal sexual behavior as defined by the sex crime statutes of the 
jurisdiction in which the offense occurred. 

• Adolescents represent a significant proportion of all individuals responsible for sex offenses 
(Center for Effective Public Policy, 2007) – 17% of all arrests for sex crimes and approximately 1/3 
of all sex offenses against children. 
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o Sexual offenses against young children, under 12 years of age, are typically committed by boys 
between the ages of 12 to 15-years-old (National Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth, 2003). 

• Contrary to common assumption, most juvenile sex offenders have not been victims of childhood 
sexual abuse. The self-reported rates of sexual victimization range from 20% to 55%. Several 
studies have shown higher rates of self-reported physical abuse than sexual abuse (National 
Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth, 2003). 

• The assumption that the majority will become adult sex offenders is not supported by current 
literature (National Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth, 2003). 

• Most juvenile offenders differ from adult sex offenders in several ways, such as: 
o They are considered more responsive to treatment. (National Center on Sexual Behavior of 

Youth, 2003). Sexually abusive youth appear to respond well to cognitive-behavioral and/or 
relapse prevention treatment, with rearrest rates of approximately 7% in follow-up periods of 
more than five years (Center for Sex Offender Management, 2007). Program evaluation data 
suggest that the sexual recidivism rate for juveniles treated in specialized programs ranges 
from approximately 7 to 13% in follow-up periods of two to five years (Center for Sex Offender 
Management, 2007). 

o They have lower recidivism rates. Current research shows that the sexual re-offense rate for 
those who receive treatment is low in most U.S. settings. Rates of sexual re-offense (5-14%) 
are substantially lower than the rates for other delinquent behavior (8-58%). 

o They have fewer victims and engage in fewer abusive behaviors over shorter periods. 
o Most adolescents do not have deviant sexual arousal and/or deviant sexual fantasies that many 

adult sex offenders have. 
o Most adolescents are not sexual predators nor do they meet the accepted criteria for pedophile 
o They also tend to have less aggressive sexual behavior (National Center on Sexual Behavior of 

Youth, 2003). 

 As with all the “characteristics” of perpetrators, child welfare professionals must be 
careful not to generalize these characteristics as being applicable to all juveniles. 
Individualized assessment is crucial. In addition, although research points to 
common characteristics, a few individual smaller studies exist, which have findings 
that contradict the research found. 

• The reasons that juveniles offend is still being researched.  
o Common characteristics after the first offense do appear. They include: 

▪ Criminal (sexual and non-sexual) and antisocial behavior 
▪ Prior childhood sexual abuse 
▪ Childhood experiences of being physically abused, being neglected, and witnessing family 

violence  
▪ Family instability, disorganization, and violence 
▪ Negative family communication 
▪ Parental conflicts 
▪ Deficits in social competence, inadequate social skills, poor peer relationships, and social 

isolation 
▪ Had previous consenting sexual experiences 
▪ Experience academic difficulties (Various studies, as cited by Righthand, S. & Welch, C., 

OJJDP, 2001) 
o Characteristics seen in juveniles that recidivate include: 

▪ Deviant sexual interests 
▪ Problematic parent-child relationships 
▪ Social isolation, poor social skills, and low social self-esteem 
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▪ Antisocial values and behaviors, including emotional callousness and an absence of 
empathy for others 

▪ Pro-offending attitudes or cognitive distortions 
▪ Impulsivity 
▪ Treatment non-completion (Center for Sex Offender Management, 2006) 

• Juveniles who sexually offend are a diverse group. Some: 
o Are otherwise well-functioning youth with limited behavioral or psychological problems 
o Are youth with multiple non-sexual behavior problems or prior non-sexual juvenile offenses 
o Are youth with major psychiatric disorders 
o Come from well-functioning families; others come from highly chaotic or abusive backgrounds 

(National Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth, 2003) 
• Although males still constitute the higher number of offenders against children; females do commit 

child sexual abuse. 
o Females under the age of 18 account for 1% of forcible rapes committed by adolescents and 

7% of all juvenile arrests for sex offenses, excluding the category of prostitution (National 
Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth, 2003). 

o Female offenses tend to be under-reported. According to the National Center on Sexual 
Behavior of Youth (2004), the reasons for this appear to be that: 
▪ Individuals, including parents, law enforcement, and child protective services staff, might fail 

to recognize and address female offending because they consider females to be physically 
and/or emotionally incapable of committing such offenses. 

▪ Society might more readily tolerate female sexual behavior, particularly of non-contact 
sexual offenses as exhibitionism, peeping, and making indecent phone calls. 

▪ Child welfare, law enforcement, and other professionals might perceive that adolescent 
females pose a significantly lower risk for sexual offending than adolescent males, believing 
them to be more mature and better able to separate emotional needs from sexual behaviors 
than their male peers. 

o On average, females who are 14-years-old exhibit greater variability in their sexual arousal and 
behavior patterns than adult males/females and do not meet the accepted criteria for 
pedophilia. 

o The most common sexual offenses committed by females are non-aggressive acts, such as 
mutual fondling, that occur during a caregiving activity such as babysitting. The typical victim of 
female juvenile sex offenders is a 5-year-old child. Victims are most frequently acquaintances 
or relatives. 

Other Offender Considerations 

Recidivism 

Accurately measuring the rate at which sex offenders recidivate is difficult. Most studies that attempt to 
measure recidivism equate reoffending with rearrest or reconviction, which is problematic because of the 
generally accepted understanding that sexual assault is a widely underreported crime. Therefore, 
researchers are concerned that some reported recidivism rates are artificially low. Findings also suggest 
that recidivism rates fluctuate widely, depending on the type of sexual offense the perpetrator committed. 
Additionally, few longitudinal studies have been conducted on sex offender recidivism to date (Center for 
Effective Public Policy, 2007). In those that have been conducted, researchers conclude that: 

• Long-term recidivism rates are lower for sex offenders than for the general criminal population 
(Center for Effective Public Policy, 2007) 

• Offenders who receive specialized and intensive sex offender treatment have a significantly lower 
rearrest rate than offenders who do not participate in treatment (Center for Effective Public Policy, 
2007) 
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• In a meta-analysis of 61 research studies on recidivism, Hansen & Bussiere found that the average 
sex offense recidivism rate (as evidenced by rearrest or reconviction) was 12.7% for child 
molesters (Center for Sex Offender Management, 2001) 

• Approximately 4,300 child molesters were released from prisons in 15 States in 1994. An 
estimated 3.3% of these 4,300 were rearrested for another sex crime against a child within 3 years 
of release from prison (U.S. Department of Justice, 2003) 

 Despite the generalizations made in the rates, child sexual abuse perpetrators are a 
diverse group of individuals. No two perpetrators will ever be the same; and, each 
perpetrator will require individualized assessments and individualized efforts. 

The Offender/Perpetrator with Developmental Disabilities 

Although perpetrators with developmental disabilities might be different in terms of their cognitive skills, 
these individuals pose many of the same challenges to supervision agencies as other adult sex 
perpetrators. While the tendency of some agencies might be to treat this population in a different way than 
perpetrators without developmental disabilities, it is important to remember the following: 

• Sex offenders with developmental disabilities pose as clear a concern to the safety of the child as 
do sex offenders without developmental disabilities. 

• Developmental disabilities do not cause or excuse sexual offending. 
• Sex offenders with developmental disabilities should be referred to treatment that is as appropriate 

to their developmental capacity and level of comprehension as is possible (Center for Sex Offender 
Management, 2002). 

Intersibling Sexual Abuse 

Incest among siblings does occur and is more common than once thought. Ensuring to keep in mind the 
fact that, based on developmental stages, some exploration is natural (e.g. four-year-old sister exploring 
the penis of her three-year-old brother); other situations (such as a fourteen-year-old brother of “normal” 
functioning and intelligence digitally penetrating an eight-year-old sibling) are incestuous in nature. Sibling 
abuse is: 

• (According to retrospective surveys) the most prevalent form of incest 
• Five times more likely to occur than parent-child abuse (accounting for between 16% and 50% of 

incest cases) (Mash and Barkley, 2007) 

For child welfare professionals, this means that, they will likely investigate allegations of intersibling sexual 
abuse. In addition, even if sexual or other abuse is alleged against a parent, workers should always 
perform in-depth assessments to ensure that the child is not being abused (sexually or otherwise) by 
another individual in the home and is not occurring among other individuals in the family. 

The Sexually Reactive Child 

It is important to know the difference between a sexually reactive child and a child who is a sexual 
perpetrator. 

• Toni Cavanaugh Johnson used the term to refer children involved in sexual activity with other 
children that likely exceeds expectations for their age 

• This state occurs only as a “reaction” to: 
o The child’s own abuse; being chronically exposed to explicit sexual materials; and/or being a 

child in a family where the boundaries regarding sexuality are too loose 
• The child is not to blame: 

o They do not try to force or groom another child 
o Nor do they make efforts to keep the sexual activity a secret 
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• Their behaviors are not ingrained patterns of sexually acting out but are not as easily redirected, as 
are the inappropriate behaviors of non-abused children 

• The child’s focus on sexuality is out of balance in relation to their peers (Gil, E. & Johnson, T.C. 
(1993) 

The sexual behaviors of these children must be fully addressed. Children identified and assessed as 
sexually reactive should be confronted with their behaviors and redirected to use more appropriate 
behaviors. Since these children’s behaviors are not fixed patterns of secrecy or manipulation, they can 
respond to limit setting and establishment of boundaries. These behaviors could require intense 
interventions or the behaviors might become habitual. Child welfare professionals must intervene in a 
meaningful way, as some “reactive” children could themselves become juvenile perpetrators. 
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