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This Executive Summary provides an overview of some of the main findings of a study of Perceptions of, 
Attitudes to, and Opinions on Child Sexual Abuse in the Eastern Caribbean carried out during 2008/9. A 
brief outline of the social context and the research methods is provided and a regional overview of the key 
themes to emerge from both quantitative and qualitative aspects of the study is presented. Although there 
were some differences in relation to specific countries, and according to different variables (age, gender, 
socio-economic status and so on) there were fewer differences than one might have expected and these 
are not discussed in any detail here. Data from the individual countries that participated in the study are 
discussed in subsequent chapters of the report. 

BACKGROUND 
 
Although there is extensive international research, few empirical studies of child sexual abuse have been 
carried out in the Caribbean and there are no reliable data on the prevalence of child sexual abuse, or 
indeed on attitudes and perceptions of abuse across the region. Statistics are generally collected on 
convictions for sexual offences involving children, however these figures do not include the numbers of 
reported cases, they do not address the problem of under-reporting and quantitative methods are, in any 
case, inadequate in investigating this social problem. In many Caribbean countries the onset of sexual 
ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ŀǘ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ŀƎŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪΩǎ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴ ¸ƻǳǘƘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘ όнллоύ ǎƘƻǿǎ 
that the CarƛōōŜŀƴ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ΨŘŜōǳǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 
initiated into sexual behaviour as a consequence of child abuse as early as 10 years (in some cases even 
earlier) (World Bank, 2003). Early sexual initiation has also been positively correlated with child sexual 
abuse in other studies. Another problem is the increasing practice of the commercialisation of sex among 
minors as a commodity for material exchange. Recent research suggests that boys and girls, especially 
those in poverty, are increasingly using sex as a source of economic exchange (exchanging sex for money or 
material goods) (Phillips, 2006), and young girls especially are at risk of being solicited for child prostitution. 
Understanding the significance of these factors is important both in terms of addressing the social and 
ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ǊŀǘŜΣ 
and also in changing behaviours that contribute to the spread of HIV and other sexually transmitted 
infections. 
 
This is the context in which the study of Perceptions of, Attitudes to, and Opinions on Child Sexual Abuse in 
the Eastern Caribbean was carried out. The study was commissioned by UNICEF/UNIFEM, with the 
agreement of the respective governments, as part of an initiative aimed at reducing sexual violence against 
children. 
 

THE STUDY 
 
This was a landmark study since not only was it the first time that a comprehensive investigation of child 
sexual abuse had been carried out across several Caribbean countries, it was unique because it was 
underpinned by the philosophy that policy and programmes for dealing with child sexual abuse should be 
relevant to the cultural and social context in which abuse occurs. Whereas most research on the topic is 
often premised on knowledge that has emerged out of Western (predominantly the UK and the US) 
contexts, this study aimed to understand how Caribbean people perceive the problem, what behaviours 
and social conditions contribute to it, what the impact of child sexual abuse is on those most affected, and 
what views are held about the forms of action that might be needed.  
The objectives were to: 

CHAPTER ONE 

Executive Summary  
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Á Increase understanding of the perceptions and behaviours associated with child sexual abuse, 

including incest, within the cultural contexts of the Eastern Caribbean region. 
Á Increase research capacity in the Eastern Caribbean into issues affecting children. 
Á Provide base-line data on perceptions on the scale of the problem within the region. 
Á Investigate the manifestations of child sexual abuse across diverse ethnic, religious, and socio-

economic groups. 
Á Sensitise stakeholders to the socio-cultural and psycho-social issues underlying child sexual abuse. 
Á Develop partnerships with key stakeholders and professionals in order to enhance country and 

regional capacity for addressing child sexual abuse and addressing its psychosocial effects. 
Á Identify inter-country and country-specific policies and strategies for reducing child sexual abuse. 
Á Contribute to the establishment of a shared language on the definition of child sexual abuse and to 

regional partnerships and consensus on what needs to be done to address the problem within 
Caribbean contexts. 

Á Make recommendations for the development of relevant policy, protocols and programming.  
 

The study was carried out across six countries collectively considered representative of the region: Anguilla; 
Barbados; Dominica; Grenada; Montserrat; St. Kitts and Nevis.  
 
Methods 
Conceptualised as a socially transformative action research project, the study was designed to provide 
opportunities throughout the research process to generate awareness of the effects of child sexual abuse, 
to share strategies on appropriate interventions, and to develop alliances for social transformation towards 
the greater protection of children. A mixed-methods approach was used to gather data from five 
stakeholder groups: the general population, professionals in relevant fields, policy makers, survivors of 
sexual abuse, and parents. The research tools were designed to facilitate the meaningful participation of 
diverse populations across all the participating countries. The methods used: 
 
1. Literature Reviews:  

i.Overview of International Research (including the Caribbean) on Child Sexual Abuse 
ii.The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Adolescents 

2. Policy and Legislative Analysis 
3. Stakeholder Consultation Sessions 
4. Stakeholder Engagement at the Regional Level  
5. Focus Group discussions  
6. Practice-focused interviews with key informants (e.g. teachers, police, social workers, health 

professionals, staff of NGOs and FBOs)  
7. Policy-focused interviews with key informants (e.g. government staff and other professionals)  
8. Narrative interviews with Adult Survivors in three countries 
9. Community Survey of Perceptions, Attitudes and Opinions across a representative sample in each 

country 
 
Participants 
About 1,400 people participated in the study overall: approximately 120 people attended stakeholder 
consultation sessions; 859 respondents completed the community survey, 300 people participated in 35 
focus groups; 110 interviews (42 policy-focused and 68 practice-focused) were carried out with 
policymakers, practitioners and clinicians in the disciplines of the police, judiciary, education, law, social 
work, nursing, policy and planning and the church; and 11 adult survivors of child sexual abuse participated 
in narrative interviews. The study aimed for an equal representation of men and women. This was largely 
achieved with focus group participants, however more female than male key informants were interviewed. 
With regard to the Community Survey, although extensive efforts were made to recruit male respondents, 
there were still more women than men - 37.9% (319) of the respondents were men and 62.1% (522) 
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female. We found many men supportive of the study; however, overall, more men declined to participate 
than women.  

 

RESULTS 
 
Defining childhood 
We explored the different ways in which childhood might be understood. The majority of the respondents 
were of the view that children were children at least until the legal age of sexual consent (16 years). 
However, there was a significant number of people who believe that childhood ends at 13 years. This may 
help to explain why, in the focus group discussions, some men indicated that they considered girls to be 
ΨƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΩ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜŜƴǎ. Another important issue was that some people 
believe that childhood ends if a girl becomes pregnant. This suggests that at the conceptual level, for a 
significant number of people, the state of motherhood is not considered compatible with the status of 
childhood. This highlights the contradictions and dilemmas that many teenage mothers face as they come 
to terms with being mothers while they are still children. Juxtaposed against the construction of young 
motherhood, however, is the reality that these respondents overlooked the fact that for a girl to become 
pregnant, she must have first been a child victim of rape or unlawful sexual intercourse. The study shows 
that defining child abuse is linked to the way in which childhood is defined. 
 
Defining sexual abuse 
The study showed that for most people there was clear understanding about the types of behaviours that 
constitute sexual abuse, ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀōǳǎŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ΨŎƻƴǎŜƴǘƛƴƎΩ 
teenage girls and older men (transactional sexual abuse). The findings suggest that despite sexual offences 
being clearly defined in legal terms, at the conceptual level, sexual abuse is not fixed; it depends upon a 
range of circumstances and how abuse is defined is influenced not only by the characteristics of the victim 
and the abuser, but also the characteristics (such as gender) and experiences of the person who is asked 
the question. Asked whether sex between older men and underage girls is increasing, a person might say 
ΨȅŜǎΩΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎΣ ƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŀȅ ΨƴƻΩΦ 
 
hǳǊ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΩ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƻƻ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
complexity and multiple ways in which sexual behaviour harms children. One way forward would be to 
ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǘǿƻ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΩ and 
ΨōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƘŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩΦ We do not propose these as legal definitions; 
however we argue that they are useful in guiding policy formulation, practice interventions and public 
education. These terms are defined as follows: 
 

Child sexual abuse may or may not involve actual physical contact and includes penetrative acts 
(e.g. rape or buggery) and also non-penetrative and non-contact activities, such as involving 
children in watching sexual activities, encouraging children to behave in sexually explicit ways and 
exposing them to inappropriate sexual material. Child sexual abuse also includes involving children 
in prostitution and pornography. Child sexual abuse occurs in all racial, ethnic, religious and socio-
economic groups and affects children of all ages, including infants. Both boys and girls are sexually 
abused although girls are more at risk. 

 
Drawing on the findings of the study and the diverse views expressed about sexual abuse, we define 
harmful sexual behaviour as: 
 

Harmful sexual behaviour is sexual behaviour which is harmful to children both at the micro level, 
affecting children as individuals and also at the meso and macro levels in that it contributes to 
creating situations in which children are placed at risk of sexual abuse. 
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²ƘƛƭŜ ΨƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻuǊΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ƛΦŜΦ ŀŎǘǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ children, the study 
identified other ways in which adults such as non-abusing parents (who know about the abuse) and 
ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ όǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŀōǳǎƛǾŜ ŀŎǘǎύ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨƻƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩ, 
i.e. failing to act to protect children from sexual abuse. We describe this as ΨōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ 
ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƘŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩ and define this as follows: 
 

Behaviour that contributes to the sexual harming of children is the failing to act to prevent a child 
being sexually harmed or abused when one is aware that a child is at risk, failing to support a child 
ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎŀǊŜ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀōǳǎŜŘΣ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƻǊΣ 
failing to fulfil professional responsibility for child protection or, acting in a way that minimises or 
hides the sexual abuse of children. 

 
We offer these definitions as a basis for further discussion. The definitions are intentionally contentious 
and problematic - they shift debates about child sexual abuse from discussion of individual 
psychopathology to societal responsibility. This approach to child sexual abuse conceptualizes the problem 
ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜǊΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻur and the effects on children but also includes the complicit 
behaviour and attitudes of adults who have committed no offence, who are not abusers but who, through 
inaction, contribute to the social sanctioning of child abuse at the societal level and maintain risk for 
children at the individual level.  
 
Despite some differences, overall most respondents were in agreement that child sexual abuse included 
the following behaviours: 
 

 Rape 

 ΨConsensualΩ sexual intercourse with a minor 

 Incest 

 Children used as sexual objects in videos, photos or as pimps 

 Exposure to sexual material through different media e.g. radio, photos, movies, text,  
      mobile telephone, Internet, parent/adult sexual toys, sexual DVDs 

 Exposing the child to the sexual act deliberately or unknowingly 

  Uncomfortable or intrusive touching of child 

Scale of the problem 
Drawing on personal experiences in many cases, respondents presented an alarming picture of a social 
problem that is escalating, has increasingly severe consequences for Caribbean societies, has multiple 
layers and is perpetuated not only by adults who carry out harmful sexual practices with children but also 
by non-abusing adults through complicity, silence, denial and failure to take appropriate action.  
 
While this was not a prevalence study and being cognizant of the limitations of prevalence studies, we can 
nevertheless state that there is both heightened awareness of child sexual abuse and, in the perception of 
the majority of people who participated in the study, an increasing problem. The study suggests that there 
are particular issues for Caribbean societies which affect the reporting of abuse and which may also add to 
problems of estimating scale: 
 

 In small societies anonymity and confidentiality cannot be assured; 

 The perpetrator may be in a position of power or is likely to know someone who is and may be able 
to influence the outcome of a report; 

 The procedures for dealing with reports, systems for monitoring abuse and services to deal with 
the impact of disclosure are underdeveloped; 

 Cultural values about the status of children means that they are not always believed; 
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 Poverty and the economic and social reliance of many Caribbean women on men mean that action 
which may affect the main breadwinner (such as reporting abuse) is often undermined by women 
themselves. 

In addition to these factors, we are mindful of evidence that shows that for adult survivors of abuse, denial 
or minimisation of the abuse is a common defence mechanism that helps the adult to function in their daily 
lives and that many survivors do not actually remember their abuse. Other research studies show that as 
many as one in three incidents of child sexual abuse are not remembered by adults who experienced them, 
and that the younger the child was at the time of the abuse, and the closer the relationship to the abuser, 
the more likely one is not to remember. For all of these reasons the study is unable to provide any 
definitive evidence on the numbers of children and adults who are affected by child sexual abuse. However, 
if one was to assume an under-reporting rate of 20% (international studies would suggest a higher under-
reporting rate than this) then based on the Community Survey, the numbers of people who have 
experienced behaviour that could be described as child sexual abuse can be estimated at between 20%-
45%. This would suggest that child sexual abuse may be more prevalent in the region than in some other 
countries in which studies have been carried out. General population surveys of child sexual abuse among 
adults have been conducted in at least 19 countries in addition to the United States and Canada, including 
10 national probability samples. These studies have found rates ranging from 7% to 36% for women and 3% 
to 29% for men. Most studies found females to be abused at 1.5 to 3 times the rate for males (Finkelhor, 
1994). It is important to treat prevalence data and predictions on scale with caution for reasons already 
stated and also because methodological and definitional differences make country comparisons difficult. 
Nevertheless, our estimations, based on the perceptions and experiences of respondents, concur with 
findings from other studies which show that sexual abuse is a serious and wide-spread problem in the 
Caribbean.  
 
Victims 
Most victims are girls. Girls of all ages are at risk of intra-familial sexual abuse and this can happen at any 
age (the abuse of babies was reported by some respondents). Most reports suggest that the abuse usually 
begins while the child is quite young (before the age of ten) and continues until the child reaches mid-
adolescence. Often the abuse ceases at the point at which the girl is beginning to show an interest in 
boyfriends or once the abuser has turned his attention to a younger child; however, some young people 
continue to be abused as young adults and the abuse only stops when they leave the household. Victims of 
transactional sexual abuse tend to be post-pubescent teenage girls. While most victims are girls, the extent 
of sexual abuse of boys seems to have been largely overlooked by researchers and we found evidence that 
the abuse of boys was a serious problem and that, in the public perception, is an increasing problem. The 
growing phenomenon of the abuse of boys (both within and outside the home) was reported as a major 
issue in all except one country and in this country, the view was offered that such was the extent of 
homophobia, the problem is deeply buried. 
 
Abusers  
The study confirms findings reflected in other studies, that most child sexual abuse is committed by adult 
men (both heterosexual and homosexual) of all ages and across all levels of social class, educational 
background and professional status.  
 
The role of women 
The study also shows that while women abuse children too, the major contribution that women make to 
the problem is in failing to protect children even when they are aware that abuse is going on, disbelieving 
the child, putting male partners before the protection of the child, minimising the harm that abuse does, 
physically abusing children and, in some instances, permitting or actively encouraging abuse to take place 
for material gain. We identified a number of factors that contribute to this state of affairs: 
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 Poverty - single mothers who are unable to sufficiently provide for their family, and being 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ƳŜƴΣ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ŀōǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 
economic survival. 

 The commodification of sex within society more widely. 

 tŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘȅǇƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŀōǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ 
their partners because they were the breadwinners. One reported common attitude of non-
biological fathers is Ψ¢ƘŜȅ ώǎǘŜǇ-daughters] are not eatƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ 

 Gender socialisation and gender norms. 

 Cyclical abuse - many mothers in these circumstances will have been victims themselves and 
perhaps do not know how to end the cycle of abuse. 

 Predatory behaviour of some men who target and exploit vulnerable families. 
 
It is important to stress, however, that poverty in itself was not found to be a cause of child sexual abuse, 
since many poor families provide good protective care for their children. Furthermore, while many people 
are victimised by child sexual abuse most victims do not go on to engage in behaviours which place children 
at risk. 
 
Main forms of sexual abuse 
We found evidence of three main forms of child sexual abuse: intra-familial abuse (abuse that happens in 
the privacy of the home) and includes incest and step-father abuse; non-family abuse (abuse that takes 
place outside of the family setting) and transactional sexual abuse. The first two forms of sexual abuse take 
place in an atmosphere of secrecy and are kept hidden. 
 
The key defining features of intra-familial sexual abuse are:  

 Secretive, invisible, silenced 

 Often multiple victims within a household with several siblings involved  

 May involve informal paedophile networks - grandparents, uncles, brothers, cousins, sometimes 
abusing the same child 

 Main perpetrators said to be step-ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΣ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ 

 Women often know but fail to act for various reasons  
 
The main features of non-family sexual abuse are: 

 Most abusers are known to the child ς stranger abuse was considered very rare since in small 
societies there is a very high chance the child knows their abuser 

 Abuser is usually a trusted adult (neighbours, teachers, shopkeepers etc.) 

 Evidence of adolescent boys with predatory behaviour targeting vulnerable girls and seeking out 
households with low levels of parental supervision 

 Some non-ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀōǳǎŜ ƛǎ ΨƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǎǘƛŎΩ ς the abuser finds themselves in a situation where they 
can abuse a child (e.g. turning up to a house and finding a child alone) 

The key features of transactional sexual abuse are: 

 Primarily older men and teenage girls 

 Increasingly boys are involved 

 Isolated examples of women targeting young girls and boys 

 High rates of transactional sex between young people which makes young people more vulnerable 

to being targeted by adult men 

 Often carried out openly 

 Is sometimes widely known about 

 In some circumstances is socially sanctioned 
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Incest 
Incest is generally understood as meaning sexual intercourse between biologically-related siblings and 
between children and biological parents; however, respondents defined incest as also including sex with 
non-biological parents such as step-parents and adoptive parents. This broadening of the definition marks 
an important shift in attitudes and is probably linked to changes in the nature of the Caribbean family with 
many more families now including step-parents (usually stepfathers) and perhaps reflects a wide 
acceptance of this family type. It will be important for legislators and policy makers to ensure that the incest 
laws also fully reflect the contemporary nature of Caribbean family life. However, for the purposes of this 
report, we discuss stepfather abuse separately as particular issues arose in relation to the role of 
stepfathers in the sexual abuse of children. Some focus group participants held the view that incest is 
largely a problem of poor families, poor education, specific isolated communities (e.g. some ethnic groups 
and some religious groups), or rural communities. These views were influenced by the passing down of 
ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƘŜƭŘ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩΦ It is 
likely, however, that there are some social factors that increase the likelihood of incest among some groups. 
Factors that were identified include impoverished households with inadequate housing in which children 
and adults have to share beds and bedrooms and where children are exposed to the sexual activities of 
their parents. This was noted in communities that had suffered from natural disasters, when families were 
re-located to temporary shelters and the usual physical boundaries between adult and child behaviour had 
been removed. Another social factor described was social exclusion ς families and communities that are 
alienated from mainstream society or choose to live in social isolation. The main finding that emerged from 
the study in relation to incest, though, was that it occurs in both rich and poor families, in all communities, 
cuts across social class and is not affected by levels of education, religious affiliation, professional status or 
social standing.  
 
Stepfather abuse 
Respondents reported stepfather abuse as a major problem both at the perceptual level and also at the 
level of social reality. This finding concurs with international studies which show that stepfather abuse is 
significantly higher than abuse by biological fathers. One view offered for this was that biological fathers 
have a bond with children from the chiƭŘΩǎ ƛƴŦŀƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƛŜǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ 
that is non-existent among stepfathers. This may be the case in some circumstances; however, given that 
biological fathers also abuse children, that incest is often intergenerational and that there are stepfathers 
who do not abuse children, the likely explanation in most cases is simply that some men abuse children in 
their care and some do not. 
 
!ōǳǎŜ ōȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ 
A stepfather implies a more stable relationship than the staǘǳǎ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ 
adoption of a parenting role (although this was not investigated). However, no distinction between the 
terms was made in the study and both were used interchangeably. Nevertheless we believe there is a 
distinction to be made between a household in which there is a stable stepfather over the course of a 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ƻǊ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎǘŜǇŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ όƻǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎύΦ While the presence of a stable stepfather 
does not indicate reduced risk, the study suggests that the presence of several stepfathers may increase it. 
In some communities, female single-parent headed households account for almost 50% of family form and 
ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻǊ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ 
Characterised by impermanence, multiple partnering or serial partnering is common in these 
circumstances. In many of these families, despite the lack of permanent attachment, the man is either the 
main breadwinner in the family or substantially contributes to ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜΦ We explored 
ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 
overwhelmingly of the view that multiple partnering or serial partnering increased the risk for children.  
 
Transactional sexual abuse 
²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
problem ς transactions in which sex is exchanged for money, goods, favours but which also involves the 
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sexual abuse of a minor. Commercial sexual exploitation (a term we also use) more usually applies to 
persons who make money or derive income from the sexual exploitation of children; in this study, men did 
not make money out of sex with children, it was the young people themselves or their families (mothers) 
who derived income or goods through the prostituting of children. While we do not seek to minimise or 
condone the behaviour of women who allow or do not stop the prostitution of their daughters, it is 
important to ensure that primary responsibility for this form of abuse is laid at the feet of the abuser. 
Ψ¢ǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΩ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻur with the men who engage in sex 
with girls (and boys) in return for material goods, ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 
also on those who derive material benefit. Transactional sexual abuse was reported as being widespread 
and while it primarily involves girls and older men; increasingly boys are being sexually exploited. 
¢ǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜΣ ƛΦŜΦ ŀƴ ΨƻǇŜƴ ǎŜŎǊŜǘΩ- and often happens with the 
full knowledge of parents, communities and officials. Such is the extent of this problem, that it was 
considered a firmly entrenched and established pattern of behaviour that did not need to be hidden since it 
was unlikely to attract penalty and, in some circumstances, would not even attract disapproval. 
Transactional sexual abuse was reported as being committed by men at all levels of society, including 
politicians and senior professionals. However, while some men in the focus groups voiced the opinion that 
this type of behaviour is not harmful, the survey results showed that both men and women believed 
transactional sexual abuse is destructive.  
 
Emergent trends 
We found evidence of new trends in child sexual abuse and also patterns of abuse that are not new but that 
emerge as a consequence of specific events such as natural disasters. We term these collectively as 
ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǘǊŜƴŘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎΥ 
Cell phone pornography - this was reported as a growing problem among children. Children use the 
cameras on their cell phones to take sexual images of themselves and their friends and then distribute the 
images. 
Internet abuse - there were disturbing reports of children being approached by predators through social 
networking sites. 
Child sex tourism - there was clear evidence of a growing market for child sex tourism. There were several 
specific examples given, such as the existence of an organised paedophile network set up to service cruise 
ships, boys were a specific target of this activity. 
Opportunistic abuse linked to natural disasters - many examples were provided of the ways in which 
natural disasters increase risks for children. Natural disasters often result in families being relocated to 
temporary shelters where children are sharing living space with adults who take advantage of them; 
families are disrupted and focused on survival, this may lead to children being left unsupervised; children 
may have to fend for themselves and their siblings and are at increased risk of being sexually exploited in 
return for money. In one country, an example was given of electrical technicians demanding sex from young 
girls in order to reconnect the electricity supply to their houses following a hurricane. 
Sexual aggression by girls - there was evidence from several countries of girls engaging in sexually 
aggressive behaviour in which groups of girls gang up on individual boys and sexually abuse them. 
Transactional sex between children - this issue was reported as a problem across all countries with young 
girls agreeing to sex with teenage boys for money and material goods. 
 
Interlocking system of factors that perpetuate the problem  
The key informant interviews pointed to some powerful factors which help to maintain child sexual abuse 
at the level of the individual (both victim and perpetrator), the family, the community and wider society, 
government and their policy directorate and departments. The dominant role that these factors play must 
be deconstructed and fully understood in order to begin to stop the sexual violation of children. In 
summary, the study identified interlocking factors that perpetuate abuse as follows: 
 

 Harmful sexual cultures (implicit social sanctioning) 

 Males with sexually abusive behaviours 
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 Females with complicit behaviours 

 Officials with collusive (condoning) behaviours 

 Lack of awareness of effects and consequences 

 Lack of collective public/professional outrage 

 Ineffective systems for reporting and responding to abuse 

 Patriarchal values which place protecting male status and privilege above protection of the child 

 Disempowerment of children 
 

Risk factors 
All children are at risk of child sexual abuse. With regard to transactional sexual abuse, children from 
economically disadvantaged families are more at risk. wƛǎƪ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜΥ 
 

 Poor relationships between adults in the family 

 History of violence in the home  

 Alcohol or drug use  

 Families who are isolated and unsupported 

 ChildrŜƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǉǳƛŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ Ψƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ 

 Children often left by themselves 

 Financial hardship ς difficulty in providing basic amenities (e.g. food, clothing etc) ς risk for 
transactional sexual abuse 

 Serial or multiple partnering of parents 

 Lack of protective nurturing role provided by mother and father 

 Lack of appropriate sexual boundaries 

 History of abuse (cycle of abuse) 

 Unsocial working patterns of protective caregiver 

 Poor housing which requires children and adults to share sleeping arrangements 

 Males in the household with a predilection for sexual abuse 
 

It is important to note, however, that these risk factors do not mean that abuse is present and to also 
understand that even in the absence of risk factors, children may be abused. The most significant risk for 
children is the presence of a male in the household with a predilection for sexually abusing children and 
even in families that do not have any other risk characteristics, this person will often seek out and create 
opportunities to abuse children. 
 
Effects of child sexual abuse  
We found evidence of devastating consequences of child sexual abuse at the individual, family and societal 
level and there were physical, social psychological and economic effects. The effects to the child and the 
family also impacted on the quality of life in the community and this impacted upon the economic progress 
of society more widely. In some instances the state was responsible for the medical bills of individuals who 
had suffered psychological breakdown. In other instances, the state became the financier of the education 
ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ǳƴǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ Ƙer 
education and/or gain a valuable skill in order to secure employment. We summarise the consequences at 
the micro, meso and macro levels as follows: 
 
Consequences at the level of the individual: 

 Emotional Problems: difficulties in inter-personal relationships, aggression, difficulties with sexual 
boundaries, inability to trust 

 Psychological Problems: depression, self-harm, low self-esteem 

 Behavioural Problems: poor school performance, challenging behaviour, risky sexual behaviour, 
substance misuse, violence 

 Physical problems: injuries to reproductive organs; STIs, HIV, abortion and associated risks 
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 Teen pregnancy and associated consequences 
 
Consequences at the family level: 

 Divorce and family break-up 

 Distorted boundaries 

 Betrayal of trust 

 Co-abusing behaviours 

 Impact on family of individual consequences 

 Increased domestic violence 

 Learned behaviour and cyclical/intergenerational abuse 
 
Consequences at the societal level: 

 Teen pregnancy and associated consequences for young mothers and their children 

 Unwanted pregnancy and abortions 

 Abortion complications 

 Drug and alcohol abuse 

 Transmission of STIs and HIV 

 Crime and violence 

 Cycle of devastation 

 Psychosocial impact on others 

 Economic consequences of the above  
 

The effects of child sexual abuse were described as never going away ς ΨƪŜȅ ƛǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƳΩΦ 
Family relationships were distorted ς ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ Ψtrust, betrayal, hate and love all mixed upΩΤ 
child often gets on well with the abuser because he showers her with attention, gifts and special treatment; 
child often hates non-abusing parent for failing to pick up what is going on and having no ability to protect 
her; can destroy sibling relationships but equally siblings may try to protect one another; difficulty in 
forming relationships in later life. While there were reports of damaging psychosocial effects on the 
teenage girls, there were also other consequences such as unwanted pregnancies and abortions.  
 
Treatment of abusers 
While some respondents believed that perpetrators should be subject to severe punishments, these views 
were in the minority and we did not find a great appetite for treating abusers any more harshly than the 
law currently permits. The main concern was that prosecution and law enforcement are ineffective and 
that most perpetrators of abuse are not apprehended and, if they are, there are so many impediments to 
successful prosecution, that convictions are rare. Many people believe that abusers should be given 
treatment and that rehabilitation is possible in some instances, although the view was expressed that there 
are some abusers that cannot be treated. Some respondents thought that heavy jail sentences for sexual 
ƻŦŦŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƳŜǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ Řƛǎapproval but that in actuality were often counter-
productive as they did not think that law enforcement officers were genuinely prepared to send a man to 
prison for 20 or 30 years for behaviour that was widespread and implicitly sanctioned.  
 
The role of government, organisations and professionals 
Legislation to adequately protect children was generally regarded as ineffective and was seen as being 
compounded by the failure of the criminal justice systems. Many respondents singled out the police for 
their response/non-response to child sexual abuse although most people still think the police have an 
important role to play. Respondents pointed out that there was a severe shortage of skilled persons to 
intervene and provide therapeutic interventions for victims, with the main reasons being the non-
prioritisation and underfunding of the statutory agencies and the other support agencies dealing with this 
area of work as the major impediments to progress. Another issue raised by many respondents was the 
complicity of professionals who are aware of abuse and do not act to report it or to protect the child. One 
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issue that illustrates this is the carrying out of abortions. We found evidence that abortions were 
performed in hospitals on young girls who had been raped by adult men.  
 
²Ƙȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ 
Children should be able to tell their non-abusing parent about sexual abuse or any adult in a position of 
authority or trust. However, the study suggests that most children would not risk disclosing to a parent or 
other adult and they would most likely tell a friend. bǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
tell. While all children want the abuse to end, it seemed that reporting child abuse often came with 
significant costs. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. The development of a Regional (and Country-Level) Strategic Plan for Building Abuse-Free Childhoods 

based on a whole of society approach. This should be a scaled-up comprehensive response which 
makes best use of limited resources, harnesses and enhances community and family protective 
strengths, and has long-term sustainable impact. 
 

2. The reframing of child sexual abuse at the policy level as a public health issue. While it is important to 
Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀōǳǎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ƛǘǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻǎǘƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ 
for Caribbean societies are health implications in that it contributes to teenage pregnancy, abortions 
(and related complications), mental illness, drug and alcohol abuse, STIs and HIV transmission. Treating 
child sexual abuse as a public health issue would push the problem higher up the political agenda and 
would enable governments to access funds from different sources to tackle the problem. 

 
3. We argue that there is need for governments to adopt the child/family friendly approach to 

budgeting, social planning and economic development that has been promoted by UNICEF and Action 
for Children. This approach advocates making the support of the family and the well-being of children 
the responsibility of every Ministry; it involves identifying multi-sectoral targets and requires the ring-
fencing of budgets to achieve progress. In relation to CSA, this approach would result in making 
ǊŜǎǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘǎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ It recognises that while the most profound effects of child 
sexual abuse are felt by the victim there are also huge financial costs for governments and that it makes 
sound economic sense to view the protection and support of children and families not as a cost to be 
borne, but as a saving of other costs. 

 
4. The introduction of child-sensitive justice systems for child sexual abuse crimes based on the 

following: 

 Acknowledgement that the mandate for child protection rests in the evidence of its effects and 
should not be constrained by producing evidence from the courts;  

 A review of the whole system of investigation and prosecution of child sexual abuse cases to bring 
these processes in line with the standards required in a modern society; 

 The obstacles to the implementation of the OECS Law Reform Project should be identified and 
rooted out and the proposed laws adopted across the region; 

 Fairer sentencing that is responsive to the different types of CSA and restorative justice for some 
cases of child abuse should be introduced; 

 Reconsidering of the approach to mandatory reporting, which requires adequate infrastructure for 
implementation and monitoring, is unlikely to result in the social transformation needed to stop 
CSA and may simply impose further constraints on governments.  
 

5. The introduction of specific interventions based on evidence of their effectiveness in other contexts 
that can be adapted for the region and which are not high-resource dependent. Examples of specific 
interventions that are discussed in the Recommendations Chapter include: 

 Building capacity and infrastructure for child protection 
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 Child protection 

 Work with abusers  

 Education intervention 

 Child-safe tourism 

 Protecting children from sexual abuse in disaster and emergency situations 

 Transactional sexual abuse - empowering girls 

 Public messages 

 Technology and abuse 

In addition to these recommendations, the report also details other suggestions and ideas put forward by 
research participants and through stakeholder consultations. Some of the recommendations should be 
acted upon speedily by stakeholder interest groups, professional bodies, NGOs, FBOs and government 
departments, while other changes require planning and will take time. Not all of the recommendations 
require resources and many of them are about behaviour and attitude change and providing supportive 
interventions for children and families. It is vitally important that people do not sit back and wait for 
government to lead the way. There is much work for governments to do but there are changes that can be 
implemented today or tomorrow by every section of society. In order to progress these recommendations 
and to propel the movement for abuse-free childhoods two major developments are recommended:  
 

 The Regional Strategic Plan for Building Abuse-free Childhoods 

 The establishment of a Regional Child Protection Hub  

These developments will be the primary drivers of systemic, sustained action for the building of abuse-free 
childhoods. There is also specific action required in relation to the dissemination of this research report.  
 

ACTIVITY TIME WHO 

Report presented to CARICOM for 
discussion 

Short term UNICEF and Researchers 

Report presented to Cabinet in 
participating countries 

Short term UNICEF and Researchers 

Wide country level dissemination 
programme involving a range of 
stakeholder groups 

Short term UNICEF and Researchers 

Establishment of Abuse-free Childhood 
Website as a resource for professionals and 
NGOs 

Short term Researchers 

Regional Strategic Plan for Building Abuse-
free Childhoods 

Medium/long term CARICOM, Heads of Government 
International Development Partners, 
stakeholders 

Establishment of Regional Child Protection 
HUB 

Medium/long term CARICOM, government departments, 
NGOs and International development 
partners 

Implementation of Regional Strategic Plan 
for Building Abuse-free Childhoods 

Long term CARICOM, government departments, 
NGOs and International development 
partners, stakeholder groups 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Although there is extensive international research, few empirical studies of child sexual abuse have been 
carried out in the Caribbean. Child sexual abuse is universally criminalised across the region, however there 
has been little research into the social and cultural factors that contribute to its existence. Statistics are 
generally collected on convictions for sexual offences involving children, however these figures do not 
include the numbers of reported cases, they do not address the problem of under-reporting or under-
conviction (worldwide estimates are that only 10% of child sexual abuse cases result in a conviction) and 
quantitative methods are, in any case, inadequate in investigating complex social problems when a deep 
understanding of experiences and effects is needed. Of studies that do exist, the following findings have 
been reported. 
 
In a study of adult survivors in Latin America and the Caribbean 30% of female participants (in Barbados) 
reported being sexually abused as children (there were no figures for men); in Costa Rica the figure was 
32% of women and 13% of men, and in Nicaragua 26% of female and 20% of male respondents reported 
having been subject to sexual abuse. The study concluded that forced sexual initiation and early childhood 
abuse were not uncommon in the Caribbean (World Population Council, WHO, 2003). In many Caribbean 
countries the onset of sexual activity is occurring at younger ages and early sexual initiation has also been 
positively correlated with child sexual abuse (Ruland and Finger, 2004). Also linked with early sexual ΨdebutΩ 
is the increasing practice of the commercialisation of sex among minors as a commodity for material 
exchange. Recent research suggests that boys and girls, especially those in poverty, are increasingly using 
sex as a source of economic exchange (exchanging sex for money or material goods) (Phillips, 2006) and 
young girls especially are at risk of being solicited for prostitution. In contextualising these issues, the World 
.ŀƴƪ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ Ψ/ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴ Youth Development, Issues and Policy DirectionsΩ όнллоύ ƭƛǎǘǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ 
ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ wŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ȅƻǳǘƘΥ  
 

1. Sexual and physical abuse is high in the Caribbean and socially accepted in many Caribbean 
countries . . . According to the nine-country CARICOM study 1 in 10 school-going adolescents have 
been sexually abused. 

2. The high incidence of sexual abuse among Caribbean boys stands out in comparison to other 
countries.  

3. The onset of sexual initiation in the Caribbean is the earliest in the world (with the exception of 
Africa, where early experiences take place within marriage). Early sexual debut is known to 
predispose young people to early pregnancy, HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections 
ό{¢LΩǎύ. 

4. The region has the highest incidence of HIV/AIDS outside of Africa and youth are an at-risk group. 
Among other things, HIV/AIDS is linked to cultural values about sexuality that are particular to the 
Caribbean. 

5. The incidence of rage among young people is extremely high: 40% of school-going CARICOM 
students reported feelings of rage. High rates of sexual abuse and physical abuse among children 
likely play out in rage among young people, which can affect their school performance and lead to 
violence. 

6. Youth unemployment is especially elevated in some Caribbean countries. According to World 
Development Indicators from 1996 to 1998, St. Lucia had the highest youth unemployment rate in 
the Americas, followed by Jamaica. 

CHAPTER TWO  

Introduction  
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7. Gang violence is also high in the Caribbean, with 20% male students and 12% female students at 
one point having belonged to a gang. 

8. Although data on drug use are scanty, anecdotal evidence suggests a widespread social acceptance 
of alcohol and marijuana use in some Caribbean countries among both in-school and out-of school 
youth . . . Further complicating the situation, the Caribbean is a major trans-shipment point for 
drugs entering the United States and Europe.  

 
The truth of the matter is that these outcomes arise from risky environments and experiences which 
children are exposed to or have forced upon them as part of their everyday reality. Environmental factors 
and the attitudes and behaviours they give rise to provide the broader context in which child sexual abuse 
is able to flourish, and action to address CSA is thus inextricably linked to social change. It is for these 
reasons that we conceptualised this study as a social transformation action research project. Social 
transformation begins with the recognition that despite the many great strengths and achievements of the 
Caribbean region, something must be deeply wrong to produce the kinds of outcomes identified above. 
Social transformation also requires a deeper understanding of social attitudes to children, to sex and to 
abuse. There is also need to explore whether perceptions about what constitutes sexual abuse leads to it 
being sanctioned in some settings. For instance, are there communities in which incest has become 
ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜŘΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻur patterns and thus is not perceived of as 
abuse? There are also factors of particular relevance to the Caribbean region which may lead to increased 
risk for children, for instance there is increasing recognition that the ΨǘŀȄƛΩ culture is a breeding ground for 
transactional sex with children (exchanging bus or taxi rides for sex), and for predatory grooming 
behaviours. Another factor is tourism, which while recognised as presenting risks for children in countries 
such as Thailand and the Philippines, has not been identified at the policy level as a particular threat to 
children in the Caribbean, even though sex tourism is a common feature of Caribbean tourism (Kempadoo, 
1999). In addition to these areas of potential risk, there are new threats to children such as the growth of 
technologically-ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀōǳǎŜ όŜΦƎΦ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ŀōǳǎŜύ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 
computers is an important development strategy for many Caribbean countries, this has not been matched 
by adequate safeguarding measures. 
  
This is the context in which the study was undertaken.  
 
Commissioned by UNICEF as part of a joint programming initiative (UNICEF, UNIFEM together with key 
stakeholders across the region) aimed at reducing sexual violence against children, the study was based on 
the view that investigating perceptions and attitudes to child sexual abuse will increase understanding of 
underlying causes and lead to programmes and policies aimed at: 
 
Á Increasing societal awareness 
Á Prevention 
Á Reducing the associated psychological trauma and subsequent psychopathology for children and 

young people. 
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SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS OF CHILDREN EXPOSED TO SEXUAL ABUSE: A REVIEW OF 
RELEVANT LITERATURE 

 
 
 
 
 

 
AIMS AND METHODS 
 
The aim of this literature review is to provide an overview of research on child sexual abuse and to 
generate insights into contributing situational factors, the effects of abuse and treatment and rehabilitation 
processes. This general and broad-based approach situates this landmark study within the context of the 
wider research on the topic rather than focusing on other studies on perceptions of abuse.  
 
A systematic search for relevant articles was carried out using the computerised databases Medline, 
Psycinfo, Childata, and Cinahl and the websites Questia.Com and Science Direct. Key words included: child 
sexual abuse, prevalence studies, effects, history, treatment, situational factors, gender and post- traumatic 
stress disorder. Inclusion criteria were as follows: meets the aims of the review; is either a seminal text, is 
recent research (within the last ten years) or has specific relevance for the Caribbean context; is published 
research; has been subject to a peer review process. 
 
There is an extensive body of research on child sexual abuse and it was beyond the remit of this project to 
produce a comprehensive review of all of the literature available. We are mindful therefore that much 
important work has been excluded and we acknowledge this as a limitation of the review.  
 
Overlapping Layers and Interlocking Issues 
 

No single study, no matter how large, can provide all the answers about the complex topic of child 
abuse. We need to know more about the psychological and functional outcomes of victims of 
childhood sexual abuse and we urgently need to know more about why some adults sexually abuse 
children. . . . How can we devise effective treatments or interventions for child abusers if we have 
no idea what drives their actions . . . (Cannon, 2001). 

  
A cursory exploration of the research on child abuse suggests that in cases of physical abuse the abuser is 
often the mother, although when abuse leads to the death of the child, the father or live-in boyfriend is 
usually responsible (Stanton, 1990, reported in Seidl et al, 1993). These researchers also cite Finkelhor and 
.ŀǊƻƴ όмфурύ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨLƴ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
molester more likely to be the father, step-father, or other male family member. When boys are sexually 
ŀōǳǎŜŘ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǊŀǘƻǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩΦ Research findings such as these 
provide only minimal understanding of a hugely complex problem and in this review we hope to explore 
the overlapping layers and interlocking issues that Cannon draws our attention to. 
 
Contextual Reference 
Before discussing the literature, we refer to some of the prevailing general views on child sexual abuse in 
the Caribbean that were revealed in the study that is focus of this report. Some of the views offered by 
Focus Group participants were as follows:  
 

 Child sexual abuse and the early sexualisation of children are widespread . . . 

 Incest and sex-for-trade are normal . . . 

 Because this phenomenon is widespread and normalised, victims often take it in stride and 

ǇŜǊǇŜǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦŜŀǊ ŘŀǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ Thus, it goes on. 

CHAPTER THREE 

Situational Analysis of Children Exposed to Sexual 

Abuse: A Review o f Relevant Literature  
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 On the question of male sex with girls under the age of 16: 

 

 This has not started now, but has existed for a long time. There is now a magnification of it today. It 

is escalating. The community needs to look closer at children. 

 LǘΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ 

 Castrate them! 

 Jail them! 

 Some girls dress up and act up in ways to provoke you. They want something from you and they 

think sex is the way to get it. They know how to turn you on. 

 Yes it happens. A young girl in my area when she was 11 she got pregnant. The man used her and 

gave her a baby. The mother throw her out - books and everything. The mother throw her out. 

On the question of incest 
 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ƳƻƭŜǎǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ōŀōȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ǘƻƭŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ΨƳǳǎǘ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜ 
ŦƻƻƭƛǎƘƴŜǎǎΩΦ They all knew about it. The whole thing was disclosed when the baby was found to 
havŜ ƎƻƴƻǊǊƘƻŜŀ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΦ IŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ 
knows and nobody calls the police. 

 
These quotations from respondents in the study resonate with the findings of other studies that show that 
child sexual abuse evokes strong reactions which are often contradictory. For example, on the one hand, 
there is the common response of victim-blaming while, on the other, the most extreme forms of 
punishment for perpetrators are advocated. Respondents are alarmed at the extent and gravity of the 
problem and at the same time other comments suggest almost an acceptance of child sexual abuse as 
normal and inevitable. All are to blame: men, women, even children, but yet no-one is held to be 
responsible for stopping abuse. These responses illustrate the fact that there is much confusion generally 
about child sexual abuse and although the subject generates strong emotions, it is a problem bound up in 
paradoxical contradictions that add to its complexity. There are no easy answers as to the causes of child 
sexual abuse and fewer as to how to effectively protect children from harm; this is evident from countries 
in which extensive research has been undertaken since child sexual abuse was first acknowledged as a 
major problem. 
 
Literature from the UK and the USA suggests that awareness of child sexual abuse as a specific problem 
that was distinct from (if related to) other forms of child abuse began to grow during the 1970s and 1980s 
following an upsurge in child sexual abuse allegations and reported cases. During this period many adult 
survivors of child sexual abuse came forward, seeking treatment and therapeutic help for pathologies they 
associated with their childhood sexual violations. The increase reflected in child abuse statistics was 
probably also a result of increased reporting, some cases arising from legislated mandates and others as a 
consequence of increased public awareness. The response to these emerging concerns was to create 
complex, bureaucratic administrative child protection systems primarily aimed at surveillance, monitoring 
and risk assessment. 
 
Child Protection Systems 
Understanding the relationship between child protection systems (a collective term for the legislation, 
policies, protocols, procedures, tools, techniques, rules and roles that govern child protection practice) and 
lessons learned from research findings will be crucial for Caribbean governments in crafting appropriate 
responses. In the UK, following the upsurge of cases and subsequent investigations, child sexual abuse was 
made into a mainstream social work issue; professional roles were re-defined, legislation and policy 
crafted, practice revisited and research into the problem extended. The system that emerged from this 
process (made up of: multi-disciplinary approaches, case conferences, register of children at risk, clearer 
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risk assessment procedures, specific legislation and mandatory guidance) was designed to better safeguard 
children from all forms of abuse. However continued failings in protecting children, illustrated by some very 
high profile cases, indicated that all was not well and there have been subsequent changes to these child 
protection systems. The process that has developed over the years is dynamic with inquiries into systems 
and employee performance whenever serious or preventable harm befalls a child. Such scrutiny comes 
from the highest governmental level and is also carried out at local and regional levels whenever the 
ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ΨŦŀƛƭŜŘΩ a child. Child protection legislation and organisational frameworks have 
been developed at the strategic level and procedures have been put in place for improvements in 
practitioner performance and case management. Management systems at the operational level are 
continuously informed by child case reviews into serious child injuries and deaths in the UK. Notable recent 
deaths of children - Victoria Climbié in 2003 and baby Peter in 2008 - from horrific injuries at the hands of 
their carers and parents resulted in the respective Lamming reports (2003; 2008), with many 
recommendations for institutional changes based on the evidence from the inquiries. Reconfigurations of 
service delivery with the concomitant additional resources are often deployed to ensure a better service for 
the protection of children, since it is held that increased financial resources for overall service 
improvements are critical to keeping children safe.  
 
Despite the responses summarised above and the creation of an elaborate and expensive child protection 
system, child abuse has not diminished in the UK and systemic failings continue. Indeed there have been 
criticisms that the systems designed to protect children are themselves contributing to the harm to children 
that they are trying to reduce and that costly inquiries into individual or organisational failing do little to 
address the structural issues:  

 
Unfortunately, despite the huge volume of resources poured into these audits, the inspection 
process can seem to amount to little more than an elaborate game of cat and mouse, rather than a 

useful exercise of organisational learning in which pertinent ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ-ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƻǎŜŘΦ 
When errors do surface in the context of a serious case review, public inquiry or inspection, a 
connection is not always drawn between one incident and the routine dysfunctional practices that 
created the conditions of its possibility (Broadhurst et al, 2009). 

 
Despite extensive scrutiny, ambitious training programmes and well-resourced child protection services, 
the UK child protection system, in common with systems in other economically advanced countries, is 
increasingly being seen as ineffective at best and at worst sometimes simply substituting one form of abuse 
for another ς the subjection of children to invasive and insensitive institutional procedures which 
themselves may be harmful.  
 
These systems are costly and overly complex to administer. 
Lƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{! ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ΨƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ Ϸ¦{млл 
billion annually, yet child abuse is said to be increasing. 
Similarly in the UK, the cost of maintaining child protection 
systems is over a £1 billion a year. Despite some successes, 
the child protection systems in the UK, the US, Canada and 
Australia have been collectively described as: 
 

Bankrupt economically and in terms of helpfulness to 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΧ (Lonne et al, 2009). 

 
The main criticisms of these systems are: 
 

 Investigation and surveillance driven 
 Procedure-led, overly bureaucratic and complex to 

administer 

Paradoxé  

Despite extensive scrutiny, 
ambitious training programmes 
and well-resourced child 
protection services, the UK child 
protection system, in common 
with systems in other 
economically advanced countries, 
is increasingly being seen as 
ineffective at best and, at worst, 
sometimes simply substituting 
one form of abuse for another 
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 Focus on risk rather than on beneficial outcomes for children 
 As ideas run thin there is an increasing emphasis on risk assessment tools - reduces professional 

skills to the ticking of boxes 
 Most resources spent searching for perpetrators and little left for victims and for healing families 
 Procedure-led, institution-based approach fuels adversarial relationships  
 Children feel failed by the system not protected ς often the outcome is worse than the situation 

the child was in 
 
In developing local and regional responses to child abuse, it will be important for Caribbean countries to 
learn from these findings and ensure that services that are developed do not replicate the costly child 
protection mistakes of some of the more economically advanced countries.  
 

PREVALENCE OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE  
 
The Caribbean Picture 
No known prevalence research within the Caribbean has been found in the literature. However in pulling 
together what evidence there is, a distressing picture is painted.  
 
In Jamaica, Eldemire (1983) conducted seminal research into 
child sexual abuse during the period 1982-1983. In her research 
conference paper she presented some graphic data as part of 
her conclusion stating Ψ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘΦΩ 
 
In Dominica there was a dramatic increase in reporting linked to 
a sustained five-year awareness programme from 1989 to 1996. 
Numbers showed that child abuse reports rose from 71 to 
1,740, of which child sexual abuse allegations were nearly 50% 
of the total (Trotman Stoby, 2002 p.53).  
 
In Barbados, The Daily Nation (3rd October 2006) reported on 
child sexual abuse, citing figures from the statutory body - the 
Child Care Board (CCB). Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨΦΦ.there are 226 
reported sexual abuse cases between April last year (2005) and March this year (2006), compared to 190 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !ǇǊƛƭ нллп ǘƻ aŀǊŎƘ нллр ǇŜǊƛƻŘΧΦΦ ΨThat is nearly one a day,Ω remarked chairman of the Child Care 
Board. The Director of the CCB was also reported as saying ΨΧ for April 2004 to March 2005, ten 
perpetrators were arrested and charged with sexual offences ranging from indecent assault to rape. 
However, only one of these matters could be pursued. In the other nine cases, the child, parent or guardian 
refused to give a statement over the alleged incident. You cannot prosecute an individual without evidence.Ω 
From April 2005 to March 2006, police were summoned in 80 of the sexual abuse cases. This compared to 
73 for the corresponding period 2004/05, showing an increase of seven police reported matters. 
 
Blum et al (2003), in a Caribbean study of the association between physical and sexual abuse experiences 
and school performance among groups of teens (aged 10-18 years), ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘΥ Ψ!ǎ ǿŀǎ ǘǊǳŜ ŦƻǊ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ 
and substance abuse, there was a strong association between early initiation of sexual activity and skipping 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩ όǇΦпύΦ Other research has shown that sexual exploitation and abuse is related to socio-economic 
needs. For example a 1999 study commissioned by the Inter-American Children's Institute (IACI) found 
evidence that, in Jamaica, girls as young as twelve years, and boys as young as nine, were thought to be 
involved in the sex trade. Ψaƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƘŜȅ ŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎŜȄ ƻƴ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ 
their families and school fees. Many young girls from poor communities are involved in long-term sexual 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƴ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ όǇΦмύΦ Barrow and Ince (2008) remind us of some of the 
findings on child abuse and reasons for teenage pregnancy in the Caribbean e.g. fragmented families, 

Paradoxé  

The reporting of abuse has 
increased suggesting a 
growing awareness and 
willingness to confront the 
ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΧǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ 
of child sexual abuse cases is 
increasing suggesting an 
acceptance of the problem 
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defective sex education, and high levels of drug and alcohol use. Additionally in the two countries under 
study it was ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ{ǳǊǾŜȅǎ ǎƘƻǿ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ of 13 
years, with low levels of condom use and large numbers of partners. In addition, many young girls are the 
ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩ όǇΦпоύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ όǇΦоуύ ŀƭǎƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
child rearing successes in some families despite huge obstacles, including extreme poverty - a reminder 
that protective factors must also be researched for their positive resiliency. It is of vital importance to 
identify and understand the resilience and competencies factors where ever they exist which protect 
children from sexual abuse and exploitation.  
 
Empirical and anecdotal evidence from the Caribbean suggests that the reporting of abuse is increasing 
(suggesting growing awareness and willingness to confront the problem). However it also suggests that the 
actual number of child sexual abuse cases is increasing (paradoxically, suggesting an acceptance of the 
problem).  
 
The high incidence of sexual abuse is also reported in a World Bank Study which states: 

  
Sexual and physical abuse is high in the Caribbean and socially accepted in many Caribbean 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ Χ According to the nine-country CARICOM study, 1 in 10 school-going adolescents have 
been sexually abused. The high incidence of sexual abuse among Caribbean boys stands out in 
comparison to other countries (World Bank, 2003). 

 
International Picture 
The first prevalence study in the USA among adults was carried out by Finkelhor et al (1990) and childhood 
sexual victimisation rates of 27% for women and 16% for men were found. The average age for occurrence 
of the sexual abuse was reported at 9.9 years for boys and 9.6 years for girls. Confirmation of the 
worldwide pervasiveness of child sexual abuse was shown in an international epidemiology prevalence 
study of child sexual abuse (Finklehor, 1994). The results from the 21 countries studied, including the USA 
and Canada, found prevalence rates comparable to the North American research of 1990. Rates ranged 
from 7% to 36% for women and 3% to 29% for men. Females were found to be abused at 1½ to 3 times the 
rate for males. Other studies in that decade report that sexual abuse occurs from infancy to adolescence. 
Ψ!ƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ мнт ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ Ƙƻǿ ƻƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳƻƭŜǎǘŜŘΣ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 
age at onset of the sexual abuse was 6.8 years . . . Nearly half the women stated their abuse began before 
ŀƎŜ рΩ όDƻƭŘ Ŝǘ ŀƭ, 1996). 
 
! ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ōȅ tŜǊŜŘŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭ όнллтύ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ CƛƴƪƭŜƘƻǊΩǎ мффп ǎǘǳŘȅΦ The 
results obtained from the 38 independent studies for 21 countries suggest that child sexual abuse remains 
an international problem. It was stated 

 
Comparison of the two reviews reveals what appears to be a general pattern that remains more or 
less constant over the years especially in women. However, there are two main differences: In 
CƛƴƪƭŜƘƻǊΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ǊŀǘŜǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ рл҈Σ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
present review includes two studies, conducted in South Africa and the USA, which did report such 
rates. 

 
Childhood sexual abuse appears to be such a common feature of childhood that its everydayness is often 
presented as inevitable. Research findings on prevalence (in the USA) suggest that a third of women and 
approximately one in eight men have been subject to some form of child sexual abuse. However, under-
reporting of the incidence of sexual abuse of young males conceals the magnitude of male victimisation 
(Cermak and Molidor, 1996).  
 
The universality of child sexual abuse is not in doubt. However while some aspects of this abuse have 
existed in a specific form over hundreds of years (for example, prostituting children), child abuse is not a 
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static, fixed phenomenon and technological advances and globalisation have provided opportunities for 
different forms of child sexual exploitation. In the last 20 years or so, new violations, in the form of the 
commercial sexual exploitation of children nationally and internationally and different forms of abuse for 
sexual gratification and commercial gains, often involving paedophile rings, have emerged. Furthermore, 
we have witnessed the advent of child pornographic images on the internet, with the volume of such 
images and the numbers of persons accessing them reported to have reached epidemic proportions 
(Sanderson and Kingsley, 2006, p.10). Gallagher (2007) in his research on internet-initiated child sexual 
abuse, reminds us of the research carried out within the last ten years on internet child sexual abuse in the 
specific areas of the grooming of children and the use of child abuse images by sexual predators. Gallagher 
(2007), in the first study of its kind, found evidence of another insidious and virulent form of internet abuse 
i.e. where offenders initiate contact with other individuals over the internet to incite, or conspire with them 
to commit child sexual abuse. Anecdotal evidence from the Caribbean points to a growing problem in these 
ΨƴŜǿΩ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
 

THE COMMERCIAL SEXUAL EXPLOITATION OF CHILDREN 
 
The continuing escalation of the commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) worldwide was 
discussed at the Third World Congress against the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and 
Adolescents (Brazil, 2008). Government and civil society organisations, including corporate leaders from 
around the world, acknowledged that the concerted international commitment, which began with the first 
and second CSEC World Congresses (held in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1996 and Yokohama, Japan, in 2001 
respectively), must be expanded. The Eastern Caribbean was represented at the November 2008 congress 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ όΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
Internet abuse) of children of all ages and ethnicity were discussed. The size, geography, economic status, 
ethnicity or religious persuasion of countries, makes little difference to those involved in the exploitation of 
children. Whilst many Caribbean governments may still be struggling to admit and face the harsh reality of 
child sexual abuse, including insidious forms of exploitation for financial gain within their country, 
exploiters on the other hand maintain and expand their abuse with their considerable networking 
resources and technical capabilities. The specific issues for the Caribbean in respect of the commercial 
sexual exploitation of children are discussed below and a review of relevant literature pertaining to this 
topic is included as an appendix to this report. 
 
CSEC and the Caribbean 
According to the Pan American Health Organisation, information on child abuse in the Caribbean is difficult 
to obtain due to the lack of surveillance systems within countries (PAHO, 2001). However, what research 
has been carried out shows that in common with many countries of the world, the commercial sexual 
exploitation of children in the Caribbean is a persistent and growing problem (IOM, 2005). Referring to child 
abuse in Latin America and the CŀǊƛōōŜŀƴΣ ŀ t!Ih ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ Ψchild abuse is a problem in both Latin 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴΩ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨΧǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
more common types of abusŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴΩ (PAHO, 2001). Regionally, the Caribbean has many of the 
negative social and economic characteristics generally associated with CSEC, such as high unemployment 
rates, poor levels of education in deprived communities, social class inequalities, gender inequalities and 
social deprivation (UNICEF, 2007), although there are variations from country to country. There is little 
evidence to suggest that economic growth leads to economic equality and therefore even in Caribbean 
countries that are relatively prosperous (such as Trinidad and Tobago) the drivers of commercial sexual 
exploitation are not reduced. On the contrary, ECPAT (2008) suggests that areas of rapid industrial 
development are often associated with a growth in sex markets to provide sexual services for construction 
workers, miners, workers from international companies and so on. Teenage girls in particular are often 
targeted for exploitation and even when foreigners move out, the sex markets often remain and are used 
by local men (ECPAT, 2008).  
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The specific problem of the commercial sexual exploitation of children is not widely recognised in the 
region, although within many Caribbean countries the commercialisation of sex is an accepted feature of 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ aŀƴȅ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎκǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŜȄƛǎǘ ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǎǇƻƴǎƻǊƛƴƎΩΣ ΨǎǳƎŀǊ 
ŘŀŘŘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳƎŀǊ ƳƻƳƳȅΩΦ Transactional sex, in which young people (especially young women) exchange 
sex with older men for material goods and money, is a common form of economic security (Dunn, 2001; 
Kempadoo and Dunn, 2001; Ahmed, 2003; Barrow, 2005).  
 
Migration and Trafficking 
Migration, a key aspect of the social mobility of people in the Caribbean, has also been linked to 
commercial sexual exploitation. The liberalisation of trade barriers and the free movement of workers as a 
consequence of globalisation have resulted in both legitimate and illicit migratory flows in the region 
including an increase in trafficking (IOM, 2005.2): 

 
There are three primary migration flows in the Caribbean: internal migration (e.g. from rural areas to 
a city); intra-regional migration (e.g. movement among islands); and outward migration (e.g. 
movement to Latin America, Europe or North America). Three of the most important factors 
influencing these flows are socio-economic inequalities (both within the Caribbean and globally), 
tourism and human trafficking (IOM, 2005.2: 10). 

 
As previously stated, CSEC is difficult to measure and the inability to quantify the problem means that there 
are no reliable statistics. A review of research into the trafficking of persons in the Caribbean undertaken 
by the International Organisation of Migration concluded that researchers had often speculated about the 
characteristics of trafficking of children for CSE in the Caribbean. Furthermore, most of the research carried 
out involved only a small number of Caribbean countries, leading to the view that the findings were not 
generalisable (IOM, 2005.1). Not only were questions raised about inaccuracies in data on trafficking, it was 
also noted that there was a dearth of reliable research on children who are sexually exploited and abused 
in the region more generally (IOM, 2005.1). Migration, especially undocumented and informal migration, 
although not a direct cause of CSEC, can mask trafficking activities. Also the migration of parents can place 
children left behind at increased risk of predatory behaviour, especially when surrogate care arrangements 
are inadequate. Children in the Caribbean may also become vulnerable to CSE and trafficking due to 
displacement caused by natural disasters (UNICEF, 2007).  
 
Tourism 
Many of the smaller countries in the region have limited exportable assets and rely on tourism as a source 
of income and employment (IOM, 2005.1). Kempadoo (2004) argues that commercial sex has long been an 
integral feature of Caribbean tourism (Kempadoo, 2004). Some Caribbean countries have become known as 
ǎŜȄ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ΨƘƻǘ ǎǇƻǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǎǳōƭƛƳƛƴŀƭ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ 
advertisements. ²ƘƛƭŜ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴŘƻƴŜŘΣ ΨǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ-ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘŜŘ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ 
commercial sex transactions are by-products of the tourist market with legitimate tourist businesses often 
being used to legitimise or hide illicit tourist activity. There are two sides to this picture ς the foreigners in 
ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ΨǊƻƳŀƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǾƛŜǿ ǎŜȄ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ 
viable means of making a living or improving their economic conditions. Much of this activity is quite legal 
and involves consenting adults; however, the increasing commercialisation of sex and pornography is also a 
contributory factor to the sexual exploitation of children and an increase in the prostituting of children. 
Where sex markets exist and where the cultural and social environment is one in which illicit or clandestine 
sexual exploitation occurs, children, and teenage girls in particular, can easily get drawn into prostitution.  
 
Sex tourism is often blamed for the increase in CSEC worldwide; it is important to note, however, that most 
people who sexually exploit children in any given location are likely to be local residents. In Thailand, 90 per 
cent of those sexually exploiting children are said to be local people, and in the Philippines the figure is said 
to be 50 per cent (Manion, 2004). Foreign sex tourists are a major source of the demand for child sex; 
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however, they are not the main source and it is important to ensure that in targeting sex tourists, other 
risks to children are not neglected. 

 
Economic deprivation and poverty have been listed as the foremost causes of children engaging in CSE and 
it is clear that children, and girls in particular, are rendered vulnerable especially when they have low 
economic and social status. Sealy-Burke (2006), in a study carried out in one Caribbean country, revealed 
how some Caribbean parents disregard the sexual exploitation of their children when the family needs the 
income it brings: 

 
The plight of sexually abused children is exacerbated by poverty, which, among other things, 
ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ŀ ōƭƛƴŘ ŜȅŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜȄΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ 
the economic benefit it can bring to the entire family (Sealy-Burke, 2006, p.7). 

 
This practice is not the same as selling children into prostitution, a problem that occurs elsewhere in the 
world, but the evidence does demonstrate the ways in which the degree of poverty some children in the 
Caribbean experience increases vulnerability to sexual exploitation. As with children elsewhere, 
economically deprived and poorly educated children in the Caribbean are the ones most susceptible to risk 
of CSE (Sealy-Burke, 2006). Approximately 60 per cent of children under 12 and 50 per cent of young 
people aged 13 to 19 years live in poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean (UNICEF/ECLAC, 2002). Most 
children who live in poverty do not become involved in sexual exploitation and it is important to 
understand that there are specific factors that increase risk in particular situations. Most poor parents 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ΨǘǳǊƴ ŀ ōƭƛƴŘ ŜȅŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ǎŜȄ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
situational factors that contribute to the abandonment of the protective functions of family life must be 
taken into account.  
 

WHO IS AT RISK OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE? 
 
It is important to point out that children from all socio-economic, ethnic and educational backgrounds are 
at risk of sexual abuse. However, a review of some of the research findings shows consistency in the factors 
associated with higher risks of child sexual victimisation. Girls are at higher risks than boys and more likely 
to be pre-adolescent, i.e. 10-12 years, and are also likely to have fewer friends. Being socially isolated may 
create a need for contact and friendship on which sexual abusers can capitalise. A feeling of shame and 
stigma from sexual victimisation may also cause children to withdraw and isolate themselves. Equally it has 
been shown that children who are abused within families can be prohibited from having friends. Other 
studies (Miller, 1976; Finkelhor et al, 1984; Finkelhor and Araji, 1986) concern family dynamics in which 
parental unavailability and poor relationships are correlated with sexual abuse in childhood. These studies 
show that girls who are victimised are more likely to have lived with step-fathers, to have mothers who 
were employed outside the home, to have parents who were disabled, ill or affected by substance 
addiction, to have witnessed conflict between parents, to report a poor relationship with one of their 
parents, particularly with mothers. With regard to step-fathers, several studies have shown the presence of 
a non-biological father as an increased risk factor for child sexual abuse. Gruber and Jones (1983) and 
Finkelhor and Araji (1986) showed that whereas an absent father was a risk factor, the presence of a step-
father further augmented the risk.  
 
Some reasons offered for this are: 
 

 Lack of bonding and the development of a nurturing, caring role by step-fathers (as is more likely to 
occur with fathers), weakens the incest-taboo protective environment. 

 Stepfathers might be less protective of girls who are targeted by step relatives, and friends. 
 Dating mothers may bring home men who are sexually exploitative and opportunistic. 
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Other research findings, such as those reported by Flemming, Mullen and Bammer (1996) found that in 
abuse by a family member, vulnerability factors for CSA were physical abuse, having no one to confide in, 
having no caring female adult, and parental substance abuse. For girls abused by someone outside of the 
family, the significant factors were physical abuse, social isolation, mother's death, and parental substance 
abuse. Findings such as these emerge from retrospective studies with adults and while they may not be 
carried out with child victims for ethical reasons, they nonetheless are critical to our understanding of some 
of the factors which co-exist with allegations of sexual abuse in children.  
 
Blame Attribution 
In examining factors that contribute to who is blamed for child sexual abuse, Back and Lips (1998) show 
that blame attribution tends to be along gender lines. In their vignette portrayal describing a sexually 
abusive interaction between an adult male neighbour and a child, they found that greater blame or 
responsibility was assigned to older victims than younger ones. Both parents were ascribed similar levels of 
responsibility. However, the male observers in this experiment attributed greater responsibility and 
causality to both the victim and the parents than did the female observers. Taylor and Lloyd (2001) refer to 
studies (see for example, Ford et al, 1994; Kalichman et al, 1990) that show that a reluctance by 
profŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄ ŀōǳǎŜ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨōƭŀƳŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŀōǳǎŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ 
victim. Adolescent victims of sexual abuse, especially intrafamilial abuse, were found not to be believed 
when they disclosed abuse and were more likely to be blamed for the abuse by teachers, clinicians, the 
judiciary and the general community. Ford et al (1994), in research conducted in Britain on attitudes among 
teachers and social workers to interfamilial sexual abuse, particularly father-daughter rape, found both 
groups demonstrated a willingness to attribute blame to the child victim.  
 

EFFECTS OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE  
 
The devastating consequences of child sexual abuse are reflected universally in studies from around the 
world and there are remarkable consistencies across research findings. A history of childhood sexual abuse 
is associated with numerous psychological sequelae including depression, anxiety, substance abuse, 
somatisation, and eating disorders. Waller (1994) found that  
 

Χof 115 eating-disordered women, a secondary diagnosis of borderline personality disorder was 
associated with a reported history of sexual abuse. The association was specifically with childhood 
sexual abuse (first experience at less than 14 years), rather than witƘ ŀōǳǎŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΧ (p.264). 
 

In the Caribbean region, a study carried out in Trinidad (Baboolal et al, 2007) yielded a positive association 
between childhood sexual abuse and attendance at psychiatric outpatient clinics. It was reported that 
victims of CSA were 2.2 times more likely to be seen in psychiatric consultations than people from the 
control group. The authors state that this finding is in keeping with other studies across different cultural 
settings. 
 
A qualitative study by Denov and Myriam (2004) on the long-term effects of child sexual abuse by females, 
which derived data from in-depth interviews with 14 adult victims (7 men, 7 women) of child sexual abuse 
by female perpetrators, revealed some disturbing findings. Most of the participants reported that the 
experience of female-perpetrated sexual abuse was harmful and damaging. As a result of the sexual abuse, 
both male and female respondents reported long-term difficulties with substance abuse, self-injury, suicide, 
depression, rage, strained relationships with women, self-concept and identity issues, and a discomfort with 
sex. Research on the topic reminds us that the abuse of children by male or female perpetrators is 
damaging to both boys and girls. Furthermore we must disabuse ourselves of the popular misconception 
that sexual abuse by women is relatively harmless as compared to sexual abuse by men. While female 
perpetrators of abuse are very much in the minority and are less likely than men to use force and violence, 
they nevertheless inflict serious psychosocial damage on children. 
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Surviving Child Sexual Abuse 
Knowledge and in-depth understanding of the complexity of why some children are abused and why some 
adults become abusers are important issues. They inform treatment interventions which is critical to 
childhood functioning and recovery in the immediate and longer-term. ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
other side of the coin. Two theoretical approaches which are particularly useful for understanding more 
about the effects of child sexual abuse are: 
 

 The Sexual Abuse Accommodation Syndrome  
 Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder  

 
The Sexual Abuse Accommodation Syndrome 
CǳǊƴƛǎǎ όмффмύ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ {ǳƳƳƛǘ όмфуоύ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ΨŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ 
abuse as a coping strategy: 

 
Χthe sexually abused child in secrecy, helplessness and entrapment begins psychologically to adapt to 
what is an unliveable situation over time. The abusive situation which may continuously threaten the 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ and life is turned, in the process of accommodation, into a 
seemingly normal event (p.28).  

 
Summit speaks to the creation of pseudo-ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘŀǎƪ ƻŦ 
ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎΥ 
 

 Pretending it is not they who are abused 

 Going into altered state of consciousness and pretending to sleep 
 Pretending during intercourse that the lower body does not exist, all of which ironically can 

fit the perverse view of the abuser that the ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ΨǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘΩΦ 
 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)  
Research suggests, and the study discussed in this report shows, that women who experienced childhood 
sexual abuse are at increased risk of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in adulthood. Schaar et al (1998) 
in their study of sexual and physical abuse in childhood (before age 15 years) and adulthood (after age 15 
years) looked at the overlap of childhood sexual and physical abuse. What the analyses revealed is that 
persons who experienced combined childhood sexual and physical abuse reported the highest rate of 
sexual and/or physical victimisation and significantly higher rates of PTSD and trauma symptoms compared 
to those who suffered no abuse. Confirmatory evidence of PTSD being one of the long-term effects of child 
sexual abuse in women is also demonstrated in a study by Briggs and Joyce (1997). This study reported that 
women, who suffered multiple abusive episodes which involved sexual intercourse, suffered increased 
symptoms of PTSD. Gidycz et al (2008) in a survey examining the relationship between health-risk 
behaviours and sexual victimisation among a sample of college women, found that after controlling for age 
and parents' education, a history of adolescent sexual victimisation was associated with the following 
health-risk behaviours: 

 Increased likelihood of cigarette smoking and marijuana use 
 Suicidal ideation  
 Experience of physical violence within a dating relationship  
 Use of diet pills and vomiting or laxatives to lose weight  
 Multiple sexual partners and early sexual intercourse 
 Prospectively, women's history of adolescent sexual victimisation was the strongest predictor of 

sexual victimisation during the 3-month follow-up.  
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Re-victimisation  
Messman-Moore et al (2009) in their retrospective and prospective study tested a model of revictimisation 
that included multiple childhood (i.e. child sexual, physical, and emotional) and situational variables, such 
as substance use and sexual behaviour, for predicting rape. During the 8-month follow-up period of 276 
women: 9% of participants were raped and 88% of the assaults involved substance use by the victim. Rape, 
substance use, and risky sexual behaviour also predicted post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
symptomatology. Another study of victimisation in later life, showing the complexity of the connectedness 
with physical, emotional and social consequences stemming from child sexual abuse, was carried out by 
Kessler and Bieschke (1999). The odds of victimisation in adulthood were greater for women who were 
abused in childhood than those who were not abused. Studies of predatory behaviour show that child 
abusers seek out and exploit perceived vulnerability and often continue to do so as they move through 
their lives, replicating situations in which they are better able to target children. The studies reported here 
suggest that these behaviours are not confined to children alone and may help our understanding of the 
overlapping vulnerabilities and the association between post-traumatic symptomology and increased 
revictimisation of women who suffered childhood abuse within a Caribbean cultural and social context. 
 
Intergenerational Abuse 
Child sexual abuse often results in patterns of behaviour, vulnerability and re-victimisation which increase 
the likelihood of the children of survivors being more exposed to risk of abuse. Furthermore the 
socialisation and internalisation of abusive behaviours may lead to some children who were abused 
becoming abusers themselves. Intergenerational abuse is often stated as a particular problem within 
Caribbean communities. Noll (1993) cites evidence supporting Ψŀ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ cycle of violence perpetrated 
against women that begins in childhood in the form of sexual abuse, re-emerges later in adolescence and 
early adulthood in the form of physical assault or sexual revictimisation, and ultimately places the next 
generation at considerable risk for victimisation. Supporting this finding of the intergenerational cycle of 
abuse is the work of McCloskey et al (2004) who reports that a maternal sexual abuse history indicates a 
greater likelihood for a woman to be subject to re-vicitimisation and her children to be targeted for abuse.  
 
Victims who become Abusers 
The research evidence shows possible links but not necessarily causation as we seek explanations as to why 
some people who were victims of abuse become perpetrators of abuse. Glaser et al (2001), in their 
retrospective study of clinical notes, reviewed 843 persons - 747 males and 96 females who were attending 
a specialist forensic psychotherapy centre in London, UK, and found the following: a high percentage of the 
male subjects who were abused in childhood by a female relative became perpetrators of abuse. No similar 
link was found for the female subjects in this study. In other words, men who had experienced abuse as 
children were more likely than women who had been sexually abused to become perpetrators of abuse. 
While there were limitations to the study, it nevertheless throws light on this complex issue. Cannon (2001) 
ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀǳǎŀƭ ŀƎŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ Ǌƛǎƪ 
factors that may affect the likelihood of someone who has been abused becoming an abuser. A study by 
Seghorn et al (1987) showed that child sex abusers who were sexually abused as children were more likely 
than those who were not abused to have had fathers with a criminal and/or substance use history, parents 
with psychiatric problems, sexual deviance within the family and a high incidence of childhood neglect. 
 
Economic Impact  
Unsurprisingly the known long-term deleterious effects of child sexual abuse on the social, psychological 
and the mental health of adults who were abused as children, often show up in performance and earnings 
in the workplace. Robst (2007) attributes the 25.9% gender wage differential and gender differences in the 
prevalence and wage effects from childhood sexual abuse. In his paper he cites a plethora of documentary 
evidence pointing to the likely effects of childhood sexual abuse on later workplace performance. He states: 
 

CSA is associated with poorer economic outcomes among women for many reasons. The 
experience of childhood sexual abuse lays a foundation of shame (Kessler and Bieschke, 1999), low 



31 | P a g e 

 

self-esteem (Ketring and Feinauer, 1999), and difficulty trusting others. Through time, such 
negative attitudes lead to adverse outcomes such as difficulty with relationships and trouble in 
school. CSA may affect wages because traumatic events during childhood may also lead to 
psychological disorders as adults including depression, phobias, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), dissociation, addiction, and borderline personality disorder (Kendler et al, 2000). 
Psychological disorders have economic implications such as lower wages and work difficulties. 
 

Poor concentration, anxiety or fear, and difficulty dealing with others, which are markers for mental illness, 
were obstacles to employment for one sample of sexually abused women (Hall, 2000). Survivors of CSA 
were more likely to report job related problems, financial problems, and problems with absenteeism. CSA 
survivors were more likely to work in unskilled or semiskilled occupations, and suffered a decline in socio-
economic status relative to their family of origin. It should also be noted however that many survivors of 
abuse compensate for what they see as their failings (by being targeted for abuse) by over-achieving both 
in higher education and also in their careers. 

 
Economic Vulnerability and the Caribbean Family 
The global financial downturn will undoubtedly negatively impact Caribbean households, particularly those 
with children, especially in countries that are heavily reliant on tourism (as tourism is predicted to be one of 
the casualties of the economic crisis). Single women-headed households, a common family form in the 
Caribbean, particularly among poorer and economically disenfranchised communities, may expose children 
to increased risk of prostitution and transactional sexual abuse especially where there are partners or 
boyfriends who have no biological connection or nurturing paternal bond with the children of the 
household. Le Franc et al (1996) help us to understand the perceived economic vulnerability and cultural 
adaptation of women in their Caribbean study. Some of their behavioural responses include multiple 
partners who seǊǾŜ ŀǎ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ όōƻƭǎǘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ-ǊŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩύ 
as these women strive to provide for themselves and their households. The study also refers to other 
studies (Gonzales, 1981; Rubenstein, 1983) in which the concept of simultaneous and serial partnerships 
ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ Ψōŀōȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΩ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ 
economic survival or coping strategy for women. Le Franc et al (1994) suggest that, increasingly, the norm 
for family relationships is a series of short-term relationships as distinct from simultaneous sexual 
partnerships. While the work of Le Franc and others describe these family formations as reflecting the need 
for economic survival, in this study of child sexual abuse, such behaviours were not seen as decreasing 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ όŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
exposure) to risky sexual encounters. /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ƴƻǊƳǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ 
pŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ όƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ 
with whom there is unlikely to be any nurturing paternal bond), serves to help us understand the wider 
impact of gender inequality and poverty on the creation of risk environments for children. Families, which 
in other circumstances may be able to fulfil the functions of child protection, can easily be transformed into 
places in which children are at risk of abuse and exploitation, especially where mothers are in short-term 
relationships, where fathers take little responsibility for care and protection and where there are men with 
abusive behaviours.  

 
THE TREATMENT PARADIGM 
 
In the section that follows we discuss some of the issues that need to be taken into account in establishing 
treatment programmes. We are mindful however of concerns about the appropriateness and cost-
effectiveness of transporting models developed elsewhere to the Caribbean context. Nevertheless, where 
evidence of benefit exists and where interventions have cultural relevance or applicability, it is important 
that they are explored. The discussion that follows focuses not only the therapeutic needs of individual 
survivors but also the individual pathology of abusers. While these approaches are appropriate in some 
circumstances, there are also limitations. For example, interventions focused on individual abusers are 
costly, generally require high level resources (e.g. skilled professionals trained to an advanced level), have 
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little proven effectiveness and detract resources from prevention and support of survivors. Family-based 
support and community/public engagement/education programmes geared towards prevention may be 
more effective overall and more cost effective.  
 
Secrecy and Addiction Syndromes 
In exploring treatment modalities, the dynamics of child sexual abuse need to be fully understood. There 
are two unique characteristics or syndromes which characterise CSA and set it apart from other forms of 
childhood abuse. These characteristics, the syndromes of secrecy and addiction, provide important insights 
ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ /{! ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǊŀǇŜǳǘƛŎ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩΦ  
 
The syndrome of secrecy - implications for the child 
Child sexual abuse is often maintained by external factors 
such as disbelieving the child - which can and often extends 
into the legal processes, the absence of an ally for the child 
(the most powerful being the mother), the punitive approach 
to perpetratoǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜƴƛŀƭ ƻŦ 
abuse, the issue of threats to the abused child and their 
ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦŜŀǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ 
about the consequences of disclosure (which incidentally 
includes fear of imprisonment of an abusing father ς who, 
paradoxically, is often loved by the child, but who they also 
want to stop the abuse) and an absence of forensic medical 
evidence. The power of these factors in the maintenance of 
this open secret of child sexual abuse is that lying and denial 
by the child (and mother) are often confused. The child is 
fully aware of the facts, but overwhelmed by the consequences of admission is thus unable to tell the truth. 

 
The syndrome of addiction  
Furniss (1991, p.33) describes the syndromes of secrecy and addiction in child sexual abuse as interlocking 
processes. The addictive element shows a striking resemblance with other addictions as follows: 
 

1. Child sexual abusers know that the abuse is wrong and that it is a crime 
2. The abuser knows that the abuse is damaging to the child, yet it continues 
3. Guilt feelings and knowledge of this damage to the child may lead to attempts to stop the abuse 
4. Such attempts to stop the abuse can lead to withdrawal symptoms such as anxiety, irritability, 

restlessness and other symptoms 
5. Sexual abuse, like other addictions, does not primarily (or solely) create a pleasurable experience 

but serves as a tension release  
6. The sexually arousing aspects of child sexual abuse and the subsequent tension relief create 

psychological dependence 
7. Dependence on child sexual abuse at the individual level appears to operate independently of legal 

threats. 
 

What Furniss does not discuss, but has been raised by other commentators, is that the ability to have 
power and control over the victim also feeds into the addictive process. It is not difficult, therefore, to see 
how this process of stimulus and response might enable the learning of abusive behaviours in people who 
have been abused and who then become abusers. Nevertheless, it is also important to be reminded that 
the majority of people who were abused as children do not ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŀōǳǎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ CǳǊƴŜǎǎΩǎ 
work point out that no explanation is provided as to why some people develop a psychological dependence 
ƻƴ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŀōǳǎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŀŘŘƛŎǘƛǾŜΩ 
behaviour or psychological dependence is that these terms imply that the person has no control over his 
actions. 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ CǳǊƴƛǎǎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǇƻǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǊŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ 

Paradoxé  

The abuser is often loved by 
the child he is abusing. The 
child fears imprisonment of 
an abusing father and so has 
to ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘΧ 
The child wants the abuse to 
stop but this does not happen 
because the abuse is kept a 
secret 
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and therapeutic interventions with perpetrators and highlights the need for treatment interventions which 
address the interlinking factors which increase the risk of some survivors becoming perpetrators.  
 
Furniss (1991, p.34) further reminds us of the addictive responses which are a feature of the lives of many 
survivors of child sexual abuse, such as drug addiction, alcohol and nicotine abuse, and dependency on 
minor tranquilizers and other tablets. The literature on substance misuse and CSA shows that the long-term 
sexually abused child often develops various maladaptive coping mechanisms for reality avoidance and the 
relief of their stress and anxiety and that these coping mechanisms may lead to addictive behaviours. 
 
Challenges for Treatment 
There are many challenges associated with the treatment of some abused children. These include 
dependence on the perpetrator(s) for the basics and essentials of livelihood, emotional attention and the 
ΨŦƻǊŎŜŘΩ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ 
attachment and loyalty (psychosexual dependency) often created between abuser and abused (Furniss 
1991). The morally corruǇǘƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǿŀǊŘǎΣ ōǊƛōŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛǾŜ ƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
ΨǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƴŜǎǎΩ ŀōƻǾŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƛƴƧǳǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ōƻƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ 
alternative caring, nurturing adult/child relationship. This situation is reinforced and maintained by the 
powerful aforementioned secrecy syndrome. These factors all pose serious treatment intervention 
challenges.  
 
¢ƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǊƻǳǎŀƭ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǇŀƛƴŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ 
frightening for children. Yet this sexual arousal by its physiological, involuntary responsiveness can also be 
ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ Ƙŀōƛǘ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŀōƭŜΦΩ CǳǊƴƛǎǎ όмффмύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ 
  

The habit formation of sexual arousal and tension relief through sexual stimulation can lead to strong 
sexualisation which we see in children of young age and adults alike. The physiological aspect of arousal 
Χand the strong habit-forming element can lead to addictiveness in sexually acting-out behaviour 
which can be extremely difficult to treat (p.32).  

 
Systemic and Contextual Approach 
There are indisputable long-term negative effects of child sexual abuse which demand that treatment 
interventions are taken seriously. The two broad approaches to treatment described in the literature are a 
victim advocacy/child welfare approach and a family-systems model. Over the last two decades several 
clinicians and researchers have concluded that a comprehensive treatment model that utilises elements 
from both the child advocacy and family system approach are the most effective. A comprehensive 
programme will treat all members of the family and include the larger legal and social justice systems, 
recognising that there are many causes of child sexual abuse in the family, and many types and levels of 
vulnerabilities to abuse. 
 
¢ƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇŜǳǘƛŎ LƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ 
ǇǳƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜǊǎ ƻǊ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǎ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǊƛƎƘǘΩ όCǳǊƴƛǎǎ мффмΣ ǇΦммтύΦ 
The following steps are advised: 
 

1. Blocking further sexual abuse in which the intervention seeks to minimise secondary psychological 
damage to the child.  

2. Establishing the facts of abuse and the abuse as shared family reality. In this approach, the secrecy 
and addiction syndromes of the abuse are recognised. 

3. Paternal responsibility for the abuse - which seeks to restore proper parent/child relationship. 
4. Paternal responsibility for general care - re-establishing the true parent/father role to the child (and 

not one of a pseudo-partner). 
5. Work on the mother-child dyad which is critical in helping the mother to be non-rejecting, 

emotionally central, present and protective. To believe and support her child. Work on re-
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establishing the trustworthiness and dependability in ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΤ ōȅ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ŦƻǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
later adult trusting relationships and emotional secure relationships with women. 

6. Work with the parents as partners - ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
each other are explicitly recognƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǎŎŀǇŜƎƻŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƧǳǊƛƻǳǎ ΨƎŀƴƎƛƴƎ-ǳǇΩ 
against the victim child.  

7. Work on the father-child dyad - in which there is acknowledgement of any intensive and 
psychologically damaging attachments; where the emotional trust and expectations of protection 
ŀƴŘ ΨƘŜǊƻ-ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇΩ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘƭȅ ǾƛƻƭŀǘŜŘΤ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ 
father figure and in later adulthood, with men. 

Hetzel-Riggin et al (2007) in their meta-analytic investigation of therapy modalities outcomes on the sexual 
abuse of children and adolescents ages 3-18, conducted on the reported treatments between 1975 and 
2004, provides this overview. After examining the reported outcomes on play therapy, cognitive-
behavioural, abuse specific, supportive therapy, individual therapy and family therapy, they conclude that 
ǘƘŜǊŀǇȅ ƳƻŘŀƭƛǘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ όŜΦƎΦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ 
problems, psychological distress etc). They state in their conclusion:  

The results of the present study suggest that the effectiveness of different treatments will be 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ 
findings are that the most beneficial treatment for a client is likely to be client-specific and rely 
heavily on ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ. 

A systemic and contextual approach to child sexual abuse will therefore share similar philosophies and 
therapeutic goals of which the following are the foundation: 
 

 A family sex abuse treatment programme goal of the immediate cessation of all forms of abuse 
within the family.  

 wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀōǳǎŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ. 
 Treatment plans should also include a therapeutic team approach with the family and all 

professionals involved with the case to help a sense of power and control within the family and 
ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛǎ Ψon the same ǇŀƎŜΩ throughout treatment and therapeutic journey.  

 

Identifying Specific Needs  
The effects of abuse on children are contingent on the duration and type of child sexual abuse, the 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǊŀǘƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǇƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΦ 
/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ōƻǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ; 
however they also have specific needs for therapeutic intervention based on the circumstances and effects 
of their own unique set of circumstances. Lƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ 
three main headings:  
 
Therapeutic needs  
/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ needs for counselling and support are usually the least well-ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜŘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ child 
protection system. The NSPCC (2009) report into child protection in the UK states that only a quarter of 
children sexually abused who are in need of services receive them, ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
and in terms of reducing the long term negative effects of CSA, this should be much higher up the agenda. 
However, therapy will have no benefit where a child is in a situation of ongoing risk or is still being abused 
and thus the child has protection needs. 
 
Child protection needs 
These needs relate to children generally within a society and require the establishment of arrangements 
and processes to identify, reduce and respond to the circumstances that place children at risk. These needs 
also relate to the child as an individual and one of the challenges is to ensure that the systems designed to 
protect all children are not so crude as to be ineffective in individual circumstances or that they do not 
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create further harm for children (this issue was discussed earlier in relation to the UK child protection 
system) 
 
Child justice needs 
/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳΦ !Řǳƭǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŀǘƛǎŦied to 
see an abuser imprisoned; justice for a child may mean this but it may equally mean that the child has been 
believed, adequately supported and protected and that she and her family have not been subject to 
invasive, destructive investigative processes. In many Caribbean countries, the resources for child 
protection, limited as they are, are disproportionately spent on criminal justice processes rather than on 
the support or protection of children. These processes are costly, highly resource-intensive in terms of the 
skills and training of those involved, yield poor results in terms of convictions and are generally experienced 
by children as harmful. These experiences have also been reported in studies carried out elsewhere. While 
the criminal justice system can and should be improved and should always be an important part of any 
overall strategy on CSA, the evidence from the literature on the topic is that a criminal justice-led approach 
to child abuse is unlikely to bring about the changes needed to prevent abuse in the first place. Further to 
this, studies with children who have been abused suggest that justice requires firstly that the child is 
believed, secondly, prosecution and conviction may not always be appropriate and thirdly that different 
forms of justice (such as restorative justice) should be explored. 
 
The literature identifies many different factors and variables which impact upon the effects and 
consequences of sexual abuse for individual children. In pulling these factors together, we have developed 
a CSA Consequences (variables grid) which shows some of the interconnecting factors involved in 
determining the extent and consequences of abuse. Each cell represents a different variable and different 
combinations of different variables will produce different outcomes for different children. 
 
CSA Consequences (variables grid) 

 
Child Abuse Abuser Non-abusing 

adult 
Family Society 

Age Type Age There is a non-
abusing adult 
available to the 
child 

Make-up of 
family 

Structural issues 
e.g. gender inequality , 
poverty, social 
marginalization, 

Gender  Whether 
anyone else 
involved 

Gender Gender Gender roles 
relationships 

Gender socialisation and 
patriarchal values 

Place in family Measures used Relationship 
to child 

Relationship to the 
child 
 

Economic 
circumstances 

How sex is 
portrayed/promoted 
or discussed 

Other 
characteristics 
(e.g. disability) 

Frequency  Views about 
sex  

Relationship to the 
abuser 

History of abuse {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ όŜΦƎΦ 
victim-blaming, condoning 
abuse, etc) 

Status in family Where 
When  

Status in 
family 

Believes the child Social status Political commitment to 
addressing the problem 

Resilience 
factors  

Effects of abuse Risk 
behaviours 

Status Other risk 
factors 

Professional expertise & 
resources available 

Personality How long abuse 
went on for 

History of 
abuse 

Can access support Protective 
factors 

Status of children 

 
Example - using the CSA Consequences (variables grid) 
Child A  
/ƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ - Child A is 13 years old, the eldest child in her family, has learning difficulties, is quiet 
and reserved, and is easily overshadowed by others in the family. 



36 | P a g e 

 

Abuse characteristics - Raped at the age of ten within the home, both fear and gifts used to silence her, has 
continued to be raped on a regular basis, sometimes an implement is used, recently had an abortion. 
Abuser characteristics - Abuser is step-father, believes sex with the females in the household is his right as 
he is the main breadwinner, occupies a high standing within the family, risk behaviours also include 
drinking - he is physically violent when drunk, he has abused children from his former relationship. 
Non-abusing adult - Mother, does not want to believe the child, is subject to physical violence herself and is 
ŦǊƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ ƛǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘΣ ƛǎ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ 
and has no-one to confide in. 
Family - family is poor, three children from three different fathers, only the father of the youngest takes 
any interest in his child, the man is viewed as head of the household, longstanding problems of physical 
violence, have little social standing, protective factors are largely around the close relationship of the three 
siblings and their involvement in the local church. 
Society characteristics - Women generally have considerable freedoms; however, many women are 
economically dependent on men, men given special privilege and status - this resonates at every level of 
society, men control sexual decision-making, transactional sexual abuse is widely tolerated, professional 
help is available but constrained by lack of political will, children valued but not expected to assert their 
views. 
 
Changes to any one or number of the variables in the grid might change the consequences, effects and 
outcomes of the abuse Child A is subject to. For example, having a non-abusing parent who believes her 
and has access to support to stop the abuse and having professionals and systems that are effective would 
not undo the damage that Child A has been caused but may prevent long term psychological damage or 
speed her psychological recovery. This grid shows us that while we may have set systems and procedures 
for dealing with abuse, every situation is unique and may require a unique set of responses. 
 
Boys 
The specific needs of abused boys must also be addressed (Furniss, 1991). Boys find it even more difficult 
than girls to talk about sexual abuse; they often fear becoming homosexual and may struggle to make 
adolescent relationships with the opposite sex. They also may develop intense loyalty or violent feelings of 
aggression towards the person who abused them and often fear becoming an abuser themselves. Furniss 
states:  
 

Homosexually abused adolescent boys are in a different position towards their mother as the non-
abusing parent, compared with girls. Adolescent boys usually find it impossible to turn to their 
mothers as the non-abusing parent to talk about issues of sexuality and even less about 
homosexual abuse. (They) need to find a non-abusing male confidŀƴǘŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƭƪΧ 
(p.150). 
 

We are reminded by the research that 20-40% of sexually abused children are boys (Baker and Duncan, 
1985; Finkelhor, 1979; Furniss et al, 1984, reported in Furniss, 1991, p.15). 
 
Children who Abuse other Children 
From a recidivist and treatment of perpetrators perspective, it is important to acknowledge that a 
significant percentage of adolescents are abusers and the provision of early robust assessment and 
treatment is critical to the prevention of further abuse. For example Myers (2004) cites Kaufman et al 
(1996) pointing out that the sexual activity between teenagers and younger children is sometimes clearly 
ŀōǳǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŎƭŜŀǊ ǊŜŘ ŦƭŀƎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ Ƴŀȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ŘŜǾƛŀƴǘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ 
interest that might last a lifetime. aȅŜǊǎΩ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y 
states: 'National estimates suggest that adolescents are responsible for 20% -30% of all rapes and 30-60% 
ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŜŀŎƘ ȅŜŀǊΩ όǇ.417).  
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Inter-professional Collaboration 
Policy makers and professionals responsible for therapeutic services, health care, child protection and legal 
interventions must challenge themselves to understand fully how bureaucratic practices, discriminatory 
and outdated legislation, absence of basic tools of the trade and lack of knowledge on the causes and 
effects of child sexual abuse combine to compound damage at the individual, community and national 
levels. The aforementioned sequel of abuse is maintained by secrecy and a lack of effective action, whilst at 
the same time the effects are evidenced in dysfunction and ill health which demand resources for 
treatment and rehabilitation. /ƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
mental health, which are bound up in the actions taken by the police and legal services as they undertake 
their duty to prevent crime, protect the victim and dispense justice. 

 
Furniss (1991, p.18) reminds us of the difference between the legal admission by abusers and their 
ΨƻǿƴƛƴƎ-ǳǇΩ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎally. Superficial admission might take place to spare the abuser the long and 
difficult process of fully facing up to his behaviour and taking responsibility for his actions. In cases in which 
justice appears to have been served, in reality often nothing has changed in the predilection of the person 
for sexually abusing children. It is here, for example, that the legal professionals can work with therapists 
and other professionals in ensuring that meaningful therapeutic intervention is not aborted by scheming 
perpetrators who feel that their admission of guilt and a few short therapy sessions are sufficient. The 
particular child or children may still be at risk and perhaps are at increased risk as society takes it eye off 
the apparent penitent victimiser. Equally, inappropriate intervention by child protection workers resulting 
in removing the child prematurely who is often subsequently returned after allegations, counter-allegations 
and denial by the child and is then placed at further risk of harm, only serves to reinforce the secrecy 
syndrome and the continuation of abuse. Furniss (1991, pp.97-100) refers to these counterproductive 
ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ΨŎǊƛƳŜ-promoting crime prevention and abuse-ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΩΦ  
 
Respectful regard for and fully understanding professional roles and the inherent pitfalls to be faced by 
each professional in protecting abused children from harm, are essential principles that must underpin 
inter-professional collaboration. Such collaboration cannot be willed into existence and it is clear that 
specialist training for professional groups together with joint interagency training is imperative. Wenger 
(2001) has developed an approach to understanding and developing inter-professional working which he 
calls the communities of practice approach (Wenger, 2001). This approach promotes the mutual 
engagement of different professionals, which in working to protect children from CSA and apprehending 
perpetrators can lead to a coherent strategy that fully acknowledges and benefits from the diversity of 
perspectives brought by each professional group. Implicit in this approach is the mutual knowledge 
exchange that occurs ς ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ό²ŜƴƎŜǊΣ нллмΣ ǇΦусύΦ The approach is based on the 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ 
acknowledges that Ψmost situations that involve sustained interpersonal engagement generate their fair 
ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΩ όǇΦттύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŎŀǘƘŀǊǘƛŎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ performance. For any training 
programme and effective multidisciplinary collaboration to stand any chance of success, the views and 
attitudes of the professionals must be taken into account.  
 
Care and Protection from a Caribbean Perspective  
The effectiveness of the care and protective services to sexually abused children in the Caribbean is 
severely restricted by the limited numbers of trained staff who largely work generically. In those islands 
which attempt some degree of child protection specialism, no additional resources or specialist training are 
made available. Trotman Stoby (2002, p.17) states: 
 

The failure to see the importance of this sector can be evident in weak political and managerial 
leadership, which exists from time to time, coupled with inappropriately low budgets to do 
significantly important jobs. 
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DŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƛǎ ƻƴ ŀƴ 
emergency basis, with little room for ongoing support should a case be dismissed in court, as is often the 
case.  
 

Professionals in the field are clearly frustrated by the inadequate legislation to handle child abuse 
cases and by the ease with which alleged perpetrators can sometimes avoid criminal proceedings 
and sentencing (Trotman Stoby, 2002, p.16). 

 
There are some parallels between the Caribbean and the UK and USA experience of child sexual abuse, but 
there are also some differences. ¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎƭƻǿ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ψǘŀōƻƻ ǎǘŀƎŜΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ 
abuse was not talked about, to its fuller recognition among professionals and the wider society. Patterns of 
secrecy and denial however still exist, in this respect mirroring what existed in the UK in the 1940s and 
1950s. This is compounded by an absence of grassroots advocates to complement the work of agencies 
such as UNICEF. There are also limits with regard to legislative and policy reform and the systematic 
collection of data on vulnerable children and the patterns of known abusers appear to be largely non-
existent. Freeman-Longo and Blanchard (1998), in examining the public's awareness of and responses to 
child sexual abuse, argue that society's response to sexual abuse has focused on increased public spending 
ǘƻ ƭŀōŜƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎŀǊŎŜǊŀǘŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ-based treatment for sexual 
offenders, little or no support for effective public education about sexual abuse and effective prevention 
efforts, and continuing resistance to universal instruction of children and adolescents on human sexuality 
and the interpersonal skills necessary for safe and satisfying intimate relŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΩΦ  
 
In developing an approach relevant to the Caribbean social and cultural context, we propose that sexual 
ŀōǳǎŜ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƛǎǎǳŜ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ όǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 
criminal justice problem). Public health approaches include an emphasis on education and prevention, 
comprehensive treatment of identified cases, and dealing with abusers who fail to respond to treatment or 
present a serious risk to the community. Approaches to the management of child abuse in the region will 
require courage and the adoption of radical, progressive and effective measures (rather than those that are 
simply politically acceptable) to tackle the known effects of child sexual abuse. Drawing from the literature, 
we identify interventions that should be considered. 
 
There are several good practice models that can be modified for the Caribbean cultural context, such as the 
alternative approach in the Belgium system (Gilbert, 1997) with its emphasis on: 

 

1. Restorative justice approaches. 
2. Community/family-empowerment approaches (e.g. Family Group Conferencing). 
3. Enhancing the protective role of women. 
4. Enhancing the protective role of men. 
5. Ongoing public education that the whole of Caribbean society, print and electronic 

media, corporate and civil society subscribes to. 
6. Working with faith based organisations (FBOs) that understand the importance of 

working with other groups irrespective of their faith or non-faith. 
7. Interventions in preschool, primary and secondary schools. 
8. ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΦ  

9. Counselling and therapeutic responses in resource-limited contexts (trained 
professionals in the Caribbean pooling knowledge to develop culturally specific 
responses.  
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 Direct assistance and management of abused children and their families, with the child remaining 
in the family whenever possible; 

 Support, supervision and counselling for the professions confronted by child abuse; 
 Focus on changing public opinion, not just the family. 

 
It is important that models and approaches developed in 
other countries are carefully assessed for their cultural 
relevance and usefulness (supported by evidence) for the 
Caribbean and that strategies adopted are effective, 
sustainable and affordable. 
 

SOME POLICY AND LEGISLATIVE CONSIDERATIONS 

A recent report1 into the state of child protection legislation 
and policy in Barbados stated: 

ΧDishŀǊƳƻƴȅ ǇƭŀƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Χ There is a dire need for reform of the Child law system in 
Barbados. Such reform should include the consolidation of all the relevant legislative provisions 
relating to children, amendment of inadequate provisions and repeal of provisions which do not 
accord with international standards along with increased clarity on child protection procedures 
and obligations (p. 4). 

The lack of proper resourcing for the implementation of the law and the services which support the law 
was a commonly recurring complaint cited by practitioners and policy interviewees within the research. 
Although there are variations in the policies and legislative frameworks across the region, the concerns 
highlighted in Barbados could equally apply to many Caribbean countries. Examples of the failings and 
injustices which result in a failure to protect children from sexual abuse are well documented by Sealy-
Burke (2007)2. Within that report and others3 many paradoxes and deficits can be seen within child 
protection systems which are struggling under the heavy burden of inefficient legislation and 
uncoordinated multidisciplinary responses, the effect of which results in a huge medico-socio-economic 
price to the state. Examples of these paradoxes are: 

1. The family is the natural and traditional environment for the care and protection of children but as 
seen from the CSA research is also the place where harm most often occurs. Family members e.g. 
mothers can choose not to bring a case against an alleged perpetrator for the sexual abuse of a 
child - current legislation expressly allows this. 

2. Mandatory reporting of abuse offences against children is hailed as vital in the fight, yet those 
countries which have mandatory reporting do no better than those who do not because of lack of 
training in the implicit fundamental philosophy and principles of the reporting, the pre-requisite 
multidisciplinary team approach, and ineffective law enforcement and inadequate resources to 
support children and families in cases where reports have been made. 

3. Those countries which have child abuse reporting protocols fare no better than those which do not 
because of the delay in or non-implementation of said protocols. 

4. Those countries with higher numbers of qualified frontline staff such as social workers have the 
same challenges as those with lesser qualified staff. 

                                                 
1
 Ince, S-A. and Cornelius, J. (2009) A harmonized approach to child protection in Barbados - A case for reform. 

UNICEF/Barbados Family Law Council  
2
 Sealy-Burke, J. (2007) The Status of Child Protection in St.Kitts/Nevis - The need for a national reporting protocol  

3
 Sealy-Burke, J. (2007) The Status of Child Protection in Barbados - The need for a national reporting protocol 

Paradoxé  

The family is the natural 
environment for the care and 
protection of children but is 
also the place where most 
harm occurs 
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Legislation Relating to CSEC in the Caribbean 
The International Organisation of Migration has commented on the lack of wide-ranging, cohesive legislation to 
tackle trafficking in the Caribbean, although of note, the organisation praises CARICOM for introducing model 
legislation to facilitate the implementation of laws to combat trafficking (IOM, 2005.1). CARICOM provides 
support to member governments in drafting laws which cover prostitution and trafficking offences. One of the 
major challenges in regional cooperation on CSEC is that Caribbean countries often have differing 
interpretations and definitions within the laws that deal with prostitution: 

 
The age at which the victim is considered a minor differs between countries, and frequently differs from 
the age of sexual consent for other offences within the same country. For example, in The Bahamas, St 
Lucia and Jamaica, the age of sexual consent is 16 years, yet procurement of a person (or woman in the 
case of Jamaica) for sexual purposes is prohibited for those less than 18 years of age. Despite the fact 
that Guyana has the lowest age of sexual consent, the law prohibits procurement of women under the 
age of 21. However, procurement of minors for prostitution, as a specific offence in Guyana, deems the 
age of consent to be 12 years of age (IOM, 2005. 1, p.17). 

 
Other countries, such as Surinam, have no explicit legislation to deal with the exploitation of children for the 
purpose of prostitution or pornography (ILO, 2005), while in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, legislation does 
not consider that young boys can be sexually abused through prostitution and sexual intercourse (Sealy-Burke, 
2006). Significantly, a number of Caribbean countries limit the definition of sexual intercourse to vaginal 
intercourse and rule out other sexual acts such as anal/oral sex or penetration by other methods (Sealy-Burke, 
2006). Some Caribbean countries prosecute children between the ages of twelve and eighteen for adult 
prostitution offences even if perpetrated under circumstances of violence and intimidation. To some extent 
this mirrors criticisms of the UK where children who have been trapped into CSE and trafficking are sometimes 
ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ όbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳΣ нллуύΦ These contradictions in 
legislation create confusion, lead to conflicting priorities and provide legal loop-holes which leave children at 
risk of abuse and create opportunities for paedophiles. The wide variations across the region also indicate a 
lack of consensus within the Caribbean on the definition of commercial sexual exploitation. 
 
aŀƴȅ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 
safeguard children from involvement in CSE. However, Caribbean countries are currently experiencing a 
weakening of their economic stability and high levels of unemployment (UNICEF, 2007) which undermine the 
implementation of these agreements. Governments may be reluctant to inject funds into social policies to 
combat CSEC and this may be particularly the case in countries that have become identified as a destination for 
sex tourists especially where such tourists are viewed as contributing to the economic growth of the country. 
Development in the region is, by and large, determined by economic policies, and the constraints posed by 
international debt agreements (e.g. economic restructuring policies) may be one reason why CSEC does not 
appear to be given sufficient priority within the political agenda. This may also partially explain why although all 
Caribbean countries have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, not all countries have signed or 
ratified documents relating to the trafficking of children, or the sale of children for prostitution and 
pornography, since ratification requires governments to commit resources to the implementation of these 
agreements. The tables below, based on an analysis across seven Caribbean countries, illustrate a generally low 
level of engagement with these international policy frameworks: 
 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) 

 

Country Signed Ratified 

Bahamas 30th October 1990 22nd March 1991 

Barbados 19th April 1990 8th November 1990 

Guyana 30th September 1990 13th February 1991 

Jamaica 26th January 1990  13th June 1991 
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Netherlands Antilles 26th January 1990 7th March 1995 

St Lucia 30th September 1990 16th July 1993 

Suriname 26th January 1990 31st March 1993 

(IOM, 2005. 1) 
 

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children (2000) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(IOM, 2005. 1) 
 

Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography (2000) 
 

Country Signed Ratified 

Bahamas No No 

Barbados No No 

Guyana No No 

Jamaica 8th September 2000 No 

Netherlands Antilles 7th September 2000(via Neth.) No 

St Lucia No No 

Suriname 10th May 2002 No 

(IOM, 2005. 1) 
 
In respect of the sexual exploitation of children, it seems that the global agenda as outlined in the 
agreements above is not adequately enforced throughout the region (IOM, 2005.1). Furthermore, although 
all Caribbean countries have ratified the CRC, UNICEF (2007) states that the harmonisation of domestic 
laws across the Caribbean with the CRC is still either fragile or non-existent despite the fact that this policy 
framework obliges all who have ratified it to ensure its implementation. 
 
Policy and Legislative Reform 
For child sexual abuse to be properly and rightly addressed it must be part of a much wider family law 
framework complemented by a national child and family care agenda which establishes the importance and 
centrality of the family unit to the care and protection of its family members and acknowledge this dynamic 
in relation to the wider society. Such a framework recognises the equitable distribution of justice, 
particularly to those who have traditionally suffered inequity such as children born out of wedlock and 
single mothers (e.g. in the case of the child maintenance arrangements).  
 
A harmonised, relevant and up-to-date legislative framework is central to thŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
rights. A good ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ¦Y /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ !Ŏǘ ƻŦ мфуф ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ emphasis on the 
ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ of parents in a ŎƘƛƭŘΩs life (when in his/her best 

Country Signed Ratified 

Bahamas  9th April 2001 No 

Barbados 26th September 2001 No 

Guyana No No 

Jamaica 13th September 2002 29th September 2003 

Netherlands Antilles 12th December 2000  No 

St Lucia No No 

Suriname No No 
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interest) and the judicious intervention by state through targeted intervention to children most in need. 
Within the Caribbean, there is need for clearly articulated child protection policies together with a 
ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ƛn need of special protection in line 
with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  
 
Reporting Systems 
Resources are however only part of the challenges facing agencies working to protect children. One 
institutional system in which substantial resources have been expended and service delivery guided in both 
the UK and the USA is mandatory reporting and the creation of child protection registers which flow from 
mandatory reporting. In the UK, the child protection register was a source of major contention since 
families were seen as being pathologised by being identified with harm to children, while registration in 
ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 
circumstances. Recent shifts have attempted to change the focus from one of monitoring and surveillance 
to one of support, by ensuring that children at risk of harm are provided with a child protection plan with 
clear responsibilities and services identified for its implementation. While there are strong proponents for 
such systems and there are clearly some benefits, the overall value of mandatory reporting and the 
establishment of registers which in themselves are not a service that children benefit from but which never 
the less are expensive to maintain, must be carefully scrutinised. Gilbert4 (1997) estimates that there was a 
doubling in the incidence rates of child abuse from 20 children per 1,000.00 in the population to 43 per 
1,000.00 between 1982 and 1992 as a consequence of the increased emphasis on mandatory reporting but 
there was no concomitant increase in the provision of services. However, Gilbert also reminds us that 
reporting statistics do not demonstrate the true scale of abuse (as abusing parents and carers are unlikely 
to report) and that reporting still relies on professional recognition of abuse for diagnosis. There is a further 
issue in that vulnerable and poor families always come more readily to the attention of child protection 
agencies. In the UK, research by Farmer and Owen (1995) reported in Gilbert (1997) recounts the situation 
where families in which child sexual abuse is reported fits a different profile to families in which neglect and 
physical abuse are reported. ¢ƘŜȅ ŎƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ƭƻƴŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
reconstituted families, poverty and unemployment and point out that these families are more likely to face 
scrutiny than middle class families. FarƳŜǊ ŀƴŘ hǿŜƴ ǇƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ Ψwhat happens when sexual abuse 
occurs in suspected middle class families for which social services seem not to have a significant role?Ω 
There is a concern here that CSA is more investigated in poor families and that middle class families are 
able to avoid such close scrutiny. Clearly the implications of introducing mandatory reporting in the 
Caribbean must be carefully thought out. 
 

Lessons for the Caribbean 
The need for a mandatory reporting system was often recommended by both policy and practice 
interviewees in this study. Many respondents were however mindful of the enormous increase in reports 
likely to be made to social services who could not cope and the potential for any cases brought before the 
Court to be thrown out due to systemic weaknesses e.g. :  

 Weakened investigative measures by the police and subsequent unfavourable (to the victim) 
judicial ruling from the deficits in evidence. 

 Lack of trained and or specialist social work intervention. 

 Poorly developed policies and intervention systems.  

The question to be carefully considered therefore is what are the hallmarks of a Caribbean mandatory 
reporting system which are significantly different to those of the international community, which will make 
ŦƻǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΚ The worst case scenario would be the implementation of a 
poorly crafted and implemented reporting system in which significant resources were expended, but which 
was incapable of any added value other than reporting on increases in incidence! The Caribbean however 

                                                 
4
 Gilbert, N. (1997) Combating child abuse: international perspectives and trends. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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must move swiftly to a more holistic approach (supported by national child and family care policies) which 
recognise the interconnectedness of factors and variables which affect children and their families. One 
regional initiative to begin to address some of these deficiencies is the OECS law reform project. 

OECS Law Reform Project 
Five out the six countries participating in the research on child sexual abuse in the Eastern Caribbean are 
currently participants in the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) reform of Family Law and 
Domestic Violence. These counties are Anguilla, Dominica, Grenada, Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis. 
Barbados - the sixth research country - is not an OECS member. The OECS website describes this reformed 
process as follows:  

The OECS Family Law and Domestic Violence Reform Project forms part of the wider Judiciary and 
Legal Reform Project of the Eastern Caribbean Supreme Court (ECSC) aimed at increasing the 
capacity of the judicial system and related institutions to improve the administration of law and 
quality of justice in the OECS.  

The project reflects the commitment by the OECS Governments to develop harmonised model family 
legislation for the Member States and to create a climate that will facilitate greater access and equity to 
justice as well as a more integrated and holistic approach to resolving matters related to the family and 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩ.5 To date, the model family law bills produced are as follows: 

 Child Justice 
 Children Care and Adoption 
 Domestic Violence 
 Status of Children 
 Status of Parenting Testing Procedures and Regulations 

The Children Care and Adoption Bill, if adopted and adequately resourced by the respective governments, 
will rectify many of the current injustices, loopholes and failures to protect children from harm and 
violence (at the interdependent levels of the family, judiciary, police, social services and medical services).  

  

                                                 
5
 http://www.oecs.org/proj_fam_law.html  

http://www.oecs.org/proj_fam_law.html
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A LANDMARK STUDY 
 
This was a landmark study since not only was it the first time that a comprehensive investigation of child 
sexual abuse had been carried out across several Caribbean countries, it was unique because it was 
underpinned by the philosophy that policy and programmes for dealing with child sexual abuse should be 
relevant to the cultural and social context in which abuse occurs. Whereas most research on the topic is 
often premised on knowledge that has emerged out of Western (predominantly the UK and the USA) 
contexts, this study aimed to understand how Caribbean people perceive the problem, what behaviours 
and social conditions contribute to it, what the impact of child sexual abuse is on those most affected and 
what views are held about the forms of action that might be needed.  
 
Objectives  
The objectives of the study were to: 
 

 Increase understanding of the perceptions and behaviours associated with child sexual abuse, 
including incest, within the cultural contexts of the Eastern Caribbean region 

 Increase research capacity in the Eastern Caribbean into issues affecting children 
 Provide baseline data on perceptions on the scale of the problem within the region 
 Investigate the manifestations of child sexual abuse across diverse ethnic, religious, and socio-

economic groups 
 Sensitise stakeholders to the socio-cultural and psycho-social issues underlying child sexual abuse 
 Develop partnerships with key stakeholders and professionals in order to enhance country and 

regional capacity for addressing child sexual abuse and addressing its psychosocial effects 
 Identify inter-country and country-specific policies and strategies for reducing child sexual abuse 
 Contribute to the establishment of a shared language on the definition of child sexual abuse and to 

regional partnerships and consensus on what needs to be done to address the problem within 
Caribbean contexts 

 Make recommendations for the development of relevant policy, protocols and programming  
 

Participating Countries 
For the purposes of the study, the Eastern Caribbean countries were identified as: Antigua and Barbuda, 
Barbados, British Virgin Islands, Dominica, Grenada, Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines, and the Turks and Caicos Islands. Available funding facilitated the participation of six 
countries which were selected to reflect regional representation and diversity. Although many of the 
countries share similar histories and cultural mores, there were geopolitical and social factors unique to 
particular countries that needed to be taken into account. Selection criteria were developed ς see below. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Research Purpose and Objectives  
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Country Selection Information    

British Virgin 
Islands    

23,552 Predominantly 
African Caribbean 

Yes Tourism-based 
economy 

Internally self-
governing 
overseas 
territory of the 
UK. Stable 

08 
July 
1960 

X OECS legal 
reform 

Ҟ 

Country Pop Diversity BOT Socio-
economic 
factors 

Geo-political 
factors 

BCA CPAP Child 
Protection 
Legislation  

NPA 

Anguilla 
 
 

13,500 90% Caribbean of 
African origin 
Inter-regional 
migration, recent 
influx of Chinese, 
Indian & Mexican 
labour 

Yes Relative wealth ς 
less than average 
Few natural 
resources. 
Industries: 
tourism, off-
shore banking, 
fishing  

Internally self-
governing 
overseas 
territory of the 
UK 

NK  Part of OECS 
legal reform 
project 

Ҟ 

Antigua and 
Barbuda 

69,481 Predominantly 
African Caribbean 

No Relative wealth - 
average 
Tourism-based 
economy 

Stable N/A  OECS legal 
reform 

 

Barbados     270,00 Predominantly 
African Caribbean 

No Relative wealth- 
above average 
Tourism-based 
economy 

Stable 23 
Sep 
1994 

Ҟ Updated 
Child 
Protection 
legislation 

Ҟ 

Dominica 72,386 Indigenous 
peoples 
African 
Caribbean 
Syrian, Chinese 
settlers 

 
No 

Assistance from 
EU- 
Fragile economy 

Stable 24 
Sep 
2002 

Ҟ OECS legal 
reform 

 

Grenada  89,971 Predominantly 
African 
Caribbean 

No Emerging from 
post-hurricane 
recession 
Tourism-based 
economy 

Recent 
Elections 

15 
July 
2002 

Ҟ OECS legal 
reform  

 

Selection Criteria 
 

1. Legislative/policy readiness (determined by whether the government had signed up to 
the current Child Protection Action Plan (CPAP) for the period 2008-2011 or was 
supportive of it, the existence of National Plan of Action (NPA) for Children, or whether 
the country was part of the OECS legal reform programme for child protection). 

2. Organisational support (whether the country had a Basic Cooperation Agreement 
(BCA) with UNICEF. 

3. Inclusion of at least one British Overseas Territory (BOT). 
4. Size (inclusion of both large and small states). 
5. Ethnic diversity (ensuring countries reflected ethnic diversity of the region). 
6. Geopolitical factors (political stability, inclusion of countries particularly affected by 

natural disasters). 
7. Socio-economic factors (reflecting the diverse economic base of the countries in the 

region). 
8. Practicality, cost and logistics. 
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Turks and 
Caicos Islands    

21,746 Predominantly 
African 
Caribbean 

BOT 
 

Increasingly 
tourism-based 
economy 

Internally self-
governing 
overseas 
territory of the 
UK Emerging 
problems- 
current 
instability 

08 
July 
1960 

Ҟ OECS legal 
reform 
programme 
by special 
request 

Ҟ 

 

Selected Countries 
The six countries selected for inclusion were: Anguilla; Barbados; Dominica; Grenada; Montserrat; St. Kitts 
and Nevis. The governments of the six countries were formally approached and aƭƭ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 
participation.  
 
  

Montserrat     9,538 Predominantly 
African 
Caribbean 
Guyanese (East 
Indian, 
Chinese), Santa 
Domingo 
migrant 
workers 

BOT Economy- 
heavily 
dependent on UK 
Ongoing post-
volcanic crisis 
reconstruction 

Internally self-
governing 
overseas 
territory of the 
UK Stable 

08 
July 
1960 

X OECS legal 
reform 

Ҟ 

St. Kitts and 
Nevis    

39,349 Predominantly 
African 
Caribbean 

No Tourism-based 
economy- fragile 
economy 

Stable 22 
April 
2003 

Ҟ OECS legal 
reform 

 

St. Lucia  170,649 Predominantly 
African 
Caribbean 

No Tourism-based 
economy 

Stable but 
some political 
turmoil 

22 
May 
2003 

Ҟ OECS legal 
reform 

 

St. Vincent and 
the 
Grenadines 

118,149 Predominantly 
African 
Caribbean 

No Tourism-based 
economy 

Stable 17 
June 
2003 

Ҟ OECS legal 
reform 
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In this section of the report we discuss some of the definitional challenges in addressing the problem of 
child sexual abuse. We draw on the study findings to examine the links between the abuse of children and 
public perceptions about what constitutes abuse and, indeed, what constitutes childhood. We also refer to 
the wider literature to explore some of the contradictions and dilemmas in producing workable definitions. 
In helping to move us forward we suggest an approach to defining abuse and highlight specific definitions 
which we suggest are relevant to the Caribbean social context.  
 

DEFINING CHILDHOOD 
 
¢ƘŜ ¦b /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ wƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ΨŎƘƛƭŘΩ ŀǎ ōŜƛng a person under the age of 18 years 
and, as signatories to the Convention, many Caribbean countries are striving towards harmonising domestic 
law with this definition. Indeed current debates on the topic are concerned with whether the legal age of 
sexual consent should be raised to 18 years. It was beyond the remit of this project for us to explore 
whether this is a progressive or regressive step. Certainly, there are many ambiguities and contradictions in 
respect of age limits within the laws of the Caribbean and the lack of consistency and clarity regarding the 
legal status of the child may be a contributing factor to illegal sex with minors. However, it is also the case 
that much child sexual abuse occurs in situations in which childhood status is not in doubt and where the 
illegality of the act is abundantly clear. Furthermore, the law by itself can never be an effective protector of 
children and it is difficult to see, therefore, how increasing the age of sexual consent (with the risk of 
criminalising young people themselves and restricting some of their freedoms) will provide the necessary 
protection for young people, especially in contexts which lack the necessary infrastructure for the effective 
enforcement of existing laws. 
 
In order to explore peopƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ǿŜ ŦŜƭǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ 
different ways in which childhood might be understood. Clearly while age is the legal and most commonly 
ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ΨŎƘƛƭŘΩΣ ǿŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ there were other indicators that relate 
to the ways in which childhood is popularly conceptualised. For example, we wanted to explore whether 
puberty is considered as marking the end of childhood, whether sexual debut or sexual experience affects 
how people regard children, and whether motherhood and childhood are states that can co-exist for 
teenage mothers. We explored these questions in the Community Survey - Perceptions, Attitudes and 
Opinions Questionnaire (PAOQ) and also discussed them within focus groups. In reporting the findings we 
clarify whether data have been drawn from the PAOQ (i.e. are informed by perceptions or attitudes) or 
from focus groups (i.e. are informed both by perceptions and by lived experience).  
 
t!hv ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ childhood were as follows: 
  
Children over 13 yrs of age  
When asked to comment on the question: ΨL Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ мо ǘƻ ǎǘƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩ 
most respondents (77.2%, 663) did not agree with this although 15.9% (137) did and 2.1% (18) were not 
sure. 
Girls at puberty - When asked whether commencing menstruation marked the end of childhood for girls, 
most people (82.2%, 706) did not agree with this although 13.5% (116) either did think this or were not 
sure.  
 

CHAPTER FIVE  

Definitions  
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Boys at puberty - A similar result was obtained when we asked respondents to comment on the statement: 
Ψ! ōƻȅ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŀ ōƻȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǎ ǇǳōŜǊǘȅΩ - 80.2% (689) did not think this and 13.8% (118) either did 
agree or were not sure. 
 

 
 
 
Sexual activity - boys and girls are still children  
²Ŝ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ perceptions about whether childhood status was considered to have ended if a child 
had had sexual experience. Most respondents did not agree with this. When asked to comment on the 
ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΥ Ψ! ƎƛǊƭ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜȄ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩΣ 88.5% (760) people did not agree, 7.1% (61) did agree 
and 2.1% (18) were not sure. Almost identical results were obtained when we asked respondents to 
comment on the statement: Ψ! ōƻȅ ǎǘƻǇǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ōƻȅ ƻƴŎŜ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜȄΩΦ 

 

 
 
Age clearly seen as defining childhood - except in motherhood!  
 Age was the clearest marker of childhood for most respondents. For just over half of the respondents 
(51.9%, 446) the end of childhood is reached once the child is 16 years of age, although 37.3 % (320) did not 
agree with this, 5% (43) were not sure and 50 people did not answer the question. When asked whether 

Chart 2: óA girl who has sex is no longer a childô 

61, 7% 

760, 89% 

18, 2% 

20, 2% 

Agree 

Disagree 

Not sure 

Missing 

Chart 1: 13 years as a marker of childhood 

137, 16% 

663, 77% 

41, 5% 

18, 2% 

Agree 

Disagree 

Not sure 

Missing 

Agree 

Disagree 

Not sure 

Missing 
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the age of 18 marked the end of childhood, 77.4% (665) agreed with this although 19.4% (166) were either 
not sure or did not agree.  Motherhood was a different story.  

 

 
 

 
 
Children as mothers - incompatibility and a contradiction  
While sexual activity was not considered a particularly significant marker of childhood, if the sexual 
experience led to pregnancy, then this was a different matter. Once a girl became pregnant, twice as many 
people (14.7%, 126) thought this marked the end of childhood than if she had had sex without becoming 
pregnant even though the majority of respondents did not agree with either of these statements - 77.1% 
(N=662) did not agree and 5.5% (N=47) were not sure. For a significant number of people, however, the 
state of motherhood is not considered compatible with the status of childhood. This is important as it 
highlights the contradictions and dilemmas that many teenage mothers face. 

 

Chart 4: óChildhood is up to the age of 18ô 

665, 78% 

131, 15% 

28, 3% 35, 4% 

 

 

 

Agree 

Disagree 

Not sure 

Missing 

Chart 3: óChildhood is up to the age of 16ô 

446, 52% 

320, 37% 

50, 6% 
43, 5% 

Agree 

Disagree 

Not sure 

Missing 
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Linking Conceptualisations of Childhood with Child Sexual Abuse 
In linking these responses to child sexual abuse it was clear that overall the majority of the PAOQ 
respondents were of the view that children were children at least until the legal age of sexual consent (16 
years). However, a significant number of people consider that childhood ends at 13 years. This may help to 
explain why, in the focus group discussions, some men indicated that they considered girls to be legitimate 
sexual targets once girls have gone through puberty (this phrase was taken to mean that a girl had begun 
menstruating); 
 

The bible says that when a woman goes through puberty she is ready, so if it happens at 11 she is 
ready (Male Focus Group Participant). 

 
There was also some evidence that this view, i.e. that childhood ends when a child goes through puberty, 
may also be held by some women. It was the belief of the PAOQ respondents and the actual experience of 
many focus group respondents that some women permit their daughters to have sex with men (as a means 
of generating income for the family) once the girl reaches an age they (the mother) considers appropriate 
even though, in most of the instances reported (by FG respondents), the girls were minors. We did not 
(knowingly) speak to any mothers in this situation and were thus not able to check out whether mothers do 
permit ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜȄ ŦƻǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǎƻ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ΨǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘΩ 
relates to their own perceptions of childhood. It should be noted that the transactional sexual abuse of girls 
ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ 
social reality by all 48 focus groups and by many key informants and was also expressed as a perception by 
many PAOQ respondents (this is further discussed in the findings section of the report). 
 
While the CRC requires us to consider the status of childhood as distinct from adulthood and to provide 
children with protection in line with this, the boundaries between childhood and adulthood are clearly not 
universally accepted and there appears to be a gap between policy, legislation and professional practice on 
the one hand and the public perception of a minority of adults on the other. 
 
Another important issue was that some PAOQ respondents thought that childhood ends if a girl becomes 
pregnant. This suggests that at the conceptual level, for a small (but significant) number of people, the 
state of motherhood is not considered compatible with the status of childhood. This highlights the 
contradictions and dilemmas that many teenage mothers face as they come to terms with being mothers 
while they are still children. Juxtaposed against the construction of young motherhood, however, is the 
reality that these respondents overlooked the fact that for a girl to become pregnant, she must have first 

Chart 5: óA girl who becomes pregnant is no longer a childô 

 

126, 15% 

662, 77% 

47, 5% 
24, 3% 
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been a child victim of rape or unlawful sexual intercourse. This response also suggests a lack of awareness 
of the impact of early pregnancy on physically immature teenagers, as was raised by one participant: 
 

In obstetrics, that 16 year old is a high risk pregnancy because she can fit to death. She is 
prone to arrest because her womb is not properly developed; she can end-up making a 
deformed baby. She has to leave school. She fails to fulfil her functions as an adolescent, 
fails to perform in school, fails to be a productive member of society. She ends up in a cycle 
of failure (Male key informant). 

 
There are two important public education lessons from these findings: 
 

 Changing perceptions on who is considered a 
ΨŎƘƛƭŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 
unlikely to be achieved simply by enforcing (or 
raising) the legal age of sexual consent. 

 Public education strategies should address the 
view held by some people (especially men) that 
children can ever ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜΩ 
targets for sex.  

 
Defining Child Sexual Abuse 
The effects of child abuse are a part of the lived reality of survivors of abuse and as such are ΨconcreteΩ and 
real. However, it is also the case that perceptions and definitions of child abuse are socially constructed. 
This means that the meanings ascribed to the term are a product of a specific cultural, social and historical 
context. Child maltreatment has existed throughout history (infanticide, abandonment, severe physical 
punishment, prostitution, incest, harsh labour); however, the extent and interpretation of abuse, i.e. what 
is considered to be abusive in a particular society, alters over time and in relation to circumstances and 
context. For example, the growth of internet pornography, child prostitution and the trafficking of children 
have resulted in wider, more inclusive definitions than existed 20 years ago. Defining child sexual abuse is 
clearly both complex and problematic and is often influenced by political agendas and professional 
perspectives that may, or may not, reflect the views of abuse survivors or the social reality of specific 
contexts. Cultural and social factors are also important in the definitions and meanings associated with 
child abuse. In a study of 75 countries, however, ISPCAN (2008) found that there was greater commonality 
than difference in understandings of child sexual abuse with widespread agreement that this includes 
incest, sexual touching and pornography. This important work suggests that searching for commonality of 
understanding is an achievable exercise. For the Caribbean region, which, despite considerable diversity, 
has a shared history and common social characteristics across many aspects of life, reaching definitional 
consensus would strengthen collective efforts to address child sexual abuse. Furthermore the dialogue and 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ²ƻǊƭŘ ±ƛǎƛƻƴ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ 
work through the steps needed for harmonising law and policy across the region and improving 
transregional cooperation.  
 
The Problem with Definitional Differences 
While definitional differences may appear insignificant to the overall extent of the problem, the literature 
suggests that diverging emphases may lead to action based on different targets and thus may undermine 
collective efforts to address the problem (Dottridge, 2007). For instance, in defining the commercial sexual 
exploitation of children, some writers believe it is important to include the range of exploitative activities, 
others highlight the commercial aspect of these activities, while yet others focus attention on the illegality 
of these activities. Although these differences may appear unimportant, it is easy to see how they may 
contribute to decisions about how resources are used to tackle the problem. Child sexual exploitation as 
defined by the UN is incorporated into a broader statement that includes different forms of exploitation, 

Changing perceptions on who is 
considered a child is unlikely to 
be achieved simply by enforcing 

(or raising) the legal age of 
sexual consent.  
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such as child prostitution, child pornography, forced marriage, and any occupation in which a child is forced 
to work or make money for someone other than a parent or guardian. The Declaration adopted at the close 
of the First World Congress against the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Adolescents, 
however, more clearly links this exploitation to its commercialisation. This is because it is the 
commercialisation of child sex which both drives and sustains demand.  
 
It is clear from the literature that language and definitions are key constituents of the way child sexual 
abuse is viewed and is a contributory factor in how it is responded to. While the production of standard 
definitions can result in universal assumptions that negate the importance of particular circumstances, the 
lack of a common definition is problematic. It means, for example, that comparison on the effects of 
interventions and policy are difficult to assess and it also limits the comparative analysis of research 
findings since studies are often underpinned by different sets of assumptions and target different aspects 
of the problem. 
 

PREFERRED TERMS 
 
Child prostitute or prostituted child  
While some definitions are particularly helpful, others may (unintentionally) create further obstacles to 
dealing with abuse. Take for instance, the problem of prostitution. There is agreement within the literature 
and among professionals that no child under the lawful age of consent can willingly enter into prostitution 
for the reason that any sexual activity between an adult and a minor is considered harmful, coercive and/or 
unlawful (and in many instances is legally classed as rape) (Save the Children, 2008). In line with this 
ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩΣ ΨŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩ ƻǊ ΨŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩ 
as these terms mask the coercive and exploitative nature of child prostitution. Furthermore such terms 
reinforce the conceptualisation of children as sexual objects. ¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ΨǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘΩ ŎƘƛƭŘ, however, 
emphasises the exploitative nature of the commercial sexual abuse of children and is therefore more 
helpful. 
 
Sexual abuse or sexual violence 
Mŀƴȅ ƪŜȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ 
gravity and seriousness of the sexual abuse of children. Sexual abuse is undoubtedly a violation of the child 
and can be described as a specific manifestation of gender-based violence against children. Furthermore, 
linking child abuse into discussions of interpersonal violence can be helpful in drafting coherent, 
comprehensive policy that seeks to address the interconnected facets of violence within a society and the 
ways in which one may lead to another. /ƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ Ƙŀǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅΤ however, 
overall we refrain from using this term for several reasons: 
 

 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ Ǉŀƛƴ ƻǊ ƘǳǊǘ ς some abusers do inflict pain, even severe pain; 
however for many children the pain is emotional and psychological ς the harm that is done may not 
be immediately visible and children may have difficulty relating to a term that does not reflect the 
meanings they ascribe to their experience. 

 The most pernicious forms of abuse happen when children are groomed, coerced and conscripted 
into behaviours in which physical violence may play little part or is subtle and difficult to identify as 
such. 

 One of the most common forms of abuse we found was transactional sexual abuse in which the key 
issue is the exchange of material goods or money for sex. ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ 
adequately capture the social reality of this phenomenon. 

 We are unhappy about the use of a term which might enable perpetrators of abuse in which 
physical violence was not used to see their behaviour as less serious than abuse involving violence. 
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CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǿŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΩ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΦ This is also in line with 
current thinking in relation to adult domestic violence ς ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘŜǊƳ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƛǎ ΨŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀōǳǎŜΩ 
since this better encapsulates the range of abusive behaviours that women (primarily) are subjected to (e.g. 
financial, emotional, control, repression and so on). LƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀōǳǎŜΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ 
ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ survival since it can help women to recognise the behaviours that 
often lead to physical violence and to take early steps to protect themselves and their children. The value 
ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŀōǳǎŜΩ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛƳplies the abuse of trust and the 
abuse of power which are key components of child abuse. Finally, despite differences in understanding 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƘƛƭŘ ŀōǳǎŜΩ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ 
provides a common baseline for extending public awareness. 
 
Survivors or victims  
GŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊΩ ǘƘŀƴ ΨǾƛŎǘƛƳΩΦ Ψ{ǳǊǾƛǾƻǊΩ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎΣ 
active term which implies resilience and strength in the face of adversity. It also suggests that it is possible 
ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀōǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ Ψ±ƛŎǘƛƳΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǎǎƛǾŜ 
ǘŜǊƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ΨŦƛȄŜǎΩ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǾƛŎǘƛƳƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ Ƙŀǎ 
little power to change the outcome of their lives and is constantly vulnerable to further abuse. For these 
reasons, we generally prefer the term survivor. However our research and other studies reveal that the 
picture is more complex. Surviving abuse is not a linear process; the bottom line is that many people simply 
live with the fact that they were abused and may not have overcome the effects at all, or may have 
overcome some of the effects for some of the time and find that different effects are manifest at different 
times in different ways. Often, the effects of abuse appear in later life, many years after the abuse and can 
be triggered by any one of a number of life events. For some survivors, the effects of abuse recur in ways 
which indeed make them more vulnerable to being re-vicitimised. Many survivors also believe they have 
little power to change the outcomes of their lives and this is one of the factors that lies at the base of much 
substance misuse, mental illness and self-harm. Another important issue to consider is that while children 
ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪΣ ΨǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊΩ Ƴŀȅ ƛƳǇƭȅ ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ 
no access to and may minimise the extent to which they have been and perhaps continue to be victimised. 
 
In summary, it is clear that those who have been harmed as children by sexual abuse may be both survivors 
and victims (sometimes simultaneously) and it is perhaps more helpful to view the process of dealing with 
the effects of abuse as a continuum between two states with some people moving progressively from the 
state of victimhood to survivorhood, while others move back and forth between these states. Within the 
study, we interviewed adult survivors of child sexual abuse and were able to identify some of the factors 
that contǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜΩ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊƘƻƻŘΦ 
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Paedophile, Sexual Offender or Child Abuser 
All these terms are used (often interchangeably) within the literature, by professionals working with 
children (psychologists, social workers, counsellors, health professionals etc), by policy makers and by law 
enforcement officers. ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇŀŜŘƻǇƘƛƭŜΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦ 
We have some concerns about the term ΨǇŀŜŘƻǇƘƛƭŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΦ Firstly, it is often used to 
sensationalise abuse and to generate anti-paedophile vigilantism; neither of which are helpful to children. It 
also suggests an external threat, however in reality most sexual abuse is committed by family members 
who would not identify with the term and are thus able to distance themselves from its negative 
associations. ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇŀŜŘƻǇƘƛƭŜΩ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴƧǳǊŜǎ ǳǇ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ 
many abusers do not fit a stereotype at all. We also have concerns about the term as it is generally 
understood by abusers themselves. ! ΨǇŀŜŘƻǇƘƛƭŜΩ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ 
ΨpaedophiliaΩ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎƻǊŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ a sexual preference for 
prepubescent children (Freund, 1981). We are mindful of concerns that this clinical definition presents child 
sexual abuse as if it were simply a sexual preference (which is the explanation often given by abusers) and 
minimises its seriousness.  
 
¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎŜȄ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊΩ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŀ ƭŀǿ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀōǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ 
have been convicted of sexual offences. It is estimated that over 90% of sexual abuse cases do not result in 
a conviction and where we use the term, we reserve it for the minority of abusers who have been convicted 
of sexual offences against children. ²Ŝ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŀōǳǎŜǊΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜǊΩ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ 
term encompasses the range of abusive behaviours and clearly indicates responsibility. 
 
There are, ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŀōǳǎŜǊΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΦ This is the 
case in circumstances in which the behaviour, although it may be sexually harmful, would not be 
considered to be sexual abuse. We draw on the study findings to explain further. Most respondents, for 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŀƭŜ ƻŦ му ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ΨŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳŀƭΩ ǎŜȄ (although it is 
acknowledged that legally a minor cannot consent to sex in any circumstances) with his girlfriend a week 
before her 16th birthday as sexual abuse and the effects of this would be very different than if the girl was 
much younger, if there was coercion or force, if the man was much older, or indeed if a whole range of 
factors were present. While the study showed that some men are dangerous serial predators who inflict 
ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ƘŀǊƳ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜǊΩ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ όŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 
adolescent young men) who may unknowingly have had unlawful sexual intercourse with a minor but who  


