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Writers and prcfessicrals have bequn to_turn their attention
in recent years to the protlen of preventing child sexval abuse.
Books, curricula fc¢r schccl children, and even traveling dranma
grours have all appeared with a commecn gcal cf trying tc alert
children, parents ard prcfessicnals tc the problem before it
oCC uIs.

Several features of the problem cf sexual abuse make it
particularly important to approach through a strateqy cf primary
prevention.

1) Child sexual abuse appears to te a problem of widespread
sScope. Several studies of adults Ieporting on their own

childhood now  =suggest that a larqge fracticn of all
children -- estirmates range frem 15 to 34% of all girls and 3 to
9% of all boys -- %ill suffer victimization (Finkelkcr, 1979,
1982a, 1983b; Russell, 1582) . These numbers make it clear that
sexual abuse is a major public mental health problem that peeds
to be combatted through an approach that will reach a wide
seqment of the fcrvlation. ‘

2) Evidence stqgests that most incidents of child sexual
akuse are not rercrted tc any adult when they occur (Finkelhor,
1979 1982a), so most victimized children are unlikely to be
helped after their victimizaticn. This underlines the inmportance
of reaching childrer befcre victimization occurs.

3) Even when they are identified, there is nc assuzance that
most victims are belred ir the aftermath. Not many child care or
mental health wcrkers have the training and expertise tc treat
child sexual atuse. Ireatment rroqrams do not exist in many
communities.

4) Work with children %ho have been abused suggests that
abuse could be rrevented in many instances if childrer had had
prior instructicn. Lack cf kncwledge or uncertainty about norms
of Dbehavior often plays a role in a child's victimization. For
examgle:

-- children often say they were confused and micled by the
offender's insisterce that the sexual activity was proper, and
normal. '

== childrer cften say they did not know they had a right to
refuse. '

: -~ childrer cften say they did not believe they would be
defended by other adults (including parents) if they refused or
complained.

L]

- -=- children often say they were thrown cff their grard when
the adult bpehaved in a wayV that they had never been led to

expect.
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Accounts of tkese =scrts fuggests that children properly
educated about the problem of sexual akuse might be sukstantially
less vulnerable tc victirizaticn.

. But are childrer being properly e€ducated? Thcse ccncerned
with rprevention cf child sexual abuse have been worried about the

kind of education that most children receive |[Sanford, 1980).
They have pointed out that children rarely get sufficient
information to arm thenm to resist sexual victirizatier, and that
what informatico they receive is tsually misleading and poorly
timed.

RCLE CF PAEKENIS

The concern atout the educaticn of children has focussed
particularly c¢n tlte role that rarents play. Frofessionals sense
the <normous opportunity and advantage that parents have to
affect the prctlern, ccmrared to the 1limited opportunitites
enjoved by the prcfessionals themselves. Parents are clearly in
a pivotal positicr to rake a large contribution to efforts at
prevention for a numter of reasons.

For one thing, sexual abucge can occur to a child very early
in life. FParents may be the only adults who are ir a fcesiticn to
help a child of such a ycurg age tc avcid abuse.

Secondly, there is an ideology that has a strong hold c¢n
American families that irfcrmation ch sexual subjects should only
be imparted to children Ey their parents. Professicnals, cowued
by earlier enccurter with this ideclogy, often feel a great deal
of reticence about discussing such subjects with children. Thus
if parents dc rct menticr certain matters to children, there is
no assurance that other adults will.

Thirdly, nmuct abuse is ccmmi tted by family memters, and
parents may be the only authcrities who can engage in prevention
activities that are effective against this kind cf farily abuse.
How credible, fcz exanrle, is a teacher who warns a child about
the behavior of certain close relatives? A child is &g&uch mcre
apt to believe suck cauticns when israrted by a parent.

Fourth, parents have a great advantagqe in beinc able to
inteqrate discussicrs of sexual abuse with what the child already
knows. 7Parents are aware of children's level cf kncwledge with
reqard to sex ard adults. Children will be better able to
understand information that is presented ir the ccntext of
knowledqge they already have.

Finally, part of any prevention of child sexual akttse is to
enable a child tc feel that he or she can appeal for help from a
parent. When parents .tell children about child sexual abuse, it
opens this 1lire c¢f comrurication: The mere fact that children
feel confident that they can qo to their parent for helr cr
informaticn abcut +the FIcblem pmay make them less vulnerable to
abuse.
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All the akcve are impcrtant reascns wh, formation about
child sexual abusge is more meaningful and eff. 2 wher it ccres
from a parent. VYet the assugption is sidespr that  parents
neglect this responsibility and oprortunity. present study
was an attempt tc assess what kinds cf preven I information

that gets exchanqged in most households, and what :eer to be the
otstacles to a nmcre effective exchange.

STULY TCESIGN

The study ccrsisted cf a survey of adults in the Foston
metrorolitan area who had children aae 6 tc 14, .iving with then
at the time. The Survey Research Center of the University of
Massachusetts, which conducted the survey, drew an area
prokakility sarmrle cf 4,344 househclds, all of which were
screened for the presence of a child ketween the ages ¢cf 6 and
4. Of the 70C hcuseholds that fit the study requirements,
intervievers were atle to conduct interviews with 521 parents: a
response rate cf 74%.

Trained interviewers conducted the interviews, which 1lasted.
approximately an hour. The interview included questions abcut
what respcndents krew abcut the prcbler c¢f sexual abuse, whether
and how they had instructed their children cn the rrcblem,
whetheér their chilé had ever tc their knowledge been the victim
of sexual abuse and, if so, how they had dealt with it. 2 fipal
self-administered secticn of the interview asked about
respondents®' own childhood sexual atuse €xperiences.

The survey was designed tc include both fathers and mothers. .
Howe ver, because 20% of the families were €ingle —rparent
households headed ty women, the sex ratio of the study was
somewhat skewed ard ircluded jtst 187 men compared to 334 women.

On other characteristics, the samgle was quite tyrical of
the EBostcn pcrulaticn as a whole. Eighty=-nine percent of the
parents were white, 6% black and 3% hispanice. [Bcsten has a
small minority rfcrulaticr for a large city.) The majority (56%)
of the respondents were Catholic, 26% were Protestant, 9% were
Jewish, and 7% +vere cther cr no reliqion. In terms of total
family income, 1€% of the sample fell below 510,000, while '25%
made 3$35,000 or more.

Because of the requirement that the adult be a parent and
have a child at least 6 years old, the sample was screwhat clder
than the adult rcrulaticn ¢f Bcston in general. The npedian age
was 38, with only 8 percent of the sasrle under the ace 30. At
the sare time, sirce a parent still had to be living with his or
her child to be included in the study, not many clder adults were
included. Only 7% cf the sample was 50 Or over.

Seventy-two percent of the respondents were €rrlcyed, only
three percent ccrsidered therselves uremrloved and the rest were
primarily homemakers. In terms of €ducation, only 12% of the
respondents had rct comrleted high schccl, 33% had a high school

61
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diplcma but no more, 33% had some collece or a ccllege deqree and
15% had keen tc qraduate schecl.

TALKING AEOUT SEX ARUSE

Our most imrpcrtant cbjective was tc find out whether parents
had ever talked with their children about child sexual abuse. FWe

arproached the sutject by first asking parents akout wlether they
had talked with tlkeir children about a whole range of emotionally
laden subjects, ranqinqg from suicide to aborticn. The question
read, "Can ycu remember a situaticn where you talked to your
child about _.__ %" The list of topics, accoupanied by +the ger
cent of parents whkc had discussed them is shown in Table 1.

Some emotional topics -- death, kidnapring, Fregrancy and
birth and ever drugs -- seemed to be relatively €asy to discuss
and had been brought up by the vast majcrity of parents. Sexual
abuse, however, was not one of the €easy topics. It was the next
to least often discussed subject on the list, being a 1little
easier to talk akout than birth contrcl,  and a little mcre
difficult than akcrticn. <cCnly 29% cf the parents said they had
talked with their children akout sexual atuse.

Although.few parents had talked to their children explicitly
about sexual abuse, this was not the full stcry. We had found in
our pretesting that many rarents insisted on qualifying their
answer to our question. "No, " they would say, "I haver't talked
akout sexual akuse, at least nct in sc many words." Or they might
say, "Well, I scxt c¢f talked about it." ‘

Besides the 2% who had discussed sexual abuse directly, an
additicnal 31% c¢f the parents we interviewed said tley had had
some ccnversaticr with their child where they believed they were
talking about sexual abuse, but perhaps not in a direct way [see
Takle 2y, .

We asked people for mOore specifics abctt these
conversations, aré they gqave us examples of what they meant. "I
told him not to get into stranger's cars", said one Farent. ny
cauticned him akcut talking to strange people and gettiny into
cars or taking candy." "Some people are mentally ill ard dc bad
things to childrer," caid arcther.

A very common pattern was  for parents tc talk about
kidnarrinag and thirk they were warning a child about sexual abuse

at the same time. They would cauticn children atout getting irtc
cars Ccr qgcing with strangers into the %ocds. The image of sexual
abuse would be part of what was on tkeir mind, but they wculd nct
mention it srecifically. The enrrhasis they gave the child was
not to accept favors or rides from stramnqers.

A number cf cther parents hastened to tell us that although
they themselves had not talked wit! the children akcut sexval
akuse, scme other rerson had. In most cases this other person
was the respondent's spouse.
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It is hard tc kncw exactly how accurate that fiqure [11%)
is. Scme spouses may not have really kncwn whether their partner
had really talked aktctt it. Other srtouses may have assumed that
the partner had, when in fact the rartner's discussiecr was very
vaque cr indirect.

Cur impression was that it was socially desirakle fcr a
parent to say ttat they or somecne else had indeed told the
child. oOur fiqures suqgest that only a minority of children got
told and that ever tlese estimates were inflated by peorle's good
intentions.

MCTIHERS VS. FATHEES

.As miqht be expected, mothers 4Gid a much Letter jcb  of
talking with their childrer about sexual abuse than did fathers.

Thirty-six per cent of the mothers said they had disctssed the
subject compared tc only 15% of the fathers (F=26. 44, p<.001).
This 1is very consistent  with everything We krcw abcut
child~rearing aré sexual sccializatiecn. Warning children about
the dangers in the world and giving them informaticn about sex
toth seem to ke mcre +the oprovince of mothers than fathers
[Roberts, et-al., 1979). This is nct necessarily becatse mcthers
are more conceérred abcut the rotential danger than are fathers.
Both men and wonen exrressed equal 1levels of concern and

awareness about the protlem of akuse. Rather, acccrding tc the
divisicn ¢f resrcrsibilities it American families, it seems to -
fall to mothers to translate these concerns to their children.

Ccmpared to tke difference between mothers and fathers, the
difference between sons and ¢aughters was neqgligible. 1In spite
of the fact that sexual victimization is generally seen as a
problem that affects girls more than boys, both sons and
daughters were talked to [cr perhaps we should say, igqrcred) in
roughly equal frcpcerticrs. If there was a difference it
primarily concerned what the fathers did. Fathers had a sliqhtly
more difficult +time menticning anything about sexual abuse to
their daughters than their sons. Only 11% sroke to their
dauqhter compared tc 19% whc spcke to sons, a difference that was
not siqgnificant at the .C5 level. For mothers there was no
difference.

Age of the child was a factor, but not a very stronq factor,

in whether a parent had talked with their children atcut sexual
akuse. Naturally clder children were scmewhat more likely to
have been enliqghtened than vyounger omes.
Prior to age 9, tle rumber <f farents who had said something to
their children hovers between 14 and 20%. From 10 cn, the number
of parents who tave talked with their children shoots up to
between 32 and 40%. :

Ade 9 cseems to be something
of a watershed. BAnd 1n tact, when we asked rarents, in ancther

7 .
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questicn, what age ttey thcught was the @post appropriate for
talking about sexual akuse, the mean answer they gqave was 9.1.
The age of a child dces bear scme relaticnship to whether parents
have talked with him or her about sexual akuse, but it is crly
one factor. Sore rarents talk to their very young children about

it. And many parents do not do SO €ven with their very mature
children.

Here aqain, mothers differed from fathers in what they =aw
as the apprcrriate age fcr telling children. Mothers tended to
advise talking to children more than a vear earlier thar fathers,
choosing a nmean age <¢f 8.6, ccmpared to the fathert's 9.8
{F=22.34, p<.001). There were no siqnificant differences in
estirates for Lcy as orpcsed tc gqirl children.

We were interested in whether the parents remenkeregd any
specific event «c¢r concern that preciritated their decisicn to
talk tc their child about Sexual abuse. We knew from other
questions in the survey for example, ttat rmany parents had seen
stories atout sexual abuse cn TV or in the newspaper during the
previous vyear. We also knew that -many of them had teard about
Scme cther perscn ir their sccial Detwcrk who had been the victin
of =sexual abuse. We wanted to know if these kinds ¢f ccancerns
were influential irx Fromgtirg a rarent to discuss sexuval abuse
with their chilgd.

Table 3 shcws rarents answers tc four questions about why
they discussed sexual atuse with their childremn. Mcst just =aid
that they decided the time had come to have such a
discussion -- an ambiquous answer that gives us little additioral
understanding. Stcries in the media cr something that happened
to another child did appear to ke catalysts in scre families.
However, the simple fact that the child was spending more time by
him or herself was not an important consideration.

Table 3 =suqgests that c¢n the whcle, parents were not
extremely reflective alout what rPromrted their discussions, but
it wculd appear ttat thirqgs they hear about sexual abuse through
the media, from neiqhtors and relatives and the school, may
provide the stimsulus to dc something they wouldn't otherwise be
inclined to do: bring up the difficult subject of sexuval abuce.

WHAT PARENTS SAID

It was not possible, unfortunately, to take much
encouragement from the fact that at least 29% of the rarents had
talked to their ctildren about sejval abuse. When we asked
parents +what they actually had said to their childzen, their
answers made us very skertical of hcw well children had in fact
been instructed, and whether the information they gct wculd be of
any real use.

Those parents who had talked akout sexual atuse haé not been
shy akcut the subiject. Most <said they had had Several
discussions with the child atout it. The =median rumber of
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discussicns was actually 5.3 and a gquarter of the parents said
they had had ten discussions or more. TIf discussicns had really
been that frequert, there shculd have been much opportunity for
the child to pose questions and become familiar with tte subject.

Unfortunately, in spite of the quantity of the discussions,
the quality of discussions seems to have left ruch tc ke desired.
Many of these discussions arreared to ke little &nmore than an
extension of the discussicns cf kidnmarping. The reticence about
the actual nature of sexual abuse crept intc the ccrversaticne cf
even those whc said they had talkeé about the subject directly.
The result was that many children did not hear ar entirely
accurate or useful account cf the sub-ject.

. For example, We gave parents a list of possible matters they
pight have nmenticred tc their chilad when they had their

discussion about sexual abuse (Takle 4). The rmatter that
received the nmcst attenticn according tc parents was the warning
not to be lured into someone's car. In +truth, c¢ply a s=mall
amount of child sexual abuse occurs in offenders? cars. This was
obviously a sukject more appropriate to a discussion cf
kidnapring thar a discussicn of Sexual abuse.

By contrast, the sexual parts of the discussign cf sexval
abuse, in other wcrds, the informaticn that identified the real

nature of the protlem, was the information that was 1nmcst often
left out. 0Only tsc-thirls of the parents in their discussion of
sexual abuse mentioned the possibility of somecme tryinq tc
remove the child's clcthes. Only three-quarters mentioned a
sitvation where an adult might try to exhikit their sex orqgans
inaprrcpriately tc the <child. This suggests- that impertant
pieces cf information were in many cases missirq frcm the
parent-child discussicns.

The most serious omission in the discussions cf sexual abuse
concerned the rature of the rerscns whc nmight try to molest the
child. It is abudantly evident that most parents cnly talked to
~their <childrer atcut the rcssibility of abuse by strangers. The
possibility of akuse by friends and rarticularly the fpcssibility
of atuse by family members, went largely unmentioned.

We asked people in two ways about what kinds cf offenders
they had warned their <children about. First we -just asked
parents, "What people or kind of peorle did you tell him/her tc
watch out for?" and ther wrcte dcwn their spontaneous answers.
Then we read them a list of possitle people they «cculd have
mentioned as cfferders ard asked them if they had Specifically
entioned any of these. Column 1 of Talkle 5 skcws their
.Spontaneous answers, and cclumn Z shows their choices after we
gave them the list.

Fecple overwtelmingly remembered tkeir discgssigns cf sexual
akvse as revclvirg arcurnd strangers. One in five said they

warned about possitle acqusintances. Very few menticned anything
akout family nmermbters. Fher we "reminded" them about the subject
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of offenders who the child might already know, a little cver half
"rememkered" that they had =<aid scmething about such people.
However, even with prompting, only 2z% of the restcndents. said
that they had warned their children about the possibility of
sexual abuse at the hands of a family menmter.

Even these rumbers ray be misleading. The Jarge difference
betveen the fiqures for "spontaneous mebtien" and "cite on
Procrt" in Table £ suqqests that even if parents did mention
acquaintances or family memkters, we doukt they were strcngly
emphasized. Thte rarents cbviously had not remembered then
spontaneously as an ijimportant part of the conversation. What
they had rrimarily remembered sas that they had warned the child
about stranqgers. That was probally wtat got emrhasized tc the
chilad.

We also asked parents what they had told their child tc do
in case somecne tried tc polest ther. The answers showed that
parents had emphasized two things: 1) get avay frcm the
offender, and 2) tell screcne about the experience. 1In general,
these are good things for a child to do. But the first
suqgqgestion, at least, is primarily «seful in dealing w%ith
molestaticn by strargers. %e fusrect rarents did not give enough
attention to such things as saying no in an assertive way,
something that is ruch mcre relevant in the case of a friend or
relative who is attempting to abuse.

WHICH PARENTS TAIK

We anticipated that some kinds of parents would be more art
to talk to their childzer abcut child sexual abuse than others.
Perhaps having more education, or beinc¢ a professicnal, cr being
a menker of a ycurger generation might make a parent better atle
to discuss the protlem. So we analyz€d the 1likelikcecd cf a
parent talking +tc his cr her child by all the background and
demographic variakles collected in ttke survey.

Surprisingly, few c¢f the backgrcund variables _nade any
difference. Farents' education, inccme, age, occuraticn, race,

place cf residerce, religicn or degree of religiousity were
inconsequential in predicting their 1likelihccd cf talking to
their child abcut sexuval akuse. We ¥ere particularly surprised
that middle-class parents did ac Yetter jor than lcwer-class
parents, and that ricfessicnals did no better than Ltlue-collar
workers. All this attests to the real difficulty cf talking to
children about tke rrcbler. It was a difficulty that cut across
educational backqrcunds and class lines. :

Hcwever, cne qicup cf rarents did do a siqnificantly Letter
job of talking to their <hildren alout sexual aktuse. 1These sere
the parents whc had theuselves been victimi zed. Forty-six per
cent of the parents who were alused themselves had talked to
their childrer ccrrared to only 26% of the other -parents
[F=10.20, p<.05). This can te Seen as toth an enccuracirq and a
disccuraginqg firdirq. It is 2pcouraqing that former victinms try -
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to stop the cycle of abuse ty alertinc their cwn children to the
problem. It is disccuraqgirg because it suggests that in our
current culture only a major traumatic personal history can jolt
parents into overccming their reticence. And even then, less
than half the parents who themselves hagd teen directly affected
ty altuse rroke withk the dcninmant pattern of avoidance.

WFAT KEEES PARENTS FROH TALKING

The evidence that parents avoid talking to their children
about sexual abuse is quite dramatic as is the evidence that this
avoicance cuts acrcss gpecst sccial groupings. The important
question for people interested in the field of sexuval abuse
prevention then keccres %hy. . %e know frecm other parts of our

~survey that peorle think that sexual atuse is a sericts rroblenm.

They rated it much mcre sericus than other potentially traumatic
events of childhood such as having a friené die or havirg rarents
get a diverce. They ackncwledged that it occurs to a large
number of children. They know many people in their sccial
netwcrk who have teen victirized (including themselves) or who
have children who have teen victimized {Finkelhcr,” 1582). VYet
they dc nct put thkis knowledgqe or ccncern into action. Faced
with their own children, they avoid the subject.

The most direct way to find out why pecrle do not talk to
their children atcut sesuval abuse is to ask them. So we asked
them. When we did this in our pretesting, we found that certain
answers campe uf aqain ard again. So in the larger survey these
were the main answers we qgave the parents in the full =survey to
choose fron. Thcse answers along with the number of parents in
our survey who chose them, are shown in Table 7.

It is apparent from Table 7 that paxrents have many excuses
for not talking about sexual abuse. Trey say it is a difficult
Subject to discuss. They said they did not wish to frighten
their child. Some saw their child as teing in little danger of
being atused. Scne said the child was still too young  to talk
about the subject. Several of these explanations deserve scne
more detailed discussion.

Child-in little Langer-

It is logical fcr parerts to see no need to discuss a danger
with a child if thkey horestly believe the child is very unlikely

to encounter such a danger. And 55% of the parents whe did neot
talk to their ctkild said just tha t: they felt there was little
danger that their «child would te atusead. When 'we ran a
discririnant aralysis c¢r the parents who did and d4id not talk,
this was the question above all others that was most efiective in
distinquishing tetween the twc grcups. Apparently a great many
parents do not see their children as teing in any danger, and as
a result decline tc talk tc them abcut the problenm.

N .
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Certainly this would suggest tke need to raise the level of
public knowledge abcut the pievalence c¢f the problem. But what
is surprising atout this idea is that frem other data in the
Survey we would have =said that rublic alarm is already quite
higqh. For example, when we asked rarents to estimate lcw often
they thought sexval abuce cccerred, over 50% of the parents saad
it occurred to one qirl in 10 or ‘"MOC e When we acked thenm
whether they knew scrmecne whc had ever been abused, 47% said yes.
Sexual abuse was prevalent in their environment. Tle parents
knew that. .

However, it is one thing to ackncwledqe that children in
general are at risk to sexual akuse¢ and another to acknowledqge

that the danger extends tc ycur own child. Teople often maintain
a false sense of security atout unpleasant events ty believing
that they only harren to cther peorle. For example, 619 of our
parents believed they lived in a neightorhood that was safer than
average in terms cf their child's risk of being sexually alkused.
Only 4% said they thought that thedir neighbcrhccd was mcre
dangerous than éverage. Obvicusly rarents minimize the danger of
sexual abuse to their own children €ven in the face of kncwledge
that sexual abuse is rrevalent.

Eear of Friqhtening the chilgd.

Many of the rarents, ard rany rrofessionals, rcint out that
sexual abuse is a hard tcric to raise because it can easily and
unnecessarily frigqhten a child. What adult is eager tc give the
child the disturkirg news .that there are people in the world who
wish to do him or her harm. But the ccmrarison with kidpagring
is instructive. Alrost all the parents had talked to their
children about kidnapping. It is hargd to iragine tkat & child's
conception of kidrarring cculd be any less frightening than their
conception of sexual abuse. To give <chidren the idea that
Somecne may try tc take then away from their family and not let
them see their family aqain seems a far scarier thirg ttan tc let
children know that there are reorle in the world who may try to
touch. their sex organs. Especially to a vyoungq child with a
rather vaque corcerticn cf sex but a rather distinct and alarming
conception of separation, kidnapping would seem like a far ncre
potent fear tc¢ r¢lant ir a child's mind. The irony is that
kidnarring is a relatively rare event, vyvet parents +warn their
children about it in qreat numbers. PMichael Agopian estimates
25,000 children are kidnapped in this ccuntry every year, and
that ncst of these are childrer kidnarred by their own parents in
the course of custcdy disrutes. The number of children kidnapped

by strangers is prokably ornly measured in a few hurdreds.

In contrast to kidnapping, sexual atuse is &measured in
hundreds cf thcusards of children every yvear. If even 10% of all
children are sexually victimized during their childhccd (and all
current surveys irdicate that the fiqure is probably higher then
this) . then given atout 20 million children under the ace of 16
we would expect c¢ver a hundred thousand victimizations in the
course of any year. Sexual atuse occurs much  mcre frequently
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neglect to discuss with their children a wide variety of sex
related subjects such as contracertion, interccurse, venereal
disease, masturtaticr and sc ferth (Eoberts, et al., 197§). One
obvicus reasor sty sexval abuse may be more difficult to talk
about than kidnapping is the fact that kidnarring does not
involv¢ sex.

However, we were surprised to find in our survey cft parents
that sexuval atvse was rct <ctst harder to talk about than

kidnapping, it was apparently harder tc talk akout thar a wide
assortgent of cther sextal subjects. Farents in our survey
talked about homosexuality, intercourse and even abcrticn rcre
frequently thar tley did abcut sexval abuse. Cnly contraception
vas a subject more difficult to discuss. So sexual abtse may be
even acre Aifficult tc talk abcut than other sexual subjects.

However, before we theorize about why sexual abuse might be
sore difficult tc talk abctt than homosexuality, we should hasten
to say that our findings on this matter do not agree with the
Roberts et al. study, the one cther research that surveyed
parents discussions with children on a variety of sexpal issues.
In that Cleveland study, parents aprarently fcund it easier to
talk with their ckildren abocut "mclestation" than akout such
suvbiects, as atortion, homosexuality, masturbation and
interccurse. Nevertheless, all sexval topics are hard for
parente to discuss, and sexual atuse may be cne cf the harder
ones.

Farents have a hard time talking akcut sex for a rtumber of
reascns. For «cre thing, parents often feel +they lack the
knowledge, vocabulary and practice to speak atout sexual patters
cosfortatly. Ttey fear embarrassing themselves in front of
children by appearing to be ignorant, tonque-tied ¢r ccrfused.

Secondly, f£exval tcrics vusuall trigger many strong
emotional feelings for rparents. Ttey may renind parents of
sexual emlarrassgerts frcm their own 1life. They may provoke
feelings about sexual dissatisfacticms or disaproirtrments that
still ccrcern then tcday. Farents may be aware of the fact that
they are confused about certain issues of sexual values == like
the advisability c¢f premarital sex. And they are aware that
disgcuseions of sex may «call upon thkex to talk atout their own
experience or qive cpinicre about these troublesome issues.
Since discussions of sex seem like such an eroticral ninefield,
many parents chccge tc skirt this territory entirely.

Moraover, children often collatorate in the avcidance of
sexual discussicrs. It is¢ nct just that childrer sence parents
reticence and entarrassmert. Children, too, 1learn early the
culture's paradoxical messaqe about sex: it is bad tec appear to
be interested ir fex, but it ic also bad to appear to be ignorant
of {t. To talk with parents atout sex ofter implies bcth that
one is interested Iir sex, but also that one lacks knowledge. So
they not only avoid brinqing up sex with parents, they scretires
resist even when tte farent takes the initiative.

14
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Discussions of sexual atuse do not really need-‘tc be
ccncerned with & great deal of sexual information, something most
parents don't realize. A parent can tell childrer that they
should not 1let ar clder rerscn put his hands in their pants, or
play with his private parts, without a lenqthy discussicn abcut
Sex. Parents can alsc tell children that their body is their own
and they have a riqht not to ke toucked in ways that nmake then
feel unccofortakle c¢r bad. This tcc dces not require a lengthy
discyssion of other sexual matters.

However, it is undcubtedly trve that the more sexual
information a child has, the Letter protected ttey are against
sexual akuse. Just a few warnings abott "hands in the pants"
without a more general context in which to make sense cf this may
be of limited helr. But sirce there are probably some parents
who will never le able to have VE€ry ccmrlete discussicns abcut
sex with childrer, it is better that they be able to give thenm
some warnings about sexual aktuse ratter than none at all.

What many rarerts may aprarently peed in order to give
information about such sensitive subjects as sexual abuse are
some €asy formulas, pcssibly 1ike this "™hands in the pants"
warning. This may have been part of what rarents tad in rind
when they respcnded sc readily to the answer that it Yjust had
not occurred to them to talk about tke sukject" ([see Table 7).
Ve suspect that cre reascn %hy kidnarping receives such universal
comment from parents, for example, is that such forrulas do exist
on this subject, fer exarrle: "don't get into a car with a
stranger", "don't take candy from a stranqger", etc. Tte ferrulas
of this sort give farents a specific and limited nessage to pass
on to their <children. Blthough parents may have iracined that
such fcrrulas were Frctectirq their child against sexual abuse, .
we now know that this dis not the cas€. Obvicusly some new
formulas need tc te Forularized +tc help parents Etroach the
subiject.

CCNCLTSICHN

In spite of some surprising kncwledqeability atout the
proklem cf sexual abuse, it would arrear from our Eoston survey
that rarents are doing a very poor Sjcb of communicating with
their <children atcut it. This is a serious fajlure. We know
that child sexual abuse is a larqe Scale prctlem that will tcuch
the 1lives of wnary children. If we have any ambition to reduce
the toll of the protlem, we must beqin tc insure that children
get letter instruction about what sexual abuse is and how to
avoid it.

From talking tc cur Bcsten rarents, it would appear that a
number of steps may be useful in telping parerts tc do this.

First cf all, rarerts need tc be imrressed with the seriousness
and the immediacy of t he protlem. Althcugh they are
knowledqeable akcut it, it ray still be +too easy for thenm to
releqate it to a dusty cocrner of their awareness. 1In particular,
they need to be rersvaded .that their own child could ke

.15
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victimized. In spite of their kncwledqe, parents secered tc be
relatively comrlacert, dcubting that abuse would occur to their
child or in their own neiqghtorhood. BEowever, they =aid that cne
of the things that pmost &ctivated them to talk with their
children was hearing about abuse ttat had cccurred tc screcnpe
else ir their neigttcrhccd cr extended sccial network. Moreover,
the parents with the best records of talking with their children
were those€ whc had keen victimized themselves. These are the
parents sho really are familiar with the risk, so tley dc rnct
leave the matter tc chance.

Another strategy that needs to te pursued is tc helr rarents
to  kreak throuqk their rersistent reticence about bringing up

sexval matters vith their children. Although it may Lke only a
second best arrrcach, rarents can be taught to give warnings
about sexuval victimization that do nct Iequire them tc engage
their <childrer ir elaborate discussicns of sex. As scme parents
are persuvaded that education atout sexual atuse can be dcne grior
to and =separate frcm general sex educa tion, they may do more of
it. Cne thing that will assist them a great deal in tkis task is
if educators frcvide rfarents with gimply remembered formula
phrases and contexts througqh which they can provide .warpings
about sexual atluse. These formulas may be a good vehicle for
getting help to children even from the rnost sexually inhibited
parents.

Ultimately, the responsibility for €ducating childzean abcut
the problem <cf =sexuval abuse will have to be shared by other
reorle outside the family, as well. In this regard, it is
encouraqing tc rcte frcr the survey that parents seem to be very
willing to accept help. There was a very widesrread surgcrt
among the Bcstcr rparents fcr the schecls rroviding information on
sexual abuse to children. This surrort has teen alsc Ieccgnized
by educatcrs whc Fkave gore intc schccls with specially formulated
programs dealing with the problem. 3In srite of these £uccesses,
relatively few schccl systems have made a conscious effort to
insert education atout sexual abuse into their curricultvn. Those
ccncerned about the problen shculd intersify their efforts to get .
schools to help. It will probably take a ccncerted effcrt cr the’
part c¢f «chiléd welfare prcfessicnals, rarents, schools, and even
the media to Yring akout tte changes necessary tc insure that
children g2zt <sufficient and acctrate information about the
rroblem of sexual atuse and how to avoid it.
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Table 1. Difficult Sﬁbjects Parents
Had Discussed With Their child

% Discussed

Subject (N=517)
Death 92
RKidnapping ‘ 87
. Pregnancy and birth 84
Drugs 81
Mental Illness 66
Homosexuality 44
Sexual Intercourse 43
Suicide ’ 36
Abortion 33
Sexual Abuse 29
Birth Control ' 26

Table 2. Discussing Sexual Abuse With Child

%
(N=521)
Respondent discussed directly 29
Respondent discussed indirectly ' 31
Some other person discussed 11

Table 3. Reasons for Pirst Discussion About Sexual Abuse

0t ey . s o c— - - . - -

% Parents Citing

Reason (N=146)
Story appearing on radio, ,

TV, newspaper 51
Something happening tc another

child . 48
Decided time had cone 70
Child spending more time alone 19

18
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Table 4. Subjects nenficned in Discussion of Sexual Abuse

Subject (N=14T)

Someone tempting Chlld :

with rewards 86
Someone luring child

into car 96
Someone taking ch11d away 84
Someonea trying to remove

child's clothes 65
Someone touching child's

sex organs 80
Someone exhibiting their sex organs

to child 74

Table 5. Perpetrators Hentioned in Discussion
Of Sexual Abuse

% Parents Citing

Spontaneously With Prompting
Person (N=148) [N=148)
Strangers 77 97
Adults child knows 21 53
Other children 14 4y
Family members 7 . 22

Table 6. 1Instructions to child in case of Sexual Abuse

% of Parents Citing

Spontaneously With Prompting

Action . (N=148)" (N=148)
Run Away 69 91

Tell Parent 49 98

Tell Someone Else 29 71

Fight Back 16 45

Came Home 4

Screanm 7
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Table 7. BAttitudes 2tout Tslking Atout Sexual Atuse
Amncng Tellers ard Ncn-Tellers

1« Ycur child is tcc
young to really
uncerstand abcut
se xual abuse

2. There is little
actual danger that
vyour child will te
sexually abused

3. Ycu are concerred
that discussions of

sexual abuse car f
frighten your child
unrecessarily

4. Sexual abuse is a
difficult subdect
to talk about with
a child

S It has just not
occurred to ycu tc
talk to your child
akcut sexual atcse

6. Your child does not
wvart to talk akccet
the subiject of sexual
abuse

¥ Agreeing

Tellers Ncn-Tellers

|N=1QE!_- {¥=359) Siqg
16 by L 2
21 55 1L
31 56 . ET)
61 T4 A%
4 65 1%
35 37 F.S.
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