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WI-ATSA—
Thursday,	June	13,	2019

8:30	– 10:00
Child	Sexual	Abuse:	A	Review

Child	Sexual	Abuse:	A	Public	Health	Approach

10:00	– 10:15 Break

10:15	– 11:15 The	Help	Wanted	Prevention	Intervention
11:15	– 11:45 Small	Groups and	Discussion

Conclusion
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BACKGROUND

2005-2008 Maryland Department of Health and Mental Hygiene
2008-2013 Ph.D. in Criminology, Florida State University
2013-2017 Assistant Scientist, Johns Hopkins University

Associate Director, Moore Center for the Prevention of Child 
Sexual Abuse

2017- Assistant Professor, University of Massachusetts Lowell
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CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE: A REVIEW
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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

“The juvenile sex offender label is demonstrated to produce particularly 
robust effects, enhancing support for policies that subject youth to 
public Internet notification and affecting beliefs about youths’ propensity 
to re-offend as adults” (Harris & Socia, 2016, p. 660).

Alternatives: 
• Child with sexual behavior problems
• Child who has engaged in harmful or illegal sexual behavior
• Minor youth who has committed crimes of a sexual nature
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SCOPE OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE (CSA)
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• CSA is a serious but preventable public health problem

• CSA affects approximately 15% of girls and 5% of boys

• CSA is associated with an increased risk of a host of behavioral, 
mental, and physical health problems
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COST OF CSA
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Estimated economic burden of CSA
(Based on substantiated CSA cases in 2015):

• Estimated annual economic burden of CSA 
is approximately $9.3 billion  

• Estimated average lifetime cost = $283,000 
per female victim of nonfatal CSA

• Lacked credible economic data to estimate 
the cost for male victims of nonfatal CSA
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CSA PERPETRATION

8

The surprising statistic for the general public:

• Approximately 30-50% of CSA is committed by other youth

• Why do youth engage in harmful sexual behavior?
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WHY DO YOUTH ENGAGE IN HARMFUL SEXUAL BEHAVIOR?

1. Traumatized children reacting to their own abuse
2. Persistently delinquent teens
3. Otherwise “normal” adolescents acting experimentally but 

irresponsibly
4. Expression of aggression, anger, or violence
5. Expression of immaturity or impulsivity
6. Adolescents engaging in normative but illegal consenting sex 
7. Youth indifferent to others who selfishly take what they want
8. Youth imitating what they see in the media
9. Youth misinterpreting what they believed was mutual interest
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WHY DO YOUTH ENGAGE IN HARMFUL SEXUAL BEHAVIOR?
10. Youth ignorant of the law or potential consequences of their acts
11. Youth imitating what is normal in their own family/ecologies
12. Youth attracted to the thrill of rule violation
13. Socially isolated youth who turn to younger children as substitutes 

for peers
14. Seriously mentally ill youth
15. Youth responding to peer pressure
16. Youth preoccupied with sex
17. Youth under the influence of drugs or alcohol
18. Youth swept away by sexual arousal of the moment
19. Youth with incipient problem sexual behavior
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• Youth adjudicated of a sex 
crime are unlikely to reoffend

• 97% or more of these youth 
will not reoffend with a new 
sexual offense

• Recidivism rates have 
declined over time

Caldwell, M. F. (2016). Quantifying the decline in juvenile sexual recidivism rates. Psychology, 
Public Policy & Law.

Findings from 
Meta-Analysis with 
106 Studies &  
> 11,000 Cases
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CSA HISTORICALLY VIEWED AS A SOCIAL PROBLEM WITH A 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE SOLUTION
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ACHIEVEMENTS UNDER A CJ PERSPECTIVE 

Social Problem
• A new safety net of shelters for 

women and children
• Increased awareness among 

public, policy makers
• Evidence-based therapy for CSA 

victims 

Criminal Justice Solutions
• Clear demarcation: adult sex 

with children is illegal
• Increased consequences 
• Advances in risk assessment
• Advances in offender treatment 

and reintegration efforts
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CJ RESPONSE TO SEX OFFENDING

14

• Current system responses to sexual offending
– Reactionary
– Punitive 

• Increased odds of incarceration and sentence length
• Increased use of civil sanctions (e.g., registration and notification, 

residence restriction, civil commitment)

• Limitations of current approaches
– Low base rate of recidivism
– Focus on identified offenders
– Focus on stranger danger

• Application of adult punishment approaches to youth
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WHAT IS REGISTRATION LIKE? 

JUVENILE SEX OFFENDER REGISTRATION AND NOTIFICATION 
(JSORN)

• Verify information in person at state or local police station 

• Every year on your birthday and (depending on “risk level” or ”tier”), 
every 6 months, or every 90 days,

• Must do this at each jurisdiction where you live, work, reside

• May be shackled or placed in a cell while awaiting processing

• A sign may announce: SEX OFFENDER REGISTRATION desk

• Adults and children are registered in same place

15



Learning with Purpose

WHAT IS REGISTRATION LIKE? 

JSORN

• Agents handling registration can be kind, unkind, or indifferent

• Provide about 75 pieces of information including SSN, internet 
identifiers, email addresses, vehicle description and registration, 
addresses for residence, workplace, and schools

• Must report any changes in information within 3 business days

• Registration status may be made broadly disseminated online, or be 
released to schools and other child-centered organizations, or restricted 
to law enforcement personnel
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JSORN:
ARE WE REGISTERING THE “WORST OF THE WORST”?

Studies by Michael Caldwell and Ashley Batastini examined US federal 
juvenile registration policy
• Most children (60-70%) adjudicated for sexual offenses will be 

required to register
• Tiering disproportionally places low risk youth in higher tiers
• Recidivism rates for children meeting tier criteria are low (<3% sex 

recidivism)
• Recidivism rates for children meeting criteria do not differ from those 

not meeting criteria or from other juvenile offenders
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
Letourneau et al. (2009) examined the effect 
of JSORN on juvenile sexual recidivism in 
SC, 1990-2004:

• Sexual recidivism was rare for juveniles
– 32 youth (2.5%) had new sex crime convictions

• New sex crime charges predicted by:
– Offense-free years in community (negative)
– Older age at index offense (positive)
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS

Letourneau et al. (2009) continued:

• Being registered did not predict new sex crime convictions

• Registration status was associated with new nonsexual/nonviolent 
offense charges but not convictions

– These results suggest a supervision effect



Learning with Purpose

JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
Letourneau et al. (2010) examined whether 
registration/notification deterred first-time
sex crimes

• Trend analyses included data on 26,574 
youth charged with 28,288 crimes from 
1990-2004
Ø 3,148 youth charged with sex crimes
Ø 23,046 youth charged with assault crimes
Ø 2,094 youth charged with robbery crimes
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
No significant reductions in rates of first time sex crimes following 

1995 enactment of registration/notification policy

Raw	data

Upper	CI

Lower	CI
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
Sandler et al. (2017) examined the effect of 
JSORN on first-time sexual offending in 
Idaho, South Carolina, Utah, Virginia

• Used NIBRS data
• No effect of JSORN on first time offending 

in any of the 4 states 
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
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• Letourneau et al (2018) examined JSORN 
effect on first-time offending in Maryland 
and Oregon
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
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• Letourneau et al. (2018) continued:
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
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• Letourneau et al. (2018) continued:
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WHY IS JSORN NOT EFFECTIVE?

In order for JSORN to have an effect, a youth would need to recognize 
that a given action is:
• illegal 
• likely to be discovered
• likely to result in punishment
• likely to result in registration
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS

Letourneau et al. (2009) examined likelihood 
of solicitors prosecuting juvenile sex offense 
cases

• Examined all violent offending cases from 
1990-2004: 
– All juvenile sex crime charges (N = 5,503) 
– All juvenile assault crime charges (N = 14,095) 
– All juvenile robbery crime charges (N = 2,942)
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS

28

41% reduction in the odds of prosecutors moving forward 
on juvenile sex crime cases following registration 
enactment
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
Study examined the effect of JSORN on plea 
bargains, using data on all juvenile sex, assault 
and robbery cases processed between 1990 –
2004 in SC

• 19,215 cases informed the analyses
– 2,991 cases initially charged with sex offense
– 16,091 cases initially charged with assault offense
– 2,036 cases initially charged with robbery offense

• Two types of plea bargain examined:
– Initial charge amended to lower severity charge
– Initial charge amended to different type of charge
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
• Human Rights Watch 2013:
• Interviews with 296 individuals in 20 states who 

had committed sexual offenses as children and 
their immediate family members

• Attributed serious harm, including
o Experience of isolation
o Depression 
o Denied access to education and employment 

opportunities
o Residence restrictions 
o Suicidal thoughts and attempts
o Threatened with or experiencing physical violence  
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
Harris et al. (2016)
• Completed survey with 265 treatment 

providers who work with youth with 
problem sexual behavior

• Practitioners reported a wide range of 
negative effects on children related to 
their mental health, social development, 
family relationships, peer interactions, and 
school experiences

• Results did not vary by demographics, 
modality, or client profile
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JSORN POLICY EFFECTS
Letourneau et al. (2018)

• Completed survey of 256 youth currently in 
treatment for problem sexual behavior

• 29 percent (n=74) required to register

• Odds of suicide attempt within the past 30 
days were 4 times higher for registered youth

• Odds of experiencing a sexual assault were 2 
times higher for registered youth

• Odds of an adult contacting the youth for sex 
were 5 times higher for registered youth
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SUMMARY OF JSORN POLICY RESEARCH
JSORN:
1. Overwhelming targets low risk youth
2. Fails to reduce sexual or violent recidivism
3. Increases risk of nonviolent charges
4. Fails to reduce first-time sex crimes
5. Deters prosecution of juvenile sex crime cases and encourages plea 

bargains
6. Is harmful for youth

Why, then, do we continue with JSORN as the dominant response? 
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CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE: A PUBLIC 
HEALTH APPROACH
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A PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH TO CSA
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THE SOCIAL ECOLOGICAL MODEL
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Societal

Community

Relationship

Individual

Krug et al., 2002 
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A PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH TO CSA
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THE PUBLIC HEALTH MODEL OF VIOLENCE PREVENTION
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Punishment

Treatment

Prevention
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PREVENTION

• At the primary level: prevent sexual violence before it occurs

• At the secondary level: sexual violence has already occurred, and 
intervention efforts are aimed at reducing the short-term effects of 
that event 

• At the tertiary level: prevention efforts are focused on addressing the 
long-term effects of sexual violence
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PREVENTION TARGETS

• Universal interventions, prevention efforts are focused on the 
general public, or large populations

• Selective interventions are targeted towards individuals at risk of 
engaging in a particular behavior

• Indicated interventions are targeted towards individuals who have 
already engaged in a particular behavior for the purposes of reducing 
future occurrences
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CSA PREVENTION APPROACHES
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1. Criminal justice interventions
1. Specific deterrence 
2. General deterrence 

2. Therapeutic interventions
1. Oklahoma University CBT for problem sexual behavior
2. Multisystemic therapy for problem sexual behavior

3. Victim-focused prevention
1. Often school based
2. Recognize, Resist, Report 

4. Primary perpetrator prevention
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PRIMARY PREVENTION TARGETING YOUNG PEOPLE
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Taylor et al., 2013 Foshee et al., 2004 Espelage, et al. 2015
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EMERGING APPROACHES
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Thorn Youth Deterrence Project
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EMERGING APPROACHES
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EMERGING APPROACHES
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THE HELP WANTED PROJECT
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THE HELP WANTED PROJECT: 
A PROGRAM FOR ADOLESCENTS ATTRACTED TO 

YOUNGER CHILDREN

• Aim is to develop an online prevention intervention for older children 
and teens who have an unwanted sexual attraction to young 
(prepubescent) children, for their parents, and for professionals.

Funding from:
• Moore Center for the Prevention of Child Sexual Abuse
• RALIANCE
• HAND Foundation
• University of Massachusetts Lowell
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THE HELP WANTED PROJECT
Principal Investigators
• Elizabeth Letourneau, Professor, Johns Hopkins University
• Ryan Shields, Assistant Professor, UMass – Lowell

Collaborators
• Amanda Ruzicka, Research Associate, Johns Hopkins University
• Karen Baker, Director, National Sexual Violence Resource Center
• Maia Christopher, Executive Director, ATSA
• Geraldine Crisci, Therapist, Geraldine Crisci and Associates
• Gerald Hover, INTERPOL Crimes Against Children
• Jill Levenson, Therapist and Associate Professor, Barry University
• Kieran McCartan, UVW, Bristol
• Michael Miner, Professor University of Minnesota 
• Daniel Rothman, Psychologist, Forensic Psychological Services
• Joan Tabachnick, President, DSM Consulting
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HELP WANTED: THE PATHWAY TO PREVENTION
• Project 1: Qualitative Interviews to develop well-grounded understanding 

of the needs of youth attracted to children. 

• Project 2:  Intervention & Outreach Materials designed to destigmatize 
asking for help and providing help.

• Project 3: Initial Evaluation and Feasibility Study to pilot the 
intervention. 

• Project 4: Randomized Clinical Trial to rigorously evaluate intervention 
efficacy.
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THE HELP WANTED PROJECT: PHASE 1

• September 2015 to July 2016 we conducted qualitative interviews with 30 
young adults between the ages of 18 and 30 who identified as having a 
sexual attraction to prepubescent children. 

• Participants were recruited through previous contacts, Virtuous 
Pedophiles, and social media. 

• Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using Dedoose 
software. 
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STUDY PARTICIPANTS

• 14% exclusively attracted to 
prepubescent children (n=4)

• 93% male (n=26)

• 93% White (n=26)

Country of Residence

USA Australia
Canada Czech Republic
Brazil Germany
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DEVELOPING AN ATTRACTION TO CHILDREN

• Age of awareness: 10-14

• A “slow” realization

• Varied reactions to acknowledging attraction

• Focused on trying to understand their new identity
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THEMES ASSOCIATED WITH HAVING AN ATTRACTION 
TO CHILDREN:

• Social isolation and loneliness
• Shame
• Hopelessness
• Confronting the “monster” label
• Suicide

“There's nobody to talk to about that for a teenager. You can't tell your 
parents. You can't tell your teacher, your community...There's just 
nobody out there. There's no support for them.”
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THEMES RELATING TO DISCLOSURE:

• Disclosure during adolescence wasn’t common
• Most waited until young adulthood 
• Reasons for disclosing:

– Fear of “losing it” 
– Wanted to receive or maintain acceptance 

“Actually the first time I was really going to tell my mother I was about 
to buy a handgun. I was ready to basically die at that point if she didn't 
take it well. I had a total mental breakdown. I came out to about 20 
people that I know through the internet that I'd known for 5 or 6 years, 
since I was a teenager. They took it really, really well and probably 
saved my life.”
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RISK FACTORS FOR ACTING ON ATTRACTION

• Lack of empathy (not often stated explicitly, but implicit comments 
like, “I was never at risk of offending, I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”)

• Social isolation - may lead to accessing pro-contact communities 

• Lack of understanding the harm to children

• Adolescence: hormones high/impulse control low

• Mixed views on whether 1-on-1 time with a child is a risk factor
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RISK FACTORS FOR ACTING ON ATTRACTION
“I would say that one of the greatest negative factors that I've seen is the -
because the attraction is so - I want to say ostracized, but it's forced 
underground, it leads to people who have the attraction, going and getting 
into echo chambers with others who feel the same way, which does not lead 
to healthy points of view, or behavior."

“The internet has been particularly harmful like that. ...Forcing minor attracted 
persons underground and them not having opportunities in the real world to 
have people understand, or ... help them manage things, means that they do 
find these underlying communities of others like them, some of whom… are 
not going to have instructive advice on how to deal with things and will only 
make things worse for everyone else.”
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PARENTS

• Backgrounds and experiences with parents varied

• Disclosing attraction to parents is important but is a challenge even with 

supportive parents

• Consistent themes highlighted the importance of parental:
• Support

• Acceptance  

• Openness

• Awareness

• Non-judgmental
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PARENTS

“I think a parent should bear in mind that the main factor is it's very scary. It's 
the unspeakable for the child. I'm a very strong person like I mentioned, not 
everybody is in my kind of situation, it's very scary…

For parents I think they have to reinforce all the time that they're not going to 
judge them, they just want the best, that kind of thing. That's all I needed, a 
calm person to talk to. I needed to be massively reassured that they're still 
there for me. That they’re not going to disown me, that kind of thing. I think 
parents should just bear in mind that it's a massive, massive, massive thing 
that people have probably been hiding for about 2-3 years trying to deal with 
it.”
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THERAPISTS

• Reduce barriers to therapy:
• Need for trained therapists

• Access to therapists

• Cost

• Confidentiality

• Structure therapy around wellness, not crime prevention

• Avoid assuming that sexual abuse is inevitable



Learning with Purpose

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THERAPY

“Thankfully, there was a therapist available specifically for ... They call it 
children and young adults engaging in sexual harmful behavior. That's what 
the therapeutic intervention was for, it was very specific so they knew what 
was what as soon as you walked through the door. They knew what I was 
going to tell them. That made it very easy….”
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ONLINE 
COMMUNITIES

• Online communities for adolescents should:
• Be easily accessible 
• Be educational 
• Be free of judgmental language
• Include role models and peer support

“Online resources, I've become very involved in them…I've been on there 
many, many times in situations where I'm feeling a bit upset…it's massively 
beneficial because there's so many different people on there. We all have 
the core kind of attraction to children but there's a lot of first hand advice. 
That might work for you and this may work for you, try it all. That kind of 
thing is very, very helpful…”
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SUMMARY

• Recognition of attraction occurs in adolescence

• Difficulty in dealing with the meaning of their attraction, not just in keeping 
oneself from acting on attraction

• Lack and need for resources for adolescents

• Online community support is very important 
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THE HELP WANTED PROJECT

• Our qualitative study served as the foundation to the remaining 
project phases

• Using the knowledge gained from these interviews, our team set to 
identify our initial areas of focus

• Once we settled the focus areas, we assigned them to modules that 
would form the basis of our resource
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INITIAL HELP WANTED MODULES

1. Provide information about CSA and why sex with children is harmful
2. Disclosure and safety skills 
3. Practical advice for self management and coping techniques
4. Self Identity and developing positive narratives
5. Skill building for healthy sexuality
6. Providing links to treatment services and other resources
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PHASE 2: INTERVENTION DEVELOPMENT

• 3CI designs/creates software applications that provide interactive online 
training & practice experiences

• Instructional modules consist of interwoven segments of:
1. Tell Me: Didactic instructional video
2. Show Me: Video interview and role play 
3. Let Me Try: Embedded interactive self-assessments, virtual simulations 

and self-reflections with feedback

• Each module will provide a 10-12 min learning experience with no more 
than 3-5 min of didactic content
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PRIMARY USERS: ADOLESCENTS WITH UNWANTED 
SEXUAL ATTRACTION TO CHILDREN

• “Sean” is a 16 year old boy from Akron, OH, who has recognized a sexual 
attraction to girls between the ages of 7 and 10. Sean first noted his attraction to 
young girls when he was 12, but didn’t really think too much about it. Over the last 
four years, his attraction has not changed. He does not feel attracted to peers, 
older teens, or adults and he has grown increasingly concerned about this 
attraction. He has not disclosed his attraction to anyone. 

• In the past year, he has started to feel depressed. He has shut off most contact 
with friends, and tends to stay at home most evenings and weekends. Sean is 
technologically savvy, but spends most of his “screen time” on his iPhone, iPad, 
or Xbox. Sean wants help, but is concerned that telling someone that he is 
attracted to children will get him arrested, so he is hesitant to share any personal 
identifiers. 
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WHO ELSE IS THIS RESOURCE FOR? 

• In addition to adolescents who are attracted to children, we envision 
this site as a resource for parents/families of adolescents with a 
sexual interest in children, as well as a resource for treatment 
providers. 

• We also recognize that “adolescents” might include emerging adults, 
perhaps up to age 25 or so. 

• Future plans for the site include modules specific to these groups. 
However, in its initial version, our focus is primarily on adolescents. 
Still, we imagine the general content directed toward adolescents will 
be useful to anyone who accesses the site. 
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WHAT DO WE WANT THESE USERS TO LEARN/TAKE 
AWAY FROM THE SITE?

• We want this site to accomplish two key tasks: 
1. to serve as a prevention intervention for individuals at risk of engaging in 

CSA
2. to be a positive, affirming resource that can help our users live healthy, safe, 

and happy lives. 

• We want our users to develop a positive self narrative that runs 
counter to the “monster” frame they often hear about people who 
have sexually offended. 

• We want them to have accurate, appropriate information about 
sexual health and consent. 
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Could	I	go	to	
jail	just	for	
looking	for	

help?

I	hate	
myself

Am	I	a	
monster?

I’m	not	a	
bad	guy

No	one	will	
help	me

I	wish	I	
was	dead

I	don’t	want	
to	hurt	
anyone
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My	
attractions	
don’t	define	

me

The	future	
looks	good

I’ve	got	
this!

I	am	a	
good	
person

I	will	never	
hurt	a	child

My	
parents	
love	me

I	found	the	
help	I	
needed



Learning with Purpose

CONCLUSION
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HOW DO WE ACHIEVE A PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH TO 
CSA PREVENTION?

73

Develop	a	
National	
Research	
Agenda

Increase	
Accountability

Promote	
Research

Increase	
Knowledge	

Focus	on	
Primary	

Prevention
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NEXT STEPS
• In order to prevent CSA from happening in the first place, we 

need to: 
– convince the public that CSA is preventable 
– convince policymakers to support and resource the 

development, evaluation and dissemination of effect CSA 
prevention models

• These goals are achievable!

• How might you promote a public health response to CSA? 
74
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THANK YOU!

Ryan T. Shields, Ph.D.
University of Massachusetts Lowell

ryan_shields@uml.edu
@ryan_t_shields
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