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Abstract 

The aim of this study is to explore the contextual factors surrounding the occurrence 

of child sexual abuse in Ireland. Very little research exists internationally which examines 

contextual factors which maintain the sexual abuse of children. This qualitative investigation 

addresses the research question: What are psychologists’ understandings of the context of 

child sexual abuse in Ireland?  

Participants are twelve psychologists who work therapeutically with children and 

adults who have experienced child sexual abuse. Participants completed semi-structured 

qualitative interviews which were analysed according to the conventions of thematic analysis.  

The themes identified in the analysis can be categorised into two groups. In the first 

the themes relate to how members of society speak about child sexual abuse, and how the 

social narrative of sexual abuse impacts on individuals’ understanding of the issue. The 

second group of themes relates to the subjugated status of children in Irish society and how 

this can allow abuse to continue. 

The findings are discussed in the context of the research evidence-base, and 

implications are outlined for clinical practice; theory; future research; and policy. 
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1 Introduction 

Childhood sexual abuse (CSA) is prevalent in Ireland; one in five women and one in six 

men report having experienced contact sexual abuse during childhood (McGee, Garavan, 

deBarra, Byrne, & Conroy, 2002). There has been much research on various aspects of 

sexually harmful behaviour and the reasons why offenders abuse children, including profiling 

sexual offenders (O’Halloran et al., 2002; Whitaker et al., 2008), and exploration of their 

self-reported reasons for offending (Mann & Hollin, 2007). However, there is much less 

research on the wider context within which the offender abuses children. The context of CSA 

is under researched; there is very little information on the cultural, social, political and 

infrastructural contexts which impact on the occurrence of CSA. Understanding the context 

of a problem is central to the practice of formulation in clinical psychology (Johnstone & 

Dallos, 2006), making this research relevant to clinical practice. The aim of this research is to 

address the current gap in the literature by examining the contextual factors surrounding the 

occurrence of child sexual abuse in Ireland.  

1.1 Thesis overview 

The thesis is divided into six chapters: 

 Chapter 1 Introduction 

 Chapter 2 Literature review 

 Chapter 3 Methodology 

 Chapter 4 Method 

 Chapter 5 Results 

 Chapter 6 Discussion  

Chapter 2 reviews the existing literature in relation to child sexual abuse both internationally 

and in relation to Ireland. Research is outlined which illustrates the contexts within which 

CSA occurs, including relevant social and cultural contexts. The rationale for the current 

study with the associated research question concludes the chapter. 

Chapter 3 provides a rationale for the use of qualitative methodology, in particular thematic 

analysis (TA), and outlines this study’s specific epistemological and ontological 

underpinnings.  

Chapter 4 describes how the study was conducted, with consideration of ethical issues. 
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Chapter 5 presents the results of the thematic analysis. 

Chapter 6 integrates the findings of the current study with established research and outlines 

implications of the current findings for clinical practice, theory, policy and research. 
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2 Review of literature 

2.1 Definition and prevalence of child sexual abuse 

According to the Children First National Guidelines for the Protection and Welfare of 

Children, sexual abuse occurs when a child is used by another person for his or her 

gratification or sexual arousal, or for that of others (Department of Children and Youth 

Affairs, 2011). The negative effects for the child are well-documented and can have a far 

reaching impact for the child’s future mental health (e.g. Paolucci, Genuis, & Violato, 2001). 

However, negative outcomes are not inevitable, and are mediated by other factors such as 

family functioning and support, the nature of the abuse and age at onset (Carr, 2006).  

Child sexual abuse is a serious public health problem which is prevalent in Ireland. 

McGee et al. (2002) conducted the largest public survey of sexual abuse and violence that has 

ever been undertaken in the county, which was deemed to be representative of the general 

Irish population. Much of what is known about the trends of CSA in Ireland stems from this 

research project. McGee et al. found that 20 per cent of girls and 16 per cent of boys suffer 

contact sexual abuse in childhood, with a further 10 per cent and 7 per cent of girls and boys 

respectively suffering non-contact sexual abuse. Most CSA occurs in the pre-pubescent 

period (before age 12), and 40 per cent of victims experience on-going rather than a single 

abuse event. Four out of every five sexually abused children know their abuser, and only 8 

per cent of all CSA survivors had reported their abuse to the police. Half of all survivors of 

sexual violence in the study by McGee et al. had never disclosed their abuse experiences to 

anyone else before. This study shows the high prevalence and also the invisibility and secrecy 

of CSA, indicating that other sources of information such as rates of reporting to the police 

(e.g. Central Statistics Office, 2013, 2014) represent only a fraction of CSA prevalence.  

Reported prevalence of CSA in Ireland is slightly higher than international figures; 

Stoltenborgh, van IJzendoorn, Euser, and Bakermans-Kranenburg (2011) report 18 per cent 

prevalence globally of CSA in girls (compared to 20 per cent in Ireland as reported above), 

and a figure of 7.6 per cent in boys (compared to 16 per cent in Ireland as reported above). 

Pereda, Guilera, Forns, and Gomez-Benito (2009) present varying prevalence of CSA in 

different countries, but the most common prevalence rates are between 10-20 per cent in 

girls, and below 10 per cent for boys. Barth, Bermetz, Heim, Trelle, and Tonia (2013) report 

similar figures and further specify that 9 girls and 3 boys out of 100 are victims of forced 

intercourse. The evidence suggests that in Ireland CSA is more prevalent among boys in 
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particular compared with international figures. The variation in prevalence across countries 

may be attributed to issues in accurate measurement (Pereda et al., 2009), or they may 

indicate the impact of different contextual factors such as culture and socioeconomic status in 

different countries. Despite regional variations in prevalence it is clear that CSA is a serious 

public health problem in Ireland and globally.  

 

2.2 Existing theories of CSA 

The vast majority of research which seeks to understand the causes and contexts of 

child sexual abuse has focused on the perpetrators of abuse and the common risk factors that 

predispose them to sexually abusing children. This close focus on the perpetrators of sexual 

abuse and their individual characteristics may lead to a deemphasising of the role of context 

in CSA. For example, Finkelhor’s (1984) theory of sexual offending is the most well-known 

and it focuses primarily on factors directly relevant to the perpetrator’s individual psychology 

and motivations. Finkelhor (1984) argues that four preconditions must be met for child sexual 

abuse to occur. First, the abuser must be motivated to abuse the child. Then he must 

overcome his internal inhibitions, followed by external inhibitions. Finally, he must 

overcome the child’s resistance to the abuse. Furthermore, Finkelhor outlined three main 

factors that may underpin the motivation to abuse. First, sex with a child must be emotionally 

satisfying to the offender by fulfilling some emotional need. Second, abusers must find 

children particularly sexually arousing. Third, abusers’ access to adult sexual relationships 

may be blocked (Finkelhor, 1984).  

The two other seminal theories of sexual offending are Hall and Hirschman’s (1992) 

quadripartite theory of child molestation, and Marshall and Barbaree’s (1990) integrated 

theory of CSA. These theories also emphasise the role of individual personality traits and 

developmental factors, thus attributing the determinants of CSA perpetration to aspects of the 

sexual offender’s life. From this perspective the role of the wider sociological, political and 

cultural context in which CSA occurs is not prioritised as an influential factor. Although 

Finkelhor’s (1984) model acknowledges the role of pervasive socialisation patterns, cultural 

norms and values in the development of sexual abuse, the existing body of research does not 

reflect this because there is little emphasis on such contextual factors in the literature. This is 

demonstrated by Whitaker et al. (2008) in their meta-analysis which categorises the range of 

studied risk factors for the perpetration of child sexual abuse. They identified six groups of 

studied risk factors: family risk factors; externalising and internalising behaviours; social 
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deficits; sexual problems; and cognitions tolerant of sexual violence. These risk factor 

categories represent the existing knowledge base about CSA perpetration, which shows that 

the wider context including social, sociological, cultural and political context is not 

represented in the existing research.  

2.2.1 Sociological theory of CSA 

A sociological perspective on sexual offending is offered by feminist theory which 

conceptualises strict gender roles as setting a context for sexually harmful behaviour. 

Seymour (1998) offers a feminist perspective on the aetiology of CSA, it is argued that 

patriarchy offers the social opportunity to abuse, the social construction of masculinity 

provides the motivation, and male sexual socialisation provides the direction of expression of 

the motivation. Seymour postulates that masculine gender identity, unlike feminine identity, 

cannot be maintained in the absence of sexuality. Therefore it is more likely that males will 

use sexuality to stabilise one’s sense of self and restore self-esteem. The sexual socialisation 

of men encourages males with a poor sense of self-worth to dominate and exploit others in 

order to quell their own insecurities. Patriarchy positions males as superordinate to women 

and children, giving men power which they may abuse. Girls are thought to be more 

vulnerable to abuse due to their position at the very bottom of the power hierarchy in the 

traditional family, below that of boys (Solomon, 1992). By being dominant, men confirm for 

themselves their own masculinity (Seymour, 1998). Thus feminist theory offers a 

sociological context for the abuse of children. However, the existing feminist theory about 

the sociology of child sexual abuse has not been translated into empirical research on the 

subject. No research could be identified which tests a hypothesis or explores a research 

question on the basis of a feminist analysis of CSA. This is another example of the limitations 

of the existing body of research in this area and the underdeveloped understanding of the role 

of contextual factors in enabling CSA.  

2.3 Response to and prevention of child sexual abuse 

The steps that societies take to prevent child sexual abuse can indicate attitudes towards 

the significance of it and beliefs about the nature of it. Efforts to prevent CSA have focused 

primarily on two areas; education programmes for potential victims and the management of 

identified CSA offenders (Finkelhor, 2009). This exclusively two pronged approach to CSA 

prevention is also evident in Ireland. Education for children is a cornerstone of CSA 

prevention. The primary school based education programme used in Ireland is ‘The Stay Safe 

Programme’ (MacIntyre & Lawlor, 1991), which is on the curriculum for all national schools 
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in Ireland (Department of Education and Skills, 2011). The Stay Safe programme teaches 

children about what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate touch, and  promotes the 

disclosure of CSA (MacIntyre & Carr, 2000a). Stay Safe has been demonstrated to 

successfully improve children’s safety knowledge (MacIntyre & Carr, 1999, 2000b). 

However, it is unclear whether a gain in knowledge will lead to a sustained beneficial change 

in the child’s behaviour (Daro, 1994), and studies are inconclusive about whether these 

education programs reduce victimization (Finkelhor, 2009). Criticisms of this approach to 

CSA prevention are that it places too much responsibility on the child to prevent sexual 

attacks and advances (Topping & Barron, 2009), which are so varied and complex that a 

child cannot reasonably be expected to effectively keep him/herself safe (R. M. Bolen, 2000; 

Reppucci & Haugaard, 1989). Furthermore, the programme can be criticised for 

overemphasising ‘stranger danger’, when it is known that most offences are perpetrated by 

people known to the child (Finkelhor, 1994; McGee et al., 2002). Relevant education for 

children is important; however, it does not prevent CSA.  

The second part of the common two pronged response to CSA is the management of 

convicted offenders; their management impacts on CSA prevention by preventing known 

offenders from reoffending. There is an obvious problem with the exclusive reliance on this 

two-pronged response to CSA: neither of these methods can prevent the problem. Very little 

preventative measures have been taken to target potential offenders and active offenders who 

are not already known to authorities (Schaefer et al., 2010). The consequence is that the 

majority of people who pose a risk to children are neglected, as it is known that only a small 

proportion of all instances of sexual violence are ever reported to authorities (McGee et al., 

2002). The response to CSA does not include a meaningful attempt to prevent its occurrence, 

arguably indicating a belief that sexual offenders cannot be targeted for prevention.  

 The current reliance on the management of convicted sexual offenders to prevent the 

continuation of CSA in Ireland and many other countries fails to acknowledge that the 

perpetration of sexual abuse is widespread at a population level. R.M. Bolen (2003) estimates 

that between 10 and 20 per cent of all males are at risk of abusing a child based on the 

prevalence of CSA, and the fact that the vast majority of offenders are male. Therefore Bolen 

argues that the rate of offending among the general population is sufficiently high to justify a 

public health intervention targeting all males to prevent the perpetration of child sexual 

abuse. Bolen argues that a school-based programme that promotes healthy relationship 

patterns to young people would be effective in preventing some boys from perpetrating 
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sexual violence. This model of intervention would target the majority of potential sexual 

offenders, not exclusively paedophiles or hebephiles1. This model of intervention is based on 

the assumption that much sexual violence is underpinned by gender role socialisation, which 

can sometimes be expressed by men and boys in antisocial and extreme ways. Bolen suggests 

that by presenting boys with alternative and more pro-social definitions of masculinity, they 

may express their masculinity in healthier ways than by choosing aggressive sexuality. 

Indeed, better education for young people about sexuality and consent may contribute 

towards CSA and peer sexual violence prevention: there is evidence that increased 

knowledge about sexuality among adolescents is associated with a reduction in rape 

supportive beliefs (Mallet & Herbé, 2010). Additionally, qualitative research with adolescent 

sexual offenders has suggested that better education about sexuality, positive relationships, 

and what constitutes abusive behaviour may help to prevent the perpetration of CSA by 

adolescents (Ball, 2013; Oliver, 2007). This suggests that interventions that aim to prevent 

the development of sexually harmful behaviour at a population level may have some utility. 

However, such interventions are based on the premise that anyone has the potential for 

sexually harmful behaviour, and this is likely to offend and shock, thus such an intervention 

may lack public support. 

There have been some innovative departures from the traditional methods of 

preventing CSA; some programmes look beyond exclusively targeting children and known 

CSA offenders. New approaches to preventing CSA focus on education for adults and on 

targeting people at risk of developing sexually harmful behaviour. For example, the Darkness 

to Light organisation in America (www.d2l.org) has developed media campaigns to target 

parents by increasing  knowledge of child sexual abuse to help them recognise it and take 

action when it is suspected (Rheingold et al., 2007; Self-Brown, Rheingold, Campbell, & de 

Arellano, 2008). However, no evidence could be found to suggest that their media campaigns 

have been implemented. A campaign to raise awareness of sexual violence towards females 

of all ages was implemented in Edinburgh, and public reaction to it was found to be positive 

(Kitzinger, 1994), although no evaluation of its preventative impact could be identified. This 

indicates that these types of interventions are not widely implemented and thus do not make a 

significant contribution to CSA prevention.  

                                                           
1 Hebephiles are sexually attracted to post-pubescent children. They differ from paedophiles who are attracted 
to pre-pubescent children. 

http://www.d2l.org/
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There are very few interventions which aim at preventing people from perpetrating 

CSA; only two such initiatives could be identified. The Prevention Programme Dunkelfeld in 

Germany targets both potential offenders and offenders who have not yet been caught. This 

programme encourages men who are sexually attracted to children to access a confidential 

therapeutic intervention service, and this intervention is promoted through a media campaign 

including television and print media (Beier et al., 2009). This intervention specifically targets 

paedophiles and hebephiles; however, research suggests that most perpetrators of CSA do not 

meet diagnostic criteria for these disorders (Finkelhor, 2009; Seto, 2009). A similar helpline 

run by the Stop it Now organisation is in operation in the UK, the Netherlands and some 

areas of the USA. It targets people who have, or are at risk of developing sexually harmful 

behaviour towards children; it offers confidential advice and face-to-face intervention.  

Evidence for the efficacy of the Stop it Now programme is limited. It has been 

evaluated in Vermont; which is one of the areas it was implemented (Chasan-Taber & 

Tabachnick, 1999). The goals of the programme (as evaluated in the cited study) are to 

increase awareness and knowledge about CSA, to encourage adult or adolescent abusers to 

self-report their harmful behaviour, and to support family and friends to confront sexually 

abusive behaviours. The programme’s target audiences include adult abusers, people who 

know adults with possible sexually harmful behaviours, and parents of adolescents with 

sexually harmful behaviour. The media campaign which took place in Vermont and was 

assessed by Chasan-Taber and Tabachnick (1999), incorporated news programs, talk shows, 

public service announcements on television and radio stations, newspaper articles, bus 

advertising, and the Stop it Now website. The evaluation found an increase in CSA 

knowledge among Vermont residents between baseline assessment and 2 year follow-up, and 

the number of helpline calls increased during this time. The analysis of the helpline calls 

suggests that, given the opportunity, abusers and their concerned family members will call for 

help (Chasan-Taber & Tabachnick, 1999). Some people who identified themselves as abusers 

accepted a confidential referral to a therapeutic service which could address their sexually 

harmful behaviours. However, it was not possible to ascertain if these people did engage with 

these services, therefore the impact of this programme on prevention of abusers from 

perpetrating abuse is not easily quantified. It is not clear whether the use of such helplines 

prevents abuse, because the calls, for example, may be from individuals already well-

inhibited and not likely to perpetrate abuse (Finkelhor, 2009). There are very clear limitations 

in this evaluation because it did not include a control group for comparison, and failed to 
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control for confounding variables such as other awareness programmes. Therefore it is not 

possible to attribute the outcomes measured solely to the programme, thus the extent to which 

Chasan-Taber and Tabachnick meaningfully evaluated to programme is arguable.  

The interventions which target people at risk of developing and perpetrating sexually 

harmful behaviour towards children are few and far between; this approach to prevention is 

currently in its infancy and is only being implemented in a few areas of the world. These new 

approaches to prevention are the first interventions that work under the assumption that it is 

possible to intervene in the development of sexually harmful behaviour; children do not 

necessarily have to be attacked before an intervention occurs. These interventions 

acknowledge that perpetrators of sexual crimes against children are members of all 

communities. However, most countries and societies that do engage in prevention still limit 

themselves to education for children and management of convicted offenders. This might 

indicate the relative novelty of the more proactive CSA interventions and their undeveloped 

evidence bases. Alternatively, it may indicate a reluctance to look beyond the well-

established targets for intervention, because this would involve acknowledging that CSA 

offenders are members of all communities and that anyone could potentially have sexually 

harmful behaviour. It would also require acknowledgement that social and cultural contexts 

may have a role in socialising sexually harmful behaviour. Acknowledging such realities is 

difficult and may inhibit effective intervention. According to Daro (1994) at least four factors 

have been identified which limit the current range of prevention strategies: the social 

discomfort surrounding sexuality, the absence of clear risk factors to identify potential 

abusers or victims, the difficulty in developing voluntary treatment options for abusers, and 

the intensity of media attention to this issue. These reasons reference the social context which 

CSA occurs in, and help illustrate how contexts arguably prevent the development of 

effective responses to CSA.  

2.4 History of child sexual abuse in context  

In order to contextualise societal responses to CSA this section will explore the social 

construction of CSA as it is evident throughout history. The way CSA is responded to 

depends on the meaning that is attributed to the event, which has varied over time. Smart 

(1999) examines the historical social construction of CSA and explains the crime of CSA as a 

new way of understanding behaviour which has always been present in society. Smart does 

not view CSA as a phenomenon which has always been present but has simply been covered 

up or ignored. Instead, she postulates that sexual contact between children and adults has 
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always been visible in societies to some extent or another, but the way in which this contact 

has been defined and viewed has changed over time. Smart attributes the varying attitudes 

towards such sexual contact to the changing meanings of ‘childhood’ and ‘harm’. Smart 

explains that historically children were expected to ‘grow out of’ the harms they experienced 

and that these would not affect them in later life. Furthermore, ‘harm’ has been regarded as a 

physical harm, thus historically there has been little understanding that the experiences of 

childhood could cause long term psychological damage. The concept of ‘child sexual abuse’ 

is a relatively recent social construction, one that did not exist up to a century ago (Smart, 

1999). This concept has been recently constructed on the basis of new understandings of 

‘childhood’ and ‘harm’, and also new definitions of sexual contact. Smart explains that some 

of the acts that are now considered sexually abusive would not have been considered so in 

previous generations. Therefore, the social construction of what we now understand as CSA 

has changed over time into what is now regarded as a problem; however, the same behaviour 

in previous generations may not have been considered problematic or harmful.  

Opinion of sexual contact between adults and children has varied throughout history; 

at times it has been viewed negatively, and at other times it has been minimised to varying 

degrees (Conte, 1994; Costin, 1992; Gordon, 1988a; Lalor, 1998, 2001; Olafson, Corwin, & 

Summit, 1993). Arguably the minimisation and dismissal of CSA has been motivated by 

power differentials within society where adults hold more power than children. The varying 

social construction of CSA over time is conceptualised by Olafson et al. (1993)  as a 

‘discovery–push from awareness–rediscovery’ cycle. Olafson et al. claim that public and 

professional awareness of CSA has gone through this cycle over the past century and a half. 

These claims are made on the basis of a review of historical literature and documentation 

from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe. They cite literature from this time 

period which describes both the occurrence of CSA and the damage caused by it. The authors 

also describe how this information was usually rejected or disputed by the public and the 

professionals of the time. Olafson et al. provide examples from a number of points in history 

that demonstrate the detailing of the problem of CSA by professionals, and the ways in which 

those who described CSA were subject to criticism and alienation. One of the most famous 

examples discussed was the story of Freud’s 1896 ‘seduction theory’ which hypothesised that 

psychological distress arises from CSA, which is most often experienced by girls and very 

often perpetrated by their fathers. In his original theory he acknowledged the accounts of 

CSA given by his patients and took them at face value. However, Freud later 
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reconceptualised the accounts of CSA given by his patients as ‘fantasy’, postulating that they 

were traumatised by imagined events rather than real ones (Olafson et al., 1993). Dismissal 

and minimisation of the problem of CSA was also evident in Kinsey’s major study on human 

sexuality: widespread adult-child sexual contact was identified, and the experiences of fear 

and trauma described by the considerable number of survivors of CSA in his study were 

dismissed. In his writing he deemed it inappropriate and over the top that a child should be 

disturbed by sexual contact with an adult (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, & Gebhard, 1953). In 

fact, at the time Kinsey’s data on extra-marital and pre-marital sex caused a sensation, but the 

considerable body of data on sexual abuse of children and incest was almost completely 

ignored (Olafson et al., 1993). Conte (1994) conceptualised Kinsey’s comments as focusing 

not on the distress of CSA survivors and how this can be avoided, but on the validity of their 

distress. He notes that such views which minimise the impact of abuse on children and places 

responsibility for the experience of CSA on the victim have become common.   

Minimisation and denial of CSA is evident in the more recent social construction of 

CSA. At the time of their writing in the early 1990’s both Conte (1994) and Olafson et al. 

(1993) described a ‘backlash’ to the acknowledgement and awareness of CSA. The backlash 

was described as an escalating chorus of criticism directed against professionals working to 

protect children, which may be evident in books, journal articles and media stories.  

Conte (1994) gave an example of how the backlash was evident at the time of his writing, 

which related to the issue of adults remembering incidents of sexual abuse as children, which 

were said to have been dismissed as being a symptom of a ‘false memory syndrome’. The 

basic notion is that adults enter psychotherapy with no memories of childhood abuse and that 

the therapists, because they are incompetent, survivors of abuse themselves, or seek to 

financially profit from the client, proceed to create memories of childhood abuse. They might 

do this through suggestion, manipulation, hypnosis, contamination of the client by exposure 

to other stories about victims of child abuse through survivor groups, and differential 

reinforcement of elements of ‘abuse memories.’ This syndrome was a popular defence 

against personal injury lawsuits in which an adult sues for damages resulting from childhood 

sexual abuse. Conte stated at the time of his writing that scientific data were limited on both 

sides of the debate. This demonstrates how the social construction of CSA has not always 

been based entirely on evidence; emotions and motivation to minimise the event have also 

played a role.  
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It is evident that the social construction of CSA has changed over time; the dominant 

societal narrative has varied in its sympathetic preference to the survivors versus the 

perpetrators at different times. As Finkelhor (1984) stated; ‘sexual abuse is a problem which 

incriminates a particular sex – men – a rather uncomfortable fact for many men to deal with’ 

(p.12). Conte (1994) noted the possibility that the intensity of the debate about CSA which 

occurred in the 1990s may have been fuelled by a defence of gender and professional 

privilege and hierarchy. A number of authors have discussed gender issues when 

documenting the history of society’s reactions to CSA: periods of decline in awareness of 

CSA are frequently attributed to periods of decline in feminism (Conte, 1994; Costin, 1992; 

Gordon, 1988a; Henderson, 1997; Lalor, 2001), when the rights and interests of women and 

children were prioritised to a lesser extent. In summary, modern ‘awareness’ of CSA has only 

existed since the 1970s. However, changes over time in the meaning of child sexual abuse, 

social responses to it and cycles of suppression have allowed society, at different times in 

history, to remain ignorant of the problem of CSA.  

2.4.1 Historical context of child sexual abuse in Ireland 

Similar to the international situation described in the previous section, in Ireland the 

widespread acknowledgement and awareness of CSA is a relatively recent phenomenon. 

Prior to the 1980s there was no acknowledgement of CSA, arguably leaving the majority of 

the population oblivious to its existence. According to Lalor (2001) the first official reference 

to CSA in Ireland occurred only in 1983 in the ‘Guidelines on procedures for the 

identification and management of non-accidental injury to children’ from the Department of 

Health. There was evidence that some people knew of sexual abuse in Ireland prior to this 

time, including reference to ‘misuse’ of children in the Penitentials2. Despite the allusion to 

CSA in the Penitentials, Lalor argues that the issue has only been seriously acknowledged at 

a public level in recent times.  

The media has played a central role in creating awareness of CSA in Ireland; the 

media interest was partially driven by the scandalous nature of some of the cases where there 

were many wasted opportunities for third parties to intervene in the abuse. The development 

of this awareness was driven by the media coverage of a number of high profile CSA 

scandals that occurred in Ireland in the 1990’s including the Kilkenny Incest Case 

(McGuinness, 1993) and the West of Ireland Farmer Case in 1995 (Ferns Inquiry, 2005). The 

                                                           
2 The Penitentials were the confessional manuals used by the clergy which contained exhaustive lists of 

proscribed behaviours and recommended appropriate penance for each offence. 
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Kilkenny Incest Case which came to national media attention in 1993 was noted as the first of 

a series of highly publicised child abuse inquiries. The significance of the Kilkenny Incest 

Case was that the child in question came to the attention of medical personnel a number of 

times due to her injuries; however, the abuse was not stopped. To follow were revelations 

about CSA in religious residential care homes including Madonna House in 1993, cases of 

incest in families, and the extensive media attention to CSA scandals in the Catholic Church 

(Lalor, 2001). The most notable of the scandals of the Catholic Church related to Brendan 

Smyth, dubbed ‘the paedophile priest’ by the media. The Brendan Smyth case was important 

because it came to light that the Church had moved him from parish to parish to hide his 

actions rather than addressing his criminal behaviour officially through the legal system, the 

implication being that the Church did not regard his abuse of children as a serious or a 

criminal matter (Keenan, 2015; Lalor, 1998, 2001). According to Lalor (2001) the CSA 

scandals of the Church in Ireland attracted more media attention than many other types of 

scandals because of the historical privileged position the Church held in Irish society, and 

because of the highly visible nature of the Church in Ireland which provided a ready target 

for people’s disgust. And finally, because the Church was seen to be dilatory in dealing with 

the scandals, which meant it lost much support.  

The responses to CSA which are evident in these cases give an indication of the way 

CSA has been regarded in Ireland historically. The available accounts of the history of CSA 

in Ireland describe a climate in Ireland prior to the 1990s within which CSA was treated as a 

domestic and private issue, which facilitated its continuance free from interference from the 

outside world. This problem in Irish society came to public attention in the 1990s; the impact 

of collective media exposure of high profile CSA cases changed the social awareness of CSA 

from an issue of private to public concern (Kenny, 2009).  

With an increase in awareness of CSA in Ireland has come an increase in research on 

the matter, which has predominantly focused on describing the problem and examining the 

characteristics of abusers in Ireland (e.g. McGee et al., 2002; Nolan et al., 2002; O’Reilly & 

Carr, 1999; O’Halloran et al., 2002). However, there has been very little research which 

examines the contexts of abuse in Ireland. One study on Irish Catholic clergy members who 

abused children which aimed to explore individual developmental factors revealed aspects of 

the cultural context within clerical training in the seminary which exacerbated the pre-

existing vulnerabilities of participants (D’Alton, Guilfoyle, & Randall, 2013). D’Alton et al. 
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shed light on a very specific context of CSA in Ireland; however, the contexts beyond the 

clerical context are under-researched.   

2.5 The wider context of child sexual abuse 

In the following sections existing research on the contexts of child sexual abuse will be 

explored. Most of the existing research on child sexual abuse focuses on the individual 

psychology of sexual offenders; to understand their motivations, or on the victims of CSA; to 

understand their individual risk factors that make it possible to target them. There is some 

reference to the context of CSA in the existing literature, but it is predominantly limited to 

close contexts such as the family system that victims of CSA reside in (e.g. Alexander & 

Lupfer, 1987).  The role of the wider context in which CSA happens is under researched. For 

the sake of this research context is taken to mean any relevant circumstances beyond those 

directly related to the victims or perpetrators of CSA. This includes research on groups of 

people who are not either victims or perpetrators of CSA. There is very little existing research 

which focuses on the cultural, societal or political contexts of CSA. The aim of this research 

is to explore the context of CSA in Ireland, thus relevant literature which examines context 

will now be reviewed.  

There is very little literature which examines contextual factors surrounding CSA. The 

small body of literature which does shed light on context falls into the following categories: 

 Research on perceptions and knowledge of CSA 

 Research examining the contexts of abuse: sociocultural and legal contexts.  

 

2.5.1 Research on perceptions and knowledge about CSA 

There is a small body of literature on the general public’s perceptions and knowledge 

about CSA; this research contextualises CSA by describing the social and cultural climates in 

which CSA happens. This type of research sheds light on the context of CSA because 

perceptions and knowledge of the people in the social networks of victims and perpetrators 

can influence their behaviour; thus influencing the social context that CSA happens in. For 

example, the perceptions and knowledge of the family members of victims and perpetrators 

of CSA may influence whether or not that person acts on suspicions they may have. The 

behaviour of other social actors can in turn affect how survivors and perpetrators of CSA 

behave in society; including whether or not they hide their experiences or seek support and 

intervention. Beling, Hudson, and Ward (2001) explain that understanding the beliefs of lay-



23 
 

people is important as societal reactions to CSA have an impact on legal responses, as well as 

fundamental issues such as the allocation of resources to research concerning causal 

mechanisms of CSA and intervention/supervision processes of offenders. Therefore public 

perceptions have the power to influence the context of CSA by determining the way the 

problem is responded to. 

2.5.1.1 Perceptions of CSA 

A small body of research indicates that people hold biases and stereotypes which 

influence how they perceive instances of CSA (Bornstein, Kaplan, & Perry, 2007; Giglio, 

Wolfteich, Gabrenya, & Sohn, 2011; Kennel & Agresti, 1995). Three studies were identified 

which used vignettes describing fictitious incidences of CSA to explore perceptions of abuse 

among university psychology students, lay-people and professional psychologists. There is 

evidence in each study that CSA is perceived differently based on a number of variables 

including type of abuse, victim age, victim gender, perpetrator gender, and perpetrator’s 

relationship to victim. For example, research on the perceptions of adults has indicated that 

CSA perpetrated by an older child is perceived as less severe and less representative of abuse 

than an identical instance of abuse perpetrated by an adult. In such instances of child 

perpetrated CSA (also referred to as peer-perpetrated CSA), study participants attribute less 

blame to the abuser (Giglio et al., 2011). The other variables which have been demonstrated 

to contribute to a varying perception of instances of CSA include: participant gender, victim 

gender, perpetrator gender, perpetrator relationship to the victim, and type of abuse (more and 

less severe sexual, physical abuse). Similarly Bornstein et al. (2007) found that certain 

variables influenced research participants’ perceptions of the severity of CSA. They found 

that sexual abuse is perceived as more severe if perpetrated by a parent compared with a non-

related adult. When sexual abuse is perpetrated by someone of the same sex as the victim this 

is perceived as more distressing. Furthermore, women perceive abuse as more severe than 

men do, and they are more believing of victims. Also, CSA is perceived to be less traumatic 

to a male victim when perpetrated by a female (Bornstein et al., 2007). Bornstein et al. 

purport to generalise their findings to lay-people; however, since half their sample were 

undergraduate psychology students the extent to this generalizability is limited. Nevertheless, 

the influences of the participants’ biases are evident; their beliefs about how victims of CSA 

should feel influence their interpretations of CSA. This finding can become problematic if 

such interpretations influence behaviour. 
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The presence of bias in perceptions of CSA is also evident among professionals who 

provide services to vulnerable children (Hicks & Tite, 1998), and qualified psychologists 

(Kennel & Agresti, 1995). Kennel and Agresti (1995) assessed licenced psychologists 

perceptions of CSA. Written vignettes of different abuse scenarios were used to elicit 

judgements about the severity of CSA. The gender of victim and perpetrator, and age of 

victim were manipulated in the vignettes. Psychologists rated abuse as more severe when it 

was perpetrated by an adult of their own gender with a young child. Additionally, the 

respondents clearly indicated that they viewed the CSA of a young child as more serious than 

a similar incident involving an older child, and they would be more likely to report the 

incident involving the younger child. In addition Kennel and Agresti found that 30 per cent of 

psychologists have failed to report an instance of CSA. Significantly more female 

psychologists have failed to make such reports. These findings indicated a bias which may 

disadvantage older children who are equally entitled to protection (Kennel & Agresti, 1995), 

and they are surprising since psychologists have professional training and would be aware of 

their reporting obligations. If psychologists fail to report abuse this is done knowingly, thus 

they may need to rationalise their decisions, which arguably may be on the basis of certain 

biases. These findings are important because they indicate that all members of society, 

including professionals, have biases about CSA that may affect their behaviour and their 

decisions to report or respond to CSA when it is discovered.   

2.5.1.2 Knowledge of CSA 

Although there is evidence that people have some accurate knowledge about CSA, 

many people hold inaccurate beliefs about CSA which are informed by stereotypes. Common 

CSA stereotypes include those about perpetrators; that they are strangers, ‘dirty old men’, or 

are mentally ill (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010). Research which examines public knowledge 

about CSA is reviewed here because it helps illustrate the societal contexts in which CSA can 

happen. The extent to which the public have accurate information about CSA may influence 

their ability to detect and react to it. The behaviour of members of society in general can set 

the context in which CSA can happen and continue. Three research studies were identified 

which assess community populations’ knowledge of child sexual abuse (Calvert & Munsie-

Benson, 1999; Chen, Dunne, & Han, 2007; Fontes, Cruz, & Tabachnick, 2001). Chen et al. 

(2007) investigated Chinese parents’ knowledge, attitudes and communication practices with 

their children about CSA, they found that participants’ knowledge of CSA is limited and 

predominantly informed by stereotypes. The majority of respondents did not believe CSA 
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could be perpetrated by familiar adults, did not believe boys could be abused, and did not 

believe females could sexually abuse children. Further to respondents limited knowledge 

there was little communication with children about CSA. Although most parents (95 per cent) 

teach children about stranger danger, much fewer parents (60 per cent) have talked to their 

children specifically about sexual abuse, and fewer still (46 per cent) told their children to 

inform them if they are ever abused (Chen et al., 2007). These final two findings are 

significant; they demonstrate that informing children about CSA and encouraging them to 

disclose is not standard practice among Chinese parents. This information illustrates a context 

in which some children are ill-equipped to be aware of potential danger and to disclose when 

abuse happens. Chen et al. can be criticised for rhetorically generalising their findings and 

describing them as representative of parents in China when data was gathered in one Chinese 

city only.  

Further research found variability in community members’ knowledge about CSA, 

which was related to demographic variables. Calvert and Munsie-Benson (1999) conducted a 

population-based survey in a rural area in America which explored the knowledge and 

attitudes of the general public about CSA. Through completion of paper and pen surveys, a 

random sample of members of the public responded to questions about their knowledge and 

beliefs regarding CSA. The research was conducted to involve the public in the planning 

phase of a child abuse awareness and education program. Although significant proportions of 

respondents were reasonably knowledgeable about CSA, the research identified a set of 

misconceptions among the sample; including misunderstandings about likely offenders. 

Participants acknowledged the possibility of a trusted adult perpetrating CSA, but few 

identified other children as likely perpetrators. A significant minority thought strangers were 

likely perpetrators. Furthermore, Calvert and Munsie-Benson found demographic differences 

in the levels of accurate knowledge about CSA; single people, less educated and low-income 

groups demonstrated greatest deficiencies in valid information about CSA. Latino persons as 

an ethnic minority in the sample were less likely to be knowledgeable about CSA compared 

with the dominant population of Caucasian Americans, and men were less likely than women 

to have accurate knowledge. The participants in this research demonstrate perceptions of 

CSA that appear to be informed by stereotypes, and also some community members are less 

knowledgeable than others. The finding that Latino persons are less knowledgeable may 

suggest a cultural influence on opportunities to learn about CSA. For example, certain 

cultures may have social sanctions against discussing topics such as CSA. This suggests that 
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it may be necessary to understand each individual culture’s beliefs about CSA, and to initiate 

interventions where necessary if there are cultural factors which inhibit the acquisition of 

accurate knowledge about CSA. This is congruent with existing evidence that knowledge and 

opinion of CSA appear to be socially constructed (Conte, 1994; Kisanga et al., 2010; 

Plummer & Njuguna, 2009; Smart, 1999).  

The single qualitative study of a community based sample exploring their views and 

understanding about CSA also found evidence that social and cultural contexts may impact 

on knowledge of CSA. In order to gather data to inform an educational intervention about 

CSA targeting adults Fontes et al. (2001) conducted qualitative research with people from 

different cultural communities in Philadelphia. Focus groups were stratified by African-

American members and Latino members, and by gender in each ethnic category. They found 

that in both groups participants were knowledgeable about CSA and acknowledged that it 

occurred in the wider social context and within their own communities. CSA was considered 

to be a significant problem, and participants demonstrated knowledge of the power disparity 

between children and adults or adolescent offenders. However, Fontes et al. identified many 

omissions in knowledge of the participants which were consistent with known myths and 

biases about CSA; including the myth that abuse is perpetrated by adult males who are 

unrelated to victims, that sexual offenders ‘look different’ to other people, and that victims of 

CSA develop sexually harmful behaviour in the future. Many participants were reported to 

confound homosexuality with sexual abuse. There were both gender and cultural differences 

in some responses. For example, when asked to describe the warning signs of sexual abuse, 

male participants referred to the behaviour of adult men around children. Female participants 

referred to signs that might be evident in the behaviour or appearance of children after they 

have been abused.  Latinos were more likely to reference family factors in the development 

of abusive situations (Fontes et al., 2001). The differences between ethnic groups and 

between genders led the authors to conclude that different identity groups defined by culture 

and gender can influence people’s views of CSA. Unfortunately Fontes et al. failed to specify 

their method of qualitative analysis. The most they did to specify their epistemological 

position was to say they were not looking for ‘the truth’ but just reporting their perspective on 

people’s views based on careful analysis. This vague reference to their own epistemology 

seems to suggest a constructivist position. However, this stands in contrast to their use of 

passive language related to their data analysis process (e.g. ‘themes emerged’), which 

suggests a realist ontology.  
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This small body of research on laypeople’s knowledge of CSA helps to set the context 

for CSA; many people have a limited understanding of CSA and are thus in a poor position to 

take precautions and respond appropriately. Furthermore, the research suggests that culture 

may influence whether community members have accurate knowledge about CSA. This may 

be interpreted to mean that understandings of CSA are socially constructed and determined to 

some extent by cultural values.   

2.5.2 Research examining the contexts of abuse: Sociocultural and legal contexts 

The body of research that aims specifically to examine the contexts of CSA is very 

small; the few studies that were identified in this under-researched area were all exploratory 

qualitative research. Two studies from Africa explore the sociocultural and legal system 

contexts of CSA; these studies suggest that sociocultural contextual factors can have an 

important influence on the occurrence of CSA in Africa. For example, in an exploratory 

study, Plummer and Njuguna (2009) sought to identify culturally specific risk and protective 

factors for CSA in Kenyan tribal culture. They sought the views of Kenyan professionals who 

work to prevent or intervene in abusive situations; participants included medical 

professionals (doctors, nurses, and public health professionals), child protection workers, and 

police officers. Participants listed and discussed a culturally specific set of risk and protective 

factors within their tribal communities. The majority of risk and protective factors identified 

referred to characteristics within cultures and communities; very few referred to 

characteristics of victims and none related to abusers. The cultural protective factors that 

were endorsed by participants referred to aspects of the strongly traditional patriarchal 

culture, such as the dominance of men in society, rigid gender roles, sexual norms such as 

early marriage, the subordination of children, and the culture of silence which referred to 

tribes protecting their own members and discouraging discussion of taboo topics such as sex 

or CSA. Interestingly the protective factors that were listed were also characteristic of 

patriarchal culture, such as the importance of virginity, modesty of dress for female children, 

keeping the genders separate (separate housing for girls), and the different expectations and 

roles for men and women. Clearly many of the same social processes were identified both as 

risk and as protective factors by participants. However, Plummer and Njuguna limited their 

interpretation of this to a statement that ‘this indicates disagreement among participants and 

inconsistencies within their own opinions’. The authors did not comment that many of the 

reported risk and protective factors were reflective of ‘rape culture’ or specific processes 

within rape culture, such as ‘victim blaming’, which are processes that serve to condone 
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sexual violence (Burt, 1980; McGee, O’Higgins, Garavan, & Conroy, 2011). Considering 

that Plummer and Njuguna cited grounded theory in the style of Charmaz (2006) which is a 

form of constructionist grounded theory, it can be considered a limitation of their research 

that they did not comment on the socially constructed nature of the participants’ reported 

gender specific risk and protective factors.  

The manner in which the professionals in Plummer and Njuguna’s (2009) study 

reported their views indicated the pervasiveness of a rape culture within their communities. 

For example, one of the protective factors conceptualised by this group of professionals was 

‘modesty of dress’, which referred to the concept that modesty of dress or behaviour on the 

part of the potential victim, in this case always mentioned about female children, would 

prevent abuse. Conversely, one of the identified risk factors referred to gender roles and the 

recognition that differential social roles and expectations for males and females placed 

children at increased risk of CSA. These two risk and protective factors refer to similar social 

processes and contradict each other. Many other processes identified by participants could be 

interpreted as indicative of a rape culture, although the concept of rape culture was not 

explicitly referred to by Plummer and Njuguna and the cultural processes identified by 

participants were not discussed at length. Considering that the qualitative data consisted of 

written lists and brief conversations between participants, it follows that there is not much 

depth of analysis. Despite the ambiguity regarding their interpretation of the meaning of the 

reported risk and protective factors, Plummer and Njuguna demonstrate that sociocultural 

factors represent an important context within which abuse persists in Kenya.  

There is further evidence of the importance of sociocultural and other contextual 

factors which enable CSA in Africa: Kisanga et al. (2010) provide a qualitative analysis of 

legal professionals’ experiences of working on cases of CSA. Their study participants 

included professionals from the legal system that deal with cases of CSA in Tanzania. This 

qualitative investigation included attention to participants’ perceptions of the sociocultural 

and legal system context which influences the occurrence of CSA in their society. Kisanga et 

al., found that participants regarded the legal system as limited in its ability to achieve justice 

for CSA, primarily due to limited financial resources for professionals to pursue the 

investigation of CSA. Furthermore, the legal system is limited by a culture within which 

community members are uncooperative in giving information that might lead to prosecution 

of alleged sexual offenders. There was also a culture of settling such matters privately, 

including perpetrators paying money to families of victims in lieu of following the official 
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course of justice. Kisanga et al. also identified other culturally specific circumstances, 

including the myth prevalent in sub-Saharan Africa that having sex with a virgin can cure a 

person of HIV and AIDS. A limitation of the study by Kisanga et al. is that they are unclear 

about the significance of some of their reported findings, and fail to explain how certain 

circumstances impact on the occurrence of CSA. For example, overcrowded homes in which 

children are exposed to sexual activity was also cited as a social risk factor for abuse. 

However, Kisanga et al. were not explicit about how this makes children vulnerable; they 

seemed to imply that in overcrowded homes children learn sexual behaviours from their 

parents. Sexualised behaviour is known to be a consequence of CSA rather than a cause 

(Carr, 2006). In their analysis Kisanga et al. appeared to accept their participants reference to 

sexualised behaviour as a legitimate risk factor for children, and despite their discussion of 

other myths in the dataset they did not interpret it as an example of a victim blaming myth 

which is known to exist in society to justify abuse (Burt, 1980; Suarez & Gadalla, 2010). In 

summary, despite the apparent limited depth of their analysis and economy in reporting the 

findings Kisanga et al. describe social, cultural and infrastructural factors in Tanzania which 

contextualise the occurrence of CSA and the limitations on the legal system’s capacity to 

effectively address the issue.  

The evidence suggests that sociocultural factors can influence the occurrence of and 

societal response to CSA, which is consistent with research by Fontes and Plummer (2010) 

who predict that cultural factors mediate the societal response and thus a child’s ability to 

disclose CSA. Other contextual factors such as the resources available to the legal system are 

important. The above studies provide qualitative information relative to a very specific 

cultural milieu in Africa and demonstrate how particular cultural contexts influence CSA. 

The quoted research suggests that understandings of CSA are often culturally specific. 

Therefore, to understand its occurrence in a particular culture research must be conducted 

within that culture.  

2.6 Rationale for current research  

This research addresses a gap in the literature; there is very little literature which 

examines the contextual factors surrounding CSA from any country. The only published 

literature from Ireland highlighted the historical cultural context in seminaries which Catholic 

clergy members train in (D’Alton et al., 2013). No other published literature could be 

identified which examines the context of CSA in Ireland, based on empirical evidence. It is 

evident from the literature review that contextual factors surrounding CSA are important in 
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understanding the phenomenon (e.g. Kisanga et al., 2010). The aim of this research is to 

examine the contextual factors surrounding the occurrence of child sexual abuse in Ireland. 

The majority of existing literature on CSA focuses on the perpetrators of abuse and their 

individual characteristics which enable them to abuse, or the victims of abuse and the 

individual characteristics and risk factors which make them vulnerable. This research aims to 

examine the wider context of CSA; factors beyond the victims and the perpetrators and their 

immediate family and social circumstances which have already been researched. This wider 

context may include cultural, political or societal factors, to name but a few. Due to the 

paucity of research on the subject very little is currently known about the contemporary 

contexts of sexual abuse in Ireland, thus an exploratory research methodology is suitable.  

This research is relevant to clinical psychology practice because understanding the 

contexts of human problems and mental health difficulties is central to the formulation model 

upon which clinical psychology practice is based (Johnstone & Dallos, 2006). The almost 

exclusive focus on only the victims and perpetrators of abuse, as is evident in the existing 

literature, ignores context and does not give ample information to build a fully formulated 

understanding of the problem of CSA which would be consistent with the aims of clinical 

psychology practice. Generating such knowledge may lead to an improved understanding of 

the problem of CSA in Ireland, which in turn may inform preventative measures. The use of 

clinically relevant information to improve public mental health is consistent with the 

objectives of clinical psychology practice as outlined by the British Psychological Society 

(n.d.).    

This research is part of a larger effort to examine the understandings of a range of 

different populations within Irish society. This research targets psychologists who work 

therapeutically with adults or children who have experienced child sexual abuse. Their 

understandings of why sexual abuse is a problem in Ireland today are sought as expert 

participants who have specialist knowledge and experience of the topic. 

  

2.7 Research question 

What are psychologists’ understandings of the context of child sexual abuse in Ireland?  
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Qualitative research 

Qualitative methods typically provide the flexibility to understand the subjective 

meaning and complexity of human experience as well as the contexts which influence 

meaning and experience (Willig, 2008). Qualitative research is appropriate to this research 

question because it will facilitate the exploration of the participants’ understandings as to 

why child sexual abuse occurs in Irish society. Such a dynamic concept lends itself readily to 

the flexibility of qualitative methods. 

3.2 Interviewing 

Interviewing was chosen as the best method of collecting data for this study for a 

number of reasons. First, speaking with participants was the best way to gain access to their 

thoughts, feelings and opinions. Secondly, the interview process allowed the interviewer to 

engage with the participants, thus helping them to tease out the issues of interest and explore 

their ideas through discussion. From a pragmatic perspective interviewing was identified as 

the most efficient way of gathering data for the interviewer and participants. The use of focus 

groups would not have been possible in this study given the geographical spread of 

participants and the various demands on their time. 

3.3 Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis (TA) is a widely used qualitative analytic method in psychology. It 

can be used to provide a rich, detailed and complex account of the data (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, 2013). TA is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting themes within a data 

set. It is widely used within the psychological field and its flexible approach also allows it to 

be used across a range of epistemologies, theoretical frameworks and research questions 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

3.3.1 Epistemological and ontological considerations 

It is important to be clear about the epistemological and ontological assumptions 

which underpin any thematic analysis. In this study a distinction is made between the 

ontological view of the data, and the epistemological view of the analysis of the data, as 

described by Willig (2012). First, this study takes a realist position in relation to the status of 

the data. This means that the participants’ accounts are taken at face value; as their 

description of events that actually took place in the real world. Secondly, this study adopts a 

relativist position in relation to the status of the analysis of the data. This means that it is 
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assumed that the analysis is the product of an interpretative process; it is the researcher’s 

reading of the data. Therefore the analysis not only gives information about the participants’ 

accounts and the social world, but also the researcher’s approach to analysis and way of 

making sense of the data. This is in line with a critical realist position as described by Willig 

(2012).  From this theoretical position it is assumed that the participants’ accounts can give 

information about what is going on the in real (i.e., material, social, psychological) world, but 

it does not do this in a self-evident, unmediated fashion.  

3.3.2 Process of data analysis 

The analysis is data-driven and focused upon identifying and discussing salient 

themes repeated across and within transcripts (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which are most useful 

in answering the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The approach to thematic 

analysis is inductive; which is a ‘bottom-up’ process of coding within which the themes that 

are identified are driven by the data (and not a pre-existing coding frame). This ‘bottom-up’ 

approach supports the explorative nature of the research question and the aim of showcasing 

the insights that the participants offer. Themes are identified at the semantic level, which 

means they are identified within the explicit or stated meanings of the data. Analysis at the 

semantic level fits with a realist view of the data as explained in section 3.3.1. The themes 

based on the semantic content of the data are interpreted in terms of the significance of the 

patterns and their broader meanings and implications.  

 Braun and Clarke (2006) note the importance of deciding what ‘counts’ as a theme, 

and explain that a theme captures something important about the data in relation to the 

research question and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data 

set. Themes are categorised in terms of their internal coherence, and their relevance to 

understanding participants views of the context of CSA. Themes were considered to be 

particularly important when they appeared as novel information in relation to the existing 

body of literature on CSA. Such themes are focused on in the analysis for the purpose of 

making a novel contribution to the research literature on CSA, which has the potential to be 

useful for clinicians and other professionals working in the field. Themes which are 

meaningful in relation to the research question are not always the most prevalent throughout 

the data set; therefore prevalence is not considered a criterion to evaluate the significance of a 

theme. The themes which are presented in the results section were chosen because of their 

alignment to the research question. Therefore this analysis is not an exhaustive set of all 

themes which were identified during the analytic process. For example, many participants 
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gave descriptions of children’s individual circumstances which facilitated their abuse, which 

corresponded to a well-established body of literature on children’s individual risk factors for 

abuse. Therefore these themes were not included in the analysis. Furthermore, they give more 

information about how children are abused and less information about the wider context of 

abuse. A decision was made to focus on themes that were useful in answering the research 

question which is about the context of abuse, and also to focus on themes which appear to 

provide novel information in relation to the existing body of literature about CSA. 

In this research, themes are categorised hierarchically at three levels: overarching 

themes, themes, and subthemes. The primary unit of analysis is the theme, which is often 

divided into subthemes to illustrate its different aspects. Overarching themes show the 

connections between themes and thus illustrate the ‘bigger picture’ of the analysis.  

3.4 Rationale for using thematic analysis 

The research question is: What are psychologists’ understandings of the context of 

child sexual abuse in Ireland? The aim of this research is to explore the context of CSA in 

Ireland. This is achieved by interviewing psychologists about their understandings of the 

context of CSA. The nature of this research is exploratory, therefore it is important to remain 

open to all the various ways in which participants explain and discuss their understandings. 

This research is not confined to specific aspects of participants’ understandings, such as an 

exclusive focus on their feelings towards CSA, or their experience of working with survivors, 

or their understandings of the social structures which enable CSA. This research requires a 

methodology which can focus on any aspect of their understandings of CSA which 

participants deem to be important. Therefore, the flexibility of thematic analysis made it the 

most suitable method to cater for the range of viewpoints that may be expressed. 

Furthermore, thematic analysis is most suitable because the product of analysis is a set of 

themes. In an under-researched area, producing a set of themes will achieve the goal of 

shedding light on participants’ understandings of the context of CSA.  

3.4.1 Consideration of alternative analytic frameworks and epistemological positions 

Other qualitative methodologies were considered inappropriate, including 

phenomenological methodologies, social constructionist methodologies such as discourse 

analysis (DA), and grounded theory (GT).  

There are many forms of grounded theory, all of which aim to identify and explicate 

contextualized social processes that account for phenomena (Willig, 2008). The end product 
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of a grounded theory analysis is an explanatory theory of basic social processes, studied in 

the environments in which they take place (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The focus in this 

research is not on developing a theory, but rather to understand the participants’ views of 

CSA. The generation of themes through the thematic analysis method meets this goal. The 

objective of this study is to identify any type of explanation of the reasons CSA happens, not 

only identification of and explanation of contextualised social processes which is commonly 

the focus of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; Willig, 2008).  

Phenomenological methodologies are concerned with the subjective experiences and 

meanings of the research participants, they look at phenomena from the point of view of 

those who experience them (Smith & Osborn, 2008; Willig, 2008). Phenomenological 

methodologies are used to capture the participants’ lived experience; however, no claim is 

made regarding its relationship with other facets of the world (Willig, 2012). This research is 

not focused on participants’ experience, but on the information that they can share about the 

contexts within which CSA occurs. The information they share is taken at face value and 

assumed to correspond to a real world beyond their subjective experience. Psychologists are 

sampled as experts with relevant professional training and experience who can reflect and 

report on CSA in a manner that can be informative for understanding its context. Their 

subjective experiences are not exclusively sought; therefore the objectives of this research do 

not fit with phenomenological epistemology.   

Social constructionist methodologies aim to generate knowledge of how people 

construct versions of reality through the use of language. The type of knowledge which is 

aspired to is about the processes by which knowledge itself is constructed (Willig, 2012). An 

example of such a methodology is discourse analysis which is concerned with language-in-

use; that is, how individuals accomplish personal, social, and political projects through the 

use of language (Starks & Browne Trinidad, 2007). Discursive psychology does not seek to 

produce a knowledge of things, but rather an understanding of the processes by which they 

are ‘talked into being’ (Willig, 2008). Although the epistemological position taken in the 

current research is in line with social constructionism insofar as it is assumed that 

participants’ understandings are constructed through the use of interpretive repertoires, it is 

not the intention to examine how these understandings are ‘talked into being’. 
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3.5 Reflexivity 

According to Willig (2008; 2012) there are two types of reflexivity; epistemological 

and personal reflexivity. Epistemological reflexivity is about reflecting on the assumptions 

that have been made in the course of the research, and the implications these assumptions 

have for the research and its findings (Willig, 2008). In section 3.3 the epistemological 

assumptions adopted are made explicit to demonstrate epistemological reflexivity, and in 

section 3.4 my awareness of the various ways in which the research question could be 

investigated differently is demonstrated. Willig also describes ‘critical language awareness’ 

as a reflexive process. This refers to reflection on the words we use to describe our 

experiences and how they play a part in the construction of the meaning that we attribute to 

such experiences. This means that the categories and labels researchers use during the 

research process will shape their ‘findings’ (Willig, 2008). Care has been taken to ensure the 

language used to discuss findings corresponds with the epistemological assumptions of this 

research, for example, by positioning myself as active in the research process instead of using 

passive phrases such as ‘the themes emerged’. 

Personal reflexivity involves reflecting upon the ways in which our own values, 

experiences, interests, beliefs, social identities, and so on, have shaped the research (Macbeth, 

2001; Willig, 2008, 2012). While researchers endeavour to represent their studies accurately, 

the assumptions that the researcher has about a topic can be imposed upon the data and 

subsequently shape its interpretation (Macbeth, 2001). Qualitative researchers endeavour to 

acknowledge the situated nature of their research, and reflect on the inter-subjective 

dynamics between the researcher and the researched, to demonstrate the trustworthiness of 

their findings (Finlay & Gough, 2003). With this in mind, I critically reflected on my social 

background, assumptions, and positioning, and the ways these factors may impact on the 

research process. 

3.5.1 Researcher’s position and practice of reflexivity 

I am a 29 year old white, middle-class female from Ireland. At the time of data 

collection I was a trainee clinical psychologist with some clinical experience of working with 

survivors of CSA. As such, there was little ‘distance’ between the participants and me as a 

researcher.  

In line with best practice guidelines for conducting qualitative research, I reflected on 

potential preconceptions I had about the research topic that I could have developed in light of 

my experiences and interests (Yardley, 2000). During the research process I reflected on my 
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viewpoints and assumptions, and noted these reflections in a journal. I grew up in Ireland in 

the 1990s when many high profile CSA scandals were prominent in news media. Before 

beginning this research I formed the impression that there is something culturally unique 

about Ireland which facilitates CSA. Upon reflection I see that these impressions were 

formed on the basis of consumption of news media, and not on empirical evidence.  

Furthermore, I am interested in feminism and gender issues. I was particularly 

interested when participants made reference to gender issues and social inequality and I 

viewed many aspects of the data through a feminist lens. Through use of a reflective journal I 

maintained an awareness of my position in the research and the extent to which my analysis 

focused on the aforementioned issues which are of particular interest to me. This allowed me 

to critically evaluate whether or not my focus on these topics in the analysis was unduly 

coloured by my interests. A sample of the data set was reviewed by the academic supervisor 

to ensure there was agreement about the codes and themes that were identified. This process 

of multiple coding as described by Barbour (2001) increases rigour by ensuring the analysis 

is not completely subjective and has good basis in the data. I also checked the trustworthiness 

of my analysis by having a ‘critical friend’ (who has extensive research experience) review a 

sample of my themes and data and I discussed my analysis and assumptions with her.  

Throughout the research process I recorded field notes pertaining to data collection. 

For example, reflections on the interview process with participants, any significant 

observations, or comments made by the participants that stood out for me following the 

interview. I also recorded personal reflections that arose for me during data analysis. For 

example, during the process of analysis, I recorded interpretations that arose as I moved back 

and forth through looking at the whole of the data set, and looking at the individual parts. 

Thus I kept track of evidence to support such interpretations and to maintain my awareness of 

any assumptions that did not fit with the data.  

3.6 Quality in qualitative research  

A commitment was maintained to assessing the quality of the research approach and 

analysis throughout the study. Criteria presented by Yardley (2000) for assessing the quality 

of qualitative research were adhered to in the following ways: 
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Sensitivity to context 

Sensitivity to context was demonstrated at the outset of the study by situating it within 

Ireland’s historical context regarding the CSA and the ways it has been dealt with in Irish 

society. Sensitivity to context was also demonstrated by situating the research in relation to 

relevant previous literature. This principal was also demonstrated by maintaining awareness 

of the nature of the relationships between researcher and participants, and by considering 

relevant ethical issues (see section 4.4). 

 

Commitment and rigour  

In planning the study, the researcher demonstrated commitment and rigor in ensuring 

a 'goodness of fit' between the research question, conceptual framework, and methodological 

approach chosen. Commitment was demonstrated by the researcher engaging with the topic 

in depth at all levels; including being fully engaged with each participant during the research 

process and conducting a detailed analysis of their data. A commitment to thorough data 

collection was achieved by giving as much time as possible to each interview, by designing a 

quality interview schedule, and by using the principal of saturation to determine when to 

cease data collection (Mason, 2010 ; see section 4.1.2). A homogenous sample was recruited 

and the researcher followed the step-by-step guide to conducting thematic analysis as 

outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Regarding data analysis, there was a commitment to 

being as interpretative as possible rather than simply describing themes. Rigour was also 

shown in validating emergent themes with supporting extracts from each participant. Finally, 

incorporating feedback from reviews of the analytic framework by the research supervisor 

and critical friend, helped to check the trustworthiness of the account being produced and 

strengthen support for emerging data.  

Transparency and Coherence  

Transparency was demonstrated by clearly detailing the data collection process, and 

reporting all stages of the research process in the final report. Samples representing stages of 

data analysis are presented (Appendix 7 & 8). The process of reflexivity also added to the 

transparency of the results. Coherence was demonstrated by maintaining consistency with the 

underlying principles of a critical realist approach to thematic analysis, and presenting a 

corresponding good quality narrative account of the analysis.  
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Impact and Importance  

This is an important area of study. The context of CSA in Ireland is not clearly 

documented in research literature; at the time of writing this appeared to be the first study to 

listen to the views of psychologists regarding the context of CSA in Ireland. An 

understanding of the context of CSA is important to developing a complete understanding of 

its occurrence. Psychologists’ views on CSA in Ireland may have an impact on the planning 

of services and strategies to address the problem of CSA in Ireland.   
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4 Method  

4.1 Participants and recruitment 

4.1.1 Participant inclusion criteria 

All participants were required to be qualified clinical or counselling psychologists 

who have experience of working therapeutically with survivors of childhood sexual abuse. 

Participants included psychologists with experience of working with child survivors of sexual 

abuse, often in specialist CSA treatment services. They also included psychologists with 

experience of working with adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse.  

4.1.2 Recruitment process 

A purposeful sampling method was employed to recruit suitable participants. A 

purposeful sampling method targets a defined sample of appropriate participants, and is not 

intended to be a representative or random sample of all potential eligible participants 

(Barbour, 2001). An invitation email (Appendix 5) was sent to a database of psychologists 

from all over Ireland asking them to take part in the study. This approach was chosen to 

target the relevant population and allow participants to self-select on the basis of their own 

interest in the research topic. This database of psychologists included qualified professional 

psychologists from a variety of services throughout Ireland, but is not an exhaustive list of all 

eligible psychologists in the Irish state. This is a database of psychologists which is routinely 

used by Irish universities with psychology departments to contact qualified psychologists 

throughout the country for various reasons. It includes many psychologists in a supervisory or 

managerial role in a variety of services who serve as gatekeepers to other psychologists. 

Some of the psychologists who received the email, forwarded it their colleagues who 

responded to the invitation, thus producing an unplanned snowballing recruitment process. 

As a result of this, the number of people who received the invitation email is unknown. 

Thirteen psychologists responded to the invitation and twelve psychologists participated in 

the research project. 

Data collection was ceased after saturation was achieved. Saturation is the point when 

the collection of new data does not shed any further light on the issue under investigation 

(Baker & Edwards, 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Mason, 2010). During data collection for 

this research, it became clear from the tenth interview that the same topics and themes were 

evident in most of the interviews. Similar themes and topics were evident in the eleventh and 
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twelfth interviews. Therefore, after the twelfth interview the decision was made to cease data 

collection on the basis that saturation had been achieved.  

4.1.3 Participant demographics 

All twelve research participants are qualified as either clinical or counselling 

psychologists. They have all been assigned an alias. The ethnicity of all participants can be 

described as white Irish. Three participants were male. For participant details see Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Participant alias and description of primary relevant work experience 

__________________________________________________________________________________                  

Alias  Primary Relevant Work Experience             Primary Client Group_____ 

Sarah  Specialist Child Sexual Abuse Service    Children 

Bridget  Specialist Child Sexual Abuse Service    Children 

Lisa  Specialist Child Sexual Abuse Service    Children 

Conor  Specialist Child Sexual Abuse Service    Children 

Miriam  Specialist Child Sexual Abuse Service    Children 

Luke  Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service   Children 

Jane  Adult Inpatient Secure Unit, Services for Children in Care Adults & Children 

Diane  Adult Counselling Service for Survivors of Childhood Abuse Adults 

Sinead  Adult Counselling Service for Survivors of Childhood Abuse Adults 

Emer  Adult Mental Health Service     Adults 

Aoife  Adult Mental Health Service     Adults 

Jack  Adult Mental Health Service     Adults__________ 

 

4.2 Data collection 

 Data was collected by interviewing participants, each participant completed one 

interview. Semi-structured, in-depth individual interviews were conducted by the author. 

Most interviews were conducted in person at locations throughout the Republic of Ireland. 

The venues for interviews were chosen by research participants. One participant was 

interviewed via video call, another via phone call. Interviews ranged in duration from 55 

minutes to 2 hours, and were conducted between October and December 2014.  

4.2.1 Interview schedule 

A semi-structured interview schedule (Appendix 3) was constructed to support 

exploration of the research question. The interview schedule was used as a guide; there was 

some variation in the minor prompt questions used between interviews to facilitate the 

exploration of various topics of interest to the participants. The interview schedule was 

constructed by both the author and academic supervisor. Questions were designed to explore 

the context of CSA in Ireland; they are open-ended and informed by existing evidence about 

the historical context of CSA in Ireland. For example, the question ‘How is abuse facilitated 
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in Irish society?’ is based on existing evidence that contextual factors in Ireland have 

facilitated CSA in the past (e.g. Lalor, 2001; Ryan, 2009). 

4.3 Data analysis 

4.3.1 Recording and transcription 

 Research interviews were audio recorded using an Olympus VN731 Digital Dictaphone. 

All interviews were transcribed by the author. The data was ‘cleaned’ during transcription to 

make it readable: some unnecessary utterances such as ‘ah’, ‘um’, and so on, were omitted 

from the transcripts. Excessive hesitation and repetition was also omitted. Cleaning the data 

produced transcripts which were both readable and faithful to the recorded interviews (Braun 

& Clarke, 2013).  

4.3.2 Data analysis process  

The data was analysed according to the conventions of thematic analysis, which 

includes six stages of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

The first stage of analysis described by Braun and Clarke (2006) is familiarisation 

with the data. This began during the interview phase, during which initial ideas and 

reflections on the accumulating data set were noted. Transcription facilitated further 

familiarisation with the data set.  

The second stage involves generating initial codes. In this case initial codes were 

basic features of the data, typically at the semantic level, which appeared interesting. An 

inductive ‘bottom up’ approach was employed. Codes were recorded by hand on hard copies 

of each transcribed interview in turn.  

The third stage involves searching for themes: a set of themes which categorised the 

initial line-by-line codes was generated for each interview (see Appendix 8 for examples). 

After all interviews were coded and themes identified, the themes were compared across all 

interviews. There was considerable overlap with many themes identified across interviews. A 

master set of themes was constructed from all interviews. The QSR NVivo Version 10 

software programme was used to link the themes with their data extracts. 

The fourth stage of TA was conducted by reviewing themes, that is, checking whether 

the individual themes work in relation to the coded extracts (level 1), and whether the themes 

‘accurately’ reflect the meanings evident in the data set as a whole (level 2). Initial thematic 
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maps (Appendix 7) were generated to illustrate relationships between themes and the 

meanings and implications of these relationships. 

The fifth stage of TA involved defining and naming themes. This process allows for 

the refinement of the specifics of each theme, and the overall story that the analysis tells, by 

generating clear definitions and names for each theme. At this stage  the themes to be 

presented in the analysis were chosen.  

The sixth stage of analysis involved producing the report. The themes which were 

related to each other were grouped together under the headings of overarching themes, which 

explained their relationships (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

4.4 Ethical issues 

The Code of Professional Ethics according to the Psychological Society of Ireland 

(2003) was adhered to in carrying out this research project. The following ethical 

considerations were addressed during the research process: 

4.4.1 Ethics approval 

Ethics approval for this study was sought and obtained from the University of 

Limerick Faculty of Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee (see 

Appendix 6 for confirmation letter).  

4.4.2 Informed consent 

All participants were furnished with an information document (Appendix 1) about the 

research when they were invited to participate. At the time of the interview the participants 

signed a consent form (Appendix 2), which detailed their right to revoke their consent and 

withdraw from the study at any time, without giving a reason. Participants who completed the 

interview via video or voice call gave verbal consent, after hearing a verbal explanation of the 

details on the consent form. They were also furnished with a copy of the consent form via 

email.  

4.4.3 Anonymity and confidentiality  

The participants were informed that their confidentiality would be maintained 

throughout the research process. They were informed of the limits of confidentiality both in 

the information sheet and prior to interview. They were informed that confidentially would 

only be breached if they disclosed specific information which reflected a danger to 

themselves or others. Access to research data is limited to the author and the academic 
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supervisor. The research interviews were transcribed to omit any identifying information as 

soon as possible after the interview; when transcription was complete the recordings were 

deleted. The transcriptions are anonymous and are stored securely on USB drives; they will 

be kept for 10 years and then completely destroyed in accordance with the conditions of 

ethical approval. 

4.4.4 Potential for distress and ethical safeguards 

It was acknowledged that there was potential for participants to become distressed 

regarding the subject matter of the interview. Upon completion of each research interview 

every participant was furnished with information regarding support services they could 

access (Appendix 4). However, this risk was considered unlikely to be beyond that normally 

experienced in the participant's usual working life. The participants are trained professionals 

who work directly or have worked with people who were abused as children. Therefore, they 

have specialist training in dealing with abuse, they are be accustomed to discussing these 

topics as part of their work, and they have good support structures already in place to help 

them with the emotional difficulties of their work. No such issues arose during the research 

process; all participants appeared comfortable and willing to engage with the subject matter 

throughout the research interviews.  
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5 Results 

 

5.1 Chapter introduction and statement of argument  

This chapter presents the results of a qualitative analysis of the research data. The 

analysis is organised around the following central argument: aspects of the social context in 

Ireland contribute to the occurrence of CSA. The participants describe two main contexts in 

Ireland that are conceptualised as facilitating the occurrence of CSA. First, the discursive 

construction of CSA is conceptualised as problematic in Ireland. Irish people are described as 

having an unhealthy relationship with discussing sexuality and CSA. The lack of societal 

discourse about CSA has far-reaching implications and affects the ways in which CSA is 

handled in Ireland. The overarching theme ‘Discourse of CSA in Irish society’ presents these 

ideas and is a central organising concept for a number of primary themes which together 

illustrate the problem of discourse in Irish society. 

Secondly, children are valued less in society than adults and the ways children are 

treated in society make them vulnerable to abuse. This is based on participants’ observations 

of the treatment of children. This inequality has been written into the Irish constitution. It is 

argued that children’s circumstances enable CSA to persist in Ireland, and the overarching 

theme ‘Suffer the little children: The subjugated status of children in Irish society’ presents 

these ideas and discusses the primary themes which contribute towards this overarching 

theme. 

In this chapter these two overarching themes are presented in turn.  
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5.2 Discourse of childhood sexual abuse in Irish society  

The overarching theme ‘Discourse of childhood sexual abuse in Irish society’ is a 

central idea that connects many other themes in the data set. It is a framework for 

understanding how the absence of a realistic social narrative surrounding child sexual abuse 

in Irish society helps perpetuate its occurrence. This overarching theme captures participants’ 

accounts of the circumstances that shape public discourse and awareness of CSA; it is 

strongly evident throughout the data set. The themes which are relevant to this overarching 

theme are discussed in turn. The thematic map in Figure 5.1 illustrates the connections 

between the themes.  
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Figure 5.1: Thematic map of the overarching theme ‘Discourse of child sexual abuse in 

Irish society’ 
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5.2.1 Culture of silence  

The theme ‘Culture of silence’ is an extension of the overarching theme; it refers to 

the participants’ explanations that CSA is not discussed in Irish society. All participants made 

reference to the ways discussion of CSA is avoided by most members of Irish society. The 

culture of silence preventing discussion of CSA allows the problem to go unacknowledged. 

Participants occasionally made reference to how the topic of CSA is more openly discussed 

today than in previous years. However, the overall consensus was that the topic is still 

considered taboo and is avoided. The lack of discussion about CSA keeps it far from the 

awareness of most people: 

[For] people who haven’t been affected by abuse generally, and some people who 

have been affected by abuse, sexual abuse doesn’t really come into their 

consciousness. It’s not talked about, at all. And if it is, it’s done in extremes I think, 

you know, like ‘the monster’ and ‘how could anyone ever do that?’ (Conor) 

Conor raises an important point that the absence of discourse of CSA allows most people to 

remain unaware of issue. He also notes the stereotypical ways CSA is discussed. The absence 

of a realistic discourse of CSA allows narratives based on stereotypes to proliferate, a point 

which will be discussed later (see 5.2.5). The absence of open discussion of CSA was 

postulated as facilitating the occurrence of this type of abuse, because when it is not talked 

about it can be overlooked: ‘…it’s facilitated on a cultural level because it is a difficult thing 

to talk about’ (Miriam). Here Miriam explains that CSA is not discussed because it is a very 

difficult topic to discuss, avoidance of the subject is the natural reaction of most people 

because it is so abhorrent. The difficulty of discussing the topic was made clear by 

participants, especially in reference to their experiences of discussing their work with other 

people. Their experiences illustrated how difficult it is for most people to engage in any type 

of discussion regarding the topic of child abuse, and thus, the subject is generally avoided. 

For example Conor speaks about the reactions he gets from people when he tells them where 

he works (specialist CSA service). He explains that most people do not want to engage in 

conversation about it:  

…it’s a conversation stopper most times, and that’s OK because I think it can be quite 

a polluting thing to hear what can happen to children. But I think that society is in 

denial about it still, that this happens to kids. At some level I think they are in denial. 

(Conor). 
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The denial referred to by Conor is reflected at the most basic level by the lack of societal 

discourse about CSA. Without discourse there is no acknowledgement of CSA, this allows 

denial to continue.  

 Many participants noted the considerable public attention which child sexual abuse 

has received in Ireland since the 1990s, but were concerned about the subsequent decrease in 

public discussion and thus reduced awareness of the topic. The media spectacle surrounding 

the CSA scandals since the 1990s has passed; this allows members of society to forget about 

the danger of CSA and think of it as a problem from a bygone era: 

I think almost the fact that a lot of the media attention has gone away from the clergy 

and the scandals that would have happened with institutions in Ireland around CSA, I 

think less people are talking about it. I think that’s dangerous because it facilitates it 

to continue to happen. (Luke) 

In the context of the many CSA scandals that came to public attention throughout the 1990s, 

it is significant that CSA still cannot be discussed. Poor ability to discuss it creates an 

environment where CSA can go unnoticed.  

5.2.2 Taboo of discussing normal sexuality with children  

 The participants associate the absence of societal discourse about CSA with a strong 

taboo in Ireland about discussing sex and sexuality, particularly with children and 

adolescents. This theme was evident in the data of the majority of participants, and captures 

the instances where the presence of this taboo was noted. It is an important theme because it 

describes the context within which children in Ireland today learn about sex and CSA. 

Participants refer to the problems children have in learning, and how an incomplete 

knowledge of sexuality and CSA leaves children in a vulnerable position.  

 Participants highlighted that discussion of sex and sexuality with young people is very 

difficult for adults, and is generally avoided where possible. The taboo was associated with 

Irish culture and the historical influence of Catholicism, for example: ‘I think Catholic 

religion would have made people think “Oh we don’t talk about sex and its bad”’ (Aoife). 

The absence of age appropriate discussion with children about sex makes it difficult for them 

to make sense of this aspect of the world they live in. Participants provided evidence that 

children’s attempts to learn about sex are not facilitated well by adults: 
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I think there is still difficulty in Irish society around teaching children about sex. I 

remember talking to one mum recently where she was talking about her 10 year old 

boy and he was asking her about where babies come from and wasn’t accepting her 

story, some story around storks and things like that. (Bridget) 

This quote captures a cultural milieu where parents may attempt to keep children ignorant to 

certain aspects of normal sexuality. In the above example the parent’s avoidance of 

discussing normal sexuality with her child was described by Bridget as being inappropriate to 

his age; Bridget believed 10 years was old enough to learn about sex. The view that it is not 

commonplace for many children to learn about sexuality in a straightforward manner through 

discussion with their parents is prevalent among participants. For example: ‘It is still a 

subject that causes a little bit of discomfort. Even if I’m talking to friends, they have huge 

difficulty in answering normal healthy sexual type of questions that their young children 

would have’ (Sinead). It is evident that the taboo around talking to children and young people 

about normal sexuality creates confusion for children who seek to understand the world they 

live in, with sexuality as a part of that. A number of participants expressed their concerns that 

if children are not talked to about sex and sexuality it is difficult for them to develop an 

awareness of appropriate boundaries. This may hamper their ability to keep themselves safe 

or tell someone if they are experiencing abuse. 

I think talking about sex in general leads to an awareness of what’s OK and what’s 

not OK. I think if we are not talking to children about sex in general they don’t know 

when something is happening that shouldn’t be happening. (Bridget) 

Unfortunately the consensus among participants is that children are not in a position to learn 

about normal sexuality and sexual abuse because there are strong social sanctions which 

prevent adults from discussing these issues with children.  

 The strong social sanctions against children discussing sex and sexuality with adults 

may hamper their ability to make disclosures effectively. If a child thinks they should not 

discuss sexual things with their parents they may not be able to explain their experiences. In 

the following example a child attempted to disclose sexual abuse but did not explicitly state 

what was happening to her.   

There are cases where my clients would have felt that they had told their parents 

about what had happened. They would have used words like ‘I don’t want him around 
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the house anymore’ or ‘I don’t like him’ or things like that. And they would have felt 

that they were very clear in their communication to their parents about what was 

happening when they were younger. ... I think in maybe some parents there is an 

unwillingness to see it or to hear it is happening because it’s so unbearable to think 

about.  (Jack) 

Jack is describing both an ambiguous style of communication, and an inability of parents to 

consider the possibility of CSA unless it is described explicitly. In the context of a taboo 

around discussing sex a child might communicate vaguely about CSA. The taboo around sex 

and CSA appears to be effective in preventing discussion of the subject in this instance. Jack 

suggests that the absence of discourse of CSA prevents parents from thinking about CSA and 

considering it as a possibility when something is wrong with a child. The taboo facilitates 

abuse to continue by preventing societal discourse which reduces awareness and thus keeps 

some people blind to its occurrence. 

 Overall, the theme ‘taboo of discussing normal sexuality with children’ is significant 

because it contextualises the ways in which children in Ireland learn about sexuality. 

Problems teaching children about sexual abuse, sexuality and boundaries have negative 

consequences for children’s ability to recognise and disclose abuse. This theme relates 

strongly to the overarching theme because it shows how a lack of discourse about normal 

sexuality can extend to prevention of discourse about CSA.   

5.2.3 Pornography’s role in socialising sexually harmful behaviour 

 The results of this study suggest that pornography plays a central role in the sexual 

socialisation of some Irish children and adolescents; this may be associated with increased 

occurrence of peer-perpetrated sexual abuse. In a culture where there is almost no meaningful 

acknowledgement of CSA, and there are barriers to children learning about normal sexuality 

through discussion with adults, it is logical that children will seek to learn about sexuality 

through other means. The easy accessibility of online pornography can meet this need for 

information. Many participants expressed their concerns that pornography is the primary, and 

quite often the only source of sexual education for many adolescents today. The difficulty of 

this increased access to pornography was related to the types of messages about gender roles 

that are conveyed. Also, it was asserted that much of the pornography available depicts 

aggression and violence. In the context of a society in which young people are often 

prohibited from discussing sexuality with adults, the messages they receive from 
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pornography about sexuality and gender roles may be accepted as normal. They may develop 

unhealthy beliefs about sexuality that go unchallenged in the absence of realistic relationship 

and sexual education from parents or schools.  

I think peer-to-peer abuse is probably linked to online pornography, the use of online 

pornography and I think boys and girls kind of getting an education on what they then 

believe are sexual norms and what should be expected in a sexual relationship or any 

kind of intimate relationship, and leads to maybe abusing one another. (Conor) 

 Participants with experience of working in specialist CSA services noted new trends 

in peer-perpetrated sexual abuse which they related to the messages about gender roles which 

are evident in pornography. Not all peer-perpetrated abuse was characterised by a power 

imbalance based on an age gap or one child having a disability. A slightly different category 

of peer-perpetrated abuse discussed by participants refers to assaults on young adolescent 

girls by boys or groups of boys their own age: 

One of the things that we are seeing an awful lot more of is generally teenage girls, 

say 12, 13, 14 year olds being assaulted by teenage boys or groups of teenage boys. 

So we’re seeing a big increase there, again I’m wondering about the objectification of 

females through, you know, accessing internet porn, and so on. (Sarah) 

Arguably, this type of sexual assault might not be categorised as child sexual abuse which 

usually involves a power imbalance based on age, but rather gender-based sexual violence. In 

this context the participants question how boys today are being socialised to view young 

women, and similarly how girls are being socialised to view their role in sexual relationships. 

For example, Sarah noted that some teenage girls she has worked with have very low 

expectations of how boys should treat them. Again, the use of pornography was given as the 

context for participants’ observed increase of peer CSA. Conor describes the social processes 

that lead groups of boys to sexually attack young girls their own age:  

[They are] nearly egging each other on, kind of, the peer-pressure. And where are 

they learning that this is the way to relate to young women? One hypothesis is that 

they learn it from their easily, and it seems frequent, access to online pornography. 

(Conor)  

Sarah and Conor’s quotations here illuminate the rigid gender roles and sexual expectations 

that appear to be the context for sexual abuse between peers. These beliefs about sexuality 
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which are evident in teenagers’ behaviour are related to the messages conveyed through 

pornography by participants. Overall, this theme is important in setting the context for peer-

perpetrated CSA, which accounts for a substantial proportion of all CSA, and is thus a 

significant problem in Irish society. Most importantly, this theme illustrates the banality of 

the circumstances that can surround peer CSA, and relates the context to specific cultural 

factors in Ireland which prohibit open discussion of sexuality and appropriate sexual 

boundaries with young people. 

5.2.4 The fiction of public awareness of CSA   

A theme emerged in the data where participants challenged the assumption that the 

Irish public have adequate awareness of the sexual abuse, and that this can prevent the 

occurrence of CSA. This theme is important because it questions the extent to which the Irish 

public in general are aware of and understand CSA. There was a consensus that people in 

Ireland are aware that sexual abuse of children happens, and that this awareness has increased 

in recent years since the considerable public attention institutional abuse scandals received. 

However, the public do not have any meaningful information about CSA.  

There might be public awareness in that child abuse is mentioned now, as in it 

happens, but I don’t know is there public awareness as to how to actually talk about 

the subject or manage the subject. (Sinead) 

In the context of discussions about public awareness, the participants highlighted that such 

awareness of the occurrence of CSA exists without any meaningful understanding of it. 

According to the participants the public lack understanding about what constitutes CSA, 

about people who abuse children, about prevalence, and about the settings within which CSA 

is likely to occur. As Sinead refers to above, the public lack the ability to engage with the 

subject. Similarly Sarah explains that the public lack accurate information about sexual 

abuse. In the absence of accurate information the public’s perception of CSA consist of 

inaccuracies. 

I think the public are aware that abuse happens but don’t understand how it might 

happen and don’t understand how to protect children. I think public awareness is 

probably a mass of misunderstanding and misperception, which is not necessarily 

helpful. There is an awareness of its existence and its occurrence in the absence of a 

better understanding of how it comes about and in what kind of context. (Sarah) 
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The participants conveyed their opinions about the very limited and narrow ways in which 

the Irish public view CSA. Awareness of the existence of CSA does not translate to 

understanding of the topic; some participants went so far as to question the general public’s 

understanding of the definition of CSA. One participant gives the example that her adult 

therapy clients are sometimes unaware that their own experiences would be classified as 

sexual abuse:  

Very often when I have a client coming into the service and I go through the service 

leaflet, often they can be very surprised at what is sexual abuse, because they did not 

think that touching in a sexual area was sexual abuse. So I don’t know do people 

actually know what comes under the definition, I wouldn’t have that as a 

presumption. (Sinead)  

The limited understanding about the diversity of CSA was postulated by participants to 

hamper the ability to recognise some situations as abusive, or as having the potential for 

abuse. This finding about the limitations of public awareness and understanding of abuse is 

significant because it is surprising in the context of a society where abuse scandals were in 

the public eye constantly a number of years ago. The level of public attention to CSA in 

recent years gives the impression that as a society Ireland is now conscious of the problem of 

CSA, and that understanding of the problem goes hand in hand with this. However, the 

participants challenge this assumption. This finding fits with previously described themes 

which illustrate the lack of discourse about CSA in Irish society. It makes sense that Irish 

people understand very little about CSA if the subject is never discussed. 

Public awareness of child sexual abuse was discussed by all participants in terms of 

its ability to prevent CSA from happening. Participants varied in their opinions about the 

preventative value of public awareness. Some appeared to take it for granted that public 

awareness can reduce the incidence of abuse: 

I would hope it’s getting better [referring to a hope for decline in incidence of abuse] 

as there has been more publicity around it now, more of an awareness, and that will 

hopefully banish some of that concealment that would have happened in the past. 

(Aoife) 

However, many other participants explicitly questioned the extent to which public awareness 

can impact prevalence. In addition to poor understanding of the dynamics of CSA, they 
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illustrated clearly that it is extremely difficult for people to acknowledge the possibility of 

CSA happening close to home. As such, awareness of the issue does not have a linear 

relationship with detection of CSA. The effect of ‘public awareness’ was further questioned 

because even if the public are aware of the dangers and risks in an accurate way, and parents 

and children take precautions based on this knowledge, this can’t totally prevent CSA 

because this does not affect offender behaviour. The potential for public awareness to protect 

is weighed against the motivation of sexual offenders to perpetrate abuse: 

Could you ever say that there wouldn’t be somebody out there that who would want 

to exploit a child and who wouldn’t be able to, no matter how aware the child was that 

they could talk, would be just in physical danger if they did. So to expect that public 

awareness could take away the fact that for some children there is a genuine physical 

risk, it is possible to guarantee that wouldn’t happen? (Lisa) 

Most of the participants make it seem unreasonable to expect public awareness would act as a 

preventative factor. This is in the context of the evidence provided by them that the public 

have only a rudimentary understanding of CSA, and therefore are ill-equipped to protect 

children when CSA does not fit their false perceptions.  

 Overall this theme is a central one in the analysis as it relates strongly to the 

overarching theme of discourse of CSA and it helps build the picture of the ways in which the 

Irish public are surprisingly limited in their ability to recognise or intervene in CSA. But most 

significantly, this theme is surprising as it challenges the assumptions may people have about 

the extent to which the general public recognise and understand CSA. 

5.2.5 Masking the ugly truth: Myths and stereotypes about CSA 

 Inaccurate myths and biased stereotypes abound in the societal discourse of CSA in 

Ireland. The general public’s beliefs about CSA are informed by myths and stereotypes in the 

absence of balanced societal discussion of the subject. This theme is evident in most of the 

data set. Many myths were evident, the two most prominent will be discussed in this section: 

the myth that sexual abusers are ‘monsters’, and the myth that children are abused by 

strangers. The participants associated the prevalence of these myths and stereotypes with 

poor understanding of CSA and the contexts within which children might realistically be at 

risk. Myths and stereotypes were related to the decisions parents make about the supervision 

of their children. This theme is important because it illustrates how the Irish public’s limited 

understanding of CSA is substituted with stereotypical beliefs, and how people make 
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decisions or fail to consider the possibility of CSA based on stereotypical beliefs and lack of 

information. This theme is related to the overarching theme regarding discourse of CSA in 

Irish society because it shows that in the absence of real discussion of CSA the only narrative 

that exists is based on myth. The following myths and stereotypes will be discussed in this 

section: 

 Sexual abusers as ‘monsters’; 

 Stranger danger. 

5.2.5.1 Sexual abusers as ‘monsters’ 

 Public perception of CSA is based on myths and stereotypes in the absence of open 

discourse about CSA in society which is based on accurate information. The ‘monster’ 

stereotype is an example of a myth that informs the perceptions of most people. The monster 

stereotype serves the function of ‘othering’ sexual abusers so that they can be thought of as 

different and separate from ‘normal’ members of society.  

I think people’s awareness around what a paedophile is, is still probably quite limited 

or a sex offender, is still quite limited. My thoughts on it would be that a paedophile is 

viewed as this scary creepy man, who lurks in the shadows and has, kind of, long 

facial hair and smells, maybe a homeless man. (Jack)  

The stereotype of the sexual abuser as a ‘monster’ is evident here, which is referred to by 

many participants. The ‘monster’ stereotype encourages people to view sexual offenders in 

simplistic one-dimensional terms. The view of sexual abusers as evil implies that someone so 

terrible could not pass as a normal person. The recognition of this stereotype is important 

because it can prevent us from considering the possibility that someone who functions well in 

society could be an abuser. 

I think a lot of people assume that [if] he is a really nice man, he couldn’t possibly 

abuse or he couldn’t do that. A lot of abusers were good up-standing members of their 

community and well-respected and well-liked and wonderful in public. And I think 

there is an unspoken assumption among the general public that abusers are not nice 

people; that you have got to be able to see that somehow. (Diane) 

Diane illustrates the difficulty people have in accepting outwardly ‘normal’ people into the 

stereotyped category of ‘monster’. This illustrates how difficult it is for people to accept the 

possibility that their friends, family, and members of their community could commit such 
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crimes. The stereotype prevents them from considering this possibility, and thus child abusers 

can continue to be thought of as ‘other’; as different from the normal population and ‘not one 

of us’.  

 The participants associate the prominence of stereotypes with a lack of public 

discussion about the issue. This links strongly with previously discussed themes about the 

lack of discourse of CSA in society. In the absence of accurate information about people who 

might potentially abuse a child, stereotypes inform the beliefs of most people. The absence of 

discourse about the subject allows limiting myths and stereotypes to remain in the public 

consciousness. Most of the participants discussed the importance of increased, realistic and 

balanced public discussion to challenge such myths: 

[We need] more public discussion, the discussion is very skewed in one direction. It’s 

very much, kind of around extreme cases, am, that kind of stereotypical sex offender 

as opposed to actually, the more, what the more real sex offender is. (Jack) 

In light of the acknowledgement of the existence of a myth about abusers only being 

monsters, and the effect that has on people’s assumptions about who might abuse children, 

the importance of challenging these myths is appreciated. As long as abusers are only thought 

of as monsters then it is not possible to consider that normal people might abuse children. 

5.2.5.2 Stranger danger 

 The myth of stranger danger leads the public to believe that children are primarily at 

risk from strangers, thus they do not consider that children could be abused by anyone else. 

There is little awareness that the majority of CSA is perpetrated by adults who are known to 

the child. The myth of stranger danger was described as the perception of potential threat 

from complete strangers. This stood in contrast with many participants’ observations of 

parents leaving their children in the care of people whom they are only barely acquainted 

with. The inaccurate belief in ‘stranger danger’ allows parents to become complacent 

regarding informal childcare: ‘I think Irish people are still very laid back, in my opinion, I 

still think that we are very, very trusting... People give their kids over very easily, in my 

opinion’ (Jane). The following quote from Luke captures the contrast between the overlooked 

realistic threat to children at a community level, and the perceived threat from ‘the stranger’. 

[We are] fooling ourselves in making, kind of, cognitive thinking errors and just 

thinking, boxing ourselves in that these are the perpetrators and they look like this; 
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they are dirty old men in trench coats. Sometimes they are guys in 3 piece suits sitting 

behind a computer 1000 miles away. There is no stereotypical, people get into that 

false sense of security, that it’s a guy hiding in a bush with a camcorder. Most of the 

time now it’s not. 

Interviewer: Like if I don’t leave my kid walk home on their own for a guy to 

jump out from behind a bush then- 

But I will leave them with an uncle that I’ve always wondered about but he’s grand, 

he’s a bit weird but he’s grand. And then the abuse happens there. So it’s knowing 

that sexual offenders don’t have a particular age, race, body type, gender even, 

sometimes. Anybody potentially could be. (Luke) 

This oversight by parents about who they allow to take care of their children stands in 

contrast to the amount of energy put into ensuring children are safe from the perceived threat, 

which is based on myth. The participants’ data clearly illustrates how the myths about who 

abuses children, and poor understanding of CSA, may prevent parents from considering the 

possibility of abuse where it is realistically likely to happen in families or at a community 

level. 

 Overall this theme is important because it illustrates how the different myths keep 

society blind to the realistic threats to children, which are not from monsters and strangers, 

but from family members and other people in positions of trust. This theme is interesting 

because it helps explain how stereotypes prevent people from considering possibilities that 

are too terrible to think about; that a loved one may abuse a child. 

5.2.6 One voice in the silence: Media reporting and its influence on societal perception 

of CSA 

 In Ireland the news media is in a powerful position to influence the beliefs and 

perceptions of the general public in the absence of any other source of information about 

CSA. As a theme this is strongly evident throughout the data set. The myths and stereotypes 

discussed in the previous section are firmly positioned by many participants as deriving from 

news media: ‘I think that there are lots of myths abroad and they are perpetuated I think in the 

press’ (Sarah). In the absence of open and realistic discourse about CSA the messages 

received from the media about abuse are the only messages available to the public. Thus they 

are absorbed without question or challenge since there is no alternative narrative. The ways in 

which the media affects public perception of CSA are discussed. This is an important theme 

because it identifies a source of the problem of limited discourse of CSA, and also a solution. 
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In thinking about the role of the media its potential role in informing the public about CSA 

can also be considered. 

 The main concern that participants expressed about the news media was that the 

reporting of cases of CSA is biased and only represents a small proportion of the types of 

CSA cases that exist. There is a bias to reporting stereotypical cases, such as when children 

are attacked by strangers. There is also a bias to reporting cases that secure a criminal 

conviction, which only accounts for a very small proportion of all cases of CSA. Cases that 

secure a conviction are not representative of the spectrum of abuse that happens in Ireland.  

Only the exceptional cases get a conviction so therefore only the exceptional cases get 

reported on the news. So again, it’s just this kind of - the view of it is very skewed in 

one way. (Jack) 

A bias towards reporting on the most deplorable cases was also identified. The media’s bias 

towards reporting on the most horrific cases instils a false belief that CSA is always 

completely devastating, when in fact children can recover and adjust well when supported.  

I think having a balance to the reporting, and trying to understand the subtleties of it. 

Again, it’s that giving a lot of time to the awfulness; ‘this person is traumatised, this is 

awful, this is person is damaged for life’. You hear that a lot in the media; that this 

person is damaged for life. So I would like a rebalancing there, and I think stories of 

survival would be wonderful. (Sarah) 

Reporting on only the most deplorable cases and portraying the perpetrators as monsters does 

not acknowledge the complexity of the abuse experience for children. Continuation biased 

reporting of CSA cases perpetuates the narrow public perception of abuse in the absence of 

any alternative source of information about it. 

 In contrast to the problems with media reporting, participants noted that the presence 

of the topic of CSA in popular media can also have a positive impact on survivors of abuse. 

Participants argued that increased presence of this topic in the media gives survivors the 

courage to seek support: 

I think talking about it has done a lot of good, you know. And if people see it talked 

about in the media openly, maybe that gives them permission to talk about it more 

openly, at some level. I think that’s positive. (Miriam) 
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Although there are problems with the way the media reports CSA, the fact that there is a 

platform for survivors to share their stories is regarded as positive. Overall, the participants 

clearly illustrate the central role of news media in Ireland of shaping public perception and 

discourse of CSA.  

5.2.7 Sexual offenders: A group without narrative  

 The perpetrators of sexual abuse go unacknowledged in Irish society because there is 

no realistic narrative that represents them. It has been argued that the only way of talking 

about sexual abusers is in stereotypical terms, which does not realistically represent these 

people. There is no other way to talk about these people, thus they are unacknowledged. 

Earlier in this chapter it has been argued that sexual abuse is not talked about in society, the 

public has little knowledge of the dynamics of CSA, and that stereotypes about sexual 

offenders proliferate in the absence of realistic information. This theme builds on these 

arguments by showing how the lack of realistic discourse of CSA in society helps facilitate 

abuse to continue by keeping perpetrators underground. The ways CSA perpetrators are 

talked about in society is discussed in relation to the problem of a lack of rehabilitative 

services for people with sexually harmful behaviour. 

 The scarcity and inaccessibility of rehabilitative services for people with sexually 

harmful behaviour signifies the polarisation of sexual offenders in Irish society. Some 

participants explained that there are very few services for people with sexually harmful 

behaviour outside of prisons. Providing an accessible service which would support people to 

deal with their sexually harmful behaviour was described by participants as very important in 

preventing abuse. ‘Certainly one of the things we have been advocating for about 14 years 

now is an adequate sex offender’s treatment programme. ... What’s needed is something 

national, accessible’ (Diane). Although supports to prevent the development and/or 

continuation of sexually harmful behaviour were described as important, considerable 

barriers to providing such services were identified. Participants described how the 

acknowledgement of sexual offenders by providing a service might be publically unpopular. 

In a society where sexual offenders are demonised, and that is the only acceptable way to 

speak about them, it may not be acceptable to acknowledge their existence as human beings 

by providing them with any type of rehabilitative service. Sinead captures this idea in her 

discussion about the reasons there are no accessible services for people with sexually harmful 

behaviour:  
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Is it that there would be absolute outrage? Because the other side of it is that if people 

thought there was a service for offenders they’d go mad altogether. It’s funny the 

good/bad thinking, that the victim is good and the perpetrator is really bad, you know 

the dynamic that goes on there. This could be your family member, they need help 

too. (Sinead) 

Sinead’s quote alludes to public attitudes towards sexual offenders, and a presumed public 

disproval of providing any service to them. Furthermore, in this quote she acknowledges that 

CSA perpetrators are normal people, that they are embedded in social networks and that they 

are often the family members of the children they abuse. She also takes a view of sexual 

offenders which is very different from the dominant discourse; she conceptualises people 

with sexually harmful behaviour as capable of changing their behaviour. This does not fit 

with the ‘monster’ stereotype. Sinead demonstrates a considered view of the dynamics of 

CSA which is completely different from the simplistic view of sexual offenders which 

dominates the public discourse about them. By departing from the limited stereotyped 

discourse about offenders which is common in Ireland, the participants shed light on the 

subtleties of that discourse. Presumed public disproval of acknowledgement of the existence 

of sexual offenders was evident across the data set. Other participants alluded to presumed 

negative reaction to any acknowledgement of the humanity of sexual abusers. In a discussion 

about the use of broadcast media to advertise services for people with sexually harmful 

behaviour, Emer alludes to the same resistance to acknowledgement of the humanity of 

sexual offenders:  

If there was something public that was targeting those people [people with sexually 

harmful behaviour] - I’m not sure how the Irish broadcaster would be in putting that 

up. You could imagine people going ‘Oh God, what’s this now?’ It’s like the belief 

that if you...put on an ad looking for paedophiles you are going to give people the idea 

to go off and abuse children! (Emer) 

Emer attributes the presumed resistance to acknowledging sexual offenders to the common 

fear that by talking about something you make it more likely to happen. However, there may 

be more to the resistance than this fear. To speak about sexual offenders in any terms other 

than the stereotypes violates an unwritten rule; they should not be humanised and the public 

should not be confronted with the reality that sexual offenders are normal people. The 

violation of this rule was illustrated again by Sinead when she described an attitude of 
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resistance among her colleagues to the acknowledgement of sexual offenders. This became 

an issue when she was writing an information guide for parents of children who have been 

abused. She wanted to include information in the guide about rehabilitative services for 

people with sexually harmful behaviour:  

In terms of trying to get it passed that I could say something about offenders in the 

guide, I was met with huge resistance in actually saying that there are services for 

people who engage in sexually harmful behaviour. It’s like as if they didn’t want to 

know; ‘that’s someone else’s business – we’ll look after this bit’. (Sinead)  

Sinead captures the reaction when the unwritten rule is broken and child abusers are 

humanised and acknowledged as people who may need an intervention.  

 The lack of acknowledgement in society of people with sexually harmful behaviour 

and the associated stigma add to the considerable barriers experienced by people who might 

want to access rehabilitative services. The participants discussed the difficulty that someone 

who is at risk of offending but who does not want to become sexually abusive would have in 

accessing, or even identifying, a support service that would help them to avoid sexually 

abusing children.  

If you are a paedophile, if your kind of sexual orientation is directed towards children 

and you are seeking some sort of treatment, I think it would be incredibly difficult to 

do that. I don’t know how you go about that. Am, I would imagine that would be 

something you would be incredibly ashamed about and probably try and hide. And it 

could lead then to more problems, so I don’t think society really plays much of a role 

in trying to rehabilitate… (Jack) 

The participants refer to the risks that a person takes by acknowledging their own sexually 

harmful tendencies. Finding and accessing support for sexually harmful behaviour may be 

very difficult, possibly not worth the risk of being identified and disgraced. The stigma 

attached to paedophilia gives a person struggling with sexual fantasies involving children 

good reason to hide, even when they do not want to engage in sexually harmful behaviour. As 

Jack alludes to, identifying such services is very difficult. Other participants illustrated this 

difficulty, thus indicating the inaccessibility of this information and the unavailability of 

services. This demonstrates the barriers people with sexually harmful behaviour would have 

in attempting to access help for themselves. The absence of acknowledgement of people with 
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sexually harmful behaviour as demonstrated by participants is indicative of the absence of 

societal discourse of CSA. It illustrates how Irish society’s silence when it comes to sexual 

offenders keeps them underground and keeps the problem going by preventing people with 

sexually harmful behaviour from identifying and accessing support services if they were 

motivated to do so.  Thus, this theme is important because it illustrates how the cultural 

discourse about CSA may facilitate abuse. 

5.2.8 Education for social change  

 The theme of ‘Education for social change’ offers a solution to the problem of the 

culture of silence surrounding CSA in Ireland. The importance of disseminating information 

at a society level was emphasised to change public attitudes towards discussing the topic. 

This theme was evident in all interviews. The types of education discussed fall into four main 

subthemes:  

 General information about child sexual abuse for the Irish public;  

 Education for children about child sexual abuse; 

 Relationship and sexual education for children and adolescents; and 

 Education to target people at risk of developing sexually harmful behaviour.  

5.2.8.1 General information about CSA for the Irish public 

 Participants discussed the importance of education throughout Irish society, claiming 

that all members of the public need to have accurate information about sexual abuse. 

Emphasis was placed on the utility of mainstream media campaigns to improve the public’s 

understanding of sexual abuse of children. This was discussed in terms of educating the 

survivors of abuse, encouraging survivors to access support, and giving accurate information 

that might be used to protect children.  

Years ago we would not have thought that some of the ad campaigns on TV or on the 

papers or radio or whatever would ever have got that we would be talking about these 

things on the radio. Suicide, for example there has been major work done around 

suicide awareness. There probably needs to be something similar done around abuse 

awareness in terms of people understanding some basic facts around abuse: that it is 

not the victim’s fault; that it is a crime; and that when people are abused there are 

enormous impacts both short term and long term. (Diane) 

Education and public discussion about abuse was positioned as important to foster openness 

about the subject. Education about CSA at a public level is important to break the culture of 
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silence about CSA and the taboo around the subject. Participants noted that there is no 

openness around talking about this subject, and that the circumstances that allow children to 

be abused are unlikely to change until the culture around talking about the issue changes. 

Diane’s quote highlights how cultural taboos can be broken by well-planned public health 

campaigns with the example of recent suicide awareness campaigns. Furthermore, Bridget 

highlights the lack of openness in talking about sexual abuse of children, and the importance 

of education and public discourse to impact existing cycles of CSA: 

Education is so important, it’s such an important part of this for adults as well as 

children because maybe…if adults have experienced this [CSA] in their past it 

continues to be accepted as the norm. So education is an important part of it but until 

we are ok with talking about this stuff normally, naturally on the television or in the 

home it’s hard to change it. (Bridget) 

This subtheme is important and interesting because it is not just about educating the public; it 

is about using education particularly through media campaigns to affect a sea change in the 

way sexual abuse of children is discussed and dealt with in Irish society. The participants 

highlight that this need is not currently met in society. 

5.2.8.2 Education for children about CSA 

 Participants discuss the importance of children and parents knowing how to keep safe. 

Participants noted that schools have the Stay Safe programme which educates children about 

abuse, but this received criticism due to doubt about how consistently the Stay Safe 

programme is completed. Some participants asserted that completing the Stay Safe 

programme is not mandatory and that administration of it across schools is variable and may 

depend on the comfort level of teachers. There was a consensus that relying on Stay Safe as 

the primary source of information for children is not enough for adequate awareness.  

If we do Stay Safe Programme once, then that’s not enough, you don’t just do it once, 

you keep doing it and you adapt the contents that you do in terms of keeping kids 

safe, so it’s not just about stranger danger anymore, it’s about online behaviour, its 

awareness that things happen within families. Again, like suicide, you have to talk 

about it. (Luke) 

Luke suggests that Stay Safe is a once-off event, which does not meet the need to affecting a 

culture change which would allow children and adults to discuss the topic openly without 
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discomfort. By referencing suicide he is explaining that the topic needs to be opened up for 

discussion. He also suggests that the stay safe programme is out-dated and informed by 

stereotypes. Some participants discussed the value of communicating messages to children 

about their personal safety through children’s TV programmes and channels and websites 

aimed at young people.  

5.2.8.3 Relationship and sexual education for young people 

 In the context of a society in which discussing sex and sexuality with children is 

taboo, there is a need to provide balanced and realistic education about relationships and 

sexual boundaries. Children may not have an opportunity to learn about appropriate 

boundaries in sexual relationships; the role of pornography in encouraging sexually harmful 

behaviour in this context has been discussed in section 5.2.3. Education was discussed as a 

way to prevent young people from developing sexually harmful behaviour. This theme is 

important because it acknowledges the contextual factors that can socialise children and 

teenagers to be sexually abusive, and offers a suggestion to change this context. 

Acknowledgement of this also breaks a taboo; considering the possibility that children could 

be abusive is abhorrent.  

I get the sense that there’s not an understanding of consent, and again if these boys are 

learning about sex and sexuality through accessing porn – then again that’s 

domination and objectification of the female, that’s all part and parcel of porn, and 

they can’t see that sexual relationships are consensual and reciprocal. (Sarah) 

Identified needs for education included explicit discussions with young people about sexual 

abuse, who appropriate partners are, and consent in sexual relationships. Adequate 

relationship and sexual education was discussed by many participants as a priority in tackling 

the issue of CSA in Irish society: 

 [What is needed is] more openness about what is inappropriate sexually, and about 

sexual development. You know it shouldn’t all be medical at school level. It should be 

much more functional and relationship based, in what children learn in school and at 

home, sexuality wise and sexual development wise. (Miriam) 

Good quality relationship and sexual education including information about sexual abuse, 

sexual violence, and appropriate boundaries is valuable to help children protect themselves 

from abuse, but also to prevent them from developing sexually harmful behaviour. 
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5.2.8.4 Education to target people at risk of developing sexually harmful behaviour 

 Participants acknowledged that people who sexually abuse children are members of 

our communities, and to prevent abuse potential perpetrators can be targeted at a population 

level. Participants suggested public information and awareness campaigns that target people 

at risk of perpetrating sexually harmful behaviour. This subtheme is important because the 

participant’s suggestions break a taboo by acknowledging that people who sexually abuse 

children are not ‘monsters’; they are our neighbours, friends and family members. The 

participants also suggest that abusive behaviour can be socialised and thus intervening in this 

socialisation process is possible:  

There needs to be education programmes in the low socioeconomic communities in 

Ireland. This is all about learning more from an early age, because if you learn that 

something is wrong from an early age, and secondly you learn that it is absolutely not 

tolerated, and thirdly if you ever step over that line that the consequences are set in 

terms of the term of imprisonment you get or whatever. (Jane) 

In the above quote Jane acknowledges education to prevent sexually harmful behaviour needs 

to be implemented at a community level, such is the scale of the problem. She recommends a 

target for intervention; however, other participants recommend a broader ranging intervention 

to include all sectors of society. Suggesting that young people could be targeted at a 

community level to prevent the development of harmful behaviour breaks a taboo by 

implying that people who abuse children are members of all communities. Other participants 

also expressed the need to intervene at a population level to target abusers:  

Something like an ad in newspapers and magazines where you can contact, even just 

on the internet having a website, that this is what’s available if you are thinking about 

children in that way. Because then they can go about it in a very quiet non-shaming 

way allowing them to make that contact. (Emer) 

Here Emer refers to the need for an intervention to target people who have insight into their 

sexually abusive behaviour. Overall this subtheme is significant because it refers to the 

potential need to target education at people with sexually harmful behaviour, and 

acknowledges the need for a population-based intervention to match the scale of the problem. 

The theme of education is significant in the context of the overarching theme that there is a 

problem with the way CSA is discussed in Ireland. Education for all members of society 

could change the social narrative of surrounding CSA.  
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5.2.9 Conclusion to overarching theme ‘discourse of CSA in Irish society’ 

 The themes presented above illustrate that there is insufficient discussion of child 

sexual abuse in Irish society. The themes also illustrate the impact of this and that lack of 

discussion creates the context within which CSA can continue. This overarching theme is 

important because it demonstrates how these problems are evident in Irish society today.  
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5.3 Suffer the little children: The subjugated status of children in Irish society 

 In this section it will be argued that children are currently treated as second class 

citizens in Ireland in some subtle ways, which may facilitate sexual abuse. The status of 

children as unequal to adults is evident in some of the problems that can be seen in the 

services which are provided to children after CSA occurs. Thus, the extent to which Irish 

public services can prevent child abuse is limited in part because children are valued less than 

adults. The contexts that the undervaluing of children is evident are discussed. The themes 

and subthemes included in this section are as follows:  

 Children’s position in society as second class citizens 

 Inadequacy of services that respond to CSA. 

o Inadequacy of social work systems 

o Inaccessibility of the legal system 
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Figure 5.2: Thematic map of the overarching theme ‘Suffer the little children’ 
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5.3.1 Children’s position in Irish society as second class citizens 

 The position of children in Irish society as second class citizens is an important theme 

in the data set because it highlights the subtle ways in which children are valued less in 

society than adults. The undervaluing of children is evident in the attitudes towards children 

that participants describe, and in the ways children are treated in certain contexts, including 

the social work and legal systems. A number of participants described ways that children are 

viewed by adults as less important, and that the needs and views of children can be dismissed. 

The most salient example of this idea was provided by Lisa, who described the ways that she 

believes that many members of the public view children as extensions of their parents. She 

described how the belief that children are the property of their parents can lead to the 

violation of children’s rights. This is described as an issue that is rooted in Irish culture, 

which is ingrained in the mentalities of Irish people in general.   

We need … a public campaign to highlight children’s rights and children’s 

individuality, that they are not belongings. I think there’s still a bit of that – I don’t 

know where it comes from but I’m inclined to blame Catholicism. But I think of old 

there would have been, and there is still an element of it, that children are an 

extension of their parents. But they’re not. A sense that they are belongings. And I 

think that’s a very dangerous attitude to have, I think we need to try and break that so 

there’s probably something needed to break that, to try and get people to think about 

children as individuals in their own right and developing in their own way. Because I 

think that unhooks people from the tendency to control children, to try to get them to 

submit. (Lisa) 

The idea that children are seen as belongings illustrates very clearly an inequality between 

children and adults that is evident today. Children’s rights infringements are often thought of 

as relics of bygone eras, but this example highlights the subtle ways in which adult’s attitudes 

towards children perpetuate inequality.  

 The inequality between children and adults is not only evident in adult’s attitudes, it 

has been written into the constitution of Ireland. Some participants, particularly those with 

experience of working in specialist CSA services, described how the Irish constitution holds 

the rights of children as secondary to the rights of their parents ‘…the constitution upholds 

the rights of the family and the rights of parents, and what that means in practice is that 

children’s rights take second place’ (Lisa). One of the examples of this given by participants 
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is the legal system’s violation of a child’s right to privacy during the investigation of 

allegations of sexual abuse. Sarah notes the violation of children’s privacy and attributes it to 

children’s status as second class citizens in Ireland and cultural factors about how children 

are viewed in Ireland.  

Every day we see violation of children’s rights, children don’t have a right to privacy, 

like in the courts they have very little rights, parents’ rights tend to take precedence. 

...children’s therapy notes are being sought in criminal cases; they have no rights to 

that confidentiality... I think there must be something there about a state-wide, or a 

cultural lack of recognition of children’s rights. (Sarah) 

Conor provides a more detailed elaboration of the problems regarding children’s rights to 

privacy; he explains that children’s rights are more likely to be violated when they come into 

conflict with their parents’ interests. He gives the example of when a parent is accused of 

abusing a child, but because the accused is the child’s parent they still have authority over the 

child and their rights take precedence. Again, this problem is conceptualised as stemming 

from the attitudes within Irish society, indicating Conor’s opinion that violation of children’s 

rights are not isolated incidents, they are products of social inequality.  

If the parents have been directly implicated in the abuse, the children have named the 

parent as having abused them and yet the parent’s rights supersede the child’s right to 

privacy. You know, as in, it’s ok for the parent to see their child talking about their 

intimate details... I think that hasn’t been thought through and I think that society 

really disrespects a child who has been abused. (Conor) 

The continued violation of children’s rights in public systems perpetuates inequality and an 

attitude in Irish society of dismissal of children’s rights. The fact that the constitution of 

Ireland has held the rights of parents as more important than the rights of their children 

enshrines inequality in law. This theme is important because it is shocking that there is 

evidence that children are treated as second class citizens in modern Ireland.   

5.3.2 Inadequacy of services that respond to child sexual abuse 

 The participants provided evidence of inaccessibility of the services that respond 

when CSA is reported, which may be related to the status of children in Irish society. The two 

main services that are described by participants are the social work services that respond to 

provide assistance to the child, and the legal service that responds by investigating and 
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punishing crime. The participants highlighted the barriers to CSA survivors of accessing both 

support services and justice. The problems in accessing these are related by participants to 

children’s status as second class citizens. This theme is discussed in terms of two subthemes: 

 Inaccessibility of social work systems 

 There is no justice for children: inaccessibility of the legal system 

5.3.2.1 Inaccessibility of social work systems 

 The services that respond to protect children when CSA is reported were described by 

participants as inadequately resourced, and their limited ability to effectively respond when 

concerns arise is associated by participants with the status of children as second class 

citizens. According to many participants the social work services in Ireland can only respond 

to crisis and do not have the capacity to intervene before serious abuses happen.  

We defiantly need more social workers, I have been astounded by some of the 

referrals that I have sent in and that they are not getting to, and I think it is just simply 

that they are overworked and overburdened. (Aoife) 

The reported failure to provide adequate services is related to society as a whole. The 

importance of public awareness and empowering children to disclose abuse is contrasted with 

the problems in the services for children that mean it may not be possible to respond when 

concerns arise. The problem as described by participants is that these services are under 

resourced and therefore limited in the extent to which they can be effective. 

If all the public awareness is there and child knows that they can talk and they’ve 

talked to the right people, the system isn’t there and isn’t able to give them what they 

need at the time they need it. I think there  is an onus on us, and that goes back to your 

question about society, that it’s not just about raising awareness it’s not just about 

helping children to tell, it’s about being able to respond to them when they do tell. 

(Lisa) 

The participants evidence the inadequacy of the existing response structures that have the 

task of intervening when abuse happens. In the quote above Lisa relates this shortcoming to 

society as a whole; she positions society as responsible for responding to children’s needs. 

However, these needs are often unmet. Other participants speak in general terms about Irish 

society’s attitude towards providing services for children and vulnerable people, they related 

the inadequacy of services to the value with which children and other vulnerable people are 
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held within society. For example, Diane discusses the policies in group care homes for 

minimum numbers of staffing, which act as a protective factor against abuse occurring in 

these settings. She criticises what she views as frequent failure to comply with these 

standards:  

If that was supposed to be a protective factor, additional staff in this case, what does it 

say about the commitment to protecting clients or patients or children or whoever it 

might be? ... I don’t think it’s seen as important enough. (Diane)  

Failure to provide adequate services to children and vulnerable people was identified by other 

participants, and this was conceptualised as reflective of the value with which these people 

are held within society.  

5.3.2.2 There is no justice for children 

The majority of participants discussed problems in the legal system in terms of the 

ability of survivors of CSA to access justice. Participants described the huge challenge for 

survivors of CSA in engaging with the criminal justice system, and also the deterrence to 

survivors of pursuing this route because of the unlikelihood of achieving justice. These 

circumstances in particular serve as deterrents to survivors of CSA reporting these crimes. 

The low rate of reporting CSA arguably impacts on the persistence of CSA as there are few 

consequences for people who abuse children.  

The participants provided striking descriptions of the extreme difficulty met by 

survivors of abuse who provide evidence to pursue criminal convictions. The experience of 

engaging with the legal system was described as a re-traumatisation for survivors of abuse. 

They illustrated very clearly the reasons why the majority of survivors of CSA do not want to 

engage with this process, thus justice cannot be pursued and in many instances abuse is never 

reported.  

I’m not sure our system supports reporting, and therefore perhaps is in some way 

responsible for persistence … Our system doesn’t support the victim, so the system 

we have – our judicial system is very adversarial, it doesn’t help in reporting and it 

often re-traumatises people I think. With the way that it works, and the time that it 

takes. We have had cases from reporting to prosecution which took 4 years. (Miriam) 

The process in the legal system is a strong deterrent to survivors of abuse pursuing justice, 

the process is very difficult for survivors every step of the way. This deterrent and the 
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difficulty of proving the crime of sexual abuse mean that the vast majority of cases of CSA 

never go to trial and thus the people who commit those crimes go unpunished. Furthermore, 

many participants reported their impression that there is little justice for sexual crimes against 

children, even when people who sexually abuse children are found guilty:  

I don’t think we are aggressive enough at all, I don’t think that the, am, the sort of 

punishments don’t always match the crime that is being committed. (Jane) 

When people do report abuse and it does go up in court and you hear that someone 

gets a sentence of five years and 4 ½ years are suspended, then what sort of justice 

has been given for people who are actually convicted of abusing children? (Emer)  

The universal message from participants was that there are very few legal consequences for 

people who abuse children. For the vast majority of alleged sexual offenders who are not 

taken to court but do come to the attention of the authorities there are no significant 

consequences. They may be contacted by the police or the social work department, but 

generally speaking they can continue their lives in peace. This widespread lack of retribution 

for very serious crimes, with relatively lenient sentences when guilty verdicts are secured 

may be a deterrent to survivors taking the trouble to report their abuse experiences, as 

indicated by Emer above.  

 In conclusion, the participants illustrate the difficulty that survivors of CSA are met 

with when abuse is reported, which explains the reasons why many survivors of abuse are 

deterred from reporting. It is a very though road for survivors of CSA to both access adequate 

support, and achieve justice. The difficulties in accessing the social work and legal systems 

can arguably deter survivors of abuse and their families from reporting and attempting to 

access these systems. There are certainly very significant deterrents to survivors engaging 

with the legal system since the likelihood of securing a conviction is very low, and the cost to 

the survivor in terms of the traumatic nature of the way they are treated in the legal system is 

high. The participants illustrate clearly that for many children and adult survivors of CSA the 

cost of reporting CSA may not be worth it. The nature of the legal system makes justice 

inaccessible, and thus may be in part responsible for persistence since very few CSA crimes 

are punished. The position of children as second class citizens in Irish law and in Irish culture 

prevents any changes to these systems that might make the reporting of CSA easier for 

children and their families.  
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5.4 Conclusion to chapter 

This chapter has presented evidence in the data to support the central argument that 

aspects of the social, cultural and political contexts in Ireland contribute towards the 

occurrence of CSA. Two specific contexts have been discussed: 

 The lack of a realistic social discourse of CSA and the effect of this on society as a 

whole, and 

 Children are viewed and treated as second class citizens, and this affects the services 

children receive and their ability to access support and justice following experiences 

of CSA.  

Overall, the results of this analysis highlights unique social, cultural and political factors 

in Ireland that arguably help perpetuate the occurrence of child sexual abuse. Abuse is 

facilitated by a culture of silence that prevents children and adults from being open about 

sexual abuse and the possibility that it might happen within communities and families. Abuse 

is facilitated by the absence of any acknowledgement that people with sexually harmful 

behaviour are members of all communities, and the absence of any intervention that would 

prevent the development of sexually abusive behaviour. The occurrence of CSA is not only 

associated with Irish people’s attitudes about discussing it, but also Irish attitudes towards 

children. Abuse is facilitated at a cultural level by very subtle subjugating of children that 

occurs to some extent to all Irish children. In a society in which children are second class 

citizens the services that respond which CSA occurs are not child centred, and thus do not 

appropriately support the reporting of CSA. Therefore the majority of sexual crimes against 

children go unpunished, and CSA perpetrators experience little consequence and are free to 

continue to abuse more children. In conclusion, the participants present evidence that there 

are elements of the social and political context in Ireland which continue to facilitate sexual 

abuse of children. 
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6 Discussion 

6.1 Introduction and summary of findings 

The aim of the present study is to explore the context of child sexual abuse in Ireland. 

This aim is achieved by conducting qualitative interviews with psychologists who have 

experience of working with the survivors of CSA in Ireland. To address this aim, the research 

question of this study is: What are psychologists’ understandings of the context of child 

sexual abuse in Ireland?  

The main findings of this qualitative analysis centered around two overarching themes: 

 Discourse of child sexual abuse in Irish society, 

 Suffer the little children: The subjugated status of children in Irish society. 

The first overarching theme ‘Discourse of child sexual abuse in Irish society’ 

illustrates the research participants’ perceptions of a lack of societal discourse about child 

sexual abuse in Ireland. The taboo surrounding CSA prevents discussion of the topic and 

prevents ordinary people from learning about CSA.  

The second overarching theme ‘Suffer the little children: The subjugated status of 

children in Irish society’ illustrates children’s position in Irish society and highlights 

inequality between children and adults. Participants use specific examples to demonstrate 

how children are not afforded the same rights as adults. This particularly disadvantages 

children when accessing the legal and social work systems which respond to reported CSA. 

  The next section of this chapter will discuss the themes which were presented in 

chapter 5 individually, in the context of existing research. Following this, the implications of 

these findings will be discussed and the strengths and limitations of this study will be 

highlighted. 
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6.2 Findings in research context  

In this section each theme which is presented in the results chapter will be discussed 

and related to existing research.  

6.2.1 Culture of silence 

This theme refers to the culture of silence which participants perceive in Irish society 

which prevents the discussion or the acknowledgement of CSA. The culture of silence is 

hypothesised to help perpetuate the occurrence of CSA by preventing members of society 

from talking about and learning about CSA, thus keeping the issue out of the awareness of 

most people. This finding is important because it identifies a sociocultural condition in Irish 

society which may perpetuate the occurrence of CSA by preventing acknowledgement of the 

issue within families and communities. No other research could be identified which examines 

the way people talk about CSA, in Ireland or elsewhere. One paper was identified which 

discusses the historical discursive construction of the child victim of sexual abuse (Smart, 

1999); however, nothing which would describe the discursive construction of CSA in any 

contemporary society could be found.  

6.2.2 Taboo of discussing normal sexuality with children 

The finding of the current research - that participants believe normal sexuality is too 

taboo for many parents to talk about with their children - is consistent with existing research. 

In a qualitative study conducted in Ireland focusing on parents’ approaches to educating their 

children about sexuality Hyde et al. (2009) found that most parents do not have an open 

communication style with their children on this topic. Hyde et al. found that most of their 

participants reported discomfort to varying degrees in talking to their children about 

sexuality. Most of their participants reported having an open communication style with their 

children; however, no participant described free, open and uninhibited communication about 

sexual issues with their children. Hyde et al. identified a pattern whereby children in pre-

adolescence initiate topics pertaining to sexuality with their parents but the parents then 

foreclose in order to protect the child from detailed explanations, about sexual intercourse in 

particular. However, in adolescence the situation was reversed, whereupon parents tend to 

initiate communications about sexuality and the teenager forecloses. The reluctance to 

discuss sexuality with younger children appears to establish a culture that prevents children 

from developing open communications patterns about the topic. It appears that in Ireland 

there are particularly poor communication patterns with young children. Most parents 

reported communicating sexual safety messages to their children to protect them against 
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sexual abuse. However, the degree of detail tended to vary greatly, and the focus was more 

strongly on the threat posed by strangers rather than family and friends.  

The findings of the current research are consistent with Hyde’s (2009) findings that 

for Irish parents, sexuality is generally not an open topic for discussion and there is much 

variation in the extent to which parents communicate with their children and the content of 

this communication about sexuality. In fact, some parents in Hyde’s sample reported never 

having discussed sexuality with their children at all. Similarly, in a national sample of parents 

in Ireland, Morgan, Kelleher, Bourke, Boduszek, and Smith (2013) found that fewer parents 

were talking to their children about sex in 2010 compared with 2003 (70 per cent in 2010; 83 

per cent in 2003). Given the importance of sexual education for all children, it is worrying 

that 30 per cent of children get no input from their parents about sexual matters. The absence 

of any guidance about sexuality for 30 per cent of Irish children may indicate the taboo and 

discomfort around discussing sexual issues referred to by the participants of the present 

study. The findings of this research and existing research suggest that there is a strong taboo 

surrounding discussion of normal sexuality with children, which may inhibit children’s 

ability to accrue relevant knowledge for their safety. 

6.2.3 The fiction of public awareness of child sexual abuse 

The findings of this study indicate that participants believe the Irish public are aware 

that CSA happens but their understanding of the topic is limited. This finding is important 

because poor knowledge and understanding of CSA may leave members of the public ill-

equipped to make decisions about the safety of their children. Existing studies demonstrate 

that people’s knowledge is variable and limited to the most obvious features of sexual abuse 

with stereotypes substituting the rest; this research is reviewed in section 2.5.1.2.  

As illustrated in chapter 2, research which assesses public knowledge and 

understanding of CSA is rare, and no such research sampling a population in Ireland could be 

identified. The available evidence suggests that members of the public have rudimentary 

knowledge about CSA, such as the fact that it occurs and it is common, but generally have 

poor information of the dynamics of abuse, such as who is likely to abuse a child and in what 

circumstances. The beliefs that are expressed about CSA are often consistent with, and 

limited to, stereotypes (Bornstein et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2007; Giglio et al., 2011; Hicks & 

Tite, 1998; Lambert & Hammond, 2009; McAvoy, 2012). Poor understanding of CSA and 

acceptance of stereotypes limits a person’s ability to recognise the signs of CSA in their own 
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children and their ability to protect children. Interventions to increase public understanding of 

CSA are required so that it is more easily recognised. Such information would challenge 

traditional stereotypes. This may also have the effect of influencing the perceptions of people 

with sexually harmful behaviour who might not fully understand their behaviour or even 

recognise it as harmful.  

6.2.4 Masking the ugly truth: Myths and stereotypes about CSA 

The finding of this research - that participants believe that myths and stereotypes 

about CSA inform the thinking of most people - is consistent with a body of literature which 

demonstrates myth acceptance among various members of society (Collings, 2002b, 2003; 

McGee et al., 2011; Sanghara & Wilson, 2006). Child sexual abuse  myths are incorrect 

beliefs and stereotyped assumptions about abuse, victims, and perpetrators (Cromer & 

Goldsmith, 2010). CSA myths are similar to rape myths (Burt, 1980), because they can deny 

the prevalence of abuse or reflect circumscribed features of perpetrators and victims, cause 

harm through reducing awareness of CSA, and discourage victims from disclosing abuse 

(Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010). The myths identified in this research are consistent with those 

identified by Cromer and Goldsmith, which are as follows: stereotypes about perpetrators; 

myths about the extent of harm of CSA; the myth that survivors of CSA usually become 

perpetrators in the future; and myths about where and when sexual abuse occurs. According 

to Sanghara and Wilson (2006) the less knowledge a person has about CSA the more 

stereotypical they are likely to be in terms of their thinking about child sexual offenders. 

Research suggests that CSA myths are commonly accepted among members of the public, 

including school teachers (Sanghara & Wilson, 2006), members of the Irish public; 

particularly men (McGee et al., 2011), and even psychologists (Collings, 2003). 

Stereotypes about sexual offenders were of most concern to participants in the present 

research. The finding that psychologists believe stereotypes about perpetrators inhibit the 

public’s ability to recognise abusive situations is consistent with the findings of existing 

research (e.g. Richards, 2011). According to Sanghara and Wilson (2006) the danger of 

stereotyping child sex offenders is that such stereotypes allow suspected abusers to avoid 

detection, since most abusers do not fit the stereotype. In the context of the fact that the vast 

majority of CSA is perpetrated by males known to the victim, the ‘monster myth’ and other 

stereotypes about sexual offenders creates a narrative which separates them from the rest of 

the male population. The myth allows us to think of sexual offenders as ‘other’ and ‘not one 

of us’. The ‘monster myth’ allows us to overlook the reality that people with sexually harmful 
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behaviour are normal members of society, most often indistinguishable from anyone else 

(Douard, 2008). The ‘stranger danger’ myth conceals the reality that the majority of CSA is 

perpetrated by fathers and other male relatives (Angelides, 2004). The consequence of the 

myth that all sexual offenders are ‘predatory strangers’ distracts attention from the more 

common types of offenders in a manner that unnecessarily inflates public fear. This 

unjustified fear diverts attention from more mundane threats to children and from the fact that 

most child molesters are known to and trusted by the families they victimize (Quinn, Forsyth, 

& Mullen-Quinn, 2004). This fact, that children are most at danger from people they know, is 

the ‘ugly truth’ referred to which is masked by stereotypes which suggest that people who 

abuse children are strangers or are distinct from the normal population somehow. 

The finding about the dominance of myths and stereotypes is important because the 

effect of the prevalence of them is that the public in general does not understand the realities 

of CSA. This renders people ill-equipped to effectively assess the risk to children, and to 

consider the possibility of CSA where it is most likely to occur. The prevalence of CSA myth 

acceptance identified in this research, and in the literature, highlights the importance of 

providing accurate information about child sexual abuse to the public (McGee et al., 2011; 

Richards, 2011; Sanghara & Wilson, 2006).  

6.2.5 One voice in the silence: Media reporting and its influence on societal perception 

of CSA 

The finding in this research - that participants believe the media is in a powerful 

position to influence the perceptions of the public - is consistent with existing research. The 

role of the news media in influencing the public perception of child sexual abuse is profound. 

This perception influences what policies the public will support when it comes to defining the 

appropriate criminal and therapeutic response (Beling et al., 2001). The media is recognised 

as the vehicle by which the general public learns about CSA (Daro, 2002; Weatherred, 2015). 

However, media reporting of CSA is often not reflective of the actual trends in occurrence 

(Kitzinger, 1996; Kitzinger & Skidmore, 1995; Mejia, Cheyne, & Dorfman, 2012). The 

media sensationalises sexual crimes through its focus on exceptional cases, contributing to an 

inaccurate representation of the nature of CSA overall and the population of individuals who 

commit sexual offences (Malinen, Willis, & Johnston, 2013). In particular depictions of CSA 

in printed media portray it in terms of restrictive stereotypes, e.g. portrayal of more extreme 

forms of abuse, or stranger as abuser (Kitzinger, 1996; McDevitt, 1998).  
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 Weatherred (2015) found that CSA reporting in the media focuses on an 

individualistic view of the reasons why perpetrators abuse children, without putting the 

occurrence of CSA into a larger social context. This allows the social system within which 

this crime happens to remain unexamined and unquestioned. This is evidenced by Collings 

(2002a, 2002b) who found evidence that people interpret media reports on CSA in terms of 

stereotypes, and attribute blame to CSA offenders without considering social and contextual 

conditions that may have given him permission to cross the line or led him to believe that 

what he did was not that bad or that harmful.  

An example in an Irish context of how media portrayal of CSA scandals was 

measured to have an impact on public opinion was provided by Breen, McGee, O'Boyle, 

Goode, and Devereux (2009). During their survey of the Irish public’s opinion of clerical 

CSA in 2002, a watershed television event happened with the screening of a documentary 

called Suing the Pope. The documentary dealt in detail with complaints made to Catholic 

Church authorities about Sean Fortune, a priest accused of many counts of CSA, and the 

alleged subsequent mishandling of those complaints. It was aired half way through the 4 

month data collection period. An analysis of this data by Breen et al. demonstrates a clear 

shift in public attitude towards the Catholic Church following the airing of the documentary; 

attitudes became more negative towards the Catholic Church, priests and religious faith. In 

addition to influencing public attitudes and opinion, media reporting of CSA has been shown 

to influence behaviour: ‘media frenzy’ events in publicising CSA have been demonstrated to 

be correlated with increases in the number of cases of CSA being reported to child protection 

services (Saint-Jacques, Villeneuve, Turcotte, Drapeau, & Ivers, 2012). 

In conclusion, as suggested by the findings of the present research, the influence of 

mainstream media on public perceptions of CSA is significant. Portrayal of CSA in the news 

media is biased, and thus it perpetuates biased and stereotyped beliefs since the news media is 

the main source of information about CSA for most people. A responsible change in the way 

news media reports CSA could change public perception of the issue and improve 

knowledge. 

6.2.6 Sexual offenders: A group without narrative 

The findings of this research illustrate that there is an absence of a meaningful 

discourse in society about sexual offenders; discourse about them is dominated by 

stereotypes. The absence of meaningful discourse about offenders renders them invisible. In a 
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climate within which they only exist in a stereotyped way people with sexually harmful 

behaviour cannot be acknowledged in society. The discursive construction of them as 

‘monsters’ keeps them underground and also keeps services for them underground. Thus, 

services for people with sexually harmful behaviour are scarce, invisible, and they appear to 

be inaccessible to anyone who has not been convicted of sexual abuse. Quinn et al. (2004) 

argue that the proliferation of myths about offenders as incapable of changing has decreased 

the amount of investment in treatment services in America. The lack of availability of 

services for people with sexually harmful behaviour means that they have little opportunity 

and support to change their behaviour. More importantly, the lack of information for people 

with sexually harmful behaviour about the possible consequences of seeking help, 

accompanied by the stigma and potential threat to a person’s safety if identified, act as 

significant deterrents to seeking intervention. The powerful impact of the shame and stigma is 

evidenced; being identified as a sexual offender upon release from prison and the resultant 

alienation from society can have the impact of increasing the risk of reoffending (McAlinden, 

2005).  

Some research exists which explores the ways in which the stigma associated with 

sexual offending prevents offenders from avoiding or discontinuing sexual abuse. Mann, 

Webster, Blagden, Lee, and Williams (2012) did research with men convicted of sexual 

offences against children which suggested that they were acutely aware of the impact of their 

behaviour and extremely concerned by it. This stands in contrast to the stereotype of the 

sexual offender who acts without conscience. Mann et al. suggested that efforts by sexual 

offenders to stop their sexually harmful behaviour once they had begun were undermined by 

feelings of shame and fear. Participants in the study saw little hope of leading a ‘good’ or 

offence-free life and perceived themselves as ‘doomed to deviance’. Of course, the 

participants in the study by Mann et al. are not representative of all sexual offenders. 

However, their findings do shed light on a particular subgroup of offenders who might be 

prevented from offending or form the continuation of harmful behaviour if the social 

discourse around offenders was different. These findings imply that better information in the 

public sphere and an accessible and visible support service for such people may have an 

impact by communicating to people with sexually harmful behaviour that their behaviour is 

dynamic and may be amenable to change. The difficulty Mann et al. draw attention to in their 

research is the offenders’ false belief that there is no possibility of them changing their 

behaviour. The difficulties for people with sexually harmful behaviour described by Mann et 
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al. are similar to the problems described by participants in the present research who highlight 

the considerable barriers in place for people who might be motivated to address their sexually 

harmful behaviour. 

6.2.7 Pornography’s role in socialising sexually harmful behaviour 

The theme about pornography in the findings of this research highlights its role in 

teaching children and young people about sexuality; this is particularly relevant in the context 

of a culture where there are limitations on the outlets through which children can learn about 

normal sexuality (Hyde et al., 2009). The participants in this research associate the 

proliferation of easily accessible internet pornography with their perception of the rise in 

peer-perpetrated abuse. The problem of peer-perpetrated CSA is well-evidenced in the 

literature; child sexual abuse perpetrated by children and teenagers accounts for 

approximately one third of all such cases of abuse (Bagley, 1995; Becker, 1994; Finkelhor, 

1994). Furthermore, it has been established that many adults who sexually abuse children 

began to develop sexually harmful behaviours as adolescents (Seto & Lalumiere, 2010).  

There is some research which examines the effects of pornography on young people’s 

sexual aggression. For the majority of males, increased exposure to pornography is not linked 

to sexual aggression. However, there is evidence that the association between pornography 

consumption and sexual aggression is mediated by other risk factors for the development of 

sexually harmful behaviour (Owens, Behun, Manning, & Reid, 2012). According to 

Malamuth and Huppin (2005), male adolescents who possess a certain combination of risk 

factors are more likely to be sexually aggressive following pornography exposure, compared 

with adolescents with fewer coexisting risk factors. Such risk factors include hostility 

towards women, preference for violent pornography, and antisocial tendencies. A number of 

studies report a relationship between violent pornography consumption and sexually 

aggressive behaviour, which again is mediated by individual differences and existing risk 

factors (Alexy, Burgess, & Prentky, 2009; Brown & L’Engle, 2009). There is evidence that 

the degree of violence depicted in the pornography has an impact on the development of 

sexually aggressive behaviour (Ybarra, Mitchell, Hamburger, Diener-West, & Leaf, 2011), 

with the type of message conveyed in the pornography about violence and hatred of women 

being more important than the sexually explicit material itself (Malamuth, 1993). Clearly, the 

consumption of pornography alone does not predict the development of sexually harmful 

behaviour, but appears to be a noteworthy risk factor. With the growing accessibility of 
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online pornography to all adolescents, the impact of this risk factor is greater now than ever 

before.  

The participants also advocate for consistent good quality relationship and sexual 

education to counteract the skewed impression of sexuality that young people are 

hypothesised to receive from pornography. The implementation of consistent, thorough and 

detailed relationship and sexual education may have an impact on prevention of some sexual 

violence; it has been demonstrated to reduce rape-supportive beliefs and strict traditional 

gender beliefs in adolescents (Mallet & Herbé, 2010). Such beliefs are known risk factors for 

the perpetration of sexual violence (Jewkes, Sen, & Garcia-Moreno, 2002). However, no 

research could be identified which tested the ability of sexual education to reduce the risk of 

peer perpetration of child sexual abuse.  

6.2.8 Education for social change  

A prominent theme in the findings of this research is the need for education about 

CSA for all members of society, this is consistent with the recommendations of many studies 

(e.g. Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010; Richards, 2011).  Participants discussed education in terms 

of its importance in giving the public accurate knowledge about sexual abuse, according to 

(Sanghara & Wilson, 2006) this would help dispel stereotypes and allow greater detection of 

offenders. Furthermore, participants noted the importance of public level education to reach 

all people who are survivors of abuse. However, no such education to target all members of 

society has ever been implemented in Ireland. The only public health level intervention in 

Ireland is the Stay Safe programme which targets all children under the assumption that they 

may be potential victims of CSA. Education targeting members of the public generally and 

people with sexually harmful behaviour specifically has been implemented in only a few 

areas in the world. The Stop it Now programme aims to raise awareness to enable adults to 

address personal, family and community concerns. It has been implemented in the USA in 

Vermont (Chasan-Taber & Tabachnick, 1999), and two areas in Europe; the UK (Brown et 

al., 2014), and the Netherlands (Eisenberg, Mulder, van Horn, & Stam, 2014). Also, a public 

health intervention aimed at sexual abusers called Prevention Project Dunkelfeld has been 

implemented in Germany (Schaefer et al., 2010). Stop It Now UK covers Northern Ireland, 

but not the Republic of Ireland. No evidence could be found of any other such public health 

intervention in the Republic of Ireland. 
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The existing evidence base for public health level intervention and education to 

prevent the occurrence of CSA is in its infancy, and robust evaluations of these interventions 

have not yet been completed. The available evidence suggests that use of the Stop it Now 

helplines contributes to the prevention of CSA by helping people who have sexual thoughts, 

feelings or behaviour towards children to understand and manage their behaviour, and by 

assisting all users to be informed about how to protect children and young people from risk of 

harm (Stop it Now! Evaluation Europe, 2014). In the UK, users of the helpline who were 

concerned about their own or other people’s behaviour reported improved wellbeing and 

resilience after contacting the helpline. These improvements in turn supported their ability to 

recognise and address problematic behaviour and assist in preventing further sexual abuse of 

children (Brown et al., 2014). Similarly in Germany the Prevention Project Dunkelfeld has 

successfully accessed potential CSA offenders for primary prevention via a media campaign 

which invites them to seek treatment to manage their risk of engaging in sexually harmful 

behaviour towards a child (Beier et al., 2009). The efficacy of this public health programme 

was made possible by the mandatory reporting laws in Germany. According to German law it 

would be a breach of confidentiality for a therapist to report either a committed or a planned 

CSA offense. Legislation is similar in the Netherlands (Stop it Now! Evaluation Europe, 

2014). Beier et al. (2009) found that a significant number of paedophilic or hebephilic 

individuals, who were not under supervision by the legal system, were motivated and willing 

to participate in a treatment programme aiming to prevent child sexual abuse when they could 

trust on the pledge of confidentiality by the treating clinicians. In summary, there is some 

evidence that public health campaigns which target adults to prevent their own abusive 

behaviour are effective for at least some adults with sexually harmful behaviour. 

Stop it Now helplines are implemented in both the UK and the Netherlands; however, 

there are differences in its implementation that may be effecting differences in the outcomes 

in each country. The helplines are for people with sexually harmful behaviour, or at risk of 

developing such behaviour, or for concerned friends and family of such people. The most 

common way for users of the helpline to find out about it in the Netherlands was through TV, 

radio and print media. However, in the UK the most common way of finding out was through 

the police service, commonly after the user or a member of their family had been charged for 

sexual abuse of a child. There was also a clear difference in the profile of people using the 

Helplines in the two countries. In the Netherlands 52 per cent of people contacting the service 

concerned about their own sexual thoughts and behaviour towards children had not yet acted 
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on their feelings, whilst in the UK only 18 per cent of those concerned about themselves had 

not acted on their feelings (Stop it Now! Evaluation Europe, 2014). These differences bring 

into question the role of mainstream advertising; in the Netherlands the service is advertised 

on television whereas in the UK it is not. This suggests that advertising in mainstream media 

enhances the efficacy of the intervention by making more people with sexually harmful 

behaviour aware of their options in seeking support for themselves; thus instigating them to 

seek such support rather than harm a child. Alternatively, this outcome could be attributed to 

mainstream advertising’s power to access a wider audience including people with sexual 

thoughts about children who were already well-inhibited and unlikely to ever offend 

(Finkelhor, 2009). In spite of this caveat, there is clear evidence here of the importance of 

mainstream media promotion in bringing attention to CSA as a public health issue. This calls 

into the question the reasons Stop it Now is implemented differently in the different 

countries. The reasons cited by Stop it Now for why it is not advertised in mainstream media 

in the UK included limited funding for advertising, and social limitations such as ‘the extent 

to which there is a willingness in the UK for mainstream discussion of child sexual abuse 

prevention’ (Stop it Now! Evaluation Europe, 2014, p.2). This suggests that cultural taboos 

about CSA prevent mainstream advertising in the UK and thus impacts on the efficacy of the 

intervention. It is possible that mainstream media promotion of Stop it Now in the 

Netherlands reduces stigma about acknowledging and discussing sexual feelings towards 

children in the narrow context of a confidential helpline. This also gives people with sexually 

harmful behaviour assurances about the possible consequences of making this contact. The 

results of the Stop it Now evaluation bring attention to the importance of mainstream 

discussion of CSA prevention to reduce stigma associated with the topic (Brown et al., 2014; 

Eisenberg et al., 2014; Stop it Now! Evaluation Europe, 2014).  

In conclusion, there is tentative evidence that education for all members of society 

may have an impact on changing the culture of talking about CSA and may facilitate some 

people with sexually harmful behaviour to seek support to stop. Perhaps the boldest 

component of mainstream media public education is the unapologetic acknowledgement that 

people with sexually harmful behaviour are members of our families and our communities. 

The humanisation of individuals with sexually harmful behaviour is likely to cause 

considerable discomfort initially; however, this is necessary to alter the socially constructed 

narrative of CSA and effect social change. 
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6.2.9 Children’s position in Irish society as second class citizens 

As illustrated by the participants in this research, children in Ireland are treated 

unequally to adults in some subtle ways. Participants explain that this is evident in the way 

that many children are treated in society and in the constitution of Ireland. This is consistent 

with existing research which critiques the status of children in the Irish constitution. 

According to Nolan (2007) the 1937 constitution of Ireland does not position children as 

right-holders. Nolan suggests that this view of children is attributable to the contemporary 

societal perception of children as objects of parental rights and duties rather than autonomous 

right-holders. This is consistent with descriptions of the historical social construction of 

childhood which were influenced by patriarchal values that are proposed to have 

disadvantaged children in many countries (Smart, 1999). The result of the 1937 constitution 

is that in Ireland the constitutional rights of parents and the family have been held to 

effectively overrule children’s individual rights in a range of different contexts (Nolan, 2007).  

Written constitutions can be viewed as important indicators of a state’s legal and political 

culture, and thus they can indicate the status of children within a given society (J. Tobin, 

2005). Problems with the status of children in the constitution were becoming increasingly 

apparent during the 1990’s as media attention turned towards CSA in Ireland. In particular, 

the Kilkenny Incest Investigation highlighted the fact that ‘the very high emphasis on the 

right of the family in the constitution may consciously or unconsciously be interpreted as 

giving a higher value to the rights of parents than to the rights of children’ (McGuinness, 

1993).  

As a result of the recognition of the constitutional problems a referendum was held on 

the 10th November 2012 which proposed to amend the constitution to explicitly recognise that 

children have rights, and that the Irish state is obliged as far as practicable by its laws to 

protect and vindicate those rights (Referendum Commission, 2012). The referendum proposal 

was accepted. However, a challenge to the Provisional Referendum Certificate was lodged in 

the High Court on 19th November 2012, which was later dismissed in the Supreme Court. 

The Thirty-First Amendment of the Constitution (Children) Act 2012 was signed into law on 

the 28th April, 2015 (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2015). Therefore, at the 

time the data was collected for this research the referendum has been accepted by majority 

vote, but was being challenged. It was signed into law after the collection of data for this 

research. Participants in this research expressed concerns about the status of children in Irish 

society and in the constitution. However, since the amendment of the constitution the legal 
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position of children has changed and thus theoretically children are on a stronger footing 

legally. Unfortunately, the extent to which this very recent amendment to the constitution is 

currently impacting on the lives of children is unclear to date. As noted earlier, written 

constitutions can indicate a state’s culture, but the extent to which a change in the constitution 

can impact on the culture of the way children are regarded and treated by adults is arguable. It 

is likely that any effect will be very small without an additional intervention to change the 

way children are treated in Irish society.  

The difference in value of children versus adults in Irish society as evident in the 

findings of this research can be viewed in the context of feminist theory. A feminist 

perspective on CSA posits that the sexual exploitation of children generally, and girls 

specifically, is endemic to all patriarchal societies that prioritise the needs of men in public as 

well as private settings (Reavey & Warner, 2003). The 1937 constitution of Ireland provides 

evidence that Ireland was one such patriarchal society. Thus, it is unsurprising that inequality 

was written into the 1937 constitution. However, it is surprising that the constitution was not 

amended until 2015. This may indicate that Ireland’s progress in achieving equality for all 

citizens is extremely slow. Feminist theory is regarded by many authors to be central to 

explanations of child sexual abuse which take into account the processes by which people 

with sexually harmful behaviour are socialised in societies characterised by inequality 

(Angelides, 2004; Gordon, 1988b; Seymour, 1998; Solomon, 1992).  

6.2.10 Inadequacy of services that respond to child sexual abuse 

The participants provided evidence of inaccessibility of the services that respond 

when CSA is reported, which may be related to the status of children in Irish society. The two 

main services that are described by participants are the social work services that respond to 

provide assistance to the child, and the legal service that responds by investigating and 

punishing crime.  

6.2.10.1 Inaccessibility to social work services 

The services that respond to protect children when CSA is reported were described by 

participants as inadequately resourced, and their limited ability to effectively respond when 

concerns arise is arguably related to the status of children as second class citizens. The 

historical shortcomings in the provision of services to children vulnerable to experiencing 

abuse and neglect are well-documented and undoubtedly associated with the subjugated 

status of children in Ireland both culturally and in the constitution (e.g. Ferns Inquiry, 2005; 

Gibbons, 2010; McGuinness, 1993). However, the structure of children’s services has 
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changed in an effort to meet their needs, most notably with the establishment of Tusla. Tusla: 

The Child and Family Agency was formed and assumed responsibility for child protection 

services in 2014. It’s performance and activity reports detail its progress in meeting the needs 

of vulnerable children and it is also clear from the reports that providing child protection 

services is a complex process. The most current data is for 2015; of the total number of child 

abuse referrals in quarter 2 of 2015 that required an initial assessment following the screening 

process; only 17 per cent received the initial assessment within the target 21 day period of 

receipt of the referral. The report does not specify the average waiting period or the 

maximum waiting time for referrals to receive an assessment. This relatively low level of 

assessing child abuse referrals in a timely manner has been consistent between quarter 1 of 

2013 and the most recent data at quarter 2 of 2015 where initial assessments completed 

within 21 days have fluctuated between 16 – 22 per cent of all cases that required an 

assessment (Tusla, 2015). The reasons the 21 day target for initial assessment is rarely met 

are not detailed by Tusla (2015). These figures demonstrate clear limitations in the ability of 

the child protection service to respond in a timely manner to the needs of vulnerable children. 

It also shows that the rhetoric of change symbolised by Tulsa is not being evidenced. 

Considering that the constitution was amended in April 2015, this data from quarter 2 of 2015 

should not be expected to demonstrate the impact of constitutional change. However, there is 

no evidence that the constitution is the cause of the limitations in child protective services; 

therefore there is no reason to think these services may improve.  

6.2.10.2 There is no justice for children 

According to the participants of this research the vast majority of individuals who 

sexually abuse children go unreported, and unpunished. This is consistent with existing 

research which indicates very low conviction rates. In 2011 the amount of convictions 

secured for sexual offences (52) in Ireland represented just 2.6 per cent of the total amount of 

reported sexual offences (1,992) in the same year (Central Statistics Office, 2013). The 

‘justice gap’ (Lonsway & Archambault, 2012) between the prevalence of sexual abuse of 

children and the rate of conviction of sexual offenders described in the present research is 

also evidenced in more detailed international research (Fitzgerald, 2006; Kelly, Lovett, & 

Regan, 2005; Parkinson, Shrimpton, Swanston, O'Toole, & Oates, 2002). For example, in 

New South Wales only 15 per cent of sexual assaults involving a child victim which are 

reported to the police result in the initiation of criminal proceedings against a suspect. Among 

the small proportion of cases that do reach court the conviction rate is low, less than 50 per 
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cent of defendants are found guilty (Fitzgerald, 2006). A study in Sydney found a conviction 

rate of 17 per cent in a sample of 183 reported cases of CSA (Parkinson et al., 2002). It is 

estimated that approximately 8 per cent of recorded sexual offences against children are 

ultimately proven at court in New South Wales. Of this number, 43 per cent of defendants 

found guilty of a child sexual offence received a suspended sentence (Fitzgerald, 2006). As 

Eastwood, Kift, and Grace (2006) explain, a person who is accused of sexually abusing a 

child has an excellent chance of being acquitted. For a perpetrator, there is less than a 1 in 10 

chance that the child will even report that she/he has been sexually assaulted. Even if the 

child does report the abuse, a perpetrator has a 1 in 3 chance it will not even make it to a 

preliminary hearing. If the matter gets through committal proceedings there is a 1 in 3 chance 

the case will not proceed to trial. If the case does lead to a trial, the accused will have a 61 per 

cent chance of being acquitted – a better chance of being acquitted than for any other criminal 

offence (Eastwood et al., 2006).  Low rates of conviction of reported child sexual abuse is 

also evident in South Australia (Wundersitz, 2003), and the UK (Jütte, Bentley, Miller, & 

Jetha, 2014). Considering the fact that only a fraction of sexual assaults on children are ever 

reported (Fitzgerald, 2006; McGee et al., 2002), it is clear that the vast majority of people 

who sexually abuse children go undetected, unreported and ultimately unpunished.  

The conviction rate in Ireland is so low partially because of difficulties accessing the 

criminal justice system for victims (One in Four, 2011). International research demonstrates 

that many cases drop out of the legal system; legal proceedings are more likely to be initiated 

in cases where the evidence suggests that there is a reasonable prospect of a successful 

prosecution, which is often not the case with child sexual abuse. For example, a case is less 

likely to go to court if the victim is under 10 years old, often because young children are not 

considered to be credible witnesses (Fitzgerald, 2006). Unwillingness to proceed on the part 

of the victim and their family has been identified as a barrier to conviction in sexual assault 

cases (Kelly et al., 2005). Other reasons cited for CSA cases not proceeding to trial included: 

the offence was not reported to police; parents wished to protect children, the perpetrator or 

other family members; evidence was not strong enough to warrant proceeding; the offender 

threatened the family; or the child was too distressed (Parkinson et al., 2002). The low rate of 

reporting and infrequency with which victims and their advocates pursue a criminal 

conviction may be in part attributed to the social narratives and meaning around sexual abuse 

(Parkinson et al., 2002). The results of the present research and the available evidence 

suggest that a change in the social narrative of sexual abuse and the social construction of 
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victims and offenders may influence victims’ and their family’s willingness to pursue justice 

by reducing some of the fear of reporting which is based on myth and misunderstanding. 

Therefore the inaccessibility of justice may be related to sociocultural factors in addition to 

structural factors of the legal system.  

Participants in the present research described the low conviction rate for sexual abuse 

as a maintaining factor for the continuation of CSA, noting that this sends a message that 

sexual crimes against children will not be punished. No research could be identified which 

tests the hypothesis that low conviction rates perpetuate child sexual abuse by sending the 

message to people with sexually harmful behaviour towards children that they will not be 

punished for their crimes. However, it has been acknowledged in the research examining low 

conviction rates that the high level of attrition of sexual assault cases from the justice system 

erodes the capacity of criminal sanctions to act as a deterrent to sexual offenders. Offenders 

who do not believe that they will be apprehended and convicted for the offence may be likely 

to offend again (Fitzgerald, 2006). 
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6.3 Methodological strengths and weaknesses 

There are a number of methodological strengths and weaknesses which warrant 

discussion. As discussed in the methodology chapter commitment to maintain quality in the 

research process was demonstrated in a number of ways. However, there are other methods of 

maintaining quality which were not completed in this research process. First, the practice of 

respondent validation is often employed in qualitative research in order to strengthen the 

study design; however, this method was not employed in the present research project. 

According to Barbour (2001) respondent validation, or ‘member checking’, involves cross 

checking interim research findings with participants. Participants’ reactions to the analysis 

are then incorporated into the study findings (Mays & Pope, 2000). There is variation in the 

esteem with which this method is held by qualitative researchers; some argue that it is the 

strongest possible validation of the credibility of a qualitative investigation (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985), others acknowledge its limitations. For example, researchers seek to provide an 

overview of the data whereas individual participants may wish to emphasize their particular 

concerns above all others (Mays & Pope, 2000). Incorporating respondent validation into the 

study design may have enhanced the analysis; however, the decision was made not to use this 

method because of the additional burden it would have placed on participants’ time. 

Furthermore, asking participants at the outset to both complete an interview and engage in 

respondent validation may have made involvement less appealing to prospective participants. 

Moreover, respondent validation was not considered to be essential considering the purpose 

of the study was to access participants’ opinions only, and respondent validation with this 

particular group may have left the data subject to their analysis of it, as opposed to just the 

researcher’s analysis.  

 Secondly, the process of triangulation is often employed in qualitative research in 

order to strengthen a study design; however, this method was not employed in the present 

research project. According to Barbour (2001) triangulation is the practice of using more than 

one method of data collection to answer a research question. It is often achieved by 

combining different methods such as interviews, focus groups, observational fieldwork and 

diary keeping. Mays and Pope (2000) additionally specify that it can include the comparison 

of two different data sources, such as interviews with members of different interest groups. 

The practice of triangulation as a means of establishing internal validity or verifying the 

reliability of different data sources has been criticized by various authors (Barbour, 2001; 

Mays & Pope, 2000; Tobin & Begley, 2004). However, triangulation can also be used as a 
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means of achieving completeness in data collection and analysis, thus enlarging the landscape 

of inquiry and offering a more comprehensive picture, which is more consistent with the 

epistemological underpinnings of qualitative research (Tobin & Begley, 2004). The use of 

multiple methods of data collection was not employed in the present study primarily because 

it would have been very difficult to collect any type of relevant data other than interview 

data, and the effort of this was considered to be disproportional to the relative benefit. The 

only other relevant type of data would have been focus group data, and it was very clear from 

the outset that getting interested participants together for a focus group would have been 

extremely unlikely. One of the main benefits of focus groups is that they allow participants to 

build on their ideas in collaboration with each other (Morgan, 1996); however, this particular 

population of participants was assumed to be proficient at articulating themselves without the 

support of a group. Although achieving triangulation by the addition of focus groups may 

have added breadth to the analysis, it would have been very difficult to achieve this and its 

omission does not negate the quality of the existing research findings.  

 Thirdly, the completion of a pilot interview with people who are not participants in 

the intended study, but who have similar interests, is recommended (Turner, 2010). The 

purpose of a pilot interview is to help determine if there are flaws, limitations, or other 

weaknesses within the interview design, thus allowing the researcher to make necessary 

revisions prior to the implementation of the study. In this research the interview schedule was 

not piloted with a non-participant. The first real interview was used as a pilot, and the 

interview design was evaluated based on this and feedback was sought from the participant. 

Following the first interview no changes were made to the interview schedule on the basis of 

an evaluation by the researcher or feedback from the participant. However, from the fourth 

interview it became apparent that there was an untested assumption in the following question: 

‘In your opinion, why does the sexual abuse of children persist in modern society, despite 

increased public awareness?’ This question implies that public awareness can have a 

preventative effect on the occurrence of CSA. This assumption was highlighted through 

discussion between researcher and participant. In later interviews the question was still asked, 

but the author also commented on the assumptions identified in the question. This approach 

inspired much discussion about the nature and meaning of ‘public awareness’.  Although this 

interview question contained an assumption that had been previously unidentified by the 

researcher, this did not have a negative effect on the data by leading participants and instead 

lead to critical discussion of public awareness. 
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 This study also demonstrated some methodological strengths, including the method of 

sampling; the participants were a purposive sample (Barbour, 2001) of psychologists who 

volunteered to participate. This self-selective method of sampling is a methodological 

strength of the research design; the participants volunteered because they had a special 

interest in the topic. Many of the participants had extensive specialist experience of working 

with CSA survivors. They were extremely knowledgeable about the topic, and were 

enthusiastic about participation. This sampling method contributed to the accumulation of a 

rich data set. 

 A further methodological strength of this study is its development of a research 

question that addresses a gap in the literature. An absence of research which described the 

context of CSA was identified through a literature review and the research question was 

designed to tease out the role of context. This research has shifted the discourse paradigm by 

focusing on context rather than focusing on the victims or perpetrators of CSA.  

 

6.4 Reflexivity in the research process 

Reflexivity in qualitative research is the process whereby researchers engage in explicit 

self-aware meta-analysis, and critically examine their influence on the research process and 

product (Finlay, 2002). Reflexivity involves finding strategies to question our own attitudes, 

values, assumptions, and so on, in order to understand our complex roles in relation to others 

(Bolton, 2010). It also involves taking action of the basis of these reflections where necessary 

to enhance the research (Pillow, 2003). This section includes reflexive accounts of the 

researcher’s influence on this study, and the impact of the research process on the researcher.  

Most importantly to reflexive practice I acknowledge that the results of this research 

are the product of my unique interpretation of the data. The decision making process of the 

analysis is documented in section 3.3.2, and these decisions are based on relevant research 

evidence. However, my opinion of which data extracts are most interesting and the ‘best’ 

representations of the relevant themes ultimately shaped my construction of the analysis. 

Thus, to an extent my analysis of the data is subjective, as is any qualitative analysis (Pillow, 

2003). Although all participants have between three and five quotations in the results chapter, 

some participants were quoted more of often than others because I believe their quotations 

are better examples of the relevant themes. Furthermore, as described in section 3.5.1, 

throughout the research process I reflected on how my position as an Irish person and my 
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interest in gender issues has influenced my reading of the data. These are examples of a 

reflexive acknowledgement of my role in the research process.  

By reflexively engaging in this research project my perceptions of the subject area 

have changed over the course of the study. For example, before beginning this research I 

perceived the increase in media attention to CSA and its survivors over the past few years in 

Ireland as a positive change in culture. I assumed that as a society we in Ireland are doing a 

reasonably ‘good job’ of preventing CSA. Through completing this research I now believe 

that as a society in Ireland we are doing very little to prevent the sexual abuse of children. My 

current perception is that activities like doing the Stay Safe program in schools and Garda 

vetting professionals who work with vulnerable people gives many people the impression that 

in Ireland children are safe. However, since researching this subject I believe that there are no 

meaningful, planned and coherent measures in Ireland to prevent CSA. I now see that in 

Ireland as a society we are much less developed in our ability to prevent and even respond to 

CSA compared with other countries, such as Germany and the Netherlands. My prior 

perception that we were doing a reasonably ‘good job’ of protecting children was most likely 

based on limited understanding of the subject area prior to commencing the project, and on 

my position as an Irish person who has no basis for comparison with any other country 

through experience.  

 

6.5 Implications of this research  

6.5.1 Theoretical implications 

The majority of existing dominant theories of CSA focus on individual factors 

relevant to perpetrators or victims, the role of contextual factors is not emphasized (e.g. 

Finkelhor, 1984; Hall &  Hirschman, 1992; Marshall & Barbaree, 1990). More contemporary 

theories of sexual offending integrate the role of contextual factors to a greater extent (e.g. 

Ward & Beech, 2006; Ward & Siegert, 2002). However, this emphasis of contextual factors 

in modern theories has not been followed by the development of research focused on the 

context of CSA. In the overall body of literature about CSA there are very few studies which 

concentrate on context (Whitaker et al., 2008). The small body of literature which 

emphasizes the role of contextual factors in facilitating CSA has been reviewed in the first 

chapter. The findings of the current research add to this small research base which describes 

the contexts of CSA, and extends the evidence for the importance of contextual factors in the 
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occurrence of CSA. Therefore, this research adds to a fuller theoretical understanding of CSA 

in Ireland.   

6.5.2 Implications for clinical psychology practice 

The findings of this research have clear implications for clinical psychology practice; 

the two most important implications are discussed.  

The first implication of the current research relates to the practice of formulation in 

clinical psychology. Formulation may be defined as the process of developing a hypothesis 

about the causes, precipitants and maintaining influences of how an individual comes to 

present with a certain disorder or circumstance at a particular point in time, which draws from 

psychological theory (Johnstone & Dallos, 2006). Clearly, the role of the context of clinical 

problems is central to the development of a formulation, and the identification and analysis of 

such contextual factors is a key skill for clinical psychologists. The findings of this research 

can be used to improve clinical psychologists’ practice of formulation. This study is one of 

the few which describe and analyse the context of CSA in Ireland. The findings of this study 

describe previously un-researched sociocultural and political contextual factors that impact 

on the occurrence of CSA in Ireland. This research’s contribution to describing the Irish 

context of CSA is important because in both the news media (see section 6.2.5) and 

psychological theory of CSA (see section 2.2) the issue is discussed almost exclusively in 

terms of the victims and perpetrators of abuse. There is very little consideration of the context 

of abuse; thus the social, structural, political and cultural systems within which CSA happens 

remain unexamined. This research particularly draws attention to how social inequalities 

contribute to the occurrence of CSA in Ireland. According to Miller and McClelland (2006) 

the role of social inequalities in creating mental health problems is well-documented, but 

consideration of the role of social inequalities remain peripheral to clinical psychology theory 

and practice. Thus there is limited consideration of the role of social inequalities, which 

constitute an important context for many clinical problems, in the current practice of 

formulating in clinical psychology. This research can be used to incorporate more detailed 

considerations of context into formulations in clinical psychology practice in Ireland.   

The second implication of the current research relates to role of clinical psychology in 

promoting mental health at a population level. Clinical psychologists primarily concern 

themselves with the impact of child sexual abuse, and respond to the problem by providing 

services for people who have been affected by CSA. An exclusive focus on dealing with the 
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impact of trauma does not constitute the full practice of clinical psychology; the profession is 

also concerned with promoting psychological wellbeing at a population level (British 

Psychological Society, n.d; Heads of Psychology Services Ireland, 2014). Thus, the use of 

research to promote wellbeing and prevent the development of distress and psychological 

suffering at a population level are relevant to clinical psychology practice, and there is 

mounting evidence that psychology based primary prevention public health interventions 

implemented at a community and population level can have a positive impact (Barlow, 

Smailagic, Ferriter, Bennett, & Jones, 2010; Ttofi, Farrington, & Baldry, 2008). This research 

highlights sociocultural and historical political factors in Ireland that may contribute to the 

occurrence of CSA. This research draws attention to Ireland’s cultural difficulties with 

discussing sex and sexual abuse, the findings thus point towards areas where cultural change 

may be required to impact on the occurrence of CSA. Cultural change is indicated to enable 

acknowledgement of the problem of CSA in society and more open discussion of healthy 

sexual relationships and CSA. The findings of this research suggest that education at a public 

level would be an effective way to influence the necessary changes. Such an educational 

intervention would fall under the remit of clinical psychology practice (Heads of Psychology 

Services Ireland, 2014).    

6.5.3 Implications for policy 

In Ireland policies aimed at protecting children from sexual abuse can be described as 

tertiary and secondary prevention within the public health model of prevention (Dworkin & 

Martyniuk, 2011). Tertiary prevention involves preventing further harm to a person already 

involved in an incident of CSA. Secondary prevention aims to reduce the short-term harm of 

CSA by improving how people and social services respond to survivors of CSA. Secondary 

prevention commonly involves educating the public and increasing awareness about CSA 

(Dworkin & Martyniuk, 2011). The existing Irish child protection policies include Children 

First Guidelines (2011) and the Stay Safe Program (MacIntyre & Lawlor, 1991). The 

Children First Bill (2014) has put elements of the Children First Guidlines (2011) on a 

statutory footing. Other relevant legislation includes National Vetting Bureau (Children and 

Vulnerable Persons) Act, 2012 and the Criminal Justice (Withholding of Information on 

Offences against Children and Vulnerable Persons) Act 2012.  Primary prevention of CSA 

involves stopping sexual abuse before it starts (Dworkin & Martyniuk, 2011). The only 

existing child protection policy that could be described as primary prevention of CSA under 
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the public health model of prevention is the requirement to vet adults who work with children 

and vulnerable people. Other components of primary prevention of CSA are: 

 Teaching the public about healthy relationships, how to identify a situation that could 

become abusive and protective policies and actions organisations that work with 

children can implement.  

 Teaching the public what to do if they suspect someone is at risk of abusing or being 

abused. 

 Working to change social structures or norms that support the occurrence of CSA. 

(Dworkin & Martyniuk, 2011) 

Irish policy for the protection of children includes very little primary prevention. This 

research highlights a need for primary prevention targeted at cultural change by identifying 

sociocultural factors in Irish society that support the occurrence of CSA, and by identifying a 

general lack of knowledge about CSA among the Irish public. The implementation of primary 

prevention could be based on existing programs in other countries such as Dunkelfeld 

intervention in Germany and the Stop it Now programme as implemented in the Netherlands. 

The evidence suggests that primary prevention which uses mainstream media is most 

effective (Stop it Now! Evaluation Europe, 2014). 

  

6.6 Recommendations for future research 

This research has evidenced psychologist’s perceptions that the Irish public, in general, 

have only a basic knowledge and understanding of CSA. This is thought to be influenced by 

the ways in which people in Irish society talk about, and avoid talking about CSA. In order to 

use the current research to change the Irish culture surrounding the discourse of CSA further 

research is recommended. First, research which builds upon the result of the current study 

that members of the Irish public have limited knowledge and understanding of CSA would be 

useful. Further research should assess the knowledge and understanding of CSA in a sample 

of Irish people. This would indicate the type of information that would be most useful in a 

public health intervention to increase public knowledge of CSA and change the culture 

regarding talking about the topic. Such research in Ireland may be based on previous studies 

which measured community member’s knowledge of CSA (e.g. Calvert & Munsie-Benson, 

1999; Fontes et al., 2001).  

 Secondly, research which assesses Irish people’s attitudes towards children, child 

sexual abuse, and sexual offenders would be useful. This current research identifies a culture 
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within which children are second class citizens, and there are taboos preventing discussion of 

CSA and CSA perpetrators. By sampling Irish people and assessing their attitudes in these 

three areas it would be possible to establish whether an intervention to change public attitudes 

is required, and it would uncover the specific areas in which attitudinal change is required.  

 

6.7 Conclusions 

The aim of this research is to examine the contextual factors surrounding the 

occurrence of child sexual abuse in Ireland. This aim is based on an identified gap in the 

literature; there is no existing research which focuses on the context of child sexual abuse in 

Ireland or even more generally at an international level. This research makes an original 

contribution to knowledge by describing the sociocultural and historical political context of 

CSA in Ireland. Participants in this study are psychologists with experience of working with 

survivors of CSA. Their clinical experience in the field and ability for analysis make them a 

worthy population for research. Within the published literature, this appears to be the first 

study to explore psychologists’ understandings of the reasons sexual abuse of children 

happens in Ireland. This research illustrates participants’ views of the important contextual 

factors for CSA in Ireland. It highlights the impact of sociocultural factors on the discursive 

construction of CSA in Irish society. It also illustrates the cultural and historical political 

factors which have positioned children as second class citizens in Irish society. These 

circumstances arguably impact on the occurrence of CSA in Irish society today. Drawing 

from these findings, the research outlines various implications for clinical practice, theory, 

policy, and future research. In addition, the research findings point to a need for primary 

preventative programmes targeted at all members of society, particularly people at risk of 

developing sexually harmful behaviour. A dramatic shift in the way the Irish public view and 

react to child sexual abuse is required. This needs to start with changes to the way the topic is 

discussed by all members of society.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Information for participants 

 

 
Participant Information Sheet: 

‘An investigation into Psychologists attitudes and perspectives about sexual abuse in Ireland’ 

Please Read Carefully Before Signing Informed Consent 

Invitation to Participate:  
We are inviting you to take part in a research study. This study is designed to explore the current attitude of 
psychologists in Irish society today. This study is being conducted by Dr Patrick Ryan and Ms Maria Cosgrave 
(Psychologist in Clinical Training) in the Department of Psychology. 
 
What is my role? 
If you consent to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in an interview, to be arranged at your 
convenience. You will be asked to give your honest opinion on issues related to sexual abuse in Ireland today. 
 
Can anyone take part? 
 Participation is open to psychologists who have worked or continue to work with clients who have 
experienced sexual abuse in their childhood. 
 
How long will participation take?  
Interviews of this nature normally take 45 to 90 minutes to complete. 
 
Voluntary participation:  
Participation in this research is voluntary. You may decide to withdraw from this research at any time and your 
data will not be used.  
 
What are the benefits and risks?  
The primary risk is that participants may become upset at recounting experiences from their work history.  
Should this occur, participants will be asked as to their desire to continue with the interview. Information will 
be provided as to available supports depending on the geographical circumstances of the individual 
participant.  The primary benefit of the study will be to assist in developing a current understanding as to 
perceptions of sexual abuse across Irish society. 
 
What happens to the information?  
Any information that we obtain from this study about you will be anonymised and stored confidentially.  It will 
be analysed for research purposes and will form the basis of a thesis from which future publications may 
emerge. 
 
Do I have to sign anything? 
You will be asked to sign a consent form if you agree to participate in the study. 
 
If you have any questions or would like further information, please feel free to contact Dr. Patrick Ryan at 
patrick.ryan@ul.ie  
 
If you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact someone independent you may contact:  Chairman 
Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee, EHS Faculty Office, University of Limerick, Tel (061) 
234101.  ehsresearchethics@ul.ie 

  

mailto:patrick.ryan@ul.ie
mailto:ehsresearchethics@ul.ie
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Appendix 2: Consent form 

 

 

Consent Form for Participation in Psychological Research 

PLEASE READ FULLY BEFORE YOU CONSIDER WHETHER OR NOT TO SIGN THIS DOCUMENT 

 

I am aware the goal of this research project is to understand the experiences of professionals who 

work with people who have experienced childhood sexual abuse. I am aware that it is hoped that 

this study will lead to a better understanding of sexual abuse and through that knowledge and 

insight inform future primary prevention practices.  

I understand this study involves my participation in an in-depth interview. I also understand that the 

answers I provide are confidential and no publication from this study will identify me as a 

participant.  

I acknowledge that my participation in this study is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw consent 

at any time and I can withdraw my data at any time following the completion of the interview, until 

January 2015. The nature of this study has been fully explained to me by the researcher.  

I understand that confidentiality is assured throughout, and will only be broken if I disclose specific 

information which reflects a danger to myself or others. If this happens I understand this 

information will be passed over to the relevant authorities.  

 

I consent to participate in this study. 

I consent to allow my interview to be audio recorded. I am aware that the audio recording will be 

stored securely and destroyed when the study is complete.  

 

Name    _________________________________   

Signed    _________________________________ 

Date    _________________________________ 

Researcher Signature  __________________________________  

   Maria Cosgrave, Psychologist in Clinical Training  
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Appendix 3: Interview schedule 

 

Semi-Structured Interview Schedule – CSA research 

 

In depth qualitative interviews do not have strict interview schedules, each interview evolves 

naturally. It is expected that the content of the interviews would be somewhat different from person 

to person, within the topic of interest.  

 

 

What is your opinion of the reasons for the prevalence of sexual abuse of children in Ireland? 

 

How is such abuse facilitated in Irish society? 

 

What are your observations about how the sexual abuse of children happens? 

 

What trends in CSA have you noticed in your professional work? 

 

How is the sexual abuse of children condoned in society, implicitly or otherwise? 

 

Why, in your opinion, does the sexual abuse of children persist in modern society, despite increased 

public awareness?  

 

What is your experience of working with people who have experiences childhood sexual abuse? How 

does this work affect you? 

 

What ideas do you have, based on your experience, as to how we could work across all of society to 

prevent the sexual abuse of children?  
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Appendix 4: Support services for participants 

 

 
Support Services Available in Ireland: 

Information for research participants 

 

Thank you for participating in a research interview, the interview you completed deals with sensitive subject 

matter, and may have brought up difficult issues for you. Should you wish to access support following your 

interview the following services may be available to you.  

Employees of the HSE can access the Employee Assistance Programme (EAP), which provides a confidential 

counselling support and referral service for all staff with personal or work related difficulties. The HSE 

Employee Assistance Programme is a confidential service, and is free of charge to all HSE employees. For 

Employee Assistance contact details, HSE staff can access this information through the HSE intranet or by 

contacting the local HR departments. The Occupational Health Service can also refer clients with their consent. 

Many other organisations have similar Employee Assistance Programmes, which can usually be accessed 

through human resources departments. Other support services that are available include: 

 

Samaritans Free to Call Number - 116 123  

Samaritans is a confidential emotional support service for anyone in Ireland. The service is available 24 hours a 

day for people who are experiencing feelings of distress or despair, including those which may lead to suicide. 

The Samaritans also offer a 24:7 text support service, 365 days a year, for anyone in emotional distress. To 

receive the service, simply send an SMS text message to 087 2 60 90 90 

 

Aware, Helpline Phone: 1890 303302 

Aware supports those who are directly affected by depression. Aware operates a helpline from 10am to 10pm 

Monday to Wednesday and 10am to1am Thursday to Sunday.  The Aware Helpline is a non-directive listening 

service for people affected by depression, either as sufferers or as family and friends.  

 

Rape Crisis Network Freephone: 1800 778888 

Confidential, 24-hour telephone helpline, 7 days a week the helpline is staffed by trained counsellors who are 

available to listen to you and any concerns you may have in regard to issues of rape, sexual assault, sexual 

harassment or childhood sexual abuse. 

 

Parentline – Ph. 1890 927 277 

Parentline provides a confidential helpline for parents and guardians. Calls come from parents of children of all 

ages, with all types of problems. 

 

If you have any questions or would like further information, please feel free to contact:  

Dr Patrick Ryan at patrick.ryan@ul.ie 

Maria Cosgrave at 12021601@studentmail.ul.ie 

  

http://www.samaritans.org/
http://www.aware.ie/
http://www.rcni.ie/
http://www.parentline.ie/
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Appendix 5: Email invitation to participate 

 

 

 

Email Subject: Why Sexual Abuse continues to be a problem in Ireland? - invitation to help answer 

the question. 

  

Dear Colleague 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a research project the aim of which is to examine the 

question as to why sexual abuse continues to be a problem in Ireland, despite the various reports 

and the development of services to support those who are affected by it.  We aim to interview 

samples from across different sections society to draw together varying views on this issue. 

Ms Maria Cosgrave, a Psychologist in Clinical Training, is working with me on this component which 

aims to establish the views of psychologists who work, or have worked with those who have 

experienced childhood sexual abuse.  

This research will form the basis for Maria’s doctoral thesis. 

Attached find information related to the study which we hope you will find useful.  If you wish to 

participate, please contact Maria at the above address and we will make arrangements to contact 

you. 

Many thanks for your support for what we hope is a worthwhile project in helping us to understand 

more clearly this serious national issue. 

Kind regards 

Patrick 

  

Dr Patrick Ryan 

Head of Psychology 

Director of Clinical Psychology 

University of Limerick 

Ireland 
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Appendix 6: Ethics approval letter 

 

 

Dear Patrick 

 

Thank you for your amended Research Ethics application which was recently reviewed by the 

Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee.  The recommendation of the Committee 

is outlined below: 

 

Project Title: 2014_06_24_ EHS    The Sexual abuse of Children in Irish Society: Perspectives of 

professionals Irish society 

Principal Investigator:   Patrick Ryan    

Other Investigators:   Maria Cosgrave, [… names of two other investigators removed …].    

Recommendation:   Approved until September 2017. 

 

Please note that as Principal Investigator of this project you are required to submit a Research 

Completion Report Form (attached) on completion of this research study. 

 

Yours Sincerely 

 

Anne O’Brien 

 

Anne O’Brien 

Administrator,  Education & Health Sciences 

Research Ethics Committee 

Ollscoil Luimnigh / University of Limerick 

Guthán / Phone +353 61 234101 

Facs / Fax +353 61 202561 

Ríomhphost / Email:  anne.obrien@ul.ie 

Gréasán / Web:   http://www.ehs.ul.ie 

 

  

mailto:anne.obrien@ul.ie
http://www.ehs.ul.ie/
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Appendix 7: Pictures of early thematic maps 
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Appendix 8: Pictures of initial codes and themes 
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