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We have long been in denial about both the frequency and the severity of the child sexual abuse 
that occurs throughout our society.  We don’t want to acknowledge that parents and relatives 
molest children. We are appalled by the sex scandals and cover-ups involving priests, an 
esteemed football coach and well-known public figures. accused of trafficking young girls.  We 
don’t want to regard our nation’s teachers as potential perpetrators. It is disturbing to 
acknowledge that child sexual abuse occurs wherever there are vulnerable children and adults in 
powerful positions of trust and authority. 
 
For decades, females were viewed as above suspicion, enjoying a “carte blanche” blind trust with 
our nation’s children.  Only fairly recently have females working in our schools, our churches 
and other community agencies been arrested and convicted of sexual assault crimes against the 
young people in their care.  The gender of both the perpetrators and of the victims continues to 
impact victim disclosure, “mandating reporting,” public opinion, prosecution and sentencing. But 
we are making progress in identifying female offenders and holding them accountable.  
 
Female sex offenders are increasingly being apprehended and successfully prosecuted due to: 
1)  Technology-facilitated forensic evidence (texts, selfies, file-sharing, internet sites) 
2)  Recognizing the sexual assaults of underage boys as crimes 
3)  No longer presuming females to be innocent, based on their gender 
4)  No longer presuming females to be innocent, based on their age   
5)  No longer presuming females to be innocent, based on their status or public image 
 
It is not new for females to abuse children sexually. What is new is that they are being caught. 
From the 1990’s ACE study data, researchers learned that 16% of male participants (1 in 6) and 25% 
of female participants reported child sexual abuse before the age of 18. Of those child victims, men 
reported that their perpetrators were female nearly 40% of the time; women reported their 
perpetrators were female 6% of the time. 1 
It is past time for our perceptions to catch up with the statistics.  
 
**   Female perpetrators rarely abuse children who they do not know.  They gain access to their 
victims through on-going trusted relationships.  
Think about how this dynamic can make victim disclosure and healing exceedingly difficult.  
 
We understand better now who can be female child molesters—any women with easy access to 
children, such as relatives, babysitters, teachers. 

We comprehend how they abuse kids through an intentional, on-going, “grooming” process and the 
gradual normalization of adult-child sexual behaviors. They count on the child’s naivety and choose 
the most needy, vulnerable kids to exploit.  
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Many child victims don’t even know that they are being abused at the time. 
If we only teach kids about the most extreme forms of sexual abuse (rape and sodomy), they may not 
know that gentle, non-violent “grooming” behaviors are also on the continuum of child sexual 
abuse? (It’s not violent; it doesn’t hurt. The offender is a trusted woman!) 

If we don’t identify the more subtle forms sexualized behavior (hugs, mouth kisses, pats on butt, 
rubbing thighs, lack of privacy and boundaries, cuddling) as potentially inappropriate, children 
won’t be able to tell someone. Kids shouldn’t be on their own to try to sort it all out. 
Our embarrassed silence can make them potential victims. 
 
It is even more difficult to understand why children are targeted. Sexual offending goes against 
everything we want to believe about females being nurturing and safe. 
The research on female offenders has been limited but we have tentatively identified three types. 

Three categories of female sex offenders:  2 

1) “Predisposed,” act alone—seek power, control, intimacy; usually abuse younger children, often 
within their family or extended family; may claim to have been sexually abused as a child     
   
2) “Co-abusers,” with a partner—usually with an adult male and often their husbands or the fathers 
or step-fathers of their own child victim/s. She may claim to be a victim of domestic violence; 
dependent and controlled and assert that her partner forced her to participate.    
 
3) “Women who target adolescents”—such as the female “teacher-lover”; usually act alone, poor 
impulse control, immature, seek excitement and attention, often diagnosed with bi-polar personality 
disorder (after arrest) and their victims are usually male.  

 
Given the frequency of childhood sexual victimization among females, it would be most 
alarming if researchers could trace a clear, inflexible pathway from victim to perpetrator. Is 
being sexually abused in childhood a contributing factor to becoming an offender?  (Or perhaps 
also a factor to becoming a dedicated social worker?)  A 1996 landmark study of 36 admitted 
female sex offenders examined their own self-reported childhood abuse by their categories.3     

                                                                     

Summary of perpetrators’ own self-reported child sexual abuse:                                                                                                   
1) “Predisposed:” Every woman in the “predisposed” category (100% of 14 women) reported 
being sexually abused in childhood. Each identified at least one familial perpetrator—fathers, 
brothers, mothers, grandfathers, uncles, grandmothers. Some had additional perpetrators such as 
babysitters or “various men in the village.” Often the familial abuse continued for decades. 
  
2) “Co-abusers:” Nine of the 12 offenders (75%) in this group reported childhood sexual abuse. 
For the nine, the perpetrators ranged from familial to mother’s boyfriend, a stranger, school 
“coach” driver, and a neighbor. The abuse began later and lasted a shorter time period than the 
“predisposed” participants had experienced.         

3) “Women who target adolescents:” 100% of the 10 women in this category reported being 
sexually abused before the age of 18. The first incident was typically ages 11-14 and the abuse 
lasted a shorter duration than other groups experienced. Only one female offender reported that  
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her offender had been a female teacher.  All other perpetrators were male—mothers’ boyfriends,  
uncles, a male teacher, step-fathers, and several much older “boyfriends” (ages 37 to 47 when the 
girls were 13 or 14).                   
                                         
Saradjian also included a “comparison group” of 36 women who had never sexually abused any 
children.  They were matched with offenders based on a number of factors: age, marital status, 
social class, education, race, sexual orientation, years employed and number of children they 
had. Within that comparison group of 36, only seven women (19%) reported child sexual abuse 
in their personal histories.  All seven reported having had male perpetrators.   

The numbers leap off of the charts. Adding the three categories of female perpetrators together, 
33 out of 36 female perpetrators (92%) had been sexually abused during their own childhoods 
compared to only 7 of the 36 women in the “comparison group” (19%) of non-offenders.  
 

Having a personal history of child sexual abuse may be a partial explanation of the “why” but it 
ignores the path to recovery that many victims follow. The majority of women who were 
abused in childhood do not become child molesters. What makes the difference? Healing!         

How to survive and heal:  the path to recovery 
Tell someone who can help.   
Report the abuse to the authorities. (Or cause a report to be made.) 
** Get professional counseling, therapy.  
 
1)  Awareness 
     Victims need to first self-identify as victims and to gain a clear understanding of the trauma  
      that they experienced. (“She molested me, time after time.”) Call the abuse by name. 
2)   Separation from the offender, physically and psychologically 
3)   Responsibility—authentic, balanced; not helpless “victim” but not be overly responsible 
4)   Self-love: in therapy grieve losses and betrayal; forgive self     
      (“If you coulda, you woulda!”  If you could have done anything different at the time, of  
      course you would have.  It wasn’t your fault)  
      Make psychological, philosophical and spiritual sense out of the abuse in order to go forward  
      with the healthy life which they deserve. This process is highly individualized and may take  
      great time and effort. 

 
 
      Victims become survivors by following a path to healing. Through recovery, they gain 
resiliency and a “survivors’ perspective.”  
“We are defined not by what happens to us in life but by what we choose to do with it.”  --anon   
                                                                                                                                                       
      Through healing, not only does a victim re-claim her or his right to a healthy, productive life; 
they are able to prevent perpetuating the cycle of sexual violence against others.  
 
      Choosing to get therapy and to heal are unselfish and noble choices for victims to make.  
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