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Structure 
This session will discuss why viewing sexual abuse its causes and its consequences 
through a commu

nity-based and EpiCrim focused lens matters. The session will argue that by taking 
a trauma-informed, developmental approach to understand why people commit 
sexual abuse we can help communities, as well as individuals, more effectively 
work together to prevent and respond to sexual abuse while allowing them to 
effectively safeguard themselves as well as their children



Sexual abuse is an international issue

■ Sexual abuse is a global 
issue, BUT responses 
and consequences 
varies widely.

■ Issues related to 
different types of 
perpetrators.

■ Need to learn from each 
others good & bad 
practice.

■ Need to adapt 
international practices 
effectively.



The reality of sexual abuse???

(Ministry of Justice, Home Office and Office for National Statistics 2013)



Socio-Ecological Model & sexual 
offending.



The importance of the life course
■ Cambridge study of crime by West and Farrington (Farrington and West, 1990; 

Farrington et al., 2006) demonstrates that the main etiological factors in 

criminogenic behavior are;

■ The study demonstrates that the causes of offending behaviour are a blend of 

nature and nurture, with childhood playing a significant role in determining later 

behaviour.  

■ Research and existing good practice also demonstrates The importance of risk and 

protective factors (Farrington, Loeber and Ttofi, 2014; Sapona et al., 2015). 

risk factors (i.e., increase the likelihood of committing an offence); 

protective factors (i.e., reduce the likelihood of committing an offence) 

■ Which means that criminality is, in part, a learned behaviour which can be 

unlearned. Rehabilitation is thus possible for most, and proactive risk 

management is possible for others, with the appropriate tools and necessary 

support. 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC 

STAUS 

MAJOR LIFE EVENTS PERSONALITY INTELLIGENCE

CHILDHOOD 

DEVELOPMENT

HEALTH SOCIALIZATION IMPULSIVITY 
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Adverse Childhood Experiences



Adverse Childhood Experiences



Adverse childhood 
experiences

Source: Bellis 2016 adapted from Felitti1998, image credit to Warren Larkin Associates Limited 





ACE’s  & Trauma in adults who 
commit sexual offences 
■ People who commit sexual offences have been shown to have particularly 

extensive ACEs and past trauma (Drury, Heinrichs, Elbert, Tahja, DeLisi, & 
Caropreso, 2017).

■ The prevalence of the ACE of sexual abuse among people who have 
committed a sexual offence has been estimated to be 15 times higher 
compared to those in the general population (Cohen et al., 2002).

■ Males and females convicted of a  sexual offence have significantly higher 
ACE scores than individuals in the general population (Levenson et al., 
2014; Levenson, Willis, & Prescott, 2015; Reavis, Looman, Franco, & 
Rojas, 2013; Weeks & Widom, 1998). 

■ The prevalence of adverse childhood experiences is higher for females 
convicted of a sexual offence than for nonoffending women (Gannon, Rose, 
& Ward, 2008; Levenson et al., 2015; Turner, Miller, & Henderson, 2008; 
Wijkman, Bijleveld, & Hendriks, 2010). 



ACE’s  & Trauma in adult Males 
who commit sexual offences 

■ Childhood sexual abuse was specifically associated with pedophilia 
perhaps because childhood sexual abuse is associated with greater 
cognitive distortions about children vis-à-vis offending against them 
(Jung and Carlson, 2011).

■ Levenson et al. (2014). found that, compared to males in the general 
population, they had more than three times the odds of child sexual 
abuse (CSA), nearly twice the odds of physical abuse, 13 times the odds 
of verbal abuse, and more than four times the odds of emotional neglect 
or having unmarried parents (Levenson et al., 2014). 

■ Additional associations have been reported linking ACEs to increased 
violence and weapons use among sex offenders (Ramirez et al., 2015), 
to increased maladaptive cognitive schemas (Chakhssi et al., 2013), 
and to diverse forms of serious sexual offending (Cale et al., 2014; 
Connolly and Woollons, 2008; DeLisi et al., 2014).



Attachment? 
Grady, Levenson, & Bolder (2016) 

maltreatment and other adverse experiences disrupt children’s 

socioemotional development (e.g., empathy and self-regulation) 

and their understandings of themselves (i.e., attachment 

formation), which then puts them at risk for later relational 

difficulties and possibly sexual offending.

ACE Insecure 

Attachment

Criminogenic 

Needs

Sex 

Offending 

Behaviours 



Trauma Informed Care/Practice

In the simplest terms, the concept of trauma-

informed care is straightforward. If professionals

were to pause and consider the role trauma and

lingering traumatic stress plays in the lives of

the specific client population served by an

individual, professional, organization, or an

entire system, how would they behave

differently? What steps would they take to avoid,

or at least minimize, adding new stress or

inadvertently reminding their clients of their past

traumas? How can they better help their

traumatized clients heal? In effect, by looking at

how the entire system is organized and services

are delivered through a “trauma lens,” what

should be done differently?

Wilson, Pence, and Conradi (2013)

Trauma-
Informed 
care 



Benefits of trauma informed 
care

(Gilliver, 2018)

Clients 

- Feeling safe and supported;

- Increased engagement;

- Understanding that symptoms may be linked to 

childhood trauma;

- Care experiences that do not add to previous 

trauma;

- Starting on a recovery journey;

- Improved outcomes.

Staff

- Better understanding of patients’ behaviors;

- Increased compassion, hope and resilience;

- Reduced stress and burnout;

- An improved ability to take a less ‘black-and-white’ 

approach.

Agencies

- A clear framework for the values 

and philosophy of care

- Better engagement with clients;

- Better staff retention;

- Reduced staff sickness and 

absence;

- The creation of insightful and 

compassionate workplaces.



■ The criminal justice system rarely seeks out the perspective of those subject to it.

■ Thus, it is impossible to apply a “one size fits all” approach to understanding who commits
sexual offenses, why they do it, what services they need, or how those services can help.

■ This is largely a product of the research that has, thus far, focused on the service itself not the
lived experience of the actual users or the impact that the process has on the individual.

■ Importance of the service user voice in:

– Prevention

– Management

– Desistence

– An evidence base

– Effective policy & practice

(McCartan, Harris & Prescott, 2019)

Understanding the “offender” 
as the service user?



Treatment, desistence & 
management

Strengths based approaches, recovery capital, the service use voice & Desistence



Recovery 

Capital

(McCartan & Kemshall, 2020)

Treatment, desistence, harm 
reduction & recovery capital

Social capital: 

relationships, and 

the to groups to 

which they 

belong.

Cultural capital:

pro-social values, 

beliefs & 

attitudes

Human capital: 

Skills, personal 

resources (i.e., 

coping 

mechanisms, 

resilience, hope & 

positive 

aspirations)

Physical capital:   

income, property, 

assets used to 

increase recovery 

options.



Prevention sexual abuse is a community issue…



The shift to an Epidemiological 
Criminology approach
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preparators
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Risk management & Prevention

Primary - Raise public awareness of the reality of crime, especially youth crime, and dispel common myths 

about victims and individuals.

- Enable individuals and communities to be better at identifying crime, risky behaviors and be better 

able to support people impacted by criminality.

- Increased education leads to increased awareness and more proactive behavior.  

Secondary - Enable “at risk” populations to understand their potential risks, triggers and their potential 

outcomes/impacts. 

- Enable them to seek appropriate support and be empowered to seek help. 

- Individuals and communities better understand risk and therefore are better able to help people 

manage their own (potential) risk. 

Tertiary - Working with people, especially youths, convicted of crime to hold them accountability for their past 

problematic behavior, get support and move forward, integrate back into their communities. 

- Help people to move people towards an offense-free lifestyle and encourage desistence. 

- Assist & empower people manage their own risk.

Quaternary - Enables people to successfully integrate back into the community by protecting them from the 

collateral consequences for risk management policies and practices.

- Done through supportive integration programs that help the person who has sexually abused, aid 

their entry and support them pro-actively to negative the range of policies and practices that negate 

their integration. 



VALUING PROFESSIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND 
WORKING 

(RISK) MANAGEMENT OF PEOPLE WHO HAVE A 

SEXUAL OFFENCE COINVICTION

REHABILITATION /TREATMENT OF PEOPLE 

WHO HAVE A SEXUAL OFFENCE COINVICTION

SEXUAL ABUSE PREVENTION

UNDERSTANDING SEXUAL ABUSE & THE 

PEOPLE WHO COMMIT IT 



Thank you!

Questions??

Contact information:

Kieran.mccartan@uwe.ac.uk

mailto:Kieran.mccartan@uwe.ac.uk

