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Chapter 1: Introduction
3.1 Introduction
The purpose of this dissertation is to critically examine the impact that commonly held misconceptions surrounding child sexual abuse (CSA), have on both the victims and survivors of CSA and the perpetrators of such abuse. To address this question, the research aims to understand myths surrounding CSA and how responses to CSA can influence such beliefs. Consideration will then be had as to how public perceptions of child sex offenders can be changed, to aid recovery for victims and offenders. Three key objectives will be considered: 
i) What are the most commonly held beliefs surrounding CSA and the veracity of such beliefs?
ii) How are current responses to CSA reinforcing such beliefs?
iii) Assess the impact of these misconceptions on victims and perpetrators of CSA and what steps can be taken to minimise negative outcomes?
   Three thematic chapters will be included to address these objectives. Firstly, some of the key misconceptions surrounding CSA will be identified using the framework proposed by Cromer and Goldsmith (2010) and a comparison will be made with evidence-based research, to determine the source and veracity of such beliefs. Secondly, responses to CSA will be critically evaluated in terms of how such responses can reinforce misconceptions. Lastly, consideration will be had as to how the negative impact of such myths, can be minimised to aid the successful rehabilitation of child sexual offenders and to limit the harm caused to victims of CSA.
Historically, criminological research has examined how the public perceive certain criminal justice issues and the impact this has on shaping such issues; from the death penalty (Cochran & Chamlin, 2006) to attitudes about the police (Sun et al, 2008), however very few of these studies have considered public perception of sex offenders. For those studies that have considered public perception of sex offenders, there is a general finding that sex offenders are viewed as some of the most serious types of offenders, with connotations such as ‘evil’ and ‘dangerous’ being applied (Payne et al. 2010). Also linked to these connotations is the belief that sex offenders are beyond help and cannot be rehabilitated (Payne & DeMichele, 2008). Arguably, these assumptions have disproportionately influenced policy in a way to punish sex offenders with a ‘get tough’ attitude (Wright, 2014). This is despite the lack of evidence suggesting that such approaches are effective (Cohen & Jeglic, 2007). 
It is likely that the opposition to sex offender treatment is being significantly influenced by misconceptions about the perpetrators themselves (Pickett et al, 2013) . Myths such as ‘stranger danger’ and the exaggeration of some offences has led to the public being reluctant to support offender treatment programmes (Mancini et al. 2016). These findings are alarming as specific treatment programmes that may have the potential to reduce long and short- term recidivism amongst sex offenders may be overlooked, due to the proliferated view of sex offenders displayed in the media, by the public and by policy responses (Payne et al. 2010). Due to the relatively little research on public attitudes towards the rehabilitation of child sex offenders, this research recognises the need to provide the public with a more objective view of the evidence-based reality of CSA and that sex offenders are capable of being rehabilitated.
 3.2 Defining CSA
Difficulties with defining CSA have been apparent since the 1970s, due to the complex and sensitive nature of the offences involved. The absence of a universal definition of CSA remains an urgent issue, with policy bodies and researchers calling for less variance in the wording of the definition (Mathews & Colin-Vézina, 2019). For the purpose of this research, the definition of child sexual abuse will be that provided by HM Government, in the 2018 report ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children’:
‘Child sexual abuse involves forcing or enticing a child or young person to take part in sexual activities, not necessarily involving a high level of violence, whether or not the child is aware of what is happening. The activities may involve physical contact, including assault by penetration (for example, rape or oral sex) or non-penetrative acts such as masturbation, kissing, rubbing, and touching outside of clothing. They may also include non-contact activities, such as involving children in looking at, or in the production of, sexual images, watching sexual activities, encouraging children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways, or grooming a child in preparation for abuse. Sexual abuse can take place online, and technology can be used to facilitate offline abuse. Sexual abuse is not solely perpetrated by adult males. Women can also commit acts of sexual abuse, as can other children’ (Department for Education, 2018, p. 107).

3.3 Scale and prevalence of CSA
CSA is a crime that takes many forms and is hidden in nature. At one end, CSA can involve offline contact offences that involve the physical presence of a child. At the other end there is online, non-contact offences which indirectly involve children (Krone et al, 2020). In addition, it is recognised that there is an overlap between these categories where contact can be made with children online to facilitate offline abuse. Recent advances in technology has also meant that perpetrators of CSA are using the internet to find new ways of conducting CSA. Wagner et al (2018) have stressed that due to this evolving nature, there are considerable gaps in knowledge in relation to the extent of CSA that is carried out online in the UK.
Whilst much research has been undertaken concerning CSA, the extent to which this phenomenon is understood is questionable, ostensibly because it is something which is hidden. Data collection is drawn from those perpetrators who have been identified, meaning there are far more adults who sexually abuse children than the figures show (Brown, 2020). Furthermore, measuring the scale and prevalence of CSA using official agency data is made difficult since the majority of CSA is not identified or reported during childhood, with it taking on average, 17 years for victims to disclose their abuse (Halverson, Solberg & Stige, 2020). 
Whilst recognising there are certain groups underrepresented within the data, a prevalence survey conducted by the Office for National Statistics (2020) found that one in five adults aged between 18 to 74 had been the victim of child abuse, with 7.5% of adults experiencing sexual abuse before they turned 16. However, international estimates of the prevalence of CSA have proved much higher, suggesting some 30% of girls and 23% of boys will experience some sexual abuse before the age of 16 (Parke & Karsna, 2019). Alarmingly, recent reports also suggest that an increasing number of children who suffer CSA are not being protected due to a gap in the data between experienced CSA and that which is reported (Karsna & Kelly, 2021).  These findings are also supported by data from the Department for Education (2020), which show that the number of children made subject to a child protection plan (with the main category being CSA), decreased by 60% between 1993/94 to 2019/20. 
Developing a better understanding of perpetration has been described as ‘key’ to preventing CSA (Centre of expertise on child sexual abuse, 2018). However, less is known regarding CSA perpetration, as research in this area is less developed than the prevalence studies, with many of the studies containing a limited array of questions and lacking consideration of CSA within numerous contexts (Karsna & Kelly, 2021). Some researchers have argued that this could be rectified through a survey that is dedicated solely to CSA and improvement in terms of training and the reporting of CSA by the agencies involved. Acknowledging these concerns, this research will attempt to consider perpetrators views as to what works to achieve successful rehabilitation of convicted child sexual offenders. However, it has become apparent throughout this research that there is a dearth of research on the voice of offenders, and since this research is literature based, discussion from an offenders perspective be limited. Although recent policy such as the ‘Tackling Child Sexual Abuse Strategy’ (2021) mentions the need to address the myths surrounding CSA, the consideration in respect of what works to address these myths is lacking. 
Whilst considering the prevalence and perpetration of CSA, the focus of this research will be in relation to the commonly held misconceptions surrounding CSA. Such myths have been defined as comprising ‘incorrect beliefs regarding sexual abuse, victims and perpetrators’ (Cromer & Goldsmith 2010, p.618). The role that such beliefs play in tackling CSA has become increasingly important, with findings suggesting that such myths can undermine the prevalence of CSA, dissuade discloser by victims and limit the resources that are available to help prevent CSA (Somer & Szwarcberg, 2001). This research aims to identify dominant beliefs, consider why these myths exist and what can be done to minimise the negative impact they have on preventing offending and re-offending by child sex offenders. 
3.4 Chapter Summaries
Chapter 2: Methodology
This chapter outlines the theoretical framework and considers the reasons for utilising a systematic literature-based methodology. The inclusion/exclusion criteria used for determining whether literature should be utilised will also be discussed, along with the limitations of using a literature- based methodology and any ethical implications that were considered. 
Chapter 3: Obscuring the true nature of child sexual abuse
Within this chapter, the scale and prevalence of CSA will be examined in greater detail, to determine the foundations of commonly held misconceptions regarding the victims and perpetrators of CSA. Concepts such as ‘stranger danger’ and beliefs that child sex offenders cannot be ‘cured’ will be assessed, to determine whether the beliefs people currently hold are supported by the most recent data.
Chapter 4: Are the current responses to CSA reinforcing commonly held misconceptions?
This chapter will look at the extent to which misconceptions are influencing CSA policy. The role of the media, laws and policy, professional responses, and the treatment of child sex offenders will be used to consider alternative practices that could decrease the recidivism rate amongst child sex offenders. Consideration as to reintegration of offenders following release from prison will be had along with the safeguarding of victims. 
Chapter 5: ‘Misconceptions, invisibility & system failure’
The final thematic chapter will be concerned with the efficacy and impact of the research findings. Current policy will be examined to determine whether adequate support is being offered to support the reintegration of convicted child sex offenders back into the community and how addressing myths surrounding the nature of sexual offenders can aid rehabilitative provisions. A key focus will be had as to the ‘offenders voice’ within this chapter to examine recommendations for promoting the successful rehabilitation of this offending group. The impact of misconceptions on the recovery of survivors will also be examined in greater detail, with a key focus on the need to amend societal attitudes surrounding CSA and the stigmas that are often associated with being a CSA victim. 
Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion
The concluding chapter will consider the evidence presented in each of the thematic chapters and will relate the key findings back to the question: ‘Are inaccurate misconceptions surrounding child sexual abuse causing greater harm to victims and offenders?’ Whilst making recommendations for how societal attitudes towards CSA can be changed and identifying areas of potential future research. 



Chapter 2: Methodology
2.1 Theoretical framework
It has been suggested, that the ‘exact nature of the definition of research is influenced by the researcher's theoretical framework’ (Mertens, 2005, p.2), this theoretical framework therefore influences the way that studies interpret knowledge (MacKenzie & Knipe, 2006). By discussing the theoretical framework, the understanding behind the methodological approaches chosen in this research will become apparent.
 The philosophical concept of epistemology refers to how we come to know something (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). It is concerned with how knowledge can be acquired and communicated through research (Bottoms, 2008). In contrast, the concept of ontology focuses on the nature of reality (Ibid), with assumptions being made within research to believe the reality of something (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). The theoretical framework adopted within this current research was the constructionist/interpretivist perspective, suggesting that ‘reality is socially constructed’ (Mertens, 2005, p.12). The ontology suggests there is no singular reality and the epistemology perspective is that reality needs to be examined to explain intrinsic meanings behind certain actions (Patel, 2015). 
The methodological approach utilised in this research is a library-based, systematic literature review of the existing research in relation to common misconceptions surrounding child sexual abuse, both nationally and internationally. Green et al. (2006) suggests that the majority of literature reviews utilise narrative approaches. Narrative literature reviews discuss the contextual nature of a given topic and refrain from including information on the methodological approaches utilised. Detail as to the inclusion and exclusion criteria is also excluded, which prevents the reproduction of data and can be criticised for the insufficient references (Rother 2007). In contrast, a systematic literature review is: 
‘a systematic, explicit, and reproducible method for identifying, evaluating, and synthesizing the existing body of completed and recorded work produced by researchers, scholars, and practitioner’
(Okoli & Schabram, 2010, p. 4)
 The decision was made to conduct a systematic literature review, based on the need to evaluate current responses to CSA and how the findings from this study can be used to influence policy (Bachman & Schutt, 2015). 
The sourcing of literature included both manual and computerised methods of searching for relevant discussion areas, to provide a qualitative review into the impact of myths on the victims and perpetrators of CSA and to engage with as comprehensive a range of literature as possible.
2.2 Data collection
Electronic data was sourced from numerous online platforms, such as:
·  The library catalogue of Swansea University: ‘iFind’
· Web-based search engines: ‘Google Scholar’ and ‘Google’
· Government websites: ‘Department for Education’
‘HM Government: Tackling Child Sexual Abuse Strategy, 2021’
· Non-profit websites: ‘iicsa.org.uk’
‘CSAcentre.org.uk’
‘Centre of expertise on CSA’
 ‘NSPCC’
‘One in Four’ 

Specific terminology was used when searching the electronic data which related intimately to the research topic to avoid the production of overly generalised results. The selection of the terms used, also contained a degree of latitude to obtain a widened search result. Terms used for the purpose of collating evidence consisted of the following examples: “CSA and rehabilitation”, “CSA myths”, “CSA stereotypes”, “Public perception of child sex offenders”, “rehabilitation of child sex offenders”, “Media responses to child sex offenders”, “scale and prevalence of CSA”, “societal attitudes to sex offenders”, “changing public perception of sex offenders”. Preference was also given to those publications that had been more recently published, although no limit was set as to the timescale. Research was conducted between August 2020 and December 2021 to ensure the literature was contemporary and reflective of current policy, law and practice. 
A combination of literature from different research approaches was selected, including empirical, qualitative, and quantitative research methods to engage as fully with the literature as possible and to ensure key content was not omitted. When a potential source was detected, the CRAAP model of evaluating online sources was applied, to determine the currency, relevance, authority, accuracy, and purpose of the literature (Kurpiel, 2009). Consideration was specifically had as to the following inclusion/exclusion criteria:
· The relevance of the publication to the research question. There was a tendency for some searches to produce results in relation to rape myths. Although some comparisons, could be made with CSA myths, particular caution was taken in implying any direct links. 
· Writer bias: The purpose of the literature required consideration to limit writer bias. This was particularly relevant when examining governmental sources, such as policy. There was a tendency for government publications to reflect public concerns. In terms of this research, that was the reinforcement of a punitive stance towards the treatment of sex offenders. It was for this reason that there was a greater reliance on academic literature throughout this research. 
· The year of publication was also considered. The aim was to utilise the most recent data where possible, yet in some areas (historical cases of CSA, the background of responses to CSA) consideration of older research was necessary. 
· The relevance of the source to the jurisdiction of England and Wales was also prioritised throughout this research. Where sources fell outside of this jurisdiction, consideration was had as to the relevance of the content and if the findings could be applied outside of the jurisdiction in which the research was conducted. 
In order to widen the search, reference lists, recommended reading and bibliographies that were included in the sources used, were utilised to further the engagement with relevant literature. Again, sources obtained this way, were also subject to the previously discussed CRAAP evaluation model and the inclusion/exclusion criteria. 

2.3 Ethics and Bias
An informed decision was made to undertake a literature review due to the abundance of data related to CSA that appeared to be available within the existing literature. Grewal et al. (2016) state that literature-based research provides the opportunity to learn more about a given topic and through the exploration of previous research, allows for the identification of further research opportunities. 
The decision not to conduct empirical research was justified based on the sensitive nature of the research and the need for engagement with vulnerable groups of society. This would have involved speaking to both offenders and survivors of child sexual abuse which poses significant ethical implications. King and Liebling (2008) identify the difficulty of students gaining access to prisons for research as a successful National Research Council application for HMPSS would have been needed as well as support from a business lead from the Ministry of Justice or HMPSS (UK Government, 2021). This would not only have caused lengthy delays, but due the ‘trainee’ status of students, it is likely the request would have been declined by HMPSS and Swansea University’s College Research Ethics Committee (Bell & Waters, 2014).
Additional consideration was had regarding the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the opportunity for empirical data collection. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, accessing primary data in person, was impossible due to the restrictions that were implemented during National lockdowns. For research that was able to be collected in person, thorough risk assessments would have needed to be taken, to minimise the risk of contracting and transmitting Covid-19 between participants; thus, causing even greater time constraints. 





Chapter 3: Obscuring the ‘true’ nature of CSA
As suggested within the literature, there are dominant ‘myths’ that exist in relation to CSA. This chapter will identify those common myths, critically evaluate the veracity of such myths and consider the negative outcomes for victims and perpetrators of CSA associated with such beliefs.
Child sexual abuse myths have been defined by Cromer & Goldsmith (2010, p. 619) as ‘incorrect beliefs and stereotyped assumptions about CSA, victims, and perpetrators.’ Despite extensive research providing accurate data in relation to some of the beliefs, these general stereotypes persist, with many having harmful outcomes on both the victims and perpetrators of CSA. Somer & Swarcberg (2001) have suggested that such misconceptions can undermine the reality of CSA, reinforce inaccurate characteristics of victims and perpetrators, and negatively impact the likelihood of disclosure. Furthermore, Cromer & Goldsmith (2010) warn that inaccurate assumptions in relation to CSA can significantly impact policy making. This has been recognised by the most recent Home Office ‘Tackling Child Sexual Abuse’ strategy (2021), where it has been noted that criminal justice responses to this type of offending need to be updated and myths surrounding CSA must be challenged, stating:
‘To bring more offenders to justice, we will work across Government to improve the criminal justice system response to all forms of sexual abuse, challenging myths around this type of offending, updating guidance for prosecutors and training them on the impact of trauma on memory’
 (HM Government, 2021, p.6).
Scholarly material in relation to CSA myths appears to be limited to findings from psychological literature. In 1997, to investigate the extent of myths and stereotypes surrounding CSA, Collings created the Child Sexual Abuse Myth Scale (CSAM, Collings, 1997). The CSAM attempted to rectify the problem that previous models had not addressed specific CSA myths; for example, the Jackson Incest Blame Scale (Jackson and Ferguson, 1983) failed to consider the aspect of denial in terms of CSA to any extent. Some of the myths contained within the CSAM are as follows:
· ‘Sexual contact between an adult and a child, which is wanted by the child, and which is physically pleasurable for the child cannot really be described as “abusive”.’
· ‘Boys are more likely than girls to enjoy sexual contact with an adult and are therefore less likely to be emotionally traumatized by the experience.’
· ‘Most children are sexually abused by strangers or by men who are not well known to the child’ (Collings, 1997, p.672).
Studies that utilised the CSAM, generally found that individuals failed to agree with the stereotypes depicted in the scale, but findings suggest that the level of disagreement is strongly influenced by the respondent's background and environment (Rheingold et al, 2007, Cromer & Freyd, 2007). Machia & Lamb (2009) show that attitudes in relation to CSA myths were particularly susceptible to influence from recent environmental changes, such as viewing of sexualised advertisements in magazines. Although caution needs to be had when applying the findings of Collings (1997) to the wider population, due to the non-probability sampling used; the study was useful in offering a more detailed definition of CSA stereotypes and myths and identifying prevailing social attitudes regarding CSA. The original definition of child sexual abuse myths was expanded to state: ‘CSA myths and stereotypes are false or overgeneralized, beliefs that create a climate that is hostile to CSA victims through a) the mitigation of offender blame, b) the denial of the abusiveness of CSA, and/or c) the denial of the reality of most abuse incidents’ (Collings, 1997, p. 672).
Drawing on findings from the CSAM, Cromer and Goldsmith conducted a review in 2009, to ascertain the veracity and impact of the myths surrounding CSA. In order to identify common myths within the public media, the study utilised the ‘Google’ search engine to detect alleged CSA myths (Cromer and Goldsmith, 2010). Following the collation of the most common statements produced by the search engine, four research assistants were then asked to assign the statements into themed groups. Four common categories were identified by the research assistants, those being: ‘a) myths related to the extent of the harm CSA poses (one coder called this “future implications”), b) myths that deny the existence of CSA or assert that it is extremely rare, c) myths that diffuse blame away from the perpetrator (one coder recorded “blame child” and “blame other people” as two separate categories), d) myths that reflect perpetrator stereotypes, which had items consistent with the large “perpetrator stereotype category) and e) stereotypes about Abuse’ (Cromer and Goldsmith, 2010, p.622).   In order to critically analyse the impact that such beliefs are having on victims and offenders, this framework proposed by Cromer and Goldsmith (2010) will be used. Although the framework does not assess all myths in relation to CSA, it provides current data of the overgeneralised myths, which allows for further examination in relation to veracity and impact.  
3.1 Category a) Myths related to the extent of the harm CSA poses
Within this category are those myths that suggest that CSA is not harmful. Examples identified by Cromer & Goldsmith (2010) include those myths that both exaggerate and minimise the harm that has been caused to the victim and statements such as: “Sexual abuse is nonviolent and therefore nondamaging”, “Children naturally outgrow the effects of sexual abuse or neglect” and “Sexually abused children are scarred or damaged forever” (p.623). Also included within this category are gender-based stereotypes that suggest boys are less affected by CSA than girls and when a boy is subject to CSA by a woman, it is not abuse (Stoltenborgh et al., 2011). Such gender stereotypes can have a negative impact on male victims and act a barrier to disclosure, therefore it has been suggested that CSA prevention programmes must address these entrenched beliefs (Scholes et al, 2014). 
In terms of the physical harm that CSA presents, there a wide range of adverse physical health problems that can be linked to CSA. Immediate physical harm can include injury to the genitals and sexually transmitted diseases because of penetration (Heger et al. 2002). Long term illnesses range from increased BMI, chronic pain, cardiovascular problems, and some medically unexplained symptoms, such as seizures (Trickett et al. 2011, Kamiya et al. 2016, McCarthy-Jones and McCarthy-Jones, 2014, Nelson et al, 2012). Furthermore, research findings also suggest that survivors of CSA have on average, a greater level of contact with doctors and medical services, which could suggest that they are of poorer health than the general population (Kamiya et al. 2016). 
There is also a large body of literature exploring the detrimental effects that CSA can have on a victim's emotional well-being and mental health, with key findings suggesting that CSA can lead to depression, low self-esteem (particularly when there is familiarity with the perpetrator) and recognised medical conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety disorders and self-harm (One in Four, 2015. Maniglio, 2009). Findings also suggest that due to the traumatic nature of CSA, many victims will suffer externalising behaviours as maladaptive coping mechanisms such as substance addiction and personality disorders (Shrivastava et al. 2017). It is recognised in the literature that links can be made between the type of trauma the victim has suffered and the behaviour which they display, whether at the time of the abuse or later in life, regardless of whether they have disclosed or not (Fisher et al. 2017). A key theme is that of risky sexualised behaviours displayed by victims of CSA. There are numerous studies that suggest children who have been victims of CSA are more likely to engage in sexual behaviours such as: unprotected sex, have numerous sexual partners and have consensual intercourse at an earlier age (Homma et al. 2012, Draucker and Mazurczyk, 2013). Additionally, studies show that there is an increased risk of adolescent pregnancy for those girls who are abused as younger children and adolescence (Young et al. 2011). Abuse which has occurred more frequently and involves penetration have also been identified as further risk factors that can influence sexual behaviours (Aaron, 2012). Ferguson et al (2013) have demonstrated that such risky behaviours can extend beyond adolescents and into adulthood, hence the need for CSA interventions that aim to reduce these harmful behaviours. 
Further disproving the above myth category, CSA has also been found to cause harm, in terms of socioeconomic outcomes of victims and survivors. Research has found that CSA can have a particularly harmful impact on the victims and survivors' likelihood of securing employment, educational attainment and receiving a stable income (Fisher, 2017). It is likely that this is caused by the child having difficulties with concentrating in school and self-confidence issues linked to the abuse. However, in specific cases, the educational attainment of some victims has been shown to improve but this is usually the case when the survivor turns to education as an escape from the abuse (Nelson, 2009). Nevertheless, researchers such as Trickett et al (2011, p.14) have suggested that CSA is ‘a substantial risk factor for cognitive maldevelopment and academic achievement’. This, along with the possibility of suffering from ill-health is likely to have a significant impact on the employment status of the victims and survivors (One in Four, 2015). 
Although many findings have disproved the myths that downplay the harm caused by CSA to the victims, much of the literature in relation to harm suggests negative outcomes for the victims. There is, however, a need to consider that some victims show great resilience to the abuse they have suffered and do not exhibit adverse outcomes as a result (20-44%; Dufour, Nadeau & Bertrand, 2000). Strong relationships, education and environmental factors have all been seen to positively aid resilience. In contrast, attitudes that treat CSA as ‘taboo’ and silence discussion around it decrease the likelihood of disclosure, therefore prolonging the recovery process for the victim (Softestad et al. 2013). Fisher (2017) suggests that societal attitudes towards victims and survivors of CSA are key in aiding their recovery and promoting resilience. This finding stresses the importance of addressing how these beliefs are informing/misleading societal attitudes and responses to child sex offenders. 
The dangers with myths that minimise or exaggerate harm are twofold. Cromer and Goldsmith (2010, p.623) have warned that those statements which minimise harm can decrease the likelihood of the victim disclosing abuse, while those statements which exaggerate the harm such as ‘children who are sexually abused will never recover’, may negatively impact the recovery process. Such stereotypes that reinforce the idea that CSA does not cause harm has also downplayed abuse during legal trials, meaning some perpetrators will escape convictions or receive lesser sentences due to doubt being cast about the severity of the harm that has occurred (Marriott et al 2014). It is apparent from previous discussion that the myths surrounding the harm caused by CSA (whether minimising or exaggerating) have a negative impact on victims. The harm that such myths have on the victims and survivors has said to be lessened through consideration of the following protective factors: the impact of policy making, community attitudes and family perspectives (Fisher, 2017). This reinforces the idea that to help victims overcome the harm caused by CSA, then there is a need to tackle any incorrect beliefs society may have about CSA and the perpetrators of such abuse.
3.2 Category b) Myths that deny the existence of CSA or assert that it is rare
Statements included within this category are those which downplay the frequency of CSA. Cromer and Goldsmith (2010) suggest that there is research showing contradicting viewpoints in relation to the prevalence of CSA; with some groups perceiving CSA as relatively common and others not. 
As previously mentioned, there is conflicting data regarding the prevalence of CSA within the United Kingdom, and we do not know exactly how many children have been subject to sexual abuse. This is largely because prevalence studies in relation to CSA are mainly conducted in the United States, meaning the findings cannot easily be applied to the United Kingdom. Although the exact prevalence of CSA in the UK may be hard to determine, data does suggest that CSA is not uncommon. Recently published data from the NSPCC (2021) suggests that as many as 1 in 20 children in the UK have experienced CSA, with over one third of police-reported sexual offences, being against children. One of the key studies examining the prevalence of child maltreatment in the UK, is that conducted by Radford et al (2011). The study provides particularly useful findings as it questioned children about their experiences rather than adults. Key findings from the research suggested that 1 in 5 children had experienced serious levels of maltreatment (including contact sexual abuse), with 1 in 3 of those children who were sexually abused, not informing anyone of the abuse at the time (ibid). 
Despite the data indicating that CSA is common within the UK, the myths asserting that CSA is rare, persist and it is therefore necessary to consider why that is. A corollary of this myth category is often the association with fabrication of abuse by victims. An example of this, is the belief that children and women can confabulate abuse by a previous partner, upon a breakdown of the relationship between the partner or married couple for revenge and attention (Brown et al. [2001]). Although data in relation to false allegations in the UK is again limited, international studies suggest that false allegations of CSA are rare, with many CSA allegations being true (O’Donoghue et al. 2018). The problem with this association being made is that it can make victims reluctant to disclose their adverse experiences for fear that they will not be believed, thus reducing the benefit of the disclosure process for survivors (Winters et al. 2020). 
Historically, the concealment of CSA by certain institutions within society has further advanced the myth that CSA is uncommon. For example, Fogler et al (2008), found that religious institutions would often hide abuse alleged to have involved the clergy as a mechanism of showing support to the accused. Hamilton (2008) also suggests that education authorities have often attempted to conceal abuse by teachers by offering confidentiality agreements in return for the teacher’s resignation. 
The fact that child sexual abuse remains a taboo subject is reinforcing the perception that CSA is rare, as society are less likely to discuss it. This is particularly the case when the abuse is that perpetrated by a female. The nature of this abuse, appears to be so distressing that discussing it is seen to detract from predominate abuse, which is that abuse conducted by men (Elliott, 1994). Furthermore, McNaughton Nicholls (2014) claims that communities need to address the stigma surrounding CSA, to feel empowered to help those who disclose an interest in CSA, and to prevent offending. This principle could also be applied to criminological research, as sex offenders are often not considered as they are viewed as ‘different’ from other offenders (Wnuk, Chapman, & Jeglic, 2006, p.37). Addressing these myths would educate people and promote change towards the treatment of these offenders. 
This discussion suggests that CSA is much more widespread than society view it, and the perception that CSA is rare can have a detrimental effect on victims, families of victims and the perpetrators. If the prevalence of CSA is undermined, then resources allocated to dealing with such problems will be limited, meaning victims and offenders are less likely to get the help they so desperately need. 
3.3 Category c) Myths that diffuse blame away from the perpetrator
The third category are those myths which downplay the fault of the offender and includes statements, such as ‘Children who do not report ongoing sexual abuse must want the sexual contact to continue’. ‘If children did not want it, they could always say “stop”’ and ‘non-offending mothers in incestuous families know of the abuse and often cause it and/or condone it’ (Cromer and Goldsmith, 2010, p.628). 
Those myths that impose blame on the child, shift the responsibility of the crime onto the victim, implying that the abuse inflicted has not been detrimental (De Young, 1982). The implication here is that if the child had resisted the abuse, they are less likely to be a ‘causal’ factor in the abuse (Broussard, 1988), which reinforces myth category a) which asserts that CSA is rare. As previously discussed, these beliefs can have a detrimental impact on the likelihood that the victim will disclose the abuse and will therefore be less likely to receive the necessary treatment and support.
Mothers are often blamed for the negative experiences that their child may suffer, and this includes when their child has been subject to CSA. Firstly, this myth category reinforces the unrealistic belief that a mother should be with their child at all times to protect them from harm (Toews et al. 2019). Secondly, mother blaming is linked to severe emotional distress due to mothers blaming themselves (Jackson and Mannix, 2004). Toews et al (2019) argue that society must be aware of the harm that mother blaming can have on the child victim of CSA and the non-offending mothers, who are often left feeling partially to blame. Additionally, mother-blaming has also been found within judicial and social-service sectors (Reidy & Hochstadt, 1993), which may lead to mothers being reluctant to report any suspicions in relation to their child, causing increased adverse outcomes for both the mother and child (Jason & Mannix, 2004). 
3.4 Category d) Myths that reflect perpetrator stereotypes
The fourth myth category to be considered are those statements that reinforce stereotypes regarding the perpetrators of CSA. Cromer and Goldsmith (2010) suggest that some beliefs within this category are those that imply perpetrators are only male, are strangers to children (stranger danger), are suffering from a mental condition, of lower socio-economic status, are from uneducated backgrounds and come primarily from black and ethnic minority backgrounds. In terms of the impact on successful rehabilitation of offenders, it is this category that plays a pivotal role. If society perceives offenders in such a way, when a sexual offender falls outside the remit of these stereotypical typologies, the level of public condemnation will increase, and a greater punitive stance will be taken (Pickett et al. 2013). Such punitive views regarding the control of sex offenders may lead to increasingly repressive policies regarding treatment, which in turn creates a barrier to successful reintegration of convicted sex offenders (Willis et al. 2010). 
In contrast to repressive policies, beliefs such as ‘Normal appearing, well-educated, middle-class people do not molester children’ (Cromer and Goldsmith, 2010. p.631), may lead to charges being dropped or not guilty verdicts for perpetrators that fit this proto-typical image. Although there is a dearth of research in this area, La Free (1980) supports the proposition that convictions in rape cases are conditioned by common stereotypes surrounding the nature of rape perpetrators and it is likely these findings would be consistent with CSA stereotypes.
Although there is evidence to support the myth that child sex offenders, are predominantly male; the belief that they are only male is incorrect and disregards female perpetrators. This belief could be partly due to the abundance of literature available that refers to sexual abuse by males against females, with little attention being given to females who sexually abuse, particularly females who abuse male victims (Krug, 1989). Furthermore, the literature relating to abuse conducted by mothers against their sons and daughters is significantly deficient; with a tendency for research to focus on the impact of abuse on a non-offending mother, rather than viewing the mothers as offenders themselves. 
The concept of ‘stranger danger’ presented within this category, refers to the protective strategy that is often deployed by parents, which involves reinforcing the idea that all strangers are dangerous to their children. When applied to CSA, this belief strengthens the idea that CSA perpetrators will not be known to the child. However, evidence taken from the literature suggests otherwise, with nine out of ten sex offenders being known or related to the child victim (NHS, 2019). This is further exacerbated, through the media portrayal of CSA, with a tendency for reports to accentuate abuse by strangers, and provide limited coverage of incestual abuse (Weatherred, 2015). This can be problematic as it is already shown in the literature that children who suffer intra-familial abuse are less likely to disclose their abuse, due to worry that their abuser will be subject to some detriment or for the fear of feeling responsible (McNeish and Scott, 2018). The misperception that perpetrators are mainly/only strangers could therefore further reduce the rates of disclosure by those children who suffer abuse at the hands of someone they know, which evidence suggests is the vast majority of cases (NSPCC, 2021). 
 Myths portraying male adults as perpetrators of CSA, also overlooks the evidence to suggest that around one-fifth to two thirds of all children sexual abuse, involves children themselves as the perpetrators (Hackett, 2014). Although the literature in this area is limited, the current studies stress how complex the task is of placing a child’s sexual behaviour on a continuum that ranges from ‘normal’ to highly abusive and how this decision, ultimately determines which treatment path the offender will follow (Scott et al, 2006). Historically, public view has tended to favour punitive policies towards young offenders, although it has been suggested that this has now changed (Haines & Case, 2015). Due to the punitive public stance taken with adult sex offenders, it is important to question whether the same punitive stance would be favoured when a young offender has committed a sexual crime against another child. The danger here is that the youth offender may be subject to a ‘label’ that will not only prevent successful rehabilitation but may also provide the young person with a stigma which will make them more likely to re-offend. Minimising such labelling has been identified as one of the main aims of youth diversion practice and presents a strong argument for why public perception surrounding this myth category is important if children who commit CSA are to be successfully rehabilitated (Bramley et al, 2019).
Other myths in this category include ‘the child will always feel negatively toward the offender’ (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010, p.631). This belief implies that victims and survivors may not overcome the harm caused by the abuse and the abuse will always hold negative connotations for victims and survivors. It is commonly stressed in the literature that successful treatment for victims and survivors of CSA, involves them re-gaining control (Tracy, 2012). Thus, the suggestion of negative outcomes could influence treatment programmes in a way which makes it more difficult for the victim to overcome their abuse and for treatment to be successful. 
3.5 Category e) Stereotypes regarding the nature of CSA itself
The final myth category to be discussed, is regarding the nature of CSA and includes beliefs that: ‘Boys cannot be sexually abused’, ‘If a boy is sexually abused then he will be gay’, ‘Children who are being abused would immediately tell their parents’ and ‘Child abuse takes place in big cities, not in small communities where everyone knows everyone else’ (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010, p. 633).  
Beliefs suggesting that boys cannot be victims of child sexual abuse contradicts the existing data. From the 2,275 children asked in the study by Radford et al (2011), 4.8% of children reported that they had suffered contact sexual abuse between the age of 11-17. Of that 4.8%, girls were almost three times as likely to be subject to contact sexual abuse, than boys. This data suggests that girls are more likely than boys to be sexually abused, but that boys are also victims. This belief can also be seen in studies examining male rape myths that reflect the view that male rape is unlikely (Chapleau et al, 2008). Dangers associated with such beliefs are again linked to disclosure and effective supportive programmes for male survivors. In terms of disclosure, males take on average twenty years longer than females to disclose their abuse (Cook & Ellis, A. 2020). Although male victims of CSA appear to be less prevalent in the CSA data than females, it is recognised that male victims face additional barriers when it comes to disclosing their abuse. Stereotypes regarding masculinity have been noted as attaching a greater stigma and degree of shame on male survivors, meaning they are less likely to disclose (Robinson, 2020). Delaying disclosure means that survivors will not gain access to support services, are likely to display more harmful behaviours and are at an increased risk of being subject to further sexual victimisation (Alaggia et al. 2017). 
Many studies have attempted to ascertain a causal link between physical and sexual abuse during childhood and sexual orientation during adulthood, however showing a positive association has proved difficult. What is clear, is that a male’s sexual orientation is more likely to be influenced by CSA, than a females (Roberts et al. 2013). Studies have shown that males may be increasingly reluctant to disclose CSA due to the stereotypes and the possible stigma surrounding homosexuality and that they may be perceived as gay (Alaggia & Millington, 2008). These findings suggest that gender-role expectations can greatly influence the initial trauma that a victim can suffer and emphasises the importance of gender responsive frameworks when considering effective provisions for victims (Crable et al. 2013). In particular, Knight (2015) suggests the importance of not addressing the abuse in great detail when questioning male victims; in an overall attempt to minimise the impact of the trauma. 
Contradictory evidence suggests that children who are abused do not tell anyone immediately, despite the corollary of this myth category. It is readily recognised in the data, that men tend to take longer to disclose than women, with an average time of 25.6 years for men and 20.6 years for women (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017). Recent Office for National Statistics data shows that many CSA victims do not tell anyone about their abuse during the time of the abuse, because of concerns relating to ‘embarrassment’ (ONS, 2020). A study by the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (2017), found that the feeling of embarrassment was more common amongst those who disclosed in adulthood (46%), compared to those who disclosed during childhood (27.8%). There appears to be a particular reluctance in terms of disclosing to professionals, whose role it is to protect these children. This emphasises a specific need to address this myth category in order to break down these further barriers to disclosure that survivors of CSA can face. 
Although research shows that victims of CSA were more likely to tell their parents or friends of their abuse, the specific belief that suggests CSA victims would inform their parents of the abuse immediately can also be disproved. Alarmingly, it has been claimed that as many as 90% of CSA cases, do not get reported until the victim has reached adulthood or go completely unreported (Sharples, 2008). ‘Fear’ was often provided as the most influential reason for not disclosing, with common themes relating to feelings that the victim would not be believed, fear they will be treated differently for disclosing and fear that the perpetrator will get into trouble (Keep Kids Safe, 2021). As previously discussed, not-telling can have a significant detrimental impact on the long-term effects of CSA (Kamiya et al, 2016). However, non-disclosure by CSA victims, is also putting other children at an increased risk, because perpetrators remain hidden and can continue to abuse. 
This myth category may also suggest to parents that children are safe from abuse, unless they say otherwise; potentially making parents less likely to question any behavioural characteristics suggestive of CSA, in hope that their child would disclose any abuse. Solberg et al (2021) have reiterated the important role that adults play in facilitating early disclosure of CSA victims, yet many parents still hold inaccurate beliefs in relation to CSA which will hinder the disclosure process. Beliefs such as this, may also reinforce negative outcomes, in terms of those survivors of CSA who disclose during adulthood and the likelihood that they will be believed, due to the lapse in time. Furthermore, the impact of low disclosure rates for CSA, may also reinforce public perception that the abuse is rare, and disclosure is a defining factor (Townsend, 2016).
CSA can happen anywhere, in any community, and in both rural and urban settings. However, Sedlak et al (2010) suggest that children who reside in rural areas, are almost twice as likely to be sexually abused, than those children who live in urban areas. Although children from rural areas were more likely to be victims of CSA, they are less likely to tell anyone about their abuse. Explanations for this, are limited resources within rural areas and therefore victims believe it is less likely action will be taken, smaller populations in rural areas means people can be more easily identified as victims of abuse/ stigma attached and there were many concerns relating to trust and confidentiality, given the close-knit nature of rural communities (Lewis, 2003). For those survivors who do disclose abuse in rural areas, they are often subject to slow response times from law enforcement agencies due to lacking resources (Averill et al. 2007).
3.6 Conclusion
The previous discussion illustrates the existence of many myths surrounding CSA and the evidence provided, suggests that the majority of the myths are misconceptions, based on incorrect beliefs. Although it has become apparent that further research is needed in relation to what percentage of these myths are believed by the public and the extent of the pervasive nature. For those myths that are believed, there are many reasons why challenging myths and stereotypes that surround CSA is important. Of primary importance in this research is the fact that these beliefs are informing societal attitudes (Moskal, 1994). Levenson and Ward (2010) claim that myths are greatly influencing decision making both at a professional and public level and such negativity can cause great implications for both survivors and perpetrators of CSA. In order to address such beliefs, it is necessary to consider where they are coming from and whether the current responses to CSA are reinforcing these misconceptions.


Chapter 4: Are the current responses to CSA reinforcing commonly held misconceptions?
Stereotypes are said to be based on inferences and observations made of social groups apparent in everyday life, which can arise from and give rise to hostility between social groups (Jussim, Cairn, Crawford, Harber & Cohen, 2009). The basis of stereotypes is largely centred around everyday observation, making it extremely difficult to change the direct thought processes that underpin many of the beliefs. Eagly (2015:1) suggests the only way to reduce the impact of stereotypes is ‘to change the reality that people observe’. Therefore, in order to examine how the negative impact of CSA myths can be minimised, it is necessary to discuss how current responses to CSA may be reinforcing such beliefs. Finkelhor (2009) asserts that this is of particular relevance due to the fact that many initiatives to prevent CSA are based on inaccurate stereotypes which downplay the diversity of the offending population. Thus, minimising the effectiveness of certain offender management programmes. 
4.1 Media responses to CSA 
Media coverage of CSA in recent years has focused on historical cases, based on allegations that cases previously brought against public figures were not investigated in accordance with correct policy. Operation Yewtree, concerning television presenter Jimmy Saville is one example of a high profile case that began in 2012 and received significant media coverage. Although the impact of media coverage of the investigation has been highlighted as something a senior investigating officer must have regard to, the true extent of the influence that media coverage can have on perceptions of CSA is difficult to ascertain (College of Policing, 2015). What is known however, is high-profile media coverage of CSA and the police response to these historical cases of CSA are thought to have influenced the number of police recorded child sexual offences in England and Wales (Office for National Statistics 2020). Harper & Hogue (2014) found that the majority of sexual crimes reported by the media are those involving children. Therefore, it is necessary to critically assess the media response to CSA, to determine to what extent it may be reinforcing CSA myths. 
It is known that the media play an extremely important role in influencing public policy regarding CSA, due the way in which they portray stories to advance discussion amongst members of the public and policy makers (Weatherred, 2015). The media have the potential to ‘frame’ certain issues as public policy concern by highlighting some of the most contentious issues and dismissing others. This can greatly influence public perception of CSA and will often promote certain inaccurate ideologies and solutions to public health issues. The shaping of public opinion by the media, is increasingly important in relation to CSA, as for many members of society, the main media will be the only source of information referring to CSA (Mejia et al, 2012). Additionally, for democracies to be representative of public opinion, public views must play a key role in shaping policy (Baum & Potter, 2008)
Due to the recognised influence of media responses on public opinion, it is necessary to understand how CSA is being portrayed within the media. One of the early studies by Kitzinger & Skidmore (1995) introduced the idea of media advocacy in the United Kingdom. Through their research, they found 71% of newspaper articles and 83% television reports focused on the ‘monstrous’ nature of offenders and very rarely mentioned any prevention strategies. The concept of media advocacy was proposed as a means of the media outlets, disseminating information in such a way to advance certain political ideologies and policies. Therefore, such portrayals were reinforcing the largely punitive policy responses to CSA, apparent at that time. Additionally, Wilczynski & Sinclair (1999) applied moral panic theory to the media’s response to CSA. They suggested that the media create a perception of threat through their portrayal of CSA, which is often based on inaccurate representations of the most extreme cases as this is likely to attract the most media attention.
 Similarly, Cheit (2010) also found a tendency for media coverage to focus on the offender and to ignore the reality of the impact that CSA has on society. More specifically, Harrison et al (2010) found that media reports were commonly referring to child sex offenders as ‘paedophiles’, rather than ‘people who display a sexual interest towards children’. The impact of this on offenders, is that they are more likely to be viewed as blameworthy, when the label of paedophile is attached (Imhoff, 2015). Furthermore, Jahnke et al (2015) found that public views regarding those individuals labelled as ‘paedophiles’ were increasingly punitive. The severity of such responses was emphasised when 14-27% of the community sample questioned in the study, viewed death as the only treatment option for sexual offenders, despite being informed that the individual in question had not yet been convicted. These findings highlight the need for media coverage of CSA to take caution with words used, due to the negative impact such connotations and labels can have on child sex offenders and their chances of being rehabilitated.
The majority of research relating to media responses has suggested media portrayal of CSA focuses on individual blame, particularly cases involving the most extreme offenders with the connotation ‘stranger danger’, frequently implied (Weatherred, 2015). However, Mejia et al (2012) assert that some media coverage has offered a more realistic portrayal of CSA, recognising that children are more likely to be sexually abused by someone they know, rather than a stranger. If media coverage continues to focus on offender blaming and omit public and wider policy implications, it is likely that this will reinforce the myth categories identified in Chapter 3. Collings (2002, p.1144-1145) warns that doing so, offers “the potential for influencing social judgments of child sexual abuse in ways that are likely to create a non-supportive environment for abuse victims”.  Armstrong & Nelson, (2005) support the concerns raised by Collings (2002) and suggest that further research to specifically examine the content of  sex offender stereotypes would offer greater insight as to how influential they can be in guiding public attitudes. In addition, any future study should recognise the findings by Harper & Bartels (2016) which found that the influential nature of sex offender stereotypes is largely dependent on whether people believe the sex offender is capable of change. Generally, the greater the belief that offenders can change, the lesser the influence of the stereotype (Ibid).
It is recognised throughout the literature that the media is as an evolving category, and the ways in which communication technologies such as social media have advanced, have made it increasingly difficult to examine the influence that media responses can have on societal attitudes (Fischel, 2016). In terms of enforcing misconceptions regarding perpetrators of CSA, social media has provided a virtual platform where perspectives of sexual offenders can be shared and discussed. The nature of social media allows details of CSA incidents, to be shared on a  mass scale, with speculation and misinformation regarding the nature of the offence almost inevitable. If social media platforms are not monitored carefully, the sharing of un-truthful information risks reinforcing commonly held misconceptions regarding both perpetrators and victims of CSA amongst its users by creating negative emotional responses (Riddle, 2017).
From the 1st October 2019, to 30th September 2020, there were over 9,470 incidents recorded by the police that involved indecent images of children and online sex offences against children (NSPCC 2021b). 35 police forces (England, Wales, Scotland and the Channel Islands) responded to a Freedom of information request from the NSPCC, asking them to provide data on the main platforms that were used to commit sex offences or indecent image offences on anyone under the age of 18. Where the means of communication could be ascertained, 52% of the 9,470 incidents happened on Facebook and Apps under the same ownership. Facebook has since proposed end-to-end encryption use within its App, meaning that only the devices involved in the communication are capable of decrypting the messages. This then creates the risk that many of the above cases of CSA, that could previously have been identified, would go unreported meaning an increasing number of victims remain unknown to the authorities. 
Although media responses can reinforce harmful stereotypes and beliefs surrounding CSA, it is also important to note that social media platforms can serve as an aid to disclosure for some victims of CSA. Online campaigns, such as #MeToo (2017), give survivors an opportunity to tell of their abuse, by sharing their stories with others in a similar situation. This often alleviates the stigma and pressures that can act as barriers to disclosure (Alaggia & Wang, 2020). Social media, is therefore offering a new avenue to disclosure for adult survivors of CSA which will hopefully encourage victims and survivors of CSA to tell of their abuse. However, it must be noted that such online campaigns are largely focused on disclosure by adult offenders. Therefore, although the consequences of sexual abuse in adults is being explored, those young victims who fall outside the remit of social media access are still being largely unheard in the public sphere (Langevin & Hébert, 2021).
DiBernardo (2018) argues that the media plays a key role in reinforcing myths that victims of sex offences are vulnerable and sex offenders prey on the vulnerable as monstrous predators. Although this may be true for many cases of CSA, these beliefs are then capable of influencing laws and political responses to CSA. DiBernardo suggests that as a result, there will be increased regulation by the state on sex and sexuality as policy is based on public response, rather than empirical data. 
This evidence suggests that media responses to CSA do have a tendency to reinforce commonly held misconceptions surrounding CSA through their ability to ‘frame’ the more explicit cases that will often attract greater public attention (Mejia et al, 2012). This often involves coverage of the most extreme offenders and the most vulnerable of victims, inciting that sexual violence against children is a common occurrence within society. This risks unrealistic beliefs of CSA being held by society and hinders the ability to limit the detrimental impact of such beliefs on both offenders and survivors of CSA as it presents people with an obscured view of CSA. 
4.2 Public, Policy and Social Responses 
Fuelled by the media portrayal of CSA, the public have been given the impression that the sexual victimisation of children is a significant problem within society, creating a heightened sense of fear of sexual violence amongst the public (Sampson, 1994). Bristow (2014) quotes a senior police officer stating: ‘The abuse scandals that have rocked the UK recently have fundamentally damaged trust and confidence in our institutions, and in the fabric of our society.’ As a result, those individuals who have committed sexual crimes are often subject to  ‘get tough’ attitudes from the public, regarding their treatment (Wright, 2014). Due to a decline of confidence in rehabilitative interventions and a penal populist approach being adopted by society, the focus is largely on imprisonment offenders, rather than welfare based approaches (Newburn, 2007). Such opinion is largely driven by the lack of focus on rehabilitation of sex offenders within research, with the primary focus being on punishment and social control of offenders (Cullen, Fisher & Applegate, 2000). 
Demographic factors such as age, ethnicity, personality traits, gender and social status have all been identified as potential influencers of attitudes towards offenders. However, the evidence of demographic factors and perceptions of sex offenders is inconsistent. Some studies report that attitudes towards sex offenders remain the same, regardless of demographics (Kjelsberg & Loos, (2008); Katz - Schiavone, Levenson & Ackerman (2008). Yet, some studies have shown that educational attainment can often be an influential factor, with those members of society with a higher level of education, perceiving offenders in a more favourable way (Harper & Hogue, 2015). Additionally, research has examined the influence that direct and indirect sexual victimisation may have on attitudes towards sex offenders. Such studies have shown that those people who know of someone who has been sexually victimised are more likely to hold positive opinions of sex offenders (Ferguson & Ireland, 2006; Nelson, Herlihy & Oescher, 2002). Furthermore, Sahlstrom & Jeglic (2008) found that those individuals who know of a sex offender, were likely to view the offender in a more favourably light; yet Willis, Malinen & Johnston (2013) found no such correlation. It could be argued that the link between sexual victimisation and attitudes of sex offenders, is itself influenced by the outcome of the case. Although Nelson et al (2002) link more favourable opinions when someone knew a victim of sexual abuse, had the outcome for that victim been predominantly negative, it would be difficult for anyone to view the sexual offender in a favourable light. 
A sex offender is typically viewed as a vulnerable inmate by the prison service, due to the level of hostility they are subject to whilst incarcerated as they are ‘vulnerable to harassments and other forms of abuse’ (Schwaebe, 2005: 614). Historically, sex offenders were offered minimal access to treatment programmes and suicide and self-harm were recurrent themes amongst sex offenders in prison (Inquest, 2015). The literature also suggests that these increasingly hostile views are attached to the offenders, not only whilst in prison, but also following release. Research has often linked the influence of characteristics of offenders to the success of treatment programmes (Harkins & Beech, 2007), and Payne et al (2010) have suggested on this basis, there is also a strong argument that public opinion regarding sex offenders, can also impact the success of such interventions. 
According to Moster, Wnuk & Jeglic (2008), the majority of sex offenders do return to society under the supervision of probation services. However, reintegration can often be made increasingly difficult due to the negative public attitudes associated with sex offenders. In 1999, Sarah Brown from University College, Northampton conducted a study to investigate public attitudes towards sex offender rehabilitation and to what extent society allow the reintegration of those sex offenders who have served their sentence, back into society. The findings suggest that although the majority of the respondents held positive views regarding the treatment of sex offenders in custody, they were significantly more adverse to treatment of offenders within the community, following release from prison (Brown, 1999). Additionally, research shows that community members are likely to view sex offenders as incapable of change, and these offenders pose a greater threat to society than other criminals (Payne & DeMichele, 2008). These findings suggest that society are reluctant to accept sex offenders back into their communities, which poses great implications for the rehabilitation of sex offenders. 
It is widely recognised within the literature that in order for effective treatment of sex offenders, then programmes need to be available both within and outside of custody. Availability of treatment programmes within communities has the potential to encourage voluntary participation by both convicted and potential sex offenders as they enhance learning that has taken place during incarceration and because community-based programmes are often viewed as detached from the criminal justice processes, compliance by offenders in these programmes may increase (Sampson, 1994). 
Despite the success of community-based supervision for sex offenders, the public continue to question its validity. Research by Payne et al (2010) found that the majority of respondents to a telephone survey thought that sex offenders could not be rehabilitated and that there was very little evidence of demographic and experiential factors, associated with this belief. The researchers suggest that such adverse reactions to the success of rehabilitation with sex offenders could arise from a lack of confidence in the rehabilitation process, both generally and specifically in relation to this category of offenders. Additionally, the increased stigma often attached to sex offenders (particularly by the media) was also offered as a possible explanation for such beliefs. 
‘Perhaps more than any other offender group, sex offenders are vilified and viewed with disdain by the public and the media. The degree of stigma for sex offenders is often far higher than it is for types of offenders. This stigma results, in part, from stereotypical views that members of the public have about sex offenders. A number of myths about sex offenses and sex offenders foster misunderstandings about sex offenders’ 
(Payne & DeMichele, 2008, p. 37).
Furthermore, the influence of misconceptions surrounding sexual abuse were also offered as possible reasons for negative public attitudes regarding the rehabilitation of sex offenders (Payne et al, 2010). It is likely, that members of society are often basing their opinions regarding the rehabilitation of sex offenders on misinformation, such as those dominant myths identified in Chapter 3. This becomes of increasing concern, due to the influence public opinion has when developing policies and laws that manage sex offenders. 
Within a social context, the attitudes shown towards sex offenders are not only seen as key in terms of reintegration of offenders, but are also influential in terms of policy responses to such crimes. Socially-constructed stereotypes regarding the ‘monstrous’ nature of sex offenders, are often based on misconceptions and in turn, are encouraging punitive policy (Harper et al, 2017).  This creates an even greater theoretical implication for sex offenders, relating to the sociological notion of a self-fulfilling prophecy, suggesting society have the potential to make social events a reality in the way they respond to them (Payne et al, 2010). In terms of applying this concept; if society believes that sex offenders are incapable of change, policy makers are less likely to invest in rehabilitative ideals, thus creating an environment that increases recidivism rates (Ibid). It is therefore, imperative that the root of societal stigma surrounding sex offenders is addressed, for effective policy responses to be designed to promote change within this category of offenders. 
 As previously discussed, the public tend to view sex offenders in a particularly harmful light and the level of hostility increases when the victim is a child. This apparent stigma associated with CSA crimes, portrays offenders as predatory beings, who victimise young vulnerable children. These misconceptions then have the potential of influencing harmful responses to offenders which can greatly impact the likelihood of successful rehabilitation. However, this heightened public stigma surrounding CSA is not only detrimental to perpetrators of CSA, but is also causing harm to victims and potential victims of CSA. 
Prikido & Kenny (2021) found that parents often feel embarrassed to discuss sexual abuse with their children due to the societal stigma that is associated with such crimes. Parents reported not knowing how to discuss CSA in an appropriate manner for the child’s age and conversations often conjured feelings of shame. These findings support the need for public perception of CSA to be further researched. Mendelson & Letoumeau (2015) assert that due to the potential that parents have in influencing their child’s behaviours, they should be a primary focus of prevention programmes and educated about the inaccurate beliefs surrounding CSA. 
There is also the argument that the increased perception of fear in relation to CSA by the public must be addressed to correct the level of risk aversion that is currently shown by society. Radford et al (2011) assert that myths reinforcing the concept of ‘stranger danger’ have attributed to the level of fear associated with CSA and a society where people do not feel they can work or volunteer to work with anybody else’s children. It is argued that this can have a detrimental impact on children as they are missing opportunities to learn and gain experience from working with adults (Guldberg, 2009). Therefore, from these findings there is need to address the portrayed ‘reality’ of CSA, in order to effectively manage responses to sex offenders by determining a more accurate level of risk they pose to society. 
Furthermore, Pickett et al (2013, p.730) assert:
‘Such public views about the social control of sex crime have the potential to function as a stimulus for ever more repressive sex crime policies, a barrier to the repeal of ineffective sex offender laws, and an obstacle to the successful reintegration of persons convicted of sexual offenses’.

4.3 Legal Sector responses to CSA
Although further research is needed to ascertain the influence that the media has on misconceptions surrounding CSA, more is known regarding the direct influence of sex offender stereotypes on those who work with the offenders (Harper et al, 2017). More specifically, those professionals involved in the treatment of sex offenders, generally perceive sex offenders more favourably, than general society (Blagden et al, 2016). The exact reasons for this positive outlook have not been fully examined, although some researchers suggest that working in a therapeutic manner with sexual offenders, increases opportunity to dispel societal myths and stereotypes surrounding offenders (Sangahra & Wilson, 2006).
Pickett et al (2013) contend that hostility towards sex offenders in particular, is largely driven by stereotypes portraying sex offenders as incapable of change, but have also recognised that social demographics can determine to what degree such stereotypes influence negative responses. In line with findings from Blagden et al (2016), those individuals involved with front-line treatment of sex offenders within the criminal justice system, such as probation officers and forensic staff, are less likely to perceive sex offenders as incurable and are more likely to recognise an offenders potential for change. It has also been argued that increased contact with offenders and specialised training for those professionals and volunteers working with sex offenders are key areas to promote favourable views of sex offenders (Higgins & Ireland, 2009). In contrast, Wilson et al (2007) argue that when volunteers working within the criminal justice system encounter sex offenders, they are more likely to question the success of treating this group of offenders. 
Volunteers play a pivotal role in both the criminal justice system and also the third sector, through involvement with the resettlement of sex offenders (Ministry of Justice, 2013). Therefore, the success of reintegration initiatives is largely dependent on the view of the volunteers working within this process. There is a need to ensure that volunteers working with sex offenders, are receptive to the treatment of such offenders, to ensure the integrity of community based interventions. Criminal justice responses, therefore need to portray child sex offenders as capable of change, in a way that is neither overly-optimistic or overly-negative to minimise the impact of commonly held misconceptions. Wilson et al (2007) assert overly-optimistic views regarding the reintegration of sex offenders can sometimes lead to the needs of the offender being prioritised over public safety; yet, overly-negative views can fail to recognise a sex offenders progression. 
The Crown Prosecution Service have recognised the importance of addressing myths surrounding CSA, stating ‘it is very important that prosecutors use their best endeavours to ensure that 'myths and stereotypes' about child sexual abuse are challenged in court. For example, by ensuring that they are addressed in Counsel's opening speech to the jury, by challenging Defence Counsel, by adducing expert evidence where appropriate, or by asking the judge to give specific directions to the jury’ (CPS, 2020). The importance of this can be linked to the apparent ‘double standard’ in relation to the sentencing process for female teachers who sexually offend, when compared to male teachers due to reliance on ‘typical’ gender role expectations (Zack, Lang & Dirks, 2018, p.61). Further consideration will be had as to the judicial process in chapter 5. 
At 30th September 2021, 18% of the prison population were incarcerated for sexual offences (UK Government, 2021). Although it is difficult to ascertain what percentage of these offenders are those convicted solely of CSA, the importance of positive attitudes towards prisoners echoes across all sex offence categories. Kjelsberg et al (2007) assert that the basis of successful correctional rehabilitation programmes within prison is positive attitudes towards offenders. In particular, the views of the prison officers is said to be fundamental in facilitating positive change amongst inmates (Ibid).  The basis of this argument is the promotion of a rehabilitative culture within prisons. A rehabilitative culture is defined as ‘a culture with a purpose; that is, to support people in turning away from crime and toward a different life’ (Mann, 2019, p.4). This idea focuses on supporting offenders in a way to offer them hope, positive rewards and a safe environment to enable change. Mann et al (2018) claim that the way in which people within institutions relate to one another is of central importance to this overarching aim. If sex offenders feel safe and supported by the people around them, then they are more likely to change. However, if prison officers, prisoners and clinicians are being influenced by misinformation surrounding CSA, then the creation of a ‘rehabilitation culture’ for these offenders, is likely to be limited until such beliefs are addressed. 
Furthermore, the literature suggests that society have the capability of rejecting someone who has a negative stigma attached to them (Hetherton et al, 2000). Sex offenders fall within this category as they are often viewed as different to other offenders and are more likely to be categorised as more dangerous than other criminals (Wnuk, Chapman, & Jeglic, 2006). Hogue (1993) found that police officers and prison officers, not involved with the treatment of sex offenders were most likely to hold punitive attitudes to the treatment of sex offenders, although these punitive attitudes are likely to reduce through contact with sex offenders. From this data, it could once again be suggested that if police and prison officers are displaying negative attitudes towards sex offenders, then they may be hindering the rehabilitative culture ideal and negatively impacting the success of treatment programmes. This suggests there is a specific need to address CSA misconceptions with prison officers, as they spend the majority of time with the offenders. However, Kjelsberg et al (2007) say further investigation is needed to determine whether this can be done through education initiatives.
The impact of the largely punitive nature of criminal justice responses to CSA can prove particularly harmful to those children who are alleged perpetrators of CSA. There are often increased tensions between the police and other agencies when dealing with such offenders, due to conflicting aims amongst the professionals. Social workers have reported feeling helpless as due to ongoing criminal investigations they are unable to talk to the alleged perpetrators at the time when they feel they need it most (Roberts, 2020). The system has also been criticised for failing to recognise the wide continuum in which abuse by a young person sits. There is a tendency for some abuse conducted by a juvenile to misinterpreted by the legal system, with a ‘one-size-fits-all’ label being applied (Grimshaw, 2008, p.8). Vizard (2006:2) criticises what she calls: 
‘…the misguided search for one all-encompassing term that will cover children as young as 6 or 7 years old with persistent, over-sexualised or sexually aggressive behaviour, 11 year olds who may have committed penetrative offences and have faced criminal charges, as well as older adolescents with established sexually offending behaviour towards younger children or adults.’ 
Evidence shows that sexually abusive behaviour by a child can be damaging to both the perpetrator and the victim, in terms of their emotional and behavioural well-being (Ibid). The lack of recognition by the legal sector of the diverse nature of juvenile sexual offending can therefore be particularly harmful to a young offender, with some young people being punished unnecessarily. 
Due to the hidden nature of CSA, the majority of cases do not enter the criminal justice system, however in the year ending March 2019, 79% of CPS prosecutions for CSA were successful in securing a conviction (Office for National Statistics, 2020). Although this statistic suggests a high conviction rate for those cases prosecuted, it must be noted that victims of CSA are often presented with many difficulties before prosecution, during prosecution and after trial of their offenders. The inherently traumatic nature of the criminal justice process that follows discloser of CSA is often associated with the additional trauma that be caused to victims with the need to re-visit their experiences (Beckett & Warrington, 2015). An interim report published in relation to the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse stressed the harm that is being caused to CSA victims by the lengthy nature of the criminal process and many victims not being given access to entitlements under the Victims code (IICSA, 2018).
There have been welcomed changes from the criminal justice system in improving the procedure for child victims of CSA. In 2014, rather than child victims and witnesses having to attend trial, a pilot scheme made pre-recorded cross-examination available throughout England and Wales (Baverstock, 2016). Additionally, ‘The Advocates Gateway’ (2017) made specific guidance available for all legal professionals who work with vulnerable victims. Despite such efforts, well-being and additional support of child victims have been identified as needing further attention (Beckett & Warrington, 2016). Findings suggest the need to ensure that victims of CSA are offered support throughout the entirety of the criminal justice process, from an individual they can trust and confide in. Additionally, the young person, regardless of location, is offered therapeutic support if requested (Marsden, 2017). 
From this discussion it can be concluded that the way in which the legal sector responds to CSA is reinforcing myth category d) which includes those beliefs that reflect perpetrator stereotypes. Child sex offenders are often faced with hostility from legal professionals who have increasingly punitive views as to the treatment of such offenders (Willis et al, 2010). Although Blagden et al (2016) suggest that sex offenders are perceived more favourable by those who work directly with them, there is clearly a need to portray child sex-offenders as capable of change to aid their rehabilitation and to reduce recidivism rates amongst this category of offenders. 
4.4 Conclusion
Findings from this chapter suggest that media, public and legal sector responses are all responding to CSA in a way that can reinforce stereotypes and myths identified in chapter 3. A common theme is that offenders are being portrayed as predators who are incapable of change and are then subject to an increased level of public condemnation and punitive attitudes regarding their treatment; and victims of CSA, are often portrayed as extremely vulnerable individuals who are subject to great public concern (Pickett et al, 2013). Although the relationship between the categories of responses is not entirely clear, it is likely that the three categories are inter-linked, with one influencing the other. It is evident that the media plays a fundamental role in influencing public perception and that public perception then influences policy surrounding the management and treatment of sex offenders. Tabloid reporting of CSA can lead to moral panic, with society perceiving serious sexual offending as a greater problem than the data suggests (Cohen, 1972). Additionally, strong political views often reinforce the mis-informed beliefs which leads to increasingly punitive responses and therefore causes additional panic. 
A key finding from this chapter is the lack of support for rehabilitation of sex offenders seen within the media, community and policy. By defining rehabilitation of sex offenders in this way, significant implications arise in regard to the successful treatment of these offenders as they are more likely to be subject to repressive policies. It is apparent that responses to CSA are often based on misinformation, therefore suggesting that if these misconceptions were reduced, then responses to CSA would provide a more accurate portrayal of CSA, thus increasing the effectiveness of support processes for victims and perpetrators. 
In respect of responses to sexual offending, there appears to be a paucity of data, suggesting that further research is needed. Specifically, the literature tends to focus on general responses to sexual offending, rather than specifically on sexually offending against children, thus highlighting a gap within the current literature to be addressed. 





Chapter 5: Misconceptions, Invisibility and System Failure
This research asserts that over-generalised beliefs regarding CSA exist and the way in which society is currently responding to CSA, is endorsing these beliefs. This chapter will critically examine the impact that the recurrent myths are having on victims and offenders of CSA by reflecting on case examples of females, males and children to consider how stereotypes skew public perception regarding CSA. Drawing on Eaglys’ (2015) suggestion, consideration will also be had as to how people’s perception of reality can be changed in order to reduce the negative impact of the stereotypes surrounding CSA.  

5.1 Impact on Victims of CSA  

CSA is posing a threat to the health of children worldwide, with a myriad of negative outcomes resulting from sexual abuse (Townsend, 2016). CSA encompasses such a varied degree of acts, from genital fondling to rape, meaning the symptoms displayed by victims can also vary greatly (Olafson, 2011). The symptomatic outcomes of CSA relate to physical and psychological health implications and are recognised as being significantly harmful, when compared to other forms of child abuse (Lewis et al. 2016). It is noted within previous and current literature that social misconceptions surrounding CSA can cause adverse outcomes for the victims in terms of comprising disclosure of the abuse, hindering their recovery and reducing the credibility of the judicial process to secure prosecution of child sex offenders (Magalhães et al, 2021).

The hidden nature of childhood sexual abuse, means that attempts to detect and address this crime are dependent on victims disclosing. However, as previously discussed, victims are often reluctant to tell of their abuse, with it taking many years for some victims to disclose and some never telling (Scholes et al, 2014). Implications arising from the reluctance to disclose, means that many victims are not gaining access to the specialised services designed to help them recover (Reitsema & Grietens, 2016).  The majority of literature considering the reasons for non-disclosure by victims of CSA, has mainly provided quantitative evidence, which does not address in detail the reasons for why victims may not disclose (Lemaigre, Taylor & Gittoes, 2017). Winters et al (2020), recognised this failing and adopting a mixed-methods approach, examined disclosure rates and also the experiences of victims of childhood sexual abuse. This offered a greater qualitative insight into the divergence in the willingness of victims to disclose compared with what they actually believe to be the best thing to do, by identifying factors that promote and hinder disclosure (Winters et al, 2020). 

Within the literature there are common themes in relation to internal and external barriers to disclosure. Psychological barriers are frequently reported to include feelings of self-blame, guilt and fear (Alaggia et al, 2019) and also a lack of understanding amongst children as to what behaviour constitutes sexual abuse (Lemaigre et al, 2017). In terms of external barriers, the child may feel incapable of disclosing due to threatening behaviour being shown to them by the offender, they may not have been provided with an opportunity to disclose or they may be involved in intra-familial abuse, which makes them less likely to report their abuse for concerns of negative repercussions (Schaeffer, Leventhal & Asnes, 2011). 

Myths that downplay the harm that CSA causes to victims can be a significant barrier to discloser. Of particular relevance to this myth category are those beliefs reflecting male victimisation. As previously suggested, the traditional norms regarding masculinity aid the assumption that males are less likely to be affected by CSA when compared to female victims (Kia-Keating et al, 2005; McGuffey, 2005). Furthermore, victims themselves as well as wider society give credence to such myths, which can exacerbate the impact of such opinions. Research illustrates that male victims are less likely to disclose abuse, are more likely to be dis-believed upon disclosure and are likely to be viewed more negatively than female victims of CSA (Banyard, Williams & Siegal, 2004). It is probable that these additional barriers to disclosure have resulted in many male victims of CSA reporting significantly higher rates of post-traumatic stress disorder and suicidal thoughts, compared to their female counterparts (Spataro et al, 2004; Easton, Renner & O’Leary, 2013). These findings also offer an explanation as to why relatively fewer adult males seek help from professionals in relation to issues resulting from the abuse (Holmes, Offen & Waller, 1997) and suggests a specific need to address concepts of masculinity when designing education programmes on CSA. 

CSA is an intimate, gendered crime that violates social norms regarding those behaviours society will and will not tolerate. This can leave survivors with a degree of insecurity, worrying about how they will be viewed by wider society (Kennedy & Prock, 2018). Additionally, those victims of CSA that do disclose are often made subject to stigmatisation, due to victim blaming displayed by society (Olafson, 2004). Finkelhor and Browne (1985, p. 532-533) encapsulate the influence of societal attitudes and stigmatisation for survivors of CSA, by suggesting: 

‘ Stigmatization is also reinforced by attitudes that the victim infers or hears from other persons in the family or community. Stigmatization may thus grow out of the child’s prior knowledge or sense that the activity is considered deviant and taboo, and it is certainly reinforced if, after disclosure, people react with shock or hysteria, or blame the child for what has transpired.’

Therefore, victim blaming and specific stigmatisation can be harmful to survivors of CSA as self-blame, negative social opinions and shame are known barriers to disclosure and present an increased risk of re-victimisation (Bos, Pryor, Reeder & Stutterheim, 2013). Kennedy and Prock (2018) have argued the need for additional research in relation to the impact of broader societal stigma on stigmatisation and emphasise the need for service providers to receive training on victim-blaming to reduce the likelihood of professionals re-victimising survivors. 

In addition, myths which minimise the harm CSA causes to victims can also significantly affect legal trials (Hamilton, 2008). Despite evidence suggesting that CSA can cause substantial physical and psychological harm, myths that suggest CSA is not harmful, may risk perpetrators being found not guilty or receiving lesser-sentences if there is doubt amongst judges and juries as to whether any harm has been caused (Shakel, 2008). Also linked to this myth category are those misconceptions that diffuse blame away from the perpetrator and imply the victims are to blame, which again can undermine decision making within legal trials (Greeson, Campbell & Fehler-Cabral, 2016). An example of this corollary would be myths suggesting that the public often perceive male victims of CSA by an adult female as ‘lucky’ (Zack, Lang & Dirks 2018). Zack et al (2018,p.69) asserts:

‘We treat female sex predators lightly because our society doesn’t believe women are sexual creatures. And I’m sure there are some idiots who would bend over backwards to claim that the woman was the victim of the boy in this case (Because women are always the victim of men, never the predator).’

Such beliefs risk marginalising male victims of CSA, by obscuring the reality that male victims of sexual assault face (Denov, 2004). Existing research regarding the influence of public perception tends to focus on males as the perpetrators of CSA and females as victims (Gakhal & Brown, 2011). Due to this portrayal, the literature could manipulate public perception, resulting in negative consequences for both the victims and offenders of CSA and it must therefore be recognised that females are equally as capable of perpetrating sexual violence as men (Landor, 2009). Additionally, by addressing such gender stereotypes, the double standard, suggesting female perpetrators are treated in a more favourable way during the judicial process may decrease as the judiciary recognises the capacity that females also have to sexually abuse children.

 
5.2 Impact of myths on the perpetrators of CSA 

The stigma and hostility shown towards sex offenders by society is a likely factor in contributing to the punitive responses and the lack of support for rehabilitative ideals when considering this category of offenders (Payne et al, 2010). In terms of recidivism rates, sex offenders are often perceived to have some of the highest rates of re-offending (Levenson, Brannon, Fortney & Baker, 2007), despite evidence suggesting they actually have some of the lowest level recidivism rates (Langan, Schmitt & Durose, 2003). Thus demonstrating that societal attitudes surrounding CSA are often based on inaccurate information. Church et al (2008) warn that,
‘If attitudes are based, at least in part, on myths or misinformation, subsequent legislative policies and judicial decisions may not accurately reflect societal needs. The consequences of such actions can be damaging at individual, community, and societal levels’
(Church et al, 2008, p. 251).
Historically, literature surrounding sex offenders has tended to focus on the onset of the criminal behaviour, with little attention being paid to how offenders can successfully be reintegrated back into communities. There is recognition within the literature that despite the best efforts of offender services to minimise the risk associated with sex offenders, some sex offenders remain inherently dangerous and will ultimately reoffend. However, it is important to note that many sex offenders do not re-offend. This is supported by recent re-offending statistics released by the UK Government, showing that adult offenders with a sexual offence as their index offence had the lowest rate of reoffending (with a rate of 12.3%) from October to December, 2019 (UK Government, October 2021). This places professionals whose job it is to manage these offenders, in a difficult position. These individuals are expected to ultimately protect the public from sexual offenders, whilst trying to balance public attitudes with the need to reintegrate sex offenders back into society.

The fact that the majority of sexual offenders return to society, means that negative societal attitudes have made it extremely difficult to reintegrate sexual offenders back into the community (Mercado, Alvarez & Levenson, 2008). Such difficulties that offenders face upon re-integration are a lack of access to accommodation and suitable housing (Clark, 2007), being ostracised from communities in an attempt to drive the offender out (Kitzinger, 2008), difficulties in securing employment and the inability to form personal relationships (Willis et al, 2010). This is particularly concerning as all of these difficulties sex offenders face, have been highlighted as potential factors which increase the likelihood of desistance from sex offending (Laws & Ward, 2011). Although there have been some recent efforts to examine how desistance within this group of offenders can increase (Lussier & McLeish, 2016) there is a need for further research is to better understand what can be done to aid re-integration of child sex offenders (Davies, Francis & Jupp, 2011).

A prototypical image of child sex offenders as male and predatory is commonly depicted through the existence of stereotypes surrounding CSA. Such beliefs may be reinforcing the misperception that very few women sexually abuse children. Estimating the prevalence of female-perpetrated CSA has proved difficult, with victimisation studies showing around 11.6% of CSA cases being perpetrated by females, yet only 2.2% of CSA reported to the police, was female perpetrated CSA (Cortoni, Babchishin & Rat, 2016). A potential explanation for this under-reporting, is the influence of gender bias, with women receiving more lenient treatment by professionals, compared to men.

 Consideration of a woman’s capacity to sexually abuse a child began appearing in research from the mid 1990’s, which suggests that prior to this, society were in denial regarding the capability of women to commit CSA (Ford, 2006). Furthermore, it has been suggested that when a female sexually abuses a child, society find it increasingly difficult to understand such acts due to a significant transgression in how society expect females to behave (Eldridge & Saradjian, 2000). 

Throughout recent years, there has been a growing research interest in relation to female perpetrated CSA, with studies attempting to inform prevention strategies, to ensure victims are receiving the necessary support and to provide sexual offenders with effective treatment options (Darling Hackett & Jamie, 2018). However, there are major gaps within this research area, particularly in relation to institutional CSA perpetrated by females (Blakemore, Herbert, Arney & Parkinson, 2017). The under-researching of female sex offenders, increases the potential for stereotypical beliefs regarding the maleness of CSA to persist, as it reinforces the commonly held misconception that perpetrators of child sexual abuse are not female. 

As previously discussed, there is also sentencing disparity between male and female offenders, suggesting that the leniency women are shown by the justice system, is influenced by general assumptions that imply female sex offenders are less harmful than men (Embry & Lyons, 2012). Due to a reluctance within society to accept that females can sexually abuse children, the development of etiological models in relation to male sex offenders has been largely recognised within the literature, yet discussion of such models in relation to women is limited (Logan, 2008). This poses the risk that theory regarding male sex offenders will too often be applied to female offenders to inform their treatment process  (Gannon et al, 2008). 

A potential explanation for such treatment of female sex offenders is the ‘chivalry hypothesis’. This theory is based on the gender roles of men and women and asserts that women as the weaker sex, should not be held to the same legal standards as men, due the lesser degree of responsibility associated with their actions (Rodriguez et al, 2006). Perspectives such as this can explain the dominance of males within the criminal justice system and also why females are viewed as needing additional protection, rather than punishment (Embry & Lyons, 2012). In contrast to the chivalry hypothesis is the ‘evil woman thesis’, which suggests that women will be treated more harshly by criminal justice responses when they commit offences which violate specific gender role expectations (Embry & Lyons, 2012). This theory would suggest that female perpetrators of CSA have rebelled against the view of women as primary caregivers to children and therefore according to this theory, would receive a harsher prison sentence. However, in terms of sexual offending, data from Embry & Lyons (2012) found that the evil woman theory cannot be supported as women who sexually offend, are treated more leniently by the criminal justice system than men (Ibid). 

The Corston report (2007) identified that due to a lack of awareness surrounding female offending, prisons are primarily designed for men. As a result, women who are incarcerated suffer more negative outcomes. Statistics show that women are more likely than men, to self-harm, be victimised whilst incarcerated and suffer from depression whilst imprisoned (Prison Reform Trust, 2021). The danger with myths that downplay female offending is that due to the much greater number of men imprisoned, the male patterns of behaviour will ultimately prevail and female specific issues can be dismissed (Walker & Towl, 2016). Therefore, these findings suggest there is a clear need for the criminal justice system to reflect the reality that women do commit CSA, due to the need for accurate and gender specific responses.

Additionally, myths suggesting that perpetrators of CSA are adult males, undermines recognition that children and young people can sexually abuse other children. This is reflected in the literature, where much remains to be confirmed in respect of this category of sexual offending (Grimshaw, 2008). The purpose of an initial assessment with a young offender is to ensure they are given access to the correct treatment provisions to meet their individual needs (Print, Morrison & Henniker, 2001). However, such assessments are dependent on that young person being made known to the professional services. If the capabilities for young people to sexually offend are not being recognised by wider society, it is likely that access to provisions and treatments to help the young person refrain from the sexual offending will be limited. Professor Hackett emphasises the importance that young sexual offenders are supported as by large, they are vulnerable and abused children themselves (cited in Heald, 2016:4). 

As can been seen from the discussion throughout this research, responses to CSA will vary from case to case and are largely influenced by the nature of the offence, the demographics of the offender and the harm caused to the victim (Lussier & Beauregard, 2018). As a result, sentencing outcomes also vary, which may give rise to beliefs that the responses to CSA by the criminal justice system are inconsistent. Such beliefs can erode public confidence in a system that is largely dependent on victims disclosing and therefore could be a key explanation for the under-reporting of CSA (Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse, 2018). 



5.3 Societal attitudes – the need for change

The misconceptions identified within this research, have the potential to influence public opinion regarding CSA. Of particular relevance is the lack of public support for the rehabilitation of chid sex offenders, and the mis-informed basis from which this stereotype can be formed (Harper et al, 2017). If society do not believe that sex offenders can be rehabilitated, offenders must convince society that they no longer pose a risk, which can be made increasingly difficult due to entrenched, negative beliefs surrounding offenders who sexually abuse children (McCartan & Richards, 2021).  

A fundamental aspect of rehabilitation is that the offender wants to change, can change and that this change can be facilitated through the use of cognitive and behavioural techniques and modelling of socially acceptable behaviours (Blagden & Winder, 2019). However, crime reduction policies often respond to sex offenders by requiring them to comply with strict registration policies (Cubellis, Walfield, Harris 2018), impose stringent housing restrictions (Savage & Windsor, 2018) and limit employment opportunities (Wacquant, 2009). Such responses can hinder the successful reintegration of child sex offenders by categorising them as an ‘other’, which can limit the offenders potential to change (McCartan, 2021, p.52). Additionally, these outcomes contradict the main harm-reduction aims of rehabilitation and are likely to hinder the recovery process for both the victim and the offender (Harris, 2017). 

Evidence suggests that successful reintegration within society is a key desistance factor for many sex offenders, with prolonged social inclusion being shown to reduce risk over-time (Lussier & Beauregard, 2018). This has been recognised by recent efforts to increase the use of community-based approaches for sex offenders, with a specific growth in relation to restorative justice practice with such offenders (Koss, 2014). Although further research is required before concluding the effectiveness of such interventions in aiding social reintegration (McCartan & Richards (2018), increased use of community-based intervention for sexual offenders could increase public awareness about the potential benefits of such approaches and in-turn increase public confidence (Bartels, Walvisch & Richards, 2019). 
 
Brown (2020) asserts that despite the depiction of sex offenders in the media and public opinion, there is a dearth of research into what underpins such attitudes. Harper et al (2017) claim that a downfall of current research is the insufficient recognition that has been given to sex offenders as an heterogeneous group. Due to this lack of knowledge, caution must be taken with generic approaches that attempt to change such beliefs. Interventions which fail to recognise the varied nature of sexual offenders could risk marginalising this group of offenders even further than they already are and increase their risk of re-offending (Ibid).  

On this basis, McCartan & Richards (2021) argue that if community-integration of convicted sex offenders is to be successful then it needs to be informed and evidence-based with the public and policy makers being educated regarding the extremely complex nature of sexual abuse. Practices that involve community-integration need to be constantly adapting to social change, with recognition placed on the offender, rather than the offence (Ibid). Increasing public awareness in relation to sex offenders is said to enhance knowledge and ultimately lead to more favourable attitudes (Sanghara & Wilson, 2006), particularly as previous attempts at increasing public awareness of sex offenders have in large, failed to consider treatment and supervision of offenders and instead focused on identification (Payne et al. 2010). 

Of particular importance to the manipulation of negative attitudes surrounding CSA is to address the stereotypes discussed throughout this research, due to the harmful influence they can have on societal and personal responses to sexual crime (Imhoff, 2015). It is argued that the mainstream media plays a key role in proliferating inaccurate beliefs in relation to stereotypes and therefore in order to address societal beliefs, a cultural change is needed in relation to how the media discuss sexual offending (Malinen, Willis & Johnston, 2014). Findings in support of this suggestion would be those suggesting increasingly punitive responses when offenders were labelled in media reports as ‘sexual offenders’, compared to when they were stated as ‘people who have committed crimes of a sexual nature’ (Harris & Socia, 2016). Furthermore, Malinen et al (2014) concluded that, although media representation of sexual crime does have a role to play in influencing public attitudes towards sex offenders, there needs to be constant exposure to information targeting emotional responses to sexual crime if positive attitudes are to be established and retained. 
 
Historically, literature shows that there have been limited attempts to involve offenders in devising crime prevention policy (McGuire, 2002). However, it has since been recognised that to reduce recidivism, there is a need for interventions to focus on specific criminogenic needs of the offenders and the offenders themselves need to be consulted to determine such needs (Crow,2001). Despite this, evidence depicted in this research suggests that criminal justice policies on CSA continue to be victim led, rather than based on data provided by perpetrators of sexual offences. 

Matravers (2003) argued that myths which reinforce beliefs suggesting perpetrators of CSA are strangers, makes discussions in relation to the treatment of such offenders particularly challenging as there is a tendency to focus on the risk that these offenders present, thus minimising discussion as to responses. In addition, Colton, Roberts & Vanstone (2009) have suggested that the benefit of offenders perspectives as to what works in terms of treatment has been undermined and that research containing offender views, may be viewed as defending the perpetrator. A key concern is that if offender views are dismissed, the effectiveness of programmes designed to help them may be restricted (Marshall, Ward, Mann, Moulden, Fernandez & Serran, 2005). It is therefore necessary for this gap in the literature to be addressed through future research.

In terms of desistance, offenders have previously highlighted that motivation is key to their rehabilitative success. They state that this motivation can come from preparing them for life when they leave prison as essentially, that is where they will need to resist the temptation of a child (Colton, Roberts, Vanstone & Walby, 2004). The timing of when a CSA offender receives treatment has proven fundamental to the level of motivation they will show. Colton et al (2009) found that the earlier the onset of treatment, the more motivated the offender will be to change. Although the majority of offenders in the study by Colton et al (2009) reported high levels of satisfaction regarding their access to treatment, some offenders found that their access to treatment had been impeded by time constraints, which also warrants future exploration. It is therefore argued in this research, that if child sex offenders are surrounded by negative societal stigma, this will reduce motivation to change and the perpetrator will be more likely to re-offend. 

Within this research the need for supportive social and physical environments that promote the reintegration of child sex offenders has been identified. Yet it appears many convicted child sex offenders, are facing numerous barriers to desistance both in prison and upon release, which isolates the offender and increases recidivism (Fox, 2017). Factors such as limited positive relationships (Laub & Samspon, 2003), difficulties in gaining employment (Weaver, 2016) and societal stigma are all fundamental to the successful resettlement of child sex offenders. A study designed to assess the factors affecting reintegration of child sex offenders in the community was conducted by Woodward (2018). The study interviewed ten men who had a minimum of one current and one previous conviction in relation to a sexual offence against a child. The findings show that all participants had found it extremely difficult to regain associations within the community and all had lost close family relationships due to their convictions. Many of the male participants in this study commented on the difficulties they faced with desperately wanting to form new relationships, but knowing that the reality of this would be unlikely. This in turn, increased the isolation suffered by the offender and increased their chances of re-offending (Ibid). Laub & Sampson (2003) have identified the value of these social ties for the purpose of desistance by suggesting that the stronger the relationship, the more the offender has to loose and the less likely they are to re-offend. 

Additionally, future employment prospects are considerably hampered by criminal convictions (Weaver, 2015), which can be another barrier to successful reintegration. Farmer, McAlinden & Maruna (2015) emphasise the importance that convicted offenders are given access to employment as this reduces opportunities to re-offend as the employment fills the time that may have been used to commit crime. However, employment opportunities for sex offenders has decreased further since the introduction of DBS testing in 2012 (Thomas, 2015), which along with the social questioning implications of employing a sex offender, pose increased barriers to sex offenders gaining regular employment (Woodward, 2018). Studies have shown that as many as 37% of sex offenders have a reduced risk of re-offending if they are in employment (Kruttschnitt, Uggen & Shelton, 2000). Additionally, the participants questioned in the study by Woodward (2018), commented on how difficult finding work had been, due to their ‘sex offender’ status. These difficulties were exacerbated for those offenders who had been convicted of internet offences, due largely to the extra restrictions they faced whilst in the community (Ibid). This suggests that if societal attitudes were addressed about the capabilities of child sex offenders to rehabilitate and the positive outcomes that securing employment can create, employers and the public may be more willing to accept these offenders into employment roles. 


5.4 Conclusion
It is recognised within this chapter that the desistance and reintegration process for sexual offenders is extremely complex, yet the process becomes increasingly dynamic for child sex offenders. It is apparent that community-integration is a key desistance factor for this heterogeneous group of offenders, however this is being significantly impeded by the lack of acceptance society has in respect of a child sex offender’s ability to change. Woodward (2018) asserts that reintegration of child sex offenders within communities is largely dependent on the interactions between the child sex offender and resettlement, stigma and risk management. Such findings are similar to those of McNeil (2012), which places the offender as central to the reintegration process through recognising they have agency and that the offender and the community can work together in a supportive relationship to build the cohesion that child sex offenders need to prevent re-offending. However, this is arguably not possible without educating the public about common misconceptions surrounding CSA. 

Harper et al (2017, p. 210), propose that ‘the most fruitful way to improve attitudes towards sexual offenders is to examine the content of people's stereotypical images of who sexual offenders are, and to challenge these through the presentation of humanized exemplars. By doing this, sexual offenders can be presented in such a way as to be seen as people, rather than a monstrous ‘other’.’







Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion
6.1 Discussion 
This dissertation aimed to critically evaluate the impact that stereotypes surrounding CSA have on victims and offenders, specifically considering whether such beliefs are leading to increasingly harmful outcomes. A primary theme of the research was that of social constructivism through considering the extent that mis-information regarding the nature of CSA is informing public attitudes. In order to address the aim of this research, a systematic literature review was used to gather data that could be evaluated and synthesised from previous areas of research (Okoli & Schabram, 2010). This was considered the most suitable research method for numerous reasons. Firstly, the sensitive nature of CSA poses significant ethical dilemmas in gaining access to research participants and would have specifically required a National Research Council Application for HMPPS to be successful (UK Government 2021). Additionally, approval would have been needed from Swansea University’s College Research Ethics Committee, which would have caused lengthy delays and made the likelihood of a submission within the given deadline unlikely (Bell & Walters, 2014). 
In order to address the primary research question: ‘Are inaccurate misconceptions surrounding the nature of child sexual abuse causing greater harm to victims and offenders?’ three objectives were identified and addressed throughout three thematic chapters; the findings of which are discussed below. 
· Chapter 3: Obscuring the true nature of child sexual abuse
This chapter identified dominant myth categories in relation to CSA, by utilising the data from Cromer & Goldsmith (2010). The categories were as follows:
a) Myths related to the extent of harm that CSA poses
b) Myths that deny the existence of CSA or assert it is rare
c) Myths that diffuse the blame away from the perpetrator
d) Myths that reflect perpetrator stereotypes
e) Stereotypes regarding the nature of CSA itself. 
Within category a) were myths implying that CSA is not harmful to the victim and that boys are less affected by CSA than girls (Stoltenborgh et al, 2011). The suggestion that CSA is not harmful was disproved throughout this chapter. Evidence showed that CSA can lead to both immediate (Heger et al, 2002) and long term illness for victims (Kamiya et al 2006). Additionally, the psychological effects of CSA can be detrimental to a victims recovery process (Maniglio, 2009), with the type of trauma the victim suffers, impacting behaviours regardless of disclosure (Fisher et al, 2017). Furthermore, this myth category could be refuted on the basis of socio-economic harm caused to victims of CSA. Fisher et al (2017) assert that CSA can greatly reduce employment opportunities and educational success for victims and that the ‘taboo’ nature of CSA, can reduce knowledge amongst society which can also prolong the recovery process for the victim (Softestad et al, 2013). 
Category b) referred to the suggestion that CSA is a rare occurrence. It was accepted that prevalence of CSA is difficult to determine due to the hidden nature of CSA. However, findings from the NSPCC (2021) assert that as many as 1 in 20 children in the UK have experienced CSA. A corollary of this myth category is fabrication of abuse by victims (Brown et al, 2001). The impact of this is that victims may become less likely to disclose, due to fear that they will not be believed (Winters et al, 2020). In order to address this, McNaughton Nicholls (2014) suggests that society needs to be educated about CSA, if they are to be empowered to help CSA perpetrators change.
Myths that attempt to diffuse the blame of perpetrators towards the child victim were identified in myth category c). A key finding within this section, was that mothers are often blamed if their child is sexually abused, which is linked to severe emotional distress (Jackson & Mannix, 2004). The fact that mother-blaming is also evident within judicial and social-services sectors can make mothers reluctant to disclose any suspicions that they may have in relation to their child, meaning victims of CSA may go un-noticed (Reidy & Hochstadt, 1993). 
Myth category d) referred to perpetrator stereotypes, with the common belief that CSA perpetrators are male, of a low socio-economic status and from ethnic minority backgrounds (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010). If society views offenders in this way, those offenders who fall outside this stereotypical ideology will likely be subject to increased public condemnation and increasingly punitive responses (Pickett et al, 2013., Willis et al, 2010). The concept of ‘stranger danger’ was also discussed here, with the suggestion that the presence of this belief can strengthen the misconception that the offender will be known to the child. This is despite recent NHS statistics (2019) which show that nine out of ten CSA offenders are known to the victim and is problematic because focusing on male offenders, over-looks the capabilities of females and children who can also sexually abuse children. 
The final myth category considered within this chapter were beliefs concerned with the nature of CSA, such as ‘boys cannot be sexually abused’ and ‘If a boy is sexually abused then he will be gay (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010, p.633). Although it was recognised within this section that girls may be as much as three times more likely than males to be victims of CSA (Radford, 2011), there are dangers with myths that imply boys cannot be sexually abused. Such implications can be linked to disclosure and effective treatment programmes for male survivors of CSA (Chapleau et al, 2008). The literature shows that males face additional barriers to disclosure and any further delays could lead to increasingly harmful outcomes for the victim (Cook & Ellis, 2020).
The presence of common misconceptions relating to CSA was identified within this chapter suggesting that many of the misconceptions are based on mis-information and inaccurate beliefs. Reasons for challenging these stereotypes, is the potential that they have to inform societal attitudes (Moskal, 1994). The need for further research in relation to what percentage of these myths are believed by the public was identified as an area of potential future research. 
· Chapter 4: Are the current responses to CSA reinforcing the commonly held misconceptions?
In order to examine how the negative impact of the myths identified in chapter 3 can be reduced, this chapter considered how current responses to CSA are reinforcing such beliefs. The first category of responses examined within this chapter was the media’s. The first key finding within this section was the potential of the media to frame certain CSA issues, which can then influence public policy (Weatherred, 2015). The literature identified a tendency for media coverage to focus on the most extreme offenders, with terms such as ‘paedophile’ and ‘stranger danger’ being frequently used (Cheit, 2010; Harrison et al, 2010; Mejia et al, 2012). As a result, increasingly punitive attitudes are shown by the public towards sex offenders due to the media’s reinforcement of inaccurate stereotypes (Janke et al, 2015). 
Social media was also considered within this section. The evolving nature of social media was recognised as providing a virtual platform where users can share un-truthful information regarding CSA, which risks the reinforcing of inaccurate beliefs (Riddler, 2017). However, it was also noted that Facebook can aid disclosure for those victims who have access to social media accounts (Alaggia & Wang, 2020). It was concluded that media responses to CSA to have the potential to reinforce common misconceptions of CSA (Mejia et al, 2012). 
Social responses to CSA were also examined within this chapter. The data concerning demographics and attitudes towards sex offenders is inconsistent, with some studies reporting no change in attitudes towards sex offenders, regardless of demographics (Kjlesberg & Loos, 2008; Schiavone et al, 2008). However, some studies have shown that members of society with a higher level of education, are more likely to hold more favourable views of sex offenders (Harper & Hogue, 2015). Furthermore, Payne & DeMichele, 2008 asserted that society are likely to view sex offenders as incapable of change, due to the threat that they pose to society and the social stigma they are often subject too. If society believes that sex offenders cannot be changed, policy makers will be less likely to invest time and resources into rehabilitative ideals, which may increase recidivism for these offenders (Ibid). It was also argued within this chapter, that the increased perception of public fear in relation to CSA needs to be addressed to correct the level of risk aversion shown by society (Radford et al, 2011). 
Legal sector responses were the final consideration within this chapter. In terms of attitudes regarding sex offenders, those professionals involved with the treatment and management of sex offenders, tend to perceive them more favourably than general society (Blagden et al, 2016). It is likely that this is because, practitioners are given increased opportunities to dispel societal myths surrounding offenders (Sanghara & Wilson, 2006). However, Wilson et al (2007) found that the favourable attitudes are not shared by volunteers working with sex offenders as volunteers are more likely to question the effectiveness of treatment programmes. Moreover, the importance of positive attitudes towards incarcerated sex offenders was discussed, with Kjelsberg et al (2007) asserting that the success of correctional rehabilitation programmes within prison is largely influenced by positive attitudes towards offenders and the creation of a ‘rehabilitative culture’ (Mann et al 2019). Therefore there is a need for professionals to maintain positive attitudes towards sex offenders, if rehabilitation is to be facilitated. 
Findings from this chapter suggest that the media, public and legal sector responses to CSA are capable of reinforcing common misconceptions surrounding CSA. A recurrent belief is that perpetrators of CSA are male predators who are incapable of change. Such beliefs then transpire into lack of support for the rehabilitation of sex offenders and an increased use of repressive policies to treat them.
· Chapter 5: Misconception’s, invisibility and system failure
The impact that persistent incorrect myths have on victims and offenders of CSA was critically examined within this chapter. Firstly the impact that social misconceptions surrounding CSA has on victims was considered, with adverse outcomes comprising of delay in disclosures, hindering of recovering and a reduced credibility in the judicial process (Magalhães et al, 2021). Myths that downplay the harm caused by CSA can be particularly harmful to male victims as it is known that male victims are less likely to disclose sexual abuse (Banyard et al, 2004). Therefore, myths that reinforce masculine stereotypes may create additional barriers to disclosure for male victims, and offers a potential explanation as to the increased rate of PTSD and suicide tendencies amongst male victims (Easton et al, 2013). If such beliefs remain unaddressed, male victims of CSA could be at risk of further marginalisation. Additionally, myths which downplay the harm that can be caused by CSA may lead to more lenient sentences being given to convicted sex offenders, due to judicial doubt as to the harm that has been caused to the victim (Shakel, 2008). The need to address gender stereotypes surrounding CSA was highlighted, with a particular need for recognition that females are equally as capable of sexually offending. 
Societal stigma and hostility shown towards sex offenders is a likely factor in contributing to punitive responses and lacking support for rehabilitation (Payne et al, 2010). It is recognised that the majority of convicted sex offenders will eventually return to society, but their successful rehabilitation is being hampered by barriers to reintegration. Barriers include a lack of suitable housing (Clark, 2007), decreased employment opportunities and difficulties with forming interpersonal relationships (Willis et al, 2010). This is of particular concern as the barriers identified, are proven to decrease desistance from offending (Laws & Ward, 2011). The chapter also identified gender bias, with female sex offenders being treated more leniently than male sex offenders due to myths which dismiss the capabilities of women to sexually abuse. If myths suggesting that females are not capable of being sex offenders persist, male patterns of behaviour will continue to prevail and female-specific needs will be dismissed (Walker & Towl, 2016). 
A common misconception identified throughout this research was the lack of public support for the rehabilitation of child sex offenders and that the basis of this belief is mis-information surrounding CSA (Harper at al, 2017). Social inclusion and community integration is seen as a key desistance factor for many sex-offenders (Lussier & Beauregard, 2018), which can be seen through the increased use of community-based interventions with sex offenders. Although further research is needed before concluding the effectiveness of community-based interventions in aiding social reintegration of sex offenders, such interventions have the benefit of promoting public awareness of CSA and increasing public confidence in the effectiveness of sex-offender rehabilitation (Bartels et al, 2019). A further key factor in terms of desistance was an offenders motivation to change (Colton et al, 2004). It was therefore argued that negative societal stigma shown towards child sex offenders needs to be addressed to increase motivation to change and to reduce the likelihood of re-offending. Social cohesion and community support is proposed to offer sex-offenders with a conducive environment for resettlement (McNeil, 2012). However, this research argues that in order to create such an environment, the basis of stereotypical beliefs must be addressed. 
6.2 Conclusion 
In seeking to address the main research question, this dissertation concludes that harm is being caused to victims and perpetrators of CSA through the existence and buttressing of misconceptions relating to CSA by society. Many of the common myths that were identified throughout this research, appear to be based on inaccurate information and are reflective of the negative societal stigma that surrounds sexual offending. 
It is apparent from the literature that the relationship between media, public and legal responses to CSA myths are nuanced. For example, the media and the public have an intimate relationship with the potential for media coverage of the most extreme CSA cases, to create fear within society that warrants punitive responses. Although further research is needed to ascertain the pervasiveness of such beliefs, the literature suggests that myths surrounding CSA are informing societal attitudes which can lead to negative outcomes for victims and perpetrators of CSA (Levenson & Ward, 2010). 
With reference to the literature, the primary concern for victims of CSA is in relation to the detrimental impact misconceptions are having on disclosure. It appears from the findings that the majority of myths that persist, can make victims of CSA less likely to tell of their abuse. This has significant ramifications for those children who have been subject to sexual abuse. Non-disclosure means that child victims will not gain access to programmes to help them heal and are therefore at a greater risk of physical and psychological harm (Shrivastava et al. 2017). 
For offenders, harmful outcomes are being influenced by stereotypes which reinforce the maleness, predatory and monstrous nature of child sex offenders (Di Bernado, 2018). Ultimately, these beliefs are offered as explanations for negative public attitudes regarding the rehabilitation of sex offenders (Payne et al, 2010). This becomes of increasing concern due to the potential that public attitudes have to encourage punitive policies and public condemnation of sex offenders (Harper et al, 2017). Moreover, repressive policies is reflective of a lack of support for use of rehabilitative ideals with child sex offenders, which can hinder the reintegration of sex offenders and decrease desistance. Due to the entrenched negative beliefs surrounding sexual abuse, perpetrators are often subject to significant hostility from society are isolated and are at an increased risk of re-offending (Lussier & Beauregard, 2018). 
Reflecting on the literature, this research asserts that social cohesion is paramount to the rehabilitation of child sex offenders. During incarceration, child sex offenders need to be placed in supportive environments, which promote a rehabilitative culture to enable change. Upon release from prison rehabilitation is dependent on an offender successfully reintegrating within society and this can only be achieved by addressing the persistent CSA myths identified within this paper. On this basis, it is argued that if community-integration of convicted sex offenders is to be successful, the extremely complex nature of CSA must be made clear to society (McCartan & Richards, 2021). Increasing public knowledge and awareness of CSA may then lead to more positive attitudes (Sanghara & Wilson, 2006). 
Brown (2020) suggests there is a dearth of research into what underpins public attitudes of sex offenders and therefore, this is an area that warrants further exploration. This can be seen through a lack of consideration of the impact of stereotypes on offenders, that was apparent in the current research. Additionally, it is suggested that the value of offenders perspectives as to ‘what-works’ to aid rehabilitation has previously been undermined (Colton et al, 2009). The current research asserts that sex offenders are not being listened to and it is likely that this is an overarching result of labelling and misconceived beliefs. This finding appears to not only relate to sex offenders, but it could also be suggested that the lack of offenders voice, is common throughout criminal justice policy, with a tendency to focus on the victim. A key concern is that if offenders perspectives are not considered, the effectiveness of programmes designed to help them may be limited (Marshall et al, 2005).  Therefore, any future research examining the impact of myths on child sex offenders, needs to ensure views of the offenders are taken into account.
As previously stated, upon initial investigation there appeared to be a vast amount of literature that could be critically examined to answer the research questions. However during this research, numerous limitations were identified in relation to the available literature. Firstly the majority of the literature that referred to public attitudes was in respect of sex offending in general, rather than CSA. Secondly, the majority of the research available in relation to myths and CSA is American, Psychology literature. It could be argued that a lack of criminology research is due to the fact that criminologists may view child sex offenders as distinctly different to other groups of offenders (Wnuk et al, 2006). A further limitation was that long term consequences of CSA amongst men and women, was often being used to explain and understand the immediate impact of CSA upon boys and girls. This undermines the credibility of the research and is something future research should try and avoid. 
Although limitations do exist…….
Successful desistance from sexual offending is as much about the community and society as it is about the individual. – McCartan & Richards (2021, p.51).
Attitudes towards sexual offenders.pdf page 209 need to take more of a pro-active approach to prevent offending as majority of intervention is after the abuse 
Why Are Men More Likely to Endorse Myths About Child Sexual Abuse Than Women? Evidence From Disposition and Situation-Based Approaches (sagepub.com) – enhance knowledge on psychosocial factors. - To conclude, there have been calls for policies and practices that enable safe and supportive social/institutional contexts for disclosing CSA events, which increase the likelihood of postabuse and post-disclosure adaptive trajectories and positive mental health outcomes (Antunes & Magalha˜es, 2019). Against this backdrop, there is a need to tackle the endorsement of CSA myths, which in turn requires an understanding of how these myths operate, particularly in audiences that are more likely to endorse these myths.
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