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CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE IN THE 
CATHOLIC CHURCH

How Situational Crime Prevention Strategies 
Can Help Create Safe Environments

KAREN J. TERRY
John Jay College of Criminal Justice

ALISSA ACKERMAN
City University of New York Graduate Center

Research on child sexual abuse often focuses on offenders, particularly on explanations of the etiology and maintenance of
their abusive behavior. A recent study by Smallbone and Wortley suggests, however, that research should also focus on the
situation in which the sexual abuse occurs. This article employs the situational crime prevention (SCP) framework that they
used to study child sexual abusers in Queensland to study patterns of abuse by Catholic priests. Results from the study on the
nature and scope of child sexual abuse by Catholic priests support the assertions by Smallbone and Wortley that there is a sit-
uational component to sexually abusive behavior. The discussion outlines the steps taken by the Catholic Church as well as
other SCP techniques that could be employed to create safe environments.
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Traditionally, child sexual abuse has been studied through the scope of the individual
offenders or victims. What has been largely ignored until recently is research and pol-

icy related specifically to the sexual offense, or the situation in which the offense occurs. In
a study of child sexual abusers in Queensland, Australia, however, Smallbone and Wortley
(2000) noted that environment plays a fundamental role in the perpetration of this type of
crime. They later expanded on these findings (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006) to show how sit-
uational crime prevention (SCP) techniques can be employed to reduce child sexual abuse,
particularly in institutional settings.

The aim of this article is to compare findings from the study on the nature and scope of
child sexual abuse by priests (John Jay College, 2004, 2006) to the findings of Wortley and
Smallbone’s (2006) study and to identify strategies that can help create safe environments for
children in the Catholic Church. Using Wortley and Smallbone’s framework, the article pro-
vides information on how situations play a role in sexually abusive behavior by priests and
how employing the SCP strategies of increasing effort, increasing risk, controlling prompts,
and reducing permissibility can reduce the likelihood of abusive behavior.
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CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE AND ABUSERS

Child sexual abuse has long been a concern in the United States, and by the late 1980s
a moral panic regarding the issue ensued (Jenkins, 1998). Sex offenders were policed, adju-
dicated, and incarcerated at higher rates than had ever been seen before (Simon & Zgoba,
2006). At this time, many sex offender policies, such as registration and community notifi-
cation, sexually violent predator legislation, and mandatory chemical castration for paroled
sex offenders, became popular solutions to the sex offender problem. Most of these poli-
cies were passed in response to a few highly publicized heinous crimes, in which strangers
sexually abused and murdered children.

These types of policies focus on the individual offender. When an offender commits an
act, he or she is punished, supervised, and/or mandated to treatment accordingly. However,
such policies are often passed without considering their effectiveness or whether they are
based on valid assumptions (Lotke, 1997). Prior to the enactment of registration and com-
munity notification laws, for example, little preliminary research was carried out to deter-
mine whether these laws would accomplish their goals of preventing sexual offenses
(Thomas, 2003). Very few empirical studies have been conducted regarding the effectiveness
of such legislation since passed, and studies that have been conducted do not provide sup-
port for their effectiveness in preventing future sex crimes.

Sex offenders constitute a heterogeneous population (Terry, 2006), which is why one-size-
fits-all policies may not be effective at reducing abusive behavior. Sex offenders tend to differ
from other types of offenders in that they are often older, better educated, of all racial and eth-
nic groups, and of all socioeconomic classes. Researchers have identified many characteristics
associated with the etiology of sexually deviant behavior, including physiological factors,
a poor psychosexual development, deviant sexual arousal, learned conditions, poor quality
attachments, loneliness and intimacy problems, poor social skills, and low self-confidence and
self esteem (Terry, 2007). They abuse both boys and girls, although based on known rates of
victimization more girls are abused than boys. In a meta-analysis of sexual abuse, Bolen and
Scannapieco (1999) found the prevalence of sexual abuse for males to be 13% compared to
30% to 40% for females. This finding is consistent with other studies on prevalence of sexual
victimization (e.g., MacMillian et al., 1997; Moore, Nord, & Peterson, 1989).

No single theory adequately explains the etiology of sexually deviant behavior, and
researchers have created various typological systems to classify offenders based on their
behavior (Robertiello & Terry, 2007). Most research on child sexual abusers examines the
characteristics of offenders, treatment of offenders, and management and supervision poli-
cies. When classification systems emerged in the early 1980s, child sexual abusers were cat-
egorized as either “fixated” or “regressed” (Finkelhor, 1984; Groth, Hobson, & Gary, 1982).
Fixated offenders are sexually attracted to children, are usually exclusively involved with
children, and are often attracted to children from adolescence (Finkelhor, 1984). Regressed
offenders are primarily attracted to age mates but regress to abusing children for a variety of
reasons that include stress, isolation, and anxiety (Schwartz, 1995). Classification systems
became more sophisticated throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and more recent, multidimen-
sional typologies take into account the offenders’ level of social competence, amount of social
contact with children, and the meaning of that contact in addition to the level of fixation
(Knight & Prentky, 1990).

644 CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND BEHAVIOR

 by Books Editorial on January 4, 2010 http://cjb.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cjb.sagepub.com


Regardless of their level of fixation with children or level of social competence, nearly all
child sexual abusers employ some form of grooming behavior to entice children into com-
plying with the abuse. Common types of grooming behavior for child sexual abusers include
verbal and/or physical coercion, emotional manipulation, seduction, games, and enticements
(Pryor, 1996). Alcohol and drugs are also seen as possible facilitators of child sexual abuse
(Kaufman et al., 1998; Kaufman, Mosher, Carter, & Estes, 2006). According to Farrell and
Taylor (2000), priests use an additional grooming technique of spiritual manipulation, or
using God as an emotional grooming tactic.

Child sexual abusers who are primarily attracted to children may also be diagnosed with
pedophilia or ephebophilia (recurrent, intense sexually arousing fantasies about prepubes-
cent children or adolescents, respectively). Offenders who regress to abusing children after
negative triggers or reasons other than a sexual fixation with children are the offenders most
likely to be influenced by situational factors. These situational abusers—more common than
those primarily attracted to children—may be more easily prevented from abusing children
if environmental factors preclude them from doing so. That said, even offenders who are
strongly attracted to children can be prevented from abusing if, from the offender’s point of
view, the opportunity to commit an offense presents too much risk, offers too little reward,
or requires too much effort. Thus, SCP strategies should be considered to reduce child sexual
abuse with the whole population of child sexual abusers.

SCP techniques are based on the notion that offenders are rational actors who weigh the
costs and benefits of the criminal act (Cornish & Clarke, 1986). Because the offender is a
rational agent, modifying specific situations that make it more likely that the offender will
be detected should reduce the likelihood that the offender will commit a specific crime. The
potential offender behaves in a way that will result in the greatest perceived benefit (Cornish
& Clarke, 1986), and the unique environment of the situation aids the person in deciding
whether or not to commit a given act. Often, potential offenders will use the environment to
their advantage in the commission of a crime, and the reduction of criminal activity will
result with properly implemented SCP strategies. Different types of crime would require dis-
tinct situational modifications. The majority of research on SCP has focused on property
crimes, though some researchers have recently begun to apply this paradigm to child sexual
abuse (Marshall, Serran, & Marshall, 2006; Wortley & Smallbone, 2006).

According to Felson and Clarke (1998), crime is prevented when opportunities are
blocked. Opportunities for crime are highly specific. Patterns of opportunities are different
for every crime, and these patterns must be understood to prevent crime. Although
researchers who study child sexual abuse generally focus on the criminality of the offender,
Wortley and Smallbone (2006) observed seven factors that are consistent with a situational
explanation of child sexual abuse. Specifically, they stated that child sexual abusers have
(a) a late onset of deviant behavior, (b) a low incidence of chronic sexual offending, (c) a
high incidence of previous nonsexual offenses, (d) a low incidence of stranger abuse, (e) a
low incidence of networking among offenders, (f) a low incidence of child pornography
use, and (g) a low incidence of paraphilic behavior. They also note that location is an impor-
tant factor in the commission of sexual offenses, considering that sexual abuse almost
always occurs in private and often in the home of the offender. They drew on the theoreti-
cal framework provided by Cornish and Clarke (2003) and Wortley (2001) to apply four
opportunity-reducing techniques to child sexual abuse: increasing effort and increasing risk
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(from Cornish & Clarke, 2003) and controlling prompts and reducing permissibility (from
Wortley, 2001). Although other techniques within the SCP framework may also be applic-
able, these four strategies seem to be the most appropriate in reducing opportunities to sit-
uational factors that actively precipitate deviant sexual behavior against children.

Increasing effort is the first element to reduce crime opportunities in this SCP framework.
As Cornish and Clarke (1986) stated, offenders will seek opportunities for crime that take the
least amount of effort to commit. By making it more difficult or inconvenient to commit an
offense, certain offenders might be completely prevented from committing a particular crime
(Wortley & Smallbone, 2006). Cornish and Clarke (1986), as cited in Wortley and Smallbone
(2006), provided three methods of increasing effort, including controlling access to facilities,
target hardening, and controlling tools. Target hardening, in particular, is a useful method of
increasing effort in preventing child sexual abuse by using techniques such as educating
children about protective strategies (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006, citing Wyles, 1988).

Increasing risk is amplifying the threat of detection for a specific act. Cohen and Felson
(1979) maintained that one of the reasons why a crime is committed is because of the absence
of a capable guardian. Providing guardianship would encourage people to be aware of certain
acts or behaviors (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006). An example of increasing risk for potential
sexual abusers might include educating parents and guardians regarding effective supervision
as well as recognizing behaviors that may be dangerous or indicative of abusive conduct.

Controlling prompts would include reducing situational triggers, such as situations where
the offender perceives the victim as being vulnerable or provocative (Wortley & Smallbone,
2006). The development of emotional bonds and attachments to children may also serve as
a trigger for abuse. Triggers are individualistic, however, and what triggers one individual
may not affect the next. As such, it is inherently difficult to eliminate triggers.

Finally, reducing permissibility involves clarifying the role the offender plays in the abu-
sive behavior (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006). It is necessary for potential offenders to under-
stand that their behavior is harmful to the child. They need to understand that they cannot
remove responsibility from themselves and put the blame on the child or others. Education of
potential abusers and of children may help to reduce the likelihood that either population sees
this behavior as permissible.

The situational components associated with child sexual abuse, as noted by Wortley and
Smallbone (2006), are also apparent in the John Jay College (2004, 2006) study on child
sexual abuse in the Catholic Church. This indicates that there is a situational component to
sexual abuse by priests that is similar to abuse by nonclergy offenders. Because this is so,
applying the SCP framework of increasing effort, increasing risk, controlling prompts, and
reducing permissibility may reduce the occurrence of abusive behavior by priests.

CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE IN THE CATHOLIC CHURCH: THE JOHN JAY STUDY

As the moral panic about child sexual abuse increased throughout the 1980s and 1990s,
high-profile cases of abuse by Catholic priests began to surface. As a result of the particu-
larly high-profile case of John Geoghan and an ensuing series of reports by the Boston
Globe (see “The Boston Globe Spotlight Investigation,” 2004), record numbers of individ-
uals came forward in 2002 to report that they had been sexually abused by Catholic priests.
These allegations spurred the United States Conference for Catholic Bishops (USCCB) to
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create the Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People (The Charter) in 2002.
The Charter established the Office of Child and Youth Protection (OCYP) and the National
Review Board (NRB) to investigate the crisis and charged them with initiating and oversee-
ing two studies: one to investigate the nature and scope of child sexual abuse by priests and
deacons and the second to address the causes and context of the abuse.

Despite the growing literature on child sexual abuse in the general population, there was
little research on sexually abusive members of the clergy prior to 2002. Studies that had been
conducted were either small in scope or related to specific (often clinical) populations (e.g.,
Fones, Levine, Althof, & Risen, 1999; Loftus & Camargo, 1993; Sipe, 1990). Researchers
at John Jay College of Criminal Justice conducted the study on the nature and scope of child
sexual abuse in the Church, which provided a national account of the data as well as a sub-
stantial body of descriptive information about child sexual abuse, abusers, victims, and the
situations in which they were abused (see John Jay College, 2004, 2006).

METHOD

The Charter called for a comprehensive descriptive study of the prevalence and inci-
dence of sexual abuse of minors by Catholic priests and deacons between 1950 and 2002.
Specifically, the mandate was to collect data pertaining to:

• offenses, including the number of offenses, nature of the offenses, when the offenses were com-
mitted, grooming behaviors used, and locations of the abuse;

• offenders, including age at the time of the abuse, date of ordination, length of time ordained
prior to first offense, job description and duties at the time of the offense, number of victims,
criminal/civil/canon actions taken against the offender, history of abuse, psychological or sub-
stance abuse problems, whether he received any treatment, and whether he was transferred to
another ministerial assignment subsequent to offending;

• victims, such as age and gender of the victims, their family situation at the time of abuse, their
relationship to the abuser, and when the offense was reported; and

• financial impact of the crisis on the Catholic Church.

To answer these questions, the John Jay College Research Team compiled three survey
instruments and sent them to the presiding bishops at all Catholic dioceses, eparchies, and
religious communities in the United States. The first survey, the Diocesan Survey, sought
information about the diocese, such as size and population. The second survey, the Cleric
Survey, asked for information about priests with allegations of abuse. One cleric survey was
filled out for every priest or deacon with an allegation of abuse. The third survey, the Victim
Survey, sought information about individuals who made allegations of sexual abuse against
priests as well as information about the circumstances of the abuse. One survey was com-
pleted for every person who made an allegation of sexual abuse against a priest. All data
collected were anonymous.

The data used in the study were archival and came from personnel files at the dioceses.
Those diocesan employees selected to complete the surveys were provided with written
instructions, a 15-minute video explaining how to complete the surveys, and a research partic-
ipation statement that reviewed the confidentiality protocols of the study and provided infor-
mation about counseling. The researchers also created a 1-800 number for these employees to
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call with questions about the survey instruments and a Web site with a regularly updated list of
frequently asked questions. Once the diocese completed the surveys, they sent them in a 
double-envelope to an independent auditor at a national accounting firm. The independent
auditor identified the diocese, matched it to a list of randomized numbers, coded the inner
envelope with that number, and discarded the outer envelope (which had the postmark). He
mailed the envelope with only the code and no other identifying information to the researchers.
All information on the surveys was confidential, and the surveys contained no identifying
information. For a more detailed account of the methodology, see Terry (2008 [this issue]).

To address the question of whether child sexual abuse by priests has a situational compo-
nent, results from the Nature and Scope study were compared to the findings presented by
Smallbone and Wortley (2000) and expanded on in Wortley and Smallbone (2006). Smallbone
and Wortley collected data on 362 child sexual abusers serving sentences in Queensland,
Australia, 213 of whom they further surveyed, on factors related to their characteristics,
offenses, histories, networking, and modus operandi. The purpose of their study was to iden-
tify factors related to child sexual abuse that could better inform prevention and control efforts.
This study was used as a comparison because it specifically focused on situational factors in
addition to individual explanations (e.g., sexual deviance) of the offending behavior.

RESULTS

In the Nature and Scope study, 97% of dioceses and eparchies (representing 99% of dioce-
san priests in ministry) and 64% of religious communities (representing 83% of religious
priests) responded to the request for data about priests who sexually abused minors. The study
found that 4,392 priests and deacons had allegations of abuse against 10,667 victims from
1950 to 2002, constituting 4% of the priests in ministry during that time (John Jay College,
2004). It also found that the abuse crisis peaked in the late 1970s and early 1980s and began
decreasing steadily after 1985 (which coincided with the first high-profile case of the “crisis”
and subsequent policies implemented by the Church). Despite the delay in reporting of abuse
by victims, estimation modeling indicates that this decrease in abuse is real and is not a fac-
tor related to reporting issues (John Jay College, 2006; Smith et al., 2008 [this issue]).

Although the data from the Nature and Scope study provide a wealth of information about
characteristics of individual abusers and victims, they also suggest that situational factors,
like those identified in Wortley and Smallbone (2006), were important in the precipitation of
abuse. Table 1 outlines these criteria and compares information from the two studies. The
only criterion that is not comparable is the high incidence of previous nonsexual offenses
that Wortley and Smallbone found in their sample. Because very few priests have been con-
victed of criminal offenses of any kind, it is not applicable as a tool for comparison.

LATE ONSET OF BEHAVIOR

When looking at the entire population of priest abusers, there was, on average, an 11-year
time gap between when the priest was ordained and the onset of his alleged abuse. There was
a wide range of age of onset of abusive behavior by priests, ranging from 18 to 90 years, and
the average age of onset of abusive behavior was 39 years (median: 35 years). As will be dis-
cussed below, this late onset of behavior coincides with increased opportunities to be alone
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with children. These results are similar to those of Wortley and Smallbone (2006), who
found that the age of onset of the sex offenders in their study was, on average, 32.4 years.

NO CHRONIC SEXUAL OFFENDING

Few priests were persistent sexual offenders. The majority of priests, or 55.7%, had one
allegation of abuse. Only 3.5% of the priests had allegations of 10 or more victims; however,
these persistent offenders were responsible for approximately 26% of the sexual abuse acts
against children. These persistent offenders show dramatically different patterns from all
other groups of offenders, most notably in the early onset of their abusive behavior. Those
with between 10 and 19 victims began abusing, on average, 4 years after ordination, and most
priests with 20 or more victims began abusing the same year they were ordained. This is sim-
ilar to the findings of Smallbone and Wortley (2000), who found that nearly half of the offend-
ers in their sample had only 1 known victim, and fewer than 10% had more than 20 victims.

PARAPHILIC BEHAVIOR

There are no identifiable pathologies of most priests who sexually abuse, meaning that
most abusers were not obviously driven by paraphilias such as pedophilia, or if so, they
waited a significant amount of time to act on those predilections. Table 2 compares the over-
all group of priests (all priests in the sample for whom information was available), those with
pedophilic tendencies (defined here as having 2 or more victims aged 10 or younger and
none older than that at the time the abuse began), ephebophilic tendencies (defined here as
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TABLE 1: Comparison of Situational Indicators of Sexual Abuse in the John Jay College (2004) and
Wortley and Smallbone (2006) Studies

Situational Indicators John Jay College Wortley and Smallbone

Late onset of behavior Average age of onset: 39 years Average age of onset:
32.4 years

No chronic sexual 55.7% of priests had 1 victim; 3.5% were Approximately half the offenders 
offending “persistent offenders” (abused 10 or more had 1 victim; fewer than 10% 

children), accounting for 26% of victimization sexually abused more than 
10 children

Low level of paraphilic 2% committed behavior consistent with pedophilia Fewer than 10% of the sample 
behavior (abusing 2 or more children younger than age 10); had any given paraphilia

10% committed behavior consistent with 
ephebophilia (abusing 2 or more adolescent 
boys at least 13 years of age)

Low incidence of High level of socialization with family of child; many 93.5% abused a child whom 
stranger abuse grooming techniques, enticements they knew

Low level of 5.4% of victims were abused by multiple priests 8% talked to other offenders 
networking prior to committing abuse

Low level of child 3.35% of priests showed their victims pornographic 10% admitted to using child 
pornography videos; 4.59% showed pornographic pictures or pornography

images; 3.85% took photos of victims
Situations of 41% committed abuse in parish residence (25% of 68.9% committed abuse in 

opportunity abusers were pastors, 42% associate pastors); offender’s residence; 19.5% 
12.4% committed abuse in victim’s home; committed abuse in victim’s 
17.8% committed abuse during travel home; 20% committed abuse 

on overnight trip
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having 2 or more male victims aged 13 to 17, and none younger than that), and those who
committed “unusual acts” (other paraphilic or otherwise unusual behavior). Table 2 also
includes information about persistent offenders.

The 96 priests who showed pedophilic tendencies began abusing, on average, 16 years
after ordination. The 474 priests with ephebophilic tendencies began abusing, on average,
8 years after ordination. The 143 priests in the “unusual acts” group began abusing, on aver-
age, 9 years after ordination. It is only the persistent offenders who were significantly dif-
ferent than the group as a whole. Priests with 10 or more victims (152) began abusing within
4 years of ordination, and those with 20 or more victims (39) began abusing within the first
year they were ordained. This finding of few offenders with identifiable pathologies is con-
sistent with the low incidence of paraphilic behavior in Smallbone and Wortley’s (2000)
study, in which, other than pedophilia, few offenders were diagnosed with paraphilias.
Fewer than 10% of sample was diagnosed with any given paraphilia. In the John Jay College
(2006) study, only 2% of the offenders committed acts consistent with pedophilia and just
more than 10% committed acts consistent with ephebophilia.

LOW INCIDENCE OF STRANGER ABUSE

Based on the information available, it appears that priests abused minors to whom they
had immediate and convenient access. Most (81%) minors sexually abused by priests were
male, and the majority of those were between the ages of 11 and 14. This is a higher per-
centage of male victims than is generally reported in victimization studies. A likely reason
for the discrepancy in victim type is that alleged abusers within the church had more access
to male victims than they did females (and, thus, more opportunity). For instance, it was
only in 1994 that the Catholic Church allowed girls to act as altar servers, when the Vatican
interpreted canon law 230 §2 to read that altar service can be performed by both men and
women. Prior to this time, only boys were allowed to be altar servers, and many of the altar
boys were in early adolescence.

Smallbone and Wortley (2000) found that 93.5% of offenders in their study abused their
own child or a child they knew. They also found that the majority of victims were male,
with boys accounting for 52% of official convictions and 74% of self-reported victims
(most offenders targeted female victims; however, a few high-volume offenders targeted
male victims).

Although priests do not have children and are, therefore, unable to abuse their own children,
there are indications that they abused children to whom they had access and with whom they
enjoyed close relationships. It was common for priests to socialize with the victim’s family.
Active socialization with the family occurred in one quarter of the cases of abuse, and in 80%
of those cases, the socialization occurred in the home of the victim. It is interesting to note that
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TABLE 2: Comparisons of Priest Subtypes

All Pedophilic Ephebophilic Unusual 
Clerics Interest Interest Acts 10+ Victims 20+ Victims

Age in years at first event 39 43 36 37 31 28
Age in years at ordination 28 27 28 28 27.6 27.2
Years elapsed since ordination 11 16 8 9 4 > 1
Number in group 4,392 96 474 143 152 39
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in 17% of abuse cases, priests abused siblings. Other locations of socialization with the vic-
tim’s family included the church and the residence of the priest as well as during vacations and
during church day activities. This socialization with the family of the victim seems to be one
method of grooming used by the priests (other grooming techniques included giving them
gifts, giving them drugs or alcohol, letting them stay over, letting them drive a car, emotional
and/or spiritual manipulation). We do not, however, have the chronology of events and, there-
fore, cannot definitely say that the socialization with the victims’ families occurred prior to the
abuse taking place. It is possible that this active method of grooming developed after the abuse
began, as the priest became increasingly close to the child emotionally.

NETWORKING

Of the 10,667 victims of sexual abuse by priests, 5.4% were abused by multiple priests.
This small percentage of victims may indicate lack of networking among priests who abused
children. Though it is not a direct comparison on networking, Smallbone and Wortley (2000)
found that 8% of offenders in their sample had talked to other offenders prior to arrest, indi-
cating some system of networking.

CHILD PORNOGRAPHY

Very few priests had allegations of child pornography. Findings show that 3.35% of priests
showed their victims pornographic videos, 4.59% showed pornographic pictures/images, and
3.85% took photos of victims. Wortley and Smallbone (2006) also found that a small percent-
age of offenders in their sample had possession of or used child pornography in some way.
Ten percent of offenders self-reported use of child pornography.

ABUSE LOCATIONS

The most significant factor indicating a situational element to the sexual abuse of minors
by priests is the location where the abuse took place. Approximately 41% of abusive acts
took place in a parish residence or cleric’s home. Other places where abuse often took place
include in a church (16.3%), in the victim’s home (12.4%), in a vacation house (10.3%),
and in school (10.3%; see Table 3). Interestingly, the onset of abuse (after 11 years) corre-
lates with the time when many priests move into the parish residence. Living alone in the
parish residence or with only one pastor or associate pastor also allows for the priest to have
the opportunity to abuse. In addition to the location of the abuse, it is also worth noting that
17.8% of the abuse took place when the victim traveled with the priest.

Smallbone and Wortley (2000) also noted that the offenders in their sample used loca-
tions of opportunity for abuse. They found that 68.9% used their residence as a place to take
victims for sexual contact, and 19.5% used a place in the victim’s home for the abuse. Also,
more than 20% of the sample stated that they took children on an overnight trip as a strat-
egy to be alone with a child.

DISCUSSION

The Catholic Church began working to prevent sexual abuse before the John Jay College
study began. The Charter, which was written 2 years before the findings of the study were
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published, required dioceses and eparchies to establish or obtain “safe environment”
programs. Some of the elements necessary for safe environment programs under The Charter
include a code of conduct for adults who work with children, child-abuse training programs
for all adults involved with minors, and personal safety training for youths. Safe environment
programs also recommend a code of conduct for children to follow.

Although many of the safe environment initiatives are geared toward detecting and
reporting abuse, the ultimate goal is to prevent the abuse in the first place. Results of the
Nature and Scope study indicate a situational component to child sexual abuse. Namely,
priests have a late onset of deviant sexual behavior and low incidences of (a) chronic sexual
offending, (b) “stranger” abuse, (c) networking among offenders, (d) child pornography
use, and (e) paraphilic behavior. These findings are similar to those of Smallbone and
Wortley (2000), indicating that priests who sexually abuse children are similar to nonclergy
populations of sexual abusers. As such, the SCP techniques, applied by Wortley and
Smallbone (2006), of increasing effort, increasing risk, controlling prompts, and removing
responsibility are applicable to the Catholic Church. Table 4 shows how these techniques
are applied in the Catholic Church.

INCREASING EFFORT

Wortley and Smallbone (2006) noted that to reduce the opportunities for child sexual abuse
to occur, it is important to increase effort and make such behavior difficult or inconvenient.
Citing Cornish and Clarke (2003), they stated that this can be done through three techniques:
controlling access, target hardening, and controlling tools (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006).

In controlling access to facilities, Wortley and Smallbone (2006) explained that institu-
tions can implement screening procedures and restrict those with previous sexual offenses
from working at the institution. However, they noted that sexual offenders are 3 times more
likely to have a history of nonsexual offenses than sexual offenses, and most individuals
with nonsexual offenses do not go on to commit sexual offenses. Therefore, it would be dif-
ficult to screen out potential sexual abusers. The difficulty of screening out potential
abusers increases for the Catholic Church because very few potential priests will have a
history of either sexual or nonsexual offenses. Screening potential abusers would, therefore,
have to occur at the formation stage (in seminary) and would have to be based on criteria
that would put individuals at a high risk to abuse children, such as a strong sexual attrac-
tion or fixation to children. Many seminaries have implemented such procedures, but there
is no uniformity in procedures nationally.

Increasing effort should also include target hardening, or implementing methods that
reduce the opportunity to abuse. Results of the Nature and Scope study and the study by
Smallbone and Wortley show that sexual abuse occurs when individuals are alone with the
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TABLE 3: Locations of Abuse

Cleric’s home/parish residence 40.9%
In church 16.3%
Victim’s home 12.4%
Vacation house 10.3%
In school 10.3%
Other 42.7%

Note. Other locations include a hotel room, priest’s office, hospital, orphanage, car, friend’s house, and so forth.
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victims, and this is more often in the home of the perpetrator than at any other location. The
Church should, therefore, create strict restrictions about priests being alone with children,
particularly in the parish residence or on overnight trips. A team approach to youth activi-
ties in the church would be beneficial for both the youths and the priests; innocent behav-
ior that otherwise might be misconstrued will not be questioned, and there would not be an
opportunity for abuse. Target hardening should also include educating children about how
to prevent the abuse from occurring and teaching them to say “no.” Regardless of under-
standing personal safety and inappropriate behavior, it might still be difficult for minors to
say no to a priest who engages them in sexual misconduct, as priests are trusted adults, and
victims are usually those who are most vulnerable. Youth training should, therefore, include
elements of assertiveness, including how to say no and how to discuss the abuse.

A final way in which to increase effort and reduce the likelihood of abuse is by control-
ling tools, or targeting the facilitators of abuse. Wortley and Smallbone (2006) used pornog-
raphy as an example of a facilitator of abuse. They note that pornography may play a role in
both grooming the child and sexually exciting the perpetrator prior to the abusive behavior.
Based on the low incidence of child pornography use by priests, however, the Church should
focus on other types of facilitators such as alcohol and drugs. The Nature and Scope study
showed that 17% of priests who abused children used specific enticements, and in 23% of
those cases, the priests used alcohol as an enticement to get minors to comply with abuse.

INCREASING RISK

The second SCP method through which child sexual abuse can be reduced is by increas-
ing risk. Citing Cornish and Clarke (2003), Wortley and Smallbone (2006, p. 25) noted that
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TABLE 4: Application of SCP Techniques to Child Sexual Abuse by Catholic Priests

SCP Technique Explanation of Technique Application of Technique 

Increase effort • Controlling access • Screening priests for potential high-risk behavior 
• Target hardening (e.g., sexual attraction to children)
• Controlling tools • Reduce opportunity for priests to be alone with children

• Education of protective strategies and assertiveness 
training for minors

• Reduce facilitators of abuse
Increase risk Increase likelihood of detection • Educate parents, priests, and parishioners about child

through sexual abuse
• extending guardianship • Increase formal (e.g., Closed-Circuit Television) and

informal 
• strengthening formal (e.g., observation by personnel) surveillance

surveillance • Provide information through easily accessible signs 
• increasing natural surveillance and pamphlets to all parishioners and employees
• using place managers

Control prompts Identify and remove situational • Priests should avoid intimate activities with minors
triggers • Establish times for priest–minor interactions and 

increase security or other personnel for those times
• Implement dress codes for minors

Reduce permissibility Reduce minimization through • Reduce cognitive distortions in priests through 
• clarifying responsibility education
• personalizing victims • Create specific codes of conduct that explain what 
• rule setting behavior is acceptable or unacceptable
• clarifying consequences

Note. SCP = situational crime prevention.
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increasing risk includes increasing the likelihood of detection by “extending guardianship,
strengthening formal surveillance, increasing natural surveillance and utilizing place man-
agers.” The concept of extending guardianship is rooted in routine activity theory, which
states that crime occurs when there is a convergence in time and space of a motivated
offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian (Cohen & Felson, 1979).
To extend guardianship would be to educate parents about the realities of sexual abuse,
such as informing them of who is most likely to be abused (“vulnerable” children) and that
the abuser is usually someone with whom the child is acquainted. In fact, abusers may
develop an emotional attachment to the child, and this nurturing relationship often precip-
itates the sexual abuse or enables the abuse to continue.

Extending guardianship in the Church should include educating all parents, priests, other
church employees, and parishioners to the dangers of sexual abuse and the understanding
of when and where abuse is most likely to occur. The Church should also increase educa-
tion about the harmfulness of victimization and should include information on the relation-
ships that often exist between abusers and their victims. Because priests are often in
care-seeking and care-giving roles in the Church, they are likely to form emotional attach-
ments to the children whom they later victimize. Not all priests who form an emotional
attachment to youths will later abuse them; however, if children, their parents, and others
in the Catholic community understand that this may be a risk factor to abuse, then it may
be possible to prevent the abuse from occurring.

The Church can further increase the likelihood of detection by increasing surveillance, a
common SCP strategy. This can be accomplished through informal or formal surveillance.
Informal surveillance would involve parents or others in the Catholic community increasing
their awareness of sexual abuse situations and watching out for their (or their fellow parish-
ioners’) children. Formal surveillance may include tracking offenders through the Internet,
credit card transactions, and passport control (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006). Because the
concern in the Catholic Church is primarily on priests abusing children who attend Church
services or are otherwise associated with the Church rather than, for example, sex tourism,
such types of surveillance would only be effective for a small number of priests. The Church
can increase risk of discovery by using surveillance such as closed-circuit television cam-
eras around the church that record the priests’ behavior. These could also act as place man-
agers, situated in “hot spots” such as outside the residence of the priest.

In an effort to increase risk, the Church has instituted a code of conduct for all adults
who work with children and youths on a regular basis (USCCB, 2005). Furthermore, a doc-
ument detailing this code of conduct is given to each adult, including clergy, who in turn,
must acknowledge in writing that the code of conduct is understood and will be followed.
Safe environment programs require that individuals working with children attend training
to better understand and identify abusive behaviors, instances of abuse, actions to be taken
when it is believed that abuse has been occurring, and how to report abusive behaviors. Safe
environment programs require that parishes post signs and create pamphlets with informa-
tion on child sexual abuse. Although these sources of information are important methods of
extending guardianship, they should provide additional information to parents, such as an
explanation of grooming behaviors. Extending guardianship should also include a specific
system whereby children, their parents, or even other priests report those whom they sus-
pect of abusing a child or even developing a relationship with a child that may lead to
abuse.
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CONTROLLING PROMPTS

According to Wortley and Smallbone (2006), controlling prompts includes identifying and
removing situational triggers that may prompt an individual to offend. Though there are com-
monalities between the two populations, controlling prompts in the general population may
be different than controlling prompts of priests. In the general population, for example,
parents would be advised not to allow other individuals to bathe their children, as much child
sexual abuse is initiated during such an intimate act. It is unlikely for a priest to be engaging
in such an intimate activity with a child. However, other activities with priests are more
common, such as going away to a vacation house or even just developing a close, nurturing
relationship with the child. Controlling prompts in the Catholic Church should, therefore,
focus on controlling or eliminating any potentially intimate activity around priests or activity
when the priest is alone with a child. This would reduce the likelihood of the priest forming
an emotional bond with the child that may become sexualized and act as a “trigger” for the
abuse. The difficulty is balancing the role of the priest as a caregiver and care seeker to
youths; although the Church should not eliminate priests’ roles as youth mentors, care should
be given to the circumstances in which this mentoring occurs.

Certain policies that remove situational triggers may be worth considering in the Church.
The Church can also reduce access of children to priests. For instance, it may be possible
to establish only certain hours during which minors can come to confession. At these times,
the Church can increase surveillance (increasing risk) through additional personnel or tech-
nology and thereby control prompts. Other organizations have implemented similar SCP
techniques. For instance, when bars have “ladies nights” during certain hours, they increase
the level of security during those hours.

Controlling prompts can also be established through education of both children and
adults. Children should be educated about what acts can be construed as situational trig-
gers, such as changing clothes in front of adults (Kaufman et al., 2006) even during normal
activities, such as swimming. Children need to understand that although they may not per-
ceive the activity as sexual in nature, a priest who has developed a close emotional bond
with a child may develop a sexualized view of such activities.

REMOVING RESPONSIBILITY

Citing Sykes and Matza (1957), Wortley and Smallbone (2006) noted that offenders are
likely to minimize their responsibility for the abusive behavior through techniques of neu-
tralization. To reduce permissibility for the abusive behavior to occur, it is necessary to
employ the SCP techniques of “clarifying responsibility, personalizing victims, rule setting
and clarifying consequences” (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006, p. 28).

Reducing permissibility needs to occur on an individual as well as organizational level. To
clarify their responsibility in the abusive behavior, offenders must reduce their cognitive dis-
tortions about sexual behavior. In particular, they must not minimize their role in the abuse or
the harm that comes to the victims, nor should they be able to excuse or justify their behav-
ior. One method for reducing minimization is to initiate codes of conduct that carefully map
out behaviors that are acceptable and unacceptable. The Church has already implemented a
code of conduct for all adults working with children on a consistent basis, and it is important
for children to also understand what behavior is acceptable behavior by priests. Seminary
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education has evolved during the past several decades to educate priests about inappropriate
sexual behavior toward children, and priests should therefore understand that they are not
“educating children” when they sexually abuse them. Such training clarifies the consequences
of harm to the child. As discussed above, however, seminaries nationally do not offer uniform
training and education for priests, as they each create their own curriculum. Uniformity in
educational standards would assist in creating safer environments for children.

On an organizational level, the Church should establish uniform rules about what behav-
ior is acceptable between priests and minors. For instance, is it acceptable behavior for a
priest to drive a minor somewhere with no other adults present? They can also work to
strengthen accountability systems and find a way to eliminate problematic institutional cul-
tural norms, such as those that excuse abuse or that value institutional and personal reputa-
tions more than protecting children. Together, these individual and structural techniques
may help to reduce permissibility for the abuse to occur.

The Catholic Church has implemented safe environment programs and the OCYP is
responsible for conducting annual audits to ensure compliance with the programs. The dio-
ceses are required to provide training programs to educate priests and parishioners about
sexual abuse. In accordance with The Charter, these training programs must include the
following:

• what behaviors are considered child abuse and sexual abuse;
• what actions can be taken to prevent all types of abuse;
• how to identify abuse, including signs of abuse in children as well as in abusing adults;
• what actions the individual should take if he or she believes a child has been abused; and
• what reporting laws and policies entail in regards to abuse and sexual abuse.

There may be other situational factors that could aid in decreasing or preventing child
sexual abuse. Until research is conducted on the safe environment programs recently imple-
mented, it is unclear how much the current crime prevention strategies are assisting in the
reduction of abuse by priests. The safe environment programs are necessary first steps to
reducing the potential for abuse to occur. However, even with these programs in place, the
Church can continue to increase effort, increase risk, control prompts, and reduce permis-
sibility, thereby improving efforts at preventing sexual abuse by priests in the future.
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