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INTRODUCTION

Child incest has long been a subject of both social and moral concern.  Societies throughout the history of humankind have condemned incest as an abhorrent and dangerous act.  Like crimes such as murder and rape, it is a forbidden act – a prohibited behavior – a taboo.  Yet despite its long history, child incest has only recently become a subject of open discussion and objective study.
In the 1970s, our knowledge of the many aspects of incest began to grow significantly.  This resulted in part from the “women’s movement” whereby women felt freer to speak of early sexual victimization.  Then, the advent of “good touch/bad touch” programs provided a safe atmosphere for talking about sexual experiences (including incest).  There is still much to learn on a scientific basis, particularly about incestuous victimization of boys.

Today, we recognize that incest is a serious and prevalent form of child abuse.  We also realize that children generally do not seduce, as was once mistakenly believed, older relatives into having sexual contact with them.  The fact is that children, being naturally dependent upon adults, are highly susceptible to the superior authority, power and knowledge of adults.  It is a fact, too, that no one has the right to “use” children for sexual purposes.

Although our knowledge about child incest is growing, there is still much that remains unclear.  Unfortunately, there is no national provision for the uniform collection of data from all the states.  Furthermore, the relatively few scientific studies thus far conducted do not always agree on their findings.  What we can state with a high degree of certainty is the following.  1) No social class or ethnic group is exempt.  2) More is known about father/daughter incest (including stepfathers) than that of other relationships.  3) Where fathers are the perpetrators, there are generally other serious family problems including marital discord and social isolation.  4) A serious finding is that the parents themselves often suffered abuse as children.
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Because of the increasing awareness of child incest, educational programs are in place to encourage children to forbid and to report adult sexual advances.  Where, historically, the occurrence of incest remained ignored and denied, and therapists rejected patients who wished to speak of it, there has been a growth in the number of knowledgeable, skilled and helpful professionals.  Enlightened child protective agencies and law enforcement services are increasingly able to deal with the problems rationally and correctly.

Although it does not seem that child incest (or other forms of child sexual abuse) will quickly disappear, there is promise that more and more victims, families and perpetrators are receiving help to change negative patterns and to recover from damaging experiences.

                                                                                      Carle F. O’Neil, M.A., M.S.W.

                                                                                      Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                       William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS INCEST?
In narrow terms, incest is exploitative sexual intercourse between two family members.  However, experts generally agree that limiting the definition of incest to genital intercourse is too narrow.  If perpetrated by a relative, such behaviors as fondling, touching, oral sex, exhibitionism and other sexual activities also are incestuous.

WHAT IS THE INCEST TABOO?

Throughout the history of humankind, all known societies have had some form of incest taboo.  The incest taboo - and consequent laws against incest - spring from an age-old awareness that such sexual activity can be seriously harmful to healthy human existence.  The incest taboo probably grew out of early observations that “inbreeding” resulted in offspring with serious defects and malformations and, furthermore, that it was destructive of healthy human development and family life.
HOW DOES CHILD INCEST DIFFER FROM CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE?

Child incest is a “type” of child sexual abuse.  Incest has its own specific label because, by definition, it occurs between people related by blood or marriage.  When the victim of incest is a child, then the sexual behavior is a type of child sexual abuse.

HOW PREVALENT IS CHILD INCEST?

The last national statistics compiled about the incidence of child sexual abuse (including child incest) was in 1986, with only 28 states reporting.  The total number of cases reported was 132,000, although the occurrence of child sexual abuse may actually be three times that much.  One researcher believes that at least one million Americans are victims of father/daughter incest.  Although most states laws require reporting child incest to the authorities, at least 50% of all cases go unreported.

WHY IS SO LITTLE KNOWN ABOUT CHILD INCEST?

Until recently, objective studies of child incest were almost nonexistent.  In part, this was because the tabooed behavior was so disturbing to many that even to speak of it was taboo.  Furthermore, behavioral specialist and researchers (including Sigmund Freud) were unable to acknowledge child incest as a problem warranting their close study.  Generally, too, those directly involved in incest were careful to keep it secret.

-5-
WHY IS THERE SO MUCH SECRECY ABOUT CHILD INCEST?
The secrecy surrounding child incest results from the following three general factors.  1) The perpetrators do not reveal their incestuous behavior out of fear of shame and punishment.  2) The victims do not discuss their involvement out of fear, feelings of guilt, shame, ignorance or, paradoxically, out of protective regard for the perpetrator or for family stability.  3) Other family members have difficulty accepting or admitting that incest is occurring in their midst.  As a result, child incest tends to be a closely guarded “family secret.”
WHAT CHARACTERISTICS DO INCESTUOUS FAMILIES COMMONLY SHARE?

Either or both of the parents suffered abuse as children.  Although he maintains a domineering role at home, the father often feels socially isolated and inadequate.  The mother is probably submissive and sets a role model of submissiveness for her children.  There is usually more than one child in the family.  Family communications tend to be poor.

WHO ARE THE PERPETRATORS OF CHILD INCEST?

Child incest occurs at all social and economic levels and in every religious, racial and ethnic group.  Perpetrators include fathers, stepfathers, grandfathers, uncles, brothers, cousins and, in much less numbers, women relatives.  To date, father/daughter incestuous relationships have received the most scrutiny.  However, some researchers believe that uncles and brothers more frequently victimize girls than fathers.

HOW DO PERPETRATORS RATIONALIZE CHILD INCEST?
Perpetrators often rationalize their repetitive incestuous behavior by stating that they are “teaching” the child about sex; they may emphasize the pleasure that they believe their victims experience.  Most incest does not involve physical violence.  Gentle kissing, stroking and fondling may lead to pleasurable sensations and orgasm.  The perpetrators may use this fact to seduce or coerce the child.  That pleasant sensations may occur is a complicating reality that can worsen long-standing feelings of guilt, shame and worthlessness on the part of the victim.
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HOW DOES CHILD INCEST USUALLY BEGIN?

Although force, intimidation and violence (including rape) may be involved in as many as one-third of child incest cases, milder seductive behavior is probably more common.  For instance, the victim may receive gifts and special privileges not accorded to other family members.  Kissing, patting and fondling may follow.  The victim finds him/herself caught between attractive special indulgences and a discomfort with growing physical closeness.  Implied or overt threats may then enforce the child’s continued compliance.  Under such psychological pressure, the child is led or coerced into any of a variety of continuing sexual activities, including genital intercourse.
HOW LONG DO INCESTUOUS RELATIONSHIPS USUALLY CONTINUE?

The average age of reported girl incest victims is about 11, ranging in age from infancy to eighteen-years-old.  The span of an incestuous relationship may be up to four or five years, ranging from a solitary incident to recurring sexual encounters.  While their relatives also victimize boys, there is not enough information about such cases to generalize about them.

HOW DO GIRLS USUALY RESPOND TO THEIR INCESTUOUS FATHERS?
Interviews reveal that, although afraid and resentful of what is happening, girl victims usually yield to their fathers’ incestuous advances and agree to keep the matter secret.  They do so for a number of reasons including to “keep him in a good mood” and “to keep peace in the family.”  These girls often take on increased family responsibility, doubling as a kind of “second wife” to the father.  They are usually very reluctant to tell their mothers of the incest, fearing that their mothers will not believe them or will deny that such a thing could happen.  In some cases, girls may become increasingly aggressive and turn to delinquent behavior.

HOW DO BOYS USUALLY RESPOND TO AN INCESTUOUS PARENT?

Although the number of reported cases has been increasing significantly, there are fewer reported cases of incest involving boys and a parent than girls and a parent.  Therefore, Information in this area of child incest is especially sparse.  However, it does appear that these boys tend to become aggressive and delinquent.  They also may later become active perpetrators of incest with their own children.  Fathers who involve their sons in incestuous relationships are not necessarily homosexual.  On the other hand, incest between boys and their mothers is likely to resemble a “crush.”  They may cuddle and sleep together, but rarely is there actual genital intercourse.  However far it goes, mother/son incest can cause boys to experience serious feelings of inadequacy and isolation.  Society tends to minimize or deny the incidence of mother/son incest because of cultural beliefs around male sexual behavior.  Boys are seen less as “victims” and more as willing “participants.”
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HOW DOES CHILD INCEST DAMAGE ITS VICTIMS?
Victims of child incest suffer both physical and psychological harm.  Depending on factors such as the nature of the sexual act and the age of the child, victims may experience damage to sexual organs and other body parts.  The greater likelihood, however, is psychological harm (including loss of self-esteem, feelings of inadequacy, withdrawal and an inability to form mature sexual relationships).  Depending on the circumstances and the characteristics of the parties involved, serious psychological disturbances sometimes result - including psychosis and suicide.

WHICH INCESTUOUS RELATIONSHIPS ARE LIKELY TO BE MOST DAMAGING?

Whenever someone that she or he should be able to trust has violated a child’s rights and sensibilities, it is a serious matter.  Sexual acts accompanied by intimidation and violence can be especially traumatic.  Case histories indicate that encounters with fathers (which are most apt to be repetitive) can be progressively damaging and cause life-long maladjustments.  The critical factors are likely to be the amount of threat, force or violence involved and the age differential and degree of trust violated by the perpetrator.

WHY DON’T VICTIMS REPORT CHILD INCEST?
The primary reason that child incest victims do not report the matter is FEAR.  Perpetrators often threaten their victims with severe punishment, even death, if they tell.  Victims commonly fear that if they tell about the family “secret,” the family will be broken up and the perpetrator will go to prison.  Victims also fear that if the mother learns what has happened, she will be angry with the child or leave the family.  It is common for the mother to deny that such a thing could happen and turn against the victim, rather than come to the victim’s rescue.  A second main reason is IGNORANCE.  The child may not know where to turn for help and young children, especially, may not understand what has happened to them.  Children often feel that the occurrence is their fault.  Historically, adults have been reluctant to believe child who report incest.

WHO SHOULD REPORT CHILD INCEST?

Individuals who become aware of incestuous behavior through their professional contact with children in such endeavors as teaching, law enforcement, medicine and social services are MANDATED REPORTERS.  This means the law requires them to report even “suspected” case of child incest and other forms of child abuse.  It is important, however, that ANYONE who seriously suspects a case of child incest or other form of child abuse report the matter.  Reporting known or suspected child incest may save a child from continued sexual exploitation.
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TO WHOM SHOULD CHILD INCEST BE REPORTED?
Child Protective Services and law enforcement (police or sheriff) and are the public agencies to contact about known or suspected child incest.  CPS is the community agency central to the delivery of services to victims and families involved in abuse and neglect.  Law enforcement investigates the facts of the case, possible law violations and file criminal charges.  Many communities have sexual abuse “hotlines” or “help lines” that victims and others may call for confidential information, advice and referral.  Sadly, many victims are not aware of these sources of help or are afraid to contact them.  Victims should be encouraged to confide in a trustworthy adult (such as a teacher, counselor or friend) who, in turn, may contact the police or CPS on the victim’s behalf.

IS THERE LEGAL PROTECTION WHEN REPORTING SUSPECTED CHILD INCEST?

YES, persons who report in “good faith” are not legally liable.  Many people fear that if they identify themselves when reporting child incest, the parents can sue.  Every state has a child abuse law that protects the reporter from civil and criminal liability.

WHAT HAPPENS TO THE VICTIMS OF CHILD INCEST?
The old philosophy was to remove the victim from the home for her/his protection from continued abuse or retribution and to place the child care of a relative, friend, foster home or institution.  Such extreme measures are sometimes still necessary, but, depending on the strength of the non-offending parent to be supportive of the victim, the new philosophy is to keep the family together (with or without the perpetrator).  The victim receives help to gain self-confidence and self-respect, and to understand that she/he is not to blame.  More satisfactory communication patterns are established among family members.  Individual feelings of resentment and inadequacy are recognized and dealt with.  This new philosophy believes that as it weathers the crisis, the family may emerge a stronger, more realistic and mutually fulfilling unit.
WHAT SUPPORTIVE SERVICES ARE AVAILABLE FOR VICTIMS OF CHILD INCEST?

Some private therapists, psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers and trained counselors specialize in treating victims of child incest.  Some public agencies, such as mental health centers and CPS, may have counselors trained to deal with child incest.  CPS and “hot lines” may be able to offer names of local specialists.  Some communities have support groups for victims of child incest, for mothers of incest victims and even for perpetrators.  CPS and “hot lines” can provide information about how to contact these support groups.
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HOW A CASE OF CHILD INCEST IS HANDLED

Reported cases of known or suspected child incest go through a series of steps involving the collection of facts, verification that the act occurred and determination of how to proceed officially.  The following diagram is a simplified view of how a case of child incest is handled.  The steps, particularly the concluding options, may vary between (and even within) states.
(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)

REFERRAL – Referral is the process of reporting a known or suspected case of child incest to law enforcement or CPS.  The victim, a friend, parent, teacher or other person may make referrals.

CHILD ABUSE HOTLINE – The child abuse hotline is a 24-hour toll-free telephone line established by law to receive reports of suspected child abuse (including child incest) and to relay the information to the proper agency for investigation.

CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES – CPS is a special unit in each state and local Department of Human Services responsible for investigating known or suspected child abuse (including child incest).  CPS staff and law enforcement officers generally have a cooperative working relationship.

LAW ENFORCEMENT – Reported cases of child incest go to law enforcement officials for possible criminal investigation and prosecution.  Law enforcement officials involved in cases of child incest are the police, sheriff and the county attorney.  Most law enforcement agencies now have officers specially trained in child abuse matters (including child incest).
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INVESTIGATION – Investigation involves collecting information and evidence about the case.  The investigator interviews the child, visits the home, the parents and other parties who have information important to the case, including medical records, school records and other agency reports.  In cases of serious emergency, investigators conduct a preliminary investigation immediately and, depending on the facts, the perpetrator or the victim may be removed from the home at once.
CASE WITHDRAWN – Case withdrawn means the case is discontinued, usually because of insufficient evidence, witness incompetence or witness refusal to testify.
PROSECUTION – To prosecute is to bring legal proceedings against a person charged with violating the law.  Depending on the evidence found through investigation, a decision will be made concerning prosecution of an accused incest perpetrator on criminal charges.  Charges are filed by CPS or law enforcement (depending on the state) with the county attorney.  The county attorney proceeds with the prosecution, presenting the case to the proper court for trial.  The county attorney must have the option of deferring formal criminal prosecution, perhaps using the “leverage” of a civil court order, if counseling and alternative placements seem feasible and constructive.
CASE MANAGEMENT – Case management is the coordination of services on behalf of the incest victim.  A caseworker monitors the home situation and oversees the delivery of services required to protect the child and treat the problem.
ALTERNATIVE PLACEMENT – If the child is in further danger of victimization, or if family relationships are in turmoil, the first option is often the removal of the perpetrator from the home.  In some cases, however, it may be necessary to remove the child to a safe setting that better meets her/his needs.  Such placement can be brief shelter care, daycare, and foster home placement or, in some cases, may lead to termination of parental rights and placement of the child for adoption.  Experts reiterate that, at every step, the child must be reassured that she//he is not the cause of the problem.

TREATMENT SERVICES – Treatment services are given to the child, the child’s family and, when feasible, the incest perpetrator.  Typical services include daycare, parent education, healthcare, family planning, psychotherapy, casework, psychiatric services, counseling, group therapy or individual and family therapy.
CASE CLOSED – A case of child incest is closed when there are insufficient facts to prosecute, when it is believed the child is no longer at risk or reaches the age of maturity.
-11-
CHARACTERISTICS COMMON TO
INCEST PERPETRATORS

Generalizations about incest perpetrators should be made cautiously.  Many perpetrators appear to be ordinary (even prominent and respected) individuals.  However, the growing knowledge about child incest has provided certain recurrent traits and patterns among perpetrators.  These characteristics include the following. 
· Addiction to, or abuse of, alcohol or other drugs

· Emotional immaturity

· Emotional or financial stress

· Experienced an unhappy, disrupted or insecure childhood

· If the perpetrator is the father, he may appear to be the “supreme ruler” of the family; the mother is likely to be unassertive and submissive

· Inappropriate aggressive reactions to stressful situations

· Insensitivity to the needs of others

· Lack of ability to communicate about feelings

· Little or no self-awareness or personal insight

· Longing for stability in present family life that was never felt as a child

· Poor impulse control (lack of ability to delay the gratification of personal needs)

· Poor marital relationship

· Possible criminal history

· Possible history of psychological problems

· Possible history of suicide attempts

· Presentation of a “macho” image to mask feelings of inadequacy

· Self-centered

· Social isolation; few true friendships

· Suffered sexual abuse as a child

· Unemployed or underemployed
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POSSIBLE BEHAVIORAL INDICATORS
OF CHILD INCEST

The following is a partial list of possible indicators that a child has been – or is currently – a victim of incest.  A combination of these behavioral indicators MAY mean that incest has taken place.  A key to determining the potential for incest is if the child suddenly demonstrates changed behaviors.

· Aggressive, hostile or negative behavior

· Alcohol and other drug use or abuse

· Bed wetting

· Bladder irregularities

· Daydreaming

· Delinquent behaviors

· Depression

· Difficulty walking or sitting

· Distancing from, and poor communications with, the non-perpetrating parent

· Eating disorders

· Excessive masturbation

· Fear of adults or a specific person

· Inability to trust others

· Lack of friends

· Loss of appetite

· Low self-esteem

· Nervous disorders

· Nightmares of other sleeping problems

· Pain or itching around the genitals or anus

· Poor school performance

· Regression to thumb sucking and other early childhood behaviors

· Running away from home

· School truancy

· Seductive behavior

· Self-mutilation or infliction of pain

· Sexual acting-out
· Social withdrawal

· Stomachaches

· Sudden clinging; greater need for assurance

· Suicide thoughts, gestures or attempts

· Suppressed fear and anger

· Touching adult genitals

· Unusual knowledge of or interest in sex

· Voracious reading as an escape
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POSSIBLE EFFECTS OF

CHILD INCEST

The affects of incest on any given child depends on the nature and length of the sexual relationship, the severity of the experiences, the child’s psychological make-up and coping skills.  Effects of victimization may range from relatively mild and minimally disturbing to very serious with life-long damage.  The following is a list of symptoms and behavioral outcomes observed in the life-patterns of identified child incest victims.
· Alcohol and/or drug use or abuse

· Becoming an incest perpetrator or child sexual abuser

· Chronic mistrust of men (where the perpetrator was male)

· Continuing anger at the perpetrator

· Delinquent or criminal behavior

· Depression

· Difficulty forming meaningful relationships

· Early pregnancy

· Eating disorders

· Feelings of guilt or shame

· Inability to have a “normal” sex life and gratification

· Increased or chronic masturbation

· Learning difficulties

· Low self-esteem

· Marriage to an abusive or controlling spouse, thereby continuing the abusive pattern

· Nervous or emotional disorders

· Pervasive sense of a “lost childhood”

· Prostitution

· Psychosis

· Self-abusive behavior

· Sexual frigidity

· Sexual promiscuity

· Suicide thoughts, gestures or attempts

· Uncertain sexual identification or sex role

· Unpleasant or highly disturbed memories

· Withdrawal from social activities
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HOW TO REPORT CHILD INCEST
The basic procedures for reporting suspected or known child incest include the following steps 1) look up the telephone number of the police, sheriff, Child Protective Services or Child Abuse Hotline and 2) dial the number and say, “I wish to report a case of child incest.”  A staff person who will ask you questions about the case.  Some of the questions you will be asked are designed to gather the following information.
· The victim’s name

· The victim’s age

· The victim’s telephone number

· The victim’s home address

· The victim’s school grade

· Where the victim attends school or daycare

· The number and name(s) of other children in the family

· The names of the adults potentially involved in the case

· The ages of the adults potentially involved in the case

· The relationship to the victim of the adults potentially involved in the case

· The place of employment of the adults potentially involved in the case

· The place of residence of the adults potentially involved in the case (if not in the victim’s home)

· Custody status of the victim

· A general statement of your understanding regarding the circumstances surrounding the situation

· Your name, address and telephone number (if you so desire); you have the LEGAL RIGHT to remain anonymous
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AGENCIES TO CONTACT ABOUT

CHILD INCEST

What follows is a partial list of agencies to contact about child incest.  The first list contains agencies to contact when reporting suspected child incest.  The second list contains agencies to contact for information about child incest.  Check the telephone book for local numbers.

CONTACT AGENCIES TO REPORT

SUSPECTED OR KNOWN CHILD INCEST

NATIONAL CHILD ABUSE HOTLINE – The National Child Abuse Hotline is a toll-free number that can be called 24 hour a day from anywhere in the United States.

Telephone # (800) 4A-CHILD

CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES – CPS is a special unit in each state and local Department of Human Services responsible for investigating child abuse (including child incest).

Telephone #

POLICE DEPARTMENT – Most police and sheriff’s departments have at least one officer responsible for juvenile matters or an officer who investigates crimes against persons.  Dial 911 in case of serious, immediate emergency.

Telephone #

CONTACT AGENCIES FOR INFORMATION ABOUT CHILD INCEST

Survivors of Incest Anonymous

www.siawso.org
Childhelp USA

www.childhelpusa.org
Parents Anonymous

www.parentsanonymous.org
The Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network
www.rainn.org
Domestic Violence & Incest Resource Centre
www.dvirc.org
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