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Introduction

Every sex offender I worked with taught me something. After a time, each conversation reconfirmed an understanding of how they see the world, and the effect they have on everyone around them. The patterns of offender action and victim reaction, whether they targeted adults or children, repeated over and over again. What offenders taught me, most importantly of all, was how to listen to victims.

We all know someone who has been sexually abused in childhood or raped as an adult. You probably know several people, whether you realise it or not. Perhaps you are a survivor yourself. When that person you know was abused or raped, whether it happened once or over a long period, they almost certainly kept it to themselves, at least for a time. Even with recent increases in reporting rates, only about half of adult rape victims will ever tell anyone, even their best friend.1 Only about 5 per cent of victims will tell the authorities at the time of the offence.2 Children are the least likely to tell anyone straight away.3 Many people think that, if something bad happened to them, they would immediately tell the authorities and seek justice, but that isn’t what victims of sexual crime usually do.

A fourteen-year-old girl and her sixteen-year-old boyfriend were in their local park, in the early hours of the morning. After going to a party, they were hanging out for a while before going home, when a group of young men came by. The boyfriend reported that he was physically assaulted and ran for help. The girl reported that she was raped and sexually assaulted, by several of the men. The following day a colleague of mine, and the senior investigator on the case, was being interviewed about the matter by a local radio station. The broadcaster asked if he would answer the many texts being sent in by listeners, to which he agreed. The broadcaster then read out a text which asked, ‘What’s a fourteen-year-old girl doing out at that time of the morning?’

My colleague expressed his amazement at the question and, when asked what amazed him, suggested to the listening audience that the first question should have been, ‘What’s a group of men doing raping a fourteen-year-old girl?’

So why wasn’t that the first question? Why would that listener focus on the actions of a teenage girl, rather than the adult offenders? Was their real question, ‘Please tell me that can’t happen to my daughter?’ Did the world seem safer to that person if they could believe that the girl had somehow brought it on herself? Whatever the reason, their reaction drew them away from where the real responsibility lay. The girl later withdrew her complaint. We should all wonder why.

We might feel as if we know a lot more about sexual offending than we have ever done before. You probably hear something about it almost every day, as stories of sexual harassment, sexual assault, rape, and child sexual abuse are everywhere. We also seem more prepared to listen now, with inquiries leading us to many uncomfortable truths. The foundations of institution and family have been shaken, as we have dared to give them a critical look. What was previously too hard to believe is now almost commonplace. Even the rich and powerful have had their attitudes and behaviour exposed … and still most victims do not come forward.

When the senior British politician Harriet Harman published her memoir,4 she described the sexual harassment she had experienced in her university days. A lecturer, she said, had threatened a diminished grade unless she had sex with him, and guaranteed an A grade if she did. In the publicity around the book she was invariably asked, ‘Why has it taken you so long to come forward?’ and, ‘Why didn’t you say anything at the time?’ In the interviews I heard or read, no one asked how she had coped, or even sympathised with her predicament. There was little open inquiry, just challenge, suspicion, and doubt.

How we listen to victims and how we ask questions matters. It isn’t wrong to question how a victim reacted, but they aren’t the most important questions, they shouldn’t be the first questions and, when they are asked, it needs to be done with care. When we don’t interview victims properly, don’t listen to them, three things happen: we sound as though we doubt them, they will think we don’t believe them, and we won’t get the whole story of what happened.

So why don’t more victims come forward? The answer is all of us. Our attitudes and what we believe about these crimes, the questions we ask, and what we think we know. It influences everything: who tells, how cases are investigated, who gets their day in court, the way we treat victims when they do get to court, and who gets held accountable for their actions. Think about the last time you heard the story of an alleged sexual offence. What did your mind do when you heard it? Was it deciding what happened … filling in the blanks … deciding who was telling the truth and who wasn’t, even though you didn’t know all the facts … hadn’t heard the whole story? I still find myself doing it and, after more than thirty years listening to these stories, I really ought to know better. It’s the old teachings that make us do it, judgments we were taught as children, subsequently reinforced over time, and hard to get out of our heads. Take this case, for example, of a kind all too common in reports to police.

A woman goes for a massage. She works in geriatric care, so massages are a regular part of coping with the physical and mental stresses of her work. When she can’t get a booking with her usual masseuse, she opts to try a new clinic that has just opened nearby. Her first impression of the masseur is that he is professional and polite, so it is a slight surprise when he instructs her to remove all her clothing, something she has not been asked to do before. Her alarm is minor, however, and his suggestion that the oil may damage her underwear allows a reasonable explanation for the instruction. She dismisses her concern. Her next anxiety is raised by him not leaving the room so that she may disrobe. He merely turns away to type into his computer. This too is new, so she is unsure how to respond. How might he react if she asked him to leave? It would be awkward and embarrassing, which is not the tone she wants at the beginning of a massage. She also puts her doubt aside when he turns to ask her a question as she is undressing, because he only looks in her eyes … and when he doesn’t replace the covering towels properly, because it’s probably just a mistake … and when his hands stray close to her nipples. Her brain deals with each alarm individually, not seeing the behaviour as an offender’s pattern of manipulation. Why would she? Who goes for a massage imagining the masseur might be a sex offender?

After the abuse, a prolonged act of digital rape during which she lies frozen on the massage table, he doesn’t make eye contact. At the end of the ordeal, he says ‘How was that?’, and she can’t believe the words out of her mouth. ‘Fine, thanks.’ She is shocked and confused, even paying on the way out without complaint. Asked by the receptionist if she has had a good experience she answers, ‘Yes, thanks.’ Unsure whether to go to the police, she decides to ‘just put it behind her’. In the weeks that follow she is barely able to sleep or eat, her brain full of conflict. She worries people will think she was asking for it. She doesn’t understand why she didn’t stop him. Blame and shame swirl around her head for days. Two weeks after the assault she drives into the car park at her work and cannot get out of the car. Unable to control her sobbing, and a rising sense of panic, she decides to get some help. Despite the urgings of her sister, she does not go to the police. There is just too much shame and blame from the voices in her head. Some of them are our voices, raising questions, suggesting judgment. Some are old voices from her childhood and adolescence, and some are imagined voices from the justice system she expects to encounter. Reviewing what happened, she sees only her actions and not his. She doesn’t know that a specialist sexual crime investigator (if she gets to tell her story to one, and if they’re any good) would immediately see the pattern of the offender’s behaviour, understand her reactions without judgment, and be able effectively to investigate her case.

It is not just adults who are trapped by offenders’ behaviour and the voices in their heads. It happens to children too, as in this case.

A fourteen-year-old girl is sitting in her bedroom. It is evening time, on a school night, and her mother is out at work. Her brothers, both older and younger, are in bed. She puts on lingerie, goes downstairs, and knocks on her father’s bedroom door. As she enters the room he says, ‘What are you doing here?’, before she initiates sex.

As we read those lines, many of us might wonder why she went to his room in the first place, or why she put on lingerie and initiated sex. Some of us might assume she had been groomed, because that word is common these days, but I wonder how many of us would know how that happened. And did you wonder why most of your questions were about her, and not him? Even though offending begins with offenders, we reserve most of our questions, and doubts, for victims.

I have told this story a lot, over the years. It comes from one of the first men I ever listened to, when I was working in a sex offender treatment programme in the early 1990s. I’ve told it to all sorts of people, and they all ask similar questions. Hardly anyone asks about him, at least at first. What he did, how he did it, why he did it, how he silenced her, how he kept it from his wife (if he did), and so on. In almost every group I speak to, most people also give the daughter some of the responsibility for what happened, because she initiated it, didn’t she? Remarkably, there are usually a few that say she is more responsible than him. Until they hear the whole story.

In treatment, the offender in this story told me everything he did and what he thought about it. He gradually disclosed how he had manipulated her from the age of six, how he groomed her to come to his room and ‘initiate’ sexual acts, and how he made her keep the secret. In his distorted thinking he had always blamed her, even though she was only a child. He began to understand how he had lied to himself about what he was doing, preferring to believe she was enjoying it as much as him, and that they were the acts of a loving father. He slowly demonstrated all the tactics he had used to hide the abuse from his wife and family. Eventually, he acknowledged that all the responsibility was his.

We have come so far in our response to offenders and offending, but there are some critical things still holding us back. Some of them are in our judgments and our questions, and others are in the systems we have created to make justice, as in this case, told to me by a prosecutor colleague, as he wrestled with the frustration of his day in court.

A ten-year-old boy is sitting looking at a screen in a room that connects, via video-link, to a court room. He is about to give evidence against his uncle, who has been sexually abusing him for several years. The boy has already given his evidence to the court, carefully laid out by the prosecutor. The boy knows the prosecutor well now, and he trusts him.

Then it is the turn of the defence. She seems polite, but the questions are more difficult, more complicated. Sometimes she asks two questions in the same sentence and he doesn’t understand what she’s asking. There is not much the prosecutor can do to help, and the boy feels as if he is on his own.

She keeps going on about the things he got wrong, particularly the dates and times. On and on about them, mostly memories he is less clear about. She keeps going back and forward, back and forward. While never crossing the line, she keeps testing him, because the law requires that his evidence be tested. And he begins to get confused and flustered.

‘It is possible, is it not, that you were mistaken about that time?’

‘Yes.’

‘And if you were mistaken about where you were on that day, then you may have been mistaken about other times, isn’t that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘In fact, I put it to you that your story is full of fabrications, isn’t it?’

He doesn’t really know what fabrications are, but he knows he has to answer. He feels stupid and begins to weaken. ‘Yes.’

‘Untruths.’

‘Yes.’

Defence seizes the opportunity, as she’s been in this position before.

‘You have said a number of things that aren’t true, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘It is possible then, is it not, that everything you have said here today is untrue?’

Confused and bewildered, he gives in. ‘Yes.’

Case dismissed.

A short time later the prosecutor, who has absolutely no doubt that the little boy has told the truth about the abuse, makes his way across to the building where the boy gave his evidence. The boy rushes up to him. ‘I lied! I lied!’ he cries, sobbing uncontrollably.

‘What did you lie about?’ the prosecutor asks.

‘I told the lady that he didn’t do those things, but he did do them … he did do them!’ A while later the prosecutor, a veteran of this field of work, took an extended break from sexual offence cases, although he has since returned. I don’t know how the boy is doing.

It is not always like this, but I can recall so many cases where this was the result, that it seems like the norm rather than the exception. A defence barrister once told me it was ‘like shooting fish in a barrel’. When researchers ask court officials and the legal fraternity if they would advise parents and children to seek redress through the adversarial system, if they experienced sexual abuse, many warn against it.’5

Our attitudes, our questions, the way we listen, and the system we have created to hear these stories, are what victims fear. We may think that matters have improved in recent times, but is that so? In a time when a man who openly boasts of sexually assaulting women was elected to the US presidency, and who publicly criticises any complainant who raises their voice, how safe is it to come forward with stories of sexual harassment and assault? It is not widely known but, in the last thirty years, across the developed world, conviction rates for sex offences have gone down.6

And yet, as I started writing, a movie mogul fell, followed by a stream of others. A TV star was, after decades of sexually abusing women, sentenced to prison. Stories are pouring out about them, most notably about how long people have known, and tolerated, their behaviour. Questions have been asked of victims, but mostly with compassion, in attempts to understand. A few have said the victims were ‘asking for it’, attention-seeking, or looking for money, but most have not. Two cardinals of the Roman Catholic church have been found guilty of sexually abusing children, although one was later acquitted after multiple appeals. They are, by far, the highest-profile clerics to face charges. Some have said it was a ‘witch hunt’, or a conspiracy against the church, but most have not.

There are so many stories now, from so many walks of life. Is it possible that we will see that the man who runs the movie studio is the same as the man who runs the supermarket, works in the pet shop, the HR department, or the paediatric ward? Will we all finally realise how endemic this behaviour is in our communities?

It is too early to tell if the impact of #MeToo, and a raft of royal commissions, will produce long-term changes. In the past, these fallen figures were all too easily dismissed as isolated cases. Is that changing, or will most of these men still attend clinics for their ‘sex addiction’ and return unchallenged to their former lives? If charges are laid, how many will face trial? Looking at the number of current cases that don’t make it to court, where trials are collapsing, or charges being dropped, there remain serious doubts.

Even though these issues are getting a lot of attention, it can also be hard to get free and open debate about sexual crime in our communities. I was giving a talk at a conference last year, discussing the breadth of scientific evidence about how sexual offending occurs, and particularly victims’ reactions, when a woman asked a question. She had recently been in numerous conversations where the assembled company had debated issues of sexual politics and sexual crime. There were always voices, she said, demanding to know what all the fuss was about, challenging the feminist thinking and the ‘man-blaming’. It was getting out of hand, they cried, and it was hard for men to navigate these uncertain times. She asked what her response could be to these voices. I suggested she could begin with a few statistics and see how the conversation goes from there:7


	95 per cent of sexual offenders are male.

	At least 30 per cent of female sexual offenders co-offend with a male.

	80 per cent of rape, sexual assault and child sexual abuse victims are female.

	One in five girls will be sexually abused in childhood, as well as one in twelve boys.

	One in six women will be sexually assaulted or raped as adults.

	Women are far more likely to be victims of sexual harassment than men.

	Violence and sexual violence are the number one ‘burden of disease’ issue for women.

	Only one in eight women will report rape or sexual assault, mostly owing to a fear of community judgment and our culture of victim-blaming.

	Up until 2015/16, fewer than two in ten sexual crimes reported to police were heard in court. In the last twelve months that number has gone down significantly.

	Sexual crimes have some of the lowest conviction rates of all interpersonal crime. These rates have also declined in the last thirty years.

	The chance of a rapist going to prison for his crime is less than 1 per cent. Fewer than 2 per cent will face any consequence at all.



These facts are backed up by decades of research, all pointing us to a problem with the structure of our relationships, a problem overwhelmingly driven by men. It is not that this is not happening to men too, because it is, although most of their abusers are also male.

It does feel harder for men these days, knowing our words and actions are more likely to be scrutinised. Like most men, I don’t think I’m ‘toxic’, but I recognise the values I was expected to embrace growing up, messages that prepare young, white men for a lifetime of privilege, entitlement and dominance, rather than equality and respect. Like the woman at the conference, I am regularly challenged about whether the current climate has ‘gone too far’. If it had, one might expect significant increases in prosecutions and convictions, but evidence suggests the opposite. Prevalence rates also remain high, suggesting a decline in sexual offending is also some way off. To make matters worse, wherever you look, around the criminal justice systems designed to provide protections and guidance, there are major flaws.

After two decades working with sex offenders, in prisons and in the community, I started working for the police in 2007, on a short-term contract. A colleague and I had been employed to develop a new specialist training course for sexual crime investigators. I had no intention of staying for longer than the two years of my contract. My colleague Mark, who joined at the same time, felt the same. He was there to improve police investigators’ response to children and other vulnerable victims, while my focus was on helping them to understand the dynamics of sexual crime and the behaviour of offenders. Our goal was to improve the experience complainants had of police investigators and to make forensic investigations, particularly interviews with complainants and suspects, more effective. When we arrived, we spent time looking at policing and the court system, only to find problems and issues everywhere. We decided any real reform would take twenty to thirty years: an enormous task to which we could contribute only a tiny part. After a year, they asked us if we wanted to go on full-time, ongoing contracts, and we both said yes, immediately. Recently, I asked Mark why he decided to stay, when that had not been his original intention. He said, ‘Because it isn’t fair.’ Once you see that unfairness, it is impossible to look away.

We know so much about offenders now, but so little of that knowledge has impacted on our culture and justice systems. Ironically, the way I learnt the myths and misconceptions of sexual crime came from listening to offenders. This book is about what they told me, as well as the testimonies of hundreds of victims and professionals I have worked with over the last thirty years. Through all their stories, I will describe how we currently respond to sexual crime, and what we now know about victims, offenders, trauma, memory, and healing. I will map out how police investigate sexual crime, including how we train them to interview complainants and suspects, before laying out how the courts understand and prosecute these offences. Finally, I will discuss some of the many positive projects and practices going on around the world, arguing for how we could do so much better.

We are all shapers of community attitudes and values, all fact-finders, and potential jurors. The better we understand these crimes, and particularly the effect they have on survivors, the more victims will come forward, the better sexual offending will be investigated, and the more tangible the promise of justice might become. Imagine what would happen, for example, if everybody in the justice system, from investigators to jurors, approached each story with an open mind, free of myths and misconception. As with every change, it must start with us.




Author’s note

It is not possible to write about sexual crime without describing some of the worst aspects of human behaviour. The stories are distressing and can be deeply upsetting, particularly if these issues have touched your life personally. Even though my involvement has mostly been professional, there were still many I could not bear to write about. My motivation in telling these stories is to lay out, as clearly as possible, what is known about sexual offending and offenders, to inform current debates, and advocate for change.

There are things we all need to know and there’s a lot of misinformation. I also realise that, like many people, I would not know it was misinformation if I had not spent so long listening to offenders and survivors. I grew up with the same messages, values, and misconceptions as everybody else. I am also a man, white, able-bodied, employed, and do not live in an institution – putting me in the least likely group to experience sexual abuse. I asked a colleague if some people might see me writing a book about sexual offending as a problem, because I am a man. Her advice was, ‘We’ll never get anywhere if we see sexual violence as a women’s subject. Men need to be able to talk about these subjects, and, perhaps more importantly, to listen.’

The subjects of rape, sexual assault and child sexual abuse are laden with emotions and sensitivities. It is hard to write what needs to be said without causing upset and offence, so I want to explain the rules I have set for myself, in writing this book.

First, if you are a survivor, I want you to know that I am going to use the word ‘victim’ a lot, when describing the abuses, which will upset some. You may not like the word ‘survivor’ either, feeling it ties your future life too closely to the abuse you wish to leave behind. I respect that. When describing someone reporting a crime to police, I will use the term ‘complainant’, as that is the term used by investigators. None of these words is meant to define anyone or their experience, but only to clarify each aspect of the process, for readers who have not experienced abuse, or the justice system.

Pronouns are important, but I am not using the word ‘they’. I mean no disrespect to anyone who uses ‘they’ to identify themselves. You will, instead, see the word ‘he’ used for offenders, and ‘she’ for survivor/victims. It is partly a writing shorthand, but it also reflects the statistics of sexual offending. I don’t mean to minimise the fact that women offend, men can be raped, and that there are abuses in LGBTQIA+ relationships. However, sexual offending is overwhelmingly a gendered crime, perpetrated by men against women and children, where 95 per cent of offenders are male and 80 per cent of victims are female. Of the 20 per cent who are male, the majority will be abused as children.1 Next, I am going to use the words ‘child molester’ in this book, instead of paedophile. There is an academic reason, that paedophile is only a sub-category of men who abuse children (which it is), but that is not my main reason. The original Greek word means ‘child lover’, and I can’t bring myself to use it.

It is not possible to cover all inequalities and vulnerabilities equally, so I have predominantly focused on the core problem, of men’s behaviour towards women and children. I am acutely aware that there are wider injustices and other groups who face abuse. Any inequality breeds further vulnerability, and vulnerability is what abusers are looking for. Groups outside the dominant norms will also face increased pressures in reporting, have greater trouble accessing the system, be less likely to have their cases heard, and have poorer court outcomes. This is so for, among others, young people and children in care, people of colour, the LGBTQIA+ community, the elderly, indigenous peoples, migrant groups, those without financial resources, people with mental health issues, as well as those subject to criminal justice orders or in prison. Anyone wanting to understand the relatively recent term of ‘intersectionality’ need look no further than sexual offending, where overlapping inequalities and vulnerabilities greatly increase both the risk of trauma and abuse, and reduced access to justice.

It would also be impossible, in the scope of this book, to cover all the intricacies of each country’s criminal justice system. Every jurisdiction is different, but there are essential similarities, which common features I have tried to address here. Most of the stories and examples, but by no means all, are from the UK, US, or Australia, as these are the countries in which I have done most work. There are a lot of references and statistics, to demonstrate the evidence base for all the ideas presented. In all these contentious debates and emotive issues, it is imperative that you can fact check each topic. Where there is controversy, or the evidence is equivocal, I have tried to express that.

Lastly, I have changed names and details to de-identify the stories, except those that have already been published in print or online. Everything I describe in this book happened to someone. While the stories have been deconstructed to protect identities, I have tried to maintain their essential truths. They have been told to me by offenders, survivors, family members, and investigators over the last thirty years, and are as relevant today as the day I heard them.




Part I

Victims

There is a woman who comes to talk on our training courses, a survivor of child sexual abuse, perpetrated by her older brother over many years. She talks eloquently about her experience, of the struggle to get her mother to take the abuse seriously, and the rejection by her family when she disclosed. She describes visits to the doctor, who never asked why she had gynaecological issues so young, and the two trials she went through in her search for justice. She catalogues the inadequacies of the investigative and court processes and her experience of reporting to the police, from whom, at the second attempt, she eventually received a good service.

And she talks about shame. Shame about acts she didn’t understand. Shame about the secret she was made to keep. Shame for taking the sweets, the toys, and the magazines. Shame about the stories she made up about her first kiss and her ‘first time’, because she couldn’t say, ‘It was my brother.’ Most of all, the shame of feeling responsible, a feeling forced on her first by her brother, then reinforced by her mother and other family members. The justice system finally placed that responsibility where it truly lay, although most of her family still refused to accept the verdict.

Shame and blame are often a part of our response, too, with phrases like ‘asking for it’ still in common parlance. An exhibition in Molenbeek, Belgium, asked the question, ‘What were you wearing?’1 The exhibition shows the clothes that women and children were wearing when they were sexually assaulted. It has been followed by similar exhibitions in Japan and the US. Anything and everything are hanging in these exhibitions, from school dresses, office clothes and uniforms, to casual wear, sportswear, and evening outfits. Clothes that show the lie, in a thousand assorted colours.

The work I find most satisfying, if it doesn’t sound odd to put it like that, are the historical child sexual abuse cases. The therapeutic nature of a good police response is evident here, perhaps more than in any other type of case. After years of fear, anxiety, and silence, to be listened to, and have one’s story thoroughly investigated, can do wonders for a survivor’s mental health. I have also known many survivors credit the investigator who first heard their story as the most important person on their road to recovery.

A couple of years ago one of our young detectives took a report from a man in his fifties, of abuse when he was a teenager. Newly trained, she recognised in his story the pattern of an extra-familial child molester. By the time the case went to court she had found fourteen other victims. Two of them were brothers, who had never previously spoken to each other, let alone police, about the abuse. Even when they did report they were reluctant to sign their statements. They had suppressed the stories, in part, because they had been introduced to the man by their sister, and they didn’t want to upset her, or make her feel guilty. What struck me most about the brothers was the loneliness and isolation they had suffered for so many years, unable even to talk to each other, despite their shared experience. Feeling shame for the acts they were made to perform, for unwanted ejaculations at an abuser’s touch, and for not telling anyone about it, they had suffered in silence for over thirty years. The investigator asked the brothers if they would meet with their sister, finally to tell her what had happened. After the resulting court case the offender went to prison and fifteen boys saw justice done. For those two brothers, finally released from shame and fear, the catharsis of telling the secret to each other, and reuniting with their sister, meant most of all.

Abuse does not define victims, but without our help and support it may have a longer lasting impact than it should, and life after abuse may only be surviving rather than thriving. Post-traumatic growth2 describes a process long recognised, where recovery from trauma can leave people with a deeper understanding of themselves and their relationships, which may never have come about had they not needed to recover from terrible circumstances. It doesn’t mean the abuse wasn’t traumatic, or was a positive experience in any way, just that when the process of recovery is handled well, by the survivor and their community, it can lead to a positive outcome.

I first registered this phenomenon, quite by accident, many years ago. I was talking to a participant in a training day I had been a part of, as we all had a drink at the end of the day. As we got chatting, he told me of a terrible recent experience, while on holiday overseas with his wife and young child. He had become ill and been told he required urgent surgery and would not be able to return home for it, so severe was the problem. He was terrified, trying to cope with the diagnosis, the fear of surgery, and the prospect of a long recovery in a country he did not know and whose language he did not speak. To make matters worse, the hospital system only had a few nurses and didn’t provide food, so his wife had to deal with everything except his immediate medical care.

I was riveted by his story. He and his family had got through it, but it had taken a toll, the pain and fear still etched into his face. He found he couldn’t concentrate at work, his mind repeatedly drawn back to the hospital, and he wasn’t even sure he cared about his work anymore. He was also experiencing, he said, a different way of seeing the world, as well as a calmness and sense of peace he could not explain. I just listened and asked the occasional question, initially unsure of what to say, but the more he talked, the more I realised what extraordinary insights he now had. He had to give a presentation the following week and was worried that his concentration would let him down and he would fall silent. ‘They’ll wait,’ I said, ‘because you understand the world now in a way that we don’t, and we want to hear it.’ He seemed surprised, and he thought about it for a while. (Incidentally, I’m not professing any therapeutic skill here, as I was brand new to the therapy business and was just trying to help him feel better. I think a few pints of Guinness also helped both of us dig into the depths and details of his story.) The more we talked, the more I kept seeing how this terrible experience also offered gifts, and that he now understood the world in a way many of us would envy.

The next day he came in and sought me out, telling me that he had gone home and told his wife all about the conversation, that they had talked through their experience for many hours. They had each been caught in their own worlds after the trauma, unable to comprehend what had happened to them. They had focused on their daughter, he explained, and tried to put the experience behind them. They had now resolved, he said, not to do that anymore, but to appreciate the changes and new insights that had been forced on them. Years later, when I was reading about the notion of post-traumatic growth, that memory popped into my head. Whether someone has experienced fear and pain in a foreign land, or the trauma of abuse, they have things to teach us about the worlds they’ve been subjected to, and how to survive and thrive after the abuse is finished, or the immediate trauma is over.

One survivor, who teaches on our course, talks about having to decide how she introduces herself when she is giving presentations. She is a successful career woman with strong professional credentials, as well as a survivor of sexual abuse. She has noticed, over the years, that when she mentions being a victim people’s attitudes toward her change, and she feels that her standing is diminished. Whatever is prompting that response, it is something we need to change.

When Mark and I started in policing we noticed our investigators, rather than being focused on victims, concentrated on getting a confession from the suspect, and getting both a successful prosecution and a significant punishment for the offender. None of these things happened very often which, in a police service that focused on results, made sexual crime cases unpopular with investigators. There was little focus on victim welfare, or any perceived benefit for victims from the investigative process. The investigation model we introduced is centred on understanding the offending relationships and the process of an investigation, rather than the outcome. It creates practices that are more therapeutic for victims, as well as more effective forensically. The most important element is teaching investigators how to listen to complainants’ stories. As Baroness Stern’s 2010 review of the UK justice system’s response to rape and sexual assault concluded, being listened to is inherently therapeutic.3 Listening also tells us just how common these abuses are.
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How much is this happening?

One day, training detectives, a young female investigator was looking at the statistics of how many people are sexually abused, both adults and children. She had a sceptical look on her face and said out loud, ‘Nah. That can’t be right.’ That weekend she went home for dinner with her family. She told them about the training, about the figures, and her scepticism. In the silence after her comments her mother said, ‘Well, it happened to me.’ This was news that nobody around the table had heard before. When the young detective came back to training on the Monday morning, she was a changed woman.

We are all cynical about statistics, but the prevalence of rape, sexual assault, and child sexual abuse has now been analysed for over forty years, and the numbers haven’t changed much. There is no need for exaggeration either, as the conservative figures are bad enough. Academics also agree under-counting, rather than over counting, is a problem for research conducted in this field.

As things currently stand, across the developed world, only about 5 per cent of victims tell someone straight away when they have been abused.1 Of those who stay silent, many will stay silent forever. UK figures, in 2013, showed that between 430,000 and 517,000 people, mostly women, experienced sexual assault, and between 60,000 and 95,000 experienced rape.2 Of those total numbers, approximately 54,000 reported sexual assault to police, and 15,670 reported rape. Averaged over a three-year period, the figures showed that fewer than one in five reported sexual assaults made it to court, where just over 50 per cent of those that did resulted in a conviction. In cases of rape, 2,901 reports made it to court, where only 1,070 resulted in a conviction. The 2017 survey3 showed the estimate of sexual crime had risen to 646,000 sexual assaults, and rape estimates to approximately 120,000. Of these estimates, police recorded 80,001 sexual assault reports and 41,186 reports of rape. While case attrition rates have remained unchanged for some time, and conviction rates have been in steady decline for decades, the latest figures show charging rates in the UK have plummeted in recent times, particularly for rape.4

Between 15 per cent and 20 per cent of adult women will experience rape or sexual assault in their adult lifetime (after the age of fifteen).5 Young women, between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, are most at risk.6 In any given year, approximately 2.5 per cent of the adult female population will experience rape or sexual assault, and one of those women almost certainly lives near you.7 You may also know her abuser, because he is likely to be a partner or ex-partner.8 The offending will usually take place in her home, the offender’s home, or other premises known to her.

In childhood, approximately one in five girls, and one in twelve boys, will be sexually abused.9 This represents about three girls and one boy for every classroom of children, of all ages, in every school, all over the world. Most of the abuse will take place before they are eleven years old.10 These figures are conservative. Researchers agree that child sexual abuse is ‘a global problem of considerable extent’,11 and, ‘relatively common in the general population’.12

In the UK, between 2013 and 2017, reports of child sexual abuse to police more than doubled, from 24,085 to 53,496.13 These numbers represent a fraction of what is really going on in homes across the country. The sexual abuse of children is happening in your neighbourhood, possibly in your street, to children that you know. You probably know the abuser here too. Until relatively recently, most messages about preventing child sexual abuse were about ‘stranger danger’. While this is important, it makes up only a small percentage of abuse perpetrated on children. Like adults, children are usually abused in their own home, the home of the perpetrator, or another place they know, by people who claim to love them.14

The sexual assault and rape of men is, contrary to popular opinion, relatively common. It has been studied with far less frequency than the sexual abuse of women, but nonetheless there are reliable figures about how often it is happening. Approximately 4 to 5 per cent of men report that they have been sexually assaulted in adulthood (after the age of fifteen),15 a small proportion of which is at the hands of women. In any given year, 0.5 per cent of the male population will report that they have been sexually assaulted.16 Like women, they are unlikely to report the abuse to the authorities.

The sexual abuse of boys is also far more common than generally believed,17 with most abuse perpetrated by men and older boys.18 Although girls are sexually abused at much higher rates, some research suggests abuse of boys is proportionately more likely to involve penetration.19 There is also evidence that boys are less likely to report than girls.20 This may, in part, be explained by the double standard sometimes applied in sexual abuse cases, where the abuse is perpetrated by a woman. There is a repeated myth that boys are always happy to have sex, even when quite young and the women decades older than them. Research suggests the opposite: that the sexual abuse of boys, by women, can have long-lasting psychological effects.21 Although most sexual offending is perpetrated by men, with about 5 per cent of sexual offending perpetrated by female offenders,22 there is research that suggests the rate of women offenders may be higher, and is under-recognised and under-reported.23 They are more likely to offend with men than male sex offenders are24 and, when sexually abusing children, at least a third of female offenders will co-offend with men, or be coerced into offending by men.25

A significant proportion of sexual abuse experienced by children is perpetrated by other children and young people. At least 30 per cent of all offending against children is thought to be perpetrated by other young people.26 As with adult perpetration, a significant majority of the children and young people doing the abusing are male. I have a colleague who works with young people with sexually abusive behaviours. Her service has seen a rise in referrals of girls in recent years, so they now make up about 20 per cent of the clients.27 Most other programmes have also seen a rise, although nowhere near as steep as hers. I asked her why she thought the rise had occurred and she replied that, as with most kinds of sexual offending, we only saw it when we started looking. Hopefully, both research and therapeutic practice will continue to tell us what other factors we need to be aware of.

Offenders target vulnerability, so the more vulnerable the group or individual, the higher the risk of abuse. Being young has inherent vulnerabilities, so it will come as no surprise that young people are the most targeted of all groups. Over the Internet, thirteen- to seventeen-year-old girls, closely followed by boys of the same age, are the most targeted.28 In public space, eighteen- to twenty-five-year-old young women are most at risk.29

People with disabilities are at greater risk than those without, as are people with mental health problems, or intellectual disability. Both research studies and police data suggest that having a disability more than doubles the risk of abuse.30 Offenders are aware that people suffering a cognitive or physical impairment, or a mental health issue, are less able to report. They are also the least likely victim group to have their cases heard in court, and twice as likely to have their reports deemed by investigators to be false.31

Indigenous peoples, minority, and migrant communities, are also over-represented in the statistics of abuse.32 Gay and bisexual men report higher levels of sexual victimisation than heterosexual men, and bisexual women more than lesbian or heterosexual women.33 Economic disadvantage is also a significant risk factor.34

Alcohol and drugs are commonly present in cases of sexual assault and rape, particularly alcohol. Even when it comes to so-called ‘drink-spiking’, it is usually spiked with extra alcohol, rather than prescription medication or other drugs.35 That does happen, of course, but alcohol is the main culprit and, whether self-administered or not, alcohol is incapacitating and leads to misjudgments and confusion. For offenders, it creates a vulnerability they can exploit.

This book is about sexual crime, not relationship and family violence, but it is important to recognise the connections. The extent of violence in our homes and relationships is staggering, with the police force in my area typically recording six times more reports of violence than of sexual crime.36 In the UK, according to the Home Office, ‘There are some 2.4 million victims of domestic abuse a year aged sixteen to seventy-four (two-thirds of whom are women) and more than one in ten of all offences recorded by the police are domestic abuse-related.’37 I heard one senior police officer, in Australia, estimate that family violence and sexual abuse make up more than 50 per cent of all police work. Research shows victims of family violence are seven times more likely to die when rape and sexual assault are part of the abusive relationship, with sexual abuse the strongest individual predictor of worsening violence.38 Studies also suggest that children growing up in a violent home are often more than just witnesses to violence and are at significant risk of violence themselves.39 They are also much more likely to be sexually abused than children who grow up in a home without violence.40

Some research says that sexual offending is beginning to decline, including studies by the well-respected child sexual abuse researcher, David Finkelhor, who has been writing about this field for decades.41 The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) says a report of child sexual abuse, in the UK, is made every eight minutes, and that police figures show sexual abuse against children is on the rise.42
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The aftermath

A woman goes for a night out with her husband. There is an 80s dance night at the local pub and everybody is going. It’s a fun night, with lots of drinking and loud music, and she hasn’t had a good dance in ages. Her husband fades early, as he’s been putting in long hours at a new job and he doesn’t like crowds. She knows a lot of the people there and she’s having fun, so she tells him she’ll stay for a while. After a few drinks she wants to let her hair down a bit, so she dances with a few of the guys. She is friends with their wives, and it’s all good fun. A song comes on she loves, and she goes for it. Carried away, she lets slip to her new dance partner that she thinks dancing can be better than sex. It’s a silly comment, and not like her really. He replies that he will show her how good sex can be if she likes. He puts it crudely, too, telling her what he’d like to do and to which bit of her. The fun goes out of everything and, at the end of the dance, she makes her excuses.

She tries to get back in the party mood but now, wherever she goes, he keeps trying to be in her company. She wants to go home, but it’s a long wait for a taxi, so she decides to walk. Ten minutes later a car pulls up, and there he is. He grabs her between the legs, saying he knows she wants it as much as he does. She says she does not. He doesn’t listen.

When she gets home later, she goes straight to the shower. As she climbs into bed with her husband, she wakes him up. Desperate to erase the events of the last hour, she wraps herself around him and they make love. She just wants it all to be normal, like it never happened.

She tries to forget, but then the text messages start. She doesn’t know how he got her number. Don’t tell my wife, she wouldn’t understand, and I’ve got kids. He is writing as though it was an affair. Then the insomnia starts, and the days where it is a struggle to leave the house. She has horrible dreams where she’s floating away in a strong current. There is a rope, but she can’t reach it. She goes to the GP, and asks for pills, but doesn’t tell the doctor the real story.

Months later she tells her best friend. The next summer, when they’re away from home at a friend’s wedding, she tells her husband. She has been so terrified of how he’d react, but he shows nothing but love. He is angry, but also supportive of her.

She tells the police everything she can remember, including her stupid comment, the drinking, and the flirting. She details how he followed her and how she said no, time and again. The police are supportive too. They believe her, but they know what his defence counsel will do when it gets to trial. Carefully, they will prompt the jury to think that she gave mixed signals, was maybe even ‘asking for it’. They know juries can fall for that, especially when they’re mostly male. She feels the police and prosecution have done everything they can and is grateful for their support, but she believes them when they say her prospects are no better than 50–50. They are right. A not guilty verdict is delivered.

Women and men who experience this kind of assault can suffer a range of debilitating after-effects: PTSD symptoms, depression and anxiety disorders, and substance abuse problems.1 There is evidence that they are likely to need higher rates of medical care, like hospitalisation, or persistent GP visits, for years after the original trauma.2 Relationship violence, sexual assault, and rape are the biggest contributors to the burden of disease in women worldwide,3 as well as a significant factor in homelessness for women.4

A thirteen-year-old girl came home from school. She had just got an ‘A’ on a maths test and texted her parents to let them know. When she walked in the door, her father was there to greet her. He congratulated her and gave her a hug. It was not a ‘Well
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