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Many Paths to Prevention
By Peter Pollard, Director of Public Education, Stop It Now!
Oprah Winfrey’s campaign to round up fugitive sex offenders deserves kudos for the quick arrest of two of the FBI’s most wanted child sexual abusers. Holding abusers accountable for the damage they inflict is crucial to the healing of their victims. But by focusing on the heart-wrenching stories of six young girls who were kidnapped and murdered by strangers, Oprah Winfrey may unintentionally distract from the fact that most child sexual abuse is committed by someone the victim knows, and often loves.

Behind the focus on stranger assault is a sobering and much more challenging reality. Of the estimated 500,000 children who are sexually assaulted each year, 90 percent of them already know their abuser. Eighty-eight percent never report the abuse to authorities. As many as half the incidents of sexual abuse are committed by children against other, less powerful children.

News reports of the horrible experiences of Amber Hagerman, Carlie Brucia, Jessica Lunsford, Megan Kanka, Polly Klass, and Samantha Runnion have shaped the belief that kids are safer when they are taught to watch out for dangerous, lurking strangers just out of sight. These crimes have inspired a spate of laws increasing sentences and expanding community notification about shadowy convicted sex offenders living in our neighborhoods. Being aware of who’s in our children’s environments certainly is an important part of sex-abuse prevention. But much more often, the challenge lies even closer to home.

Ignorance, coupled with fear of an uncomfortable conversation with someone we care about, puts children at risk. Adults must learn the signs that suggest a child may be vulnerable and muster the courage to challenge not just strangers, but people they love, or even themselves. Ironically, like most adults who sexually abuse children, both of the men arrested from Winfrey’s list were known and trusted by their victims. They weren’t strangers. For the vast majority of child victims, the signs that abuse has occurred are far less obvious than they were in the dramatic cases of Amber, Carlie, Jessica, Megan, Polly, and Samantha. Most victims of sexual abuse remain quietly living in their homes, often with their abusers. They want the abuse to stop. But left only with a choice between silence or a total family disruption, victims, and even others who suspect abuse, usually choose silence.

No one in society is free of the burden of prevention. Each and every person needs the courage to confront the complicated emotions that lead to silence. Adults must use the love and trust they feel for a relative, friend, teacher, coach, or member of the clergy to reach out and help that person who may be abusing or at risk to abuse.

With knowledge, comes hope. Contrary to popular belief, treatment can be very effective for many people who abuse. The earlier the intervention, the more likely there will be a positive outcome. When abusers are supported to hold themselves accountable for the rest of their lives by a firm but respectful community, sexual abuse can be stopped.

So we should join Oprah Winfrey in preventing sexual abuse “with every breath.” But we’ve already failed if a child’s been harmed. Sexual abuse is not inevitable. It’s preventable. The effort has to start at home

