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nity, social dynamics) as well as prevalence rates illustrating a high
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Child1 sexual abuse (CSA) has been increasingly recognized as a worldwide
phenomenon, affecting around 11.8% of children, with great variation in
reporting between studies and countries (Stoltenborgh, vanIjzendoorn, Euser,
& Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2011). Overall, female reporting rates for CSA
are higher (18% mean) than male reporting rates (7.6% mean). However,
the heterogeneity of definitions and methodologies employed and limited
comparability of studies complicate an estimation of its true frequency.

Regarding CSA perpetrated by employed professionals within the
Roman Catholic Church, prevalence estimates vary similarly. Public discourse
began to focus on this institutional context largely through the reporting of
individual cases of repeat offenders in the press (Rossetti, 1996). However,
assessing prevalence and change over time has been more difficult, as the
reporting structure of abuse differs from the event structure (Smith, Rengifo
& Vollman, 2008, p. 570). This has frequently been explained in terms
of individual psychological factors, although societal factors, such as the
women’s and child protection movement and associated attitude changes,
are also likely to play a role (Rossetti, 1996). For instance, Smith Rengifo,
and Vollman (2008) identified that 90% of the 3,000 incidents reported in
2002 had occurred more than 20 years earlier.

As a result of this surge in reporting and increased public discourse,
several research projects have been commissioned. This study aims to bring
together the published research and inquiries into CSA within the Catholic
Church in a systematic review, to differentiate between theory and evidence,
and to identify gaps where further research is needed. The key research
questions were: (a) How prevalent is CSA perpetrated by employees of the
Catholic Church? (b) Which methods have been used in obtaining these
prevalence figures? (c) What are the explanations offered for the occur-
rence of CSA in this context on an individual psychological level? (d) What
are the explanations offered for the occurrence of CSA in this context on
an institutional/structural level? and (e) To what extent are these causal
explanations supported by evidence?

METHODS

Systematic literature reviews are frequently used to synthesize results from
primary research studies (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006). In this context, the aim
was the construction of “a narrative account of information that is already
currently available, accessible and published, which may be written from
a number of differing paradigms or perspectives” (Jesson & Lacey, 2006,
p. 140). This broad definition accounts for the different paradigms underlying
multidisciplinary approaches to the issue at hand.

1 The term “child” or “children” will be used to refer to children and adolescents below the age of
18 years.
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This systematic literature review encompasses publications from 1981 to
2013. It is not purely based on empirical research, as information on CSA
within the Catholic Church partly originates from external and internal
inquiries into the issue, and institutional factors have been discussed from
the perspectives of various disciplines. Therefore, the use of statistical, meta-
analytic techniques was ruled out due to the heterogeneity of studies and
their descriptive nature (Leucht, Kissling & Davis, 2009).

In order to identify sources, the databases PsycINFO, Web of Science,
and the Social Sciences Citation Index were searched using different key-
word combinations (in English and German) of: sex∗ abus∗, sex∗ exploit∗,
child maltreat∗, sex∗ violen∗ and Catholic, church, instit∗, pastoral, priest∗ and
profession∗ as mentioned in abstracts. Furthermore, published inquiries from
different countries were identified using a “snowball” method through their
referencing in research as well as through a search of English and German
speaking online news media of the years 2010–2013. After this, a second
search of the databases was carried out to look specifically for studies on
CSA from a non-European/North American context.

At the next stage, abstracts or summaries were screened to include only
sources that had a direct relation to the perpetration of CSA in the Catholic
Church rather than, for instance, articles on a decline of church attendance
as a result, that were obtainable, published in English, German, or French,
and were not book reviews. Finally, studies were analyzed with a view to
theoretical frameworks used and data provided (Jesson & Lacey, 2006) as
well as gaps in the evidence base. The PRISMA Statement for Reporting
Systematic Reviews (Liberati et al., 2009), which outlines 27 items to be
addressed, was followed in reporting the findings.

RESULTS

Types of Publications

In the initial database search, approximately 170 results were identified that
were specific to a Catholic Church context. Out of these, only publications
meeting the criteria for relevance were included. Only six were accessible
studies conducting research specifically with clerical offenders. Furthermore,
10 prevalence assessments were identified that were compared regarding the
numbers listed and conclusions provided. All other sources cited here are
secondary sources, and further analyses of data provided in studies (seven
of which used data from the John Jay Report, 2004), theoretical works on
institutional and social dynamics, and broader literature on the issue of CSA
in institutions.

The reports in Table 1 are listed in more depth as they represent the
largest available data sets on CSA within the Catholic Church. Initiated as
inquiries into the issue, the majority of them involved appointed commissions
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as investigators, which included members with a multi-professional (e.g.,
legal, psychological) background. One report (Westpfahl, Spilker & Wastl
Rechtsanwälte, 2010) was not published in its entirety, while another, the
Adriaenssens Report, was the result of a prematurely ended investigation.
These investigations employed different methods, ranging from self-reports
(of victims and witnesses) over questionnaires to file reviews. All of them
analyzed the data using individually developed concepts, which involved
descriptive and qualitative analyses. Data from the John Jay Report (John
Jay College, 2004) was also used for further statistical analyses. The method
of data analysis was less clearly stated in the two investigative and legal
inquiries (Office of the Attorney General, Commonwealth of Massachusetts,
2003; Westpfahl et al., 2010). The only study using a form of system-
atic sampling was the Murphy Report (Dublin Archdiocese Commission of
Investigation, 2009), which selected a proportion of cases reported for closer
analysis following consultation with a statistical expert.

Definitions of what constituted CSA and what constituted a “case” varied.
Self-report studies did not provide an a priori definition, while file reviews
conceptualized cases as allegations recorded in files. The Dublin Archdiocese
Commission of Investigation (2011) most clearly defined CSA as follows:
“Child sexual abuse occurs when a child is used by another person for his or
her gratification or sexual arousal or that of others” (p. 26). This is the broad
definition implied, but not always stated, in much of the literature.

Extent and Response Information on CSA

According to Scicluna (2010, 2013), former prosecutor/promotor of justice at
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), 4,000 cases of CSA have
been dealt with in Rome over the past 50 years. Roughly 60% of these cases
concern offenses against adolescents of the same sex as the (male) offender,
30% adolescents of the opposite sex, and 10% offenses against prepubescent
children. This indicates that regarding victimization, male adolescents have
been at the greatest risk in the past. In terms of the consequences, some form
of trial followed in 20% of cases. In 60% of cases, no action was taken due to
the advanced age of the accused. Only 10% of the accused were dismissed
from clerical office due to the severity of their offenses, while the majority
of offenses were dealt with through disciplinary measures and instructions
to lead a “withdrawn life of prayer.”

However, information from the 10 inquiries listed in Table 1 indicates
that the prevalence of CSA likely exceeds the number of cases reported to
the CDF. In the United States, a large-scale review of all reported accusations
between 1950 and 2002 found that allegations had been made against 4% of
all U.S. priests active at the time, affecting 10,667 children (Terry & Tallon,
2004). An investigation was undertaken in 72% of allegations, with only 3%
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resulting in criminal convictions, while 37% of priests were referred to some
form of sex offender treatment (John Jay College, 2004). The John Jay Report
remains the largest attempt to assess the prevalence of CSA in the Catholic
Church in an individual country. It describes the occurrence of repeated,
serious victimization. This pattern was reflected in the Boston Report (Office
of the Attorney General, 2003), in which the attorney general concluded that
sexual victimization of children had been widespread and known.

Another government-commissioned project supported by an indepen-
dent research board (Fegert, Spröber, Rassenhofer, Schneider, & Seitz, 2013;
Fegert et al., 2011) to assess the occurrence of CSA in Germany was con-
tacted by 451 complainants of sexual abuse within the Catholic Church.
This was not a prevalence study, as individuals reported abuse to a federal
hotline. Data from this study were analyzed to compare the confessional to
the nonconfessional context. No significant difference between contexts was
found in terms of time of abuse, severity, quantity, and sex of offenders,
although victims in the confessional group were more likely to be male and
were older at the time of calling than victims in the nonconfessional con-
text (Spröber et al., 2014). A parallel self-report project commissioned by the
Catholic Church in Germany (Hotline für Opfer sexuellen Missbrauchs, 2013)
collected reports on 753 sexual and violent offenses against children within
a church context, with 479 having been committed by diocesan priests and
122 by priests in religious orders. As in John Jay Report (John Jay College,
2004), most of these offenses dated back to the 1950s to 1970s. Smaller,
regional assessments have been conducted within archdioceses, but their
results are not always clear. For example, one assessment issued a state-
ment referring to 26 priests convicted of sexual offenses against minors,
while mentioning without explanation that a further 17 had likely been guilty
(Westpfahl et al., 2010).

In Ireland, the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse (2009) reviewed
abuse in institutions in relation to historical and social developments. The
resulting Ryan Report was based on the statements of 1,090 men and
women who described physical, sexual, or emotional child abuse and neglect
in Irish institutions, approximately half of whom reported sexual abuse.
Most of these institutions were reformatory and industrial schools run by
Catholic orders. This was shortly followed by the Murphy Report (Dublin
Archdiocese Commission of Investigation, 2009) and the Cloyne Report
(Dublin Archdiocese Commission of Investigation, 2011). The latter specifi-
cally considered cases between 1996 and 2009, as the Irish Catholic Church
had issued safeguarding guidelines in 1996 that specified that allegations
of CSA were required to be passed on to the Irish Garda (police force).
However, out of the 19 cases the archdiocese had been dealing with, nine
had not been reported to civil authorities, including at least two current
cases.
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Individual Factors in Sexual Offending

STATIC RISK FACTORS

Beyond the frequency of CSA within the Catholic Church, some research
has focused on characteristics of offenders. One aspect of this is risk factors
for offending or multiple offending. Static risk factors are historical factors
that cannot change, unlike dynamic risk factors, which can change over time
(Hanson & Thornton, 2000).

A logistic regression analysis of John Jay Report data found that factors
predictive of multiple offending were young victim age, young cleric age at
the first offense, more male victims, and a history of victimization (Perillo,
Calkins Mercado & Terry, 2008). These static risk predictors are similar to
those identified in other forensic samples. However, it emerged that the
average age of onset of offending was comparatively high at 38.91 years
(Piquero, Leeper Piquero, Terry, Youstin & Nobles, 2008). This was attributed
to priests’ older age at ordination. However, an alternative interpretation
proposes that early-onset paraphilia is unlikely to be causal in a criminal
career that begins late in life. In fact, persistent/repeat offenders, the minority
of the sample, were the only subgroup that began offending significantly
earlier (Terry & Ackerman, 2008). Moreover, according to the personnel files,
a minority of 274 priests had themselves been victims of abuse, while 753 had
had substance misuse problems (Terry, 2008). A history of victimization,
although predictive of repeat offending, was therefore not reported for the
majority of offenders.

DEVIANT SEXUAL INTERESTS

One dynamic risk factor in predicting sexual offending are deviant
sexual interests (Hanson & Thornton, 2000), which are part of both
the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health
Problems, 10th Revision (ICD-10), and the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders, 4th Edition, Text Revision (DSM-IV-TR). The ICD-
10 classifies pedophilia as a disorder of personality and behavior encom-
passing a sexual preference for children of prepubertal or early pubertal age
(World Health Organization, 1992). The DSM-IV-TR defines pedophilia as
intense and recurrent sexual urges and fantasies about prepubescent chil-
dren that have either been acted out or that cause distress or interpersonal
difficulty (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). These diagnostic criteria
stayed in DSM-5, although the label has been changed to pedophilic disorder,
categorized as a paraphilic disorder (American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013).

However, pedophilia insufficiently explains sexual offending against
adolescents, which makes up the larger proportion of offenses perpetrated
by priests (Cucci & Zollner, 2010). An alternative concept was proposed for
addition to the DSM-5: hebephilia (sexual preference for pubescent children
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aged 11–14) in the context of a pedohebephilia concept. Some evidence
for this disorder comes from Blanchard and colleagues’ (2009) study using
phallometric testing and self-report with 881 men referred for assessment.
Among them was evidence for a subgroup that showed sexual arousal to
images of 11- to 14-year-olds rather than younger children or older adoles-
cents. However, this concept lacks support from prior phallometric research
(e.g., Barbaree & Marshall, 1989).

Research specifically with priests who have sexually abused children
and adolescents has focused on ephebophilia as sexual attraction to “post-
pubescent male minors” (Cimbolic & Cartor, 2006, p. 350). Cimbolic, Wise,
Rossetti, and Safer (1999) combined items from two personality inventories
(MCMI-II and MMPI-2) into one Combined Objective Ephebophile Scale and
tested whether this scale could distinguish between priests who had abused
male adolescents and nonoffending priests with a psychiatric disorder of a
nonsexual nature. It correctly classified 67% of their sample. However, the
scale did not assess sexual arousal but rather personality features correlated
with offending against adolescents. It is therefore not a measure of deviant
sexual interests.

Finally, a German analysis of 78 forensic evaluations with offending
priests found that 12% of offenders met diagnostic criteria for pedophilia,
while 5% met criteria for ephebophilia (Leygraf, König, Kröber, & Pfäfflin,
2012). Roughly a quarter of offenders abused only children, only adoles-
cents, or both, respectively.2 Furthermore, 54% of the sample reported a
heterosexual, 37% a homosexual, and 9% a bisexual orientation. Pedophilia
and ephebophilia were therefore present in a minority of the sample but did
not explain the etiology of sexual offending against children for the major-
ity, who did not “specialize” toward one age group and who identified as
sexually attracted to adults.

PERSONALITY FACTORS

In contrast to sexual interests, more research has been carried out on per-
sonality factors. A cluster analysis (Falkenhain, Duckro, Hughes, Rossetti,
& Gfeller, 1999) with 97 sexually offending priests and brothers identified
four major personality clusters: sexually and emotionally underdeveloped
(42.3%), undefended characterological (35.1%), defended characterologi-
cal (17.4%), and significantly psychiatrically disturbed (5.2%). Notably, the
largest cluster showed no clinically elevated MMPI-2 scores, and those who
exhibited “significant psychiatric disturbance” made up the smallest cluster.
This seems to be supported by Leygraf and colleagues’ (2012) analysis, which

2 The sample included clerics who had sexually offended against adults or both adults and children.
This subgroup makes up the missing quarter.
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states that only 5% of the sample met diagnostic criteria for a personality
disorder, while 18% met criteria for “another psychological disorder.”

This finding indicates that creating a “profile” of a potential abuser
is difficult. Rossetti (1996) lists six early “red flags” for sexual offending,
based on clinical experience: uncertainty about one’s own sexual identity,
childlike interests/behaviors, a lack of relationships with peers, hypersexu-
alization or a lack of sexual experiences in childhood/adolescence, sexual
victimization in childhood, and a passive/dependent/overly compliant per-
sonality. Such characteristics are, to an extent, supported by evidence.
Plante, Manuel, and Bryant (1996) compared hospitalized clerical sexual
offenders to hospitalized nonoffenders and found that the group who had
abused children scored significantly higher on overcontrolled hostility, which
describes passive, conflict-avoidant, and compliant behavior toward oth-
ers, especially authorities, and a denial of unpleasant affect. Brehob (2006)
likewise discovered that unintegrated sexuality, an impairment in an individ-
ual’s awareness/acceptance of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral elements
of sexuality, distinguished between ephebophiles and other diagnostic and
control groups.3

No further empirical research supporting this pattern could be identified
for the purpose of this study, although one diocesan inquiry commented
that certain behaviors, such as persistent help-seeking for everyday activities,
were especially common among offending clerics (Westpfahl et al., 2010).

Institutional Factors in Sexual Offending

OPPORTUNITY

In order to develop a comprehensive explanation for CSA, institutional
aspects must likewise be considered. Calkins-Mercado, Tallon, and Terry
(2008) discovered that clerical offenders with many victims were more likely
than nonpersistent offenders to abuse in their own home. In fact, 41% of all
abuse in the John Jay Report took place within the priest’s residence (Terry &
Ackerman, 2008). Terry and Ackerman (2008) listed further evidence for the
role of opportunity in CSA: the late average onset of criminal behavior, the
lack of chronicity, a minority of paraphilic tendencies, the low incidence of
priests abusing children who are strangers, and the low use of child pornog-
raphy. The fact that a majority of priests had only one allegation of abuse
and began offending rather late in life was suggested to indicate that the
majority of offending is not caused by a chronic pathology. Furthermore,
many victims in Fegert and colleagues (2011) described being abused during
one-to-one situations such as confession, suggesting a situational risk.

On the other hand, the degree of grooming as reported by victims ret-
rospectively, as well as the build up of smaller transgressions into sexual

3 The studies cited here focused specifically on offenders treated at one U.S. center.
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abuse, suggests a certain degree of planning (Hotline für Opfer sexuellen
Missbrauchs, 2013). “Opportunity” therefore does not mean “spontaneous”
or “triggered entirely by the situation.” Rather, offenders were also active
agents in creating opportunities where sexual abuse was possible.

SOCIAL DYNAMICS

Subcultural phenomena. Institutions not only provide access to children
but professional roles do as well. Marcotte (2008) related findings from the
John Jay Report to practices in the Catholic Church up to the second half of
the 20th century as well as social unrest in the 1960s and 1970s when the
frequency of CSA appears to have peaked. He argues that up to the 1960s, the
life of priests, who entered the seminary at a young age, was strongly isolated
and rigid in its prescriptions, preventing the accomplishment of “normal”
developmental tasks of early adulthood. This puts the findings into a societal
context, although Marcotte does not explain why the rate of CSA should
have dropped from the 1980s onward (Commissie misbruik, 2010) in an age
of increased ease of access to child pornography.

Considering specific working culture, White and Terry (2008) drew a
comparison between the working environments of the Catholic Church and
of the police in cases of police brutality. Both the position of priest and that
of police officer share authority, trust, isolation, discretion, lack of super-
vision, limited career mobility, and a subculture (secrecy, esprit de corps,
maintaining the status quo). Some evidence for a “subculture” of this kind
comes from studies such as the Deetman Eindrapport, which explicitly men-
tions an “esprit de corps” (Onderzoekscommissie, 2011, p. 13) that served to
facilitate abuses of power.

The theme of “power” was discovered to play a role in many self-report
studies (e.g., Fegert et al., 2011), as priests used situations of dependency
and isolation (e.g., confession) to intimidate the victim, for example by
suggesting that a disclosure of the abuse would result in eternal damna-
tion or by emphasizing their own proximity to God. The perception of
their social role in relation to the victim therefore may have played a
role in the offense itself. This power or authority aspect has likewise been
reported in other professional contexts, particularly where children are sex-
ually abused in a situation when they are highly vulnerable and the abuse
can be disguised as “necessary treatment” (e.g., medical examinations, psy-
chotherapy). This sometimes extends to the revictimization of children who
disclose abuse or neglect in the family through the professional they have
turned to for help (Fegert et al., 2013). While this occurs in different help-
ing professions, offenders within a religious context tend to exploit the
specific symbolic character of rituals such as confession as well as their
moral authority for their purposes (Hotline für Opfer sexuellen Missbrauchs,
2013).
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Failure of management. The Cloyne Report (Dublin Archdiocese
Commission of Investigation, 2011) observed that the correspondence of offi-
cials in the archdiocese indicated a culture unsupportive of external review
and “little or no active interest” (p. 5) in the management of CSA cases until
2008, disregarding church guidelines from 1996. This was also found in the
Boston Report, which concluded that “the widespread abuse of children was
due to an institutional acceptance of abuse and a massive and pervasive
failure of leadership” (Office of the Attorney General, 2003, p. 2). This fail-
ure to take action and concern for minimizing the risk of public awareness
effectively protected offenders.

Where allegations were taken seriously by dioceses, offenders were
frequently referred to the mental health system rather than the criminal jus-
tice system (Onderzoekscommissie, 2011; John Jay College, 2004), with an
emphasis on treatment and rehabilitation. On the other hand, the Deetman
Eindrapport also concluded that although the way cases were dealt with was
inadequate, the amount of later supervision of offenders provided within
the Catholic Church still exceeded supervision provided for released sex
offenders in the general community. The responsibility for management and
mismanagement of cases therefore rested with the institution rather than
outside agencies.

Differentiating environments. When discussing CSA in the Catholic
Church, it is important to distinguish between types of Catholic institutions in
existence. The Hotline für Opfer sexuellen Missbrauchs (2013) commented
on differences between CSA taking place in the parish and CSA within res-
idential institutions. Particularly noticeable in this report is the dependency
of gender differences on the institutional context: where religious brothers
were the perpetrators, 91% of the victims were male and only 9% female, as
opposed to priests, who had relatively fewer male victims (58% male, 42%
female). The study differentiates between two types of institutions run by
religious brothers: “elite” or boarding schools, which have historically been
attended mainly by boys, and institutions for children in care, who have often
experienced previous abuse and neglect. In both residential environments,
sexual abuse occurred in combination with physical violence, although par-
ticular brutality was reported in a care context where children were viewed
as sinful and in need of “improvement.” This could not be said to the same
extent for CSA in the parish, where the circumstances and acts of abuse
were more diverse. Overall, sexual abuse was more likely to be enduring
in residential settings than in parishes, as victims had no opportunity to
escape.

The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse (2009) likewise concluded
that in Ireland, most abuse had occurred within an institutional climate that
imposed oppressive, humiliating discipline on children. In fact, the commis-
sion described the abuse in boys’ residential institutions run by the Christian
Brothers as “endemic” (p. 21) rather than an action of isolated individuals.
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In its most extreme form, this extended to offenders forming “circles,” pro-
viding one another with access to vulnerable victims. Most victims who
then disclosed the abuse to someone described being silenced, punished,
or blamed for the abuse.

Regarding CSA perpetrated outside of residential institutions, less has
been reported on the context. The John Jay Report (John Jay College, 2004),
which investigated only allegations against priests and deacons, does not
differentiate responses by type of institution but by severity and credibil-
ity of allegation. As a result, this file review makes no comment on the
environment as opposed to self-report investigations (Adriaenssens Rapport,
Deetman Eindrapport). The latter describe a particular reverence given to
“our parish priest” by the community (Fegert et al., 2011; Hotline für Opfer
sexuellen Missbrauchs, 2013). Outside of a closed context, therefore, an
emphasis was still placed on high esteem.

Overall, this illustrates three points made in the studies: (a) management
of allegations in different countries was mainly done internally without out-
side consultation, (b) working culture and the environment have played an
important role in how cases were managed, and (c) subcultural phenomena
were vital to the perpetration of the offenses themselves. Institutional factors
therefore played a role at every level of the process of offending, disclosure,
and management, although differentiating between types of contexts is
necessary.

DISCUSSION

Sources and Figures

The first aim of this literature review was the identification and evaluation
of source material on CSA within the Catholic Church. The most recent,
large-scale data came from commissioned inquiries into the issue. These
used multi-professional boards as investigators and different methods such
as self-report, file reviews, and surveys of dioceses. All employed descrip-
tive and qualitative methods of data analysis, although further quantitative
research was carried out on the data of the John Jay Report (Terry, 2008) and
the Unabhängige Beauftragte für Fragen des sexuellen Kindesmissbrauchs
(UBSKM) (Spröber et al., in press). The transparency of methods varied and
was generally less clear in investigations involving file reviews. As different
methodologies were used, drawing comparisons between countries is diffi-
cult, if not impossible. In general, the fact that these inquiries come from
five countries only, and that each of these studies suggests hundreds to
thousands of victims of CSA, warrants the conclusion that the prevalence of
CSA within the Catholic Church has been far higher than suggested by the
4,000 (Scicluna, 2013) cases the CDF has dealt with and whose data has not
been published to date. This is also suggested by the fact that there was no
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obligation to report allegations to Rome prior to 2001, which means that the
handling of cases was in the hands of individual bishops (Scicluna, 2013).

Second, these 10 inquiries indicate that the bulk of offenses took place
in the 1940s to 1970s. However, this finding must be regarded with caution,
as CSA is an area with a high “dark figure” of unreported offenses, both
in cases of intrafamilial abuse and in power relationships (Fegert & Wolff,
2002). In this context, it is perpetrated by individuals in a position of author-
ity (Fegert, 2004), which makes it difficult for victims to discuss. It may be
something they can only disclose years later or never, as indicated by the
Hotline für Opfer sexuellen Missbrauchs (2013), who reported that one-third
of their callers hung up, remained silent on the line, insulted staff, or talked
about something unrelated to CSA. Studies relying on file reviews rather than
self-report, on the other hand, depend on both impeccable record keep-
ing of allegations over decades and the cooperation of dioceses in opening
all records (Sipe, 2004). Thus there are inherent limitations to the different
methods used. Nevertheless, discounting these studies on the basis of their
methodology would disregard the context of institutional child abuse and
field research, which is unsuitable to a controlled approach.4

However, one limitation of this literature review is that it has aimed
to cover a diverse field not limited by a strict protocol of inclusion criteria
(Leucht et al., 2009). Further research should focus on obtaining this kind of
information from other countries, particularly developing countries, where
churches are often important social service providers, which creates another
dimension of dependency and power.

Individual and Social Factors: Implications for Practice

A second aim of this literature review was the identification of theories on
causal factors for CSA within the Catholic Church. These studies can be
divided broadly into offender research focusing on individual psychological
causal factors and studies and theories on social factors. Within the Catholic
Church, sexual offenses against children have largely been discussed in terms
of individual factors and psychopathology, most notably in the context of
pedophilia, hebephilia, and ephebophilia, even though pedophilia has not,
to date, been empirically confirmed as a major causal factor in institutional
CSA (Hogan, 2011; Keenan, 2009).

Pedohebephilia was once proposed as a diagnosis for the DSM-5, but
this concept has been criticized for not providing clear diagnostic criteria
for a mental disorder (DeClue, 2009; Prentky & Barbaree, 2011), lack of
clarity about its predictive and construct validity (O’Donohue, 2009), and

4 A discussion of “what counts” as evidence is beyond the scope of this article. For one discussion
of how qualitative research can be incorporated into literature reviews, see Dixon-Woods and colleagues
(2006).
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selective sampling in the Blanchard and colleauges study (Franklin, 2009).
Franklin (2009) also criticized the public policy implications of identifying
a disorder among sexual offenders that exists as a prevalent sexual inter-
est in the general population. She pointed out that marriage between older
men and young adolescent girls is common in many parts of the world
and that using this proposed disorder to “excuse” sexual offending is prob-
lematic (Franklin, 2010). This raises some questions about reasons for and
implications of proposing ephebophilia as a distinct diagnosis for offending
priests, especially in light of a lack of published outcome research regard-
ing treatment for this subgroup. Zollner (2013) argued that a discussion of
diagnostic labels cannot exist in an ethical or moral vacuum. On the other
hand, from a clinical perspective, the mere existence of men who offend
against adolescents alone does not implicate an underlying distinct para-
philia. Furthermore, the term “ephebophilia” in its usage is often confounded
with its suggested causes or correlates (e.g., dependent personality features).
A reliable diagnostic label would necessitate a clearer distinction between
nonoffending “ephebophiles,” offending “ephebophiles,” nonoffending men
who are not sexually attracted to male adolescents and offending men who
have abused children but do not show evidence of a paraphilic preference
for adolescents.5

Causal explanations focusing on the individual need to consider the dif-
ferent contributors leading to sexual offending. Ward and Siegert’s (2002)
Pathways Model of CSA emphasizes that sexual deviance is only one of sev-
eral key motivators. Their identified avenues include intimacy and social
skills deficits, deviant sexual scripts and relationship schemas, emotional
dysregulation, antisocial cognitions, and multiple dysfunctional mechanisms.
Research testing this model specifically with clerics who sexually abuse chil-
dren is lacking, but the intimacy and social skills deficits pathway in partic-
ular is implicated in personality research with offending priests, which indi-
cates immaturity in the social domain. Such deficits in interpersonal relation-
ships are hypothesized to occur due to insecure attachment (Ward & Siegert,
2002). The passive, autonomy-lacking behavior described could explain why
an individual might find it easier to relate to children, who are perceived as
less threatening (Plante et al., 1996). However, general adjustment difficulties
must be differentiated from specific issues. For example, McGlone (as cited
in Keenan, 2009) found that 59% of clerics in a non-offender sample had
previously sought psychological support, mainly regarding depression, alco-
holism, and matters of sexual orientation/identity. A finer distinction between
general and specific risk factors is therefore needed.

5 Blanchard (2009) points out in his response to comments that it was relative preference for 11- to
14-year-olds over other age groups, not absolute “amount” of arousal that his study of hebephilia focused
on to delineate a distinct subgroup.
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Moreover, sexual offenders are not necessarily an outwardly deviant,
homogeneous group, which complicates the creation of one “profile.” In
fact, self-report studies on CSA have shown that victims were frequently not
believed when reporting CSA because the offender was a highly respected
person (e.g., Fegert et al., 2011). Individual factors insufficiently explain the
reported “culture of silence” surrounding CSA and the “endemic” nature of
abuse in Irish reformatory schools in the 20th century. In summary, they fail
to explain the well-documented failures of systems in which sexual offending
was minimized and appeared permissible. This is often attributed to a lack
of guidelines and external review (De Fuentes, 2004), but the Cloyne Report
(Dublin Archdiocese Commission of Investigation, 2009) specifically notes
that guidelines released in 1996 were deliberately counteracted in order to
protect the institution’s reputation. As the average first (recorded) incident
of abuse occurred 11 years after ordination in the John Jay Report (Terry,
2008), this likewise suggests that experience in the institutional environment
such as normalization processes play a role. Addressing such failures is vital
in initiating change (Scicluna, Zollner & Ayotte, 2012).

The professional role of caregiver implies a power imbalance (Hardman-
Cromwell, 1981), particularly within a strongly hierarchical organization.
An institutional emphasis on authority and obedience over compassion
can create an environment in which those lower in authority are put at
risk, particularly where power is understood as unaccountable and absolute
(Hogan, 2011). Where a hierarchical relationship exists, an understanding
of boundaries is important in limiting the potential for abuses of power
(Hansen-Robison, 2004). Much has been written about this institutional cli-
mate, particularly from a pastoral practice point of view and with regard
to the issue of celibacy (Sipe, 2004). However, CSA cannot be exclusively
understood as an expression of sexual desire but in many cases a way of
exercising power over others (Ward et al., 2006). This raises the question
how collectives understand and deal with power. Overall, there is a shortage
of longitudinal data on institutional cultural factors that facilitate CSA, partic-
ularly in a global context. A greater understanding of this issue appears vital
in order to develop effective prevention strategies.

Meanwhile, prevention efforts should focus on concrete risk scenarios.
Terry and Ackerman (2008) related their John Jay Report findings to situa-
tional crime prevention, a model based on the assumption that offenders are
rational actors who consider the benefits and costs of their actions, which
means that crime is prevented where opportunities are blocked (Terry &
Ackerman, 2008). The focus of this approach is on the environment rather
than the individual. Increasing effort and risk, controlling prompts (reducing
situational triggers for the offender), and reducing permissibility of offend-
ing should therefore reduce crime (Smallbone, Marshall, & Wortley, 2008).
Environmental strategies could involve reducing opportunity and increas-
ing risk through surveillance, while the permissibility of offending could be
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reduced through improved education about its consequences and zero tol-
erance policies. Many organizations working with children and adolescents
already employ such situational crime prevention strategies, for example by
limiting one-to-one interaction, creating open meeting places, and encour-
aging group activities (Hanson & Price, 2004). Unfortunately, such concrete
prevention strategies are difficult to evaluate in the short-term as the desired
outcome is a nonoccurrence of measurable incidents, although the effective-
ness of deterrence for some crimes has been demonstrated on a societal level
(Smallbone et al., 2008).

Conclusion

In conclusion, the recent increase in knowledge about cases of CSA within
institutions, particularly the Catholic Church, warrants the development and
adjustment of response strategies to the sexual victimization of children.
Inquiries have rendered a substantial body of evidence to inform this strat-
egy. These data sets may not be quantitatively comparable due to the
different methods used, but they nevertheless provide substantial qualita-
tive information on offense dynamics. In particular, they highlight the role
of social dynamics and institutional failures in the perpetration of CSA. The
narratives of adult survivors included in these reports also illustrate the sig-
nificance of power relationships, intimidation, and “silencing” of victims.
At the individual level, studies indicate different trajectories that may lead to
abusive behavior. However, there is a shortage of research regarding con-
tributors at the level of the individual institution and amenability to change
through intervention. There is also a strong cultural bias in the literature,
which may conceive of CSA within the Catholic Church as an exclusively
North American/European problem, despite indications from international
research that sexual abuse occurs worldwide. Avenues for further research
include inquiries into CSA from a non-European/North American context,
offender research using matched control groups, empirical research regard-
ing social dynamics and protective factors, research on the overlap between
CSA and other forms of child maltreatment in institutions, and outcome eval-
uation research involving prevention and intervention measures. This could
support practitioners in identifying factors helpful in preventing and dealing
with cases of CSA in a more responsive and responsible manner.
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