There is no doubt, that over the years, sections of the community have held to various myths surrounding child sexual abuse, just as it does with everything else. Many years ago I came across a list of myths which appeared to fit into my own experiences and understandings of some of my work colleagues. I offer this list as a reminder, that to hold to such beliefs may well be detrimental to clients and as we all accept, thi is not how it should be.

THREE MAIN GROUPS:-

A] The ‘yes’ but we should ignore it’ approach [Myth 1 – 7]

B] The ‘no, I’m just not sure’ approach [Myths 8 – 10]  

C] ‘Let’s leave it alone’ approach. [Myths 11-20]

A)The ‘Yes, but maybe we should ignore it’ approach.  

Myth 1]“they are only with us for a very short time, it’s not worth bothering about as it is 
            not our problem”

[This myth emanates from the fact that many workers who operate in areas where the young client is only with them for a very short time, a day, a week or perhaps a few weeks, but no longer, may know that a child has alleged sexual abuse within their family either through telling someone there, or through suspecting it has occurred through actions (promiscuity - verbally, physically or through drawings etc) but may choose to believe that to open ‘Pandora’s  Box’ would not be in either theirs, the clients, or their employers best interest and that due to the limited time the client is with them, it would be pointless in getting involved, just in case they are wrong] 

Myth 2]“someone else will deal with it if it has happened”
[The most oft used excuse for doing nothing, believing someone else will do what you refuse to do, get involved. Many a crime has gone unpunished through this myth that still permeates every aspect of modern society. In simpler terms, it is called a ’cop out’]

Myth 3]“what ever it was, it cannot be that serious as the child seems ok”

[Many professional workers are under the misguided belief, that as an individual acts/behaves ‘normal’ for some of the time, that this indicates that whatever trauma they have suffered, is insignificant enough not to do anything about. This of course, belies the fact that many individuals who have been sexually abused (or are still being sexually abused) can operate ‘normally’ indeed they have to do so in order to retain their sanity and to try to feel ‘normal’]

Myth 4]“child abuse has been happening for centuries and clearly does not do society   

             any harm”

[The fact that according to current statistics, child sexual abuse occurs to one female in ever six and one male in every 10 (Finklehor??- even these statistics relate to research conducted way back in the 1970’s!), it is clearly a common phenomenon. Does this mean that because it is common, that it is ok for it to happen? This approach would clearly allow physical abuse to continue as an acceptable part of family life which of course, we do not. However, since most individuals who are sexually abused show no obvious signs of physical damage, their psychological scars are easier to ignore and rationalise away!]

Myth 5]“why would any female want to abuse a male, it just wouldn’t happen”

[This myth surrounds the fact, that many mothers of sexually abused children (from within the family) have themselves been sexually abused as a child. This would surely make the mother vigilant of her own children! This is the opposite of reality as research has convincingly highlighted that a maternal history of sexual abuse (which is also a case of parental abuse), significantly increases the risk of sexual abuse of a child within the family]

Myth 6]“we know that young people cannot distinguish fact from fiction, fantasy from 
             reality. In this respect, their complaint is so vague that it’s probably fantasy or  

             fiction anyway”

[If a child alleges sexual abuse, there is no reason to suppose that they are fantasising. Research into children’s literature on memory does not support the view that children generally get confused between what is fantasy and what is reality]  

Myth 7]“boys like sex anyway so they will not have been harmed by their experience”

[As our knowledge of sexual abuse of boys/males is becoming more apparent, it is apparent that sexual abuse of boys is far more prevalent that was ever thought. Several decades ago, incest was the family taboo subject but of course, this only applies to sexually abuse of females not males. In this respect, it was not too difficult for professionals to develop an understanding of child sexual abuse that only related to girls/females. The stated myth was overheard by the author at a one-day seminar on child sexual abuse, being made by a senior social work practitioner!]

B)The ‘no, I’m just not sure approach’.  
Myth 8]“their account of what happened is too inconsistent, therefore it must be untrue”

[Victims feel under such stress as it is, that for any young person to make a disclosure/allegation about sexual abuse, must surely be an act of courage to do so given the consequences that may befall them in doing so.

It is quite understandable therefore, that such disclosure may appear inconsistent but this in itself’, does not make the disclosure any false or untrue] 

Myth 9]“the complaint/allegation was made so hesitantly and without apparent  

            conviction which suggest that they are lying anyway”

[In reality, victims are often frightened about any resultant consequences that may befall them as a result of their disclosure/allegation (i.e. what the offender may do to them, or other members of their immediate family or even that they will not be believed and they will be taken away by the authorities and put into a children’s home to live) that their story is bound to be vague or made hesitantly. This may be done intentionally to see what sort of response they will get from the person they are disclosing their abuse to. If the adult response appears to the victim to be indecisive and equivocal, they have the power to retract their allegation at that point in time] 

Myth 10]“although complaints/allegations are often true, retractions are always untrue”

[Experience tell us that many alleged victims retract their statements and disclosure especially if their initial disclosure appears not to be taken seriously. Roland Summit terms this retraction as the “Accommodation Syndrome” i.e. the alleged victim accommodates the negative response by the person they have disclosed to by retracting the earlier statement. 
It should be remembered, that when a retraction is made, it is rarely a reflection as the truth of the matter, yet professional workers still adhere to the belief that a retraction demonstrates that the alleged victim lied in the first place. On the other hand, allegations can often be treated with the utmost suspicion as if there was a good reason to believe that the allegation is false!]               

C) The  ‘Let’s leave it alone’ approach.

Myth 11]“no one will ever take their complaint/allegation seriously, especially the   

               police”

[Often, the police are used by adults as potential ‘bogeymen’ to be afraid of and who would not believe the rod of a child against that of an adult. If the young person believes this, the next step is to believe that any adult professional worker would also not believe the word of a child against that of an adult. In this respect, the child cannot win. This approach can be very effective to maintain a victim’s silence]

Myth 12]“now that the alleged perpetrator has left our employment, there is no reason

               to pursue this any further”

[Such a myth stems from an employers belief, that once a suspected abuser has left their employment, it is no longer their business to intervene or interfere. Sad to say, but recent cases involving priests who have been accused of abusing young people have just been moved to another parish where they can continue to abuse others] 

Myth 13]“the child was only supposedly touched on her private parts so there was no 
              real harm done”

[This myth is held by adults who believe that sexual abuse has to involve penetration. How little do they know!]

Myth 14]“we get complaints like this all the time, it gets boring after a while”

[Such approaches to sexual abuse can be found in areas designated ‘run down’, slums, working class estates, uneducated families, chaotic and dysfunctionate families, and areas where alcohol and drug consumption is high and fathers/husbands are still viewed as being patriarchs in their own right]

Myth 15]“let’s just let sleeping ‘dogs lie’, there is no point ‘rocking the Boat” 

[This myth centres around the belief that as the family in question has so many other problems, that sexual abuse could be left alone as it has a lesser priority than say alcoholism, drugs, criminality, poverty and serious relationship problems within the family/community. In this respect, someone somewhere makes the decision to prioritise a families problems with sexual activity being placed low down]

Myth 16]“she is just using this excuse to cover up her own promiscuity” - (in my view, a 
              male made myth)

[This myth is often used to discredit many women who have been subjected to a sexual assault as can be witnessed by the approach of courts in determining the sexual behaviour of a rape victim above that of the alleged crime against her i.e. if it could be shown that she has had previous sexual experiences, it somehow followed that ‘she had wanted it anyway’. This same argument, according to various legal professions, could  therefore be used against young females in cases where they have alleged sexual abuse]

Myth 17]“The young person’s mother is so horrified at the allegation that it can’t be
               true” 

[Many mothers who whose children are being sexually abused are unaware that it is happening within their own home/family. This of course, may be due to the fact that they are lulled into thinking that everything is all right within the family/home (usually by threats to the victims to act otherwise), plain ignorance, or their total lack of awareness. Consequently, a mother’s outrage at an allegation should not be taken as proof that such abuse has not or is not happening]

Myth 18]“they are just making it all up to get back at the person they are accusing”

[A myth used by adults to justify what is happening to them, i.e. they are getting divorced/separated from their partner, and they have coaxed the child to make an allegation or at least to intimate that sexual abuse has been going on, so that custody is not an issue] 

Myth 19]“it was a stranger, a one off incident so there is a low probability that any
               damage was done and therefore any professional involvement would only
               exacerbate the situation”

[Who can tell whether a one off unwelcome sexual incident will turn out to any less traumatic for an individual than repeated abuse! Evidence from rape crises centres quickly dispel this myth]

Myth 20]“there is no point in pursuing this issue as it will only add or stir up painful 
              memories for the victim and their family, and anyway, the alleged perpetrator 
              is likely not to be prosecuted as the young person will make an unreliable 
 witness”

[Research among adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse, state that the one thing they wanted more than anything else when the abuse was alleged or disclosed, was to be believed, helped to cope with the trauma, and to believe that justice somehow was served on the perpetrator. It is not good enough for society or professional workers within it, to make this decision based on this myth. Trauma is trauma no matter how it is felt by a victim and it does not necessarily lessen over time or with age]

These myths very often prevent abuse victims from receiving the levels of recovery work and intervention they require in order to break the cycle of abuse they will undoubtedly be trapped in at some stage in their lives.
Clearly,  professional practitioners and those in particular  who are responsible for staff training and child protection investigation, should ensure that their own frame of reference is free from contamination and distortion when it comes to working with and dealt with child sexual abuse on whatever level that may be.
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