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Introduction. Parental prevention efforts on child sexual abuse (CSA) are paramount for
children to have better protection. However, parental awareness and beliefs are essential
constituents influencing parental prevention efforts. Previous studies have revealed that
parents tend to judge child sexual abuse as a low risk to their children, which in turn
impacts CSA prevention activities. The aim of this study was to explore parental beliefs on
the risk of CSA, specifically victim- and perpetrator-specific risk of child sexual abuse to
their children, as well as parents’ approaches to protecting their children.

Methodology and sources. Data were collected from 22 parents during focus group
interviews (n=6) combined with activity-oriented questions.

Results and discussion. Based on data, four perpetrator and two victim-specific risk
profiles were created. When parents find similarities between their children and perceived
victims or perpetrators, it triggers the defensive othering effect, which acts as a
subconscious protection mechanism, yet often creates inaccurate risk assessment and
false confidence. The findings also tender that most parents do not teach their children
the necessary skills related to CSA since they determine the risk to be low.

Conclusion. This study adds to our understanding of CSA-related risk perception and
prevention approaches, offering a conceptual addition to the defensive attribution theory.
Further investigation is needed on the impacts of the cognitive processes and
psychological protection mechanisms in relation to CSA risk assessment. The data from
this study will be useful in developing CSA prevention programs and materials.
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«Mosi AoYb He TaKasfA»: KauecTBeHHoe
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BBeaeHue. PoanTtenbckne Mepbl Mo NpeAoTBPAaLLEHNIO CeKCYaSbHOrO HaCUANS Haj, AeTb-
MU Upe3BbIYaiHO BaXHbI 4151 obecneyeHns 6onee 3dpdekTBHOM 3aLMThI geTell. OgHaKo
OCHOBHbLIMU COCTaBASOLLMMU MPEBEHTUBHbLIX MeP CO CTOPOHLI POAUTENEN ABASIOTCA UH-
bOpMMpPOBaHHOCTL U ybexaeHns poauTteneii. MpeablayLine UcciefoBaHNUS Nokasanu, uto
POAUTENMN CKOHHBI CYNTATh PUCK CEKCYaNbHOMO HAaCUINS B OTHOLUEHUW CBOVX AeTel HU3-
KVIM, YTO, B CBOKO OYepespb, BAUSIET Ha Mepbl MO NPeAOTBPALLEHMIO CEKCYabHOro HacuAus
Hag AeTbMU. Llenb HacTosaLero nccnesoBaHms COCTOUT B U3YUEHUN POAUTENBCKUX YHex-
AEHNT Mo NOBOAY PUCKa CEKCYanbHOMo HaCUAWA Haj AeTbMU, U B 0COBEHHOCTI CBA3AHHO-
ro C NPecTynHUKOM U1 XEPTBOM pUCKa CEKCYaNbHOro HaCcuUAMA B OTHOLLUEHUWN UX AeTel, a
TaKXe NOAXOL0B poAuTenel K obecneyeHmo 6e30NacHOCTY AeTel.

MeTogonorumsa n pecypcbl. laHHble 66111 MOAyYeHbl 0T 22 POAUTENER B XOA4e NHTEPBLIO
dokyc-rpynn (n=6) c npUMeHeHneM NpakTU4eckKnx 3agaHui.

Pe3ynbTaTthbl N 06Cy>kKAaeHUe. Ha 0CHOBaHWM NOMYYEHHbIX AaHHbLIX 6bIAV CO34aHbl YeTbl-
pe Npoduna pucka, CBA3aHHOIO C MPECTYMHUKOM, N ABa Npoduas pucka, CBA3aHHOMO C
XepTBoi. Korga poantenn o6HapyXnBatoT y CBOUX AeTeli obLume xapakTepucTuky C npe-
CTYMHUKaMWN UK XepTBaMu, 3TO NMPOBOLMPYeT 3¢dekm 3auumHo20 omyyHoeHUs, KOTO-
PbIA UrpaeT PoJib MOACO3HATENBHOMO 3aLLUMTHOINO MeXaHW3Ma, HO YacTo MPUBOAUT K He-
NPaBUBHOM OLleHKe pUCKa M NOXHOM yBepPeHHOCTU. lonydeHHble HabaaeHNs Takxke
YKa3bIBatoT Ha TO, YTO POAUTENN He 0By4atoT CBOUX AeTell HaBblkaM, CBA3aHHbIM C PUCKOM
CEKCyanbHOro HaCUANS, MOTOMY UTO OMNPEAENSHOT 3TOT PUCK Kak HU3KNIA,

3ak/itoveHume. Hactosilee nccnesoBaHne yrnybaseT Halle NOHUMaHWe BOCNPUATUS puUC-
Ka B CBSI3W C CeKCyalbHbIM HacUAMEM Haj AeTbMU U MOAXOoAa K ero npejoTBpaLLeHuto,
npejocTaBass MOHATUMHOe JOMONHEeHWe K meopuu 3awjumHol ampubyyuu. TpebyeTcs
JanbHelilwee NccnefoBaHVe BAVSIHUS KOTHUTUBHBIX MPOLECCOB M MEXaHU3MOB MCUXO00-
rMYeckol 3aLnTbl Ha OLLEHKY pPUCKa CeKCcyasbHOro Hacunus Hag AeTbMu. [laHHble HacTo-
sLLero nccnefoBaHns 6yayT MCNOb30BaHbl B MaTepuanax M nporpaMmax no npejorepa-
LLLeHWNIO CeKCyasIbHOrO HACUNA Hag AETbMMU.

KniouyeBble cnoBa: CeKkCyasibHOe Hacuine Haj AeTbMW, 3allnTHOEe OTdyXAeHue, q)OKyC-prI'II'IbI,
oTHY>XAeHUE, BOCNpuAaTme prmcka.

Ana uutnpoBaHma: S3nbMa C. «Mosi foub  He Takas»: KayecTBeHHOe ucc/iefloBaHNne
POAMTENBCKOTO BOCMPUATUA PUCKa CeKCyaslbHOro Hacunma Hag agetemun // JVICKYPC. 2021. T. 7, Ne 2.
C.56-80. DOI: 10.32603/2412-8562-2021-7-2-56-80.

duHaHcmpoBaHme: paboTa BbiNoHeHa Npy GrHaHCOBOM MoAAep>kke rpaHTa ICTOHCKOro Hay4YHOro
areHtctBa (MpoekT Ne PRG700 «Ys3BMMOCTb B JeTCTBE U yA3BMMAs CyObEKTMBHOCTbL:
WHTEPANCUUNNNHAPHAA CPAaBHUTEIbHAA NepcrekTrBa»).

KoHPAUKT nHTepecos. O KOHPNVIKTE NHTEPECOB, CBA3aHHOM C JaHHOM Ny6AMKaLmet, He coobLLanoch.
Mocmynuna 16.01.2021; npuHama nocie peyeHsuposarus 11.03.2021; onybaukoeaHa oHAAlH 23.04.2021
Introduction. Protecting children from sexual abuse (CSA) is the collective responsibility

of parents, schools, and communities. Primary prevention serves best since it helps all children
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gain the necessary skills and knowledge for better protection and does not stigmatize those at
risk [1]. Although parents tend to have a fairly decent understanding of CSA, they do not provide
children with accurate messages [2]. However, there are only a few qualitative inquiries on
parental risk perception and approaches to prevention. To help fill this gap, parents’ beliefs about
victim- and perpetrator-specific risk to CSA and parental approaches to protecting their children
are explored in this paper.

Previous studies reveal that parents tend to judge sexual abuse as a low risk to their children
[3—6] and, due to such beliefs, do not engage in CSA prevention activities or discussions with
their children. The topic’s uncomfortable nature adds to the matter: parents feel they do not have
the knowledge or vocabulary to discuss the issue [6]. Besides the reluctance to discuss the matter
with their children due to low-risk assessment [4], insufficient knowledge or lack of confidence
[7], some parents fear discussing CSA would cause children to know too much about sex [8].
Furthermore, Collins [5] found that some parents feel that if they are good enough parents and
can keep their children safe, they do not need to teach their children about safety or other
prevention matters. Parents may also feel sexual abuse is not a severe direct threat to their
children [9], but rather a problem of generalized “others”. The lack of general awareness of CSA
and considering the risk of CSA to be low are common barriers to parental discussions of CSA
with their children [10, 11]. Briggs [12] found three out of four parents do not discuss CSA or
sexual boundaries with their children at all, while another study demonstrated 40 percent of
parents not having those discussions with their children [3]. A more recent study revealed that
around 55 percent of parents had these discussions [13].

Another issue is the still prevailing misconceptions regarding child sexual abuse and online
grooming. For example, one common parental suggestion for CSA prevention is wearing
appropriate clothing [14], which reflects a belief that victimization is under the control of the
victim. Another is the still-common practice of teaching children about the “stranger danger” [3,
8, 10, 14-16], and deliberately or not, parents tend to focus on the idea that children ought not to
engage in online activities with strangers. A strong focus is on conveying the possible
consequence of kidnapping as a result of sharing information or establishing relationships with
strangers [17]. However, these approaches reflect a common misconception that sexual predators
are mainly strangers who prey on children, when, in fact, friends and other acquaintances make
up a substantial portion of perpetrators [18]. A report from 2007 showed that in 30 to 50 % of
sexual abuse cases, the perpetrator was an adolescent [19]. In general, these numbers match with
online forms of sexual offending against children [20].

Disclosing sexual abuse is a complicated and dialogical process influenced by individual,
contextual, familial, and cultural hallmarks [21]. A 2009 study showed most children do not
disclose abuse immediately, almost 60 % delay disclosure for more than five years, and around
20 % had never told anyone [22]. With bothersome online experiences, around one-third of
children reported discussing their concerns with a parent [23]. Nonetheless, as turning to a parent
was found to be approximately five times more likely than seeking help from a teacher, parental
mediation may have a crucial role in children disclosing their concerns or turning to a parent for
information on sensitive issues [23]. Children who have the necessary knowledge are more likely
to disclose sexual abuse [24]; hence teaching children the necessary skills about the risk of CSA
both online and offline may be of vital importance.
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Risk perception itself is a crucial factor in influencing behavior. Moreover, given that
parents who perceive the risk of CSA as higher are more likely to discuss CSA with their
children [13], parental risk perception warrants further inquiry. Collins [4] also studied parents’
perceptions of the risk of CSA and found a discrepancy between their risk perception of other
children compared to their own. However, that study was conducted over 25 years ago and may
not provide an adequate understanding of the current situation, particularly as technology has
profoundly evolved over time. In the current paper, parental beliefs on the risk of CSA and their
respective roles in protecting their children are explored. For this purpose, answers to the
following research questions are sought:

1. Whom do parents see as potential risks and whom they see potentially at risk of CSA?

2. How do parents view their children in relation to these risk profiles?

3. How do parents view keeping their children safe from sexual abuse?

Methodology and sources. The epistemological foundation of this study was social
constructionism [25, pp. 42—44]. Qualitative methods enabled to explore and uncover how
parents understand and make sense of sexual abuse and related risks and their underlying
attitudes and perceptions about the issue. The study was designed and piloted from spring 2019
until the beginning of empirical data collection in late 2019. Though a real-time face-to-face
interview mode was initially planned, a dyadic interview setting for collecting data on this topic
appeared impractical. Firstly, discussion in a group setting facilitates the natural flow of a
conversation, where the synergy between participants serves to elicit responses without much
interference from the researcher. The dynamic of reciprocally stimulating conversation is, in
most cases, absent in individual interviews where participant merely gives direct answers to
specific questions. The group dynamic has the potential to produce more diverse topics and
themes, as the interactional setting may feel more comfortable and encouraging for participants
[26-28], as well as less constraining. Secondly, the interplay between participants enables insight
into the language and vocabulary [26] commonly used to describe beliefs about sexual abuse
victims and perpetrators. As language is a form of social practice and is determined by social
structures [29, pp. 22-27], the interactional approach helps to understand better the metalevel of
these discussions, the possible roots of their views, and the use of language that is comfortable
and intelligible for participants. Also, the process of data collection in focus groups provides an
additional facet to the data — interactions between participants [28]. Ergo, focus group interviews
combined with activity-oriented questions [30] were utilized for collecting data.

Participants and recruitment. 22 participants, aged 26-to-47, were purposively recruited
using online possibilities. A maximum variation sampling was used to reflect a range of
demographics (such as gender, age, ethnicity, family demographics). An invitation to participate
was forwarded via primary and secondary schools’ mailing lists and a neurodivergence themed
Facebook group. Schools were selected by the largest public schools by student population from
three different regions across the country. The Facebook group was chosen to include the voice
of parents of neurodiverse children (n=2). Parents who did not have school-aged children, good
command of Estonian, or had only adult children were excluded from the study. Participants
were parents of 1 to 4 children (55 % of children were daughters). All participants had at least
one school-aged child; around half of the participants were also parents of toddlers or
preschoolers. Though all fathers interested in participating in the study were included in the
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sample (n=6), mothers represented a majority (n=16). The sample included 17 Estonians and five
Russians (one male, four female). Good command of the Estonian language was determined
during recruitment efforts. Though the designated sample included 29 eligible participants,
7 people withdrew or did not attend for other reasons. Financial incentive was not provided for
participation.

Procedure. Data was gathered using focus group interviews combined with activity-oriented
questions. Stratified randomization was used to allocate participants into three groups based on
their geographical location. Next, computer-generated randomization was done on each group to
randomly allocate participants into focus groups. The only exception was parents from the same
household who insisted on participating together and were added to the focus group from their
region with the least participants. Three groups included mothers and fathers and three solely
mothers. Focus groups took place across Estonia, in urban and suburban areas in three different
regions. Interviews were audio-recorded, conducted in Estonian, and the length of each varied
from 1 to 2 hours.

Six focus group interviews were conducted; each consisted of three to four participants. The
small group size was chosen purposively for 2 main reasons: to ensure all participants could
actively take part in conversations and to provide a more intimate and secure atmosphere for
discussions. More sizable groups would have made these goals far difficult to achieve. As the
groups were small, getting to know other participants and remembering their names was rather
effortless and, in turn, made the overall ambiance relaxed even before the interview formally
started. The suitable location was always chosen by bearing in mind the convenience for
participants and the overall ambiance of regular everyday conversational situations. All the focus
groups were held in informal settings (i.e., in a living-room area, café, or a patio in the
backyard).

The sensitive nature of the study was explained to parents during recruitment efforts to
make sure potential participants could make an informed decision to participate in the study.
Upon meeting, participants were introduced to each other and accosted with refreshments of
their preference and an opening conversation about participating in research. Besides starting a
conversation between participants, I was able to get some insight into their thoughts, worries,
and expectations regarding their participation in the study. At the beginning of interviews,
research aims, ethical and legal considerations of participation, and what would be done with the
results were explained; we also agreed upon some ground rules for discussions. I explained that
there are no right or wrong answers, that everyone’s views are important, and that one can
always refrain from participating or take back their overall consent without the need to explain
anything [31]. We agreed to respect others’ views and refrain from judgments on others’
accounts. I assured participants that in case of any distress or discomfort, they can always refrain
from participating, take a break, or decide not to participate in the study. I also explained my role
as a moderator but not a participant in discussions. After, every participant’s informed consent
and permission to use an audio-recorder was elicited. For background information, parents were
asked to state their age, the number of children they have, and the age and gender of their
children. Safeguarding and supporting participants’ psychological and emotional wellbeing was
central throughout the research process [31]. While facilitating focus groups, due attention was
given to the general atmosphere of discussions, participants’ interactions with each other, and
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any visible distress. Interactions between participants were mostly limited to encouraging
sharing, even in accounts of subversive views.

Measures. The study was designed in 3 stages, each focusing on a separate topic: general
knowledge of CSA, knowledge and perception of CSA risk, and prevention of CSA. Each stage
started with an assignment prescribed to be completed either as a group or individually and was
followed by a group discussion apart from the 2nd stage, which had 2 assignments. Around
15 minutes were given for each assignment and the following discussion in the group
(accounting for an estimation of 60 minutes for four assignments). This activity-oriented
approach was chosen due to the sensitive nature of the study as discussion concurrent or
following practical activities may help to reduce stress and discomfort with the topic, allow
participants more time to reflect and organize their ideas [30], and engage all participants
simultaneously in the deliberation of their answers. Before each assignment, it was reminded that
there is no consensus requirement, and all views are valuable.

For the Ist assignment, participants were given a pen and paper and asked to do the
following: “Please map sexual risks' together as a group. Also, provide a meaning to each risk”?
(translated from Estonian). The exact format was chosen by participants; mostly concept maps
and lists were used. In the 2nd stage, participants were given two assignments. Firstly, to
individually draw or write down whom they considered as a person who would sexually harm
children, and then to present and discuss their views in the group. And then, to work together as a
group and create a profile of children who, according to their views, are at risk.> The last
assignment was a combination of case vignettes and role enactments (role-play) on issues related
to CSA prevention, disclosure, and help-seeking. Assignments were conducted without
moderator’s interference. After finishing each assignment, follow-up questions were asked by the
moderator to elaborate or specify things that seemed unclear.* After finishing discussions, I
asked how participants were feeling about discussing such topics. Parents were keen to ask about
possible approaches to issues or available resources on the topic; the most common concern was
how to start these conversations with their children. I answered their questions and agreed to
provide more detailed information and resources later via email. I encouraged them to write any
follow-up questions or concerns and assured them that results and publications related to this
study would be shared with them when finished [31].

I The term sexual risks was not further defined or explained, it was up to participants to decide what and how they define
as sexual risks. The assignment also did not include a reference to children because the pilot test showed that framing the
question (in different ways) that includes the phrase children leads participants or creates a bias (e. g., sexual risks to children,
sexual risks children may encounter, sexual risks that threaten children, sexual risks children may be exposed to etc.). Also, the
pilot further showed that the use of the term would need either an explanation that children in this study means anyone under the
age of 18, or should be accompanied with a term referencing to adolescents (though this term is not necessarily limited to people
below 18). Furthermore, as articipants were informed during recruitment and at the beginning of the study that children are the
focus of this study, the assignment description was clear even without any reference to them. For those reasons any reference to
children was excluded from the assignment description.

2 The phrase “risks” (in Estonian) was used since the pilot test showed that (Estonian) phrases exploitation, abuse or crime
create a strong disposition towards (physically) violent acts. The phrase “risks ” was found to be the most suitable for the study.

3 As parents already mapped out and discussed different acts they consider as sexual risks, the assignment did not need to
specify further.

4 Some examples of follow-up questions: ,,you mentioned earlier that they must be sick, can you tell me what do you mean
by that?“, ,,you mentioned a dysfunctional family, can you explain that a little? , ,,can someone please explain me again what
role does bad parenting have? “, ,, you mentioned that they should learn these things at school, can you clarify what was meant by
that?“, ,,what has been the hardest in such discussions with your children?, ,,what kind of information would be helpful for
preventional matters? “.
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During focus groups, I made reflective notes about relevant observations from interactions,
emerging themes, and patterns in discussions, issues, or statements that needed follow-up
questions and practical methodological considerations. The data from these memos were
concurrently analyzed to improve the data collection process and to understand emerging themes
and patterns in focus groups to demarcate reaching the data saturation point and cease the data
collection.

Data Analyses. For the transcription of data, all participants were given a pseudonym, and
all references to personal data such as names or places were redacted to ensure the protection of
participants’ interests. Data was analyzed with a six-step thematic analysis: (1) transcribing and
familiarizing myself with the data; (2) initial coding; (3) theme search; (4) systematization of
themes into a thematic map; (5) defining and naming the themes; followed by (6) analysis and
writing the article [32]. The inductive data-driven approach was used to answer research
questions.

Findings were categorized into four key themes: (a) parental perceptions on victims of CSA;
(b) parental perceptions on perpetrators of CSA; (c¢) parental views on their children in relation to
these risk profiles; and (d) parental beliefs about the role of parents in CSA risk and approaches
to protect their children. Though other themes also emerged,® these do not fit the focus of this
article. Constructions of parental perceptions related to victims and perpetrators of CSA are
labeled throughout this study as “risk profiles,” though let me emphasize that the profiles
presented in the findings section are not provided to represent an accurate or objective depiction
of the risk of CSA, but as constructions of subjective perceptions and beliefs held by parents
participated in the study.

Profiles were named by the author using words most used by parents in the context of each
specific profile. Though some parents immediatelly expressed that there are different types of
perpetrators, most parents created one profile that included some or most of the characteristics
across profiles (presented in the Results section) presented initially as one general risk profile.
However, it became evident during group discussions that these are not general characteristics,
but mostly, certain characteristics apply only to certain profiles. Following the data, 4 different
perpetrator profiles were constructed. Similar patterns were seen with discussing victim-related
risk. Parents created 1 profile which included many different characteristics, yet as the reasoning
(related to risk) and parental attitudes towards some characteristics differed, it was pertinent to
categorize these characteristics accordingly. This is how 2 types of victim “profiles” were
constructed. The risk arising from parents is also presented in the Results section, though
creating such a profile was not part of any assignment during focus groups, nor did parents create
it purposively. The data for parental risk profiles impacting CSA risk was gathered from
consistent references to it during discussions.

Results. The findings are presented as 4 key themes.

Theme 1: Parental perceptions of victims of child sexual abuse.

Parents’ attitudes on the CSA risk perception related to victims were roughly divided into 2.
Parents held that some children are unfortunate and victimized because adults fail them, and then

5 Examples of some additional themes in the data — 1. parental views on the harmfulness of encountering sexual risks;
2. what is considered a sexual risk; 3. online vs offline sexual risks; 4. responsibility to protect; 5. criteria for deciding an act to
be criminal; 6. sources of information.
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some are exploited due to personal decisions or factors that increase their vulnerability. The
outline of whom do parents consider to be at a higher risk of CSA victimization is presented in
fig. 1 below. For clarity, risk profiles are named Type One and Type Two.

Type One Type Two

ideally a toddler or at least

under the age of 10

* can be either boy or a girl

* often physically or
mentally disabled

* usually a victim of

intrafamilial CSA

neglected
* dysfunctional
family

 abuse at home
* no parental care
* 1o supervision
 foster care
poverty

10-16-year old girl

* naive

* lonely

* rebellious

* provocative

* curious and adventurous

* active online, posts/sends
nude pictures

* lacks love and attention

* likes smoking, drinking

and partying

Fig. 1. A construction of victim risk profiles perceived by parents

1.1. Characteristics of the Type One victim profile. According to parents, Type One victims
are toddlers or young children, who could be either boys or girls and in many cases are disabled.
Either way, parents agreed that due to their age or disability, children were unable to fight back
or protect themselves from abuse. Parents also assumed online sexual risks seldom threaten Type
One victims since they said to be small children who are not as active or reachable online.
Though some parents suggested that the online component of abuse could be present if the
perpetrator, for instance, shares child sexual abuse material (CSAM) of the child, yet this was
seen more as an exception to the general pattern.

Parents mostly described Type One by relying on uniform characteristics that cannot be
changed or controlled by the victim, such as age or gender. The Type One victims were spoken
about empathetically, and there was no apparent victim-blaming present in discussions. Parents
believe that these children face a number of adverse health outcomes due to ongoing abuse. In
one focus-group, parents went further to discuss that abusers specifically target children below
the age of comprehension or ability to fight back as a strategy to ensure both ongoing and easy
access to the victim, and to mitigate the chances of getting caught. Parents agreed that murdering
victims to protect themselves from getting caught is unlikely since the abuse is rarely
remembered, believed, and young children are unable to seek help. Parents said that the most
likely scenario is that the perpetrator seeks a new victim who meets the criteria. Another
explanation was that when victims of intrafamilial CSA become older and understand what was
done to them, they may feel intense shame and decide to keep it a secret, but not all parents
agreed to this being feasible. The general tendency was associating Type One victims with
intrafamilial CSA.

1.2. Characteristics of the Type Two victim profile. Type Two victims are girls between the
ages of 10—16-years. Parents constructed this risk profile with characteristics associated with
psyche, attitude, behavior, and appearance. Type Two victims were systematically blamed and
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sometimes even shamed by parents. It was nearly a consensus that some young people are
sexually abused because they seek adventures and thrill. A more substantial consensus among
parents was that in most cases where CSA is occurring online or starts with online
communication, the child is more engaged and may even be seeking attention — even sexual
attention — so is more vulnerable to CSA. Some parents elaborated that in many cases, adults
take advantage of these girls because such girls are naive and lonely. One persistent inclination
was asserting that smart children would not go along with such things (e. g., sexting, live sexual
interactions). It was also claimed that adults’ actions do not actually harm these girls since they
know what they are getting into, and they choose themselves to proceed with these “relations”. It
was said to be common knowledge that if young people post sexualized pictures, dress and act
provocatively, and go to parties with adults, they are seeking sexual encounters. While trying to
determine whether the actions discussed were crimes or immoral acts, parents used the legal age
of consent as a compass.

I16: Well, it is not rape just because it is a minor, I think the age [of consent] is 14 or so. But
yes, | have heard stories. /.../ Thank God my cousin waited with the police thing, they would
have just ruined some young man’s life because of a story.

[17: That is what I was trying to say. These girls can say anything...

I18: I think it is still wrong to have sex with minors.

[16: Well, being wrong is not a crime.

According to parents, Type Two victims are both capable of understanding and physically
resisting the abuse. Type Two victims were objectified and portrayed not as children but as
sexual beings who ought to understand the possible consequences of their actions. The
responsibility for “being victimized” was again and again projected to Type Two victims. Almost
every participant in the study held Type Two as at least partially responsible. Though victim-
blaming was sometimes rather subtle (e. g., saying that these girls should be more careful with
partying in the wrong crowd,) at other times, the blaming was very straightforward and even
lessened the blame of the perpetrator (e. g., it is not the guy’s fault that the girl was so drunk and
acted provocatively). In sum, parents believed that these things do not happen randomly but
mainly to those who “choose” to put themselves at risk. Though some parents did not agree with
the notion that Type Two victims are necessarily looking for sexual encounters, since instead,
they might be seeking attention, nice things, or money, it was said that these girls should be
diligent because their behavior could lead to exploitation.

1.3. The comparative aspects between these risk profiles. The use of language already
indicated an apparent disparity between attitudes towards victims. A recurrent practice was that
parents while discussing Type Two profile, used the words “relations,” “relationships,” or
“having sex” instead of the words “crime,” “violence,” “abuse,” or “exploitation.” Type Two
victims were given an agenda of being able to decide or control the risk of victimization at least
to a certain extent, and that being so, the abuse was repeatedly rephrased to something less
serious. Such practice was not present while discussing Type One victims where phrases
” “violence,” “abuse,” or “exploitation” were used. Another disparity was regarding the
expressions used while referencing to children at higher risk of CSA. For Type One, expressions
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such as a “child” or “victim” were most often used, while for Type Two, “girls”, “youth” and
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“young women” were preferred. Language use and characteristics related to age, psyche,
attitude, behavior, and appearance were mostly differing between profiles, but there was a
common denominator for both types: the parenting factor. This included socio-economic
variables and family-specific elements. It was expressed that these things happen to more
unfortunate children in our society. The parenting factor is further discussed in Section 4.1.

Theme 2: parental perceptions of perpetrators of CSA.

Table below is a schematized depiction of four different perpetrator types. The specifics of
each risk profile are discussed below, and the last section of this theme addresses the gender
implications on threat assessment.

An outline of CSA perpetrator risk profiles with dominant characteristics expressed by parents

The pervert The pedophile

— a foreign man (i. e., of a different race or — friendly;

ethnicity); — middle-aged;
— 30+ of age; — often a gay male;
— lonely; — addicted to pornography;
— intrusive; — has a childhood trauma;
— overweight; — living with his mother or married and
— addicted to pornography; stepfathering the child he is abusing;
— using obscene vocabulary — particular or notable appearance (e. g.,

mustache and glasses)
The exhibitionist The spoiled rich kid

—male; —male;
—in his 50s or older; — young adult;
— usually an alcoholic; — arrogant;
— intellectually disabled; — irresponsible;
— unable to understand the consequences of — overindulged;
his actions; — good-looking;
— unclean and unkempt appearance — usually from a wealthy family

2.1. The pervert is a foreign man seeking contact via online possibilities. According to parents,
foreign means a different race or ethnicity. The pervert is usually at least 30 years of age, lonely,
intrusive, habitually using profanity, and believed to be addicted to pornography. Some parents
mentioned that perverts are often overweight. The pervert was seen as the most dangerous of the
four profiles. Firstly, parents held that foreign perverts are remarkably prevalent online. Here,
parents did not rely on current information (e. g., news coverage, criminal cases, statistics) but on
their anecdotal experiences from many years ago. The “foreign pervert” was someone most of the
parents in their twenties and thirties had come across when they were teenagers; more specifically,
parents referred to their experiences with people from Turkic ethnic groups in “MSN messenger”.
Secondly, since parents also tie the pervert profile with kidnapping and human trafficking, they
associate the profile not only with fears related to CSA but with fears of never seeing their child
again. The current political situation® in Estonia also seemed to affect parental viewpoints. This
was evidenced by some parents demonizing foreign men who, as they expressed, “come to Estonia
to rape our women and girls”, using racial slurs when talking about the pervert profile, and by
claiming that perverts come from countries where rape culture is acceptable.

6 Among other things, the Conservative People’s Party of Estonia (Estonian: Eesti Konservatiivne Rahvaerakond, EKRE)
is considered a far-right and Eurosceptic party, which also opposes immigration and LGBT rights. The general public of the
country has seen a great deal of party’s racial, antisemitic, homophobic and islamophobic rhetorics, including associating
refugees with sexual violence. In 2019, after a rather successful Parliamentary elections for the conservative party, these topics
were also more present in public discussions.
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Parents think online perverts are rarely a threat to Type One since the latter is not as active
online nor sufficiently fluent in English to be groomed. Thus, the highest threat is to Type Two
victims. Parents believe that perverts offer compliments, attention, and money to get naive girls
to meet with them or to engage in sexual activities online. However, parents did not see foreign
perverts being much of a threat to their child: parents explained that their children are reasonable
enough not to fall for it and would tell their parents if anything like this ever happened to them.

2.2. The pedophile is a middle-aged (40-60 years old) man, often claimed to be gay.
According to parents, he most likely lives with his mother or is married and a stepfather to the
child he is abusing. Parents think the pedophile was probably traumatized during childhood:
either sexually abused, tortured, or otherwise maltreated. The pedophile is manipulative, yet he
may seem friendly and knows how to communicate with children. People around him think he is
a good person, which is why it is often difficult to believe the child over this type of offender.
Parents believe he is also a porn addict. Some parents think they could recognize the pedophile.

110: I don’t know. If I try to picture a pedophile, I see a weirdo with a mustache and glasses.
[11: (laughing) ... precisely what I was thinking. And a cap.
[12: But I wouldn’t let someone like that anywhere near my kid.

Parents believe the Internet is a means to find children or to distribute CSAM. Pedophiles
seek vulnerable children who would not be believed or who cannot report or fight back (e. g.,
disabled children). Pedophiles often work with children (e. g., a teacher, a coach, or a cleric) or
seek access through volunteering jobs (e. g., as a volunteer camp instructor). In general, parents
name pedophile as a moderate-to-high risk to children and young people because (according to
parents) pedophiles know how to prey on vulnerable children, often do this inside the family,
leave a good impression of themselves to others, and ensure that children do not disclose or (if
they do) are not believed. Parents also pointed out that abuse often goes on for many years
before moving on to a new victim. Nevertheless, parents do not fear pedophiles as a moderate or
high risk for their children because parents explained that pedophiles seek specific children, i. e.,
vulnerable children from certain families; and their children do not fit the potential victim
profile. Adding to that assessment may be the reason parents categorized the “pedophile” threat
as something more common elsewhere (e. g., in the US) than in Estonia. Explanations were
strongly related to media coverage and representation of the profile in TV shows and juxtaposed
with saying such horrible things rarely happen here. Also, some parents believed pedophiles
somehow look odd or distinguishable, i. e., if you see them, you know not to trust them with
your children.

2.3. The exhibitionist is an old man (in his 50s or older) and a drunkard who lives in a
village or a small town. It was said that the exhibitionist most commonly has mental retardation,
which, according to parents, means he cannot understand what he does is wrong or criminal. The
exhibitionist was described to be slim, balding, dirty, toothless, and generally obscene. The
exhibitionist was also called a “dirty old man”. However, as parents explained, these people are
mentally ill and often drunk, but are rarely a threat. The exhibitionist is believed not to pose an
online threat to children at all. Some parents believed Estonians rarely sexually abuse children,
akin to parent I121 below:

[19: Like Estonians, clearly do such things also...
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I21: 1 didn’t mean to say they don’t. I agree, they do. But in most cases, it’s just some
village drunkard. Somehow, I feel people from certain countries are more prone to attack
sexually, groom kids and so on. I think we are raised better here.

As with the pervert profile, parents applied their memories to construct this profile,
believing such people merely flash their private parts to girls and maybe touch themselves but
rarely attack anyone. However, most parents put forward that the exhibitionist was more
common during the 1990s (since personal experiences were restricted to that decade), and
according to parents, nowadays we have better support for people with mental health issues and
more technological advancements that help to provide a safer environment (e.g., security
cameras in public places). As participants’ children either live in the city or do not go out at
night, they were not considered as a threat to their children.

2.4. The spoiled rich kid is a young (up until the age of 25) good-looking male, likable,
(over)confident, and knows how to talk to girls. Parents believe “the rich kid” has been spoiled
by his parents, and as a result, does not take no for an answer. Parents explained that the rich kid
does not necessarily have bad intentions and is usually associated with Type Two victims who
seek adventures and may meet men online or at a party. The rich kid either uses the girl or, after a
girl flirts with him, believes the sexual activity is his due. This parallels the rhetoric applied to
victims who use alcohol: victims are blamed, and potential perpetrators justified. Most parents
determined this profile to be a moderate risk to children and young people in general and a low
risk to their children. Besides that, some parents explained that the rich kid is a direct result of
bad parenting; hence, by setting reasonable boundaries and punishments, such behavior patterns
were said to be preventable.

2.5. Female perpetrators were not included in risk profiles; women were mentioned in
relation to the “teacher-student” type of sexual abuse. However, “teacher-student” discourse was
not considered to be either sexual violence or harmful, but instead, framed as a common fantasy
for teenage boys:

I3: I don’t think women do such things. At least [ haven’t heard about it...

I2: T just read about some teachers in the US.

I3: Oh, yes. Actually, I have read about those. Pretty frequently lately. But let’s be honest,
these are not rape cases. Yes, I think it is immoral to have sex with a student who is like 10 or 20
years younger than you, but these boys are not raped. For them, it is probably a fantasy coming
true... (laughing).

[12: Exactly! Some women just like younger men. It is just the age difference, but I think it is
unfair to make it a crime like it is in the US. And in these stories, they are not even that old. In
the one I just read, the teacher was like 27 or so... But she looked younger, like 20.

As illustrated, most parents believe women do not sexually abuse children and that sexual
offending, in general, is a deviancy related to men. Even when discussing the possibility of
female sexual offending, the language evidenced it was not considered equally serious as with
male offenders. The latter was considered a crime, but the former was expressed either as
“relationships” or somewhat immoral acts; also, victims were phrased as young men.

Theme 3: parental views on their own children in relation to these risk profiles.

During discussions, comparisons or related references in relation to both victim and perpe-
trator risk profiles compared to participants’ own children were made.
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3.1. Parental views on their children in relation to victim profiles evidenced that most often,
parents tend to construct their children as different from potential victims, yet in general, there
were three different approaches persisting. In case of similarities with Type Two profile and own
children, which was present in approximately half of cases, parents were creating distance be-
tween their children and risk profiles by othering. Sometimes it was explicitly stated that their
child is not like that, for example, as in the excerpt below:

16: They even talk provocatively, not to mention the clothing...
[7: Thank God, my daughter is so reasonable and even shy; she would never wear such
clothing. She has strong principles when it comes to these things, we’ve talked about it.

Such explanations were mainly used by parents whose children were in the Type Two age
and gender cohort. The most common way for parents to construct this otherness was to explain
that their child is a Good Child who is doing well in school and is not partying or seeking adven-
tures. The Good Child idea was illustrated by discussions about different accomplishments chil-
dren had (e. g., representing the school in math contest or winning trophies in athletic events).
The Good Child was constructed as the opposite of the Type Two victim construct. Some parents
also expressed that their children are reasonable enough to understand the consequences of their
actions, that according to parents, meant the understanding that one could be raped at parties.
According to parents, their children also behave reasonably on the Internet and do not talk to
strangers. When participants referred to their children during discussions, almost all were con-
sidered as so-called “good children” who would not “put themselves at risk”.

In contrast, parents with younger children, who fit Type One by age and gender, did not en-
gage as actively in trying to construct this otherness or even stating differences between their child
and the profile. Nevertheless, they did create otherness by focusing on parenting and environment-
related factors, e. g., expressing that their children are still so young that they spend considerable
time with parents, and wherefore are safe from sexual abuse. In general, this was enough for par-
ents to deem the risk to be low. Yet, there was a notable exception to this tendency: a mother of
three explained that her youngest (8 y. 0.) daughter is intellectually disabled and needs constant
adult supervision and care. As this was the only case in this study where a child had at least three
similar characteristics with Type One profile (age, gender, disability), the mother admitted the risk
to be higher: “she is unable to make reasonable decisions herself and cannot tell if someone is hurt-
ing her”. Following, the mother promptly moderated the CSA risk by supposing that there are no
matching family or environment-related risk factors. Furthermore, she submitted that she is more
concerned about general risks to her daughter’s safety but not as much about the risk of CSA, es-
pecially since her child is exclusively under the care of trusted people.

The third tendency was when parents were satisfied by the fact that their children were fac-
tually different from perceived victims by uniform characters (such as age and gender) and
deemed the risk to be low without expressly stating differences or engaging in distancing activi-
ties. For instance, during discussions of own children and victim profiles, parents of teenage
boys more often merely stated something akin that they are parents of teenage boys and therefore
did not even consider or address the risk of CSA. These results propose that parents of teenage
boys are most confident of their children not being at risk.

3.2. Parental views on their children in relation to perpetrator profiles suggested that most
risk profiles were automatically exempt from deliberation, parents were referencing to the
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“spoiled rich kid” profile but not to other profiles. When parents were asked whether they have
discussed topics of sexual risks with their children, an interesting phenomenon became evident
in how fathers understood the question. Though the question was intended to investigate whether
parents discuss risks with their children, fathers of sons reflexively answered as if they were
concerned about their sons as potential perpetrators, not victims. Here are two answers (from dif-
ferent focus groups) from fathers with teenage sons:

[17: There has been no need to talk about such things. The boy knows where the line is
drawn, what he can or cannot do. He’s a good boy, always been protecting girls and been polite
to them, I see no need to frighten him with these conversations.

[9: Maybe just how to make it clear to him. That it is a crime, and you might think you are
joking around or something, but if you send someone’s naked pictures, you are committing a
crime, and it could harm the girl. Though he is so reasonable, and I don’t think he would do
something like that...

Significantly, mothers never considered their children as potential perpetrators in this way,
only fathers of sons did. None of the fathers had any previous experience relating this topic with
their child; thus, they did not speak from experience but were communicating their beliefs and
interpretations. It also seemed that the gender and age of participants’ children influence parents’
views, especially regarding “the spoiled rich kid” profile. One example of this paradox is offered
below. Please observe how the mother of three kids below the age of ten (I18) approaches the
topic compared to a father of a teenage son (I117).

[18: My friend told me about a lawyer’s son who had sex with an unconscious girl — too
much alcohol. So, I consider this rape. You cannot have sex with someone unconscious... And, of
course, his dad saved him and made the whole thing go away.

[17: But were you there?

I18: No, but...

I17: Then, you cannot judge the situation. Honestly, I’ve seen more girls dressing and acting
provocatively, drinking, and having sex with random guys at parties than I’ve heard about them
getting raped. /.../

[16: My thoughts exactly. Like if you flirt with the guy and get so wasted that you cannot
control yourself, it doesn’t seem much like you care about your health or reputation. Or not
wanting to have sex with someone. And if both are drunk and reckless, I think both are to blame
but still, how is it that one part later has to take full responsibility for the other one’s reckless
drinking, moreover, get charged. /.../

[17:1 don’t know. My son can understand what’s right and wrong and how to treat girls.
Somehow it is this particular type of boys who gets into such troubles.

The mother (I18) did not try to construct “otherness” here; she also blames victims less
compared to other participants in this discussion. With both fathers (116 & 117), one can see how
they portrayed the actions of girls as deviant and provocative, and the actions of boys (who were
considered potential perpetrators in that context) as not planning to rape anyone but merely
“somehow getting in such troubles.” As participant 117 has a teenage son, he also tried to clearly
distinguish his son from this profile. Thus, regardless that fathers justify perpetrators’ actions,
they also try to distance their children from the risk of doing such things by othering.
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Theme 4: Parental beliefs about their role in CSA risk and approaches to protect their
children.

4.1. Parental beliefs about their role in CSA risk clearly demonstrated the significance of
parenting in their conceptualization of the risk. As mentioned in Section 3.1, the common
denominator for children at risk to be victims of CSA was family-related factors. Here, parents
once again constructed the perceived “otherness” mentioned above while discussing contrasting
characteristics and behaviors believed to be associated with “good” and “bad parents.” A “good
parent” is the one who cares about their child’s whereabouts and activities both online and
offline, who controls online activities, who listens to their children, and is there for them in case
of need. The “good parent” is not an addict or an alcoholic, is able to provide for their children
financially, is not violent or otherwise dangerous, and knows how to raise “good” children.

As parents explained, these things happen when children are “misbehaving” themselves or
when adults fail them. The latter was expressed through a link between bad parenting and
increased risk of CSA. Parents also expressed the understanding that if they are Good Parents,
abuse cannot happen to their child. One view was that some children are at risk due to their
parents’ ignorance, alcoholism, addiction, poverty, or other similar issues; another, that Type Two
children have also had a challenging home environment, bad relations with their parents, or
simply the “wrong upbringing.” Examples of the wrong upbringing included, if a young mother
lacks the necessary parenting skills and therefore is incapable of raising a child with the right
values, or if the child is continuously exposed to bad role-modeling (e. g., a promiscuous
mother). Note the gender implication: no participant mentioned the negative impacts of
promiscuous fathers. Bad relations with parents were illustrated as a child who is not listened to
or protected, and therefore, unable to turn to parents with their concerns. Some parents
specifically mentioned that they believed themselves to be good enough parents to protect their
children. Another common belief was that they have such good relations with their children and
that if anything ever should happen, their children would come and tell them immediately.

I1: T am not afraid of that. I think I have such a strong bond with my kids that if some
pedophile should start to harass them, I know they would come to me.

A general observation throughout the study is that parents are typically talking about
themselves: sometimes directly, yet also indirectly, through contrasts between themselves and
their family members to perceived victims or perpetrators of CSA.

4.2. Parental approaches to protect their children from CSA were also discussed during
focus groups. Boys were seen as less at risk, specifically by fathers. Parents, in general, have not
discussed these risks with boys since they are either not considered to be at risk or to be too
young for such conversations. Boys (over the age of 12) were seen as strong and smart enough to
handle stressful situations themselves. Though fathers were more likely to consider their sons as
possible perpetrators than victims, they still saw no reason to scare or bother their sons with such
topics, believing their boys to be well-raised and (therefore) to know how to treat girls both on-
and offline. When, in the minority of cases, parents have discussed CSA and prevention with
their children, the focus was solely on male perpetrators. Most parents focused discussions on
online perverts, as they were seen as the most dangerous of the perpetrator profiles. With online
perverts, the main prevention message was to avoid strangers, as a rule, foreign men, online. To
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avoid pedophiles, parents used a similar language: do not go with or engage in conversations
with a stranger. These messages were usually directed at daughters. All in all, “stranger danger”
both in online settings and in the physical world is the most common thing parents teach their
children. Parents do not teach their children about possible risks from peers or partners.

For parents, a high CSA threat is related to bad parenting, misbehavior, and attention-
seeking girls, as well as certain perpetrator types. As the first 2 categories were deemed by
parents to be low risk to their children, only such perpetrators whom they view to be dangerous
are discussed at all. Even so, parents do not teach children skills or knowledge on situational
risks (e. g., sending nude pictures). Behaviors deemed to be dangerous (i. e., sending nude
pictures, talking to strangers) are either accompanied by threats of punishment; or not discussed
at all. Many parents, particularly mothers, said they had discussions with their daughters about
the appropriateness of specific clothing or make-up, e. g., that certain clothes are either too
provocative or otherwise inappropriate. These conversations were not linked explicitly to CSA
prevention.

Most prevention activities parents use are not explicitly related to CSA prevention. Though
during discussions, it became evident that parents still use other methods they consider to lower
risks of CSA for their children. The first is related to situational risk reduction. Here, parents
explained that they do not leave children with people they do not trust, that their children never
have to be or travel alone (e. g., walking home in the dark), or that they generally know where
and with whom their child spends time. Parents explained that such practices are not explicitly
related to protecting children from CSA but from other possible threats (e. g., getting hit by a car
or getting lost). In their view, however, these factors also reduce the risks of CSA. Secondly, as
parents believe that good parenting is key, this is where parents put most of their efforts. This
includes having a good and trusting relationship with their children: listening to them, caring
about them, and keeping up with their lives. Thirdly, parents believe that children have acquired
good digital skills from school and from everyday use of the Internet in relation to recognizing
and reducing online sexual risks — better, indeed, than their parents. And lastly, parents believe
that restrictions on internet use are essential in decreasing the risk of CSA. Although again,
restrictions were not explicitly linked to CSA (e. g., most associate internet restrictions with good
grades and good behavior), parents believed that children who have easier and less restricted
internet access are in greater danger than those with such restrictions.

Based on parents’ accounts, the general focus of prevention is not related to CSA; in fact,
parents tend to rather avoid discussing CSA specifically, preferring to focus on good parent-child
relations, setting reasonable boundaries and restrictions, and being involved in children’s lives.

Discussion. This study explored parental beliefs about child sexual abuse risk and recurring
parental approaches to protecting their children from CSA. Parents believe that younger children
with specific vulnerabilities (such as disability, foster care, poverty, neglect) are at higher risk of
sexual abuse, mainly for being failed by adults who ought to protect them. However, with
children over the age of 10, the general tendency was relating victimization risk to children’s
behavior, character, and personality traits. Perceived victims were constantly derogated and
portrayed as deviant, particularly those who were more different from participants’ children. This
confirms the effect of defensive attributions theory, which purports that people blame victims
(and justify perpetrators) based on perceived similarity with the subject [33]. According to
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parents, victims of sexual abuse who are over the age of ten are often victimized due to their risk
behavior and attention-seeking. Younger or otherwise more vulnerable children were approached
with empathy and benevolence.

One factor influencing parental understanding and acknowledgment of the crime (of rape)
may be the age of consent. Sociocultural environments largely determine the definition of rape
[34], and as the age of consent in Estonia is 14: parents do not consider sexual intercourse with a
minor rape per se but rather somewhat immoral. The use of language was a strong warrant for
the differences in attitudes parents held towards victims. With Type One profile, children were
considered victims of terrible crimes, yet with Type Two profile, abuse and violence were often
reduced to “sexual relations gone wrong” or “immoral acts”. Such normalizing of sexual
violence or minimizing its impact is, unfortunately, a widespread practice in the wider victim-
blaming discourse [35, pp. 2-3]. In Estonia, most victims of (registered) sex crimes are minors
with the average age of the victim being 12 [36]; thereby, such attitudes are highly concerning
and may act as barriers to disclosure and help-seeking. All in all, the findings reveal that parental
understanding of CSA victimization is strongly affected by gender stereotypes, sexual scripts,
rape myths, and general misconceptions on CSA [35].

It is worth noting that parents continually contrasted conversation topics with their lives.
The discussions indicated that when parents consider the risk of CSA to their child, the risk is
largely determined based on perceived similarities with Type Two risk profile, yet mainly
concerning fixed characteristics such as age and gender. Accordingly, it was more common for
parents whose children were below the age of 10 or fathers who had sons to readily deem the
CSA risk to their child to be low. Fig. 2 below presents a visual model about the general
tendencies of parental risk perception and reactions related to the risk of CSA victimization. The
model represents the most common patterns established during focus groups yet is not meant to
be a definitive guide.

victim-blaming

negative
when different from . attitudes not believing the
own child Ry e ovards victim
Type Two
victims
Victi shaming
ictim
profiles
o . false confidence due to
when similar to own medium risk of defensive biased risk assessment
child (by ageand —— CSA —— othering
gender) effect negative attitudes

towards victims

Fig. 2. A model of predominant parental risk perception and reaction patterns related to CSA victims

When parents or their children had similar factual characteristics with risk profiles, parents
felt the need to construct “otherness” between themselves or their children and perceived
victims; ergo, similarities seem to provoke an effect further referenced to as the defensive
othering effect. The defensive othering effect represents a phenomenon where perceived
similarities with the stigmatized group trigger a protective behavior of verbally distancing
(othering) self (or someone else) from others. The concept of defensive othering itself has been
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mostly used to illustrate a coping mechanism used by disadvantaged groups who seek to distance
themselves from people similar to them [37]. However, Fabbre and colleagues [38] proposed
expanding the concept by theorizing that the notion of defending one’s status due to perceived
threat also applies to dominant groups. I believe such expansion is pertinent as such defensive
patterns were recurring during all discussions.

The defensive othering effect was conspicuously reinforced in situations when similarities
occurred between children and victim profiles. For parents of girls between the ages of 10 to 16,
the factual similarities were enough to provoke this effect. With defensive othering effect, parents
went beyond constructing otherness based on stereotypical beliefs about victims and
perpetrators, as they also used their children’s behavior in general to support their beliefs about
CSA risk to their child(ren). These general elements were related to their children’s
accomplishments, academic performance, and other such criteria. As there is no compelling
evidence stating that good academic performance or other such achievements protect from
sexual abuse, believing that merely being different from CSA victims exempts from abuse is a
cognitive bias, a form of defensive attributions that aims to psychologically minimize the threat
[33]. Strompl [39] found the same effect with young people trying to juxtapose themselves to
victims of online sexual abuse by presenting themselves as smarter or more reasonable.

Perpetrator related risk assessment is strongly connected to “strangers” or people “different”
from themselves (or their children), likewise, the more similar the profile, the less of a general
risk it was deemed to be [11, 40]. For instance, the pervert was often described as ethnically
different and considering Estonia is not a very diverse country and is still somewhat xenophobic,
it is no surprise the “foreign pervert” was deemed as the most violent and dangerous [41]. In
contrast, the exhibitionist, who was described as an old drunk man, yet with the same ethnic and
cultural background, thus more familiar to parents, was not deemed much of a threat at all. The
etiology of deviant sexual behavior was conceptualized differently across profiles, one as “being
sick” yet not much of a threat, the other as predatory by nature. Fig. 3 presents a model of
predominant parental risk perception and reaction patterns related to perpetrators of CSA.

different from false confidence
L dangerous
parents and ~— highrisk — =% B
children teaching "stranger danger"
Perpetrator
profiles
false confidence due to biased

when similar to _ medium/low ___ defensive othering risk assessment

own child risk effect

other defensive attributions

Fig. 3. A model of predominant parental risk perception and reaction patterns related to perpetrators of CSA

In case of tangible differences between either perpetrators and parents or their children, the
risk was more firmly determined high. A similar notion was found in a study of young people’s
perceptions of so-called “online perverts” in Estonia, where young people also tend to
conceptualize online abusers as “other” [41]. Fathers were more likely to see similarities
between their teenage sons and the “spoiled rich kid” risk profile, and again, the similarities
appeared to trigger defensive othering effect. This is driven by potential similarities inherent in
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that profile: other profiles differed immensely from their children in age, ethnicity, and other
relevant characteristics. In such cases, other defensive attributions were triggered; these were
about justifying perpetrators’ actions or, in general, normalizing sexual violence. When I applied
this finding of similar versus familiar to parental victim-blaming attitudes, it became evident that
parents were more likely to justify perpetrators thought to be like their child and blame more
such perpetrators who were notably different from themselves or their children. These findings
give ancillary support for defensive attributions theory [33].

In accordance with previous studies, parents of girls consider the threat to be more real and
hence provide their daughters with more information related to the prevention of CSA [3, 42].
The apparent gender stereotypes from fathers’ perspective neglect entirely the possibility that
their sons could be victims of sexual abuse. Negating the possibility of sexual victimization of
boys reflects widespread heteronormative misconceptions in society. These views may act as
barriers for boys to disclose abuse [21]. In general, the data from this study support previous
research claiming parents consider the risk of CSA to their children to be low [2—4, 6, §].

It appeared that risk perception and resulting judgments dictate parents’ behavior; most
parents judge the risk to be low and, due to that, do not see the necessity for specific prevention
activities [9, 10]. Here also, the most common CSA related discussion theme was still stranger
danger [2, 3, 7, 10, 13, 14]. Unfortunately, by relying on “stranger danger” to teach children
about CSA (i. e., online perverts and pedophiles), parents tend to exclude important discussions
about risks from peers, partners, and other known people. This may explain why most children
only consider strangers as potential perpetrators. A 2010 study showed that children have
difficulty recognizing the inappropriateness of sexual requests by trusted people [43]. These
trusted people could be, for example, friends, family members, siblings, or relatives — i. e., the
preeminent perpetrators [44]. However, if children are not taught about body safety in relation to
real threats, they will have more difficulty recognizing abuse since physical force and violence
are often not used to gain victims’ compliance [45]. Also, following previous studies [2, 5],
parents emphasize being a good parent, holding good parent-child relations, and providing a safe
and stable environment for their children as main approaches to protect their children from the
risk of CSA. Though previous studies have identified certain parenting practices, e. g., low
involvement in child’s life or neglect [46] and other parent-related factors, e. g., substance abuse,
parental absence, and physical abuse [47] can statistically increase the risk of CSA, these factors
are not absolute prerequisites to CSA and the lack of those does not provide immunity. The
tremendous gap between parental beliefs and what academic literature suggests about CSA and
CSA prevention is an important issue future CSA prevention efforts need to address.

Limitations and future research. One of the constraints of this study is the homogeneous
sample. All parents lived either in urban or suburban areas; and were of similar socio-economic
background. Addedly, although fathers’ perspectives were, more than two-thirds of the
participants were mothers; thus, this study can provide only limited insight into fathers’ accounts.
As some gender differences between mothers’ and fathers’ attitudes were observed, an equal
representation of both genders may help to better capture such differences. The cultural context
also impacts the findings. Estonia is not ethnically or racially diverse, and as intolerance persists,
the conceptualization of threat is discernibly epitomized in such aspects. Further research with
representative samples and perhaps in different cultural contexts could help to overcome these
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limitations. The significance and other implications of cognitive biases on risk assessment,
attitudes towards victims and perpetrators, CSA prevention approaches, and other relevant issues
should be a subject for further inquiry.

Conclusion. The findings suggest cognitive biases and psychological protection
mechanisms may be a considerable influence on CSA risk assessment and the following
approaches to protecting children. An important benefit of this study is the novel approach to
conceptualizing why parents are so reluctant to discuss CSA. Further, the discussion reinforces
the need to take cognizance of parental perception not necessarily being veracious. Educational
programs should acknowledge the implications of subconscious protection mechanisms have on
parental risk perception. It is also important to consider the wider impact of attitudes towards
victims. Profiles parents created are social constructions of perceived victims and perpetrators of
child sexual abuse. The unfortunate perseverance of these stereotypes further reproduces
inequality, stigmatizes victimhood, and punishes the utmost vulnerable ones in society.
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