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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

This study describes the problem of sexual abuse in day care:
its incidence, dynamics, and impact on children. It also documents
the experience that investigators and prosecutors have had in
responding to the problem. The study was prompted by rising alarr
among the public and professionals in the mid-1980s, as reports of
such abuse grev in number and cases such as the notorious McMartin
preschool in Manhattan Beach, California began to receive substantial
publicicy.

The study attempted to identify all cases of sexual abuse in day
care reported nationwide during the period January 1983 through
December 1985. To do so, researchers contacted high-level licensing
and child protection officials in all 50 scates, four dozen
specialists in the field of sexual abuse, and conducted a search of
nevspaper clippings.

Cases vere defined as within the scope of the study if:

-- they were reported within the specified time period

-- they involved a facility caring for at least six children
-- they involved at least one child under the age of seven

-- they concerned a day care (family, center based) or
preschool, but not a residential facility

-- the abuse had been substantiated by at least one of the
agencies assigned to investigate the report.

Data were collected on all identified cases and an in-depth
study of a random sample of 43 of these cases was conducted.

Incidence

The study identified 270 “cases®” of sexual abuse in day care.
meaning 270 facilities where substantiated abuse had occurred.
involving a total of 1639 victimized children. However, some cases
wvere wmissed due to problems in our reporting system. So wve
calculated the number of substantiated cases based on on
extrapolation from the states with the most complete data. This
yielded an estimate of 500 to 550 reported and substantiated cases
and 2500 victiams for the three-year period. Although this is a large
number, it must be put in the context of 229,000 day care facilities
nationvide serving seven million children.




The nuasbers can be placed in perspective when expressed as a
rate (Table 1). For day care geniers (eszimates are unavailable for
family day care) <& estisate that the risk to children is 3.3
mummmmmmmmhﬂ— Interestingly, this is
lower than the risk that children run of being sexually abused in
their own households, which wve calcvlate from national reporting
figures to be 8.9 per 10,000 for children under six (based on 1985
data).

Thus, the study concludes that although a disturbing number of
children ave sexually abused in day care. the large numbers coming to
light are not an indication of some special high risk to children in
day care. They are simply a reflection of the large number of
children in day care and the zelatively high risk of sexual abuse to
children in all] settings.

Table 1: Rate of Reported Sexual Abuse for Children in Day Care
Centers and Children in Families

wmwmwmm

418 children sexually abused in 96 centers from tast esctimate
states

= 4.4 children abused per day care center case

x 187 reported centers per year

= 823 abused children per year in day care centers

+ 1.5 million children enrolled in day care centers (1984)

e 5.5 children sexually abused per 10,000 enrolled in day care
centers

RAIE OF CHILDREN SEXUALLY ABUSED IN HOUSEHOLDS

76,000 children sexually abused by family and household members
x 25% of all cases of sexual abuse is to children < 6

= 19,000 children < 6 abused by fanily and household members

+ 21.3 million children < 6 living in households

« 8.9 children < 6 sexually abused per 10,000 in households

Perpetrators

Children are sexually abused in day care both by the caregiving
staff and by others, including fanily members of sctaff, volunteers,
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Janitors, bus drivers and. in a fev cases, outsiders. We found cases
could be classified into four major types according to the number and
identity of the perpetrators (Table 2). It is notevorthy that in 38%
of the cases, the perpetrazor was not a child care vorker.

Table 2: Typology of Perpetration -- Full Sample

Type § Cases
(N=270)
Child care warker - alone 358

(Director/teacher/aide)

Peripheral person - alone 13%
(Janitor/bus driver/outsider)

Fanily member - alone 25%
(Husband/son)

Multiple perpetrator 17%

'aclassifiable/missing informetion 9%

In contrast to the image of the McMartin case, the vast majority
of cases (83%) involved only a single perpetrator. Howvever, the
aultiple perpetrator cases are clearly the wmost serious oaes,
involving the most children, the youngest children, the most serious
sexual activities and the highest !ikelihood of pornography and
ritualistic abuse.

Wonen constituted 40% of the abusers in day care, a proportion
much higher than in other sexual abuse. This relacively high
proportion is explained by the very infrequent presence of men in day
care sectings. It is actually remarkable that men were still
responsible for the majority of abuse in day care, when they account
for only an estimated 5% of the staff.

Unfortunately, the study did not find that abusers had
characteristics that would distinguish them easily from other staff
or other people. In particular, wmost abusers did not have
characteristics that one would associate with pedophilic child
molesters and only a fev (8%) had a prior arrest for a sexual
offense. Neither were the abusers who were staff wembers poorly
trained (508 had some college education), nor {nexperienced (tvo-
thirds had been employed two years or more). Abusers in day care do
not fit prevalent stereotypes about sexual abusers.

S




Victims

One alarming aspect of sexusl abuse in day care is che large
number of children who can potentially be subject to abuse in ¢
single case, such as in the McMartin case, in which there were over
300 alleged victims. However, half of all cases involved only a
single reported victim and two-thirds of all cases enly two victims
or fewer. . Unfortunately, there are often suspicions about other
victims who are not questioned or do not disclose. But, nonetheless,
evidence suggests that in most cases, unlike the McMartin case, there
are relatively few victims.

Girls are abused more froquently than boys (62% vs. 38%), but
boys are abused more frequently in day care than in other kinds of
sexual abuse. The most common ages for victims are three and four,
reflecting the most common ages for children in day care.

Few things about the children or their families predicted who
wvould be victimized. Children were not any more vulnerable it they
vere poor or rich, White, Black or Hispanic, immature or mature,
popular or unpopular. Children did appear to be at somewvhat higher
risk 1{f they were more physically accractive. 1In general, however,
our judgement is that characteristics of children are not a major
factor in dstermining who will be abused at a facility vhere abuse is
occurring.

Dynamics

One of the most important findings of the studv concerns the
large amount of abuse that occurs around toileting. In .vo-thirds of
all cases, abuse occurred in the bathroom of the facility. This is a
locale where abusers can be alone and unobserved with children who
can be tricked into undressing and alloving their genitals to be
touched.

The most common form of abuse {is the touching and fondling of
the children’s genitals. Penetration (including oral, digital and
ubject), hovever, is remarkably frequent considering the young age of
the victims; 1t occurred to at least one child in 93% of all cases.

Other extreme forms of abuse were also present in disturbing
frequencies. Children were forced to abuse other children in 21s of
the cases; there were allegations of pornography production in 14%
and of drug use in 138§,

Aliegations of ritualistic sbuse ("the invocation of religious,
sagical or supernatural symbols or activities®) occurred in 13% of
the cases. After studying the rituslistic allegations wa decided
that they needed to be subdivided into three categories: 1) true
cult-based ritualism, where the abuse was in service to a larger
spiritual or social objective, 2) pseudo-ritualism, where the goal
vas prisarily sexual gratification, with ritual being used only to
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irtism date children against disclosing, and 3) psychopathological
ritusltsm, wvhere the activities were primarily the expression of an
indlvidual ‘s obsessional or delusional systea.

It is our overall impression that children in day care cases
were sore threatened, coerced ard terrorized than in many other kinds
of Sexual gbuse. This may be because young children are
unpredictable, and perpetrators believed they needed to use
“over®{l1® to avoid disclosures.

Pieclosure

Abusers were relatively successful in Freventing disclosure. In
one *hird of ~he cases, sbuse vent on for more than six months before
e ¢hild told. 1In over one-half, it took at least a month. However,
not all children were intimidated. Immediate disclosure occurred in
adbout one-fifcth of 4ll cases.

Disclosures came about primarily in ctwo ways. Most of the
tise. parents noted something suspicious about their child.-
physical symptoms, pains, fears, or sexual behavior -- and this
prospted them to question their child in a vay that eventually led to
a8 disclosure. But 37% of the cases wvere disclosed when a child
sisply told what happened spontaneously without prompting.

Most important and disturbing, there were extremely few cases in
vhich staff members at the facilities vere the source of disclosures.
We doubt that this {s because staff members never had suspicions or
never received disclosures from children. Rather, we believe this
irdicates that there are many disincentives, a great deal of
reticence and reluctance to repoxt. massive ignorance and
inactention, as well a5 a few cases of actual covering up of abuse,
on the part of staff.

We also noted some disturbing patterns of behavior on the part
of some parer.s. In some notsble cases, for example, parents failed
to believe their own children's allegations. In other cases, parents
vho believed their childcen's disclosures tried to arrange informal
solutions with operators that would avoid the need for a formal
report or an investigation. These patterns helped explain vhy so
such tine often elapsed before sbuse vas reported.

Victis Impact

The children who had been sbused sanifested s variety of
symptoas and problems, the most common of vhich were fears and sleep
disturbances. Regressive behavior and inappropriate sexual behavior
vere also frequent. In 62% of all cases, at least one child sustained
a physical injury. Children had Sore symptoms wvhen they were abused
by caregivers (1.e. teachers as opposed to outsiders), when the abuse
involved force or ritualistic activities. and when their own mothers
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had some kind of impairment that limited the kind of support they
could give.

Most professionals stressed the importance of fanmily response in
predicting hcw well a child vould ‘ecover from the abuse.

Risk Factors

The study was unable to identify categories of child care
facilities that were either immune from the threat of abuse or
excremely wvulnevable. In general. the traditional indicators of
quality in day care were not also indicators of low risk for abuse.
Facilities with excellent reputations, well-qualified directors and
years of operation were just as likely to harbour individuals who
sexuaily abused children. Several unexpected factors were associated
vith less severity -- being in a high crime, inner-city neighborhood
or having a large staff -- suggesting that more supervision and
general wariness about suspiclous activities =ay act to protect
children. The study also found that in facilities where parents have
ready access to their children, the risk of abuse is reduced.

Investigation

A numbexr of different agencies crossed paths, sometimes co-
operatively, sometimes uncooperatively, in the investigation of day
care sexial abuse. Child protection agencies are most universally
involved, followed by police, state licensing agencies and then
prosecutors.

There is a very low rate of substantiation (21%) for initial
allegations of day care sexual abuse. (This does not mean that most
allegations are false or fictitious, simply that investigators could
not amass enough evidence to confirm the abuse. Many of the cases
that were later substantiated had had earlier unsubstantiated
investigations). All the cases in the current study were
substantiated cases, so not much can be said, unfortunately, about
unsubstantiated cases.

We identified three main types of investigations: 1) In child
velfare 3s0lo, the whole investigation was carried out by child
protection agencies; 2) in parallel investigation., two or more
agencies (most commonly child protection and police) conducted
sisultaneous, often overlapping inveetigatioas with frequently
conflicting goals and woethods; 3) in - .
agencies worked together and established goals and wmethods
collaboratively.

The evidence from the study {s very clear that nulti-
disciplinary ceams were much more successfvl, in terms of objective
outcomes. the satisfaction of investigators and the impact on the
children.
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Investigators in day care abuse cases confronted a common set of
problens. One wvas ambiguity or Iimsprecision in the children’'s
statements, together with professional and public prejudices about
children's credibilicy. A second vas their relationship to che
parents of victims. While both investigators and parents sought to
protect children and see justice done, frequently they found
themselves in an adversarial relationship. Third, {investigators
frequently encountered intransigence and lack of cooperation on the
part of the facility under investigation. Fourth, media attention
and publicity often complicated their work. Finally, most
investigators were strapped by organizational problems and lack of
resources, training and experience in the type of abuse they were
confronting.

Intervention - System Response

Even among the substantiated cases, there wvere many in which
legal or regulatory action was not successful. Licensing actions
vere somevhat more successful than crimina) orosecution. In one-
tuird of the rases the operating license was ivoked and in another
third the license was provisional and would be revoked unless changes
occurred. It may come as a surprise that 3548 of all facilities with
substantiated cases of abuse remained open after the investigation
vas teraminated. It must be kept in sind that many cases involved
single perpetrators, vho were either not employees or wera dismissed
from employment in the wake of che disclosure. In many of these
cases, licensing agencies judged that the tacility was not at fault
or that it could continue 1{f neasures were taken to prevent
reoccurrence.

Lav enforcement, for its part, puraued 4ay care abuse cases with
different degrees of intensity, but overall its record on day care
cases vas similar to {its record in other types of sexual abuse.
Almost all substantiated cases were investigated by police. But only
608 of these police investigations led to an arrest. Moreover, only
568 of the arrests led subsequently to a trial. Unfortunately,
betwveen arrest and trisl, prosecutors, for a variety of good and bad
reasons, lost confidence {n the cases, while child witnesses
sometimes became reticent or unavailable. Of the ccses that went to
trial, however, the conviction rate (including the guilty pleas) was
very high (858) (Figure 1). It was particulariy noteworthy that day
care cases had a conviction rate comparable to other sexual abuse in
spite of a much higher rate of cases that actually required jury
trial. The high conviction rate is probably due to the fact that so
many day care cases that went to “vial involved multiple victims who
could corroborate each other’s testimony, offsetting the fa:t that
the children were so young. The study clearly shows that,
perceptions to the contrary notwithstanding, day care cases do not
necessarily fare badly once they reach the criminal justice system.




Figure 1: Crisinal Justice Systea Outcome of Substantiated Cages of
Sexusl Abuse in Day Care®
2 Remaining
100% ALL SUBSTANTIATED CASES
90% POLICE INVESTIGATION NO POLICF
(90s%) INVESTICATION
, (10%)
80% FOUNDED NOT FOUNDED
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care employees, and cases involving force, sexual intercourse or

sultiple victims were all more likely “o go to trial and result in a

guilty verdict or plea. Despite somse public perceptions, there have

been quite a few convictions in the highly publicized, mulciple
wrpetrator/ wultiple victim cases, including those with
onrroversial allegations about ritualistic abuse.

Recommendations

These are the recommendations that grew out of the findings of
this study. They do not cove: all areas vhere recommendations might
be needed (for example, concerning the handling of children’s
courtroom testimony). We are restricting ourselves here to
recommendations that clearly follow from the important findings of
the study. Ve have divided our major recommendations into the areas
of prevention, detection, investigation and general recommendations.

Prevention
Prevantive education that stresses anti-intimidacion training

We recommend preventive education for preschool age children,
particularly the kind that equips them to resist inzimidation by
potential abusers in day care. Much of the sexual abuse in our study
occurred and continued because abusers convinced children that dire
consequences would ensue if they told their parents. Parents need to
contradict these warnings ahead of time. Thus, in addition to sone
explanation of improper touching, parents should be encouraged to
emphasize to their children before sending them off to day care that
1) nothing that happens should be a secret, no matter what they are
told; 2) if anyone at the day care does anything mean, they should
tell parents immediately; and 3) once they are at home, they are
safe: day care staff have no power to harm them or their families

Reducing risk in toileting

Ue recommend that day care facilities institute policies and
architectural changes that are aimed at preventing abuse in and
around bathrooms, an area we have found to be high risk. Facilittes
mav wvant to remove or minimize partitions and stalls that create
privete sreas wvhere children can be isolated, and make use of
transparent partitions to increase surveillance. Directors may need
to establish better controls over who takes children into the toilet
area for what purposes at vhat times.

Recter screening and assessment of faaily members

Ve recommend increased attention by parents and licenging
officials to the family nmeibers of day care staff and operators
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including their adoliscent children. Licensing needs to be aware of,
talk to and screen all household aembers and extended family who will
have access to and frequent interaction with children. Officials
need to strengthen policies that sllow for the denial or revccation
of licenses due to the presence of family members of questionable
reliability. Changes in the work and living arrangements of such
individuals should be reported to licensing.

Discourage reliance on police records check

The evidence suggests that police records checks are expensive
and inefficient prevention techniques because they identify only a
small fraction of potential abusers at prohibitive cost. They may
also foster complacency and overconfidence when staff hsve passed the
screening. 1f screening can be made very cheap, it may be c¢ventually
worth while, in spite of its small payoff, but employers and
licensing officials should be cautioned against using it as cheir
sole or primary prevention device.

Discourage reliance on pedophile profile

We recommend that training for licensing officials, day care
operators and law enforcement should stress that most day care
abusers do not fit the profile of a pedophile (a person with a long
history of primary sexual interest in children who seeks employment
in day care to have access to children). Instead, day care staff
should be screened on a broad range .f background information
including signs of emotional problems, substance abuse. criminal
behavior, sexual difficulties, poor judgement, and insensitivitv or
punitiveness toward children.

Encourage free access of parents to day care facilities

We recommend that parents require access to the facility at any
time. No area should be off limits to them. Parents should increase
their involvement and presence at the day care facility.

Detection

Avareness about female abusers

We recommend that parents, licensing and lav enforcement
officials be educated to view females as potential sexual abusers.
Although they abuse much less than males in general, in day care
vomen make up one-third of the total abusers and one-half of +4he
abusers among caregivers. Parents and investigators seem much mere
apt to dismiss suspicions about females because they believe abuse by
females is so improbable.
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Ve recommend a major effort to remove
day care staff from detecting and reporting suspicions of abuse.
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authorization to make loint decisions binding on each agency.




Iraining for investigators

We recommend intensive efforts to make specialized training and
exnsrience available to the investigators who will take
responsibilicy for day care (and other institutional) abuse cases.
The training can take the form of manuals and workshops on these
tyres c€ cases and how they differ from other cases of sexual abuse.
An igportant general subject matter for the training should be child
development and 1its {isplications for children’s reactions and
children’s testimony. Another subject should be the management of
media attention to the case. To assist investigators, states should
identify resource persons at both the state and national level, who
can consult and even participate {n investigations.

Actencion to parents of victims gnd suspected victimg

We recommend that investigators make special conscientious
efforts to attend to the needs of the parents of victiss and
suspected victims. Experience suggescs that the relationship between
parents and i{nvestigators 1is cruclal to the eifective pursuit of
investigations. These efforts need to include: satisfying as much as
is feasible parents’ needs for information about the abuse and the
investigation; giving the parents accurate expectations sbout vhat to
anticipate; helping parents meet their own needs for emotional
support and expression; assisting parents in talking with and helping
their children and making other child care arrangements:. ard
assisting parents in dealing with the media, the accused and with the
facility under investigation.

We recommend that mental health services should be available to
&ll fanilies whose children have been abused in day care, regardless
of their ability to pay. The professionals providing these services
should be persons with experience working with sexually abused young
children and their families. They should be familiar with specific
therapeutic techniques appropriate for such children as well ss the
fanily issues provoked by such an experience. All communities should
take steps to insure that they have access to such services.

Ireat parents

We recommend that mental health interventions on behelf of
children abused in day care settings include and in some cases rely
on work with the parents. This study and others suggegt thet
children’s recovery is closely tied to the support they receive €rom
their parents. Very young victims benefit greatly from parents whe
are coping with the abuse in a healthy way.
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We recommend an educational effort directed &t prosecutors that
would dispute the myths and promote a more accurate assessment of the
problems and potentials surrounding cases of abuse involving very
young children. A specific goal of this campaign should be to reduce
the number of cases where arrests fail to proceed to prosecutions.
Evidence suggests that some prosecutors have prejudices about such
cases and are unnecessarily pessimistic about chunces for success, so
they get dropped. Prosecutors need to be informed about the many
successful prosecutions and made avare of the strategies used in
these cases. Uorkshops, manuals and articles in periodicals can be
used to promote these approaches.

Avareness about ritualistic abuse

We recommend more research and professional awareness about
ritualistic child abuse. Ue need to know more about the prevalence.
dynamics and impact of this disturbing type of abuse. Moreover, we
need better information on how to effectively investigate such
allegations. Lav enforcement, child welfare and licensing officlals
need to be educated about the ex‘stence of such abuse so that they
can recognize it and include it in their investigations.

General Recommendations

Reaasurance for parents

While giving parents information to help protect their children
from and detect possible abuse, we must also reassure them about the
relatively lov risk of abuse in day care. With a few exceptions day
care facilities are not inherently high risk locales for children
despite frightening stories in the media. The risk of abuse is not
sufficient reason to avoid day care in general or tn justify parents
vithdraval from the labor force or other important activities which
require them to rely on day care. Rather, involvement with their
child’s day care, interest in its activities and sensitivity to the:r
child’s reactions are the healthy and apparently effective response
to a concern about abuse.

Avoid a disproportionate focus on day care abuse

While taking the problem of sbuse in day care very seriousiy
policy wmakers should not give {t attention and resources
disproportionate to other kinds of abuse. The problem of asbuse in
day care needs more research, training, public and professional
avareness. But this attention shculd not come at the expense of"
attention to other kinds of child maltreatment, which e&re aiso
neglected and in need of additional attention. In the area of Sexual
abuse, the problem of intrafamily sexual abuse, particularily by
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fathers, stepfathers and older brothers, is clearly the most pressing
priority both because of its prevalence and its devastating impacc.
Anong reported cases of abuse in 1985, nearly 100,000 children were
victimized by family members compared to perhaps 1300 in day care.
The problems of severe physical abuse and serious neglect are also
vastly larger and more pressing than seyual abuse in day care. With
an estimated 1500 desths in 1986. the problen of fatal child abuse
obviously outnumbers and outwveighs sexual abuse in day care.

Lay care abuse has frightened many parents, baffled
investigators, led to a host of wmisconceptions on the part of the
public and cast a long shadov over the lives of many children. It
deserves a high priority on the public agenda. Yet. unfortunately,
it is only one entry on a far too lengtchy list of unpleasant
realities that affect the world of our children today.
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