f R A G M E N T - GROOMED FOR
by " '

FRAGMENT

BETRAYAL
Feminist Perspectives on

Memory and Child Sexual Abuse

Cindy B. Veldhuis
& Jennifer J. Freyd

Edited
MARGO

We cannot afford to become captives of our own pain. Victimization

b4
RIVER A '.‘ ’ has to be shared — and transcended — together.

— Hanan Ashrawi’

What does it mean to speak about
abuse? What does it mean to hear about abuse? Does speaking about abuse
foster healing? Must it be spoken in a certain way or can it just be blurted

gynercy ‘ ' out as one discusses the weather and what to eat for dinner? For the hearer,

books™ is it enough just to listen or must there be a certain listening stance? Does

) ! the listener’s response have an impact on the trauma survivor, on her or his
Copyright © Margo Rivera, 1999 , processing and/or memory for the event?

And what effects do the words of the abuser have on the traumatized?
Can the perpetrator’s words (and silences) have an influence on the

;‘;2?263 :));cs victim’s memory for the event? Can perpetrators and others involved in

( P T . . 9 R
P.O. Box 2023 her or his life have an impact on how the survivor processes the event? Can
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a pe.rpetrator influence how deeply the abuse subsequently impacts the
survivor and whether or not the survivpr tells anyone else? ‘

In this article, we seek to explore the rela&iénships between language;

and memory in the context of childjood abuse. We will consider this;
language-memory relationship from various perspectives, including the’
role: of childhood development, the rgle of adult disclosures, the role ofr
societal fesponses to disclosures and, especially, the role of’ perpetrato'x":
communication on the victim’s Subseijucnt memory and processing of the
e\tent. We theorize that, in addition to victim motivations related to copin
with betrayal trauma (that is, betrayal by someone close to them) certairgx
patterns of communication within the perpetrator-victim relations’hi and
related patterns of communication within the larger social networkgsur-
roun.dir?g the perpetrator-victim relationship will have predictable effects
on victim awareness and memory of the abuse — and perhaps that the .‘
:;:;e(t)rfatt:: :;?, ::plmt these very dynamics to suppress the child’s knowl- :
We will focus on the most frequentjpattern of childhood sexual abuse:
male perpetrator, female victim, femalt non-offending parent. Some oi‘ |
w.ha.t we discuss may or may not generalize to other abuse patterns (male
victim, female offender, male non-offerding parent). For now, we have
chosen to explore the more frequent scehario, because it accou’nts for so
many cases of abuse and because we badlieve it both emerges from and
contributes to societal patterns of patriarchal qppression of girls and
women, GiVCfl t.his focus in this chapter| we will oftén‘use the female
g:,?:::t:: victims and non-offending parents and the male pronoun for
. We also-focus on specific: "g}rooming” ﬁtechﬁiques perpetrators use in
gaining and maintaining access to children, imluding aniscus’sion of
things perpetrators look for in choosing children. In doing so, we wish to
fxlso state that, while some perpetrators look for certain vulnerability clues
in the children and their families, even children who come from ve
strong and supportive families may be abused.? i

i

Abuse, Memory and Betrayal Blindness:
Our Starting Point

Truth changes colours depending on the light.

— Eve’s Bayou®.
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. We take as a starting point the empirically demonstrable facts that many

. people are abused and traumatized in childhood and that, furthermore,
' many of those abused and traumatized children grow into adults who_
- xperience some signiﬁcant lapse in memory of the event. While these
- -claims have a long history of controversy and disbelief, we consider the
_ evidence for both propositions (that many are abused and that many of
~ those abused fail to remember the abuse) to be quite strong, In her 1996

book, Betrayal Trauma: The Logic of Forgetting Childhood Abuse, Jen-
nifer Freyd has summarized evidence for the reality of childhood abuse and
the reality of memory failures for childhood abuse.* ; _

While the evidence is strong that some people forget real abuse, the
evidence is also strong that memories are subject to error and distortion and
indeed, that some memories are highly inaccurate. Memories vary from
essentially accurate to essentially inaccurate for both recovered memories and
never-forgotten memories. These issues are explored more fully in Freyd's
article “Science in the memory debate™ $ along with a discussion of some of
the ways science has been used and misused in the memory debate.

Our focus in this article is on understanding the role of communica-
tion on awareness of real abuse. We will be building upon Freyd's Betrayal
Trauma Theory.S Freyd proposed a theory of betrayal trauma and betrayal
blindness that attempts to account for how and why people forget child-

_hood abuse and other intimate betrayals. Betrayal trauma refers to events

that have a high level of social betrayal, such as being sexually abused by
aparent, beaten by apartner or raped by aclose friend. Betrayal blindness
refers to the victim’s téndency to remain unaware of betrayal, whether that
betrayal be partner infidelity or childhood sexual abuse. Betrayal Trauma
Theory offers an explanation for how and why victims may respond with
betrayal blindness to betrayal traumas. ‘

.Aq‘ruci«al faspcét,yof Betrayal Trauma Theory is to separate two broad
dimensions of traumatic experience: life-threatening or fear-inducing
aspects of the event versus social-betrayal aspects of the event. Each of
these dimensions of the event is hypothesized to relate to different forms
of later distress. When these different forms of distress all occur in the
same person, that person may be diagnosed with post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD). However, some people may have only some symptoms
or forms of distress after a trauma, and we believe this is because of the
underlying nature of traumatic events themselves.7 :

. According to Betrayal Trauma Theory, traumatic events can be
haxmful to people in two fundamental ways. One dimension of harm is the
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fcf.ar-méucing, life-threatening and terrorizing dimension of trauma, This

»dxmens'lon of' traun.xa is hypothesized to be related to subsequent symptoms’f

of anxiety, intrusive recollections and hyperarousal (for example an;:
]

exaggerated startle response). The other way trauma can harm is due to
social betrayal. Betrayal Trauma Theory suggests that amnesia and un-
a.warefness are primarily related to the social betrayal aspects of a traumatic
situation. Some traumas, like a violent rape by a partner, have high level
of both life threat/fear-inducing and social betrayal. Othe’r traumas ma bs
highly fear-inducing, but without high levels of social betrayal. An emee
ple would be a natural disaster followed by community cooper.ation ]

Most important for this article, some traumas may have very’ high
lf:vels of social betrayal without a great deal of immediate fear-inducin
life threat. An'example of such an event would be slowly escalating inces%
Petw'een a physically affectionate father and his young daughter. Our focus
in tl?ls article is on the social-betrayal dimension of negative life events
particularly childhood sexual abuse and the related forgetting and un-,
awar.en.ess for these betrayal events. Betrayal Trauma Theory proposes
that it is adaptive to forget certain kinds of betrayal — as in childhood
scxu.al ab}xse by a trusted caregiver — because forgetting allows the
relat'xonshxp to survive. By not knowing about the abuse, the victim can
cont.mue to behave in ways that inspire mutual attachment, instead of
pulling away and withdrawing and thereby risking abandonm'ent or even
worse.t.reatment. In other words, abuse may be forgotten, not for the
feducnpn of suffering, as has so often been assumed, but because remain-
ing .u.naware of abuse by a caregiver is often necessary for survival, In
addition to theorizing about why abuse is forgotten, in previous works. on
B.etrayal Trauma Theory Freyd has proposed various cognitive mecha-
nisms that could be involved in forgetting.®

The perspectivg offered by Betrayal Trauma Theory is, on the one
hand, a persPective that emphasizes the individual victim’s motivations
and mc.achamsms and, on the other hand, a perspective that impliéitl
recognizes the social context surrounding the victim that creates the neez
f?r ux?awareness and forgetting. In addition, Freyd has argued that commu-
nication plays a crucial role in awareness, that knowledge gets transformed
through communication in ways that profoundly influence awareness. The
process of putting something into a narrative — into language — cha.n es
the way we think about and remember an event.” ' :

Freyd -also speculated about perpetrator dynamics, suggesting a
pattern she called DARVO for Deny, Attack and Reverse Victim and
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Offender. This DARVO pattern is hypothesized to be one that the perpe-
trator uses in response to attempts at victim disclosure.'® In this article, we
argue that DARVO and other perpetrator strategies not only help the

 perpetrator avoid accountability, but also impact victim awareness of the

abusive events.
We will go beyond the earlier work on Betrayal Trauma Theory by

integrating the social dynamics involved in the perpetration and perpetu-
ation of abuse with not only mechanisms of forgetting, but also motiva- -
tions for forgetting. We argue here that the very mechanisms that
perpetrators use to gain access to their victims relate in important ways to
the forces that underlie unawareness, silence and forgetting. In this article,
we also consider other perpetrator methodologies for initiating and main-
taining abuse and how these methodologies may impact victim awareness
just as they support the abuse.

We believe that the search for the mechanisms underlying unaware-
ness of abuse eventually needs to be multi-faceted one. There is no one
mechanism or any one absolute way in which the memory is lost or kept.
Ultimately we must examine the issues from political, societal, familial,
community and individual levels (and the interactions of these various
levels). We must take into account individual cognitive mechanisms and
also social-relational mechanisms of how information can be kept from
awareness. In this article, we seek to use such a multi-faceted and ecologi-
cal approach to the questions of amnesia and unawareness of abuse.

Developmental Issues of Knowing
and Talking about Trauma '

For young children, it is in dialogue with the parent that memory, and
especially autobiographical memory, is formed. Parents create a frame-
work with which they enable the child to develop a self and a memory
framework of her or his own. How then would this impact memory for
trauma? If a child discusses a traumatic event with a parent, is she or he
more likely to recall that event later on? Gail Goodman of University of
California at Davis and her colleagues investigated whether mothers’
support, or lack thereof, would have a strong effect on children’s sub-
sequent recollection of a trauma,!!

In their study of 46 children (ranging in age from three to 10 years)
who were to undergo a Voiding Cystourethrogram Fluoroscopy (VCUG), '



258 Veldhuls & Freyd

a very invasive and often humiliating procedure used when children have
bladder or kidney problems, Goodman and her colleagues found that
higher suggestibility (errors made because of misleading questioning) and
poorer recall correlated with a mother who had no time to help her child
through it. It appeared that the mothers who did not offer physical comfort
to the child after the procedure, who did not explain the procedure to the
child in advance or who did not verbally comfort the child afterwards had
anegative impact on the child's memory for the event. Their children were
more likely to make errors in recalling the events, Intriguingly, how
distressed the child was during the exam was not related to her or his ability
or inability to recall what happened.

When a traumatic event occurs, the child is likely to want to talk about
the event with someone: to gain support, to validate the reality, to voice the
pain and to connect with another. Some traumas are highly shareable (such
as being bitten by a dog or experiencing an earthquake) and probably are
discussed within the family. After speaking about a shareable event, achild
is likely to be comforted, to be allowed to cry, to express anger or hurt and
to talk about it until the emotional valence of the event dissipates and until
the child can make sense of what occurred. |

Some traumas however, are not so shareable, especially sexual abuse.
Sexual abuse has great components of shame, humiliation and isolation
and is often inexpressible in language. Additionally, children do not fully
understand what has happened to them. Yet their silence has been de-
manded by the perpetrator. Together, all of these factors render sexual
abuse unutterable. The child or family is likely to suppress discussion of
the events. This suppression makes sense from a variety of perspectives:
the child might not be believed, might be punished or rejected; the family
might be shattered; the non-offending parent might feel responsible. It
may be easier to resist reality than to risk losing one’s family.

Itis in discussing the full experience of the event that the event gets
fully and stably understood and encoded. Language shapes what is recalled
and highlights what is noteworthy. What about trauma that is not discussed
— not made prominent, not made memorable? What would happen if a

parent refuses to talk to the child about the trauma or tells the child that it -

is her fault that the abuse occurred? What happens to the child’s memory
for that event? Is it retained, if it is not shared? Further, what happens to
the memory of an event if the child is told that what she remembers “never
happened”? '
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Disclosing Trauma

Kathy Pezdek and Chantal Roe of the Claremont Graduate School did a
study on the suggestibility of memory for touch,'? which has important
implications for the study of traumatic memory — implications that are
not usually considered. Frequently, the literature about suggestibility is -
applied to suggestibility toward false memories of events and especially
toward false memories of sexual abuse. The conclusion is drawn that
children and adults are vulnerable to the creation of false memories of
sexual abuse when it did not actually occur. However, it is useful to
consider the findings a bit more closely.

Pezdek and Roe found that it is easier to change a memory than to
implant or erase that memory and, in their study with four- and
10-year-olds, implanting and erasing occurred at very similar rates.
Perhaps then, this should be considered to indicate that children’s
memories are more changeable than implantable. These changes in the
memory could be brought about by suggestions of the appropriateness,
causes or severity of the events. Another suggestibility paradigm
offering insight into this.is the research on eyewitness testimony. In
these studies, participants’ memories for events (such as films of an
auto accident) can be changed through suggestion. Elizabeth Loftus
was able to change participants’ memory for events they witnessed by
suggesting details that did not actually occur.’ When a child discloses,
this research suggests that, more likely than being vulnerable to im-
plantation of false memories, children are vulnerable to others chang-
ing what is remembered. This may then indicate that children’s
memories for events may be altered through talking, and when they
speak of their abuse and an alternative reality is suggested, this may be
what is encoded and remembered. o '

Children who disclose violence are sometimes met with reactions of
denial (“It didn’t happen,” “You are lying™) or accusations of wanting or
instigating the abuse (“You led him on,” “You wanted it, you are a
whore™). Sometimes, they are believed but told to forget, or receive no
reaction whatsoever. Nearly 14 percent of the mothers in a study by
Jessica Heriot did not believe that their- children had been abused and
almost 12 percent of the mothers were unsure or inconsistent. Further-
more, the more attached the mother was to the perpetrator, the less likely
she was to protect, support or believe her child. And the more severe the
abuse, the less likely she was to take action or believe her child.*
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It is possible that the findings of Goodman et al. on children who
underwent invasive medical proéedures could be extended to experiences
of abuse. When mothers did not comfort or talk sympathetically to their
children after the medical procedure, the children were more likely to
ma?cc errors of omission and commission in later interviews. If a child has
an incomprehensible sexual encounter with an adult and is then unable to
discuss it with the mother, or if the mother is unsupportive, then perhaps
that memory is more vulnerable to suggestion, or possibly the processing
of the memory is stunted.

This leads to some questions that deserve further study. If the mother
says, “That never happened, you are lying” and/or acts as though all is
normal, what does this do to the encoding of the memory? What effect does
thi; social-relational mechanism have on the awareness of the abuse? Can
this in effect erase the memory for the trauma, as suggested by the Pezdek
and Roe study? Can a suggestion that an abusive event never occurred
actually cause the child to lose awareness of the event?

Returning to Pezdek and Roe’s findings, children’s memories are
often alterable, if the right conditions exist (especially if the false event
itself seems plausible within the child’s ‘autobiographical memory).'®
However, we propose that just as likely, if not more so, children are
induced to forget that sexual abuse occurs. Freyd calls this “alternative
reality defining statements” (such as “That never happened,” “You are
lying,” “Forget about it”) and posits that these statements may well have
an effect on the subsequent amnesia for sexual abuse.'® We theorize that
children’s memories for traumatic events can be erased or chénged, or new
versions of events can be implanted in dialogue with the non-offending
parent. We also propose that the perpetrator’s negations, suggestions and
alterations can change memory for the events or perhaps even suppress

memory. If the child is told that it is her fault, that she is to blame for the
abuse or has led on the abuser, this may well alter her narrative and
subsequent processing of the trauma. She may then incorporate this into
her memory of the events and perhaps still retain a trace of the original
events. Alternatively, the new narrative may replace the child’s memory
for the event, and take precedence. Just as a child can be convinced falsely
that something happened,” a parent can also impose an alternative inter-
pretation onto the events. If a child discloses to an adult that she has been
abused, the parent may agree that the events occurred, but may say, “Yes,
that happened, but you led him on; you wanted it.” The parent may then be
implanting false information and thus changing the child’s perceptions of

GROOMED FOR SILENCE ... 261

.the event. As aconsequence, the event becomes labeled in the child’s mind

as, “I seduced my father into having sex with me,” especially since this

_‘explanation has been made to seem completely plausible to the child
‘through the perpetrator’s grooming process. As mentioned earlier, the
‘more plausible the implantation,’® the more likely the child is to believe it

to be true. As we will demonstrate, the perpetrator works very hard to
convince the victim that she is as responsible for the abuse. If this is later
reinforced by her mother or other significant adult, she is likely to replace
conflicting narratives with the one that states that the abuse was her fault.

Role of Blame, Self-blame, Shame and Humiliation

Blaming the child for the abuse allows the non-offending parent to remain
in relationship with the abuser. This may be especially advantageous if
the abuser is the partner, boyfriend or husband of the non-offending
parent. It could perhaps be a way of resolving the cognitive dissonance
that arises when she tries to reconcile the two thoughts of: “This man
abused my daughter” and “This man is my husband and I am dependent
upon his support.” A similar function is attributed to the role of self-blame
in the victim.!? In order to preserve her relationship with the abuser, the
child may sacrifice her self-view and transfer the blame to herself and her
own actions. However, while this self-blame may allow the child to
continue being in relationship with the abuser, it has long-term detrimen-
tal effects. )

In a study by Curtis McMillen and Susan Zuravin, they compared the
blame attributions and subsequent functioning of 154 low-income women.
Women in the study who either blamed the perpetrator or blamed no one
for the abuse seemed to fare better in a variety of spheres than women who
blamed themselves or their family. Those who blamed themselves suf-
fered lower self-esteem, decreased ability to feel comfortable with inti-
macy and higher relationship anxiety.2?

There is as well a relationship between the level of sexual activity and
resulting shame and self-blame. In their study of 666 women (192 of whom
had been sexually abused), Patricia Coffey et al. found that increased
levels of sexual activity in the abuse (that is, abuse involving penetration
of some kind) were correlated with higher levels of self-blame and stigma
(defined as feeling bad, ashamed, tainted).! This is material for further
investigation: Does shame and/or humiliation have an effect on memory’

of abusive events?
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Abusers’ Effects on Disclosure Process

It’s important to digress for a moment and add to the issue of children’s
disclosures. to non-offending parents and relatives. Typically, children
disclose to their mothers first, and as mentioned earlier, the outcome of this
early disclosure has significant impact on the sequence of events that occur
in reaction to the abuse and in the child's subsequent processing, memory
and experience of the event. While this is important, it is perhaps not
sufficient to place the blame on the non-offending parent for efforts, or
lack-of effort, to protect the child. One piece of the puzzle that can offer
insight on mothers’ reactions to disclosure can be found in a feminist
examination of the complex relationships that affect the mother,

Offenders are quite skillful at appearing trustworthy, at slithering their
way into families and into the confidence of whomever they wish. An
important component of the grooming process is setting up family mem-
bers so that they side with him and discount the child. As mentioned
earlier, the closer the mother is to the perpetrator, the more likely it is that
she will remain loyal to'the perpetrator and disbelieve and fail to protect
the child.® Perpetrators can (and sometimes do) use this to their benefit,
Further, the family dynamics when the abuser is a primary caretaker are
important to note. :

In Mary de Young’s 1994 study on maternal reactions to abuse

disclosures, many of the mothers were themselves sexually, physically or
emotionally abused by the offender and felt they had no resources for
survival should they choose to leave him.® Just as children may become
blind to the betrayal of the perpetrator to save their relationship with him, the
mother may do the same, Just as perpetrators seek out children who will be
silent or not believed, perhaps they seek out similar qualities in the mother.

Perpetratdr Induced Amnesia

Freyd proposes that it is the element of betrayal that influences a child’s
memory or amnesia for the abuse 4 According to Freyd, children must
depend on caregivers for survival, but this is compromised in cases of
abuse by caregivers. She suggests that people are natural detectors of
betrayal,® and when betrayal is detected we remove ourselves from
contact with the betrayer. In cases where the child is abused by a caregiver,
the child must maintain attachment with the caregiver for survival, and in
order to do, so must remain unaware of the betrayal. To remain aware of
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the betrayal is to cause the child to detach from the caregiver, and thus

threaten survival. . .
Freyd also examined severalstudies to parcel out the relationship of

:the victim to the perpetrator, and their recall of the abuse. In a re-analysis
-of data collected by several investigators, Freyd found that forgetting was

significantly associated with incestuous abuse. Yet, in some cases, chil-

‘dren become amnesic of abuse by a non-caretaker.?® Elliott, Browne, and

Kicoyne studied incarcerated sex offenders and found 32 perc.ent were the
parent of the victim, leaving a full 68 percent who were not in a primary
caretaking role.?” If the offender is not in a caretaking role with the child,
and thus the child need not remain unaware of the abuse for survival, what

then causes this amnesia?

In Dialogue with the Abuser

As the studies mentioned earlier, children’s memories for events are
greatly influenced by dialogue as the event is occurring. What, then, would
the abuser’s words during the abuse do to a child’s memory of the abuse?
Can the abuser cause the child not to remember or increase the detrimental
effects of the trauma? Can what the abuser says determine whether the
child talks about what happened? ‘

Just as mothers’ dialogues with their children during events affect the
child’s encoding of memories, we propose that perpetrators create condi-
tions conducive to unawareness by talking during the abuse. In looking at
the means by which offenders gain access to children and maintain access
to them, it seems that their very methods decrease the child’s ability to talk
about the abuse and increase the child’s proclivity to forget the abuse.
Specifically, we will examine the ways in which the perpetrator can groom
the child for silence, betrayal, disbelief by others, unawareness and self-
blame, and ultimately “groom” them for amnesia.

Groomed for Silence

You can spot the child who is unsure of [herself] and target [her]
with compliments and positive attention.

— Michele Elliott, Kevin Browne & Jennifer Kilcoyne28

Offenders choose children who appeal to them and who will not. speak or
‘will not be believed when they do speak.?® In the Michele Elliott et al.
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study, the child’s appearance was important in choosing a victim, but not
nearly as important as her behavioural characteristics. Offenders stated
that they looked for children who were young or small, lacked confidence
(49 percent cited this as the main way they decided whom to abuse) or had
family problems and/or were alone.>

Anna C. Salter describes a teacher who gave his students self-esteem
scales and then used the scores to determine whom to molest.>! Another
offender said, “Kids who felt unloved or not appreciated were easiest to
victimize, they needed the love I gave them.” 32

Silence protects the offender from discovery and allows him to
continue the abuse. Offenders choose children who are already isolated or
will work to isolate the child. Methods of isolation include: making the
child feel special (which causes her to depend on the abuser and may also
make others jealous of the “special” relationship); turning family members
away from the child; keeping her from having friends; and forcing her to
focus solely on the abuser’s needs.®® The child may enjoy the special
attention and may thus remain silent to preserve the good parts of the
relationship. “There were moments I remember enjoying. I mean, I was the
ugly one and this was the closest thing I had ever experienced to love
because I really did feel unloved. The only physical affection that I
remember were the incidents with my father.” 3

. It is useful to note also that in studies of barriers to disclosure, adult
survivors will echo the offenders’ methodologies for ensuring silence.
Thomas Roesler and Tiffany Wind surveyed 228 women survivors and
found that their top reasons for non-dlsclosure included shame/guilt, fear
for safety, loyalty to the perpetrator, fear of blame or punishment and fear
for safety of family.3%

Groomed for Betrayal

Unless the child and I like each other and find each other attractive,
it doesn’t work. I have to feel as if  am important and special to the
child and giving the child the love she needs and isn’t getting.

— From: Michele Elliott, Kevin Browne & Jennifer Ki]coync36

Offenders create a strong bond between the child and themselves — a
bond that is ripe for betrayal. Even if the offender is not the primary
caretaker, he can maneuver himself into a role in the child’s life such that
the child is highly dependent upon him for survival. Offenders may hang
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out at playgrounds, meet children through friends or family, become

child-care providers or baby-sitters or may even date single women with

.children so that they can abuse her children. Also, as some offenders

" choose children with already troubled backgrounds, who are insecure, who
‘lack strong adult role models, who are vulnerable and/or lonely, they can
easily wend their way into the child’s life.

. then I begin my game. I start out by saymg something to him in
a way to make him feel good about himself (e.g. ‘Hey buddy, how's
it going? It sure is good to see you, 1've been thinking about you a
lot lately. I think you're one of the neatest guys I know. You're more
mature than most kids your age.’) ... I showered potential victims
with small gifts ... Kids really enjoyed the unexpected extras I
showered them with. My purpose in the small gifts was to win the
child’s trust.” 37

This offender had an 80 percent “success” rate with the children he
approached and molested up to 100 children both within and outside his
family. It is important to digress for a moment and state that in the Elliott
et al. study of 91 convicted offenders, 70 percent of the men had offended
against one to nine children, 23 percent had abused 10 to 40 children and
7 percent abused 41 to 450 children. 38 These statistics are significant for a
variety of reasons, but, for the purposes of this section, it is most useful to
state that they indicate that these offenders are highly skilled at gaining
access to children and at maintaining silence. Were they unable to keep the
children from disclosing the violence, there is no way they could offend at
the alarming rates they do. .

Betrayal Trauma Theory proposes that children often forget abuse by
caregivers, because remaining aware of the abuse threatens survival. ¥ 1
seems as though perpetrators groom children for such a betrayal. By
finagling their way into the family, by gaining the trust and love of the
victim, the abuser is in effect making the child dependent upon him. If the
child speaks of the abuse or remains aware of the abuse, she threatens the
relationship and her own survival. Lucy Berliner and Jon Conte researched
children’s feelings about their perpetrators and the abuse. More than half
of the children stated that they loved, liked, needed or depended upon their
abuser. One child said, “At that time, I really needed love and he did love
me and told me this. He made me feel like I was really important.” @

Abusers want the children to be so dependent upon them, so trusting
and so devoted to them that despite the abuse, the children remain silent;
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and the children’s feelings can then be exploited. One offender stated that
he “counted on them loving me enough not to tell.” * Abusers count on
the children’s desire to please, the children’s dependence upon them and
the family’s trust in them to maintain the silence.

Groomed for Dlsbellef

These perpetrators are not men most would consider dangerous to children;
they are the ones people trust with their children. In order to maintain the
relationship with the child and to ensure further access to the child, 20
percent of offenders also gain the trust of the family. One offender in the
Elliottet al. study stated that because he was so beyond suspicion, he could
abuse the child while the family was in the room,

‘Oneoffender descnbes his methods of stalking children and the:r families
for months before even approachrng them. He assessed their “interests, needs
and weaknesses,” *? so that he could approach them in a manner that would
guarantee that they would be. receptive to him. Offenders often place
. themselves in a role with the family that elicits a great deal of trust such as

the role of coach, teacher or daycare provider. Salter quotes an offender who
discusses his relationship to his victims’ families, “In the meantime, you’re
grooming the family. You portray yourself as a church leader or music
teacher or whatever it takes to make the family think you're okay .. . And
you just trick the family into believing that you are the most trustworthy
person in the world. Every one of my victims, their families just totally
offered, they thought that there was nobody for their kids than me.” “

In the case of this offender, the family continued to deny that he hurt their
children even after the offender confessed to the abuse, and they maintained a
relationship with the perpetrator while he was in prison. By creating an
environment where the family becomes more aligned with the offender than
with the victim, the offender ensures that he will be believed over the child.
Not only will he not be punished, but he will actually receive the family's
blessing to continue having access to the child. Thus, when children do speak
of the abuse, they are often disbelieved, discounted and blamed.

The following is a statement made by Patrick, a youth minister who
admits to molesting **53 hands-on definite victims and 42 others that can be
questioned [because of their age]™:

"l knew if he told, there would be little or small amounts of belief in
hrm. No one would believe him basically if he told. And in fact they
didn’t. When it became a bigger issue, when I was investigated, the
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head of the department of my county said, “You have nothing to
worry about, we can tell from the very beginning that this is all a big
scheme.” And it was.dropped almost as quickly as it came about ..

I had- many people counsellors, church leaders, leaders of the
community to come up and stand in my defence .,. Thad a minister
come to me-and tell me, he said ...‘Roll with the punches and stick
with it, you're domg a good jOb he said, *and in the end, you'll'be’ -
blessed for it.* .

This offender later states that “The more I got mto my devnancy, the
more I would try to do what was good i in the eyes of everyone else. " He
further admits that his work as a minister, his work with dlsadvantaged
children, his accomplishments in school, were all to cover up his offences.
This is not uncommon among perpetrators, and it contributes to their
double life, a life where their public selves are highly regarded and trusted
by many, while molesting children in private.*® Sex offenders create a
persona for themselves that is hrghly trustworthy and credible, eveninthe
face of disclosures of abuse. The youth minister quoted above said that

- people would respond to disclosures by saying, “We know him, and thrs is

not something he would do.” To which he responds, “And that is true,
because I was very careful. that they did not see that behavrour " Not only
are offenders careful that the behavrour itself is not seen, but also that the
behaviour can in no way be matched onto them. Consequently, others may
not even be able to fathom the abuser doing anythmg harmful because they
have come to trust and believe the perpetrator so. When a young girl
disclosed that she had been raped and impregnated by her mother’s
boyfriend, the mother stated, “I would have a hard time believing that
somebody in my home. who I loved and trusted would hurt any of my
children.” 47

When the abuser succeeds in getting others to believe him, he can then
getthemto blame the child. Offenders work to keep their victimsin silence
and to keep them dtscredxted should they speak As the youth minister
quoted above stated, despite the fact that he had been caught twice before
being incarcerated and despite the fact that he had at least 53 victims, he
was able to convince those around him that the child was lymg“ He
skillfully convinced others that he was the true victim of falsereports and
that the actual victim is to blame for the course of events. Not only does
this play on famlly members’ or society’s desire to trust the abuser, it plays
into the child’s own self-blame.



