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Abstract
The social and political commitment to preventing child sexual abuse is reflected in an improvement in societal responses over the past
50 years, credited to public policy, social awareness and protective action by parents and caregivers within and beyond the home.
However, despite evidence of progress, the prevalence of child sexual abuse remains relatively stable, indicating there is a persistent
inability to prevent individuals from sexually abusing children. The responsibility for preventing child sexual abuse is predominantly
located within policing, criminal justice and child protection systems and, to a far lesser extent, medical and education systems. To
supplement these efforts, there has been an impetus toward expanding the awareness and knowledge of the population to encourage
more active participation in prevention. The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse and public health
prevention strategies have contributed to an improved community awareness and knowledge. Nonetheless, a persistent ‘ick factor’
surrounds the issue of childhood sexual abuse as an ongoing social taboo. If the population were willing to acknowledge or discuss
child sexual abuse, they would be more likely to take personal responsibility for it and actively respond. This is consequential because
individuals who sexually abuse children do so due to social ignorance, silence and disbelief. Therefore, those who are resistant to
acknowledging or discussing child sexual abuse are unwittingly complicit in it. This article shares the findings of a qualitative, feminist
poststructural inquiry that centred the lived experience of fourteen adults who had experienced child sexual abuse in different
community and familial contexts in Australia, attending to the intersecting social, cultural and structural conditions that shaped those
experiences. Of particular interest were the actions and responses of members of the participants’ support network when they were
children. Importantly, this research found that there were opportunities for family, community members and professionals to identify
when an individual was sexually abusing them, to intervene, stop the harm and protect the child, yet they did not do so. A qualitative,
poststructural feminist research methodology enabled the critical analysis of the participants’ accounts. This revealed how abuse is
sustained through gendered discourses, institutional silences and power relations. The subtle operation of power through language,
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norms and systems was revealed to open space for ethical, empowering responses that support agency, voice and transformation. The
focus on allyship reflected the author’s practice experience and the difficulties of safeguarding children from child sexual abuse in the
constraints of neoliberal procedures and processes in statutory child protection systems.

To supplement the progress that has been made due to developments in policy and practice, this study proposes that individuals in the
community need to take more responsibility for the prevention of, and responses to, child sexual abuse, which is conceptualised
through the idea of being an ally.

Keywords:
ally, allyship, bystander, child protection, child sexual abuse, child sexual exploitation, DARVO, denial, feminist research, social work.

Introduction
Academics and politicians are confident that the societal response
to child sexual abuse has vastly improved over the last 50 years
(National Office for Child Safety, 2021). These improvements are
attributed to public policy, social awareness, and protective action
by parents and caregivers within and beyond the home (Harris et
al., 2024; Mathews et al., 2024; Rayment-McHugh & McKillop,
2025; Vosz et al., 2023). The Australian Child Maltreatment Study
provided evidence of these improvements when the experiences of
different age groups were compared. A comparison of the
experiences of people aged 45+ years with those aged 16–
24 years showed the prevalence of child sexual abuse by fathers
(biological/adoptive), male relatives who lived/did not live in the
child’s home and other known adults had halved, and the
prevalence of child sexual abuse by male siblings had more than
halved (Mathews et al., 2024). However, the Australian Child
Maltreatment Study also reported that 28.5% of the general
population of Australia experienced childhood sexual abuse and
these prevalence rates were consistent with those estimated in
Australian academic studies since the 1980s (Mathews et al., 2024).
Consequently, despite evidence of progress, the prevalence of
child sexual abuse remains relatively stable, indicating there is a
persistent barrier to prevent individuals from sexually abusing
children.

The responsibility to prevent and respond to child sexual abuse
currently rests within policing, criminal justice and child protection
systems and, to a far lesser extent, within medical and education
systems. The allocation of responsibility into these systems is the
outcome of constructions and definitions of child sexual abuse in
discourse. Discourse refers to ‘the sets of language practices’
(Healy, 2022: p. 3) or ‘clusters of ideas’ (Lovett et al., 2018: p. 6)
that shape the ways we talk about, think about and respond to
child sexual abuse (Healy, 2022; Lovett et al., 2018). Over time, in
dominant discourses, child sexual abuse has been constructed as a
biomedical and psychiatric issue, a crime, as a problem for social
science and, more recently, as a public health issue. However,
whilst child sexual abuse has a significant impact on the
community, it is not considered a community issue or
responsibility, and large sections of the community are excluded
from existing prevention strategies. This article shares the findings
of a qualitative, feminist poststructural inquiry that centred the
lived experience of fourteen (n=14) Australian adults who had
experienced child sexual abuse in different community and familial
contexts. Of particular interest were the actions and responses of
members of the participants’ support network when they were
children. Importantly, this research found that there were
opportunities for family, community members and professionals to

identify when an individual was sexually abusing them, to
intervene, stop the harm and protect the child, yet they did not do
so. The reasons why they did not act were considered.

Over the past decade, there have been extensive efforts to
implement public health preventative frameworks to tackle child
sexual abuse (Quadara, 2019). The objective of these frameworks is
to embed prevention activities in the whole population through
existing universal services, community-based actions and
population-wide strategies (Harris et al., 2024; Higgins et al., 2019).
This approach has led to positive developments in population-
focused prevention. The design and implementation of situational
crime prevention techniques and contextual safeguarding are
established primary prevention strategies that began in the early
2000s (Firmin & Rayment-McHugh, 2020; Wortley & Smallbone,
2006). Contemporary education of children includes important and
relevant content, such as teaching body ownership, acceptable
types of touch, the importance of disclosure, peer support and
how to recognise harmful situations (Harris et al., 2024; Kenny et
al., 2020). The first perpetrator-focused prevention strategy, ‘Stop
it Now Australia’, designed to stop child sexual abuse before it
occurs, was launched in 2022 (McKillop & Rayment-McHugh,
2022). However, even with these positive measures, social policies
and strategies to tackle child sexual abuse still predominantly
occur through policing, criminal justice and child protection
systems (Austin & Salter, 2023; Lussier et al., 2021). These
responses remain focused on victim–survivors and perpetrators,
therapeutically or punitively (Quadara, 2019). Consequently, the
role of family, community members and professionals is reduced
to reporting to agencies of the state through mandatory reporting
(generation FIVE, 2017). In fact, Australian states and territories
extended the legal obligations to report child sexual abuse in
recent years, with the introduction of failure to report, or
concealing child abuse, as an offence. Now, every adult, even those
who do not work in close contact with children, has a legal
obligation to report current or historic child sexual abuse to police
(see Australian Capital Territory Government, 2019; New South
Wales Health, 2023; Queensland Government, 2025). Failing to
report child sexual abuse in Queensland, for example, can result in
a maximum penalty of 3 years imprisonment (Queensland
Government, 2025). However, the continuing focus on policing,
criminal justice and child protection systems as the primary
prevention and response mechanisms in academia and social
policy has limited efficacy, in part due to the influence of dominant
discourses that emerged from European medical theories that had
a significant influence on perceptions of victims and perpetrators
(Featherstone, 2021; Harsey & Freyd, 2020; Rind, 2023).

Using the term paedophile to label all men who sexually abuse
children has served as a powerful discursive strategy to distort the
broader and more diverse identities of perpetrators (Harsey &
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Freyd, 2020; Nelson, 2016;). Originally, Freud’s theories contributed
to dominant discourses that portray women and children as
fantasists, liars or being responsible because they seduced
perpetrators (Dominelli, 1986; Featherstone, 2021; Lovett et al.,
2018). These discourses have shaped and remain embedded within
institutional and social responses to child sexual abuse (Lovett et
al., 2018; Tucker, 2023;). Discourses are historically contingent
(Foucault, 2009): what is considered ‘normal’ or ‘true’ in one era
may be radically different in another (Foucault, 2009; Powell, 2012).
However, the essence of previous dominant discourses may be
reframed using contemorary concepts or language that retain their
resonance. The influence of dominant discourses is evident in
institutional responses to child sexual abuse in legal and child
protection systems, leading to unintended consequences.

Prosecuting child sexual abuse in contemporary legal systems is
challenging; conviction rates are low, and survivors often
experience harm when they participate in the process (Cashmore
et al., 2020; Harris et al., 2024). The impact of punitive sentences,
sex offender registration and monitoring strategies create the very
conditions for an increased risk of re-offending and are, therefore,
counter-productive strategies (Harris et al., 2024). Child protection
systems disrupt family lives and connections while rarely creating
safety for sexually abused children in the process (Cant, 2021;
Dettlaff et al., 2020; Rogowski, 2025). In this way, strategies
designed to promote community safety have ultimately hindered
that goal (Harris et al., 2024). As an alternate approach, and to
supplement the progress that has been made due to
developments in policy and practice, the present study proposes
that individuals in the community need to take more responsibility
for the prevention of, and responses to child sexual abuse, which is
conceptualised through the idea of being an ally.

Bishop (2002) adopted the term ‘ally’ to describe the actions that
can be taken to tackle oppression. When an individual sexually
abuses a child, this is an abuse of power enacted through a sexual
act; therefore, it is an act that oppresses children (Feehan et al.,
2010). Lawford-Smith & Tuckwell (2024) extended this
conceptualisation. When an individual is privileged on the same
axis on which an individual or member of a group is oppressed,
and takes resistant actions that are authorised by the group
member and are a product of appropriate deference to the group
member to improve their position, they are an ally (Lawford-Smith
& Tuckwell, 2024). To act as allies, family, community members and
professionals must be equipped with the skills and knowledge to
take resistant action to protect children and support adult
survivors. There has been no prior academic literature that applies
the idea of being an ally to child sexual abuse. Instead, the term
bystander has been adopted as the vernacular in violence
prevention literature, practice and in everyday language.

A ‘bystander’ is an individual, or group of individuals who are
present in the lives of either the perpetrator, victim or both
(Banyard, 2015). They make a choice either to recognise signs of
violence, step in and help, or they encourage violence by simply
observing it, or through denial and/or minimisation of the signs
and symptoms of violence (Banyard, 2015). However, research that
has applied bystander theories to child sexual abuse are minimal
and outdated (see Christy & Voigt, 1994; Cismaru, 2013;
Hoefnagels & Zwikker, 2001; Klebanov & Katz, 2023). Unlike other
forms of violence, child sexual abuse does not occur in public, so it
is rarely witnessed by bystanders (Gerke et al., 2021). It frequently
occurs in families, reflecting unique relationships and dynamics

between the child, perpetrator and the bystander (Klebanov &
Katz, 2023). Hence, bystander theories and bystander intervention
training is likely to be insufficient in encouraging the community to
assume a role in the prevention and response to child sexual
abuse. Consequently, the idea of being an ally was adopted.

The focus of academic literature on disclosure is relevant to this
study because it relates to social responses to children who are
sexually abused. Disclosure is the first scenario in which a child or
adult survivor tells another person about sexual abuse (Ullman,
2003). A significant body of research has explored adult responses
to children’s disclosures of child sexual abuse since the 1990s (see
Allnock & Miller, 2013; Bradley & Wood, 1996; Rotenburg, 1995).
Recent Australian research identified that when children were
sexually abused, almost half of them (45.2%) never tell anyone
anything about their experience (Mathews et al., 2025). However,
another recent study found non-offending adults did not notice
the signs of sexual abuse, and they did not listen to, or hear,
children who tried to communicate what was happening to them
(McPherson et al., 2025). This latter research shows how the focus
on children, the reasons why they do not disclose and the barriers
that prevent them from doing so, is misplaced. The problem is not
that children face too many barriers to disclose, so decide not to;
rather, that adults do not see the signs of abuse, or listen to
children who are trying to communicate what is happening to
them, and they do not ask children directly about sexual abuse
(Glinski & Sabin, 2025; London et al., 2005; McPherson et al., 2025;
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual
Abuse, 2017). Introducing the idea of allyship re-directs the
discussion from children and their disclosures to the action or
inaction of adult members of the child’s support network. As allies,
community members must understand the dynamics of sexual
abuse, identify the signs and know how to talk to children about
sexual abuse, and respond when they notice signs of sexual abuse,
or receive a disclosure (Glinski & Sabin, 2025; Royal Commission
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017).

There has been an impetus toward expanding the awareness and
knowledge of the population to encourage more active
participation in prevention. The Royal Commission into
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse and public health
prevention strategies have contributed to an improved community
awareness and knowledge. Recent research found that when
surveyed, the community exhibited sound knowledge concerning:
the prevalence of child sexual abuse of boys and girls; the identity
of perpetrators; and the locations where children are at risk of
child sexual abuse (National Centre for Action on Child Sexual
Abuse, 2024). However, even though the Australian Child
Maltreatment Study found that almost 30% of the population
experience child sexual abuse, and one in five (19.6%) of Australian
men expressed having sexual thoughts about children or admitted
harming children, the community attitudes survey reflected
entrenched denial (Haslam et al., 2023; Salter et al., 2023). Of
survey participants, 61% thought that child sexual abuse did not
directly impact them or they were neutral, and 56% did not agree
that child sexual abuse happens in the area where they live
(National Centre for Action on Child Sexual Abuse, 2024). A
persistent ‘ick factor’ (Innes, 2024: p. 464) surrounds the issue of
childhood sexual abuse as an ongoing social taboo. Adults with
lived experience of child sexual abuse are prevented from speaking
openly about their experience in the community because of the
function of stigma and shame (Kennedy & Prock, 2018; MacGinley
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et al., 2019; McRobert, 2022). Hence, these experiences remain
hidden because people simply do not talk about child sexual
abuse, and they lack the skills and confidence to do so (Dominelli,
1986; Glinski & Sabin, 2025; Nurse, 2020). Furthermore, bystander
theory acknowledges that individuals or groups of individuals will
not act to disrupt violence if they do not know how to act (Christy
& Voigt, 1994; Hoefnagels & Zwikker, 2001; Klebanov & Katz, 2023;
Latane & Darley, 1968). While child sexual abuse remains a subject
that the population are resistant to acknowledge or discuss, they
will be unlikely to take personal responsibility and actively respond
to it. This is consequential because individuals who sexually abuse
children do so due to social ignorance, silence and disbelief;
therefore, those who are resistant to acknowledging or discussing
child sexual abuse are unwittingly complicit in it (Salter &
Woodlock, 2023). Denial, silence and resistance must be overcome
to mobilise the community as allies to children and adult survivors.
There is great promise in the idea that a community of allies will
prove to be an effective prevention mechanism that will support
the progress that has been made through recent developments in
policy and practice.

Conceptual background
This project emerged from a particular problem – the social work
practice response to sexually exploited children and young people.
Early iterations of research design sought to understand if child
protection practitioners’ lack of knowledge, specialist skills,
practice tools and procedures could be improved, leading to the
better protection of children and young people who were being
sexually exploited. However, as the research project progressed,
the focus of the project extended. It became apparent that, like
child protection practitioners in statutory practice, family,
community members and even trained professionals in universal
services did not act when perpetrators subjected children to a
broad range of sexual abuse and exploitation. Consequently, the
focus of the research expanded beyond the initial problem and the
research questions that the project sought to answer are as
follows:

1. What opportunities are there for family, community
members and professionals to prevent, intervene in and
protect children who are subjected to sexual abuse?

2. What prevents family, community members and
professionals from allying with child victims and adults with
lived experience of sexual abuse in childhood?

A poststructural feminist theoretical framework guided the
research process, inviting an openness to curiosity, uncertainty and
an iterative and flexible approach, hence the extension of the initial
focus of the research (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007; Kelly, 2020).
Theoretical feminist perspectives are useful for thinking about the
causes of child sexual abuse, and the ways that the problem has
been constructed, understood and responded to (Tucker, 2023).
Feminist poststructural theory offers a critical lens to examine how
abuse is sustained through gendered discourses, social and
institutional silences and power relations. When the discourses and
language that we use reflect the perspectives of dominant groups,
the knowledge and power that serves these groups is maintained,
and other systems of thought are excluded (Fook, 2023). The
approach opens space for resisting and reconfiguring oppressive
practices.

Method
Feminist research processes require ‘deep listening’ (Hesse-Biber,
2007: p. 159) to the voices of individuals usually excluded from the
production of knowledge. Therefore, lived experience was the
focus. Without the knowledge of adults with lived experience, the
efficacy of research findings could be undermined because any
recommendations for changes to social, policy or practice would
be based on an interpretation of the needs of sexually abused
children, rather than gaining an understanding of what survivors
need based on their experience (Salter et al., 2019). Individuals
with lived experience of traumatic life events describe benefits
from their participation in research. They can talk about their
experiences without risks or consequences, feel heard and can use
their experiences to help others. Some survivors who participated
in research even reported finding the interview process personally
helpful, healing and insightful (Dragiewicz et al., 2023; Mortimer et
al., 2021). However, this type of research is ethically high risk
because participants might experience harm or discomfort as an
outcome of participation and experience detrimental
consequences (National Health and Medical Research Council,
2025). Consequently, the research design incorporated robust
processes to minimise these risks.

To conduct the research in a trauma-informed way, the
appropriate method was to question the participants through the
medium of conversation (Campbell et al., 2019; Hesse-Biber, 2007).
The relatively informal atmosphere of a conversation gives the
participant choice and control over what they talk about and how
they choose to do so (Death et al., 2020). Deep and active listening
techniques were used with empathy and compassion to validate
the participants’ feelings and choices while emphasising their
strengths and resilience (Campbell et al., 2019; Fraser & Taylor,
2020). The risks were discussed with participants, a distress
protocol was in place and all participants were provided access to
free psychology, family therapy or counselling services through the
university, if needed.

This was an exploratory research study in relation to the specific
experience of a population of adults, and therefore purposeful
sampling was required (Alston & Bowles, 2018). This was a hard-
to-reach population, consequently a range of recruitment
materials and processes were required (Fraser & Taylor, 2020).
Corresponding ethics variance requests were made to reflect
changing recruitment strategies with the same approval number.
During recruitment, eligibility was based on the following criteria:
for participants to be over 18 years of age, have experienced child
sexual exploitation and be proficient in the English language.
Consequently, recruitment materials were heavily focused on
describing and explaining child sexual exploitation. Resources
included a flyer, participant information sheet, website and a
recruitment video, which were distributed on online platforms
through partners in non-governmental organisations working in
the field of child protection, and with the support of academics. As
recruitment progressed, it quickly became apparent that those
nominating to the research briefly described experiences that
could be categorised as either child sexual exploitation or child
sexual abuse. Therefore, a pragmatic approach was taken. If the
language of the child sexual exploitation resonated with the
experience of the potential participant, and if, after explaining the
terminology during information and screening conversations, the
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participants nominated themselves to participate, then they were
considered eligible. As a result, none of the participants had an
experience that reflected the scenarios described on the flyer.

Saturation refers to the point during data analysis when interviews
produce no new, useful information in relation to the research
questions (Guest et al., 2020). After research conversations with
fourteen participants, consistent responses and themes were
observed in fieldwork memos, indicating that no new information
was being attained to warrant further recruitment and data
collection; hence, saturation had been met.

The participants came from all over Australia and participated via
phone conversations, Zoom calls or face-to-face conversations.
These conversations were digitally recorded by a handheld device
either during face-to-face meetings or during phone calls on
speaker. The digital files from these recordings and Zoom calls
were downloaded, securely stored and deleted from devices. The
recordings were personally transcribed by the researcher using a
line-by-line transcription and analysis process (Fraser, 2004). All
identifying details were removed from the transcription and a
pseudonym was used. The participants checked transcriptions for
accuracy if they wished to do so. The data were analysed using
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) informed by
poststructural feminist theory and critical discourse analysis
(Garrity, 2010).

The project received ethics approval from the Queensland
University of Technology Human Research Ethics Committee,
number 4229.

Results
A significant finding that emerged from the data analysis was that
members of the child’s support network could and should have
identified that they were experiencing child sexual abuse,
intervened, stopped the harm and protected the child. However,
these individuals did not do so. Critical discourse analysis indicated
that this inaction was influenced by dominant discourses that
deflect responsibility from perpetrators and institutions, deny or
minimise harm, or cause children to be disbelieved or blamed for
their own sexual abuse (Lovett et al., 2018). The contemporary
relevance of dominant discourse and constructions was considered
and will be reflected in the discussion of the data.

The data presented describe the opportunities that were in place
for members of the child’s support network to identify harm,
intervene and protect the child. This is followed by a discussion
pertaining to the barriers that prevented these individuals from
intervening. All the participants, who were assigned a pseudonym,
were asked whether there was anyone who could or should have
helped them when they were children. Ten of the fourteen
participants asked someone for help, sometimes more than once,
other participants showed clear signs of harm. Emily, Kathy and
Hayley were the only participants for whom there were no such
opportunities.

One of the participants, Liz, received support from an ally. When
she was 4 years old, a young man who was working on the family
property frequently sent Liz’s older brother to fetch her and bring
her to the wool shed so he could sexually abuse her. On one
occasion, Liz’s grandfather observed her distress and realised what
caused it.

I happened to be with my grandfather, and this young man
sent my brother to fetch me and I said, ‘I didn’t want to go,’
and started crying. And my vague memory of my
grandfather [was him] saying, ‘You don’t have to go if you
don’t want to’. And that’s when he twigged.

Liz’s grandmother asked her gentle questions in conversation to
determine what caused her distress, then her father took the man
out to the paddock and beat him, so he did not hurt Liz again.
Unfortunately, although these actions kept Liz safe, she was aware
that this perpetrator went on to hurt other children. Liz’s safety
was short-lived. When she was 8 years old, an older boy, who was
the son of family friends, started to sexually abuse Liz during visits
to her home. During school holidays, Liz was sent to stay with this
boy and his family where he continued the abuse. To make him
stop, Liz told his mother but was unprepared for the boy’s mother
to respond the way that she did.

I went to her and told her, and she immediately called him
in. And asked him if that happened, of course he said no.
She attacked me, in front of him as well … But even more
damaging than the actual sexual abuse, was the way his
mother reacted. Called me a liar, called me … oh you’ve got
no idea. And I was just shattered. I couldn’t talk to
anybody.

Of course, it would be extremely difficult for a mother to believe
that her son would harm another child in this way. However, in
response to the mother’s reaction, Liz felt shame and feared that
others might also disbelieve her. She was unable to seek support
from her family and therefore did not tell anyone else about this
child’s behaviour until almost 10 years ago. Liz’s example
demonstrates how difficult it can be for family members to
intervene when a child is sexually abused in a familial context.
Three other participants, Malana, Steph and Annie, were sexually
abused by their fathers, who allowed other men to sexually abuse
them too.

This abuse occurred in the context of a nuclear family; their
mothers and siblings also resided with them, yet their mothers did
not or could not protect them. There were significant differences in
the place, culture and socio-economic circumstances in the
participants’ backgrounds, and their experiences occurred at
different times. Nonetheless, these fathers subjected them to
significant and sustained sexual abuse, including that which could
be described as rape and torture.

Malana’s mother knew about her father’s abuse, because she
asked her for help when she was a child.

I worked up the courage to say to her the phrase, ‘He
makes me touch him’. And … she … didn’t even look at me
or turn around. We were just walking. I was holding onto
her hand, and she just said, ‘Well, tell him to stop then’.

This response had a significant impact on Malana.
I knew from then on, that my death warrant was signed,
and that never again would I be able to rely on telling her
anything and that I was in this on my own.

Malana explained that her mother’s words and inaction
represented a betrayal.

… a big betrayal from the mother and … traitor.
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When Steph tried to talk to her mother about her father’s abuse,
she got angry, so Steph learnt not to make a fuss about it. Over
time, Steph explained that her mother became directly involved in
the ‘business’ of organised child rape that operated from her
family home.

… [She was] literally counting out the money, [while] she’s
sitting in the garden … laughing and drinking while I’m
getting assaulted by someone in the bathroom.

This involvement meant that Steph’s mother actively enabled the
concealment of the child sexual abuse within the family, helping to
preserve both the secrecy and the family structure. After enduring
significant and persistent violence and abuse from her father,
Steph described her mother’s complicity as ‘… the deepest wound’.

Annie did not know if her mother was aware of her father’s abuse
or not, but she described her father’s home as ‘his castle’ at a time
when ‘the father can do what he wants’ and ‘if you didn’t like it,
you were overreacting and you had a problem’. Annie’s father
controlled and dominated the whole family using deadly violence.
She recalled one occasion when her mother was pregnant, and her
father decided that the baby was not his.

He had her outside with a shotgun at her head. He was
going to shoot her, so we were all screaming and carrying
on.

Annie’s mother struggled with her own childhood trauma and
addictions, so it would be unlikely that she could intervene in
Annie’s father’s behaviour due to his domination and control even
if she was aware.

Steph and Malana did not know why their mothers did not protect
them, even though they knew that their fathers were causing them
significant harm. It is likely that they were unable to do so because
these fathers dominated their homes and family members using
violence. Without disagreeing with, or minimising Malana’s
perception that her mother was a traitor, there is an indication that
she did not know what to do to stop her husband from harming
her child. Malana’s mother disclosed the abuse to her own father,
Malana’s grandfather.

She did go and tell my grandfather, her father, and all that
happened was my grandfather went to my father and said,
‘Do you know you could go to jail for doing that?’ And then
that was it.

Unfortunately, despite seeking help from her parents, Malana’s
mother’s disclosure and her grandfather’s response did not stop
Malana’s father from subjecting her to child sexual abuse for the
duration of her childhood.

Two other participants experienced child sexual abuse in their
home environment but the individual responsible was an older
brother. Lily and Renee’s older brothers asserted their dominance
over their younger siblings using physical violence. They
manipulated the family dynamics, particularly their relationships
with their mothers, to hurt them. Renee was unable to ask anyone
for help because she could not articulate what was happening to
her, but since Lily’s parents failed to recognise what her brother
was doing in the home, she asked a priest for help.

I actually asked the priest to help. I actually went to
confession, and I asked him to stop my brother, and he just
told me I was bad and gave me my prayers and that was it.
And he knew me; he could’ve helped, and he didn’t help.

Annie described a similar experience because she too requested
help from a priest. Her father sexually abused, raped and tortured
her and her siblings and allowed others (including priests from the
local Catholic church) to do so too. However, similarly, the priest
refused to hear the allegation or intervene.

The priest was going to help you. The priest was someone
you could trust. I went in, and I was really upset, and I told
him what was going on. And his response … sorry even
after all these years I can’t believe this is what he said. And
he was a trained psychologist as well … He put his hands
over his ears … he said, ‘Oh it hurts to hear such things
about such beautiful people’.

Later, Annie told her general practitioner that her father was
always watching her, like ‘a peeping tom’, but he did not ask
questions or try to understand the problem, instead he prescribed
medication.

Basically, I was telling him what was happening in my
family life, and he, just decided that I was hallucinating. So
… he thought I was imagining it, and I was actually
describing what was happening.

By medicating Annie, rather than believing what she was saying,
the doctor was prevented from intervening to protect Annie and
her siblings.

Participants Grace, Jen and Mackenzie told a friend/s about what
they experienced. Grace was ‘raped and sodomised’ by a farm
worker on a family property. The day after, she informed her
classmates at school.

I went to school and told my classmates what happened.
And I said … ‘This guy had sex with me’. I was probably in
year one.

Her classmates listened, believed her, and tried to help Grace by
telling their parents; the outcome that Grace hoped for.

But I was telling my friends in part in hope that then they’d
say something. They were all listening to me. And I said,
‘Oh good they believe me’.

However, the children’s parents did not believe Grace.
The next day, they, they came running up to me and they
said, our mums said you’re making this up.

The impact of this disbelief meant that afterwards, Grace did not
tell anyone else for years. She also sought help from the kid’s
helpline when she was 15 or 16, but they did not believe her either.

Well, I did ring the kid’s helpline, but they didn’t help me.
They seemed to think I was making it up.

Grace was denied opportunities to feel safe and access support
due to this disbelief, and the perpetrator continued to harm other
children.

Jen was being repeatedly abused by her neighbour after school
when she was alone because her parents were working and her
older brother was at high school. Jen told a teenager who was
4 years older than her when other friends were around.
Unfortunately, this child was not equipped to respond
appropriately nor were other children in the vacinity.

I can remember them laugh. I don’t know if they didn’t
believe me, I don’t think they knew what to do.
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Jen had hoped that something would change from this disclosure,
but nothing did.

When Mackenzie was 15, her sports coach had sex with her after
giving her a lift home from a nightclub. She was under the legal
age of consent in any state in Australia, so the coach’s actions are
statutory rape even if Mackenzie had expressed a willingness to
have sex with him (which she did not). Mackenzie told her friend
about the incident but, because she lived in a small town, a
member of the perpetrator’s nuclear family members heard about
her disclosure.

I did tell one friend, that friend told somebody else, and
that person told his brother, who went to my school. His
brother obviously spoke to his mum about it. His mum
called … or his brother called and said, ‘Do you realise that
he could go to jail? If you tell anyone, he’ll lie’.

The relative contacted Mackenzie, warning her that the coach was
prepared to deny his actions to avoid being jailed. This caused
Mackenzie to doubt the nature of her experience and blame
herself.

At that point in time I don’t think I really recognised it as
sexual abuse. I think it was, because I didn’t say no. And I
sat with that for a really long time and thought, … well I
shouldn’t have been at the nightclub, and I should’ve said
no, that I didn’t want to go with him and I should’ve, you
know, all of this victim blaming stuff.

This response and the associated self-blame silenced Mackenzie so
she did not disclose again what had happened until she was in her
early thirties.

Hollow Man’s experience of seeking protection from police
reflected the innate tendency to assume that children are lying
about their experiences. Abandoned by his mother into the care of
a violent man, Hollow Man was starved, beaten, sexually abused,
raped and tortured. When Hollow Man approached the police for
help, the police officer initially suspected that he was lying.

Just after my 14th birthday. I had to do it one last time so I
could get the evidence. And I took off in the middle of the
night to the police station at about midnight or something.
Smashed on the door because I knew the copper lived next
door and told him. [He] tried to say, ‘If you’re lying, you’re
going to be in trouble’. … I had to convince them I was
telling the truth before they would do shit.

These examples illustrate the point made in the introduction (see
McPherson et al., 2025), that children do try to seek help by telling
someone what is happening to them, but the individuals they tell
fail to respond appropriately. There was further evidence that even
when the participants were unable to tell someone what was
happening, there were clear signs of distress that should have
warranted curiosity and a conversation between non-offending
adults and children, enabling them to identify harm and act to
protect the child.

Renee was sexually abused, raped and tortured by her older
brother. When Renee was in year 2 or 3, she had trouble learning
how to read and write, but her oldest brother flourished at school.
He contrived to use Renee’s difficulties with reading to gain nightly
access to her.

And my older brother, being so good at school and you
know, being such a … nice person that he is, caring and all

of that, he offered to tutor me.

Every night, with his parents believing that he was helping and
supporting his sister to learn to read, he was subjecting her to
child sexual abuse. Renee was unable to tell anyone what her
brother was doing because he had already physically enforced his
dominance over her, regularly inflicting Chinese burns, punching
and causing dead arms. Furthermore, Renee could not articulate
what was happening. Renee recalled trying to tell her mother that
she did not want Ray to teach her to read but in doing so, she
became very distressed and could hardly speak. Renee shared a
drawing that captured her extreme distress and her mother’s
response (she gave permission to share the drawing in this article;
see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Renee’s drawing

Renee believed that her mother misinterpreted the source of the
distress because of a complete lack of awareness that older, male
siblings can and will harm their younger sisters.

In my mum’s mind she would never in a thousand years
think that … he would do that to me.

Unfortunately, Renee was an adult by the time she recognised that
her brother’s actions were different from physical bullying and
amounted to child sexual abuse. This discovery, and Renee’s
decision to access legal processes has severed her relationship
with her family.

Ben was bullied throughout his experiences at school, and there
were difficulties in his relationship with his parents, who were
hoarders. During a period of crisis, Ben contacted a friend and ran
away from home to go and stay with her and her parents. Ben’s
friend had another female friend staying with her, and when they
were alone together, she asserted power over him, forcing him
into unwanted sexual activity.

Everyone had gone to bed except me and this other girl.
We were just watching TV. And then she started touching
me; not inherently sexually to begin with but then it turned
into that and then wanted me to do more things to her… I
didn’t want to, and I tried to … I wanted to go but I … didn’t
want to go home and I didn’t know where else I could be.

The parents of the girl whose home Ben stayed at informed his
parents that he had sex whilst staying there. It is likely that,
because of his gender, Ben’s parents would presume that he
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welcomed or instigated the sexual interaction. Ben acknowledged
that he had not considered himself a victim at the time.

It’s possible, I don’t know. But at the same time … I never …
suggested to anyone either that I was a victim.

Even if Ben had recognised that he had been a victim of sexual
violence, and disclosed, it is unclear if he would have received
support due to the assumption that he likely welcomed or
instigated the sexual interaction.

As well as telling her classmates about her experience as outlined
above, there were multiple indications that Grace had been
seriously harmed. First, in the immediate aftermath, Grace bled
through the night, and her mother saw blood in the bed, in her
pyjamas and in the toilet. She contacted medical professionals for
advice, but they decided that Grace had hurt herself on some play
equipment. There was no medical examination or records taken in
response to Grace’s mother’s inquiry. Second, Grace described
how fearful she had been when she was taken on subsequent visits
to the farm, but her father forced her to go, regardless.
Unfortunately, her father assumed that she was fearful of going to
the farm because her cousins told scary stories. He did not ask
Grace why she was so scared. So, her experience remained secret,
and the perpetrator continued his employment on the family farm
where he continued to subject Grace’s older brothers and cousins
to child sexual abuse, rape and torture. Third, Grace described a
situation whereby the perpetrator, her uncle, her fathers’ first
cousin and her father’s best friend were driving through a paddock
in a utility vehicle. When the perpetrator saw Grace’s cousins up on
the hill, he said, ‘Oh God, they’re sexy’. Grace reported that her
father’s cousin thought that was a weird thing to say, but there
was no follow up. Finally, after the incident at the farm, there were
observable changes to Grace’s character and demeanour at school,
too. Grace recalled ‘… all the fear coming in [her] life then’, and this
fear influenced her personality and behaviour. Grace’s teacher
observed these changes and as an adult, her teacher said to her ‘I
always knew something had happened to you … You were a very
troubled little child’. However, Grace’s teacher told her that she
had felt unable to explore her concerns for her.

She said that she wasn’t allowed to ask me outright if
anything had happened and she said she felt like, … I think
it was something to the effect of it was against the law to
ask me, or it wasn’t procedural or policy to ask me because
she didn’t want to put words in my mouth.

At the time, teachers and other school staff were not mandated to
report child maltreatment to child protection authorities, but since
the introduction of mandatory reporting laws and policies, they
would now be required to report their concerns. However, there is
no certainty that a report to statutory services would result in this
perpetrator being convicted and stopped from harming other
children. Grace believes that the man who harmed her went on to
harm between 33 and 36 other children, including Grace’s two
older brothers and her cousins. These findings demonstrate that
there were opportunities for members of the child’s support
network to have identified that these children were being hurt and
to have taken action to protect them and stop the perpetrators
from harming other children. The reasons why these individuals
did not act have been considered in relation to dominant
discourses that influenced their responses. The contemporary
relevance of these discourses are considered in the following
discussion.

Discussion
Analysis of the participants’ accounts revealed that beliefs that are
instilled and sustained by dominant discourses prevented
members of the child’s support network from intervening. There
have been significant socio-cultural and political changes since the
participants were harmed. Nonetheless, discourses that dominated
thinking in the past have shape-shifted (Lovett et al., 2018: p. 55),
so despite being contested in contemporary research, they remain
influential because they are embedded in institutional and social
responses. This discussion will consider how dominant discourses
shaped perceptions of perpetrators and children influencing the
actions of family, community members and professionals. The
contemporary relevance of these discourses will also be
considered.

A man’s home is his castle
The data presented showed that Annie’s, Malana’s and Steph’s
fathers, and Hollow Man’s carer, dominated their homes and
family members using violence. The patriarchal structure of the
family was an environment where they could exercise their
dominance and harm their children without scrutiny from outside,
and the participants’ mothers did not or could not prevent them
from doing so. These experiences occurred in the 1960s and 1970s.
Since then, feminist activism has challenged male dominance and
violence in traditional family models by advocating for equality
between men and women (DeRose et al., 2019; Oláh et al., 2020).
This has led to the emergence of different family models in
modern Australia. However, even when women have financial
independence, parity or when women earn more than their
partners, men are still able to assume a position of authority and
entitlement due to gendered socialisation and dominant social
norms (Fisher et al., 2025; Klein & Conley, 2022). Empirical
evidence indicates that in Australia, ‘… women who earn more than
their male partners are subject to a 33% increase in partner
violence and a 20% increase in emotional abuse compared to
mean levels’ (Zhang & Breunig, 2023: p. 2961). Consequently,
regardless of improvements in gender equality, a significant
number of women will be the victim of domestic and family
violence in their lifetime (Brown, 2025). Men continue to use
violence and maintain dominance over their family members,
creating an opportunity for them to sexually abuse their children.

Mothers who do not protect their children, despite the constraints
that they experience, can expect to be blamed, socially and in child
protection and legal processes through the ‘failure to protect
doctrine’ (Azzopardi, 2022; Kuskoff et al., 2024). Since new criminal
offences were introduced in recent years, mothers who are blamed
for failing to protect their children can now expect to be
criminalised too. The first woman convicted for the failing to report
child sexual abuse offence in Queensland was identified as the
biological mother of a child who was sexually abused by her
husband (Grimes, 2024). The woman had confronted her husband
when she suspected that he was sexually abusing the child, but he
assured her that ‘it was not what she thought it was’ (Grimes, 2024:
para. 11). Academic research reveals that men who sexually abuse
children in their family engage an extensive array of effective
tactics to deceive. They also manipulate their power in the family
while obscuring the mother’s perception of their behaviour and
interfering in her relationship with their child (Laing, 1999; Laing et
al., 2024). Therefore, the failure to report offences overlooks the
ability of men to dominate and control their partners so they can
sexually abuse children, while perpetuating mother-blaming.
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Boys will be boys
Lily and Renee’s older male brothers also dominated the home
environment using physical violence towards their siblings. Renee
used the phrase ‘boys will be boys’ to describe the social
acceptance that male children will be violent. An inability for
parents to prevent their sons from physically abusing their siblings
likely contributed to the subjection of Renee and Lily to harm at
the hands of their older brothers. To challenge male violence and
the aspects of traditional masculinity that are perceived to be
detrimental to the health and wellbeing of men and boys,
programmes that have been designed to promote ‘healthy
masculinities’ are prolific (Flood et al., 2024: p. 595). Nonetheless,
in conjunction with these types of violence prevention methods,
boys are being peddled powerful, traditional constructions of
masculinity through social media (Blower & Rainford, 2025;
Thomas-Parr & Gilroy-Ware, 2024). The accessibility of
pornography online is related to these images of traditional
masculinity. Hence, when combined with the promotion of
traditional masculinity and misogyny by influencers online, it is
likely that pornography has a significant influence on boys’ sexual
attitudes and behaviours (Blower & Rainford, 2025; Crabbe et al.,
2024; Thomas-Parr & Gilroy-Ware, 2024). The increasing rates of
sexual abuse by male, adolescent perpetrators in non-romantic
relationships (Mathews et al., 2024) reflect the ongoing influence
of dominant discourses that construct expectations of masculinity
and they are reflected in the socialisation and behaviour of boys.

The paedophile construction: Ordinary men and
good blokes are not perpetrators
The structure of the family protected those perpetrators who
harmed other family members. For example, Annie and Lily sought
help from priests whose responses reflect the tendency for
Catholic institutions to prioritise patriarchal structures, such as the
traditional family unit, over the visibility and needs of sexually
abused children (Death, 2013). The detection, prevention and
treatment of sexual abuse that occurs in the private realm of the
family remains a major policy and practice challenge (Salter, 2020).
The structure of the family gave Annie’s, Steph’s and Malana’s
fathers a public persona of a family man and, therefore, they were
considered, basically ‘good blokes’. Renee’s brother was able to
leverage his success as a student and both Renee’s and Lily’s older
brothers leveraged their authority as older brothers to gain access
to their siblings for sex. Perhaps Hollow Man’s carer was
considered a good bloke for taking him in and caring for him after
his mother abandoned him. Paedophile constructions continue to
distort reality by suggesting that perpetrators who harm children
are one type of person, with one subjectivity – deviant and evil.
Therefore, if a man possesses other subjective characteristics of
being a ‘good bloke’ that do not fit with perceptions of the
paedophile, they are not perceived to be capable of perpetrating
child sexual abuse or deserving of punishment (McAlinden, 2014).
When the priest criticised Annie for speaking ill of ‘such beautiful
people’, he was demonstrating how discourses that distort the
identity of perpetrators operate by making it difficult to
acknowledge perpetrator behaviour when it is performed outside
the limited framework and portrayal of the paedophile (Lovett et
al., 2018; McAlinden, 2014).

Children lie
An enduring impact of the Freudian theory is that children desire,
‘imagine’ or make up incestuous relationships’ (Featherstone, 2021:
p. 199). This theory initiated the dominant discourse that children
lie, contributing to contemporary denial theories like false memory
syndrome (McMaugh & Middleton, 2022; Salter & Blizard, 2022).
The impact of this discourse is the embedded belief that children
are capable of and are likely to make false allegations of sexual
abuse (Lovett et al., 2018; Nelson, 2016). The data presented
demonstrate how this discourse had a significant impact on some
of the participants in this research. It is likely that several other
factors occur alongside dominant discourses that influence people
to disbelieve children and adults with lived experience. One is the
‘ick factor’ (Innes, 2024: p. 464), the taboo nature of child sexual
abuse, and the discomfort that arises because no-one wants to
believe that a child we know could be sexually abused, or that a
person we know and love could sexually abuse a child (Nurse,
2020). The community has a good awareness and knowledge
about child sexual abuse, yet their denial of it, and resistance to
accept it means that it is appealing to lean into dominant
discourses that support the belief that children and adults with
lived experience lie about child sexual abuse.

The attention and activation of the whole community is needed for
children and adult survivors to feel safe, and for action to be taken
that will stop individuals from sexually abusing, raping and
torturing children. To resist and challenge influential dominant
discourses and empower family, community members and
professionals to ally with children to prevent child sexual abuse,
alternate ways to construct, understand and respond to child
sexual abuse must be found.

Contribution to knowledge
The primary contribution that this research makes to knowledge is
the theoretical construct of allyship. Allyship is about more than
knowledge and awareness. There have been significant socio-
cultural and political changes since the participants were harmed.
Social awareness of child sexual abuse has significantly increased
since the 1990s due to major scandals, government inquiries,
widespread media coverage and legislative reporting initiatives
(Mathews et al., 2024). Community members now have improved
knowledge regarding the prevalence of child sexual abuse for boys
and girls, the main types of perpetrators and the main locations
where children are at risk of child sexual abuse (National Centre for
Action on Child Sexual Abuse, 2024). Nonetheless, despite all of
the socio-cultural changes and developments in theory and
research that reflect changes in the nature of the abuse, there is
evidence that family, community members and professionals still
do not identify the abuse and intervene to protect children. Past
discourses have shape-shifted (Lovett et al., 2018: p. 55) and have
been contested in contemporary research, but they remain
influential because they are embedded in institutional responses.
Consequently, 80% of Australian adults have never discovered or
received a child’s disclosure about child sexual abuse and, of those
who have, less than half provided support to the child and/or
reported to authorities (National Centre for Action on Child Sexual
Abuse, 2024). Most community members reportedly didn’t know
what to do or were not confident in acting or providing support if
a child was to tell them, or if they discovered, a child was being
sexually abused (National Centre for Action on Child Sexual Abuse,
2024). This tells us that further research is required to create
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knowledge to inform what family, community members and
professionals need to know and do to act as allies, protect children
and stop individuals from sexually abusing them.

Limitations
Unfortunately, it was not possible to recruit participants who live
with disability, are from culturally and linguistically diverse
communities, who identify as LGBTQI+ or Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. This is a limitation because research
indicates that members of these groups experience sexual violence
at equivalent or higher rates and in different ways to other
members of the Australian population (Salter et al., 2024).
Therefore, the unique experiences, needs and insights of
individuals from these marginalised groups are not represented in
this research.

Due to the iterative nature of research that set out to explore child
sexual exploitation as a social work problem, but instead gained
broader insights into the (in)action of family and community
members and professionals in institutions, the participants were
not asked directly about being allies. It would have been beneficial
to understand how the participants would conceive and describe
the experience of having an ally in relation to their childhood
circumstances and experiences, and this has been flagged for
future research. Even though there were limitations, the research
holds significant implications for policy and practice.

Conclusion
There have been significant socio-cultural and political changes
since the participants were harmed. However, despite improved
social awareness and knowledge about child sexual abuse,
enduring dominant discourses and denial continue to impede the
protection of children. This research has considered how the
barriers that prevent intervention could be overcome so that the
whole community could be activated as allies to children. The
application of poststructural feminist theory revealed how
patriarchal constructs of family roles and responsibilities as well as
gender power relations and social norms prevent individuals from
being allies. These constructs can be transformed when they are
known and challenged by counter discourses.

Knowledge translation and impact
The findings in this article have implications for future prevention
policy and community initiatives to ensure that children are
protected from sexual abuse.
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