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Module N – Situational and Organizational Factors Affecting Sexual Abuse, Types of Offenders, Grooming Techniques, and Excuses, Justifications, and Desistance from Abuse
(Primarily for Dioceses)
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Goals and Comments

The goals of Module N are multifaceted.  The first is to gain an understanding of situational and organizational factors related to abuse.  It is striking that nearly two-thirds of sexual abuse of minors took place in a church-related setting.  The physical location of most abuse was on church property or in residences.  The timing was usually during or after church services and parish events or at recreational and social events.  Note that most of the abuse occurred in ordinary situations where priests find themselves every day as they go about their ministry.  Organizational factors are similar in terms of focus, that is, over 40 percent of abuse was perpetrated by associate pastors and 25 percent by pastors in parish situations.  Lower percentages were represented by priests in residence in a parish, in diocesan offices, schools, and chaplaincies.  The fact of greatest importance here is that most sexual abuse of minors by clergy takes place in relationship with and in proximity to parish ministry.

The second goal of Module N is to identify and understand the major typologies of sexual abusers and personality characteristics of clergy offenders.  The first two types, fixated offenders and regressed offenders, are differentiated by the degree to which deviant sexual behavior is entrenched and the basis of the psychological condition that led to abuse.  Fixated offenders are characterized by compulsive attraction to children and often have not attained any degree of psychosexual maturity.  Their actions are premeditated and do not stem from stressors.  They typically recruit vulnerable children.  Fixated offenders are most dangerous, of highest risk to the community, and have the highest rate of recidivism.  Regressed offenders usually begin offending as adults and their offenses are triggered by stressors in the environment, including disordered childhood relationships.  Stressors can be situational and are often related to loneliness, isolation, or anxiety.  They prefer that their victims cooperate, but should they resist, regressed offenders do not usually follow through with sexually abusive behavior.

FBI typologies categorize offenders as situational or preferential.  Offenders of the first type have poor coping skills and target victims who are accessible, either children or adults.  They are often insecure misfits with low self-esteem.  Preferential offenders court children and give them much attention and many enticements.  Because of poor psychological development they are compulsively attracted to children and are aggressive and extremely dangerous.

The third goal of Module N relates to the phenomenon of grooming, which is pre-meditated behavior intended to manipulate a potential victim into complying with sexual abuse.  Tactics may include seduction and testing of a child, emotional manipulation and verbal coercion.  It may also involve catching the victim by surprise, using physical force, disguising sexual advances, and using alcohol and drugs.  Building relationships to gain trust often precedes abuse and may take years to develop.

Finally, the fourth goal is to understand why abuse persists as offenders employ a variety of justifications and excuses, as well as deviance disavowal.  Excuses include denial of responsibility and blaming the victim.  Characteristics of accused priests are identified; justification for their actions, such as denying the wrongfulness and harmfulness of the behavior, and downplaying what actually occurred, are noted.

Discussion Questions

1. Taking into account the circumstances and timing that were most common when abuse was perpetrated, what instructions should be given to those who are or soon will be serving in ministry?
2. Considering the settings and locations where abuse took place, what precautions should priests and other church leaders take about where they meet young people?
3. What other safeguards should dioceses put in place to deter abuse in and around parishes?
4. What are the major differences between fixated and regressed sexual offenders?
5. What differentiates situational from preferential offenders?
6. How do clergy sex offenders differ from the general population of sex offenders?
7. How can those responsible for the care of children and young people be made more aware of the characteristics of grooming behavior and how to respond when it occurs?
8. What are the essential ingredients of educational programs that dioceses should have in place to help prevent sexual abuse?
9. What are some of the relevant factors to be aware of at the onset of abuse?
10. How do the excuses and justifications for sexual abuse affect the persistence of the behavior?
11. What are some ways supervisors can more readily detect abuse?
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Some accused priests relied on clinical or psychological explanations for their deviant behavior.  A common excuse for offending was sexual immaturity.  The priests alluded to what they had lost (their active ministry), rather than recognizing the harm done to the accuser.  In this explanation, they also showed a lack of victim empathy. In addition to the sexual immaturity, they also expressed emotional immaturity.  The priests talked about seeking excessive emotional closeness with parishioners generally (such closeness with parishioners is not considered appropriate for priests), and they also explained that their emotional needs were not met by peer priests.  Other priests explained that abuse is really no one person’s fault, because it is either a disease of the mind, a misunderstanding about what is appropriate, or the result of retarded psychosexual development.
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It was evident that the “bad self,” or the sinner, was not engaged as an identity belonging to the priest, but was instead some other disavowed self.  Similar to the excuses in which priests denied their own culpability, the accused priests, even when admitting that sexually inappropriate events occurred, did not always identify the actions as abusive.  Accused priests expressed the sentiment that had the family not included them in their lives, or if the family of the victim was not so broken, or even if the victim was not so intimately forward, none of these things would have happened.  Without such circumstances, the priests argued, no sexual interaction would have taken place and therefore no allegations.

In these cases, everyone else but the accuser was a victim of the sexual abuse.  Denying the victim’s identity therefore allowed the accused priests to absolve themselves of the status of abuser.
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In these cases, the accusers may have been the media, church hierarchy (bishops), parishioners, or families of the victims.  This technique overlaps with the appeal to a higher authority, particularly if the priest had sought and felt that he had been given forgiveness.

Although excuses allowed the priests to accept that they committed particular acts, the justification framework suggests that what was done was something for which the priests can be forgiven by God (appeal to a higher authority or loyalty), was not really harmful to the victim or others (denial of harm), and/or was not the real problem (condemning the condemners).  All of these techniques are deflective and allowed the priests to deny that they did anything objectionable, whereas the excuses allowed them to admit that they engaged in wrongful acts, but such acts were not their fault.
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It is important to note that many instances of sexual abuse did occur at a time in social history (late 1960s to early 1980s) when there was little or developing knowledge around the concepts of sexual violation, victimization, and long-term impact of sexual victimization. Priests may have been uncomfortable with their actions but would not have viewed them as criminal or harmful.

It is valid that a bulk of the events did occur decades before reporting, which made it easier for the priests to minimize or deny the harm that was caused.  The priests rationalized that if there had been harm, the abuse would have been reported sooner.  Another technique of minimizing harm employed by some of the accused priests was to call the interaction between the accuser and the accused something other than an abusive interaction.  The language suggested that the interaction occurred as a part of a friendship or relationship, be it romantic or even a relationship with the family.  Accused priests employing this justification of their actions explained that they had contact with the victims through harmless encounters or invited relationships, such as socializing with the family of the victim.  Several priests with allegations of abuse had established relationships between themselves and the victims’ families.
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The problem, as it appeared to the accused priests, was the failure of church leaders to adequately train them for the priesthood, particularly the loneliness and isolation therein.  Some priests who were not isolated expressed that they were emotionally, psychologically, and sometimes physically abused by their pastors, especially in their early assignments.  They experienced a shock in making the transition from the supportive communal seminary setting to the more isolated and difficult experiences of active ministry.
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Survivor surveys and information from public documents lead to a more situational explanation for the desistance from abusive behavior.  Many of the victims said that abuse ceased when they removed themselves from the abusive situations.  In other words, they removed themselves from the situations in which they were being abused, and the priests no longer had the opportunities to abuse them.  Often, however, the abuse had continued for a period of time before the victims could determine a way in which to remove themselves from the abusive situation.
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