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Abstract 

Sexual violence and abuse is a serious, global, public health concern.  Prevalence 

rates, however, are unevenly distributed, with concentrations of sexual violence and 

abuse occurring in some countries, communities, neighbourhoods, organisations and 

local contexts.  Understanding why such concentrations develop is critical to effective 

prevention and intervention, particularly to ensure key contributing factors are 

targeted.   

Regrettably, existing understanding of this phenomenon has been limited, largely 

by the diverse settings in which concentrations occur, the context-specific nature of 

existing explanations, and a restricted and disconnected evidence base.  Additionally, 

where explanations have been offered, they are primarily descriptive efforts, focused 

on what contributes to concentrations of abuse, rather than how this occurs or under 

what conditions.  To address these limitations and build an enhanced understanding of 

sexual violence and abuse concentrations, this research developed and empirically 

investigated a new theory of concentrated (endemic) sexual violence and abuse, and 

explored new opportunities for prevention based on this enhanced understanding.   

Formulation of the proposed theory of endemic sexual violence and abuse was 

guided by a realist social explanatory framework, informed by literature previously 

under-utilised in this field, and built on a preliminary analysis of endemic sexual 

violence and abuse cases.  This theory proposes that concentrated (endemic) sexual 

violence and abuse emerges in conducive environmental contexts, where social 

conditions support abuse, formal regulatory controls are compromised or 

dysfunctional, and where stressors impact whole populations.  In these unique 

contextual conditions, the same causal mechanisms that contribute to sexual violence 

and abuse in other, non-endemic contexts, are activated at scale producing these 

concentrations.  Shared causal mechanisms include (situational) motivations to offend, 

breakdowns in personal or informal social controls that might otherwise prevent the 

behaviour, and the opportunity to offend.   

The proposed theory of endemic sexual violence and abuse was then investigated in 

two empirical studies.  The first study examined the theory’s application to three 

disparate global, endemic case studies, representing the three key contexts in which 
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endemic sexual violence and abuse has been reported: (i) international crisis zones; (ii) 

remote and marginalised communities; and (iii) youth-serving institutions.  Specifically, 

the Democratic Republic of Congo, remote Aboriginal communities in the Northern 

Territory (Australia), and the Neerkol Orphanage (Queensland Australia), were 

selected to represent these three diverse contexts.  A deductive, qualitative, content 

analysis was undertaken on publically-available documents pertaining to each case 

study, to determine whether theory constructs could be identified.  Results confirmed 

theorised contextual conditions and causal mechanisms were evident in the three case 

studies, with some variation in local manifestations.  Importantly, evidence of 

theorised constructs supported the new theory’s relevance across diverse settings of 

endemic sexual violence and abuse.      

The second study quantitatively examined differences between endemic and non-

endemic sexual violence and abuse regions in Queensland, Australia, and in particular, 

whether the new theory of endemic sexual violence and abuse could differentiate 

between endemic and non-endemic regions.  An existing clinical dataset of male youth 

adjudicated for sexual offences was used for this purpose, with remote Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander communities selected as the endemic sexual violence and abuse 

sample (n=36), and remote rural communities chosen as a suitable comparison (n=14).  

This dataset contained information on each case, relevant to key theory constructs.  

Consistent with the new theory, bivariate analyses revealed significant differences 

between contextual conditions across the endemic and non-endemic sexual violence 

and abuse samples and no differences between causal mechanisms.  At the 

multivariate level, hierarchical logistic regression analysis revealed the new theory 

differentiated endemic and non-endemic study samples, with contextual conditions 

the only unique predictors, confirming their importance to the development of abuse 

concentrations.  The overall model, based on the proposed theory of endemic sexual 

violence and abuse, explained the majority of variance and correctly classified 91% of 

cases.   

The proposed theory of endemic sexual violence and abuse advances understanding 

of this phenomenon, explaining how, and under what circumstances, abuse 

concentrations develop.  The two empirical studies lend important foundational 

support to this theory, indicating further research on theory utility is warranted.  
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Importantly, the proposed theory challenges and extends the focus of current 

prevention approaches in contexts with concentrations of sexual violence and abuse, 

suggesting it has potential to make a significant impact in the field.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background to the research 

The impetus for researching endemic sexual violence and abuse (SVA) in this 

dissertation grew from the author’s forensic psychological practice at the Griffith 

Youth Forensic Service (GYFS), a specialist assessment and treatment service in 

Queensland (QLD), Australia, working with youth adjudicated for sexual offences.  

GYFS evidence-informed clinical practice model focused on understanding, in context, 

individual offenders and their sexual offences.   As the reach of GYFS clinical practice 

extended to remote Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, 

however, questions were raised about the relevance of this existing knowledge base to 

these new contexts, where concentrations of SVA had been observed (e.g. Robertson, 

2000).   

A subsequent review of relevant literature revealed important gaps in knowledge of 

this phenomenon, and a considerable disconnect with the mainstream body of 

literature on SVA that typically informed day-to-day clinical practice.  Indeed, most 

attention in the literature was given to concentrations of SVA in international conflict 

zones, conceptualised as ‘rape as a weapon of war’, and providing little guidance to 

understanding, or to practice, in other contexts in which concentrations of abuse may 

occur.  A more comprehensive explanation and understanding of this issue was clearly 

needed, which could better inform future intervention and prevention practice.  This 

became the focus of the dissertation.    

1.2 Rationale for investigating endemic SVA 

Concentrations of SVA have been reported through history, so are not a new 

phenomenon (Meger, 2016).  Some of the earliest reports involve sexual assault of 

female captives during ancient Greek and Roman warfare (Gaca, 2011, 2014; Vikman, 

2005).  The World Wars of 1914-1918 and 1939-1945, and numerous conflicts before 

and since, also evidence concentrations of SVA. For example, in what is known as the 

‘Rape of Nanking’ an estimated 20,000-80,000 women were sexually abused during 
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the Japanese invasion of China in 1937-1938 (Chang, 2009).  Widespread rape was 

perpetrated by Russian soldiers at the end of World War II, including against thousands 

of German women and youth (Wood, 2006).  It is further reported that between 

200,000 and 400,000 Bangladeshi women and children were raped by Pakistani 

soldiers during the war of independence between East and West Pakistan in 1971 

(Sharlach, 2000).   

Despite this extensive history, most attention (public, organisational and academic) 

to concentrations of SVA followed the Rwandan genocide and violent ethnic conflict in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina in the mid-1990s. During these relatively recent conflicts, mass 

rapes, sexual slavery, sexual humiliation, torture, and sexual homicide were 

documented (Mullins, 2009; Snyder, Gabbard, May, & Zulcic, 2006).  Estimates suggest 

that over 350,000 Rwandan (mainly Tutsi) women were victims of rape during the 

genocide or following this in refugee camps (Bijleveld, Morssinkhof, & Smeulers, 2009) 

and that between 25,000 to 50,000 mostly Bosnian Muslim women were raped, 

primarily by Serbian military during the Bosnian conflict (Snyder et al., 2006).  

Whilst most historic attention was directed to concentrations of SVA in conflict 

zones, recognition of concentrations in other contexts, such as remote and 

marginalised communities and within institutional settings, has grown in recent times, 

leading to an appreciation that this is not solely a war-zone problem.   Mounting 

attention and concern coincides with advances in, and accessibility of mass media, and 

parallels growing recognition and progress in the human rights agenda, initially in 

response to World War II Nazi war crimes, and including a subsequent expansion 

incorporating the rights of women and children (Cmiel, 2004).  Community and 

political calls to deal effectively with SVA, no matter the circumstances, have 

subsequently emerged as an important social, health and economic issue for Australia 

and international communities and organisations. 

SVA is thus recognised as a global public health concern, despite regional and 

contextual variations in prevalence rates, given the number of people impacted by this 

behaviour worldwide, and the serious consequences experienced by many victims 

(Krug, Dahlberg, Mercy, Zwi, & Lozano, 2002).  Whilst impacts of SVA vary from 

individual to individual, SVA has been linked empirically with numerous negative 

health and other life outcomes.  Negative impacts on mental health and behaviour 
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include post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and depression, anger and aggression, 

sexualised behaviour, high-risk sexual behaviour, substance misuse and relationship 

difficulties (e.g. Browne & Finkelhor, 1986; Campbell & Soeken, 1999; Kendall-Tackett, 

2002; Kendall-Tackett, Williams, & Finkelhor, 1993; Krug et al., 2002).  Adverse impacts 

on physical health are also reported in the literature, such as sexually transmitted 

infections, pregnancy, and gynaecological problems (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2013; Krug 

et al., 2002).  Empirical studies also reveal victims of sexual abuse to be at increased 

risk of later sexual re-victimisation (e.g. Classen, Palesh, & Aggarwal, 2005; Lalor & 

McElvaney, 2010).  SVA may co-occur with other forms of physical violence, neglect, 

abduction, emotional abuse, and in extreme circumstances, homicide.  Where 

concentrations of SVA occur, impacts are amplified, with more people experiencing 

these effects.  SVA concentrations may further stress available justice, health and 

therapeutic resources, and compromise general community functioning.   

Despite recognition of the uneven distribution of SVA and of concentrations that 

develop in some locations, there is limited understanding of why prevalence rates 

vary, and more specifically, why endemic problems develop in some contexts but not 

others.  Whilst there is now a considerable literature on the subject of SVA, this has 

largely ignored endemic concentrations, focusing instead on explaining the behaviour 

of individual offenders.  Furthermore, explanations for general crime concentrations 

have received a great deal of attention in the criminological literature (e.g. Sampson, 

Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997; Shaw & McKay, 1969; Weatherburn & Lind, 2001), 

however, this has mostly overlooked SVA.  Where the professional literature deals with 

endemic SVA, problem identification and description, plus international responses and 

advocacy, are the primary focus, more so than explanation (e.g. Cohen, Green & 

Wood, 2013).  Where explanations have been attempted, these tend to be context 

specific, with little attention given to exploring or researching broader causal factors 

and underlying theories of causation.  As a case in point, most efforts have focused on 

understanding endemic SVA in conflict zones (e.g. Gottschall, 2004; Henry, Ward, & 

Hirshberg, 2004).   

The apparently disparate circumstances associated with reports of higher 

concentrations of SVA appear to have confounded attempts to understand this 

phenomenon.  No theoretical framework has yet been formulated to aid 
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understanding of possible generic causal factors.  This leaves a limited understanding 

of SVA concentrations, and little consideration of possible shared causal mechanisms 

and their implications for prevention.  

Developing a better understanding of factors contributing to these concentrations is 

critical given the impact this has on vulnerable people in vulnerable settings.  

Increasing this understanding will have important implications for improving the 

effectiveness of prevention and intervention efforts at local, national and international 

levels.  This thesis aims to advance the etiological understanding of endemic SVA. 

1.3 Aims and objectives 

The overarching aim of this thesis is therefore to advance understanding of endemic 

SVA.  This will be achieved through three key objectives:   

A. Propose a new theory of endemic SVA  

A new theory of endemic SVA will be developed, guided by a realist explanatory 

framework (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) and combining individual, ecological and 

situational levels of explanation.   

B. Empirically investigate the application of this theory across a range of 

disparate endemic contexts 

Two studies will be undertaken to examine core concepts in this theory and its 

application to various endemic settings.  The second study will compare endemic 

and non-endemic settings.   

C. Explore new opportunities for prevention based on this proposed theory  

The practical implications of the proposed theory, for prevention and intervention 

practice across contexts, will be explored.   

In addressing these objectives, this thesis makes an important contribution to 

understanding endemic SVA.  Firstly, the theory of endemic SVA proposed in this thesis 

is the first general conceptualisation of this phenomenon.  As such it has application 

beyond any one specific endemic context.  Further, by integrating general SVA 

literature with established criminological and psychological knowledge, the proposed 

theory provides a new and innovative approach for thinking about this issue.  

Subsequent empirical investigation of the proposed theory contributes further 
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knowledge, forming one of the first attempts at explanatory research on this topic, and 

one of the first empirical comparisons of SVA in endemic and non-endemic contexts.  

Finally, the proposed theory offers new opportunities to improve prevention and 

intervention practice in these contexts.  

1.4 Structure of the document 

This research program and its outcomes will be reported in six chapters, including 

this Introduction.  Chapter Two covers a critical evaluation of relevant literature that 

identifies knowledge gaps and informs understanding.  In Chapter Three, the proposed 

theory of endemic SVA is outlined.  It is guided by a realist social explanatory 

framework, and the application of literature new to the endemic SVA field.  This theory 

identifies potential causal mechanisms and contextual conditions leading to 

concentrations of SVA in time and place.  To explore the utility of this theory, three 

disparate case studies are examined in Chapter Four.  These case studies represent the 

key contexts in which SVA concentrations have been reported.  A qualitative-content-

analysis is undertaken on public documents pertaining to the three case studies, 

systematically assessing the relevance of core mechanisms and contextual elements of 

the theory.  In Chapter Five a second study is reported comparing endemic and non-

endemic cases among a clinical dataset of male youth adjudicated for sexual offences 

in QLD, Australia.  In Chapter Six, thesis results are discussed with respect to their 

contribution to an enhanced understanding of endemic SVA.  Implications for 

prevention are also addressed.  Supporting documentation is contained in four 

appendices.  
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Chapter Two: Literature review  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

In Chapter One, the overall aim of this thesis, to advance understanding of endemic 

SVA, was introduced.  In this chapter, the existing literature informing this field is 

reviewed. The chapter is presented in four sections.  First, terminology, definitions, 

prevalence rates, and the dimensions of the problem are presented.  Following this, 

current understanding of endemic SVA is reviewed, examining existing theories, 

identifying gaps in this knowledge base, and highlighting the need for more 

comprehensive theory development in this field.  Thirdly, a broader academic 

literature is consulted, shedding new light on this issue.  The chapter concludes with a 

focus on theory development, explaining important characteristics of good theory in 

criminology.   

2.1 What is endemic SVA? 

2.1.1 Terminology 

There is a lack of consensus in the professional literature about the most 

appropriate term to describe concentrations of SVA.  Terms used include ‘high 

frequency’, ‘mass’, or ‘extreme’ SVA, all of which convey the extent of the problem.  

These terms, however, fail to communicate the context in which concentrations occur, 

a factor critical to this issue.  Related fields offer few appropriate alternatives.  Within 

the medical epidemiology field, the term ‘epidemic’ is most relevant, defined as “the 

occurrence in a community or region of cases of an illness, specific health-related 

behaviour, or other health-related events clearly in excess of normal expectancy” 

(Porta, 2008, p. 79), whilst in the general criminological field, crime concentrations are 

typically referred to as ‘hot spots’, defined as “an area that has a greater than average 

number of criminal or disorder events, or an area where people have a higher than 

average risk of victimization” (Eck, Chainey, Cameron, Leitner, & Wilson, 2005, p. 2).  

Promisingly, these terms both describe the extent of the problem and link it to defined 

settings.  However, when the terms ‘epidemic’ or ‘hot spots’ are applied specifically to 

the SVA field, sensitivities arise regarding the potential negative labelling effects on 
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impacted individuals, organisations, neighbourhoods and communities, suggesting 

caution with their use in this context.       

As an alternative, the term ‘endemic’ describes the conditions found amongst 

people in a particular location and place.  Whilst this term does not address the 

dimensions of the problem, it is preferred to other common terms in use, as it locates 

the concentration of SVA within defined contexts, without associated sensitivities.  By 

focusing primarily on context, the term can encompass diverse SVA concentrations 

that may be acute or chronic, small or extreme.  Therefore, for this research and 

dissertation, the term ‘endemic SVA’ is used to refer to these concentrations of SVA.  

Furthermore, the term ‘non-endemic SVA’ is used to refer to comparative settings with 

‘usual’ or ‘lower-than-usual’ prevalence rates.   

2.1.2 Definitions and dimensions of SVA 

SVA is a term used to describe sexual behaviours considered in contemporary 

society to be abusive.  The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines sexual violence 

as “any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or 

advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed, against a person’s sexuality using 

coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting” 

(Krug et al., 2002, p. 149).  The WHO and the International Society for the Prevention 

of Child Abuse and Neglect (ISPCAN) define child sexual abuse (CSA) as “the 

involvement of a child in a sexual activity that he or she does not fully comprehend, is 

unable to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not developmentally 

prepared, or else that violates the laws or social taboos of society” (World Health 

Organization, 2006, p. 10).  These definitions apply throughout this dissertation. 

While only recently defined in the context of human history, these definitions are 

widely accepted.  Moreover, they demonstrate broad consensus about the range of 

abusive behaviours.  SVA may be perpetrated against male or female victims of any 

age, by adults or youth, across diverse contexts.  Sexually abusive and aggressive 

behaviours amongst children are also reported. 

Perpetrators of SVA are typically male but female offenders are also acknowledged.  

Frequency and duration of abuse, motivation to offend, and modus operandi, all vary 

significantly, with perpetrators recognised as a heterogeneous group (Bourke & 
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Donohue, 1996; Knight & Prentky, 1993).  Offenders come from different backgrounds, 

offend in distinct ways, have diverse motivations for their abusive or violent behaviour, 

and have varied access to resources that may impact their future actions.  In addition, 

victims of abuse have different life histories, varied abuse experiences, different 

resources available to them, and thus different outcomes (Hebert, Parent, Daignault, & 

Tourigny, 2006).  Sexually abusive behaviours represent a broad spectrum of actions, 

from sexual exploitation and other non-contact behaviour, through to penetrative, 

sadistic or even homicidal conduct.  SVA may be perpetrated against family members, 

acquaintances, or strangers.  SVA may occur in domestic, organisational, public or 

virtual settings (Smallbone, Marshall, & Wortley, 2008).   

2.1.3 Definition of endemic SVA 

The above definitions of SVA focus on behaviours that constitute abuse, but do not 

extend to concentrations of such behaviour beyond discrete individual incidents.  The 

challenge in defining endemic SVA relates to the meaning given to ‘concentration’.  

There is currently no agreed definition for what constitutes a high concentration of 

SVA, so this remains open to interpretation.  Defining anything that is ‘abnormal’ also 

relies on an agreed understanding of what is ‘normal’, yet there is no current 

consensus on what constitutes a ‘usual’ concentration of SVA. 

Challenges associated with the measurement of SVA make it difficult to specify a 

prescribed numeric range of prevalence rates, with underreporting of abuse and use of 

varying definitions and methodologies limiting the use of administrative data for this 

purpose (Tarczon & Quadara, 2012).  Moreover, prevalence rates occur along a 

continuum, limiting the appropriateness of arbitrarily assigning a number or value that 

might act as a cut-off score for the purpose of categorising and defining behaviour.  

Instead, attempts at definitions of this nature have focused on the use of qualifying 

statements such as those used in the definitions of ‘epidemic’ [“in excess of normal 

expectancy” (Porta, 2008, p. 79)], or in relation to crime ‘hot spots’ [“a greater than 

average number of criminal or disorder events” (Eck et al., 2005, p. 2)].  Despite lacking 

precision, the adoption of such qualifying statements ensures the definition of 

endemic SVA is inclusive and can be responsive to contextual influences and social 

construction.  What this means is that prevalence rates from one endemic SVA context 
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to another may differ, with comparative factors more critical to the definition of 

‘concentration’ than the absolute number or rate. 

Concentrations of SVA occur along both spatial and temporal dimensions.  On a 

spatial level, the diversity of contexts in which endemic SVA has been reported 

suggests significant variability in settings ranging from small individual organisations, 

to whole communities or neighbourhoods, or even entire world regions.  

Concentrations also vary over time in a specific location, with changing circumstances 

impacting rates of abuse.  For example, the concentration of SVA may rise in a 

particular region during periods of conflict, subsequently decreasing during more 

peaceful periods.  What this means is that location and time-frame information are 

also critical to defining concentrations of abuse. 

For this research, endemic SVA is defined as a concentration of SVA in a particular 

context or setting, during a specified period of time, where prevalence rates are 

considerably higher than usual.   Furthermore, endemic SVA will refer inclusively to a 

broad range of SVA behaviours, including sexual violence perpetrated by both adults 

and youth.  It will also encompass child sexual abuse and sexual violence perpetrated 

against adult women and men. 

2.1.4 Prevalence 

Prevalence research is therefore critical for understanding patterns of SVA, and in 

particular, for identifying endemic SVA.  Distinct from ‘incidence’ (the number of new 

SVA offences in a given time frame), prevalence refers to the rate of SVA in a given 

population.  Prevalence research exposes variations in rates of SVA between world 

regions, different countries, and even different settings within the one location.  

Measurement challenges 

Methodological and definitional differences, along with under-reporting, have long 

challenged SVA prevalence research, including the measurement of endemic SVA.  

Definitional discrepancies arise from research decisions about behaviour, age limits, 

gender, and victim-perpetrator relationship, with more inclusive definitions associated 

with higher prevalence rates (Goldman & Padayachi, 2000).  Likewise, methodological 

differences  in data sources, data collection or interviewing methods, and 

measurement tools also impact results (Goldman & Padayachi, 2000).  Population 
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based victimisation surveys, for example, which include both reported and unreported 

offences, are associated with higher prevalence rates than research based on official 

reports or on arrests or court convictions (Lievore, 2003).  Prevalence research is also 

influenced by variations in legislation, policing practices, and child protection policies 

across settings, and over time, particularly research of a comparative nature.  Greater 

standardisation in future will improve the quality and outcomes of prevalence research 

in this field.   

Challenges associated with under-reporting are also significant.  Crime-survey 

research reveals a consistent pattern of unreported offences, across both property and 

personal violence crime.  For instance, an analysis of  data from the ‘US National Crime 

Victimization Survey’ revealed 57% of robberies, 55% of aggravated assaults, and 31% 

of sexual assaults, on average, were reported to police between 1992 and 2000, with 

some variations over time noted (Hart & Rennison, 2003).   

Consistent with other crimes, SVA is also under-reported. This suggests prevalence 

research that relies on formal reports of abuse is likely to under-estimate the real 

extent of the problem, the so-called ‘tip-of-the-iceberg’ or ‘dark figure of crime’ 

(Skogan, 1977).  This limits our understanding of these crimes.  As a case in point, 

estimates suggest that only 10-30% of sexual violence offences in Australia are 

reported to police (Mouzos & Makkai, 2004; Taylor & Putt, 2007).  Even lower 

reporting rates are evident amongst Indigenous populations (Robertson, 2000; Willis, 

2011) and some other cultural groups (Fontes & Plummer, 2010).  Offences against 

children are also less likely to be reported, particularly to police (Finkelhor & Dziuba-

Leatherman, 1994).   Delayed disclosures that are common in CSA (Summit, 1983) may 

also impact prevalence research.  Males are less likely to report SVA victimisation than 

females (Davies, 2002).   

Prevalence of endemic SVA 

Measurement challenges aside, it is well documented and accepted that crime is 

concentrated in certain places (Eck et al., 2005; Lee, Eck, O, & Martinez, 2017).  

Consistent with other forms of crime, the distribution of SVA across both time and 

setting is uneven, with prevalence in some organisations, neighbourhoods, 

communities, countries or other locations higher than in others, indicating endemic 

SVA (e.g. Barth, Bermetz, Heim, Trelle, & Tonia, 2013; Garcia-Moreno et al., 2013; Krug 
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et al., 2002; Stoltenborgh, van IJzendoom, Euser, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2011).  

Prevalence rates for endemic SVA therefore need to be considered at varying levels of 

geographic resolution. 

Global research undertaken by the WHO reports a lifetime prevalence rate for 

intimate partner violence (including sexual violence) of 30% (women over 15 years), 

based on population data from all WHO regions, including low, middle and high 

income countries.  The highest prevalence rates were found in the African, Eastern 

Mediterranean and South-East Asian regions, where 37% of women reported 

experiencing intimate partner violence (physical or sexual) at some time in their lives 

(Garcia-Moreno et al., 2013).  Regions with the highest prevalence rates of non-

partner sexual violence included high-income regions (e.g., USA, UK, Australia, 

Western Europe), and Africa (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2013).  Similar variations have been 

reported for CSA, with international epidemiological research suggesting 7-36% of girls 

and 3-29% of boys may have experienced sexual abuse during childhood (Finkelhor, 

1994).  A meta-analysis conducted by Stoltenborgh et al. (2011) found higher 

prevalence of CSA of boys in Africa (19.3%) and girls in Australia (21.5%).   

On a smaller geographic level, endemic SVA may also occur in particular regions 

within a single country.  Single-country prevalence research sheds light on this issue.  

For example, recent investigations in India highlight the endemic nature of CSA 

(reported rates ranging from 39-76%), in particular within institutions (Bhave & 

Saxena, 2013; Human Rights Watch, 2013).  Seedat, van Niekerk, Jewkes, Suffla, and 

Ratele (2009) also reported high rates of SVA in South Africa, citing research suggesting 

that 39% of girls experienced some form of sexual violence prior to age 18, with sexual 

bullying and exploitation common in school contexts.  Vogelman and Eagle (1991) 

explored the uneven distribution of rape in South Africa, reporting that living in 

‘township areas’ may increase the likelihood of rape victimisation.     

On an even smaller geographic level, variations in the prevalence of SVA may also 

occur within already defined endemic contexts.  As a case in point, local Australian 

research undertaken by the author and colleagues, reports variations in prevalence 

rates on an even smaller, within-city scale.  Based on an examination of youth sexual 

violence and abuse in the city of Cairns, a large regional centre in North QLD, the rate 

of reported sexual offences in only three suburbs in West Cairns was exposed as 2.2 
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times higher than for the state (QLD) population generally, and 2.4 times higher than 

for the rest of the regional centre, revealing endemic SVA only in a sub-section of the 

larger city boundary.  Even within this small endemic SVA region, prevalence rates 

varied, with highest concern for peer-to-peer sexual violence noted in some public 

parks and green spaces (see Smallbone, Rayment-McHugh, & Smith, 2013).  Research 

by Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger (1989) provides a further example of more micro-

level endemic concerns.  They examined 323,979 police calls for service in Minneapolis 

over a 12 month period and spatially identified ‘hot spot’ addresses or street 

intersections, including those for rape offences.  Similarly, Vetten (1998) analysed 800 

rape cases looking for crime patterns as part of a ‘Rape Surveillance Project’ in South 

Africa, and was able to identify streets in Johannesburg where higher numbers of 

rapes had occurred.  Hotels, parks, and train stations with higher rape offences were 

also identified. 

As an alternative to population surveys or the analysis of crime data, information on 

the prevalence of SVA, including endemic SVA, may also be identified by clinical 

practitioners through their contact with victims, offenders and concerned community 

members.  For instance, Prosecutor Nanette Rogers became aware of the extent of 

child sexual abuse in Central Australia through her work in the justice system.  She 

prepared a report outlining her concerns for the Northern Territory (NT) Government, 

which led to a large scale government Inquiry (see Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation, 2006), confirming endemic SVA in this context (Wild & Anderson, 2007). 

Regardless of the level of geographic study, prevalence research verifies the uneven 

distribution of SVA, including variations between world regions, countries, 

communities, and even specific settings within these larger locations.  As such, 

contexts of endemic SVA can be identified.   

2.1.5 Endemic SVA settings 

Whilst endemic SVA has been identified in many different settings around the 

world, three broad yet disparate settings appear most common: crisis settings, remote 

and marginalised communities, and youth-serving institutions.  As outlined, endemic 

SVA has occurred throughout history, in conflict zones around the world, including in 

Africa, the Americas, Europe, the Middle East and Asia (Bastick, Grimm, & Kunz, 2007).  

Endemic SVA is also reported in other crisis settings, including refugee camps and 
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detention centres (e.g. Hynes & Lopes Cardozo, 2000; Vu et al., 2014), peacekeeping 

missions (e.g. Nordas & Rustad, 2013; Notar, 2006; Simic, 2010) and following natural 

disasters (Fisher, 2010). 

Remote and marginalised communities also experience endemic SVA.  These are 

communities isolated from major population centres or those suffering serious social 

exclusion or disadvantage.  For example, endemic SVA on Pitcairn Island brought this 

small, remote Pacific Island community to public scrutiny in 2000.  The abuse 

(including rapes, gang rapes and sexual assaults) was perpetrated by both adult and 

adolescent males against multiple children, spanned 40 years, and involved almost the 

whole community in some manner, with nearly half of the adult male population 

subsequently arrested and charged (Marks, 2008; Power, 2007; Vaughan, 2006).  Other 

remote and marginalised communities linked to reports of concentrations of SVA 

include Papua New Guinea, where rates of family and sexual violence are some of the 

highest known in the world, outside of a conflict setting  (Medecins Sans Frontieres, 

2016). 

In Australia, endemic SVA in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities receives most recognition (e.g. Gordon, Hallahan, & Henry, 2002; 

Robertson, 2000; Wild & Anderson, 2007).  Research indicates that Australian 

Indigenous children are three times more likely to experience sexual abuse than non-

Indigenous children in Australia.  Due to underreporting, however, the true extent of 

the problem within remote Indigenous communities may be under represented 

(Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce, 2006).   

Finally, concentrations of abuse occur in youth-serving institutional settings (Swain, 

2014).  For example, the 2002 Boston Globe investigation into SVA in the USA Catholic 

Church brought international attention to the issue of abuse of children by clergy (e.g. 

Rezendes, 2002).  A comprehensive study of CSA in the Catholic Church undertaken by 

John Jay College subsequently revealed 10,667 victims made allegations of abuse in a 

52 year period (1950-2002) against 4,392 (4%) priests. Supporting information further 

suggests over 3,000 additional victims may also have been abused, but did not make 

an official report (Terry, 2008).  Contemporary research undertaken by the Australian 

Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse revealed a similar 

situation, with claims made over a 60 year period (1950-2010) by 4,444 victims, against 
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1,049 Catholic Church institutions, including 7% of priests who ministered during this 

period (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017a).  

The Catholic Church, however, is not alone, with endemic SVA also confirmed in other 

religious institutions (e.g. Parkinson, Oates, & Jayakody, 2012).  Research has also 

identified endemic SVA in other youth-serving institutional settings, for example in 

schools (e.g. Briggs, 2014), sport (e.g. Leahy, Pretty, & Tenenbaum, 2002), and within 

youth recreational groups (e.g. Boyle, 1994).  Institutional abuse also extends beyond 

youth-serving settings, for example endemic SVA is found in college and university 

settings (e.g. Australian Human Rights Commission, 2017; Gross, Winslett, Roberts, & 

Gohm, 2006), in prisons (Wolff, Blitz, Shi, Bachman, & Siegal, 2006) and in the military 

(Turchik & Wilson, 2010; Wood & Toppelberg, 2017). 

2.1.6 Variations in endemic SVA 

Whilst endemic SVA is reported in very diverse contexts, within-context variations 

are also well documented.  For example, SVA is widespread in some conflicts and not 

others.  To illustrate this, research on 48 African conflicts between 1989 and 2009 

found that 64% of the 236 different armed groups did not engage in SVA (Cohen et al., 

2013).  Even within the same conflict, different combatant groups may engage in SVA 

to different extents (Cohen et al., 2013), or the extent of sexual violence may vary over 

the period of the conflict (Wood, 2006).   

Wood (2009) argues that studying armed groups who do not engage in sexual 

violence can provide important knowledge about rape in conflict zones.  Wood’s 

(2006, 2009) early investigation of variations in sexual violence across conflict zones 

pointed to much lower levels of sexual violence in some conflicts, such as in Sri Lanka 

and Israel/Palestine, in contrast to the extensive SVA reported in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

and Rwanda.  Based on available evidence, Wood concluded that variations exist 

between conflicts: in the prevalence of sexual violence; its form, location and duration; 

the extent of physical violence, injury or death associated with sexual assaults; and 

whether it is carried out as a specific strategy of war or opportunistically by individuals.   

To investigate variations in more depth, Wood (2009) attends to the role of norms, 

beliefs and decisions made by individual soldiers, combat leaders and military 

hierarchy, and the impact this can have on increasing or decreasing the likelihood of 

sexual violence in the context of small group dynamics and a military culture of 
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obedience.  Wood uses the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka as a 

case study given the recognised absence of sexual violence on their part in the conflict, 

despite regular use of other forms of violence.  Wood argues this is best explained by 

Tamil social norms (e.g. sexual relations between unmarried persons is forbidden) that 

were upheld and strictly enforced by LTTE leadership, through a prescriptive code of 

conduct, strict and consistent discipline in response to conduct breaches, and 

systematic training of recruits.  Wood (2008, 2009) proposes social processes to 

explain this variation, highlighting the role of factors that might break down usual 

controls over behaviour including: i) strategies used by military leadership; ii) social 

processes amongst soldiers (e.g. cultures of obedience, deindividuation, and diffusion 

of responsibility); iii) social norms and beliefs; and iv) group dynamics.  Together this 

suggests it is not the conflict itself that contributes to higher SVA concentrations but 

other related and unrelated contextual factors. 

There is also evidence of variations in endemic SVA in other contexts.  As a case in 

point, research undertaken by the Australian Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse reveals disparities in claims of SVA between different 

groups within the Catholic Church (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 

Child Sexual Abuse, 2017a).  For example, the St John of God Brothers had the highest 

proportion of non-ordained religious members alleged to have perpetrated abuse 

(40.4%) compared to the Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred Heart and the Sisters of 

Mercy (Brisbane), both with the lowest proportion of non-ordained members with 

allegations of abuse (0.6 and 0.3%).  Five or more claims of abuse were received by 

16% (170) of Catholic Church institutions across Australia.   

Variations in patterns of abuse were also evident in the John Jay College Study into 

CSA in the Catholic Church in the USA (Terry, 2008).  For instance, rates of abuse 

declined over time, seemingly in an inverse pattern to the number of complaints 

made.  This suggests a protective role for external scrutiny and accountability.  

Variations between diocese were also evident, with fewer allegations of abuse 

observed in dioceses that took direct action in response to allegations (Terry, 2008).  

Collectively, the literature highlights the impact of immediate environmental factors 

on endemic SVA. 
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2.2 Understanding endemic SVA  

2.2.1 Existing theories of endemic SVA  

Most of the existing theoretical literature on endemic SVA has focused on conflict 

zone settings.  In turn, feminist explanations have dominated these theories  (e.g. 

Jaleel, 2013; Skjelsbaek, 2001).  Feminist theory emphasises concepts of gender 

inequality, power imbalance, and male dominance collectively underlying male 

perpetrated violence towards women.  In particular, feminist literature highlights the 

role of societal structures that create this imbalance, with sexual violence seen as a 

process by which men can maintain power and reinforce inequality (Brownmiller, 

1975).  With respect to conflict zones, feminist theories propose that patriarchal 

societies socialise men to dominate women and that war provides increased 

opportunities for this to be expressed. 

‘Strategic Rape Theory’ sits within this feminist framework, based on the concept of 

gendered and politicised power (Kirby, 2013).  More colloquially referred to by the 

term ‘rape as a weapon of war’, this theory is based on the premise that military 

leaders use rape, like guns and bombs, to achieve strategic goals in war (e.g. Card, 

1996; Farwell, 2004; Skjelsbaek, 2001).  Put more simply, this theory contends that 

rape is used intentionally in war for military gain.  This theory is by far the most widely 

accepted by activists and international human rights based organisations for explaining 

endemic SVA in conflict zones.  It has received wide support amongst feminist scholars 

and practitioners working in war contexts, and receives substantial attention in the 

conflict-zone literature (e.g.  Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2013; Farwell, 2004; Schneider, 

Banholzer, & Albarracin, 2015).   

Strategic Rape Theory has contributed to the legal identification of sexual violence 

as a war crime, act of genocide, and crime against humanity,  (Davies & True, 2015b).  

This was initially recognised within the International Criminal Tribunal for the former 

Yugoslavia (1993) and International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (1994) (United 

Nations, 1998) and subsequently within the 1998 Rome Statute of the International 

Criminal Court and supported by other UN resolutions (International Criminal Court, 

1998).  The UN Security Council Resolution 1820 adopted in 2008, calls for an 

immediate end to the intentional use of sexual violence against women and girls as a 
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war tactic, and an end to impunity for SVA perpetrators  (United Nations Security 

Council, 2008, p. 1 and 3).   

Without question, sexual violence on a mass scale has the potential to terrorise, 

maim, and demoralise whole communities, including soldiers.  It remains unclear, 

however, whether this ‘resolution’ is but a retrospective interpretation of widespread 

and horrendous consequences of brutal and large-scale violence in these war-settings.  

This rests on the question of whether military leadership inadvertently benefited from 

the consequences of SVA, or whether SVA is an explicit and deliberate strategy.  Apart 

from the devastating consequences documented in such contexts, however, evidence 

supporting clear and deliberate intent is limited (Cohen et al., 2013; Maedl, 2011).  

Criticisms of Strategic Rape Theory also focus on an inability to account for endemic 

SVA variations in war contexts, and why ‘hot spots’ develop in some locations and not 

others (e.g. Cohen, 2013; Cohen & Nordas, 2014; Wood, 2006, 2014).  This has led 

Wood (2014) to describe SVA in conflict settings as a ‘practice’ of war, in contrast to a 

deliberate strategy.      

Also sitting within this feminist framework is one of the first reported studies of 

‘rape-prone’ communities, based on cross-cultural anthropological data (Sanday, 

1981).  This study demonstrated cross-cultural variations in the prevalence of rape 

with the socio-cultural context of communities with a high prevalence of rape (‘rape-

prone’ communities) different from those with low rape prevalence.  Sanday (1981) 

used a cross-cultural sample of 95 tribal societies to explore differences between 

‘rape-prone’ (where rape occurs at a moderate to high frequency) and ‘rape-free’ 

communities (where rape is rarely reported).  The author defined 17 of the 95 tribal 

societies (18%) as ‘rape-prone’ and reported features of these communities including: 

greater gender separation; male dominance; a higher tolerance for violence; and 

traditional rituals that might include rape.  In contrast, Sanday (1981) defined 47% of 

the targeted tribal societies as ‘rape-free’, with features including: women treated 

with respect; sexual equality; prestige attached to women’s reproductive capacity; and 

uncommon interpersonal violence. 

Sanday (1981) argues from the evidence compiled that rape is related to a socio-

cultural context where masculinity and male identity is expressed through 

interpersonal violence and an ideal of “toughness”.  She theorises that historical 
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external factors faced by these tribal societies may have contributed to a higher value 

being placed on male skills (e.g., in times of food shortages or conflict), and suggests 

that in such conditions, the characteristics associated with ‘maleness’ are given a 

higher value, ultimately contributing to the need for men to continue to reinforce 

these characteristics, with sexual violence one possible way for this to occur. 

Collectively this body of work asserts the need to recognise the role of political and 

societal structures that maintain male dominance and gender inequality, in particular 

the role this may play in either motivating or justifying SVA behaviours.  Whilst more 

proximal factors (such as family and peers) are likely to be the most influential on an 

individual’s behaviour, these background structural issues may provide important 

insights into the day-to-day norms that impact behaviour from a very young age.   

Moving on from these dominant feminist origins, a number of integrated theories of 

war-zone SVA concentrations have also been proposed, though despite having 

academic merit, they have seemingly had less impact on policy and practice.  For 

example, after reviewing a number of possible theories of wartime rape, Gottschall 

(2004) concluded that a ‘Biosocial Theory’ of rape in conflict zones, which integrates 

biological- and socio-cultural frameworks, provided the best explanation.  From a 

biological perspective, Gottschall acknowledged a male genetic predisposition to 

sexual aggression, which is constrained under usual societal conditions, becoming 

unconstrained and permissible in a war or conflict context, where social rules and 

structures breakdown.  Gottschall (2004) also acknowledged environmental impacts 

on behaviour posited by sociocultural explanations, concluding that sociocultural 

factors, in addition to biology, influence the actions of individuals in war zones, as a 

barrier to the expression of sexual violence, or as a facilitator to this behaviour.   

Henry et al. (2004) proposed a ‘multifactorial model of wartime rape’, in this case 

encompassing individual, sociocultural and situational variables that might facilitate 

sexual aggression in conflict contexts.  These authors integrate a range of factors in 

their explanation, namely individual context (childhood experiences, personality and 

sexual preferences), sociocultural context (key macro-influences and myths, values, 

norms, and beliefs), transitory situational factors (war environment and presence of 

disinhibitors), with the internalisation of sociocultural factors (attitudes, beliefs), a 
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military subcultural context, and situational influences on individual cognitions 

(interpretation of the situation and victim, affective dyscontrol). 

Without labelling it as such, Wood (2006, 2009) presents an ecological-situational 

explanation based on her analysis of variations in SVA across conflict settings.  This 

suggests variations in sexual violence may reflect the extent to which conflicts 

contribute to a breakdown in social controls that would usually constrain SVA in the 

face of increased opportunities for such violence in conflict contexts.  For instance, 

conflicts bring young men into contact with vulnerable, sometimes displaced women 

and children, in a context where usual rules for behaviour no longer apply and where 

usual supervision structures no longer exist or existing structures may even support or 

enable sexually violent behaviour.  In the face of opportunity, attitudes of hierarchical 

or group leaders with respect to sexual violence could subsequently influence group 

behaviour (Wood, 2006).  Heavily embedded in a military context, Wood (2010) 

integrates social norms, military leadership and group dynamics in her explanation of 

endemic SVA. 

More recently, Wood and Toppelberg (2017) have extended this examination to the 

socialisation of military recruits as an explanation for endemic SVA.  They propose a 

multi-level process of socialisation that might contribute to, and maintain, this 

problem in military contexts.  Informal socialisation processes might provide implicit 

permission for this behaviour, for example through peer actions that ‘permit’ abuse or 

minimise the seriousness of the behaviour.  Formal socialisation processes, in turn, 

involve top-down activities such as training or the modelling of inappropriate or illegal 

behaviour by superior officers.   

Theories of abuse concentrations in Australian Indigenous communities have 

tended to explain general violence rather than SVA specifically.  Memmott, Stacy, 

Chambers, and Keys (2001) proposed three types of causal factors for violence in 

Indigenous communities.  These include precipitating causes, situational factors, and 

underlying factors.  They describe precipitating causes as triggering events such as an 

argument, disagreement over money, or jealousy.  Situational factors that facilitate 

violence include substance misuse, explicit or implicit encouragement or pressure, 

cohabitation of different tribal groups, boredom, and acceptance of violence.  Finally, 

underlying factors relate to vulnerabilities associated with the negative impacts of 
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colonisation, including dispossession, disempowerment, racism, harsh and violent 

treatment and helplessness.  

Other theories relevant to violence concentrations also apply to Indigenous 

communities.  Snowball and Weatherburn (2008) empirically examined some of these 

theories including: cultural theory (propensity for violence linked to Indigenous 

culture); colonisation theory (negative impacts of the colonisation experience 

contribute to social disorganisation and disadvantage); and routine activities theory 

(emphasising the role of immediate situational influences).  Using data from a 2002 

National Survey of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, they tested for 

variables indicative of each theory, in the dataset.  Results showed the strongest 

support for routine activities theory, moderate support for theories linked to 

colonisation experiences, and little support for cultural theories of violence.  High-risk 

alcohol use obtained the highest odds ratio (2.23) amongst all predictor variables.   

In summary, efforts to articulate etiological theories of endemic SVA have focused 

on specific endemic contexts (primarily conflict zones), largely ignoring the disparate 

settings in which endemic SVA may develop.  Considered together, however, they 

suggest an integration of individual, ecological and situational factors across proximal 

and distal dimensions may provide the most comprehensive understanding.     

2.2.2 Preliminary analysis of varied endemic SVA examples 

An analysis of five documented examples of endemic SVA was undertaken as a 

precursor to this research (see Rayment-McHugh, Smallbone, & Tilley, 2015 for 

details).  The five case studies examined in this preliminary analysis were: international 

conflict zones; Abu Ghraib Prison (Iraq); Indigenous Communities in Australia; Pitcairn 

Island; and the Catholic Church.  The proposed theory of endemic SVA outlined in 

Chapter Three builds directly on this preliminary analysis. 

Despite each of the five case studies in this early analysis representing distinctly 

different environments, shared factors were able to be identified.  Indeed, common to 

all of these case studies was that endemic SVA could not be adequately explained by a 

coincidental presence of groups of highly motivated, deviant individuals.  This was 

most evident in the case of Abu Ghraib Prison, where solider perpetrators had 

undergone previous psychological testing to exclude pre-existing psychopathology or 
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other potential psychological predispositions (Zimbardo, 2007).   Within the Catholic 

Church, late-onset of abusive behaviour indicated that most priests did not offend until 

approximately 11 years after ordination (Terry, 2008), counter-indicating a deviant 

intent at the time of entering the clergy. On Pitcairn Island, abuse perpetrators were 

also high-functioning individuals, successfully holding powerful political and other 

government positions on the island (Marks, 2008).  Many clergy perpetrators also held 

important positions within Church institutions (Terry, 2008). 

Instead, common to each case study were a set of conditions in which: i) situations 

provoked or prompted offending motivations; ii) the usual controls over abusive 

behaviours were absent; and iii) opportunity for SVA was present.  This highlights the 

importance of environmental factors in understanding endemic SVA, suggesting that a 

theory of endemic SVA needs to account for the central role played by contextual 

factors.  For example, on Pitcairn Island the local justice system was ineffective and 

earlier concerns raised about possible sexual abuse of children had been ignored or 

justified by local authorities and professionals, demonstrating a significant breakdown 

in the formal regulatory controls and protective resources that should have prevented 

or earlier managed this behaviour (Marks, 2008; Power, 2007).  At Abu Ghraib Prison, 

army reservists (who later engaged in abusive behaviours) were specifically directed to 

“set the physical and mental conditions for favourable interrogation of witnesses” 

(Taguba, 2004, p. 18) and were advised that different rules applied to these prisoners, 

consistent with the increased brutality towards prisoners actioned at Guantanamo Bay 

(Human Rights Watch, 2005a; Lankford, 2009), creating an environment of 

‘permissibility’ with respect to unusual and abusive behaviour.  Inaction from 

bystanders may have further reinforced this behaviour; formal behavioural guidelines 

were not available; whilst very limited supervision was provided to the soldiers. 

Taken together, this suggests endemic SVA is not a product of more disordered or 

deviant individuals.  Rather, concentrations of SVA appear to develop in contexts more 

conducive to SVA.  Collectively this preliminary analysis confirms the importance of 

context to understanding this phenomenon.   

2.2.3 Current knowledge gaps and limitations 

Significant progress has already been made in bringing the problem of endemic SVA 

to public attention.  In conflict zones, SVA is now recognised as a war crime, 
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international tribunals can prosecute this behaviour, and the international community, 

via the United Nations (UN), has prioritised prevention (United Nations, 1998).  Formal 

inquiries or commissions have also been established to investigate concerns about 

potential endemic SVA in particular locations, for example, inquiries into CSA in 

Australian Indigenous communities (e.g. Wild & Anderson, 2007) or into institutional 

abuse of children in Australia (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse, 2014), Ireland (The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse, 2009) or the 

USA (Cumberledge Commission Report, 2007).  The Boston Globe investigation into 

CSA in the Catholic Church also brought significant attention to this issue, highlighting 

the problem of endemic SVA beyond conflict settings.  This increased attention to the 

issue may have contributed to a decline in new abuse cases in this context (Terry, 

2008).  Despite these contributions to understanding endemic SVA, however, gaps and 

limitations remain in the existing knowledge base.  Key limitations are addressed 

below. 

Knowledge is context specific 

To date, academic efforts to document, understand and prevent endemic SVA have 

focused on specific endemic contexts (primarily conflict zones); largely ignoring the 

disparate settings in which endemic SVA may develop.  This specific focus limits the 

broader applicability and transfer of this knowledge to other endemic contexts in 

which endemic SVA is reported.  Strategic Rape Theory, for example, which dominates 

current policy with respect to SVA in conflict zones, cannot assist understanding or 

practice outside this specific context, such as in remote and marginalised communities, 

or institutional settings.   

Descriptive rather than explanatory in nature 

Much of the existing literature on endemic SVA is descriptive in nature, structured 

around identifying specific locations with higher concentrations of abuse and violence, 

documenting and describing the nature and extent of this abuse, and raising public 

awareness.  Attention has also been given to appropriate legal and humanitarian 

responses to endemic SVA (e.g. Farwell, 2004; Jaleel, 2013).  Where attention has 

turned to causes of endemic SVA, various contributing factors have been proposed, 

however, many have stopped short of detailed explanation.  As a case in point, the 

most widely accepted ‘explanation’ of endemic SVA in conflict zones is ‘rape as a 
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weapon of war’, which provides little insight into the development of this 

phenomenon, why significant variations occur, any conditions necessary for it to occur, 

or of parallel or complementary factors that may also influence SVA behaviours.  New 

work has emerged that focuses more on the complexities of explanation (e.g. Wood, 

2014), however, more is needed.   It is timely to extend explanatory efforts. 

Informed by a restricted knowledge base 

There are also gaps in the evidence base on which current theories are based.  

Existing knowledge of endemic SVA has developed independently, and is largely 

disconnected from other potentially relevant knowledge, including that developed in 

the non-endemic SVA field and in criminology more broadly.  The preliminary 

investigation outlined above (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015) demonstrates the 

relevance of this broader evidence base and the scope for a new understanding of 

endemic SVA, based on a new approach to the issue, which takes into account the 

following three factors.   

1) Disconnected endemic SVA literature  

As outlined, existing endemic SVA literature has largely developed independently 

of the general (non-endemic) SVA literature, evidenced by few references or 

citations to this work.  This disconnect is further demonstrated by the choice of 

journals or other written media in which research on endemic SVA has been 

published (e.g. Politics and Society; Human Rights Quarterly), which are distinct 

from mainstream journals preferred by the general SVA field (e.g. Sexual Abuse: A 

Journal of Research and Treatment; Journal of Sexual Aggression).  The substantial, 

non-endemic SVA evidence base may contain information important to an 

improved understanding of endemic SVA.   

2) General SVA literature largely ignores endemic concentrations  

The main body of SVA literature has focused primarily on understanding 

individually-perpetrated (non-endemic) SVA, with little consideration given to 

group-based offenders (Harkins & Dixon, 2010) and almost no thought to 

understanding endemic concentrations (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015).   Even if 

this literature had addressed endemic concentrations, the largely individual, 

dispositional conceptualisations that have dominated the non-endemic SVA field 
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limit application to endemic contexts.  Case in point, most SVA research emerged 

from medical and clinical psychology fields and as such focuses on individual 

offender characteristics and an individual’s propensity for sexually violent and 

abusive behaviour, including deficits, deviance, pathology and difference (e.g. 

Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Laws & O'Donohue, 1997; Marshall, 1989; Ward, 

Keenan, & Hudson, 2000) rather than possible contextual (ecological and 

situational) explanations.   

More recent attention in the non-endemic SVA field to environmental influences 

on this behaviour may now afford important insight relevant to an enhanced 

understanding of endemic SVA.  Situational elements to sexual offending have to 

varying degrees been reported in this academic literature over time, for example 

modus operandi research steered by Kaufman and colleagues in the 1990s (e.g. 

Kaufman, Hilliker, & Daleiden, 1996; Kaufman, Hilliker, Lathrop, & Daleiden, 1993; 

Kaufman et al., 1998).  Theories of sexual offending have a similar history, 

incorporating some situational components, such as Finkelhor’s ‘Four Pre-

conditions Model’ of Sexual Offending, which proposed the need for potential 

offenders to overcome external inhibitors (Finkelhor, 1984). However, sparked by 

the publication of the first edited book dedicated to situational prevention of child 

sexual abuse (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006b), it has only been in the last decade or 

so that this has achieved a deliberate and explicit focus in scholarly efforts to 

understand and prevent non-endemic SVA.   Given the importance of context to 

endemic SVA, an investigation of this emerging literature may make a valuable 

contribution to understanding endemic concentrations. 

3) Relevant criminological literature largely ignores SVA 

In contrast to the SVA field, high crime neighbourhoods and communities have 

received substantial attention in the general criminological literature (Sampson et 

al., 1997; Shaw & McKay, 1969). This research has consistently identified 

contextual factors (e.g. community disadvantage, neighbourhood capacity for 

informal social control, negative parenting practices) as key to understanding high 

crime trends.  For instance, ‘Collective Efficacy Theory’ (Sampson et al., 1997) 

highlights the importance of informal social controls and ‘collective efficacy’ (the 

capacity of neighbourhoods to establish informal social controls for the purpose of 
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achieving common community goals) as mediators of crime, acknowledging that 

such controls may be weakened by structural factors like poverty, family 

dissolution, and ethnic heterogeneity. 

There is an extensive criminological literature, outside of crime concentrations, 

which is also applicable to a better understanding of endemic SVA.  For example, 

rethinking the ways immediate situations may both motivate and regulate 

potential offenders’ behaviour (e.g. Wortley, 1998), has direct bearing on the SVA 

field.  Developments in understanding the role of guardianship in preventing crime 

are also relevant (e.g. Hollis-Peel, Reynald, van Bavel, Elffers, & Welsh, 2011) 

despite a much more recent focus on the role of guardianship in sexual offences 

(e.g. Cook & Reynald, 2016).  The focus of this body of work on systemic and 

environmental explanations, rather than on individual-level contributors, ensures 

its potential to inform the future understanding of this phenomenon.  

Provides limited guidance for prevention and intervention 

Finally, current theoretical literature on endemic SVA provides little explicit 

discussion of relevant prevention activities, outside of improved justice system 

responses, heavier penalties and long-term efforts to address entrenched gender 

inequality.  As a case in point, Strategic Rape Theory provides little guidance for 

prevention, beyond the deterrence linked to improved justice responses to war crimes. 

Efforts to address gender inequality, informed by a broader feminist framework, are 

theoretically sound, and may play a very important long-term prevention role, 

however are unlikely to be achieved quickly, limiting immediate or short-term impacts.   

There are of course exceptions.  For example, the Australian Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse recently released its final report (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017b) that makes 

numerous recommendations for the prevention of endemic SVA in Australian 

institutional contexts.  Terry and colleagues (e.g. Terry & Ackerman, 2008; Terry et al., 

2011) have also proposed a range of prevention strategies, including a situational 

crime prevention focus, to address endemic SVA in Catholic Church Institutions in the 

USA.  Nevertheless, a more comprehensive and planned prevention agenda is needed 

to advance existing efforts to prevent endemic SVA.   
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In summary, despite advances in this field, gaps and limitations remain in the extent 

of our understanding of how or why endemic SVA develops in specific locations, at 

specific times, or how to best prevent or intervene when this occurs. Integrating 

knowledge from criminology and (non-endemic) SVA fields into a theory of endemic 

SVA presents a new opportunity to enhance this understanding.  What is needed, 

therefore, is a more comprehensive, cohesive, explanatory theory of endemic SVA, 

able to explain variations in endemic SVA, the conditions under which endemic SVA 

develops, and the causal factors underlying this phenomenon.  This will better inform 

prevention and intervention practice (regardless of endemic context).  By considering 

the broader potential evidence base and building a context-inclusive explanatory 

theory, current knowledge gaps and limitations may be addressed. 

2.3 Additional literature to enhance understanding 

Attending to and applying previously under-utilised literature (such as criminology 

and social psychology) to endemic SVA, therefore, may enhance current knowledge on 

this issue.  As outlined, studying this new literature with respect to any relevance to 

endemic SVA presents a new opportunity to advance understanding.  Accordingly, this 

section reviews this broader literature base.   

 2.3.1 Integrated, life-course developmental theory of sexual offending 

Whilst it may seem counter-intuitive to turn to the non-endemic SVA literature to 

enhance understanding of endemic SVA, this devotes much attention to understanding 

and explaining why people offend, and as such, should also have relevance to 

understanding why people offend in endemic contexts.  Newer developments in the 

non-endemic SVA field, which have expanded research focus to situational and 

ecological dimensions of the problem, further strengthen relevance of the non-

endemic SVA knowledge base to an understanding of endemic SVA. 

The integrated life-course developmental theory of sexual offending, developed by 

Smallbone and colleagues (Smallbone & Cale, 2015a; Smallbone et al., 2008) provides 

the most comprehensive and recent integration of individual, ecological and 

situational level explanations for sexual offending behaviour.  Despite being developed 

specifically to explain non-endemic SVA, it has promise for enhancing understanding in 
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the endemic SVA field as well.  Indeed, early application of this theory to disparate 

endemic contexts suggests it may aid explanation (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015). 

Consistent with a control theory of crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), Smallbone 

and colleagues’ integrated theory builds on the assumption of a universal potential 

amongst human beings for aggressive and violent conduct, contending that SVA 

behaviours don’t need to be learned, given sexual activity is normal and biologically-

based, indeed essential for species survival.  Smallbone and Cale (2015a) further cite 

gender differences associated with aggressive behaviour within attachment, nurturing 

and sexual emotion-motivation systems, with male biological organisation leading to 

more aggressive motivations associated with sexual arousal and the pursuit of sexual 

partners.  

Past evolutionary benefits are understood to have produced a human potential for 

diverse sexual and other interpersonal behaviours.  Evolutionary psychology further 

supports this argument. With grounding in Darwin’s Theory of Evolution (Darwin, 

1859), including the theory of sexual selection (Darwin, 1871), it is understood that in 

order to aid species survival, people developed the flexibility to adapt to 

environmental variations and compete for reproductive opportunities (Buss, 2009).  As 

such, the flexibility to engage with others in both positive and cooperative ways, as 

well as in aggressive and opportunistic ways, facilitated survival in both advantageous 

and unfavourable environmental conditions (Smallbone et al., 2008). What this means 

is that people developed a universal potential to engage in both prosocial and 

antisocial activities, including a diverse range of sexual and other interpersonal 

behaviours.  For example, evolutionary benefits with respect to reproduction was likely 

gained from aggressive sexual behaviour and even the selection of young sexual 

partners (Landolt, Lalumiere, & Quinsey, 1995; Laws & Marshall, 1990).   

Accordingly, the integrated life-course developmental theory proposes that positive 

development and socialisation experiences are needed to inhibit this universal 

potential, particularly in males (see Archer, 2004).  Those without the benefit of 

developmental experiences that serve to inhibit or control such actions are inevitably 

more vulnerable to immediate situational conditions that may trigger offending 

motivations or otherwise serve to disinhibit negative behaviour.  Positive 

developmental and socialisation experiences constrain the potential for negative 
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behaviour through the modelling of appropriate actions and the development of skills, 

including empathy, self-regulation, and moral reasoning.  They build both the 

motivation and capacity for socially responsible behaviour and relationships (e.g., 

perspective taking and social skills).  Adverse developmental and socialisation 

experiences that provide fewer opportunities for skills acquisition may instead leave 

individuals more likely to develop abusive behaviours.  What needs to be learnt, 

therefore, is the capacity for self-restraint and responsiveness to external social 

controls. 

Contextual factors further facilitate or constrain prosocial or abusive behaviours 

both at broader ecological levels (family, peer, neighbourhood and community 

systems) and at more proximal and immediate situational levels (opportunity 

structures and precipitating conditions).  This includes external social controls over 

behaviour such as: the presence of crime controllers; supervision and guardianship; 

and formal law enforcement and child protection systems.  While more proximal 

situational elements are likely to exert the most influence, immediate situational 

factors may operate in two different ways, precipitating offending motivations and 

regulating offending behaviour (Wortley, 1998, 2001).  Already-motivated offenders 

may regulate (or not) their behaviour based on situational cues associated with the risk 

of detection, the effort required to commit the offence/s, and the anticipated reward 

or penalty.  For others, precipitating cues within immediate situations may trigger 

offending motivations.  Such precipitating conditions may serve to reinforce the 

behaviour and limit usual personal restraints.  It is proposed that SVA is most likely to 

occur in contexts where situations precipitate this behaviour and in which individual 

and social controls are either weak or absent, on a chronic or transitory basis. 

The persistence of sexual offending behaviour is also addressed in this theory, with 

sexual offending, like other human behaviours, affected by actual, perceived or 

potential rewards, consequences or other responses to sexual offences.  Persistence is 

more likely where conducive conditions continue and where behaviour is rewarded in 

some manner. 

This theory asserts a universal potential to engage in SVA, which is inhibited 

through positive socialisation processes and subsequent development of individual 
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controls, and through social systems and immediate situations that influence 

opportunities for abuse and available external controls over such behaviour. 

2.3.2 Person-situation paradigm 

To better understand environmental impacts on human behaviour, it is worth 

revisiting the person-situation paradigm that has interested psychology and 

criminology for decades.  The key psychological debate of the 1960s and early 1970s 

concerned cross-situational consistency versus situational specificity (variability) in 

human behaviour.  This became known as the ‘person versus situation’ debate.  On 

one side were dispositional theorists who perceived behaviour to be driven by internal 

psychological constructs such as personality.  On the other side were theorists claiming 

behaviour varied in response to features of specific situations (Wortley, 2011). 

Mischel (1968) famously reviewed key personality theories and associated 

assessment to examine the correlation between psychometric personality scores and 

actual behaviour.  He reported small cross-situational consistency and controversially 

suggested the assumption that people act consistently was flawed, leaving personality 

scales poor predictors of behaviour.  Mischel subsequently proposed a person-

situation model, acknowledging contributions of person and situation variables on 

behaviour, and in particular, interaction between the two.  In doing so, he is 

acknowledged as resolving the ‘person-situation’ debate.   

The ‘person-situation’ paradigm has important implications for understanding 

criminal behaviour, including understanding why otherwise law-abiding individuals 

may engage in criminal or other out-of-character acts.  Variations in both individual 

criminal dispositions and in the criminogenic nature of situations are acknowledged.  

Individuals react differently to situations, with some individuals more susceptible to 

criminogenic environments than others.  Weaker situational pressures are ultimately 

required for highly motivated individuals to engage in offending behaviour, with crime 

most likely to occur when highly motivated individuals come into contact with highly 

criminogenic situations (Wortley, 2011).  Individuals with the strongest criminal 

disposition (e.g. predatory offenders) may manipulate situations to their benefit.  In 

contrast, less criminally disposed individuals are likely to offend by reacting to 

opportunities or triggers within a given environment or situation (Cornish & Clarke, 

2003; Wortley & Smallbone, 2006a). 
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The capacity of ‘normal’ people to engage in ‘abnormal’ behaviour (including 

abhorrent or harmful behaviour to others) has been described as the “banality of evil” 

(Arendt, 1963).  In a series of reports on the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a leading Nazi war 

criminal, Arendt reflected on how ‘normal’ this person was, contradicting the popular 

narrative that a person capable of unspeakable acts must be ‘abnormal’ in some way.  

Despite the fact that social psychological research of the time clearly demonstrated 

the capacity for ‘normal’ people to engage in harmful behaviours towards others, 

Arendt’s work triggered a backlash of criticism, albeit unfair, including that she was 

inadvertently minimising the horror of the Holocaust itself (e.g. Miller, 2004; Waller, 

2007).   

Milgram’s famous social psychology obedience studies (Milgram, 1965, 1974) are 

one such example of research demonstrating this capacity in ‘normal’ people.  These 

studies essentially tested people’s willingness, under pressure from an authority 

figure, to inflict harm on others (Milgram, 1974).  Whilst Milgram undertook numerous 

studies to investigate this phenomenon, the most well-known involved research 

participants being required to give electric shocks to a second subject.  The 

participants responsible for inflicting electric shocks were instructed to do so because 

this was a research study focused on the role of punishment on learning.  They were 

told to give electric shocks whenever the subject answered a question incorrectly.  

Under instruction to continue to administer electric shocks, nearly two-thirds of 

participants did so at increasing levels of intensity, despite the subject screaming and 

begging for them to stop, and despite many participants feeling distressed at the task 

they were given.  Milgram’s studies have since been replicated (e.g. Burger, 2009) and 

are widely accepted in psychology.  

Whilst in these studies the electric shocks were not real, and the subject being 

‘shocked’ was an actor, they highlight peoples’ capacity to engage in harmful 

behaviour under certain circumstances, revealing something important about 

immediate situational factors that can influence human behaviour.  Variations on this 

experiment further identified external factors that impacted participant behaviour, 

such as proximity to the person being shocked, whether or not participants observed 

others obeying instructions, as well as opportunities for diffusion of responsibility 

(Milgram, 1965). 



Chapter Two  Rayment-McHugh 2018 

32 

Zimbardo’s research on deindividuation (the loss of individual identity linked to 

group membership) in the Stanford Prison Experiment is a further example (Zimbardo, 

2004, 2007).  Volunteer participants were randomly assigned to the roles of either 

prison guards or prisoners, in a mock prison set-up in the basement of Stanford 

University.  Each of these participants undertook psychological testing prior to their 

involvement in the experiment to ensure they had no pre-existing psychological 

problems.  Despite this, the ‘prison guards’ quickly engaged in cruel and abusive 

behaviour towards the ‘prisoners’, who in turn became submissive and experienced 

psychological distress.  To protect the wellbeing of participants, the study, which was 

planned for two-weeks, was cancelled after just six days.  Zimbardo concluded that the 

prison environment promoted deindividuation, which facilitated this out-of-character 

behaviour. 

Zimbardo (2007) explicitly discussed the processes and situations through which 

‘normal’ people may engage in dishonest, illegal or abusive acts towards others, in his 

book titled ‘The Lucifer Effect’.  In what has become known as the ‘bad apple vs bad 

barrel’ debate, Zimbardo challenges the popular notion that people who engage in 

poor behaviour are necessarily ‘bad apples’, highlighting the potential negative impact 

arising from criminogenic environmental conditions, or a ‘bad barrel’. 

2.3.3 Environmental criminology  

Clearly, there is strong criminological evidence supporting the impact of proximal 

environmental factors on behaviour, which can also aid understanding of why SVA 

concentrations develop in some contexts and not others.   

Environmental criminology comprises a collection of theories with a primary focus 

on the immediate environment or circumstances in which crimes are committed, 

attending to the most proximal factors influencing behaviour (Wortley & Mazerolle, 

2008).  The theories explain the impact of environmental conditions on behaviour and 

why some environments may be considered more ‘criminogenic’ than others.  They 

are based on a core premise that: a) environments influence criminal behaviour; b) 

crimes will be concentrated in environments that facilitate such behaviour; and c) 

changing criminogenic aspects of environments can change criminal behaviour 

(Wortley & Mazerolle, 2008). 
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Two foundational theories in this field include ‘Rational Choice Theory’ (Cornish & 

Clarke, 1986) and ‘Routine Activities Theory’ (Cohen & Felson, 1979).  Rational Choice 

Theory is based on the premise that offenders make decisions about their behaviour 

based on perceived or actual benefits, costs, risks and effort.  Routine Activities Theory 

places immediate situations within their ecological context and submits that crime 

usually occurs in the context of every-day routine activities.  As such, offenders 

respond to crime opportunities within their usual daily routine, rather than 

deliberately seeking them out.  This theory refers to the ‘basic chemistry of crime’, 

proposing that a crime can only occur when a potential offender and suitable target or 

victim come into contact with each other in the absence of a capable guardian, 

highlighting the role of third parties in crime.  

The guardianship element of Routine Activities Theory were subsequently 

expanded, with three different types of controllers recognised: ‘guardians’, ‘handlers’ 

(Felson, 1986) and ‘place managers’ (Eck, 1994, cited in Felson, 1995).  A capable 

guardian is someone who has responsibility for or willingness to protect a potential 

victim; a handler has influence over the behaviour of a potential offender; and a place 

manager is responsible for safety in a specific location.  Eck (2003) refers to these three 

roles as ‘crime controllers’.  The presence of crime controllers influences the risk and 

effort associated with the commission of an offence.  This suggests the level of 

available and active guardianship at a particular location will influence the likelihood of 

endemic SVA occurring, irrespective of individual drive or propensity.    

Numerous empirical studies support links between environment and behaviour.  

For example, the now well-known ‘British Gas Suicide Study’ showed a 35% reduction 

in suicides in the UK (1958-1977), primarily accounted for by a reduction in suicide by 

gassing (historically the most common suicide method) (Clarke & Mayhew, 1988). 

Most importantly, this reduction directly mirrored manufacturing changes that 

brought about decreases in carbon monoxide concentrations in domestic gas.  Rates of 

car theft provide a further example, with the introduction of car security innovations 

such as steering-wheel locks linked directly to a reduction in car theft (Webb, 2010).  

Based on ‘hot-spots’ research using police data, Sherman (1995, p. 2) famously states 

that “if future crime is six times more predictable by the address of the occurrence than 
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by the identity of the offender, why aren’t we thinking more about wheredunit, rather 

than just whodunit?”.  The same sentiment could apply to endemic SVA offences. 

2.3.4 Evidence for the situational nature of SVA 

Empirical evidence supports the situational basis of SVA, although attention to this 

aspect of sexual offending behaviour has been neglected until recently (Smallbone & 

Cale, 2015b).  Wortley and Smallbone (2006a) led this agenda, arguing that findings 

from a QLD research study of 323 convicted child sexual offenders (Smallbone & 

Wortley, 2000, 2001) endorsed the situational nature of SVA.  Cited evidence included: 

i) a late onset of sexual offending (mean age 32.4 years), which contradicts the 

premise of strong individually deviant interests, which might otherwise motivate a 

much earlier onset ; ii) high offence versatility (the majority of offenders also had 

convictions for non-sexual offences), which suggests a broader pattern of problem 

behaviour rather than a preference for sexual offending; iii) low sexual recidivism rates 

[13-19% (see Hanson & Bussiere, 1998) though rates range across studies], which 

further supports the lack of strong sexually deviant motivations driving repeat 

behaviour; and iv) few paraphilic interests assessed in the study population (Wortley & 

Smallbone, 2006a). 

Extending their work on the situational nature of SVA, Wortley and Smallbone 

(2006a) adapted a typology originally developed by Cornish and Clarke (2003) to 

reflect the person-situation interaction in sexual offences against children.  This 

typology refers to predatory, opportunistic and situational offenders who may engage 

with challenging, tempting or precipitating situations (see Table 2.1).  

Table 2.1: Person-Situation interaction in CSA (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006a, p. 17)  

 Offender 

Situation Situational Opportunistic Predatory 

Challenging   Manipulates 

Tempting  Exploits  

Precipitating Reacts to   

 

This typology highlights the interaction between situational influences and differing 

criminal dispositions.  Those with the strongest criminal disposition (i.e. predatory 

offenders) are more likely to manipulate situations to their benefit in contrast to less 
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criminally disposed individuals who are more likely to react to opportunities or triggers 

within a given situation.  Together, this highlights the importance of environmental 

factors on human behaviour, affording some level of criticism to the largely individual 

focus of mainstream SVA literature, and providing a compelling argument for a theory 

of endemic SVA that takes account of the interactions between individuals and these 

external factors.   

The situational nature of endemic SVA has also received attention in relevant 

literature.  For instance, the John Jay College study into CSA in the Catholic Church 

(Terry, 2008) identifies situational aspects to SVA in this context.  In this study, a 

pattern of late onset behaviour was observed, with most priests offending over a 

decade following their ordination.  Of note, this timeframe typically coincided with the 

period in which a priest was likely to have moved into the parish residence (on their 

own), with responsibilities to engage with families increasing opportunity for abuse, 

and less supervision and routine contact with peers limiting natural surveillance and 

the likelihood of detection (Terry & Ackerman, 2008).  Routine convergence settings 

(most abuse occurred in parish residences, churches or victim’s home); minimal 

identifiable pathologies (2% of perpetrators behaviour judged to be consistent with 

paedophilia); and few stranger victims (perpetrators knew the children and families) 

further support this claim (Terry & Ackerman, 2008). 

2.4 Theory development 

In the following chapter, a new and comprehensive theory of endemic SVA is 

proposed, informed by the aforementioned literature.  Theories are sets of ideas that 

explain how and why a particular phenomenon or behaviour occurs.  They organise, 

interpret and translate available evidence to a target problem for the purpose of 

explanation.  In criminology, theories explain crime and/or criminality. Importantly, 

understanding why crime occurs can inform prevention policy and practice.   

The characteristics of good theories were reviewed to inform theory development.  

Much has been written about what makes a ‘good theory’. Sutton and Staw (1995) 

argue that good theory answers the question ‘why’.  For example, they claim “theory 

emphasizes the nature of causal relationships, identifying what comes first as well as 

the timing of such events.  Strong theory, in our view, delves into underlying processes 
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so as to understand the systematic reasons for a particular occurrence or 

nonoccurrence” (p. 378).  

In the criminology field, Barlow and Kauzlarich (2010) propose that theory should 

‘shed light’ on the problem, explain the relationship between variables, guide policy 

and be testable.  Consistent with these descriptions, Tittle (2016) outlines five 

characteristics of good, scientific, criminological theory including:  

i) explanation - theory explains how and why the target phenomenon occurs;  

ii) breadth - theory is sufficiently broad to explain diverse instances of the given 

phenomenon;  

iii) comprehensive - theory addresses the range of relevant causes; 

iv) precision - theory is able to describe the conditions that impact causal factors, 

the complex interactions between theorised variables, and time to outcomes; 

and  

v) depth – theory communicates the complexities of causal interactions and 

sequencing.  

Tilley and Sidebottom (2017) extend this by identifying key aspects of good theory 

for crime prevention and community safety.  Whilst they highlight a number of 

conditions, the three most relevant to explanatory theory for crime prevention 

include: theories must specify causal mechanisms and the conditions under which they 

are activated, and must be testable.   

2.5 Conclusion 

As outlined, theory aids understanding of social phenomena by explaining how and 

why they occur.  As exposed in this literature review, gaps remain in the current 

understanding of endemic SVA, in part due to the disparate contexts in which this 

problem occurs, the disconnected and restricted knowledge base on which this specific 

field has developed, and the need for more cohesive and explanatory theory.  Existing 

theories have limited ability to explain endemic SVA across diverse contexts, or the 

variations observed both between- and within- these settings.  Limited focus on causal 

mechanisms further weakens their explanatory potential.   
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Approaching this from a new perspective involves the application to this problem of 

extensive literature explaining human behaviour and crime generally, and SVA 

specifically.  Whilst the broader (non-endemic) SVA and criminological literature has 

not explicitly addressed endemic SVA concentrations, it offers an approach to thinking 

about this issue that brings new explanatory possibilities.  In the next chapter (Chapter 

Three), therefore, a new and comprehensive theory is formulated to explain the 

development of concentrations of SVA.  A realist social explanatory framework is 

adopted for this purpose, identifying casual mechanisms and the contextual conditions 

in which they operate to produce these concentrations. In line with the above, this 

theory (outlined in the next chapter) will explain why concentrations of abuse occur in 

some situations and not others.   
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Chapter Three:  Explaining endemic SVA – a 

proposed theory 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, relevant literature is integrated, and a new theory of endemic SVA 

proposed.  The theory builds on the preliminary analysis of endemic cases (Rayment-

McHugh, Smallbone, et al., 2015) and other literature introduced in Chapter Two.  A 

realist social explanatory framework (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) provides the key 

organisational structure for this theory, identifying and explaining the complex 

processes and conditions under which an endemic outcome develops, in particular, 

that causal mechanisms are activated in context.  First, a brief overview of the theory is 

provided, introducing key theory constructs.  The realist social explanatory framework 

is then presented, followed by a more comprehensive theory explanation.  The chapter 

concludes by assessing the merits of this proposed theory against the criteria for good 

criminology theory established by Tittle (2016) and Tilley and Sidebottom (2017).   

3.1 Theory overview 

A theory of endemic SVA must explain how concentrations develop in time and 

space, including why endemic SVA develops in some contexts and not in others.  As 

such, it needs to be broad in focus to encompass the complexities of this phenomenon 

and the diverse range of contexts in which endemic SVA has been observed, yet 

straightforward enough to facilitate easy application in prevention practice on a 

context-by-context basis.  Consistent with the realist explanatory framework adopted 

here, Tilley and Sidebottom (2017) argue that good theory for crime prevention needs 

to identify both the mechanisms through which crime occurs, and the contextual 

conditions needed to activate (or de-activate) these mechanisms.  The proposed 

theory of endemic SVA addresses both, informed by the largely unheeded literature on 

environmental criminology and (non-endemic) SVA reviewed in the previous chapter.   

The primary difference between endemic SVA and non-endemic SVA is the number 

of people involved in or affected by this behaviour, in a common location, at a 

common time.  Previous investigations of endemic SVA highlight the importance of 

context in understanding this phenomenon.  Based on the earlier analysis of endemic 
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SVA case examples (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015), it is contended that these 

concentrations cannot adequately be explained by a coincidentally high number of 

strongly predisposed or deviant individuals.  For example, thousands of paedophiles 

did not happen to join the Catholic Church in the USA in the 1960s-70s, nor did 

thousands of sexually deviant individuals involve themselves in the Rwandan conflict in 

the 1990s.  Instead, whenever such concentrations of crime occur, something about 

the context seems critical to the explanation (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015).  Indeed, 

each case in the preliminary analysis highlighted a set of conditions that facilitated the 

activation, at scale, of causal mechanisms leading to SVA.  It is this activation at scale 

that leads to an endemic outcome.  More specifically, environmental conditions 

conducive to SVA increase prevalence rates in a given location, at a given time. 

Whilst acknowledging that theft is a different crime to SVA, theft from a 

department store is used to illustrate this point.  When one person steals from a 

department store our interests often rest on the individual.  Who are they?  What 

motivated them to steal?  In contrast, if 100 people all stole from the same store over 

a weekend, interests more likely turn to what was happening at the store at that time.  

What was going on at that location?  What influenced the behaviour of so many 

people in the same place? Was there something special about that day or about that 

store? Applying this same premise to endemic SVA, it holds that attention is drawn to 

context rather than individuals, and why a larger than usual proportion of a given 

population engage in SVA.  The proposed theory of endemic SVA suggests that shared 

causal mechanisms are activated at scale in certain contexts, producing endemic SVA.   

Causal Mechanisms:  

Fundamentally, SVA involves the same human behaviours, regardless of where or to 

what extent this occurs.  It is proposed, therefore, that the same mechanisms likely 

contribute to SVA in both non-endemic and endemic contexts.  Whilst the (non-

endemic) SVA field historically focused on ‘deviance’ and ‘disposition’ as explanations 

for SVA behaviour, more recent attention in this field to environmental impacts on SVA 

provides a radical new way of conceptualising this phenomenon.  Combined with the 

broader criminological evidence base, this presents new opportunities for 

understanding endemic SVA.   
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Based on this contemporary thinking, it is proposed that SVA may be triggered by 

precipitating cues that elicit offending motivations, these motivations will be 

constrained, or not, by personal or informal social regulatory controls, whilst largely 

routine convergence settings provide opportunities for potential offenders to come 

into contact with potential victims in the absence of capable guardians.  Therefore, 

mechanisms contributing to SVA behaviour most likely include: i) situational 

precipitants driving motivation to offend; ii) breakdowns in personal controls over 

behaviour such as behavioural dysregulation, behavioural disinhibitors, or distorted 

thinking; iii) breakdowns in the supervision, monitoring, or informal guardianship, that 

might otherwise have prevented the behaviour; and iv) the routine convergence 

settings which provide an opportunity to offend. 

Necessary conditions for endemic SVA (Context): 

Informed by existing literature in this field, it is proposed that unique environmental 

conditions facilitate activation of ‘usual’ causal mechanisms leading to SVA, in a 

significant proportion of the local population, irrespective of any pre-existing criminal 

or deviant disposition.  That is, strong environmental factors influence the behaviour 

of numerous people in these defined locations, triggering offending motivations and 

facilitating offending behaviours, ultimately resulting in a higher prevalence of abuse.  

It is suggested these contextual conditions include social conditions that support SVA, 

a breakdown in the formal regulatory controls that would normally deter and/or 

correct such behaviour, and stressors that impact large proportions of a given 

population.   

Together this is consistent with a realist explanatory framework, which proposes 

that regularities are the result of mechanisms operating in context.  A realist 

explanatory framework therefore provides the ideal organising framework for this 

proposed theory.  Moreover, a realist social explanatory framework transforms an 

otherwise ‘ingredient’ type list of ‘what’ (factors) contributes to endemic SVA, towards 

a more comprehensive explanation of ‘how’ and ‘why’ this occurs.  Further, it is 

consistent with good theory criteria for crime prevention (Tilley & Sidebottom, 2017). 
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3.2 Realist social explanatory framework 

Based on early work on causal explanation offered by realist scientific philosophy 

(Bhaskar, 1978; Harre, 1972), a realist social explanatory framework (Pawson & Tilley, 

1997) guides development of the theory of endemic SVA.  The key feature of this 

realist framework is its focus on the mechanics of explanation.  The aim is to achieve a 

deeper level of explanation, focused on the causal mechanisms and contextual 

conditions that lead to these concentrations in time and place.   

Mechanism-based explanations have a solid history in the physical sciences and 

more recently in the social sciences.  In their book “The Explanation of Social 

Behaviour” Harre and Secord (1972) argue a scientific approach to the study of social 

behaviour requires the explanation of non-random patterns through an uncovering of 

the generative causal mechanisms responsible for these patterns.  This  requires a level 

of explanation that goes beyond the description of linked variables (Hedstrom & 

Swedberg, 1998) so common to existing theories in this field, to a much deeper 

explanation of the relationship between cause and effect; i.e. “the cogs and wheels of 

the causal processes through which the outcome to be explained was brought about”  

(Hedstrom & Ylikoski, 2010, p. 50).  Meaningful explanation therefore depends on 

“identifying causal mechanisms and how they work, and discovering if they have been 

activated and under what conditions” (Sayer, 2000, p. 14).  Explanations based on the 

identification of causal mechanisms are distinct from and advance more descriptive, 

variable-based explanations.  This explanatory process involves a step beyond 

identification of contributing variables and acknowledgement of the interactions 

between them, to an explanation of the process and conditions through which these 

interactions occur.  Mechanism-based explanations have been adopted in numerous 

fields.  That said, this is one of the first times a realist social explanatory framework has 

been purposefully applied in the SVA field. 

The goal of a realist explanatory framework, therefore, is to explain social 

phenomenon (regularities or outcomes).  This approach proposes that “causal 

outcomes follow from mechanisms in context” (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p.58) and is set 

out in the following formula. 

Mechanism + Context = Outcome 
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Mechanisms are the processes that produce the outcomes.  Context refers to the 

environmental conditions that enable mechanisms to activate.  Outcomes (or 

regularities), therefore, occur as a result of the actions of specific mechanisms in 

specific contexts (Pawson & Tilley, 1997).  This follows a generative model of causation 

(Harre, 1972), which is illustrated in Figure 3.1.  Context- mechanism- outcome 

configurations are core concepts in this approach (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, 2004).   

 

 

Figure 3.1: Basic ingredients of Realist Social Explanation (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 72) 

3.3 Proposed theory of endemic SVA 

The theory of endemic SVA contends that under certain conducive environmental 

conditions (context), factors that otherwise contribute to non-endemic SVA 

(mechanisms) operate at scale, resulting in endemic SVA (regularity / outcome).  The 

proposed theory of endemic SVA therefore contends that under certain criminogenic 

environmental conditions, a larger than usual proportion of the population will 

develop some motivation to engage in SVA behaviours, with an associated breakdown 

in ‘possible’ controls over behaviour, in the face of opportunity, enabling SVA to occur 

at scale.  Building on this premise, the proposed theory contends that criminogenic 

environmental conditions provide the best explanation for the development of 

endemic SVA.  The proposed theory of endemic SVA is presented schematically in 

Figure 3.2.  
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Figure 3.2: Proposed realist explanation for endemic SVA 

Consistencies between this proposed theory and other person-situation models are 

acknowledged.  For example, Finkelhor’s ‘Four Preconditions Model’ (Finkelhor, 1984) 

contends that for a sexual offence to occur, a motivated offender (pre-disposed or 

situationally precipitated) must overcome internal inhibitors (breakdown in personal 

controls), external inhibitors (breakdown in informal social controls) and possible 

victim resistance (opportunity) before an offence can occur.  These map well to the 

mechanism factors in the proposed theory of endemic SVA. 

Similarly, Cohen and Felson’s (1979) ‘basic chemistry of crime’ establishes the 

convergence of a motivated offender, and suitable target (victim), in the absence of a 

capable guardian, as essential for crime to occur.  Change in any part of this ‘crime 

triangle’ is posited to alter the risk of crime. 

These two models are widely acknowledged and routinely applied in the field.  

However, they are constrained by a lack of consideration to the conditions under 

which endemic concentrations emerge.   Indeed, causal mechanisms operate in 

context.  Alone, they are unable to account for endemic concentrations of SVA.   

Instead, it is the contextual conditions impacting populations that best explain this 

phenomenon and set the proposed theory of endemic SVA apart.  Components of the 

proposed theory operate across multiple successive ecological systems, consistent 

with Bronfenbrenner’s ‘Social Ecological Theory’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), highlighting 

the multisystem nature of endemic SVA.   
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Bronfenbrenner’s foundational social ecological theory focuses attention on the 

importance of context to understanding human behaviour (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 

1979).  This theory conceptualises the contextual environment as multiple systems in 

which people are socially embedded, which influence both development and 

behaviour.  These systems exist on a continuum of proximity to the person, with more 

proximal systems argued to be most influential.  The WHO’s ecological model is a 

variation of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, outlining four consecutive systems spanning 

micro and macro levels (Krug et al., 2002).  At the micro level, the individual system 

focuses on characteristics of individuals (offenders), whilst the relationship system 

considers proximal social relationships, such as family and peer systems.  At the macro 

level, the community system examines the community context in which individuals are 

socially embedded, including neighbourhoods, organisations and institutions, whilst 

societal systems focus on broader social-cultural and political factors.  Integrating 

Bronfenbrenner’s social ecological theory with more recent situational 

conceptualisations of SVA (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006b) offers an even more micro-

level extension of this model, to an even smaller situational unit of analysis.  This is 

important given the social ecological systems in which both ‘potential offenders’ and 

‘potential victims’ are embedded give rise to the immediate situations in which 

behaviour is actioned (Smallbone & Cale, 2015a).   

The WHO ecological model is used as a further organising model because it is widely 

adopted in the social science field (e.g. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

2004), and thus may provide an alternative representation of the theory of endemic 

SVA more familiar amongst those in the endemic SVA field.  As outlined, this ecological 

model is further adapted to incorporate situational influences on behaviour.  The 

proposed theory of endemic SVA, mapped against an extended social ecological 

model, is represented in Figure 3.3.  This figure shows successive systems of influence 

on behaviour.  More distal societal and community systems provide necessary context 

to activate, to a greater than usual degree, casual mechanisms (within more proximal 

systems), producing an endemic SVA outcome.  This figure combines both social 

ecological and realist frameworks to explain endemic SVA (note that contextual 

conditions in the theory of endemic SVA may be found across both societal and 

community systems).  In this way, the proposed theory of endemic SVA integrates both 

person and situation in its explanation. 
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Figure 3.3: Integrated explanation for endemic SVA 

 

3.3.1 Context 

From the earlier analysis of endemic cases (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015), the 

disparate circumstances in which this problem has been observed seem to trigger the 

same explanatory mechanisms, producing SVA concentrations.  These same core 

mechanisms also contribute to non-endemic SVA, but under different contextual 

conditions.  Pawson & Tilley (1997) explain that “the relationship between causal 

mechanisms and their effects is not fixed, but contingent” (Sayer, 1984, p. 107, cited in 

Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 69).  More specifically, the activation of causal mechanisms 

“is contingent on conditions that are conducive to the release of their causal potential” 

(Tilley et al., 2014, p.15).  It is therefore proposed that an endemic outcome is 

contingent on contextual factors that trigger these mechanisms to a greater than usual 

degree within a given population at a given time.    

This means that non-endemic and endemic SVA are distinguished by environmental 

conditions conducive to increased rates of abuse.  Such highly criminogenic 

environments have the potential to both precipitate and disinhibit SVA.   This makes 

understanding these contextual factors essential to understanding reasons for the 

development of endemic SVA.   

It is not sufficient, however, to simply propose that ‘highly criminogenic 

environments’ lead to endemic SVA or that these environments trigger mechanisms 

that bring about this outcome.  Explanatory theory should explore and analyse these 
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crucial contextual conditions, as they enable or constrain mechanism potential.  The 

theory, therefore, needs to address how specific contextual conditions may interact to 

cause this phenomenon.  Note the term ‘context’ from a realist perspective does not 

simply refer to the precise setting or location in which SVA occurs, but instead refers to 

the salient conditions in the environment of interest that might impact the way 

mechanisms will operate and therefore the outcomes they may produce.   

This is not a new concept.  Indeed, as outlined in Chapter Two, links between 

environment and behaviour, (including criminal behaviour) have long been 

acknowledged.  What makes a setting more criminogenic than usual is the extent to 

which it triggers causal mechanisms for crime.  In endemic SVA cases, these contextual 

conditions impact a considerable proportion of the given population at a given time.     

Building on the earlier analysis of endemic SVA case studies (Rayment-McHugh et 

al., 2015), the criminogenic environmental conditions proposed to increase rates of 

abuse include: i) social conditions which support SVA; ii) a breakdown in formal 

regulatory controls; and iii) population level stressors (see Table 3.1).  On Pitcairn 

Island for example, a culture of male entitlement was reported, with girls not believing 

they could say no or do anything to prevent the abuse, and some community members 

arguing that sexual activity between local men and young pubescent girls was natural 

(Marks, 2008; Power, 2007).  Reports into child sexual abuse in the Catholic Church 

reveal a failure of the church to respond appropriately to abuse allegations, leading to 

denial, minimisation and cover up.  Numerous reports highlight practices including 

leaving accused priests in ministry positions involving ongoing contact with children, 

transferring them to new parishes (ignorant of the risk), and promoting victim secrecy 

(Dale & Alpert, 2007; Death, 2015).  Separately, soldiers and members of the local 

population in conflict zones are routinely exposed to violence, stress and/or trauma.     

Table 3.1: Contextual conditions leading to endemic SVA and descriptors 

Contextual Condition Description 

Social conditions that 
support SVA 

Norms, beliefs or behavioural expectations within a given population 
that support SVA including:  

i) routine, widespread exposure to violence, crime and aggression;  

ii) social and cultural norms supporting SVA.   
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Contextual Condition Description 

Breakdown in formal 
regulatory controls 

Transitory and situational, or more chronic breakdown in the formal 
social controls that usually establish, enforce, monitor or reinforce 
appropriate standards of behaviour, including compromised legal, 
law-enforcement or protection resources. 

Population stressors Population level stressors that evoke stress, trauma, fear, anxiety, 
pressure, anger, loneliness, etc.  

 

Social conditions that support SVA 

Consistent with social ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), people’s 

behaviour, including SVA, is understood to be influenced by multiple systems in which 

they are socially embedded.  These systems include family, peer, neighbourhood, 

community and broader sociocultural environments.  These social systems 

communicate behavioural norms, values and beliefs, and convey behavioural 

expectations.  This may include local customs, cultural practices, behavioural 

modelling, as well as explicit or implicit oral messages about interpersonal 

relationships, for example.  Social context can significantly impact behaviour, including 

sexual behaviour, particularly where these norms, values and beliefs relate to gender 

and interpersonal relationships.  More distal social systems can convey meaning via 

more proximal influences, including family members.   Potential offenders, victims, and 

guardians are likely to share aspects of each other’s social ecologies, through familial 

relationships, peer networks, or simply through neighbourhood associations.  Such 

connections suggest the impact of social norms, values and beliefs is strengthened and 

reinforced.   

Research by Sanday (1981) identified gender separation, male dominance, and a 

high tolerance for violence, as key social conditions in ‘rape prone’ communities . The 

normalisation of violence / sexual violence is another example where individuals 

routinely exposed to this behaviour within their social environment may become de-

sensitised, perceiving SVA as acceptable and ‘normal’.  For example, links between 

children growing up in abusive households and subsequently engaging in violent or 

abusive behaviour are well recognised (Felson & Lane, 2009).  Beliefs in male 

superiority and entitlement to sex have also been identified as contributing to SVA, as 
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they leave women few options for refusing sexual advances, diminishing the 

importance of consent (Krug et al., 2002). 

Whilst social norms, values and beliefs often originate at a sociocultural level, sub-

cultural norms may depart from mainstream norms, effectively hindering the influence 

of broader social norms on a given individual.  Subcultural norms of violence are an 

example (Ferracuti & Wolfgang, 1963), also known as contraculture, given conflict with 

mainstream views (Yinger, 1960).  For example, street gangs develop their own set of 

norms and behavioural rules, which may differ significantly from dominant community 

views, yet are highly influential over individual gang members.  Other more ‘prosocial’ 

examples also illustrate this point.  The USA Senate Committee’s Report on the Central 

Intelligence Agency’s use of torture against terrorist prisoners in response to the 11 

September 2001 terror attacks concluded that despite general acceptance within the 

organisation at that time of the appropriateness of these actions, they amounted to 

torture and were not nationally condoned (U.S. Senate Select Committee on 

Intelligence, 2012).  Further, the high value attached to religious institutional 

reputations, in the face of allegations of child sexual abuse, inadvertently increased 

harm to children, despite the high moral standards held and preached generally by 

church leadership (Dale & Alpert, 2007).   

At a community level, Wilson and Kelling (1982) introduced ‘Broken Windows 

Theory’ to reflect the role of community disorder on crime.  They contend that low-

level disorder such as broken windows, vandalism, and even litter, give messages that 

crime is in some way ‘permitted’ in a certain area, or may go unnoticed.  Experiments 

undertaken in the 1960’s by Zimbardo (cited by Wilson & Kelling, 1982) showed that 

theft and destruction of an abandoned car in poor condition, exceeded that of an 

intact, abandoned car, in good condition.  Wilson & Kelling (1982) describe a contagion 

effect associated with this disorder that invites other crime to the area.  Further, they 

suggest that “untended” behaviour contributes to a breakdown in community-level 

behavioural controls.   

Breakdown in formal regulatory controls 

Formal regulatory controls refer to the legal and protective systems and resources 

intended to protect individuals from abuse.  This includes laws and legislation 

regarding SVA and related behaviours, policing practices, justice system processes and 
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responses, child protection and other monitoring systems, and even organisational 

policies and practices. These are the systems established to externally monitor, set, 

and enforce standards of behaviour in a given population.  Collectively, these laws, 

policies and statutory systems provide formal guidance about legal or appropriate 

behaviour and set clear consequences for breaches.  Increases in the likelihood of SVA 

derive from weak or absent laws and government policies related to SVA and 

ineffective policing and judicial systems (Krug et al., 2002).  Independent investigations 

into child abuse in religious and other institutional settings identify management 

failings as key to understanding the extent of abuse in these contexts (Death, 2015).   

Available formal regulatory controls, such as law, justice and policing systems, differ 

from one context to another.  Where these systems function well, there is clear 

recognition within a population of approved standards of behaviour and an 

expectation of punishment when laws are broken.  Where these systems are not well 

developed, ignored, weak or dysfunctional in some way, there is a resulting reduction 

in the rules and laws guiding behaviour, fewer consequences for SVA, and less external 

scrutiny.  The absence of laws or practices explicitly penalising SVA, and/or a failure of 

formal systems to respond effectively, can tacitly imply such behaviour is acceptable.   

Linkages between different regulatory systems increase or decrease the extent and 

impact of a breakdown in formal controls.  For instance, police and justice systems can 

only enforce existing laws.  Failings in one part, such as policing practice, may disrupt 

the effectiveness of another, for example justice system processes.  Any disrespect for 

these systems is likely to further weaken their overall protective capacity.  

Population stressors 

In contrast to personal stressors that might be experienced by a given individual 

(such as relationship breakdowns or loss of employment), population level stressors 

are broader issues likely to elicit stress, trauma, or other negative emotional states 

across the population.  Cases in point include widespread stress and trauma 

experienced by soldiers in war zones (Ford, 1999), intergenerational trauma 

experienced by colonised and dispossessed populations (e.g. Robertson, 2000), stress 

and challenges experienced by poverty stricken communities (Krug et al., 2002), or 

even the temporary fear or anxiety that might be associated with natural disasters 

(Lindell & Prater, 2003).  Stressors of this nature produce adverse physiological 
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arousal, which can alter both psychological functioning and behaviour and lead to out-

of-character actions.  To illustrate, soldiers may develop post-traumatic stress 

disorder, anxiety, or somatic complaints in response to near-death experiences or 

exposure to death or injury to others, particularly those close to them.  Associated 

symptoms might include negative mood states and altered cognitions, as well as 

irritability, anger, aggression and recklessness (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; 

Litz, 2007).   

Social disadvantage is a further population stressor linked to higher crime rates 

(Pratt & Cullen, 2005).  Weatherburn and Lind (2001, 2006) propose that economic 

and other pressures associated with disadvantage negatively impact parenting 

behaviour, which in turn can increase the likelihood that youth will gravitate towards 

peers, including antisocial peers, subsequently increasing their risk of involvement in 

crime.  The WHO highlights other impacts of economic stress associated with poverty, 

including increased vulnerability of women and children to sexual exploitation in order 

to obtain food, shelter or other desired goods, or through the changed routines 

required to obtain food, such as working in isolated fields including in dangerous 

contexts (Krug et al., 2002). 

3.3.2 Mechanisms 

Mechanisms are the core generative components of a realist explanation.  To 

understand a behavioural regularity, in this case endemic SVA, it is essential to 

understand the mechanisms operating in context that lead to this regularity.  

Bhaskar (1978) introduced the concept of ‘generative mechanisms’, as the way 

scientific theories operate in the real world.  As such, mechanisms are “underlying 

entities, processes, or structures which operate in particular contexts to generate 

outcomes of interest” and are generally understood to be hidden, sensitive to changes 

in context, and to produce specific outcomes (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010, p. 368).  In 

complex social phenomenon, such as endemic SVA, multiple concurrent mechanisms 

operate in parallel (Bunge, 2004), and at both micro and macro levels (Pawson & Tilley, 

1997).   

As with other crimes, SVA requires the convergence of a motivated potential 

offender and a vulnerable potential victim, in the absence of a capable guardian.  The 
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author’s theory of endemic SVA proposes three core mechanisms operating 

concurrently: situational precipitants (which may trigger offending motivations), the 

breakdown in usual controls over abusive behaviour, and opportunity for SVA (see 

Table 3.2).   

Table 3.2: Key mechanisms that contribute to endemic SVA and descriptors 

Mechanism Description 

Situational precipitants Cues and triggers that may elicit offending motivations and break 
down usual personal controls over behaviour 

 

Breakdown in personal or 
informal social regulatory 
controls  

 

Transitory and situational or more chronic breakdown in the 
(internal) personal controls that would typically regulate an 
individual’s actions 

Transitory and situational or more chronic breakdown in available 
guardianship that would otherwise protect or prevent an offence 

Opportunities Situations in which potential offenders come into contact with 
potential victims in the absence of a capable guardian 

 

Situational precipitants 

As proposed in the integrated, life-course developmental theory of sexual offending 

(Smallbone & Cale, 2015a; Smallbone et al., 2008) and consistent with the general 

theory of crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), a universal potential for human beings 

to engage in aggressive and violent behaviour (including SVA)  is assumed.  This human 

potential may be triggered by precipitating factors within the immediate environment 

(Wortley, 1997, 1998), rather than requiring a pre-existing deviant motivation.  

Precipitating factors are situational cues that elicit offending motivations, even in 

individuals who otherwise might not engage in or even consider such behaviour, at 

least not at that time or place.  Wortley (1997, 1998) introduces four types of 

situational precipitators that may trigger offending motivations through prompts, 

social pressures, perceived permission and provocations, outlined in Table 3.3.  Note 

that these situational precipitants (Wortley, 1998) were developed to explain 

individual crime events in non-endemic contexts and not at endemic rates.  Their 

relevance to endemic SVA is contingent on the unique and conducive contextual 

conditions impacting a large proportion of the population. 
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Table 3.3: Outline of Wortley’s (1997, 1998) situational precipitants  

Situational 
Precipitants 

Description 

Prompts Situational cues that prompt abusive behaviour  

Pressures Situations that exert social pressure to conform to situational norms or 
expectations  

Permissibility Situational cures that weaken moral restraints, permitting the abusive 
behaviour  

Provocation Situations that create adverse or strong emotional arousal which provokes 
abusive behaviour 

 

Prompts:  Prompts refer to the cues within a given situation that may tempt or 

stimulate a potential offender, or model offending (abusive) behaviour/s. Eliciting 

stimuli might include viewing pornographic images, or exposure to sexual or aggressive 

behavioural models.   The influence of behavioural models is well documented.  For 

example, the ‘Bobo Doll’ social experiments undertaken by Bandura, Ross, and Ross 

(1961) showed children who observed an aggressive model (who hit the Bobo doll and 

spoke aggressively) were more likely to engage in aggressive behaviour than children 

without this model.  When the model was rewarded for their aggression, children were 

even more likely to imitate the behaviour.  The link between delinquent peers and 

engaging in antisocial behaviour is also well established, with social learning theory 

used to explain this association through observing criminal behaviour, accepting that 

the behaviour is reasonable, and through the social approval obtained for engaging in 

like behaviour.  Widespread exposure to SVA can have the same effect. 

Social pressure:  Social pressure refers to the process through which individuals 

experience pressure in a situation to behave in a certain way (offend).  Social 

psychology provides important examples of this pressure, including conforming to 

group norms and obedience to authority.  The classic social psychology experiment on 

group conformity conducted by Asch (1955) illustrates this process.  Subjects in this 

experiment were given two cards, one with a single line printed on it and a second 

with three lines of different lengths.  A group of subjects were asked to publically 

declare which of the three lines on the second card was the same length as the single 

line on the first card.  A researcher adopting the role of a subject always went first and 

deliberately provided an incorrect answer.  Over three-quarters of the group subjects 
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conformed to this response and also nominated the incorrect answer.  Moreover, 

Milgram’s (1974) social psychology obedience studies highlighted peoples’ capacity to 

engage in harmful behaviour under certain circumstances. Variations on this 

experiment further identified external factors that impacted obedience, including 

proximity to the person being shocked, whether or not participants observed others 

obeying instructions, as well as opportunities for diffusion of responsibility (Milgram, 

1965).  Group based sexual offences may involve some level of social or peer pressure.  

In social contexts with influential peers, individuals may engage in abusive behaviour 

simply because their peers act this way and/or encourage this behaviour. 

Permissibility:  Permissibility refers to features of a situation that weaken usual 

individual self-controls and moral restraint, subsequently permitting the individual to 

engage in the behaviour.  This might involve circumstances of anonymity or 

deindividuation, the minimisation or diffusion of responsibility, minimisation of 

potential negative consequences, or even dehumanisation.  Deindividuation refers to 

the process whereby a person’s identity becomes linked to some form of group 

membership, rather than as a unique individual, which can increase the likelihood they 

may act in ways accepted by the group, rather than personally.  Conditions of 

anonymity can provide the same effect.  In contrast, seeing people as less than human 

(dehumanisation) may alter empathic reactions, creating distance between people, 

thus making it easier to act poorly towards them.  Dehumanisation was also tested in 

social psychology laboratories of the 1970s.  Bandura and colleagues conducted 

experiments that involved groups of participants being given the opportunity to 

behave punitively toward others (Bandura, Underwood, & Fromson, 1975).  

Experimental conditions included personal (sole) and diffused (shared) responsibility; 

and humanised, neutral and dehumanised targets.  Participants behaved more 

punitively under conditions of diffused responsibility and dehumanisation, with the 

mechanism of dehumanisation having the largest impact.  Examples of 

dehumanisation emerge from international atrocities.  For instance, during the 

Rwandan genocide, Tutsi men and women were called ‘cockroaches’, whilst during the 

Holocaust, Jewish people were described in equally offensive terms (Waller, 2007). 

Provocations:  Finally, provocations involve features of a situation that trigger 

adverse emotional arousal, which in turn may provoke an offence.  This may be 
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triggered by stressful situations, such as frustration from the absence of a desired 

reward, or through challenging situational conditions.  Adverse emotional arousal may 

also arise from personal experiences such as threats, assaults or failure.  It may also be 

caused by challenging physical environmental conditions such as extreme climatic 

conditions or crowding (Wortley, 1998).  People respond to adverse arousal by trying 

to lessen its impact, which may include aggressive (fight) responses.  Examples linked 

to SVA could include sexual or nonsexual frustration, arguing, or fighting with the 

potential victim.    

For endemic SVA, it is proposed that abusive behaviours may be prompted by the 

presence of vulnerable or unprotected women and children; social pressure may arise 

when other people (friends, known acquaintances, peers, colleagues) are also engaged 

in this behaviour; community-wide desensitisation to violence or a break-down in 

formal responses to such behaviour may suggest permissibility; whilst negative 

emotional states associated with shared stressors may provoke otherwise out-of-

character behaviour (Rayment-McHugh et al., 2015).   

Motivations for SVA, however, can vary, as people have differing potential for 

engaging in SVA.  Indeed, it is acknowledged that even in endemic contexts some 

individuals will be highly motivated and predisposed towards such behaviour.  The risk 

of these more predatory individuals offending is likely high regardless of the context.  

Pre-existing motivations may arise from sexually deviant interests (Laws & Marshall, 

1990; Laws & O'Donohue, 1997), antisocial traits, or even previously rewarded 

behaviour (Wortley, 2011).  These pre-disposed individuals are more likely to 

manipulate situations and/or seek opportunities to offend.     

Breakdown in personal or informal social regulatory controls 

Personal (internal) and informal social (external) controls typically establish, enforce 

and reinforce appropriate standards of behaviour.  Offending motivation may or may 

not be constrained by these control mechanisms, with SVA more likely to occur where 

these personal and informal social controls decay.  This breakdown may be transitory 

and situational or more chronic within the broader ecology.  Breakdowns on a large 

scale seem fundamental to the development of endemic SVA. 

The concept of a ‘breakdown’ in personal or informal social controls refers to the 

failure of an individual to moderate or control their behaviour, or the failure of 
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available guardianship.  These so called ‘failures’ may be situational and transient, or 

more chronic in nature.  For example, an individual may ‘fail’ to regulate their 

behaviour because they lack empathy, or because they are intoxicated and misjudge 

social cues.  There could be a ‘failure’ in potentially available guardianship if, for 

example, the potential guardian is unaware of the behaviour, if they are aware of the 

behaviour but are unable to respond, or of course, if they choose not to.  ‘Failure’ 

therefore is not the most appropriate term.  Instead the term ‘breakdown’ is used to 

refer to circumstances when individuals do not regulate their behaviour (whether or 

not they have the capacity to), and when guardianship that might otherwise have 

prevented the offence, is unavailable or ineffective (regardless of the reason). 

Personal regulatory controls 

Personal (internal) skills that may regulate behaviour include both restraining and 

enabling mechanisms such as emotional and behavioural regulation, empathic 

concern, cognitive reasoning, social skills and perspective taking (Smallbone & Cale, 

2015a).  Other factors influencing an individual’s capacity for self-restraint include 

substance use, which can have a disinhibiting effect. 

Dysregulation is a term used in psychology to refer to impaired mechanisms of 

emotional or behavioural control [consistent with the term low self-control used by 

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) in their general theory of crime].  Poor self-regulation 

or empathy, a lack of social and interpersonal skills, and limits to the capacity for 

perspective taking, are sources of dysregulation.  Positive development and 

socialisation experiences, such as secure early attachments, provide the skills needed 

to inhibit universal potential for criminal (or abusive) behaviours.  In turn, adverse 

developmental and socialisation experiences that don’t provide opportunities for this 

skills-development may instead leave individuals more vulnerable to engaging in 

abusive behaviours (Smallbone et al., 2008).      

Theories of (non-endemic) SVA have linked dysregulation with sexual offending 

behaviour (e.g. Stinson, Sales, & Becker, 2008; Ward & Beech, 2006; Ward & Hudson, 

2000), including through a developmental lens (Smallbone et al., 2008).  These theories 

are supported by empirical research that confirms the association between 

dysregulation and crime (e.g. Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Vazsonyi, Pickering, Junger, & 
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Hessing, 2001), including SVA (e.g. Ha & Beauregard, 2016; Stinson, Becker, & Sales, 

2008). 

 Disinhibiting factors such as alcohol or drug use may also break down usual 

personal controls over behaviour.  Seto and Barbaree (1995) propose a disinhibition 

model to explain this link, suggesting pharmacological effects may impair an 

individual’s capacity to process some inhibitory behavioural cues, including non-

consent or distress.  Research studies lend support to the link between substance use 

and sexual aggression, despite significant variability reported in rates of substance use.  

For example, Kraanen and Emmelkamp (2011) undertook a review of research on 

alcohol use and reported 25-50% of sex offenders were intoxicated at the time they 

committed their offence.  Gudjonsson and Sigurdsson (2000) found higher rates of 

alcohol use at the time of offending amongst those who committed rape and other 

violent offences (75-90%), compared with those who committed sexual offences 

against children (13%). 

Cognitive distortions may also contribute to a failure to restrain behaviour.  

Cognitions justifying sexually abusive behaviour have long been recognised as 

contributing to the onset and maintenance of sexual offending (e.g. Abel, Becker, & 

Cunningham-Rathner, 1984; Ward, 2000).  Victim blaming, justifying and excusing 

abusive behaviour, and minimising responsibility or consequences associated with the 

behaviour are all examples of cognitive distortions used by sex offenders. 

Rational Choice Theory (Cornish & Clarke, 1986) contends that potential offenders 

make rational decisions about offending behaviour, based on a cost-benefit analysis.  A 

favourable cost-benefit analysis, where risk of detection and effort is low, whilst 

perceived benefits are high, is more likely to lead to offending behaviour.  Research on 

a sample of incarcerated serial sex offenders, confirmed many offenders consider risk 

prior to offending (Beauregard & Leclerc, 2007).  Isolated environments or locations 

with an easy escape were perceived to be lower in risk, along with ‘cooperative’ 

victims.  Higher risk was associated with risky environments such as public places, in 

addition to the presence of a capable guardian.  Despite this, 39% of offenders 

reported committing their offence regardless of risk.  Offenders in this study further 

described actions taken to reduce risk of detection such as protecting their identity 

(Beauregard & Leclerc, 2007). 
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Informal Social Controls 

An individual’s behaviour may also be regulated externally through informal social 

controls extended by potential crime controllers, including family members, peers, or 

bystanders (Eck, 2003).  Informal social controls involve the passive or active presence 

of potential guardians, handlers or place managers, which may prevent, interrupt, or 

increase the detection of abusive behaviours.   

In contrast to failures in personal behavioural restraint, breakdowns in informal 

social controls involve a level of disruption in available guardianship.  Hollis-Peel et al. 

(2011, p. 54) define guardianship as “the physical or symbolic presence of an individual 

(or group of individuals) that acts (either intentionally or unintentionally) to deter a 

potential criminal event”.    

Critical to the way in which guardianship might impact crime is the risk of detection.  

Active guardianship also helps regulate behaviour by interrupting potentially abusive 

or risky actions, protecting potential targets and providing guidance about appropriate 

conduct.  Breakdowns in effective guardianship therefore reduce the risk of detection, 

reduce the likelihood of crime events being interrupted, and increase vulnerability 

amongst potential victims.   

Guardianship capacity is determined by availability, a willingness to monitor, 

context specific knowledge to help assess observed behaviour, and taking some form 

of action (Reynald, 2010).  Active, capable guardianship requires a willingness to 

intervene in response to concerns (Reynald, 2009).  An active guardian who directly 

intervenes to interrupt an offence will provide more effective prevention than a non-

active guardian (Reynald, 2011). Research supports this notion, showing crime 

decreases as active guardianship increases (Hollis-Peel & Welsh, 2014).  The mere 

presence of guardians, however, also impacts crime.  Research on the effects of 

guardianship on SVA revealed that even when offences are committed in proximity to 

a potential guardian, their presence reduced the duration of the offence and likelihood 

of penetration (Leclerc, Smallbone, & Wortley, 2015).  Bystander presence also 

reduces the likelihood of sexual assault completion (Clay-Warner, 2002).   

Important to an understanding of endemic SVA is an awareness of factors that may 

inhibit or impair active guardianship.   Sampson et al. (1997) suggest that social 

cohesion will impact a potential guardian’s willingness to intervene, as this contributes 
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to a shared concept of well-being.   Individual factors may also impact willingness to 

intervene, such as age, gender, and relationship with the victim (Cook & Reynald, 

2016) or how competent someone feels to take action and impact what is going on 

(Huston, Ruggerio, Conner, & Geis, 1981).   Felson (1995) proposes the primacy of 

responsibility will impact guardianship, with those with personal responsibility more 

likely to take direct action than those with a more general level of responsibility.  

Consistent with this notion, Darley and Latane (1968) examined diffusion of 

responsibility with respect to bystander intervention.  They refer to the now famous 

case of Kitty Genovese, whose murder in New York City was witnessed by at least 38 

people, none of whom came to her assistance or sought help on her behalf.  These 

researchers argued that this inaction by witnesses reflected a diffusion of 

responsibility (assuming that somebody else would provide assistance) rather than any 

lack of care or consideration for the victim herself.  Darley and Latane (1968) tested 

this concept using an experiment in which a participant appears to suffer from a 

seizure.  They found the number of bystanders influenced the likelihood that any one 

witness would provide help, with assistance provided more often when fewer 

witnesses were present.   

Opportunity 

Opportunity plays an important role in crime causation (Clarke, 2012).  As outlined, 

Routine Activity Theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979) introduces the ‘basic chemistry of 

crime’ by proposing that crime occurs when a motivated individual (potential offender) 

and suitable target (or in the case of SVA, a vulnerable potential victim) come into 

contact with each other in the absence of a capable guardian.  A significant empirical 

literature supports the causal role of opportunity on crime (Clarke, 2012).  Regardless 

of whether the motivation to engage in SVA behaviour is situational or pre-existing, 

crime cannot occur without opportunity (Felson & Clarke, 1998). Clarke (2012) argues 

that “the more opportunities for crime that exist, the more crime there will be” (p. 6).  

Opportunity is thus a key regulatory factor and an essential component of the theory.   

Opportunity structures vary across crime types, locations and times (Felson & 

Clarke, 1998).  The most criminogenic situations are those in which potential offenders 

have easy access to potential victims, with limited risk of detection or punishment.  

Whether opportunities are taken to engage in SVA will depend on the individuals 
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involved and the social controls in operation.   Opportunities may be created by a 

motivated (potential) offender or arise during routine activities within the given 

environmental context, with offences occurring in response to these opportunities.   As 

outlined in Chapter Two, Wortley and Smallbone (2006a) introduced a typology of 

child sexual offenders including ‘situational’ offenders who react to precipitating 

conditions in the immediate environment, and ‘opportunistic’ offenders who exploit 

tempting opportunities for SVA.     

Crime opportunities typically concentrate in time and space.  Crime might increase  

because there are more potential offenders, more vulnerable potential victims, or less 

capable guardians in a location (Felson & Clarke, 1998). It is proposed that endemic 

SVA settings provide increased opportunities for SVA to occur, by impacting all of the 

above.   

Numerous factors may contribute to the vulnerability of ‘potential victims’ in a 

location.  The WHO identifies age, substance use, prior victimisation, and poverty as 

some of these factors (Krug et al., 2002).  As outlined, availability of active 

guardianship and barriers to reporting abuse and violence may also affect situational 

vulnerability.  Some features of physical environments also increase risk in these 

spaces, for example, walkways with limited lighting or surveillance opportunities 

(Cozens, Saville, & Hillier, 2005).   

3.3.3 Context-Mechanism-Outcome configurations  

Complex interactions operate between the various components of this theory.  

Contextual factors influence the proportion of a given population engaging in SVA, by 

generating situational precipitants, breakdowns in ‘usual’ or ‘potential’ behavioural 

controls, and opportunities to offend, at scale.  Changes in these contextual factors 

subsequently impact the extent to which other factors function, ultimately impacting 

the extent of SVA in a given location.  In turn, there are also complex interactions 

between situational precipitants, personal and social controls over behaviour, and the 

settings in which ‘potential offenders’ come into contact with ‘potential victims’.  

Equally, changes in one factor will alter others, impacting outcome.  For instance, 

presence of crime controllers at a location will impact the vulnerability of potential 

victims, and the risk of detection for a potential offender. 
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Context-Mechanism-Outcome (CMO) configurations combine the three key 

explanatory concepts in a realist framework (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) for the purpose of 

explanation.  Pawson and Manzano-Santaella (2012) state that CMO configurations 

“tease out specific causal pathways” (p. 188), describing them as testable propositions.  

CMOs communicate how and under what conditions causal mechanisms are activated 

to produce target outcomes.  The task in theory development is to generate CMO 

configurations that summarise the asserted explanatory mechanisms, conditions and 

outcomes, thereby providing a clear structure for subsequent theory testing.   

Numerous CMO tables could be produced to represent the myriad of possible 

combinations of contextual conditions and mechanisms operating in different settings, 

and their associated outcomes.  It is not feasible to represent them all.  Table 3.4 is 

presented as an example only.  This table reports key theory components and 

configurations producing an endemic outcome, along with the conditions that might 

protect against such outcomes, or indeed that might protect against any SVA offences 

occurring.   

Table 3.4: Example CMO Table highlighting possible outcomes 

Context (C) + Mechanism (M) = Outcome (O) 

 

C1 
Social conditions 
supporting SVA  

Breakdown in formal 
regulatory controls  

Population stressors 

 

 

+ 

M1  Situational precipitants 

M2   Breakdown in personal 
or informal social 
regulatory controls 

M3   Opportunity 

 

 

= 

 

 

O1  Endemic SVA 

 

C2 
Less conducive social 
conditions 

Established formal 
controls 

Personal stressors 

 

+ 

M1  Situational precipitants 

M2   Breakdown in personal 
or informal social 
regulatory controls 

M3   Opportunity 

 

= 

 

O2  Non-Endemic 
SVA 

 

C2 
Less conducive social 
conditions 

Established formal 
controls 

Personal stressors 

 

+ 

M4   Established personal or 
informal social 
regulatory controls 

 

= 

 

O3  No SVA 

 

This CMO configuration demonstrates how different contexts (C1 and C2) will 

activate the same causal mechanisms (M1,2,3) in different ways, resulting in different 

outcomes (O1 and O2).  It is suggested that the context in which non-endemic SVA 

occurs contains less conducive social conditions, established formal controls, and 
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personal rather than population-level stressors.  Whilst some individuals in these (non-

endemic) contexts may be exposed to social conditions supportive of SVA, many will 

not.  Whilst some may experience personal stressors in their lives perhaps linked to 

work or relationships, these would not be shared across the population.  It is expected 

that in most places, some formal regulatory controls would also operate, for example, 

laws protecting women and child from sexual assault, and policing and justice systems 

to investigate and punish offenders.  In contrast, an endemic outcome relies on a more 

criminogenic context, where social conditions supporting SVA are more wide-ranging, 

formal controls are limited or have broken down or where whole populations share 

significant stressors.  Table 3.4 also shows that in similar contexts (C2) different 

mechanisms (M2 and M4) may also operate to produce different outcomes (O2 and O3).  

For example, functional personal behavioural controls, or effective and active 

guardianship may determine whether SVA occurs or not in a given situation. 

Clearly, an endemic outcome is contingent on more highly conducive or 

criminogenic contextual conditions, triggering causal mechanisms to a greater than 

usual degree within a given population at a given time.  Interactions between 

contextual conditions and causal mechanisms therefore are critical to an explanatory 

theory.  For example, situational precipitants such as negative mood states 

(Mechanism) may only precipitate endemic SVA (Outcome), when this occurs in 

contexts where whole populations have been exposed to major stressors (Context).  

Likewise, situational cues that permit SVA (Mechanism) may only precipitate endemic 

SVA (Outcome), in contexts where routine exposure to sexual or violent behaviour has 

‘normalised’ such actions (Context) for a large proportion of the population. 

The CMO configurations presented in Table 3.4 acknowledge interactions between 

context and mechanisms.  This does not, however, reflect the degree of complexity 

inherent in these interactions.  In cases of complex social issues, such as endemic SVA, 

CMO configurations are likely to be far more intricate, with interrelationships between 

different sets of contexts and mechanisms.   

Pawson and Manzano-Santaella (2012) argue it is these complex interactions that 

ultimately need to be explored.   For example, a breakdown in formal regulatory 

controls, such as compromised legal and protective resources, reduces the rules and 

laws guiding behaviour, reduces the consequences for SVA, and reduces the external 
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scrutiny over this behaviour.  Social learning theory contends that human behaviour is 

influenced by actions modelled by others in social interactions (Bandura, 1977), 

including that people can learn vicariously (indirectly) through observing others and 

the response to their behaviour.  This breakdown in formal regulatory controls, 

therefore, has the potential to give implicit and/or explicit messages of permissibility 

for this behaviour on a large scale.  This may also diminish usual personal controls over 

behaviour, by lowering the risk associated with offending behaviour for potential 

offenders.  Awareness of failed responses to SVA may also increase (potential) victim 

vulnerability, with individuals less likely to report abuse or seek assistance if they 

believe it will not be worthwhile.  It may also decrease active guardianship because of 

a perception that the behaviour is tolerated. 

It is not possible to hypothesise, at this time, whether some interactions have more 

influence on an endemic outcome than others, though this is possible.  Varied 

manifestations of theory components on a local setting-by-setting basis are also 

expected.  These local manifestations and highly complex interactions between 

multiple contextual conditions and mechanisms in this theory will be explored in more 

detail in following chapters.  

3.3.4 Exceptions 

Not all people in endemic contexts commit SVA.  Despite acknowledged 

concentrations, in most contexts, SVA is still perpetrated by a minority in the 

population.   For example, allegations of SVA in Catholic Church institutions in Australia 

involved only 7% of priests (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse, 2017a).  SVA perpetration is thus not an inevitable outcome for 

everyone, even in endemic SVA settings.  Indeed, there are many dedicated religious 

personnel and other professionals in churches and other youth-serving institutions, 

who provide necessary and appropriate levels of care, making a positive difference in 

children’s lives.  Likewise, there are strong Indigenous elders and leaders throughout 

Australia, working hard to reduce SVA in their communities.   

Zimbardo (2007) describes people who resist criminogenic environmental or 

situational influences as “heroes”, or the “exception to the rule”.  Whether these are 

necessary terms or not, they emphasise the impact of the ‘person’ in the person-

situation interaction.  People have capacity for good as well as harmful behaviour.     
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Many examples illustrate this point.  During the Rwandan genocide, Paul 

Rusesabagina famously protected Tutsi men and women in the hotel he managed 

(colloquially known as ‘Hotel Rwanda’), despite risking his life to do so.  Other similar 

stories also emerged from this atrocity (Gourevitch, 1999).  In a different context, 

Zimbardo (2007) highlights the role of a single Army Reserve solider (Joe Darby) in 

bringing abuses at Abu Ghraib Prison to the attention of authorities.  The soldiers, who 

abused prisoners (including sexual abuse) at Abu Ghraib, digitally recorded these 

actions.  Whilst many viewed the images and took no action, Joe Darby sent a copy of 

them to the Army’s Criminal Investigation Division, triggering a formal investigation. 

These examples highlight ‘person’ influences on behaviour.   

The ‘breakdown in personal regulatory controls’ mechanism, outlined in this theory, 

is relevant here.  An individual’s capacity for self-restraint, moral reasoning, and 

empathy, or their ‘stake in conformity’ to broader social norms of non-violence or 

cooperation (established regulatory controls), may protect and aid resistance to highly 

conducive contextual conditions and potential situational precipitants or opportunity.  

In circumstances where these personal controls, or equally, informal social controls, 

are established and active, individuals within the population are unlikely to engage in 

SVA.  A very simplified version is illustrated in Table 3.5, further highlighting the 

complexity of relevant CMO configurations within this theory.    

Table 3.5: Alternative CMO configurations 

Context Mechanism Outcome 

C1 

Social conditions supporting 
SVA 

Breakdown in formal 
regulatory controls 

Population stressors 

 
 
M1 

Situational precipitants 

Breakdown in personal or 
informal social regulatory 
controls 

Opportunity 

 

 
 
O1  Endemic SVA 

 
M2 

Established and functional 
personal and / or informal 
regulatory controls 

 

 

O2  No SVA 

3.3.5 Theory strengths 

This proposed ‘bad barrel’ theory of endemic SVA identifies causal mechanisms 

contributing to SVA and the unique contextual conditions conducive to endemic 

outcomes, which trigger SVA mechanisms to a greater than usual degree within a given 
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population.  As outlined below, the proposed theory has numerous strengths, 

consistent with the literature on good criminological theory.   

In Chapter Two, criteria for good, scientific, criminological theory were introduced 

(Tittle, 2016).  The proposed theory of endemic SVA is consistent with these criteria.  

The proposed theory provides: 

1. explanation – the theory explains how and why endemic SVA develops in some 

locations and not others, not simply what contributes to this problem; 

2. breadth – the theory synthesises and integrates a diverse literature previously 

under-utilised in this field, and builds on a sound, established knowledge base in 

criminology and psychology; 

3. comprehensive – the theory accounts for a range of endemic SVA contexts; 

4. precision – the theory introduces the conditions that impact causal factors and the 

complex interactions between context, mechanisms and outcomes and can 

account for ‘exceptions to the rule’; and 

5. depth – the theory communicates the complexities of the interactions between 

necessary context conditions and causal mechanisms. 

The proposed theory of endemic SVA also has practical implications for prevention.  

Consistent with the characteristics of good theory for crime prevention outlined by 

Tilley and Sidebottom (2017), the proposed theory: 

1. identifies likely causal mechanisms; 

2. identifies the conditions necessary for activating casual mechanisms (context); and 

3. is testable. 

3.4 Empirically investigating the theory of endemic SVA 

In his book “A Realist Theory of Science”, Bhaskar (1978) states that “Theory without 

experiment is empty.  Experiment without theory is blind” (p. 191).  Tilley and 

Sidebottom (2017) also argue that (in addition to identifying mechanisms through 

which crime occurs, and the contextual conditions needed to active or de-activate 

these mechanisms), good theory for crime prevention must also be testable.  Whilst 

the proposed theory of endemic SVA has strong empirical and conceptual foundations, 

it requires validation and further investigation.  Empirically investigating this theory 

will aid understanding and development in this field.   
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Theory complexity and scope for varied local manifestations makes it impractical to 

comprehensively test all aspects of the theory at this time.  Initial steps to validate this 

theory, however, form the subsequent focus of this doctoral research.  This will occur 

in two separate studies.   

The first study (outlined in Chapter Four) involves the application of the proposed 

theory of endemic SVA to disparate endemic case studies.  A qualitative methodology 

is adopted, comprising a content analysis of public documents pertaining to three 

representative endemic SVA case studies.  Key research questions focus on whether 

the core components of the proposed theory of endemic SVA can be identified in these 

case studies, including whether alternative theories are supported.  The second study 

(outlined in Chapter Five) further tests the theory of endemic SVA through a 

comparison between endemic and non-endemic settings within an Australian youth 

clinical dataset.  Chapter Six subsequently addresses application of this theory to 

prevention practice.  
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Chapter Four: Applying the theory of endemic SVA to 

disparate endemic contexts  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

The theory of endemic SVA documented in Chapter Three is examined in this chapter, 

through its application to disparate endemic case studies.  The study employs a qualitative 

content analysis of documents pertaining to three representative endemic SVA case studies, 

based on constructs from the proposed theory.   

Key research questions and study methodology are outlined.  The research design and 

qualitative approach is explained, along with the framework and method of analysis.  Each 

case study is then introduced, with a brief overview and description, and an outline of the 

documents to be reviewed.  Next, integrated results are presented.  The chapter concludes 

with a review of study limitations, including ways the next study will address these.  

Supporting information is supplied in Appendices A, B and C. 

4.1 Aims 

This study tests core CMO configurations in the proposed theory of endemic SVA 

(outlined in Chapter Three) across three international and national endemic SVA cases, by 

independently and collectively examining explanatory factors in each case study.  The 

following three research questions are specifically addressed: 

1. Can the theorised contextual conditions be identified in the endemic SVA case studies?   

a. Can social conditions that support SVA be identified? 

b. Can a breakdown in formal regulatory controls be identified? 

c. Can population stressors be identified? 

2. Can the theorised causal mechanisms be identified in the case studies? 

a. Can situational precipitants be identified? 

b. Can a breakdown in personal or informal social controls be identified? 

c. Can opportunity be identified? 

3. Can factors be identified that are not consistent with the proposed theory and support 

alternative explanatory theories of endemic SVA? 
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4.2 Method 

4.2.1 Research design 

This study utilises a case study research design, using qualitative methods.  Case study 

research is suitable for explanatory research including theory testing (Bryman, 2012; George 

& Bennett, 2004; Woodside, 2010).  It involves determining whether or not case information 

supports the identified theory (Hak & Dul, 2010). Moreover, case study research aims to 

achieve a comprehensive understanding of key factors associated with each case. For this 

research, ‘case’ refers to a set of events in specific locations or organisations. As such, they 

are understood to connect research with real world contexts. 

The detail inherent in case studies enables an examination of: distinct causal factors; 

processes that link these factors as well as their interactions; and any temporal interactions 

and sequencing (Ulriksen & Dadalauri, 2016).  Qualitative case studies facilitate a more 

comprehensive examination of proposed causal factors than is possible using quantitative 

methods, as case studies are not limited to quantifiable constructs (George & Bennett, 

2004).   

Despite these inherent strengths, case study research has been critiqued with respect to 

generalisability, particularly single case study research.  Multiple case studies, however, 

provide opportunities for quasi-replication, allowing the identified theory to be tested 

across different contexts (Bryman, 2012; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).  This increases 

confidence in generalisability and overall conclusions.  Multiple case studies are therefore 

particularly suited to an examination of the proposed theory of endemic SVA, given the very 

disparate contexts in which SVA concentrations are reported.  This allows the theory to be 

tested across multiple contexts.  A comparative multi-case approach was, therefore, 

adopted in this study.  As outlined, three of the most common contexts include crisis zones, 

remote and marginalised communities, and youth serving institutions (Rayment-McHugh et 

al., 2015).  Reported examples of each of these three common contexts have been selected 

for examination in this study.   

Given SVA dimensions and dynamics vary across time and place, optimal understanding 

of this phenomenon will develop from an analysis of behaviour within the smallest unit 

available.  For this reason, smaller defined settings have been selected for these case 
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studies, rather than entire countries or institutions.  The three selected case studies are: (i) 

the Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) (North and South Kivu provinces); (ii) 

remote Aboriginal Communities in the Northern Territory (NT) (Australia); and (iii) the St 

Joseph’s Orphanage, Neerkol (known as the Neerkol Orphanage), QLD (Australia).   

Firstly, the DRC is a crisis zone case study.  Situated in Central Africa, the DRC has 

experienced long-term conflict, with high rates of sexual violence.  Secondly, NT Aboriginal 

Communities represent remote and marginalised communities.  Across Australia, chronic 

SVA has been reported in remote Indigenous communities, with Australian Indigenous 

children more likely to be victims of sexual abuse, and Aboriginal people generally more 

likely to experience some form of violence, than non-Indigenous Australians.  Thirdly, the 

Neerkol Orphanage was selected as an example of a youth-serving institution that has come 

to recent public attention in Australia via the Australian Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. The Neerkol Orphanage (and other Catholic Church 

Institutions) was subject to review by this Commission (2013-2017).   

Six reasons for selecting the three identified case studies were: 

 they represent examples of the common settings (crisis zones, remote and 

marginalised communities, and youth servicing institutions) in which endemic SVA 

has been observed  

 they reflect disparate endemic SVA settings (both national and international)  

 they represent smaller discrete settings rather than entire countries or institutions 

 each has come to public attention regarding endemic SVA 

 each has been the subject of study or analysis by external professionals or academics 

 publicly accessible documents (research reports) are available.   

4.2.2 Qualitative approach 

Qualitative approaches provide a unique method for explanatory research, analysing 

relevant data sources for the presence (or absence) of identified theoretical constructs.  In 

this study, qualitative content analysis was used to examine public documents on each case 

study.  

Qualitative content analysis is an unobtrusive research method for examining documents 

in order to identify underlying themes (Bryman, 2012).  It typically involves development of 
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categories and coding rules, data coding, and subsequent interpretation (Cho & Lee, 2014).  

Qualitative content analysis may be deductive (theory driven), inductive (data driven) or a 

combination of both, and coding can include both the manifest (explicit or visible content) 

and latent content (underlying meaning) of the document (Cho & Lee, 2014). 

The use of existing documents as a data source is an efficient, unobtrusive research 

method. Furthermore, the data within each is non-reactive, given it was developed for 

reasons other than this specific research study, and thus is independent of the current 

research process (e.g. Bowen, 2009; Bryman, 2012; Marshall & Rossman, 1999).  Document 

analysis involves the identification of data excerpts and quotations that are organised into 

themes and categories, and is particularly suited to case study research (Bowen, 2009).  The 

analysis of documents aims to develop deep knowledge about the issue of interest.  Bowen 

(2009) describes document analysis as a “process of evaluating documents in such a way 

that empirical knowledge is produced and understanding is developed” (p. 34).   

The data analysis approach of Miles et al. (2014) is applied in this study.  This approach 

includes three stages: 1) data condensation; 2) data display; and 3) drawing and verifying 

conclusions.  Explicitly, data condensation begins with decisions about data collection, 

proceeding with data coding and summarising.  This is considered the first step in data 

analysis that aims to sort and organise data to assist final conclusions.  The second step is 

data display, which concerns the presentation of data in a more accessible manner to 

inform final conclusions.  Drawing conclusions is the final or third step in analysis.   Miles et 

al. (2014) propose these three stages of analysis as a continuous, interactive process. 

Data condensation 

This study utilises both deductive (theory driven) and inductive (data driven) content 

analysis, to examine documents from the three endemic SVA case studies.  Given the aim of 

the study is to test the application of a theory of endemic SVA to selected case studies, the 

analysis is primarily deductive in nature, with a hypothesis coding method utilised (Saldana, 

2016).  This involves an analysis of each document using a pre-determined codebook, based 

on the contextual conditions and causal mechanisms identified within the proposed theory 

of endemic SVA.  Also known as ‘directed content analysis’, this involves development of 

coding categories based on the proposed theory (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) and the 

development of clear coding guidelines for each deductive category (Mayring, 2000).  Coded 
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variables include the three theorised contextual conditions (social conditions supporting 

SVA, breakdown in formal regulatory controls, and population stressors) and the three 

theorised causal mechanisms (situational precipitants, breakdown in personal and/or 

informal regulatory controls, and opportunity) outlined in the proposed theory. 

The codebook contains descriptions of each of the contextual conditions and casual 

mechanisms as well as theorised examples of each variable (see Appendix A).  This 

deductive analysis is supplemented by inductive analysis, to ensure that any themes in the 

data, which might be inconsistent with the theory being tested, are not ignored, reducing 

risks of confirmation bias (George & Bennett, 2004).  Both manifest (actual words in the 

text) and latent (underlying meaning) content are coded.   

Each document was read at least twice by the author during the coding process.  First-

cycle coding identified text segments relevant to the key theoretical factors.  Second-cycle 

coding further condensed the data by grouping identified text segments with researcher 

descriptors and summary notes.  Accordingly, operational manifestations of each theory-

variable in the selected case studies could be ascertained.  Executive summaries contained 

in some of the documents were included in the analysis to capture document authors’ 

conclusions. However, where this information was repeated in the body of the report, it was 

only recorded once.  Coding and analysis was completed manually and recorded in 

Microsoft Word, a process considered appropriate given the sample size (Saldana, 2016).  

Coding was undertaken on a document-by-variable basis.  These ‘within-case matrices’ are 

recorded in Appendix B, which is documented in accordance with the codebook.   

Data display 

Miles et al. (2014) advocate the importance of data displays to enhance understanding of 

qualitative data, by presenting the full data set in a condensed manner, which can be easily 

reviewed and assessed.  Data displays must be arranged in a coherent manner that 

facilitates comparisons, and the detection of similarities, differences, patterns and trends.   

Data displayed includes short-text segments, quotes, and researcher explanations.  Data 

matrices used for this purpose display key categories and aid conclusions (Miles et al., 

2014).  This facilitates cross-case analyses (George & Bennett, 2004).  No fixed approach was 

used for structuring the data matrices, to ensure this was informed by the research 

questions and data.  In this study a range of matrices are used for data display.  Summary 
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variable-by-case matrices are presented in Appendix C.  These matrices integrate coded 

document-by-variable data.  In the chapter text, data tables are also presented that aid 

pattern identification.     

Drawing and verifying conclusions 

A greater understanding of the relevance of the theory of endemic SVA to these 

disparate case studies was achieved by visually scanning the document-by-variable data 

matrices for evidence of relevant contextual conditions and causal mechanisms, plus their 

functional patterns and interactions.  This was undertaken on both a within- and cross- case 

basis.  Gaps in understanding based on the available data were also identified, and will 

inform the next study (see Chapter Five).   

4.2.3 Data sources 

Available documents representing each of the three case studies were identified through 

purposive literature sampling.  Documents were chosen for inclusion in this study on the 

following grounds: 

 They explicitly addressed endemic SVA in each defined case-study context 

 They were prepared by reputable organisations and academics 

 They were in the public domain. 

Challenges were faced in locating sufficient literature for testing this theory, as most 

literature on the topic focuses on impacts and responses to SVA, rather than the causes of 

SVA.  Ultimately, a total of eight research reports were selected for this study. 

Document selection 

Document selection is critical to the relevance and quality of the research undertaken.  

Firstly, original research and formal inquiries with published findings were selected for 

examination. Secondly, document quality criteria were applied, according to the four-

criteria methodology for assessing the quality of documents for research reported by  Scott 

(1990). Those four criteria were: i) authenticity; ii) credibility; iii) representativeness; and iv) 

meaning.  Here, ‘authenticity’ refers to the genuineness of the document, including whether 

or not the source is known and reputable.  ‘Credibility’ reflects the extent to which the data 

are undistorted and sincere.  This involves ensuring each document was not written or 
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prepared for a purpose that might contaminate the research process, or ascertaining the 

author of the document had the appropriate knowledge base.  ‘Representativeness’ refers 

to the extent to which the chosen documents sufficiently represent the breadth and depth 

of the topic chosen for research.  And finally, ‘meaning’ infers the information presented in 

the document is clear and understandable.  Study documents were reviewed in accordance 

with these criteria on a document-by-document basis.   

4.2.4 Research quality 

Whilst reliability and validity are the hallmarks of quality evaluation in quantitative 

research, assessing these constructs can be difficult in qualitative studies.  There is need, 

therefore, to adapt and revise appropriate constructs and processes.  Additional ‘quality’ 

constructs proposed include transparency, trustworthiness, and credibility (e.g. Bryman, 

2012; Lewis & Ritchie, 2003; Spencer, Ritchie, Lewis, & Dillon, 2003).  The actions taken to 

enhance research quality and rigour in this study are outlined in Table 4.1.   

Table 4.1: Quality evaluation measures used in this study 

Quality Measure Quality Indicator 

Transparency / 
Trustworthiness 

The research method was clearly articulated to ensure the reader understood 

steps taken to achieve the published results/findings.  This included detailed 

outlines of: the rationale for case study selection; all documents analysed in 

this study; the analysis framework and rules; and the summary coding 

matrices produced in the course of analysis.   

Validity  All documents included in this study were assessed against recognised 

‘quality’ criteria of Scott (1990) (outlined earlier in Sub-section 4.2.3).  The use 

of multiple case studies ensured replication, allowing the proposed theory of 

endemic SVA to be tested across multiple contexts. 

Credibility Use of both deductive and inductive thematic analyses improved credibility.   

4.2.5 Ethical Clearance 

In accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research, this 

study is exempt from ethical review. It involved use of existing, published documents.  
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4.3 Case studies 

4.3.1 Case Study One: Eastern DRC  

Background 

Formerly known as Zaire, the DRC in Central Africa has been called the ‘rape capital of 

the world’ by the United Nations Special Representative on Sexual Violence (BBC, 2010) and 

the ‘worst place to be a woman or child’ (Human Rights Watch, 2009).  The DRC thus 

represents an important case study on endemic SVA, representing crisis zones.   

The DRC is a large country (2,345,408 square kilometres) with 25 provinces and a 

population of approximately 79 million (Central Intelligence Agency, 2013).  Given a long 

war history, there are currently 2.7 million internally displaced peoples within the country, 

with over 400,000 Congolese refugees in neighbouring countries (UNHCR, 2015).  The death 

toll linked to conflict in the DRC has been estimated at approximately 5.4 million 

(International Rescue Committee, 2007). The DRC is recognised as one of the least 

developed nations in the world (UN Development Programme, 2015).  Only 14% of 

households in the DRC have electricity, approximately half need to travel at least 30 minutes 

to seek drinking water, whilst 20% of rural households have no sanitation amenities.  High 

malnutrition rates amongst young children are also reported (Ministere du Plan et Suivi de 

la Mise en oeuvre de al Revolution de al Modernite (MPSMRM), Ministere de al Sante 

Publique (MSP), & ICF International, 2014).     

The conflict in the DRC is extremely complex.  Whilst two formal recent wars are 

recognised (1996-1997 and 1998-2002), conflict has continued since this time and new 

armed groups have emerged, despite peace agreements being signed.  Multiple military and 

militia groups continue to operate, many with support from neighbouring nations, and most 

financially maintained through the illegal minerals trade.  Ongoing concerns include SVA, the 

abduction of children by military and militia groups, massacres, and looting (Human Rights 

Watch, 2014).   

Many different military and militia groups have been involved in the conflict in the DRC.  

Some of the key combatant groups have included: Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic 

of Congo (FARDC); Mai Mai (including various subgroups); Democratic Forces for the 
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Liberation of Rwanda; M23; Allied Democratic Forces; Patriotic Resistance Force in Ituri; and 

the Lord’s Resistance Army (Human Rights Watch, 2014). Motivations for their engagement 

in the conflict appear to be varied, with some ethnic based, some linked to struggles in the 

region or the national political agenda, and others linked to competition for illegal trade in 

local mineral resources (Human Rights Watch, 2002; Ndikumana & Emizet, 2003).  The 

FARDC are the Congolese National Army.  All of the combatant groups in the DRC have been 

implicated in SVA (Meger, 2010).    

Precise rates of abuse are difficult to determine, given significant barriers to reporting 

abuse in conflict zones. However, reports consistently reveal extreme levels of SVA.  For 

example, research using household survey data examined a combined prevalence of rape 

and intimate partner sexual violence in the DRC, suggesting 1,150 women aged between 15 

and 49 years are raped each day (Peterman, Palermo, & Bredenkamp, 2011).  Endemic SVA 

is concentrated in the eastern provinces, in particular within North and South Kivu, on the 

borders with Burundi, Rwanda and Uganda (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009).  For this 

reason, the provinces of North and South Kivu were selected for this case study. 

A 2010 household survey, conducted over a four-week period in Eastern DRC, found 

39.7% of women and 23.6% of men reported sexual violence, with the majority (74.3% and 

64.5%, respectively) exposed to conflict-related sexual violence (Johnson et al., 2010). Other 

research suggests that >20,000 women and girls registered as rape survivors in South Kivu 

between 2005-2007 (Steiner et al., 2009).  Gang rapes, genital mutilation and other extreme 

sexual violence are amongst commonly reported incidents (Meger, 2010). 

Consistent with many conflict contexts, SVA in the DRC has been perpetrated both by 

armed combatants (army and militia) and by civilians, including women’s intimate partners 

(Cohen et al., 2013; Human Security Report Project, 2012).  Given perpetration patterns may 

differ between these two groups (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010), this case study 

focused only on SVA perpetrated by armed combatants.     

Data sources 

There is much literature on SVA in the DRC focused on documenting the abuse, and on 

the effects of, and responses to SVA (e.g. Human Rights Watch, 2005b; Nelson et al., 2011; 

Peterman et al., 2011).  However, a smaller proportion contains information relevant to 
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testing the theory of endemic SVA, such as those containing detailed interview accounts of 

both victims and perpetrators of SVA.  Research reports and publications that did not focus 

specifically on North and South Kivu in Eastern DRC were excluded.   

Five documents were chosen as representative of publications on endemic SVA in the 

Eastern DRC.  All report original research rather than literature reviews and summaries. This 

includes excerpts from interviews undertaken with both victims and perpetrators of SVA.  

All five documents constitute reports from three respected international organisations.  

Each document focuses specifically on endemic SVA in North and South Kivu provinces.  

Ideally, only documents pertaining to abuses perpetrated by one specific military group 

would have been selected, rather than multiple different military groups, in recognition that 

SVA dimensions and dynamics may also differ at this level. Unfortunately this was not 

possible given the limited number of research studies available.  Table 4.2 lists each of the 

selected documents, provides a brief document description, and the rationale for its 

inclusion in this study, based on the before-mentioned quality criteria of Scott (1990). 

Table 4.2: Data sources for Case Study One - Eastern DRC 

Document Description Quality Rationale (Scott, 1990) 

The War Within the 
War: Sexual violence 
against women and 
girls in Eastern Congo 

(Human Rights Watch, 
2002) 

Formal report of 
interview research with 
victims of SVA in the 
DRC.  Topics addressed 
include details of SVA, 
the aftermath of SVA, 
and responses to SVA at 
community, 
government and 
international levels.  
Interviews were 
undertaken in North 
and South Kivu. 

(1) Authenticity 

This report was authored by researchers from 
Human Rights Watch (HRW).  HRW is an 
independent, international, non-government 
organisation that conducts and publishes 
research on human rights issues across the 
world.  

(2) Credibility 

The report is based on original research 
undertaken in the DRC.  Over 50 victims of SVA 
were interviewed, along with victims’ relatives, 
and various professionals and paraprofessionals 
working in the area.  Participants were from 
both regional and rural areas.  Translators aided 
the interview process.  Interviews were held in 
2001.  The methodology is reported. 

(3) Representativeness 

Whilst the sample is relatively small, the report 
is based on direct testimony from victims of SVA 
in locations in the DRC reported to have the 
highest rates of SVA.  
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Document Description Quality Rationale (Scott, 1990) 

(4) Meaning 

This is a well-written, detailed and referenced 
report (over 100 pages). 

Soldiers Who Rape, 
Commanders Who 
Condone: Sexual 
Violence and Military 
Reform in the 
Democratic Republic 
of Congo (Human 
Rights Watch, 2009) 

Formal report of more 
recent research with 
victims of SVA, military 
staff, government and 
other community 
members in the DRC.   

The report examines 
SVA, particularly that 
committed by the 
Congolese Army, 
including efforts to 
reduce the extent of 
this abuse.  Interviews 
were undertaken in 
North and South Kivu. 

(1) Authenticity 

This report was authored by researchers from 
HRW (organisational details reported above).  

(2) Credibility 

The report is based on original research 
undertaken in the DRC in 2009.  The research 
involved interviews with 31 SVA victims, five 
relatives, 17 FARDC soldiers, as well as 
professionals and government agents.  The 
methodology is reported.   

(3) Representativeness 

The report is based on direct testimony from 
SVA victims and relevant others in the DRC, 
including soldiers who may have been directly or 
indirectly involved in the perpetration of SVA.  
Primary focus, however, was given to SVA 
perpetrated by the Congolese Army (FARDC) and 
thus may not reflect abuses perpetrated by 
other militia groups.   

(4) Meaning 

This is a 56 page, well-written, detailed and 
referenced report. 

Now the World is 
Without Me: An 
investigation of sexual 
violence in Eastern 
Democratic Republic 
of Congo (Harvard 
Humanitarian 
Initiative, 2010) 

Research report 
documenting results of 
a retrospective study of 
interview records of 
SVA victims from the 
Eastern Congo.  
Interview records were 
coded to enable a 
specific focus on 
understanding the 
dynamics of this abuse 
and violence. 

(1) Authenticity 

This report was prepared by researchers at the 
Harvard Humanitarian Institute, a research 
centre based at Harvard University (USA), aimed 
at increasing the evidence base informing 
responses to humanitarian issues. 

(2) Credibility 

This original research was undertaken on a large 
data-set (4,311 SVA incidents) containing 
interview transcripts from SVA victims.  
Interviews were conducted from 2004-2008.   

(3) Representativeness  

This information is based on direct testimony 
from SVA victims in the Eastern DRC.   

(4) Meaning 

This is a 66 page formal academic report. 
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Document Description Quality Rationale (Scott, 1990) 

Characterizing Sexual 
Violence in the 
Democratic Republic 
of the Congo: Profiles 
of violence, 
community responses, 
and implications for 
the protection of 
women 

(Harvard 
Humanitarian 
Initiative, 2009) 

Research report 
documenting results of 
surveys, focus groups 
and interviews 
undertaken with victims 
and perpetrators of SVA 
and other community 
members.  Interviews 
were conducted in 
North and South Kivu. 

 

(1) Authenticity 

This report was authored by researchers from 
the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative 
(organisational details reported earlier).  

(2) Credibility 

This research specifically addresses four 
identified research questions and utilises a 
mixed-methods’ methodology that is reported in 
detail.  Data sources include: a survey of 255 
women seeking services from a local hospital 
(undertaken in 2007), and focus groups (41 men 
and 45 women) of victims and their relatives and 
other community members, undertaken in 2008.  
Twenty-five interviews were also undertaken 
with Mai Mai militia in 2009.  The primary 
author of this report is considered by peers to be 
an expert in this field.   

(3) Representativeness 

This research is based on information from both 
victims and perpetrators of SVA, and thus 
provides a breadth of information about this 
issue.  However, all 25 combatants interviewed 
belonged to the same militia group (the Mai 
Mai), thus contributions may not reflect the 
views or behaviour of other militia groups.   

(4) Meaning 

This is a 64 page formal academic report of 
original research. 

Rape in War: Motives 
of Militia in DRC 
(Kelly, 2010) 

This report presents 
research results from 
interviews with Mai Mai 
militia.  It extends the 
research reported in the 
preceding document.  
Interviews were 
conducted in rural 
towns in North and 
South Kivu. 

(1) Authenticity 

This report was authored by a Harvard 
Humanitarian Institute researcher, for the 
United States Institute of Peace, which works to 
prevent violent conflict around the world.   

(2) Credibility 

This original research extends the project 
originally reported in the previously listed 
document (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 
2010).  The current document builds on previous 
interview research with Mai Mai Shikito militia, 
to include interviews of Mai Mai Kifuafua militia, 
bringing the total number of interviews to 33.  
Interviews were conducted in 2009-2010.  The 
author is considered an expert in this field. 

(3) Representativeness  
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Document Description Quality Rationale (Scott, 1990) 

This report includes interview data from two 
different subgroups of the Mai Mai militia, 
increasing the breadth of information available 
from militia sources. 

(4) Meaning 

This is a short, well-written report of 16 pages. 

 

Collectively, these documents meet the quality criteria outlined by Scott (1990).  All 

documents were authored by experienced researchers from respected organisations.  Each 

report aimed to enhance understanding of this issue, and included original research. Some 

authors are widely recognised for their expertise in this and related fields.  Reported 

research includes information from a range of participants such as victims of SVA, 

perpetrators of SVA (including different combatant groups), family members, and service 

providers.  The research was conducted in Eastern DRC.  All documents are well-written and 

understandable. 

4.3.2 Case Study Two: Remote Indigenous Communities, NT, Australia 

Background 

Indigenous cultures in Australia are diverse, comprising many nations and clan groups, 

identified through land areas and language, and each with a unique culture.  Australian 

Aboriginal cultures are the oldest living in the world, with Aboriginal peoples inhabiting 

Australia for over 50,000 years.  Today, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples make 

up about 3% (about 650,000 people) of the total Australian population (approximately 23.4 

million) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016). 

European colonisation in 1788 triggered significant changes for Australia’s Aboriginal 

peoples, including: loss of land; conflict (including massacres); exposure to new diseases and 

the introduction of alcohol; and inevitable changes to traditional life and social structures.  

The subsequent introduction of government policies for the ‘protection’ and assimilation of 

the Australian Aboriginal population led to devastating practices such as the forced removal 

of children and the displacement of people into missions, reserves and institutions.  The 

ensuing loss of connection to land, culture, family and identity; loss of language; social 

marginalisation; barriers to economic opportunities; and changes to traditional family, kin 
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and social structures, has had a damaging impact on Aboriginal Australians (Dudgeon, 

Wright, Paradies, Garvey, & Walker, 2010; Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 

Commission, 1997; Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision, 

2014). 

Aboriginal Australians continue to face significant disadvantage (e.g. Steering Committee 

for the Review of Government Service Provision, 2014).  They have a lower life expectancy 

than non-Indigenous Australians (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010); experience poorer 

health outcomes (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision, 

2014); and experience higher rates of unemployment.  Aboriginal children are more likely to 

be involved in the statutory child protection system (Stanley, Tomison, & Pocock, 2003).  

Aboriginal Australians also experience higher rates of violence, as both offenders and 

victims (Bryant, 2009; Wundersitz, 2010) and are significantly over-represented in the 

criminal justice system (Allard, 2010).  Indigenous Australians have the highest incarceration 

rates in the world, amongst countries for which relevant data is available.  During the 2010 / 

2010-2011 period, Indigenous Australian imprisonment rates were 2,303 per 100,000 

adults, compared with 2,207 per 100,000 adults for African Americans, 1,400 per 100,000 

for Aboriginal Canadians, and 899 per 100,000 for Indigenous Americans (Anthony, 2017). 

Concentrations of SVA, including CSA, in remote Aboriginal communities, are 

documented in numerous Australian inquires, for example the Breaking the Silence: 

Creating the Future Report in New South Wales (Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce, 

2006); the Putting the Picture Together: Inquiry into Response by Government Agencies to 

Complaints of Family Violence and Child Abuse in Aboriginal Communities in Western 

Australia (Gordon et al., 2002); and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task 

Force on Violence Report in QLD (Robertson, 2000).  These inquires paint a bleak picture, 

describing sexual violence and abuse in these communities as “massive”, “epidemic” and a 

“way of life” (e.g. Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce, 2006, p. 49).  These inquiries 

detail the abuse and exploitation of women and children, boys and girls, by Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous perpetrators, including both adults and youth (e.g. Wild & Anderson, 2007).   

As in the DRC, precise rates of abuse are difficult to determine.  Acknowledging the 

limitations associated with official data, rates of sexual violence towards Indigenous women 

are typically reported as two to four times higher than for non-Indigenous women (Tarczon 
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& Quadara, 2012), with female Indigenous children about three times more likely to 

experience child sexual abuse than non-Indigenous girls (Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault 

Taskforce, 2006).  Increased barriers to formally reporting abuse are acknowledged for 

Aboriginal women and children, particularly those in remote communities (Willis, 2011). For 

example, up to 88% of rapes in Indigenous communities are unreported (Robertson, 2000). 

This highlights the inadequacy of formal data sources for measuring the extent of the 

problem, and indicates actual prevalence rates are likely higher than published reports 

suggest.   

The Northern Territory (NT) is a federal territory covering central and northern Australia, 

with a geographically dispersed population of 225,900 people, approximately 30% of whom 

are Indigenous (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011c).  It comprises hundreds of discrete 

Aboriginal communities, homelands and outstations (traditional lands).  These communities 

are geographically dispersed and isolated, and often inaccessible during the wet season.  

Approximately 81% of Indigenous peoples in the NT live in remote or very remote locations 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006b).   

Endemic SVA (specifically endemic child sexual abuse) came to recent public attention in 

the NT following a leaked report authored by Crown Prosecutor Dr Nanette Rodgers 

(Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 2006) and the subsequent Ampe Akelyernemane 

Meke Mekarle (Little Children are Sacred) Inquiry (Wild & Anderson, 2007), which was 

commissioned in response to these concerns and systematically documented the extent of 

child sexual abuse in NT Indigenous communities.  The Australian Government initiated the 

NT Emergency Response (known as the NT Intervention) in 2007, in direct response to the 

Wild & Anderson (2007) report.  This controversial intervention deployed the Australian 

Army to Indigenous communities, introduced alcohol restrictions, changes to welfare 

payments, and a range of education and health initiatives across 73 targeted remote 

communities.   Widely criticised for its lack of community consultation and input (e.g. 

Fawcett & Hanlon, 2009; Perche, 2017), mixed outcomes have been reported (e.g. Evans, 

2012; Gray, 2016). 

Data sources 

In contrast to the growing literature on endemic SVA in Eastern DRC, less has been 

published on endemic SVA in remote Indigenous communities in Australia, and for the most 
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part, reviews and research focus on national or state contexts, rather than local settings.  

For example, most Australian states and territories have undertaken large-scale reviews 

over the last two decades (e.g. Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce, 2006; Gordon et 

al., 2002; Robertson, 2000; Wild & Anderson, 2007).  Only one published report to date 

specifically targets this issue on a smaller, community scale (see Smallbone et al., 2013).   

Despite numerous publications on responses to CSA in the NT and numerous documents 

addressing violence more generally, only one document is included in this study as it 

specifically reports research on the nature of endemic CSA in remote NT Aboriginal 

communities, undertaken as part of the 2007 Government Inquiry.  Table 4.3 outlines this 

document, provides a brief description and assesses the document as earlier described. 

Table 4.3: Data sources for Case Study Two – Remote Aboriginal Communities in the NT 

Document Description Quality Rationale (Scott, 1990) 

Ampe Akelyernamane 
Meke Mekarie “Little 
Children are Sacred” 
Report of the 
Northern Territory 
Board of Inquiry into 
the Protection of 
Aboriginal Children 
from Sexual Abuse 
(Wild & Anderson, 
2007)  

 

Formal report of the NT 
Board of Inquiry into 
the Protection of 
Aboriginal Children 
from Sexual Abuse. 

(1) Authenticity 

This is the formal report of the Board of Inquiry 
established by the NT Government in 2006.   

(2) Credibility 

The Board of Inquiry was co-chaired by two 
respected professionals, Mr Rex Wild QC, an 
experienced lawyer and former Director of 
Public Prosecutions, and Ms Pat Anderson, an 
Aboriginal professional with experience in the 
health sector.  Extensive consultation was 
undertaken with community members and key 
stakeholders to investigate this issue.  The 
research methodology is reported.   

(3) Representativeness 

The Inquiry collated information from multiple 
sources including: over 260 meetings with 
individuals and organisations; over 45 
community visits; and 65 written submissions.   

(4) Meaning 

This is a well-written, detailed (316 page) report. 
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4.3.3 Case Study Three: St Joseph’s Orphanage, Neerkol, Australia 

Background 

For years, the Catholic Church has come under major scrutiny regarding the sexual abuse 

of child parishioners by Catholic priests, deacons and other officials, as well as Church 

responses to abuse allegations.  This caught public attention through the Boston Globe 

investigation into CSA committed by priest John J. Geoghan, and the Church’s decision to 

transfer him from parish to parish, despite knowing about this abuse (Carroll, 2002; 

Rezendes, 2002).  Subsequent investigations revealed the larger extent of the problem, 

involving multiple priests, over multiple years (e.g. Carroll, Pfeiffer, & Rezendes, 2002).  

Empirical research has since investigated the nature and scope of abuse within the USA 

Catholic Church, highlighting its widespread nature (e.g. Terry, 2008). 

A comprehensive Australian research study on abuse in Catholic Church institutions has 

recently been undertaken by the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse to understand and document the extent of this abuse in Australia (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017a).  Data was collected 

from a range of Catholic Church authorities, including 33 archdioceses and dioceses and 42 

religious institutes, in relation to claims of CSA made over a 60- year period from 1950-2010. 

This research confirmed the widespread nature of the problem, with 4,444 individuals 

making a total of 4,756 claims over the study period, relating to 1,880 perpetrators and 

1,049 discrete Catholic institutions.  The majority (37%) of perpetrators were non-ordained 

religious personnel such as religious brothers and sisters, whilst 30% were priests.  Most 

claims were made in relation to school institutions (46%) and orphanages or residential 

facilities (29%).  

St Joseph’s Orphanage (known as Neerkol Orphanage), part of the Catholic Diocese of 

Rockhampton, QLD, is one of the Catholic Intuitions linked to endemic SVA.  This Orphanage 

was run by the Sisters of Mercy from 1885-1978.  Most of the children accommodated at 

the Neerkol Orphanage were wards of the state, although a small number were British Child 

Migrants and private admissions.  Claims of CSA were made against a variety of people, such 

as priests, nuns, carers and male staff at the Orphanage.  Reported complaints covered the 

period from the 1920’s to the 1960’s, though most were concentrated in the 1950’s and 

1960’s.  Neerkol Orphanage was chosen because: i) it represents a Catholic institution 
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(orphanage); ii) it alone received 71 claims of CSA, placing it in the 16% of institutions 

investigated by the Royal Commission with five or more claims; and iii) it has been subject to 

two formal, independent, public reviews. 

Data sources 

Two documents were identified for analysis.  Each is the report of formal public reviews / 

inquiries into institutional CSA at Neerkol Orphanage.  Table 4.4 lists both documents, 

provides a brief description of each, and the rationale for inclusion in this study. 

Table 4.4: Data sources for Case Study Three – Neerkol Orphanage, Australia 

Document Description Quality Rationale (Scott, 1990) 

Report of Case Study 
No. 26: The response 
of the Sisters of 
Mercy, the Catholic 
Diocese of 
Rockhampton and the 
QLD Government to 
allegations of child 
sexual abuse at St 
Joseph’s Orphanage 
Neerkol 

(Royal Commission 
into Institutional 
Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse, 2016) 

Formal report of a 
public hearing of the 
Royal Commission into 
Institutional Response 
to CSA, in relation to 
abuse at the Neerkol 
Orphanage.   

(1) Authenticity 

This is the formal report of the Australian Royal 
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse.   

(2) Credibility 

The public hearing on abuse at the Neerkol 
Orphanage was chaired by Commissioners, 
specifically The Hon. Justice Jennifer Coate, 
Professor Helen Milroy, and Mr Andrew Murray.   

(3)  Representativeness 

The public hearing heard evidence from multiple 
sources including victims of abuse at Neerkol 
Orphanage.     

(3) Meaning 

This is a well-written, detailed (123 page) report. 

Commission of Inquiry 
into Abuse of Children 
in QLD Institutions: 
Neerkol Confidential 
Closed Report (Forde, 
1999a) 

Closed Section (released 
2000) of the Formal 
Report of the 
Commission of Inquiry 
into Abuse of Children 
in QLD Institutions.  The 
closed section refers 
specifically to Neerkol 
Orphanage.  

(1) Authenticity 

This is part of the formal report of the 
Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of children in 
QLD Institutions.     

(2) Credibility 

The public hearing on abuse at the Neerkol 
Orphanage was chaired by Leneen Forde AC, 
former Governor of QLD, and former Chancellor 
of Griffith University (QLD).  

(3)  Representativeness 

The commission of inquiry heard evidence from 
multiple sources including victims of abuse at 
Neerkol Orphanage.  

(3) Meaning 

This is a well-written (11 page) report. 
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Together these two documents meet the quality criteria outlined by Scott (1990).  The 

documents report findings from the two formal inquiries conducted in Australia into 

institutional CSA at Neerkol Orphanage, and are authored by people of high standing within 

recognised government organisations.  Reported findings are based on information from a 

range of participants including victims of SVA, former institution staff, and representatives 

of relevant governing bodies.   Both documents are well-written and understandable. 

4.4 Results 

Each of the research questions are addressed in this section.  Analyses are initially 

summarised across all three case studies to identify themes common across all cases, as 

well as themes unique to a specific case study. This is followed by a case-by-case analysis.    

Detailed document-by-variable matrices are presented in Appendix B, whilst summary 

variable-by-case matrices are presented in Appendix C.     

4.4.1 Research Question 1: Can theorised contextual conditions be identified in the 

endemic SVA case studies? 

The three theorised contextual conditions (social conditions supportive of SVA, 

breakdown in formal regulatory controls, and population stressors) were evident across all 

three endemic case studies, supporting the inclusion of these constructs in the proposed 

theory.  Analysis revealed important information about how the contextual conditions 

operate in such diverse contexts, with some conditions shared across all three case studies, 

and others unique to specific cases (see Table 4.5).    

Table 4.5: Common and unique contextual conditions identified in the case studies 

 Common Contextual Conditions Unique Contextual Conditions 

So
ci

al
 c

o
n

d
it

io
n

s 

su
p

p
o

rt
iv

e 
o

f 
SV

A
  Normalisation of violence, 

sexual violence and abuse 
 Gender inequality (Eastern DRC) 

 Victim blaming and stigmatisation Eastern DRC) 

 Breakdown of traditional sexual norms (NT 
Aboriginal communities) 

 Isolated, closed community (Neerkol 
Orphanage) 
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 Common Contextual Conditions Unique Contextual Conditions 
B

re
ak

d
o

w
n

 

in
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al
 

re
gu
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to

ry
 

co
n

tr
o

ls
 

 Compromised protection and 
justice systems 

 Organisational denial  

 Ineffective military leadership (Eastern DRC) 

 Tension between local Aboriginal Lore and 
Australian Law and practice (NT Aboriginal 
communities) 

P
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

 

st
re

ss
o

rs
 

 Challenging living conditions  Traumatic experiences / trauma (Eastern DRC & 
NT Aboriginal communities) 

 Widespread substance abuse (NT Aboriginal 
communities) 

 Workload (Neerkol Orphanage) 

 

Research Question 1a:  Can social conditions that support SVA be identified? 

Common to all three case studies was evidence of exposure to, desensitisation, and 

normalisation, of some form of violent, sexually violent, or other abusive behaviour.  This 

suggests that exposure to, and normalisation of violence may form an important part of the 

contextual social conditions for endemic SVA.   

Soldiers in the Eastern DRC were routinely exposed to both physically- and sexually- 

violent behaviour, whilst community members witnessed the rape, murder and mutilation 

of family members, neighbours or friends, along with many other violent crimes:   

“Participants note the war has created an environment where violence and rape have 

increasingly been seen as normalised” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 50) 

“a kind of normalisation of sexual violence among the community as a result of widespread 

rape during the conflict” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 39). 

In remote Aboriginal communities in the NT, widespread exposure to violence such as 

family violence was also reported, contributing to desensitisation and normalisation of this 

behaviour.  This extended to the ‘sexualisation of children’ through their routine exposure 

to adults engaging in sexual activity, largely through conditions of overcrowding:   

 “many Indigenous children are growing up in communities where violence has become a 

normal and ordinary part of life” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 40) 

“it is apparent that children in Aboriginal communities are widely exposed to inappropriate 

sexual activity such as pornography, adult films and adults having sex within the child’s view.  

This exposure can produce a number of effects, particularly resulting in the sexualisation of 
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childhood and the creation of normalcy around sexual activity” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 

65). 

Whilst the environment at Neerkol Orphanage, QLD, Australia was very different to the 

above, physical and emotional abuse and neglect of children was still described as routine.  

Accounts were given in both documents of harsh physical punishment, children being kept 

in poor conditions, and children not being treated like individual human beings: 

“The Royal Commission also heard extensive evidence about the excessive, sadistic and often 

cruel punishment administered to former residents by the Sisters and employees (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 8) 

“..beatings of children, often with their clothes removed, were a frequent occurrence at 

Neerkol” (Forde, 1999a, p. 3). 

Other social conditions were unique to the different endemic contexts within selected 

case studies.  In the Eastern DRC, evidence of gender inequality and associated victim 

blaming and stigmatisation was discussed in some way in each of the five documents 

reviewed.  It is understood that women in this context are considered ‘property’ and 

subordinate to men.  Linked to this, many references were made in the documents to 

blaming and poor treatment of women following rape victimisation: 

“The law as well as social norms defined the role of women and girls as subordinate to men” 

(Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 20) 

“Your husband will say he cannot keep a woman who has been raped by the whole battalion 

and he will abandon you.  When you go to your parent’s house, they will ask you why you 

have destroyed your marriage” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 18)  

In remote Aboriginal communities in Australia’s NT, the post-colonisation erosion of 

traditional cultural norms and rules about sexual behaviour and the introduction of 

‘European’ laws and policies following colonisation, have left people confused about 

appropriate relationships and sexual behaviour:   

“traditional Aboriginal and missionary-imposed norms regarding sex broke down, they were 

being replaced with rampant promiscuity among teenagers” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 66) 

“The rules and boundaries that provided Indigenous people with a structure for appropriate 

behaviour and created a sense of safety, collapsed, leaving relationships between family, kin 

and communities chaotic” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 139). 
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This is not to suggest that violence did not occur in Aboriginal communities prior to 

colonisation.  Indeed, evidence reveals a range of violence in pre-colonial times, including 

blood feuding, warfare, and ‘wife-raiding expeditions’ (Sutton, 2009).  Instead, this 

breakdown in traditional cultural social norms raises the issue of confused standards and 

expectations about accepted behaviour contributing to current examples of violence, 

including sexual violence. 

Finally, the isolated, closed community environment of the Neerkol Orphanage limited 

external input into behavioural norms and expectations.   

“the [isolated] setting of Neerkol inevitably gave rise to a closed community with a culture of 

its own” (Forde, 1999a, p. 2). 

Research Question 1b:  Can a breakdown in formal regulatory controls be identified? 

In each case, the formal systems designed to protect individuals, hold perpetrators 

accountable, and address SVA were compromised in some way.  This included a level of 

denial within organisations.  In the Eastern DRC, failings of the justice system to hold SVA 

perpetrators accountable and a subsequent distrust of the system were evident, along with 

implicit messages that this behaviour is tolerated:   

“Discussions however revealed widespread distrust in the justice system and a belief that the 

rule of law was not adequately enforced…. One female participant went so far as to say that 

“we are slaves of [armed groups] they can do whatever they like and we can’t do anything 

about it”” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 29) 

“As those who commit crime of sexual violence went unpunished, other potential abusers 

observed the tacit acceptance of such crimes and victims learned there was no point in 

lodging complaints” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 80). 

Similar breakdowns were noted in Aboriginal communities in the NT:   

“..a lack of confidence and trust in police and FACS” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 113). 

In these remote Aboriginal communities, this extended to a lack of appropriate training 

for professionals working in these locations, with insufficient knowledge about CSA or 

related procedures limiting professionals’ capacity to provide protection: 

“The Inquiry found that some service providers were unaware of mandatory reporting 

obligations under the Community Welfare Act.  Some were unaware of their own agency’s 
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policies and procedures for reporting, or of any protocols that exist between themselves and 

other agencies in relation to reporting”  (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 79). 

It appears the cultural composition of these formal systems may have also impacted 

effectiveness, with suggestions that non-Aboriginal professionals may be subject to some 

unique barriers, compromising their effectiveness in these important protective roles: 

“The Inquiry was told that some non-Aboriginal people are fearful of violent repercussions 

and intimidation that might occur if they report and also that pressure might be exerted to 

make them leave a community” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 78).  

Likewise, the failings of formal protective systems to act in response to allegations of CSA 

in institutions have been noted, and prompted the establishment of the Australian Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.  Consistent evidence of this 

was also noted in relation to Neerkol Orphanage, with many examples documented of 

protective policies not being implemented properly and inadequate staff training:   

“We are satisfied that the Queensland Government failed to adequately supervise and 

protect from harm the children for whom it was guardian in the orphanage by: not ensuring 

adequately trained staff were employed as department inspectors; not ensuring that it 

provided adequate scrutiny over the circumstance in which the children were living” (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 41). 

Whilst some level of organisational denial was evident across the three case studies, this 

received the most attention in documents pertaining to Neerkol Orphanage.  This included 

evidence of a general denial that priests were capable of abusing children, disbelief in 

response to children’s disclosures of abuse, and even attempts to silence children from 

making disclosures: 

“..a general unwillingness to accept that a man in the position of priest could behave 

improperly.  The prevalence of that attitude to the priests position and the refusal to 

entertain such complaints, undoubtedly exposed the children at Neerkol, as with children in 

other Catholic orphanages, to the risk of abuse” (Forde, 1999a, p. 5) 

“We are also satisfied that children who did complain to a departmental inspector, a Sister, a 

priest or police were either not believed and/or were often punished by the Sister or priest for 

reporting the physical and/or sexual abuse” (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 

to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 60) 



Chapter Four  Rayment-McHugh 2018 

90 

“[a former resident] gave evidence about telling a number of the Sisters about his abuse.  He 

said that each time he was punished for being evil” (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 52). 

Some breakdowns in formal regulatory controls were unique to specific case studies.  In 

conflict zones, military leadership and practice has a formal role to play in guiding 

behaviour, in addition to civilian legal and justice systems.  Evidence emerged from study 

documents of ineffective military leadership representing another breakdown in potential 

external controls, contributing to SVA:   

Soldiers “were able to commit abuses without consequence partly because of confusion over 

chain of command” (Human Rights Watch, 2009, p. 32). 

Unique to remote Aboriginal communities was the breakdown in clear rules and 

consequences for behaviour that occurs as a result of tensions and contradictions between 

traditional local Lore and Australian law, certainly in the NT.  This can lead to confusion and 

disrespect for the formal justice system:   

“many Aboriginal people were still confused as to the age of consent and as to the general 

state of the wider Australian law as far as traditional marriage practices were concerned” 

(Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 71) 

“There is still extremely strong resistance to a wholesale acceptance of Australian law at the 

expense of Aboriginal law” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 175). 

Research Question 1c:  Can population level stressors be identified? 

Population level stressors were evident across each of the case studies.  Challenging 

living conditions were the only shared population level stressor evident.  Local 

manifestations, however, differed across the case studies.  For example, challenging living 

conditions in the Eastern DRC and in NT Aboriginal communities related to issues of 

disadvantage.  In contrast, challenges related to workload pressures within the closed 

Neerkol Orphanage setting.   

The disadvantage evident in the Eastern DRC and in NT Aboriginal communities spanned 

financial difficulties, unemployment, housing shortages and lack of access to health care and 

other services.  In the DRC, the most common disadvantage stressors faced by soldiers and 
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militia related to lack of pay and the associated lack of essential items like food, as well as 

health care, and employment: 

“Food, water, health care, shelter, lack of salary and inability to live and spend time with 

family members were the major grievances Mai Mai soldiers voiced… we don’t have food or 

health care, in addition to that we are not being paid.  So we lack everything” (Harvard 

Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 33). 

In contrast, in remote Aboriginal communities, reported disadvantage stressors primarily 

related to housing shortages and associated overcrowding, and lack of access to essential 

services: 

“The shortage of Indigenous housing in remote regional and urban parts of the Territory is 

nothing short of disastrous and desperate” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 195). 

As outlined, at Neerkol Orphanage, stressors linked to challenging conditions related to 

high workloads of nuns responsible for care of the children: 

“The workload of individual nuns… was unremitting and arduous” (Forde, 1999a, p. 7) 

“For example during the 1950’s, between 10 and 15 nuns cared for between 300-400 children 

at the Orphanage” (Forde, 1999a, p. 10). 

Additional context-unique stressors were also reported in the Eastern DRC and NT 

Aboriginal communities.  Across both sites, trauma or traumatic experiences were recorded, 

albeit with minimal explicit detail.  In the DRC, reported traumatic experiences were recent, 

including the loss of a family member in the conflict, for example: “Nearly all the soldiers 

described having a family member killed in the conflict” (Kelly, 2010), whereas in remote 

Aboriginal communities the reported trauma was inter-generational. 

Unique to remote Aboriginal communities, widespread, endemic substance abuse was 

reported and described as having a detrimental effect on community life across the 

population:   

“It is the Inquiry’s experience that excessive alcohol consumption has become a way of life 

for many Aboriginal people and particularly men” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 166). 
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4.4.2 Research Question 2:  Can the theorised causal mechanisms be identified in the 

case studies? 

Three of the four theorised causal mechanisms (breakdowns in personal controls, 

breakdowns in informal social controls, and opportunity) were also evident in the three 

endemic case studies, supporting their inclusion in the proposed theory.  Some mechanisms 

were shared across all case studies, whilst some context-unique manifestations were also 

recorded (see Table 4.6).  Unfortunately, data limitations prevented a detailed analysis of 

the fourth theorised causal mechanism, situational precipitants, as the documents did not 

contain sufficiently detailed accounts of offender behaviour.  For this reason, common and 

unique situational precipitants could not be identified.   

Table 4.6: Common and unique causal mechanisms identified in the case studies 

 Common Causal Mechanisms Unique Causal Mechanisms 

Situational 
Precipitants 

 

Unknown 

 

Unknown 

Breakdown 
in personal 

controls 

 Dysregulation 

 Cognitive distortions  

 

 

 Disinhibitors - alcohol (Eastern DRC and NT 
Aboriginal communities) 

 Favourable cost-benefit analysis (Eastern DRC) 

Breakdown 
in informal 

social 
controls 

 Potential guardians inhibited 

 

 

 No guardian present (Eastern DRC and NT 
Aboriginal communities) 

 Neglectful guardianship (NT Aboriginal 
communities) 

 Denial (Neerkol Orphanage) 

 

Opportunity  Increased vulnerability of 
potential victims 

 Routine convergence settings (Eastern DRC 
and Neerkol Orphanage) 

Research Question 2a:  Can situational precipitants be identified? 

Documents about the Eastern DRC contained the majority of information on situational 

precipitants identified in the three case studies. In this case study, evidence of, or 

information implying the presence of, the four different types of situational precipitants 

[prompts, pressures, permissibility and provocations] (see Wortley, 1997, 1998), were 

identified.   
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Four of the five documents analysed in the Eastern DRC case study described situations 

that create adverse or strong emotional arousal, such as frustration, other negative mood 

states, and sexual arousal, provoking SVA: 

“…assailants found little to rob from people who had been repeatedly attacked, and wanted 

to punish them as a result of their perceived lack of support” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 

33) 

“taking a woman because you desire her” (Kelly, 2010, p. 8). 

The majority of sexual assaults in the Eastern DRC conflict were group offences, with a 

mean of 2.5 perpetrators per assault, and a range of 1 to 20 (Harvard Humanitarian 

Initiative, 2010).  This implies some soldiers or militia may have been prompted to engage in 

SVA through cues taken from the behaviour of their peers.  Social pressure from peers to 

conform to group offending behaviour may also explain this reported trend.   

Documents pertaining to Eastern DRC also suggested other situational precipitants may 

cue SVA, including implied permission: 

Soldiers were told “’the city is yours for three days’, spurring a period of rape, pillage and 

indiscriminate killing” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 27).  

Permissibility, however, may also have operated through a process of deindividuation:   

“Mai-Mai soldiers describe a process of being de-identified when they join the militia, as they 

leave behind traditional notions of right and wrong: ‘they beat the civilian out of you’” (Kelly, 

2010, p. 11) 

“Another soldier described his first beating, saying new recruits were taken to the river, 

stripped naked, and flogged.  After the beating they were ‘anointed’ with the river mud.   The 

soldier described himself as being ‘moulded in the mud’ and went on to say ‘All those sticks 

that you were beaten with put into you another ideology” (Kelly, 2010, p. 6). 

Reports were also made of orders to rape or abduct women given to soldiers / militia in 

the Eastern DRC.  This implies pressure to obey an order may have occurred: 

“We are always sent by our chiefs who tell us: Do this! Despite your refusal, they oblige you 

to do it, otherwise you will be beaten seriously.  As a result you will do it unwillingly.  And you 

can even rape because of that” (Kelly, 2010, p. 8). 

However, such orders may also have strengthened cues of permissibility: 
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“soldiers were ordered to abduct women..... these women were then ‘given’ to soldiers, with 

higher ranking officers given precedence” (Kelly, 2010, p. 8).   

Information in the Inquiry document on NT Aboriginal communities suggests behavioural 

modelling may have prompted offending motivations, particularly with respect to youth 

offenders:   

“exposed to inappropriate sexual activity… result in sexual acting out and actual offending by 

children and young people” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 65). 

Little information about situational precipitants was recorded in documents pertaining to 

the Neerkol Orphanage.  It is possible, however, that the routine depersonalisation of 

children at the orphanage (which included children being assigned numbers, referred to by 

their surnames, and not being allowed personal possessions) could have cued permissibility. 

Research Question 2b:  Can a breakdown in personal or informal social controls be 

identified? 

Breakdown in personal controls 

Two shared mechanisms indicative of a breakdown in personal behavioural controls were 

identified: dysregulation and cognitive distortions supporting SVA.   

Dysregulation (failures of self-control) was implied in all case studies.   

Eastern DRC - “I see a woman passing by, and I begin to desire her, and then I come and I 

jump into her phoof” (Kelly, 2010, p. 8)  

NT  Aboriginal communities - “The combination of marijuana and pornography had created 

sexualised youth that were not educated and not properly in control of themselves” (Wild & 

Anderson, 2007, p. 75) 

Neerkol Orphanage - “Some witnesses spoke of beatings administered by nuns who seemed 

to lose all control in the process, leaving them with bruises, welts and even on occasion cuts” 

(Forde, 1999a). 

Cognitive distortions used by offenders to justify or excuse their offending behaviours 

were also common across each case study, further evidencing a breakdown in personal 

behavioural controls.  In the Eastern DRC, this included war and culture related 

justifications, excuses, blaming external parties for the behaviour, and minimising some 

types of sexual violence: 
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“a soldier’s due and a man’s right” (Kelly, 2010, p. 11) 

“Some men, however, still suggested that sometimes women provoked rape by wearing 

revealing clothes, travelling at night, or being far from their community when it happened” 

(Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 23). 

In contrast, perpetrators at Neerkol Orphanage engaged in religious justifications: 

Father D would say “it was okay because if it was wrong, God wouldn’t let it happen” (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 51). 

In addition to these common causal mechanisms, context-unique manifestations were 

also identified.  In the Eastern DRC and in remote NT Aboriginal communities, substance use 

is likely to have disinhibited offending behaviours:  

“The Inquiry was told that many of the offenders who have been dealt with by the courts for 

sexually abusing children were intoxicated at the time” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 162) 

This is consistent with reports of widespread substance use in these remote 

communities.  Previous research in the Eastern DRC also supports this finding, for example 

Maedl (2011) reports that 45.5% of interviewed victims in her research believed 

perpetrators of endemic SVA were either drunk or on drugs during the assaults.   

Information in one document relating to the Eastern DRC also suggests favourable-cost 

benefit analyses may also have contributed to a breakdown in personal behavioural 

controls.  In this case, a reduction in perceived risk may have been resulted from other 

offenders not being punished for SVA: 

“As one man said ‘if people see that those who rape are not punished, then they understand 

that they can also do the same without fearing any consequences” (Harvard Humanitarian 

Initiative, 2009, p. 23). 

Breakdown in informal social controls 

Common to the three case studies were a range of factors that inhibited active 

guardianship by family or other community members.  In the Eastern DRC, external barriers 

to guardianship included the extreme and brutal violence that co-occurs with SVA in conflict 

zones.  For example, some potential guardians were beaten, killed or restrained to prevent 

them from acting in a protective capacity, whilst others were threatened with physical 

violence or death: 
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“In another case, six armed and masked men in uniform broke into a home in Bukavu and 

attacked the father of the family with machetes.  Two men took the mother away while the 

others raped the fifteen-year-old daughter” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 59) 

“If present, the husband was often beaten, killed or restrained while the woman was raped” 

(Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 29). 

Information also suggests fear may have prevented some potential guardians from acting 

protectively: 

“When [the assailants] come, they are fortified with weapons; we get traumatized, and that 

is why we are unable to react” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 26). 

Fear was also identified as a potential inhibitor of active guardianship in remote NT 

Aboriginal communities:  

“fear of violence and intimidation by other community members if they made a report and 

that it might not be them but their family members who would suffer if a report was made” 

(Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 76). 

Intoxication and cultural barriers were also reported to impair active guardianship in 

these remote communities: 

“The quest to obtain alcohol, and the involvement in long drinking sessions and severe 

intoxication often resulted in children being unsupervised, neglected and forgotten” (Wild & 

Anderson, 2007, p. 162) 

“with sex abuse there are sometimes cultural impediments for certain persons to deal with 

the issue.  For example, if a girl was sexually abused that would not be able to be discussed 

with her brothers.  It would be culturally inappropriate for the brother to hear that kind of 

thing” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 78). 

In contrast, high workloads and feelings of powerlessness amongst caregivers intimated 

impaired guardianship at Neerkol Orphanage: 

“there appears to have been little recognition of the need for individualised care and 

attention, and the ratio of staff to children at Neerkol would in any event have made such 

attention impossible” (Forde, 1999a, p. 4) 

“Some of the nuns who gave evidence to the Inquiry spoke of their feelings of intimidation 

and powerlessness as junior members of the Order” (Forde, 1999a, p. 2). 
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Other causes of reduced guardianship were context-specific.  For example, case study 

documents pertaining to the Eastern DRC and remote NT Aboriginal communities revealed 

instances where guardians were simply not being present at the time of the abuse.   

The concept of ‘neglectful’ guardianship was uniquely reported in remote NT Aboriginal 

communities.   

“The Inquiry was told that many children who were sexually abused had been neglected by 

their own families or did not have a strong family network” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 62). 

Such neglect was also apparent when guardians were reluctant or failed to seek formal 

assistance for a child, despite awareness of abuse.  Reasons for this ranged from shame to 

previous negative experiences.  For example, “families may be fearful of the shame that will 

be brought to their family and community by reporting” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 77).  

This is distinct from factors outlined earlier that inhibited active guardianship, given the 

choice available in these circumstances.  Insufficient information was documented to 

determine whether or not these guardians might be active in some contexts and inactive in 

others.   

Unique in documents on the Neerkol Orphanage, was a level of denial amongst nuns in 

caregiving roles about the possibility of abuse.  For example “some former residents who 

reported their abuse to the nuns at the orphanage were not believed” (Royal Commission 

into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 57). 

Research Question 2c:  Can opportunity be identified? 

Increased vulnerability of potential victims was identified in all three case studies.  

Vulnerability factors spanned personal (e.g. fear, other negative emotions and intoxication) 

and systemic or environmental levels (e.g. poverty, isolation, and high-risk environments).  

These eight factors were not, however, common to all case studies, though many were 

common to two of the three case studies.   

In both the Eastern DRC and NT Aboriginal communities, poverty and unmet needs were 

identified as increasing vulnerability.  This included sexual exploitation of children through 

the provision of money or other goods:   

“..soldiers find a girl who lives miserably and offer her money and she accepts” (Human 

Rights Watch, 2009, p. 29) 
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“It was alleged that the girls were provided with alcohol, cash and other goods in exchange 

for sex” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 64). 

Economic disadvantage was also linked to girls becoming pregnant at a young age for 

financial purposes in NT Aboriginal communities (the Australian Government introduced a 

lump sum ‘baby bonus’ payment in 2004): 

“many girls were deliberately having a child at a young age, and many people in 

communities across the Territory saw the Australian Government’s ‘baby bonus’ payment as 

providing further encouragement for teenage girls to get pregnant so they could receive a 

significant amount of money” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 66). 

Actual threats or fear of repercussions may have prevented potential victims from trying 

to escape abuse (in the Eastern DRC), or from reporting this and seeking help afterwards (at 

Neerkol Orphanage):   

“They said if I did not agree, they would kill me” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 

28) 

“The Royal Commission heard evidence from many of the former residents that they did not 

tell anyone about the sexual abuse at the time it was occurring.  Some of the former 

residents gave evidence that this was because they feared that they might be physically 

punished or ostracised by the Sisters if they complained of the sexual abuse” (Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 9). 

Isolation from family was further linked to increased vulnerability in the Eastern DRC: 

“Families sometimes reject their own daughters after rape.  When girls are rejected by their 

families and leave their home, they become vulnerable to further abuse” (Human Rights 

Watch, 2009, p. 16). 

Whilst not explicitly linked to vulnerability or abuse, family isolation was also reported at 

Neerkol Orphanage, where children were discouraged from maintaining family 

relationships.  As in the Eastern DRC, this is likely associated with decreased support and 

guardianship.   

Negative emotions were identified in two case studies, as a barrier to help-seeking.  This 

included shame (Eastern DRC) and worthlessness (Neerkol Orphanage).   
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Four other factors contributing to vulnerability of potential victims were only reported in 

one case study, and thus may be context-specific.   

In the Eastern DRC, this included high-risk environments, for example “No longer within 

solid walls, sometimes living dispersed in the forest, displaced persons – particularly women 

and girls – had little protection if attacked by soldiers and combatants” (Human Rights 

Watch, 2002, p. 18).  However, given criminogenic contextual conditions were evident in all 

three case studies, it is likely this is a shared vulnerability mechanism.  

Three more unique factors increasing vulnerability were documented in relation to 

remote NT Aboriginal communities.  This included victim intoxication, lack of knowledge 

about sexual behaviour rules, and physical disability. 

Routine convergence settings were identified in two of the three case studies.  Four of 

the five documents in the Eastern DRC case study recorded SVA occurring in victims’ homes 

during looting activities, or alternatively when soldiers or militia came across women and 

children in isolated locations.  Looting activities were commonly reported, suggesting 

regular opportunities for SVA:   

“They came to pillage and they pillaged everything in my house, leaving with the livestock, 

the clothes and other valuables.  Then two assailants raped me” (Harvard Humanitarian 

Initiative, 2010, p. 30) 

“Gang rape and rape in public were often described as occurring in tandem with attacks from 

armed men on villages that also involved looting” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 

16). 

Where soldiers came across vulnerable potential victims in isolated locations, this was 

often linked to women being in agricultural fields as part of their livelihood:   

“She had gone to her field where she cultivates manioc, corn and peanuts… She was alone 

when she left the field in the middle of the afternoon and was set upon by soldiers who came 

from the mountains where they had been fighting” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 48) 

“Women emphasised that if they do make it to their fields they often encounter armed men 

demanding their crops and face the threat of rape” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, 

p. 30). 
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Different yet still routine opportunities were also reported at Neerkol Orphanage.  These 

included daily activities within the orphanage setting, such as taking tea to a priest, 

travelling in the car with a priest, or when billeted with other families during holidays: 

“the abuse would take place when the nuns would tell AYK to take Father D morning tea in 

the presbytery” (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, 

p. 55). 

Wild and Anderson (2007) did not report specific information regarding convergence 

settings.   

4.4.3 Research Question 3: Can factors be identified that are not consistent with the 

proposed theory and support alternative explanatory theories of endemic SVA? 

The study documents were also examined for explanatory factors not consistent with the 

proposed theory.  Four possible explanations for endemic SVA alternative to the proposed 

theory of endemic SVA were identified in study documents pertaining to the Eastern DRC 

and NT Aboriginal communities (see Table 4.7).   

Table 4.7: Alternative explanations for endemic SVA 

Eastern DRC NT Aboriginal communities Neerkol Orphanage 

1. Weapon of war 

2. Mental illness 

1. Colonisation impacts 

2. Victim-offender cycle 

N/A 

 

The most reported alternative explanation was SVA as a ‘weapon of war’ in the Eastern 

DRC, consistent with other conflicts around the world.  As outlined in Chapter Two, ‘rape as 

a weapon of war’ (known formally as Strategic Rape Theory) has received much attention in 

the field, but has limited empirical support (e.g. Wood, 2014).  Despite this, the current 

study lends some support to this explanation, with reports of soldiers being ordered to 

abduct women [for example “soldiers were ordered to abduct women”(Kelly, 2010, p. 8)].  

Mental illness was also raised in the Eastern DRC case study documents (for example “some 

soldiers crack up and there is no psychological support” (Human Rights Watch, 2009, p. 45). 

With respect to NT Aboriginal communities, the adverse effects of colonisation were 

offered as an explanation for endemic SVA.  For example “many of the Aboriginal people the 

Inquiry spoke with, saw the history of colonisation, non-Aboriginal people and the non-
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aboriginal system as responsible for the present child sex abuse problems” (Wild & 

Anderson, 2007, p. 60). Finally, a “cycle of offending” was also reported (victim-to offender 

cycle, p. 67).  

Each of these possible alternative explanations, however, received comparatively less 

reports than constructs in the proposed theory of endemic SVA.  Documented evidence for 

these possible alternative explanations varied, ranging from singular to multiple reports.  All 

possible alternative explanations were context-specific.     

4.4.4 Applying the proposed theory of endemic SVA to each case study 

Examination of study results on a case-by-case basis advances understanding of why 

endemic SVA developed in each of the three case studies.  This level of analysis 

demonstrates usefulness of the proposed theory of endemic SVA for guiding case 

formulation at this level.     

Eastern DRC 

A realist explanation for endemic SVA in Eastern DRC (based on the proposed theory of 

endemic SVA) is presented in Figure 4.1, informed by study findings. 

 

Figure 4.1: Realist explanation of endemic SVA in the Eastern DRC based on the proposed theory 
of endemic SVA 

In the Eastern DRC, contextual conditions set the scene for normalised violence and 

mistreatment of women, a lack of accountability for abuse perpetrators and inadequate 
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protection for victims, whilst disadvantage and traumatic experiences stressed whole 

populations.   Routine exposure and normalisation of violence and sexual violence offers 

behavioural models that prompt imitation of this behaviour or imply permissibility (Wortley, 

1998). At an individual level, normalised violence contributes to potential offenders 

justifying or excusing their violent behaviour, thus reducing personal behavioural control.  In 

turn, routine and normalised violence inhibited potential guardians, due to expectations of 

or experienced actual harm. The consequence was to prevent or reduce individual 

willingness to take action.  This is consistent with previous research showing risk to personal 

safety being a major factor in decisions to act (Reynald, 2010).  In addition, views of women 

as subordinate to men influenced permissibility and even the distortions an individual 

offender may use to justify their abusive behaviour.  These singularly and collectively have 

the potential to act as a form of dehumanisation, with women in the case study 

circumstances considered less human or unworthy (Wortley, 1998).  The stigmatisation of 

endemic SVA victims appears to increase victim vulnerability, with women often rejected by 

their husbands and/or families, resulting in reduced support and fewer potential guardians.  

Compromised justice systems may reinforce this permissibility, with implicit messages that 

perpetrators will not be punished.  Along with denial within military organisations, this 

absence of consequences for perpetrators may promote a more favourable cost-benefit 

analysis for potential offenders, minimising potential risks associated with detection, in 

accordance with a rational choice perspective (Cornish & Clarke, 1986).  Finally, population 

stressors such as lack of money, shortage of food and/or inadequate housing led to soldiers 

and militia looting homes and villages in order to obtain these goods, which in turn brought 

them into contact with vulnerable individuals, where subsequent SVA was perpetrated.  

Together, frustrations associated with this disadvantage, and trauma associated with 

extensive exposure to violence, increased adverse psychological arousal, provoking 

aggressive behaviour (Wortley, 1998, 2011).  

Figure 4.2 presents some hypothesised interactions (activation processes) between 

contextual conditions and causal mechanisms gleaned from the Eastern DRC case study.  
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 Figure 4.2: Context-Mechanism interactions in Case Study One: the Eastern DRC 

 

NT Aboriginal communities 

Based on the proposed theory of endemic SVA, and informed by study findings, a realist 

explanation for endemic SVA in NT Aboriginal communities is presented in Figure 4.3. 
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Figure 4.3: Realist explanation of endemic SVA in NT Aboriginal communities based on the 

proposed theory of endemic SVA 

 

In remote NT Aboriginal communities, violence was routine, children were exposed to 

inappropriate sexual behaviour, tensions arose with the ineffective mainstream justice and 

protective systems, as disadvantage, trauma and widespread substance-use adversely 

impacted whole family and community groups.  It is apparent that exposure to and 

normalisation of violence and inappropriate sexual behaviour models this behaviour to 

potential offenders (Wortley, 1998), with associated fear for personal safety potentially 

impairing guardianship (Reynald, 2010).  What is more, confusion and lack of clear guidance 

created through a breakdown of traditional sexual norms, conflicts between traditional Lore 

and Australian Law, and breakdowns in established protective systems, apparently inhibited 

usual controls over behaviour by contributing to excuses and justifications of abusive 

behaviour. This breakdown in formal control may further impair informal guardianship, by 

reducing the likelihood a potential guardian might seek help or make a formal report.  

Whilst not explicitly discussed in the case study document, population level stressors could 

trigger widespread substance misuse (itself a community level stressor) as a form of ‘self-

medication’ in response to adverse experiences and linked psychological states.  Substance 

abuse in turn disinhibited potential offenders, impaired potential guardianship and 

increased vulnerability of potential victims (Krug et al., 2002).  Some suggested context-

mechanism interactions in the second case study on NT Aboriginal communities are 

presented schematically in Figure 4.4.   
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Figure 4.4: Context-Mechanism interactions in Case Study Two: NT Aboriginal communities 

 

 

Neerkol Orphanage 

Finally, a realist explanation of endemic SVA at Neerkol Orphanage, based on the 

proposed theory of endemic SVA, and findings from this study, is presented in Figure 4.5. 
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Figure 4.5: Realist explanation of endemic SVA at Neerkol Orphanage based on the proposed 
theory of endemic SVA 

 

Prior to the independent review, abusive contextual conditions at Neerkol Orphanage 

meant children were not treated like children, workloads restricted individual attention to 

children’s experiences and needs, and formal protective systems didn’t operate as intended, 

while endemic SVA abuse was denied.  It is plausible that these theorised contextual 

conditions may activate usual (non-endemic) causal mechanisms for SVA at scale.  In this 

instance, normalisation of physical and emotional abuse and neglect of children, including a 

process of depersonalisation, may have contributed to permissibility, and to fear, increasing 

vulnerability of children at the Institution.  The failed formal protective system and the 

denial inherent at this systemic level seemingly enabled abuse to foster and continue, 

contributing to denial by potential day-to-day guardians.  Along with unrealistic workloads, 

organisational denial is likely to have left some care-giving guardians powerless to intervene 

or complain to external authorities.  Possible context-mechanism interactions in the third 

case study on QLD’s Neerkol Orphanage are outlined below (see Figure 4.6). 
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Figure 4.6: Context-Mechanism interactions in Case Study One: the Neerkol Orphanage 

 

4.5 Discussion 

Three endemic SVA case studies were examined for key theoretical constructs from both 

the proposed theory of endemic SVA and alternate theoretical conceptualisations.  Study 

findings addressed each of the three research questions.  All theorised contextual conditions 

and all theorised causal mechanisms were identified in the case studies, lending important 

support for the relevance of this theory to endemic SVA contexts.   
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Case study documents exposed local manifestations of each theory construct, 

providing important insight into the way they operate in real world conditions relevant 

to endemic SVA.  Some local manifestations of these contextual conditions and causal 

mechanisms were common to all three case studies, whilst others were more context-

specific.  In this way, the proposed theory of endemic SVA could account for the very 

disparate contexts in which endemic SVA is observed.   

Inclusion of three very disparate case studies ensured the theory was tested across 

different endemic contexts. The first case study involved sexual violence in an African 

conflict setting, often perpetrated by groups of soldiers, against mostly women and 

children, and often involving life-threatening physical violence and threats.  The 

second study focused on CSA perpetrated by both youth and adults, in a First Nations’ 

population located remotely in Northern and Central Australia.  Historical CSA 

perpetrated in a youth-serving, religious institution in Central QLD formed the third 

case study.  Identification of the theorised constructs in each case further supports the 

theory’s applicability across diverse endemic contexts.  

A solid understanding of contextual conditions fundamental to the proposed theory 

was achieved, with the broad research focus of study documents proving ideal for this 

purpose.   All case studies provided examples of: (i) conducive social conditions; (ii) 

breakdowns in legal and protective systems that might otherwise protect against SVA; 

and (iii) population level stressors.    

Normalisation of abuse and violence (including sexual violence) was evident across 

all three case studies, despite different local manifestations.  This was most extreme in 

the Eastern DRC conflict, where violence extended to mutilation and murder.  

Nevertheless, routine exposure and desensitisation to abuse and violence appears as a 

key aspect of the social environment in each case. It is noteworthy that routine 

exposure to violence is often reported across other endemic SVA settings, for example: 

in other crisis zones, such as amongst displaced persons (e.g. Crisp, 2000); in remote 

Indigenous communities in other Australian states (e.g. Robertson, 2000); and even in 

other youth-serving institutional settings (e.g. Forde, 1999b).  Although violence is not 

routinely reported in all institutional environments (Erooga, 2012). 

Much written on endemic SVA in conflict settings also focuses on gender inequality 

(e.g. Davies & True, 2015a, 2015b), consistent with reports in the Eastern DRC case 
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study, in addition to the stigmatisation of SVA victims.  However, this was not a core 

feature of social environments evident in the other case studies, suggesting this may 

be limited to specific contexts.  Likewise, the breakdown of traditional sexual norms in 

remote Aboriginal communities following colonisation is routinely discussed in the 

literature as important to this context (e.g. Robertson, 2000) but was not reported in 

the other two case studies. This is interpreted as further evidence of both shared and 

unique manifestations of the contextual conditions operating in endemic SVA contexts.  

Whilst the local dimensions of these core contextual conditions may vary in each 

setting, underlying constructs are consistent.   

The breakdown of formal legal, justice and protective systems was also evident in 

the Eastern DRC and in NT Aboriginal communities, where accountability and 

punishment were insufficient, protective systems failed, and a loss of confidence in 

these systems was widespread. The visible breakdown of formal protective systems, 

however, has received most attention in relation to institutional abuse, with 

organisational failures, denial and cover up well documented, in particular within 

religious institutions (e.g. Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse, 2014).   

Population stressors were also evident, particularly in the Eastern DRC and in NT 

Aboriginal communities as examples.  Both included environmental (e.g. disadvantage) 

and psychological (e.g. trauma) stressors, revealing the range of factors that might 

adversely impact whole populations.  Interviews with Eastern DRC soldiers in other 

research studies also raise ‘harsh living conditions’ as a key stressor.  That is, a lack of 

money and material wealth (capacity to provide for family), and a consequential 

challenge to ‘manhood’ that may provoke SVA (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2009). 

Like theorised contextual conditions, each causal mechanism was also evident in 

each case study, supporting the notion that causal mechanisms reported in the non-

endemic SVA literature, also apply to endemic cases.  This lends further support to the 

proposed theory of endemic SVA. 

Most available information in the study documents, however, related to more 

external causal mechanisms, such as guardianship and opportunity, in contrast to 

more individual mechanisms.  In each case, external and personal barriers to effective 

guardianship and supervision were evident.  External factors limiting guardianship 
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included: (i) being physically harmed, restrained or threatened (Eastern DRC); and (ii) 

overwhelming workload (Neerkol Orphanage).  More individual guardianship barriers 

(some in response to external factors) included: (i) fear of harm or repercussions 

(Eastern DRC and NT Aboriginal communities); (ii) cultural barriers (NT Aboriginal 

communities); (iii) lack of confidence in available protective systems (NT Aboriginal 

communities); iv) intoxication (NT Aboriginal communities); (v) neglect (NT Aboriginal 

communities); and (vi) denial (Neerkol Orphanage).  Incidents were also reported 

where potential guardians were simply not present when the abuse occurred.   

 ‘Neglectful’ or ‘inactive’ guardianship behaviour, reported in NT Aboriginal 

communities, involved guardians being aware of SVA, but not reporting this to relevant 

authorities.  This is consistent with a category of “noninterveners” reported by Reynald 

(2010).  Case study explanations for absence of action included breakdowns in 

confidence or trust in legal and protective systems, or the shame associated with 

making a report.  These explanations, however, are inconsistent with factors affecting 

‘willingness to intervene’ in Reynald’s (2010) research, which primarily related to 

perceptions of responsibility and competence.  This may point to the context-specific 

nature of barriers to active guardianship.      

Potential overlap between formal and informal social controls warrants mention at 

this point.  This is particularly evident in institutional settings where immediate 

caregivers (who typically provide day-to-day informal supervision) also have 

responsibilities as part of the formal care system.  Similarly, whilst there is a clear 

distinction in remote NT Aboriginal communities between formal statutory child 

protection and policing responsibilities, and the role of immediate and extended family 

and other community members, the role of other allied health service professionals is 

less clear.  Mandatory reporting responsibilities, however, should place their role 

firmly in a formal capacity. 

Convergence settings, points of contact between a potential offender and a 

potential victim, were largely routine and opportunistic across case studies.  Whilst this 

is true for most crime, it is inconsistent with the focus on predatory individuals (“bad 

apples”), which has dominated the (non-endemic) SVA field, lending further support to 

the “bad barrel” nature of the theory of endemic SVA. 
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Importantly, factors were exposed that led to increased vulnerability of potential 

victims in endemic SVA contexts.  External vulnerability factors, such as disadvantage, 

led to women working in isolated agricultural fields, despite the dangers associated 

with meeting soldiers and militia in these often remote locations.  Disadvantage was 

also linked to increased vulnerability to sexual exploitation for food, drugs or other 

sought-after goods.  In contrast, vulnerability factors of a more personal basis included 

fear associated with help-seeking, as well as personal feelings of worthlessness 

(Neerkol Orphanage) likely to have decreased personal protective actions as well as 

the likelihood of seeking assistance. 

Contrary to more external causal mechanisms, situational precipitants and personal 

controls over behaviour primarily operate at the individual level, even in endemic SVA 

locations.  For this reason, understanding the precise way these causal mechanisms 

operate is more difficult to achieve from broad focused research documents.  

Comprehensive interviews with SVA perpetrators about their abusive behaviour would 

provide better insight.   

Information from Eastern DRC case study documents, however, imply situational 

influences on offending motivations (situational precipitants), with examples ranging 

from possible behavioural modelling or social pressure associated with the high 

proportion of group based SVA offences, to implied permissibility through processes of 

deindividuation associated with the “soldier” role in conflict contexts.  Feelings of 

frustration and arousal were also documented, which is consistent with other research 

studies undertaken in the DRC. Interestingly, in some cases SVA seems to follow 

normative directions from authority figures, whilst some follow from the suspension of 

normative direction.    

Most evidence of a breakdown in personal controls over behaviour revealed a range 

of cognitive distortions used by offenders to justify or excuse their actions.  Whilst 

limited in available detail, this lends further support to the inclusion of these causal 

mechanisms in the theory of endemic SVA.  

Some challenges were experienced in distinguishing between core contextual 

conditions and linked causal mechanisms, based on the interpretation of text 

segments during empirical analysis.  For example, the text “In some cases husbands 

rejected their wives upon learning they had been raped, sometimes on the pretext that 
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the woman must have consented to the sexual relations” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, 

p. 64) indicates that victim blaming may have formed part of the broad social 

environment in the Eastern DRC case study.  It might, however, also reflect the 

distorted thinking of a potential offender, which precipitates some level of 

permissibility for abusive behaviour, while minimising responsibility.  Likewise 

substance misuse in NT Aboriginal communities was reported to be widespread across 

the population, negatively impacting many aspects of community life.  This is turn may 

have been provoked by the stressors of disadvantage and trauma.  At an individual 

level, however, intoxication was reported to disinhibit offender behaviour, inhibit 

guardianship, and increase vulnerability of potential victims.  This overlap is not 

surprising, however, given interactions between contextual conditions and causal 

mechanisms are key to the proposed theory, reflecting the complexities of human 

behaviour.  Challenges in distinguishing between context and mechanisms are 

documented in the realist literature.  In response to this, the concept of evolving CMO 

configurations and reinforcing interactions will be addressed later in the thesis (Jolly & 

Jolly, 2014).     

In addition to the examination of theorised explanatory constructs, an objective 

investigation of the proposed theory of endemic SVA required consideration of 

possible alternative or contradictory explanations for endemic SVA that may be 

evident in the case study documents.  As outlined, four potential alternative 

explanations for endemic SVA were reported in study documents, albeit briefly, and 

warrant some attention. Given the proposed theory of endemic SVA is new, it is 

reasonable to expect that alternative explanations would be evident in study 

documents.   

Consistent with the broader literature in this field, rape as a ‘weapon of war’ was 

reported in the Eastern DRC case study.  Given endemic SVA has been a protracted 

problem in the DRC, however, the role of strategic rape in the early development of 

endemic SVA remains unclear.  Factors associated with SVA onset may, of course, 

differ from those responsible for the perpetuation of such behaviour (Smallbone et al., 

2008). This is most likely to be the case for endemic SVA, where concentrations persist 

over extended periods of time, as it has in the DRC.  In these cases, the reasons that 

endemic SVA is maintained may differ from the original causes of this phenomenon.  It 
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is possible, therefore, that military leaders learned over time of the broad impacts that 

SVA has on a victimised population, seeing this as beneficial to their military aims, 

ultimately leading to subsequent orders to abuse.  

With respect to mental illness, traumatic effects of war experiences on soldiers are 

well documented (e.g. Magruder & Yeager, 2009; Richardson, Frueh, & Alcierno, 2010), 

as is increased aggression amongst veterans suffering posttraumatic stress disorder 

(e.g. Beckham, Moore, & Reynolds, 2000).  The extent to which this contributes to 

sexual violence, particularly at scale, however, is under-researched.   

A third alternative explanation raised in the second case study on remote NT 

Aboriginal communities involves the adverse effects of colonisation. This is not the first 

time this issue has been linked to violence in Australian Indigenous communities.  As 

outlined in Chapter Two, Memmott et al. (2001) include ‘underlying’ factors in their 

model of the causes of various forms of violence in Australian Indigenous 

communities, specifically, vulnerability associated with negative impacts of 

colonisation (including dispossession, disempowerment, racism, harsh and violent 

treatment, and helplessness).  The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task 

Force on Violence Report shares this contention (Robertson, 2000).  In examining 

violence against Aboriginal women in the NT, Bolger (1991) likewise links cultural 

breakdown and hardship resulting from colonisation experiences to violence 

perpetration.  Bolger (1991) argues that colonisation experiences may have been most 

difficult for men, who lost cultural leadership roles they previously held, explaining the 

overrepresentation of men as perpetrators of violence.  Effectively, what is argued 

here is a set of social conditions and adverse population level experiences that 

increases vulnerability to SVA perpetration and victimisation.  This is consistent with 

the proposed theory of endemic SVA. 

Prior victimisation was also raised as an explanation for endemic SVA in NT 

Aboriginal communities.  This has received much attention in the professional 

literature, with mixed support.  Retrospective research reports high rates of childhood 

sexual abuse in the developmental histories of sexual offenders.  For example, in a 

meta-analysis of 59 empirical studies of youth sexual and non-sexual offenders 

(n=13,393), Seto and Lalumiere (2010) found support for a range of individual factors 

distinguishing these two groups, including a sexual victimisation history.  More general 
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links between child maltreatment and subsequent offending have also been proposed.  

For example, Ogloff, Cutajar, Mann, and Mullen (2012) followed up a large sample of 

Australian children (n=2,759) with suspected CSA, along with a matched control group.  

More CSA victims came to the attention of police for an offence, and for more 

offences, than the non-abused control group, including for sexual offences.  This link 

was strongest for males abused at age 12 or older.  In contrast, the victim-offender 

hypothesis was recently tested in a prospective study using a QLD birth cohort dataset 

(Leach, Stewart, & Smallbone, 2016), with results contradicting this hypothesis.  In this 

study, poly-victimisation experiences were more closely linked with sexual offending, 

than were prior sexual victimisation specifically, with only 3% of sexually abused boys 

in the sample committing subsequent sexual offences.  What this suggests is that 

whilst prior victimisation may be an important factor contributing to offending 

behaviour of some individuals, this is not uniformly the case.  With respect to the 

theory of endemic SVA, prior victimisation may provoke later offending motivations, 

impact cognitive processes that may justify or excuse this behaviour, or may simply 

reflect limitations in available guardianship that equally impact subsequent offending 

behaviour.   

Whilst the foregoing examples all reflect possible alternative explanations in their 

own right, there is some overlap with the proposed theory of endemic SVA.  For 

example in the Eastern DRC, orders from military hierarchy may have triggered 

situational offending motivations in some who felt pressured to obey such orders.  

Moreover, mental illness might have contributed to behavioural or emotional 

dysregulation, thus reducing personal controls over behaviour.  Likewise in remote 

Aboriginal communities, colonisation experiences of dispossession, forced relocation, 

and discrimination may have contributed to weakened traditional behavioural norms, 

leading to confusion about expected standards of behaviour, whilst prior victimisation 

experiences may have cued offending motivations.  It follows that these alternative 

explanations do not contradict the theory of endemic SVA.  Instead, they could be 

considered additional manifestations of some of the contextual conditions and casual 

mechanisms that make up the proposed theory of endemic SVA.  
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4.5.1 Future research directions 

This study provides important support for the proposed theory of endemic SVA; 

however it is a preliminary examination, with further investigation warranted.  The 

study raises new questions to guide future investigations.   

Firstly, it is unclear whether the core contextual conditions identified in study 

documents are necessary for an endemic outcome.  Despite evidence of contextual 

conditions in the study documents, only known endemic cases were examined.  This 

prevented examination of the extent to which these contextual conditions were 

necessary to trigger causal mechanisms at scale to produce an endemic outcome, and 

therefore, whether they might discriminate endemic from non-endemic SVA.  This will 

be investigated in the following study (Chapter Five). 

Secondly, does the presence of more conducive contextual conditions activate 

causal mechanisms within a population to an even greater degree than the presence of 

less conducive contextual conditions, and; can contextual conditions have cumulative 

effects?  Tentative support for this second notion may be interpreted from the number 

of conducive contextual conditions evident in the Eastern DRC case study, which 

exposed much higher SVA prevalence rates relative to those revealed at Neerkol 

Orphanage, for example.   

Finally, key to the proposed theory of endemic SVA is the role of specific contextual 

conditions, which activate causal mechanisms at scale.  A realist social explanatory 

framework, however, seeks a much more nuanced understanding of ‘how’ and ‘why’ 

these interactions occur.  Whilst the case study explanations given above conceptually 

surmise some of the context-mechanism interactions that may operate, the broad 

focus of this study limited a comprehensive examination of the interactions within and 

between each context and mechanism variable.  Additionally, some interactions could 

be inferred from the data, for example, a breakdown in formal legal and protective 

controls could be surmised to contribute to increased permissibility and victim 

vulnerability in the Eastern DRC case study: “As those who commit crimes of sexual 

violence went unpunished, other potential abusers observed the tacit acceptance of 

such crimes and victims learned there was no point in lodging complaints” (Human 

Rights Watch, 2002, p. 80).  However, similar content was limited and required 

significant researcher interpretation, warranting further investigation.   
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4.5.2 Limitations 

Limitations to this study are acknowledged.  Whilst the use of public documents as a 

data source has many acknowledged advantages, limitations arise from the level of 

detail they contain (Bowen, 2009).  Documents selected in this study were no 

exception.  Each contained data relevant to the theory of endemic SVA, but none 

contained sufficient, detailed, first-person accounts from perpetrators of abuse, 

limiting available information about offending motivations and personal restraints.  In-

depth perpetrator accounts would provide greater detail relevant to some causal 

factors, despite acknowledged limitations associated with perpetrator self-report 

(sharing information to present in a positive light).   

It is noteworthy that two large research projects targeting perpetrator combatants 

in the DRC have been undertaken, though neither was included in this study.  Research 

conducted by Eriksson Baaz and Stern (2009) involved interviews with 193 soldiers, but 

was not limited to the Eastern DRC.  More recently, Haer, Hecker, and Maedl (2015) 

interviewed 224 former soldiers, but results were primarily restricted to discrete 

responses to survey statements, limiting available detail.  Nevertheless, these 

represent important research informing this field, so have been used to provide points 

of comparison with the results of the current study.  The next study in this doctoral 

research (presented in Chapter Five) addresses this limitation, using a comprehensive 

clinical offender data set to better analyse these aspects of the proposed theory of 

endemic SVA, along with the interactions between context and mechanism. 

Document availability further limited this study.  Most literature on endemic SVA is 

not focused on defined locations, instead discussing or reporting these issues on a 

much larger scale.  Given acknowledged variations in abuse dimensions and dynamics 

from context to context, it was important to restrict this study to the smallest possible 

defined locations.  This subsequently limited the literature available for analysis.  For 

example, only one document was identified that addressed SVA in remote Indigenous 

communities in the NT.  This document directly addressed CSA on a territory-wide 

level, but excluded sexual violence perpetrated against adult women in this context.  

Other reports relevant to this issue in the NT were either unavailable or focused more 

generally on violence against women in these communities, rather than on sexual 

violence specifically.  Whilst the selected Inquiry document is comprehensive and 
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reliable, and whilst there is no strict rule about an appropriate number of documents 

to be included in an analysis, this limitation is regrettable but unavoidable.   

The potential for bias in testing a theory formulated by the researcher must also be 

acknowledged.  Strategies taken to minimise any such potential for bias included: (i) 

the selection of ‘reputable’ documents through the application of a quality framework; 

(ii) coding for deductive and inductive data; and (iii) comparing and contrasting 

interpreted results with other published work as a benchmark for validation and 

drawing conclusions. 

Finally, whilst this empirical study supports the proposed theory of endemic SVA, it 

is unlikely to have captured all possible local manifestations of contextual conditions 

and causal mechanisms.  It remains likely, therefore, that other local manifestations of 

these theorised constructs may also contribute to an endemic outcome.  However, 

whilst precise details would aid the tailoring of future prevention efforts, they are 

unnecessary for theory testing.  
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Chapter Five: Comparing endemic and non-

endemic SVA contexts 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter builds on an initial examination of the proposed theory of endemic SVA 

(see Chapter Four), by comparing endemic and non-endemic SVA settings.  Data from 

cases of adjudicated youth sexual offenders in QLD, Australia, are used for this 

purpose.  The chapter begins with an outline of key research questions and study 

methodology.  Results are then presented, showing further support for the proposed 

theory.  The chapter concludes with a discussion of study implications.  Additional 

information is supplied in Appendix D. 

5.1 Aims 

The proposed theory of endemic SVA contends that conducive contextual 

conditions trigger causal mechanisms at scale, producing endemic SVA.  The previous 

study (presented in Chapter Four), showed sound evidence of key theoretical 

constructs across three disparate endemic SVA case examples.  The current study 

extends this examination through an empirical comparison of endemic and non-

endemic SVA sites.  Based on the proposed theory, contextual conditions are expected 

to differ between endemic and non-endemic sites, whilst causal mechanisms should be 

shared by both groups.  Comparing such sites is important for determining whether 

the proposed theory can differentiate endemic and non-endemic SVA, and the extent 

to which conducive contextual conditions are necessary for triggering causal 

mechanisms at scale, producing an endemic SVA outcome.  To achieve this, the current 

study will investigate offence patterns, contextual conditions and causal mechanisms 

across the two regions.   

Accordingly, four research questions are addressed: 

1. What are the differences in youth offending patterns between identified endemic 

and non-endemic SVA regions in QLD? 
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2. Are there differences in the contextual conditions experienced by youth who’ve 

committed sexual offences, from identified endemic and non-endemic SVA regions 

in QLD? 

3. Are there differences in the causal mechanisms that contribute to sexual offences 

perpetrated by youth from identified endemic and non-endemic SVA regions in 

QLD? 

4. Do constructs in the proposed theory of endemic SVA differentiate endemic and 

non-endemic regions in QLD? 

5.2 Method 

5.2.1 Design 

This quantitative study compares variables required to answer these research 

questions, from data on adjudicated youth who have committed sexual offences and 

been referred to the Griffith Youth Forensic Service (GYFS).  Located at Griffith 

University, GYFS is a clinical, forensic service, providing specialist (pre- and post- 

sentence) psychological assessment and (post-sentence) treatment for youth 

adjudicated for sexual offences in QLD, Australia.  GYFS receives referrals from the QLD 

Government, for youth aged 10-16 years at the time of offence commission.  Specialist 

assessment and treatment interventions target the individual, family, peer and 

neighbourhood systems, as well as immediate situational factors (see Smallbone et al., 

2008; Smallbone & Rayment-McHugh, 2013). Between 2001 and 2013, GYFS received 

423 referrals.     

GYFS clinical files contain information including: referral material (e.g. police and 

court documents, child protection and criminal history); GYFS psychological 

assessment materials and reports; and various treatment documents.  Clinical files of 

youth referred to GYFS but not accepted for assessment or treatment (primarily for 

workload reasons) only contain relevant referral material, resulting in missing data for 

some study variables, where such data were not available at time of referral.  Based on 

these clinical case files, de-identified clinical data were coded and recorded in a 

comprehensive clinical research database.  This clinical dataset was used for this study.  

Comparisons are made across endemic and non-endemic SVA regions. 
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5.2.2 Endemic and non-endemic regions 

Critical to a comparative investigation is the identification of suitable endemic and 

non-endemic SVA study sites.  Locations with endemic SVA include settings, 

communities or regions with higher than usual SVA prevalence rates.  Crime data 

analysis or systematic qualitative investigations would typically be used to identify 

endemic and non-endemic SVA sites.   

On a national level, inquiries held in almost every Australian state over the last 

three decades have consistently exposed endemic SVA in remote Indigenous 

communities, including in QLD (e.g. Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce, 2006; 

Crime Prevention Committee, 1995; Gordon et al., 2002; Robertson, 2000; Wild & 

Anderson, 2007).  For example, the Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce in NSW 

found that female Aboriginal children were two and a half times more likely to be 

sexually abused than their non-Aboriginal peers (Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault 

Taskforce, 2006).  A more recent (2015-2016) snapshot of child protection data 

published by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare upholds these trends, 

revealing continued over-representation of Australian Indigenous children in the child 

protection system; with Indigenous children seven times more likely to receive child 

protection services than non-Indigenous children.  Over-representation of children 

from very remote locations was also documented (Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare, 2017).  Taken together, this highlights remote Indigenous communities as 

sites of endemic SVA. 

Specific research (listed below) supports the identification of endemic SVA in 

remote and discrete Indigenous communities in QLD. 

1. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Task Force on Violence Report 

(Robertson, 2000) documented extensive violence including sexual violence in 

remote and discrete Indigenous communities in QLD. The Task Force engaged a 

qualitative methodology to gather evidence from Indigenous community members, 

other stakeholders, and professionals working in these locations.  The report 

states: 

“Violence is now overt; murders, bashings and rapes, including sexual violence 

against children, have reached epidemic proportions ……. By any measure, we must 
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all admit that something has gone desperately wrong and that urgent intervention 

is now required” (Robertson, 2000, p. xiii). 

2. The more recent report of the Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family Violence 

in QLD (Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family Violence in Queensland, 2015), 

suggests these trends continue.  Based on individual consultations, focus groups, 

survey data and submissions, the Task Force reported confronting rates of 

domestic and family violence in QLD generally, acknowledging even greater 

concerns in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.   

“The picture in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities is even bleaker.  

The Taskforce was deeply distressed by what it heard about violence in these 

vulnerable communities.  Violence and abuse is reported as being so prevalent in 

some communities as to have become normalised – the people who live there 

consider violence to be a part of ‘every day’ life” (Special Taskforce on Domestic 

and Family Violence in Queensland, 2015, p. 006). 

3. The QLD Government Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Partnerships (DATSIP) reports annually on findings across discrete Indigenous 

communities in QLD. Data reported in the 2015-2016 Annual Bulletin further 

exposes concentrations of violence and abuse in these communities.  On average, 

offences against the person in these discrete communities were at least three 

times the QLD rate (despite variations between communities), whilst rates of 

children admitted to child protection orders were at least 2.5 times the QLD rate 

(Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships, 2016).  Reported 

trends in the 2015-2016 period were consistent with those in previous years. 

4. Commissioned by the QLD Government, research undertaken by the author and 

colleagues systematically examined the scope, dimensions and dynamics of youth 

sexual violence and abuse in two identified QLD communities, including one 

remote Aboriginal community (Smallbone et al., 2013).  Using a range of data 

sources (including administrative data and community interviews), the research 

identified endemic SVA in Aurukun, a discrete remote Aboriginal community in 

Western Cape York, where the rate of sexual offences reported to police over a 12 

year period was 6.6 times the QLD average.   
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Collectively, these four reports support the identification of remote and discrete 

QLD Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (Indigenous) communities as an endemic SVA 

sample for this study.   

Discrete Indigenous communities are defined as “a geographic location, bounded by 

physical or cadastral (legal) boundaries, and inhabited or intended to be inhabited by 

predominantly Indigenous people, with housing or infrastructure that is either owned 

or managed on a community basis” (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2014). 

Discrete Indigenous communities include Deed of Grant in Trust (DOGIT) communities 

and Aboriginal Shire lands.  Approximately one in four (22%) Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Australians live in remote or very remote locations (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2013b).  The majority of these discrete communities (94% across Australia 

and 77% in QLD) are located in remote or very remote areas (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2007).  In QLD, these communities are concentrated in the state’s north.  

QLD’s discrete and remote Indigenous communities have endured a long history of 

human rights abuses (Anti-Discrimination Commission Queensland, 2017).   As outlined 

in Chapter Four, Australia’s colonisation history significantly impacted Indigenous 

Australians through practices of dispossession and displacement, massacres, forced 

removals and the introduction of new diseases and alcohol.  Together these had a 

devastating effect on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population, including a 

breakdown in traditional ways of life.  From the mid-nineteenth century, missions, 

reserves and settlements were established, with Aboriginal people removed from their 

traditional lands to these reserves. Human rights abuses continued post the 

colonisation period, with Aboriginal people unrecognised in the 1901 Australian 

Constitution (remaining unrecognised as Australia’s First Peoples), and assimilation 

policies leading to further forced removals, including of children (Anti-Discrimination 

Commission Queensland, 2017).   

Remote and rural communities in QLD were subsequently chosen as a suitable 

comparison to remote and discrete Indigenous communities for the purpose of this 

study.  Remote and rural communities in QLD are typically small, low density 

townships, spread across vast inland areas of the state, mostly associated with 

agriculture or mining industries.  They share contextual conditions associated with 

remoteness with many Indigenous communities, including reduced access to a range 
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of services such as health, education and other human services, as well as reduced 

social opportunities.  These communities are concentrated in Western QLD.  Prior 

research on remote and rural communities in QLD has not identified concentrations of 

SVA in these regions. 

Cases from the larger GYFS dataset were first selected on the basis of remoteness.  

Two measures of remoteness were used to identify youth living in remote 

communities at the time of their sexual offending behaviour.  The 

Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) provides a measure of remoteness 

based on road accessibility to major services (Commonwealth Department of Health 

and Aged Care, 2001).  ARIA values (0-12) are clustered into five categories ranging 

from ‘Highly Accessible’ to ‘Very Remote’.  ARIA scores above 5.8, categorised as 

‘Remote’ or ‘Very Remote’, were selected for this study.  These categories represent 

geographic locations with “very restricted” or “very little accessibility of goods, services 

and opportunities for social interaction” (Commonwealth Department of Health and 

Aged Care, 2001, p. 19).  Building on ARIA, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

produced an Australian Standard Geographic Classification (ASGC) Remoteness 

Structure, classifying regions of the country from ‘Major Cities of Australia’, ‘Inner 

Regional Australia’ and Outer Regional Australia’, to ‘Remote Australia’ and ‘Very 

Remote Australia’ (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006a).  Consistent with ARIA 

values, cases from locations classified as ‘Remote Australia’ and ‘Very Remote 

Australia’ were included in this study.   

Discrete Indigenous communities are identified by the QLD Department of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships (Department of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Partnerships, 2016).  The Endemic SVA sample included 16 

remote and discrete Indigenous communities spanning Central, North and North-West 

QLD, but concentrated in North QLD.  The comparison region included nine remote 

rural communities primarily located in Western QLD.  Primary residence at the time of 

the first sexual offence was used to identify participants residing in discrete Indigenous 

communities (Endemic) and those in remote rural communities (Non-Endemic).  

Community names are not reported in this thesis, given small populations in some 

remote locations may compromise anonymity of study participants.   
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5.2.3 Participants 

Data were collected from the clinical files of male youth referred to GYFS between 

2001 and 2013.  Given low numbers (1.4% of the larger clinical dataset), female youth 

referred to GYFS were excluded. Adjudicated youth living in non-target locations at the 

time of offending were also excluded from the study sample.   

Study sample 

The study sample included 50 youth, 36 (72%) of whom resided in remote and 

discrete Indigenous communities (Endemic SVA sample), whilst the remaining 14 (28%) 

were from remote rural communities (Non-Endemic SVA sample).  The majority of 

participants were of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander heritage (88%).  All 

remaining participants were of Anglo-Australian heritage (12%).  All youth in the 

Endemic SVA group identified Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander heritage, whilst about 

half of the Non-Endemic SVA (remote rural) group (57.1%) identified as Indigenous. 

There was no difference in mean age at onset for the Endemic group (M=14.3, SD=1.4, 

range=11-16) and the Non-Endemic group (M=14.6, SD=1.09, range=13-16; t (17.66) = -

.069, p = .11, two-tailed).  Collectively, study participants committed 103 sexual 

offences, against 75 identified victims.   

5.2.4 Variables 

The variables included in the GYFS database were coded by experienced 

psychologists and researchers as part of the 2011-2013 Australian Research Council 

Discovery Project titled: “Understanding and Preventing Youth Sexual Violence and 

Abuse (YSVA): An Investigation of Offender Development, Offending Onset and 

Progression”.  For this project a two-part data collection tool comprising a 

Developmental History Checklist and Situational Inventory was developed (see 

Appendix D).     

The Developmental History Checklist contains a list of empirically supported risk 

factors, compiling information on each youth client’s developmental history, in 

addition to family, peer, school and neighbourhood systems.  Scores were given with 

respect to the presence or absence of each factor prior or subsequent to the onset 

sexual offence.   
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The Situational Inventory compiles information in relation to onset and subsequent 

offences, including risk factors identified in the pre-offence period, information about 

the offender and victim, offence details, opportunity structures, precipitating 

conditions, and the post-offence period.  Fair to excellent inter-rater reliability is 

reported for most factors on the Developmental History Checklist (ĸ = 0.41-0.87) and 

selected factors from the Situational Inventory (ĸ = 0.79-1.00) (Dowling, 2016).       

Variables were extracted from the available dataset to answer identified research 

questions.  These included offence, context, and mechanism variables. 

Offence variables 

To address the first research question, “What are the differences in youth offending 

patterns between endemic and non-endemic SVA regions in QLD”, four offence pattern 

variables were selected from the GYFS dataset.  Offence variable data were available 

for all study participants (n=50).  Data were coded from relevant referral materials and 

youth self-report.  Offence variables were:  

Number of sexual offences: Total number of known sexual offences committed by 

each young person prior to age 17, including the onset offence.   

Number of victims: Total number of known victims each young person offended 

against, including the onset offence.  This included both child and adult victims. 

Prior history of non-sexual offences: Whether or not the young person had a known 

prior history of non-sexual offences.  This variable includes all non-sexual offences and 

was recorded as 0 = no (no prior history) and 1 = yes (history of non-sexual offences).   

Number of violent non-sexual offences: Total number of known violent offences 

committed by each young person prior to referral to GYFS.  Violent offences were 

defined using the Australian and New Zealand Standard Offence Classification 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011b). 

Context and Mechanism variables 

To answer the remaining research questions, each construct in the proposed theory 

of endemic SVA (presented in Chapter Three) was initially operationalised through the 

selection of all relevant variables available in the GYFS dataset.  Where possible, 

appropriate scale variables were then created by combining variables related to each 
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theoretical construct, for inclusion in the multivariate analysis.  Figure 5.1 displays all 

context and mechanism variables examined in this study (see page 128).   

A. CONTEXT VARIABLES 

To address the second research question, “Are there differences in the contextual 

conditions experienced by youth who’ve committed sexual offences, from identified 

endemic and non-endemic SVA regions in QLD”, study variables were selected for two 

of the three theorised contextual conditions: i) social conditions supporting SVA; and ii) 

population stressors.  It was not possible to measure breakdown in formal regulatory 

control as the study sample only comprised adjudicated youth (all of whom 

experienced police and justice system responses to their offending behaviour). 

Therefore, no measures were included with respect to possible breakdowns in formal 

regulatory controls.   

Social conditions supporting SVA: 

The social context in which young people are embedded impacts behavioural norms 

and expectations.  In accordance with the proposed theory of endemic SVA, social 

conditions such as where violence (including sexual violence) is modelled or 

normalised, or where weakened community-level social controls facilitate crime, may 

contribute to the development of endemic SVA.   

Six items were identified that measured different aspects of social contexts for each 

individual.  Each of these six items were coded as 0 = not present / no information on 

file, or 1 = present, prior to offence onset, based on available information on each 

young person or their community.  As these items had good internal consistency, with 

a Cronbach alpha coefficient of .74 (Nunnally, 1978), they were combined to form a 

‘Contextual social conditions scale’. 
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Figure 5.1: Variables used to measure constructs in the proposed theory of endemic SVA  
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Data for each variable were available for all study participants (n=50).  The first 

three variables related specially to the neighbourhood context in which each young 

person was embedded prior to their onset offence, whilst the following three variables 

refer specifically to social conditions within each young person’s extended family 

context.  Each was recorded on the Developmental Checklist.  The six items in the 

contextual social conditions scale were: 

1. Exposure to violence and crime: This variable recorded whether the young 

person was exposed to frequent violence and/or verbal or physical aggression 

at a neighbourhood level, prior to their onset offence.   

2. Availability of weapons and drugs: This variable recorded frequent exposure to 

people carrying or using weapons and/or the public consumption of alcohol or 

drugs and associated disorderly conduct, within each young person’s 

neighbourhood, prior to their onset offence.   

3. Community disorganisation: Based on social disorganisation (Shaw & McKay, 

1969) and collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997) theories, this final 

neighbourhood level variable measured evidence of weakened community 

level crime control, including the presence of dilapidated housing, vandalism, 

lack of sense of community, and/or a lack of respect for community.   

4. Exposure to a sexualised environment: This variable recorded frequent 

exposure to the sexual behaviour of other people, sexualised talk, or a lack of 

personal boundaries, within the family environment, prior to offence onset.   

5. Witnessing family violence: This variable recorded whether or not the young 

person directly (visual) or indirectly (auditory) witnessed physical, verbal or 

sexual violence perpetrated against a close family member, prior to offence 

onset.   

6. Residential over-crowding: Residential over-crowding was also selected as it 

has been linked to children’s increased exposure to ‘adult’ sexual behaviour 

(Wild & Anderson, 2007).  Over-crowding was defined when the number of 

people in a home exceeded capacity.  An example is when more than one 

family resided in a single family residence.   
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Population stressors 

Four measures were identified that examined levels of community disadvantage, 

based on the Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2013c).  The SEIFA Index, developed by the ABS, is a compilation of four different 

measures used to rank areas in Australia according to levels of socio-economic 

advantage and disadvantage.  Disadvantage, measured through the SEIFA Index, 

therefore relates to the area in which each client resided, rather than the specific level 

of socio-economic advantage or disadvantage experienced by the individual client and 

their family.  Despite diversity within areas being acknowledged, the ABS supports the 

merging of SEIFA scores with person-level datasets, such as the GYFS dataset, based on 

the area in which a person resides (Pink, 2013). 

SEIFA Indexes are based on information collected during the five-yearly Australian 

Population Census. SEIFA scores used in this study were based on the 2011 Census.  

Each Index is coded on a scale of 1-10 representing relative levels of disadvantage, in 

accordance with ABS criteria.   In assigning scores, areas are ordered from lowest to 

highest with respect to levels of socio-economic advantage and disadvantage, with the 

lowest 10% given a range of 1, and so on.  Lower scores are therefore associated with 

greater disadvantage.  Remote areas in Australia generally have lower median SEIFA 

Index scores (Pink, 2013).   

All four SEIFA measures of advantage and disadvantage were considered for 

inclusion in this study.  Given strong correlations between these Indexes (Nunnally, 

1978) (see Table 5.1), however, only one Index was selected as a representative study 

variable.  The Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage was selected for this 

purpose, as the ABS recommends the use of this Index as a broad measure of 

disadvantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013a).  The SEIFA Index - Disadvantage 

measures general socio-economic disadvantage, based on a range of variables 

including income, employment, education, housing, and single-parent families.  Low 

scores suggest a community experiences greater general levels of disadvantage 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013a).  This variable was reverse coded for inclusion 

in the multivariate analysis.  Data was available for all participants (n=50).    
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Table 5.1: Spearman’s Rank Order Correlations between SEIFA Index variables 

Variable 1 2 3 4 

1. SEIFA Index – Advantage & Disadvantage -    

2. SEIFA Index - Disadvantage .96** -   

3. SEIFA Index – Economic Resources .98** .92** -  

4. SEIFA Index – Education & Occupation .73** .70** .76** - 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

B. MECHANISM VARIABLES 

To address the third research question, “Are there differences in the causal 

mechanisms that contribute to sexual offences perpetrated by youth from identified 

endemic and non-endemic SVA regions in QLD”, study variables were selected for each 

of the four theorised causal mechanisms: i) situational precipitants, ii) breakdown in 

personal controls, iii) breakdown in informal social controls, and iv) opportunity.   

Situational precipitants 

Situational precipitants refer to environmental or situational influences over 

behaviour that might trigger a situational motivation (in contrast to a predisposed 

motivation) to offend.  Wortley (1997, 1998) proposed four different types of 

situational precipitants: prompts, provocations, permissibility and pressures.  At least 

one type of situational precipitant was evident in every case.  To examine regional 

differences, therefore, the total number of different situational precipitants evident, 

immediately prior to offence commission, was examined.  This variable was coded 

using scores ranging from 1 = one type of situational precipitant evident, to 4 = all four 

types of situational precipitant evident.  Each of the situational precipitants is 

described below:   

i. Evidence of prompts 

Prompts are situational cues that tempt or stimulate a potential offender.  In this 

dataset, prompts included eliciting stimuli such as viewing pornography, 

behavioural models such as seeing other people engage in sexual activity at 

parties, and discriminative stimuli such as observing the victim in bed during the 

commission of a non-sexual offence.   
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ii. Evidence of provocations 

Provocations are situations that trigger adverse or strong emotional arousal that 

provokes offending behaviour.  Provocations included negative mood states such 

as feeling sad or alone, fighting with a family member, or breaking up with a 

partner.     

iii. Evidence of permissibility 

Situational ‘permissibility’ refers to cues that may be (wrongly) construed as 

permitting abusive behaviour.  Examples included perceived consent or invitation, 

victim blaming, prior offending behaviour that was not corrected, or subcultural 

norms supporting violence or inappropriate sexual behaviour.   

iv. Evidence of social pressures 

Social pressure refers to the social situations in which individuals may experience 

pressure to behaviour in an abusive way.  In this dataset, social pressures included 

the presence of co-offenders and explicit or implicit encouragement from peers.   

Breakdown in personal controls  

Theoretically, multiple different factors may contribute to a breakdown in usual 

personal controls over behaviour, including dysregulation, disinhibiting factors and 

cognitive distortions.  For this study, three variables from the GYFS database were 

selected that measure dysregulation, the impaired regulation of behaviour and/or 

emotions (history of aggression or violence, impulsivity, and externalising behaviour).  

Each was recorded in the Developmental Checklist, and coded 0 = not present / no 

information on file, or 1 = present, prior to offence onset. A representative study 

variable, ‘breakdown in personal behavioural controls scale’ was created by combining 

the three operational variables. The three variables described above were summed (0-

3) to create a scale measuring ‘breakdown in personal controls’.  This scale had good 

internal consistency, with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of .74 (Nunnally, 1978). Coding 

criteria for the three variables is described below:  

1. History of aggression or violence: This item reported on a pattern of verbal or 

physical aggression or violence prior to onset.  History of aggressive or violent 

behaviour was recorded as present if it was frequent and/or sustained, and 

occurred in a range of contexts.   
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2. Impulsivity: This variable recorded the presence of pre-onset impulsivity.  This 

included a history of acting without forethought or consideration of 

consequences, lack of planning and/or consequential thinking, or risk taking 

behaviour.   

3. Externalising behaviour:  Externalising behaviour was recorded when there was 

a reported history of poor self-regulation, compliance problems, or aggression 

or outbursts, which negatively impacted social functioning.   

Breakdown in informal social controls 

This theoretical construct involves a disruption in available guardianship.   Three 

variables in the GYFS database were identified that examined factors that may 

contribute to a breakdown in usual informal social controls: poor supervision and 

monitoring; parental substance abuse; and presence of a potential adult crime 

controller.  Conceptually, these items are interrelated, with parental substance abuse 

and the presence of a potential crime controller conceived to influence the availability 

or quality of supervision.  However, these items shared poor internal consistency, with 

a Cronbach alpha coefficient of .45 (Nunnally, 1978), suggesting they could not be 

combined into a scale variable.  With respect to these variables, it is possible that 

parental substance abuse may not always reduce available guardianship.  

Furthermore, it is possible that the presence (or absence) of a potential crime 

controller may reflect pre-emptive decisions by potential offenders (deliberate 

attempts to avoid guardianship), rather than a breakdown in available guardianship.   

For this reason, the variable ‘poor supervision and monitoring’ was selected for 

analysis.  This variable measured the quality of supervision and monitoring in the 

family home, thus providing a good general measure of a breakdown in ‘potential’ 

informal social control.  Lack of, or inconsistent supervision, such as not knowing 

where children / young people were or what they were doing, was indicative of poor 

supervision.   This item was recorded in the Developmental Checklist, and coded 0 = 

not present / no information on file, or 1 = present, prior to offence onset, with no 

missing data (n=50). 
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Opportunity 

Opportunity was examined with respect to the routine nature of convergence 

settings in which the offence was committed.  Only one appropriate variable was 

identified in the GYFS data base: offender deviation from routine activities. This 

variable captured the extent to which a potential offender deviated from their normal 

routine activities in order to commit the sexual offence.  This variable was recorded in 

the Situational Inventory and coded as 0 = no deviation, 1 = some or marked deviation.  

No deviation was indicative of ‘usual or routine activities’ that might occur on a daily or 

regular basis, such as interacting at home or at school.  Some or marked deviation was 

indicative of less common activities such as staying with a friend or going on holiday, 

or a significant departure from daily routine activities, such as stalking a potential 

victim.  There was missing data for four cases.     

5.2.5 Procedure  

Ethical clearance 

Data was accessed with permission of the GYFS Director.  The use of GYFS clinical 

data for the purpose of this research project falls within the exception criteria outlined 

in the Information Privacy Act 2009, Section 10 (1) (f).  No direct contact with 

participants was required during data collection.  The larger project under which data 

used in this study was collected received full ethics approval in 2012 (Ref: 

CCJ/07/11/HREC).  Subsequent variations were approved in 2014 and 2017, extending 

the project until 2021.   

Analytic strategy 

A range of analyses were undertaken to compare youth SVA from endemic and non-

endemic SVA regions.  Once constructs identified in the proposed theory of endemic 

SVA were operationalised, correlation analyses were undertaken to investigate 

relationships between the selected variables.  Differences between Endemic and Non-

Endemic groups on all variables were then examined through bivariate independent 

samples t-tests and chi-square analyses.  Yates Correction for Continuity or Fishers 

Exact Probably Tests were adopted for most chi-square analyses given primarily 2 x 2 

tables were examined, and to address violations of the chi-square test associated with 

low cell frequencies (Pallant, 2013).  Finally, a multivariate logistic regression analysis 
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was conducted, using representative variables, to determine whether constructs in the 

proposed theory of endemic SVA could differentiate Endemic and Non-Endemic SVA 

and predict group membership.   

Prior to undertaking analyses, the study dataset was screened for out-of-range and 

missing data.  Whilst the study involved multiple statistical comparisons, no 

adjustments were made to significance thresholds, in accordance with Rothman’s 

(1990) recommendations.  All analyses were undertaken using SPSS for Windows 

version 24. 

5.3 Results 

5.3.1 Research Question 1:  Are there differences in youth offending patterns from 

identified endemic and non-endemic SVA regions in QLD? 

An examination of the rate of referrals to GYFS from Endemic and Non-Endemic SVA 

regions revealed a higher rate of referrals from endemic sites.  Population data for 

each remote community included in the study was obtained from the ABS (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2011a), with male youth population calculated by adjusting the 

total youth population (10-19 years) in accordance with reported community level 

gender breakdowns, added across each community included in the two study samples.  

Referral rates were subsequently calculated using GYFS referral data from each 

selected community (2001-2013), combined with male youth population data.  This 

revealed a referral rate from Endemic SVA (remote and discrete Indigenous 

communities) study sites of 27.5 per 1,000, compared to a rate of 5 per 1,000 from 

Non-Endemic SVA (remote rural communities) study sites.  The rate of referrals to 

GYFS from Endemic SVA study sites was therefore 5.5 times the rate of referrals from 

Non-Endemic SVA study sites, confirming the identification of remote and discrete 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities as an endemic SVA sample and the 

identification of remote rural communities as a suitable comparison (see Table 5.2). 
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Table 5.2: Rate of GYFS referrals (2001-2013) by endemic / non-endemic study sites  

Sample No. of referrals 

(2001-2013) 

Male youth 
population 

Rate of referrals 
per 1,000 

Endemic SVA group 

(remote discrete Indigenous 
communities) 

36 1,308 27.5 

Non-Endemic SVA group 

(remote rural communities) 

14 2,846 5 

No other differences were found in offence patterns between youth from Endemic 

and Non-Endemic SVA sites. Independent samples t-tests revealed no difference in the 

mean number of sexual offences committed by the Endemic (M=1.72, SD=1.09) and 

Non-Endemic groups (M=2.93, SD=3.34; t (14.08) = -1.33, p = .20, two-tailed).  Further, 

no difference was found in the mean age of onset for the Endemic (M=14.3, SD=1.4, 

range=11-16 years) and Non-Endemic groups (M=14.6, SD=1.09, range=13-16 years; t 

(48) = -0.69, p=.49, two-tailed); the number of victims offended against (Endemic 

group M=1.36, SD=0.68; Non-Endemic group M=1.86, SD=1.03; t (17.66) = -1.67, p = 

.11, two-tailed); or the number of violent offences committed (endemic group M=.81, 

SD=1.77; non-endemic group M=.69, SD=1.70; t (47) = -0.20, p = .84, two-tailed) .  A 

chi-square test for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) revealed no 

significant association between location and prior history of non-sexual offences, (χ2 

(1, n=50) = 0.05, p = .83, phi = -0.03). 

Taken together, there are substantial differences in the frequency of sexual 

offending behaviour between individuals referred to GYFS from remote Indigenous 

communities when compared to remote rural communities, but no difference in age or 

type of offending.  This suggests that in remote Indigenous communities more 

individuals engage in SVA than in remote rural regions, supporting the identification of 

endemic and non-endemic SVA.  

5.3.2 Research Question 2:  Are there differences in the contextual conditions 

experienced by youth who committed sexual offences, from identified endemic and 

non-endemic SVA regions in QLD? 

First, the relationship between contextual social conditions (contextual conditions 

scale) and population stressors (SEIFA Index of Socio-Economic Disadvantage) was 

investigated using Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation.  Only a small correlation 
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(Cohen, 1988) was found between the two representative variables (rho = .17, p=0.27), 

indicating a weak relationship.  The two variables shared only 2% of their variance, 

suggesting they are distinct contextual constructs.   

At the bivariate level, study findings revealed significant differences between 

endemic and non-endemic groups on selected variables, supporting theorised 

differences in the contextual conditions between Endemic and Non-Endemic SVA sites 

(see Table 5.3). 

Table 5.3: Contextual differences between endemic and non-endemic SVA sites  

 Endemic SVA Non-Endemic SVA Test1 

 M SD M SD t 

Social conditions supporting SVA 

Contextual social conditions scale 3.83 1.56 1.64 1.69 -4.36*** 

Population stressors 

SEIFA - disadvantage 1.25 0.84 2.79 1.63 3.36** 

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

1Significant results in bold 

Social conditions supporting SVA 

An independent samples t-test showed a significant difference between the 

Endemic SVA group (M=3.83, SD=1.56) and the Non-Endemic SVA group (M=1.64, 

SD=1.69); t (48) = -4.36, p < .001, two-tailed) on the summative ‘contextual social 

conditions’ scale.  The magnitude of difference in the means (mean difference = -2.19, 

95%CI: -3.20 - -1.18) was large (eta squared = .28) (Cohen, 1988).  This bivariate 

analysis reveals a significant difference in social conditions between endemic and non-

endemic SVA sites, with social conditions in endemic SVA locations likely more 

conducive to SVA. 

Population stressors 

An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare levels of disadvantage 

between Endemic SVA and Non-Endemic SVA sites.  A significant difference was found 

between SEIFA – Disadvantage scores for the Endemic SVA group (M=1.25, SD=0.84) 

and Non-Endemic SVA group (M=2.79, SD=1.63); t (15.78) = 3.36, p = .004, two-tailed).  

The magnitude of difference in the means (mean difference = 1.54, 95%CI: 0.57 – 2.51) 

was large (eta squared = .19) (Cohen, 1988).  Endemic SVA sites therefore experienced 

significantly more disadvantage than Non-Endemic SVA sites, suggesting more 
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potential population stressors in endemic SVA settings.  However, consistent with ABS 

reports of lower median SEIFA Index scores in remote areas of Australia (Pink, 2013), 

both Endemic and Non-Endemic groups received low mean scores (M<3) on the SEIFA 

Disadvantage Index.   

5.3.3 Research Question 3:  Are there differences in the causal mechanisms that 

contribute to sexual offences perpetrated by youth from identified endemic and 

non-endemic SVA regions in QLD? 

First, the relationships among the four theorised mechanism constructs (situational 

precipitants, breakdown in personal behavioural controls, breakdown in informal 

social controls, and offender deviation from routine activities) were investigated using 

Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation.  Only small correlations (Cohen, 1988) were found 

between the four scale variables (see Table 5.4), suggesting they are distinct 

constructs.   

Table 5.4: Spearman’s Rank Order Correlations between theorised mechanism constructs 

Variable 1 2 3 4 

1.  Situational precipitants (total number) -    

2.  Breakdown in personal controls scale .11 -   

3.  Breakdown in informal social controls scale -.09 -.01 -  

4.  Opportunity (offender deviation from routine 
activities) 

-.12 .16 .18 - 

   

Bivariate analyses were also undertaken to determine whether or not any 

differences in causal mechanisms were evident between groups.  Results revealed no 

statistical differences between Endemic and Non-Endemic groups on the presence of 

proposed causal mechanisms (see Table 5.5).  This suggests that causal mechanisms in 

the proposed theory of endemic SVA were consistent across both endemic and non-

endemic SVA cases.   

Table 5.5: Mechanism differences between endemic and non-endemic SVA sites 

 Endemic SVA Non-Endemic SVA Test1,2 

 M SD M SD t 

Situational precipitants      

Number of situational precipitants to 
offending behaviour 

1.75 .950 1.46 .519 -1.30 
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 Endemic SVA Non-Endemic SVA Test1,2 

 M SD M SD t 

Breakdown in personal controls 

Breakdown in personal controls scale 1.72 1.21 2.07 1.14 .93 

 n % n % χ2 

Breakdown in informal social controls      

Poor supervision and monitoring 27 75.0 10 71.4 1.000 

Opportunity 

Offender deviation from normal routine 
activities  

14 43.8 8 57.1 .525 

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

1No significant results  

2 Chi-square analyses conducted using Fishers Exact Test 

 

Independent samples t-tests revealed no statistical differences in the number of 

situational precipitants to offending behaviour between Endemic (M=1.75, SD=.950) 

and Non-Endemic SVA groups (M=1.46, SD=.519; t (38.98) = -1.30, p = .200, two-

tailed); or between the Endemic SVA group (M=1.71, SD=1.21) and the Non-Endemic 

SVA group (M=2.07, SD=1.14); t (48) = .93, p = .357, two-tailed) on the ‘breakdown in 

personal controls’ scale.  Chi-square tests for independence (using Fisher’s Exact Test) 

indicated no significant association between Endemic SVA and Non-Endemic SVA sites 

and: i) poor supervision and monitoring, p = 1.000 (n= 50, 2-sided), phi = .04; or ii) 

offenders’ deviation from normal routine activities during offence commission, p = 

.525 (n= 46, 2-sided), phi = .15. 

5.3.4 Research Question 4:  Do constructs in the proposed theory of endemic SVA 

differentiate endemic and non-endemic regions in QLD? 

A binary logistic regression analysis was performed to test whether constructs in 

the proposed theory of endemic SVA predicted Endemic or Non-Endemic SVA group 

membership.  The outcome variable was SVA group (Endemic / Non-Endemic).  The 

model contained six predictor (independent) variables that represented each of the 

theoretical constructs: contextual social conditions scale; Index of Relative Socio-

Economic Disadvantage; number of situational precipitants; breakdown in personal 

controls scale; poor supervision and monitoring; and offender deviation from routine 

activities.  A block method was used to enter predictors into the model, with context 

variables (contextual social conditions scale, SEIFA Index of Socio-Economic 
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Disadvantage) entered in block one and mechanism variables (number of situational 

variables, breakdown in personal controls scale, breakdown in informal social controls 

scale, offender deviation from routine) entered in block two.  A total of seven cases 

contained missing data across two of the mechanism variables (situational precipitants 

and offender deviation).  Missing data primarily resulted from clinical cases referred to 

but not accepted by GYFS, which limits available clinical information.  After removal of 

these missing data, 43 cases were available for the multivariate analysis.  Six of the 

seven missing cases (86%) were from endemic SVA regions.  Preliminary analysis 

revealed no multicollinearity.   

As outlined, contextual variables were entered into the first block.  The model was 

highly significant, ꭕ2 (2, n=43) = 23.95, p<.0005, indicating that contextual variables 

were able to distinguish Endemic and Non-Endemic groups.  The model explained 

between 43% (Cox and Snell R2) and 61% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance and correctly 

classified 86% of cases (96.7% for endemic cases and 61.5% for non-endemic cases).   

Mechanism variables were entered into the second block.  This block was not 

significant ꭕ2 (4, N=43) = 6.57, p=.16, suggesting mechanism variables were unable to 

distinguish Endemic and Non-Endemic groups.   

The final model containing all six predictor variables was also highly significant, ꭕ2 

(6, N=43) = 30.52, p<.0005.  This model explained between 51% (Cox and Snell R2) and 

72% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance, and correctly classified 91% of cases (93.3% for 

endemic cases and 84.6% for non-endemic cases).  The two context variables, 

contextual social conditions (Wald = 7.90, p<.01) and SEIFA Index of Socio-Economic 

Disadvantage (Wald = 6.46, p<.05) were the only unique predictors associated with 

Endemic SVA.  Contextual social conditions recorded an odds ratio of 4.41, indicating 

that youth who experience conducive social conditions such as exposure to violence 

were over four times more likely to reside in an area where endemic SVA is reported.  

Socio-economic disadvantage recorded an odds ratio of 3.62, indicating that endemic 

outcomes are over three times more likely in regions experiencing serious 

disadvantage.  The results of the binary logistic regression are presented in Table 5.6. 
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Table 5.6: Hierarchical Logistic Regression predicting endemic SVA1  

 Model 1 Model 2 

Variable Coefficient SE OR Coefficient SE OR 

Context 

Contextual social conditions 
scale 

1.00** .35 2.71 1.48** .53 4.41 

SEIFA Index of Socio-Economic 
Disadvantage 

1.13** .44 3.10 1.29* .51 3.62 

Mechanisms 

Total number of situational 
precipitants 

   .34 .83 1.41 

Breakdown in personal 
controls scale 

   -.33 .51 .72 

Poor supervision and 
monitoring 

   -1.27 1.39 .28 

Offender deviation from 
routine 

   -2.58 1.43 .10 

Constant -12.29 4.60 .008 -12.68 5.32 .000 

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05 
1 Significant predictor variables are in bold 

5.5 Discussion 

This study was conducted to explore differences between Endemic and Non-

Endemic SVA regions and the extent to which the proposed theory of endemic SVA 

distinguishes them.  It builds on the previous study, which examined the presence of 

theory constructs in disparate endemic case studies, by focusing on endemic / non-

endemic comparisons.  Importantly, this is one of the first studies to empirically 

examine differences between endemic and non-endemic SVA locations, with most 

work in this field, like the previous study, focused specifically on endemic contexts.   

The proposed theory of endemic SVA contends that in certain locations, at certain 

times, contextual factors trigger causal mechanisms at scale, resulting in endemic SVA.  

Consistent with this proposed theory, study findings reveal differences in contextual 

conditions across study groups, but not in causal mechanisms.  Contextual factors 

were found to discriminate between Endemic and Non-Endemic groups.  Study 

findings therefore support the proposed theory of endemic SVA, and are summarised 

in Table 5.7.  Correlation analyses support the discrete nature of key theory constructs. 
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Table 5.7: Summary of study findings 

Constructs in the 
proposed theory of 

endemic SVA 

Scale variable Significant 
difference 
between 

endemic & non-
endemic groups 

Unique 
predictors 

Context 

Social conditions 
supportive of SVA 

Contextual social conditions scale ✓ ✓ 

Population stressors SEIFA Disadvantage ✓ ✓ 

Mechanisms 

Situational Precipitants Total number of situational 
precipitants 

x x 

Breakdown in personal 
controls 

Breakdown in personal 
behavioural controls scale  

x x 

Breakdown in informal 
social controls 

Breakdown in informal social 
controls scale 

x x 

Opportunity  Offender deviation from routine 
activities 

x x 

 

Similar offence patterns were found across both Endemic and Non-Endemic study 

groups.  This means that each youth offender committed a similar number of (sexual, 

violent and non-sexual) offences, against a similar number of victims, regardless of 

location.  The findings support the notion that higher prevalence rates in endemic 

contexts are not the result of more deviant and prolific offenders, but instead reflect 

more individuals committing offences in similar ways.  Endemic SVA thus arises when 

more individuals become involved in sexual offending behaviour, rather than specific 

individual offenders in these locations being more problematic and offending at higher 

rates. What is different, therefore, about youth offending patterns from identified 

endemic and non-endemic SVA regions is the number of people involved in the 

behaviour.  This is reflected in the different referral rates to GYFS across the two study 

groups.  This corroborates the proposed theory of endemic SVA, in which extra-

individual, contextual factors, impact a larger proportion of a given population, leading 

to a higher prevalence of sexual offending behaviour.   

As specified in the proposed theory of endemic SVA, significant differences were 

found amongst contextual variables, lending support to the proposed theory.  More 

conducive social conditions were found in Endemic SVA regions.  Higher rates of socio-

economic disadvantage were also found in Endemic SVA sites.  This is consistent with 
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the previous study (reported in Chapter Four) and with many reports, reviews and 

inquiries examining endemic SVA around the world (e.g. Krug et al., 2002). 

Also consistent with the proposed theory of endemic SVA, no differences in 

theorised causal mechanisms were found across the Endemic and Non-Endemic SVA 

study groups.  As outlined in the proposed theory, this suggests that the same causal 

factors lead to sexual offending behaviour, regardless of context.   

This is one of the first systematic examinations of offence dynamics in endemic SVA 

contexts.  Most previous work in this specific field has pursued broad qualitative 

interviews with offence perpetrators, to build this understanding.  One example is a 

research report utilised in the previous study, targeting abuse by soldiers in the DRC 

(Kelly, 2010).  In that study, interviews focused on soldiers’ experiences and attitudes, 

such as reasons for joining the militia, command structures, attitudes towards women, 

and their understanding of sexual violence.  The use of a rich, individual based, clinical-

forensic psychology dataset, therefore, provided an opportunity for new insight into 

the immediate precursors of offending behaviour in endemic contexts.  Importantly, 

this advances learning from the previous study, which was unable to examine in detail, 

the more individual mechanisms, such as situational precipitants and personal controls 

over behaviour.  This fresh knowledge provides new opportunities for prevention, 

discussed in the final chapter. 

To investigate whether constructs in the proposed theory of endemic SVA 

distinguish Endemic and Non-Endemic regions, study variables representing key 

contextual factors and causal mechanisms were included in a hierarchical logistic 

regression analysis, despite causal mechanism study variables being non-significant at 

the bivariate level.  Key findings from this multivariate analysis confirmed that 

constructs in the proposed theory could differentiate Endemic and Non-Endemic 

groups.  Contextual factors were the only unique predictors, confirming their 

importance to the development of endemic SVA. Causal mechanism variables failed to 

reach significance, and made no additional contribution to prediction.  The overall 

model, however, explained the majority of variance and was able to correctly classify 

91% of cases.  This supports the proposed theory of endemic SVA.   
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5.5.5 Limitations 

Whilst the findings of this study support the proposed theory of endemic SVA, they 

should be considered in light of four key limitations, primarily related to the available 

dataset.  Firstly, the small sample size (N=50) must be acknowledged.  This limits the 

scope and depth of some analyses.  Missing data further limited sample size for the 

multivariate analysis (n=43), although missing data is acknowledged as common in 

clinical datasets that rely on individual participants sharing personal and private 

information.  Difficulties associated with the identification of suitable endemic and 

non-endemic SVA comparison sites further limited options to include additional study 

sites.  Indeed, the identification of endemic and non-endemic study sites proved 

challenging, given little previous research has specifically examined SVA prevalence 

rates on a regional scale.  Despite the small sample size, study findings were able to 

inform understanding of this important issue.   

Secondly, like much empirical research, challenges were faced with respect to the 

measurement of key theoretical constructs.  Available variables were developed for a 

previous, larger project, and thus were not designed specifically for this study.  Whilst 

variables relevant to each theoretical construct could be selected from this larger 

dataset, not all possible features of each construct could be included.  For example, it 

was not possible to examine population level stressors beyond socio-economic 

disadvantage.  Moreover, all specific manifestations of each theory construct identified 

in Chapter Four could not be incorporated.  This limits the scope of examination and 

the links between the two studies.   

Thirdly, all participants in this adjudicated youth dataset had received formal 

sanctions for their offending behaviour.  Subsequently, it was not possible to examine 

any differences in formal regulatory controls between the two study groups, despite 

this being identified in the proposed theory of endemic SVA as an important 

contextual condition.  

Finally, the extent to which these findings can be generalised to other endemic SVA 

contexts is unknown.  Given this study focused on endemic SVA in remote and discrete 

Indigenous communities, assumptions cannot be made about the circumstances of 

endemic SVA in crisis zones or youth-serving institutions.  The QLD, male youth 

offending dataset used, further limits generalisability beyond these parameters.   
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5.5.6 Summary 

This study compared Endemic and Non-Endemic SVA study sites on key constructs 

outlined in the proposed theory of endemic SVA.  Only contextual factors were found 

to distinguish Endemic and Non-Endemic SVA groups.  Study findings therefore 

support the proposed theory.  This is one of the first studies to quantitatively examine 

differences in SVA between specific Endemic and Non-Endemic sites, and as such, 

makes an important contribution to understanding this phenomenon.  Research, policy 

and prevention implications will be addressed in the final chapter.   
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Chapter Six: General discussion and implications 

for prevention 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Endemic SVA is a complex social problem and global public health concern, reported 

in international crisis zones, remote and marginalised communities, and in youth-

serving institutions. Despite an extensive history, attention to this problem is relatively 

new, and significant gaps remain in current understanding of this phenomenon.  The 

overarching aim of this thesis, therefore, was to advance understanding of endemic 

SVA.  To achieve this, three key objectives were addressed: A) propose a new theory of 

endemic SVA; B) empirically investigate the application of this theory across a range of 

disparate endemic contexts; and C) explore new opportunities for prevention based on 

this proposed theory.  In this final chapter, all three research objectives are revisited, 

implications for prevention are explored, limitations reviewed, and future research 

directions recommended.   

6.1 Propose a new theory of endemic SVA 

A proposed new theory of endemic SVA, introduced in Chapter Three, contends 

that a set of shared causal mechanisms, namely situational precipitants that motivate 

offending behaviour, breakdowns in the ‘usual’ controls over behaviour, and 

opportunity to offend, contribute to SVA regardless of location.  Under certain 

contextual conditions, these causal mechanisms are activated at scale, producing 

endemic SVA at these sites.  These contextual conditions include conducive social 

conditions, breakdowns in formal regulatory controls and population level stressors. 

The proposed theory of endemic SVA addresses key knowledge gaps and limitations 

outlined in the review of literature (Chapter Two).  It provides a comprehensive 

explanation of this phenomenon, versatile enough to apply across diverse endemic 

contexts, yet specific enough to explain variations in prevalence rates, including how 

and under what circumstances endemic SVA develops. This is the first theory 

formulated to explain endemic SVA that is not context specific, and thus has 

application beyond any one endemic setting.  This proposed theory of endemic SVA 

extends the current knowledge base, by incorporating a broader literature previously 
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under-utilised in this field.  This includes theory and evidence from criminology and 

social psychology, as well as the non-endemic SVA literature.  In doing so, the 

proposed theory of endemic SVA represents an innovative approach to thinking about 

endemic SVA, with important implications for prevention.  The theory meets published 

criteria for good criminological theory (Tittle, 2016) and good theory for crime 

prevention (Tilley & Sidebottom, 2017). 

6.1.1 Theoretical implications 

The proposed theory of endemic SVA represents a significant departure from 

existing theoretical explanations in this field, placing criminological explanations at the 

forefront.  One of the most notable departures is from Strategic Rape Theory, the 

dominant feminist informed theory currently adopted by the UN to understand and 

address SVA in conflict zones around the world (see outline in Chapter Two).  Table 6.1 

illustrates this point, presenting direct comparisons between Strategic Rape Theory 

and the proposed theory of endemic SVA. Differences in focus, underlying frameworks, 

contextual dynamics of interest, proposed causal mechanisms and prevention 

implications are highlighted.  This departure raises critical questions of the current 

understanding of SVA in conflict zones with implications for other endemic settings.  

Table 6.1 highlights the more comprehensive analysis and prevention implications 

afforded by the proposed theory of endemic SVA. 

Table 6.1: Differences between Strategic Rape Theory and the Theory of Endemic SVA 

 Strategic Rape Theory Proposed Theory of Endemic SVA 

Focus War / conflict zones All endemic SVA contexts 

Primary underlying 
frameworks 

Feminist theory Environmental criminology 

Key context Patriarchal society Social conditions supporting SVA 
Breakdown in formal controls 
Population stressors 

Causal mechanisms Weapon of war Situational precipitants 
Breakdown in personal controls 
Breakdown in social controls 
Opportunity 

Implications for prevention Tertiary legal and justice 
responses 

Comprehensive prevention agenda 
(multiple prevention targets) 

Evidence-informed challenges to the ‘status quo’ provide unique opportunities for 

innovation.  In this case, the broader explanatory basis of the proposed theory of 
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endemic SVA opens the field to new prevention and intervention pathways.  The 

general, cross-context relevance of the proposed theory also promotes learnings from 

one endemic context to another.  The proposed theory shows that the wider non-

endemic SVA literature has bearing on understanding endemic SVA.    

Endemic SVA, like many social issues however, is complex.  The so-called ‘ingredient 

lists’ that outline factors that contribute to a particular social problem, cannot do 

justice to this complexity.  In a strong parallel to clinical psychological practice, this 

reflects the difference between a list of potential factors that may have contributed to 

an individual committing a sexual offence, and an integrated case formulation that 

explores the interactions and relationships between these factors as an explanation for 

why that particular person, committed that particular offence, at that particular time.  

The realist social explanatory framework, upon which the proposed theory of endemic 

SVA has been built, facilitates this important shift in focus from simply ‘what’ 

contributes to endemic SVA, to ‘how’, ‘why’ and under ‘what circumstances’ this 

occurs.  By explaining that shared causal mechanisms only contribute to endemic SVA 

under certain contextual conditions, this theory provides a deeper level of explanation, 

which has important benefits for prevention, highlighting both context and mechanism 

targets.     

Even the realist CMO framework used to structure the proposed theory of endemic 

SVA, however, still simplifies the complex inter-relationships that exist between 

context and mechanism factors.  Jolly and Jolly (2014) introduced the concept of 

evolving CMO configurations to explain this complexity, referring to constructs 

operating as either context or mechanisms, depending on the precise focus of 

explanation.  Conceptualising context and mechanisms in a reinforcing relationship is 

an alternative construction that also explains the complex interactions at play.  In this 

case, contextual factors trigger causal mechanisms resulting in behavioural outcomes, 

which subsequently strengthen or reinforce conducive contextual factors, and so on.  

Either way, the take-home message is that context and mechanisms interact, may be 

mutually influential, and may operate on a number of levels.  Figure 6.1 provides a 

schematic example to illustrate these interactions and interrelationships.   
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Figure 6.1: CMO interactions and interrelationships 

Overlaps are also acknowledged between various theory constructs, for example 
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controls (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006a).  These overlaps suggest that whilst each 

theory construct is distinct, they may be less so in practice than in theory.   

In summary, this dissertation presents a new evidence-informed theory of endemic 

SVA to explain this phenomenon, regardless of the specific endemic SVA setting.  It 

also highlights the benefits of an explanatory focus in theory development and the 

utility of a realist social explanatory framework for this purpose.  Whilst all 

complexities associated with the development of endemic SVA cannot possibly be fully 

articulated in any one theory, the proposed theory of endemic SVA provides sufficient 

versatility to enable these complexities to be explored on a case-by-case basis.   

6.2 Empirically investigate the application of this theory 

across a range of disparate endemic contexts 

The proposed theory of endemic SVA was investigated in two studies (reported in 

Chapters Four and Five).  Primary strengths of these studies include mixed 

methodologies, multiple and disparate endemic case studies, and distinctly different 

data sources.  In this way, each study was able to provide unique insights into the 

merit of this theory.  The two studies lend independent and collective support. 

The first study engaged a qualitative methodology to examine three national and 

international endemic SVA case studies representing key, diverse, endemic SVA 

contexts.  This included: a crisis zone (Democratic Republic of Congo); remote and 

marginalised communities (remote Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory, 

Australia); and a youth-serving institution (Neerkol Orphanage, QLD, Australia).  These 

case studies further comprised both historic and current endemic SVA examples.  

Findings of the qualitative content analysis confirmed key constructs in the proposed 

theory of endemic SVA could be identified in the three diverse endemic SVA case 

studies, albeit that these constructs manifest in some different ways across the three 

cases.  This suggests theory constructs are relevant to endemic SVA and that the 

theory can accommodate the diverse settings in which endemic SVA occurs.   

The second, quantitative study, examined differences between SVA cases in 

endemic and non-endemic regions, using a clinical dataset of youth adjudicated for 

sexual offences in QLD, Australia.  Specifically, remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities were selected as endemic SVA sites, with remote rural 
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communities used as a suitable comparison.   Bivariate and multivariate analyses were 

undertaken to compare context and mechanism factors across the two groups.  Results 

demonstrated that key factors proposed in the proposed theory of endemic SVA are 

distinct constructs; that contextual conditions differed significantly between endemic 

and non-endemic SVA cases, whilst causal mechanisms did not; and that the proposed 

theory of endemic SVA has the capacity to discriminate between endemic and non-

endemic SVA cases.  This study addressed limitations identified in the previous study, 

and delivered further support for the proposed theory.   

Together, these two studies provide important foundational endorsement of the 

proposed theory of endemic SVA.  Further investigation of this theory is therefore 

warranted, to explore theory application to even more diverse endemic SVA contexts, 

to extend understanding of the interactions between theory constructs, and utilising 

larger samples to enhance confidence in research outcomes.   

6.3 Explore new opportunities for prevention based on this 

proposed theory 

A new theory of endemic SVA, particularly one based on literature previously 

under-utilised in this field, presents new opportunities for prevention.  In criminology, 

the applied purpose of good explanatory theory is to inform crime prevention efforts.  

The proposed theory of endemic SVA, which reveals the conditions and mechanisms 

underlying concentrations of SVA, provides valuable information guiding who, what, 

where and how to target prevention efforts. Wikstrom (2007) argues strongly for such 

a ‘knowledge-based’ or “knowing-before-doing” approach to prevention, criticising 

what he calls the ‘common pitfalls’ in much prevention policy and practice, where the 

desire to do something about crime problems invites quick responses that may not 

reflect or address actual causes.   

Consistent with this approach, the author and colleagues have previously proposed 

a model of place-based prevention (Rayment-McHugh, Adams, Wortley, & Tilley, 2015) 

that is relevant to endemic SVA (reproduced in Figure 6.2).  It is suggested that the 

proposed theory of endemic SVA informs three key steps in this model: understanding 

the problem at a local level; developing locally informed prevention plans; and 

evaluating outcomes. 
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Figure 6.2: Six steps to implementing a place-based prevention model for child sexual abuse, 
reproduced from Rayment-McHugh et al (2015; p. 5) 
 

6.3.1 Understand the problem at a local level 

A ‘knowing-before-doing’ approach depends on a sound understanding of causal 

mechanisms and contextual conditions, to inform the development of tailored and 

targeted prevention strategies.  This requires location-by-location investigation of how 

endemic SVA manifests on a local basis.  The proposed theory of endemic SVA provides 

important guidance on key factors to be investigated to build this local understanding.  

Table 6.2 presents an example assessment proforma guiding such a local investigation, 

based on the proposed theory of endemic SVA. 
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Table 6.2: Guide to understanding endemic SVA on a local level  

Theory Construct Place-based assessment guide 

Context  

Social conditions conducive to 
SVA 

 Do social norms, values and beliefs support or condemn 
SVA? 

 How is SVA viewed in this setting? 

 To what extent is violence / SVA normalised? 

 To what extent are people exposed to SVA in this 
setting? 

Breakdown in formal 
regulatory controls 

 What legal and protective services are / aren’t available 
in this setting? 

 How are formal regulatory controls failing?  

 What are the barriers to their effective operation? 

 Who has responsibility for these systems? 

Population stressors  Is the population in this location exposed to large scale 
stressors? 

Mechanisms  

Situational precipitants  What conditions precipitate offending behaviour? 

Breakdown in personal 
behavioural controls 

 What prevents individuals from controlling potentially 
abusive behaviour? 

 What role do disinhibitors play? 

 What excuses or justifications are given to explain 
abusive behaviour? 

Breakdown in informal social 
controls 

 Who are the potential guardians in this setting? 

 What are the barriers to their active guardianship? 

 What would enhance active guardianship? 

Opportunity  When / where does this usually occur? 

 How do potential offenders and potential victims come 
into contact with each other? 

 What contributes to the vulnerability of potential victims 
in this setting? 

 Does the physical environment contribute to SVA? 

6.3.2 Develop locally informed prevention plans 

The proposed theory of endemic SVA potentially informs an array of preventive 

strategies to address abuse in these settings.  Existing efforts to address and prevent 

endemic SVA are acknowledged, and are not being critiqued here, as they have not 

been comprehensively examined in this thesis.  Opportunities to extend and broaden 

the focus of these efforts, however, are advocated.  Importantly, the proposed theory 

of endemic SVA informs a comprehensive range of potential prevention initiatives that 

extends current practice in this specific field.  The task in each endemic setting would 
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be to use a theoretically informed local understanding of the problem, to guide locally 

tailored prevention plans, based on this theory. 

Currently, leading initiatives to prevent endemic SVA are focused on addressing 

conducive contextual conditions.  In accordance with the proposed theory of endemic 

SVA, such contextual conditions (conducive social conditions, breakdowns in formal 

regulatory controls, and population level stressors), trigger causal mechanisms at 

scale, resulting in endemic SVA.  Addressing these distal contextual factors is therefore 

essential to a comprehensive prevention agenda in the endemic field.   

Strengthening formal regulatory controls is currently the most dominant prevention 

strategy, receiving most political and funding support. For example, the Global Summit 

to End SVA in Conflict, held in London in 2014, and co-chaired by the then British 

Foreign Secretary William Hague and Hollywood actress and Special Envoy for the UN 

High Commissioner for Refugees Angelina Jolie, reached agreement on the need to 

end impunity for perpetrators of SVA, for security and justice sector reform, and to 

ensure support for SVA survivors (Foreign & Commonwealth Office, 2014).  The call to 

‘end impunity’ has, to some extent, become synonymous with prevention in these 

crisis settings.   

Turning to remote Aboriginal communities in Australia, the NT Emergency 

Response, more commonly known as the NT Intervention, provides yet another 

example of prevention, focused on enhanced regulatory controls.  The NT Intervention 

was the Australian Government’s response to the Little Children Are Sacred Report 

(Wild & Anderson, 2007), which had highlighted the endemic nature of child sexual 

abuse in these remote community settings.  The NT Intervention framed the situation 

in these communities as a ‘national emergency’, resulting in a strategy largely focused 

on formal monitoring and regulation.  The response included sending the Australian 

Army to these communities, enacting legislative changes, restricting alcohol, 

quarantining welfare payments, linking income support payments to school 

attendance, implementing compulsory health checks for all Aboriginal children, and 

increasing police numbers in these communities (Evans, 2012; Gray, 2015; Perche, 

2017).  Some of the provisions within the Australian Racial Discrimination Act 1975 

were suspended in order to facilitate this intervention.     
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Preventive efforts in youth-serving institutions provide a final example, as these 

have also focused primarily on formal regulatory controls, such as organisational policy 

reform to promote child safe organisations as well as safer organisational recruitment 

policies.  Legislative and policy reforms have established standards of care and of 

behaviour, and clarified processes and responsibility for responding to SVA concerns 

and to potential SVA perpetrators (Cleary & Erooga, 2012).  Many western jurisdictions 

have also implemented employment screening initiatives using the identification of 

similar offences by prospective staff members, to screen out unsuitable applicants (see 

Moriarty, 1990).   

Each example represents important preventive activities individually, particularly 

for increasing the salience of formal regulatory controls.  Criticisms, however, have 

been directed to each, with the evidence base supporting some being marginal at best.  

For example, evidence of the effectiveness of deterrence strategies, such as those 

prioritised in conflict zones, is not compelling (Smallbone et al., 2008); measures 

adopted by the NT Intervention were coercive and non-inclusive and failed to gain 

community support (Altman & Russell, 2012; Fawcett & Hanlon, 2009; Perche, 2017); 

whilst safer recruitment strategies in institutional settings are unable to identify all 

potential offenders or address peer-to-peer abuse in these settings (Smallbone, 2016).  

Thus, whilst addressing formal regulatory controls may make an important 

contribution to safety, a narrow approach is unlikely to be sufficient to address such a 

pervasive and complex problem.  Distal influences, such as these broad contextual 

factors, may also have less immediate impact on individuals than more proximal 

factors, and may require longer to impact change.  For example, legislative and justice 

reforms can take years to draft, approve and implement.  Whilst the examples given 

are not exhaustive, they nevertheless reveal opportunities for a more comprehensive 

prevention agenda.  Accordingly, the proposed theory of endemic SVA may provide 

important additional options for enhancing prevention.   

The proposed theory of endemic SVA informs prevention in two new ways.  Firstly, 

by highlighting the role of both context and mechanisms in the development of 

endemic SVA, it brings attention to opportunities for a much broader approach to 

prevention, beyond those addressing formal legal responses and other contextual 

conditions, as illustrated above.  Secondly, by establishing shared causal mechanisms 
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across both endemic and non-endemic SVA contexts, the proposed theory reveals an 

applicable range of more proximal and immediate prevention opportunities, based on 

evidence of prevention within the non-endemic SVA field.  Most impact from the 

proposed theory, therefore, lies in extending the prevention agenda for endemic SVA 

to include consideration of the causal mechanisms underlying SVA perpetration.   

Indeed, it is the discovery of causal mechanisms shared across endemic and non-

endemic SVA settings that provides the most innovative, new opportunities for 

enhanced prevention. 

Targeting prevention at causal mechanisms means focusing on immediate situations 

to reduce precipitating conditions and opportunity, strengthening informal social 

controls through enhanced guardianship, as well as promoting self-regulation skills 

amongst potential offenders, to improve personal controls over behaviour.  Situational 

and developmental crime prevention have direct relevance, targeting the immediate 

situations impacting behaviour, as well as early personal risk factors.  Each has a strong 

evidence base proving effectiveness in crime prevention (Smallbone & McKillop, 2015).   

In contrast to many crime prevention initiatives, situational crime prevention (SCP) 

focuses on reducing crime rather than criminality, targeting crime settings rather than 

discrete offenders.  In practice, SCP involves a range of ‘opportunity-reducing’ 

strategies aimed at making crime in that particular setting more difficult, more risky, 

less tempting and / or less justifiable (Clarke, 2010).  Whilst SCP remains relatively new 

in the SVA field, it has a strong evidence base in crime prevention more generally 

(Clarke & Bowers, 2017).   Wortley and Smallbone (2006a) recommend four SCP 

strategies as most relevant to preventing SVA; ‘increasing effort’, ‘increasing risk’, 

‘controlling prompts’ and ‘reducing permissibility’.  These strategies address the causal 

mechanisms in the proposed theory of endemic SVA. 

‘Increasing effort’ involves making an offence more difficult to carry out, reducing 

opportunities for abuse.  Enlisting suitably trained place managers or security 

personnel in high-risk locations increases effort through enhanced guardianship.  

Increasing visibility and natural surveillance in high risk locations through changes to 

environmental design (such as through improved lighting or blind spot removal), or 

increasing routine, pro-social use of space, may also be effective (Smallbone, 2016).   

Safer institutional recruitment processes outlined above, are a further example of 
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reducing potential offenders’ access to potential victims.  Strategies to increase effort 

in institutional settings might also include relevant staff training, enhanced processes 

for supervision, and codes of conduct (Smallbone, 2016).  Institutional policies 

reducing opportunities for abuse are also recommended, such as policies to restrict 

priests being alone with children in their residence, or that promote group activities 

with children and youth (Terry & Ackerman, 2008). 

‘Increasing risk’ involves strategies to increase the likelihood of detection, such as 

through enhanced surveillance and guardianship. Strategies might include improved 

surveillance, by way of closed circuit cameras or place managers (in hot spot 

locations), or changes to the physical design of certain settings to increase visibility, 

such as increased lighting or pruning vegetation that restricts line of sight (Armitage, 

2017; Smallbone, 2016).  Programming to enhance effective guardianship is also 

relevant.  This might include bystander interventions to enhance guardianship in social 

settings or public locations (Powell, 2014; Smallbone & McKillop, 2015), or training for 

organisational staff or parents about risks and warning signs (Terry & Ackerman, 2008).  

In extreme situations, such as in the DRC, where potential guardians have been 

murdered or their life threatened, options to increase effective guardianship are more 

limited.  However, outside of these extreme situations, encouraging active and 

effective guardianship may help reduce endemic SVA.  Neighbourhood Watch 

programs offer a further example, promoting a sense of community cohesion and 

investment to enhance social controls (Bullock & Fielding, 2017).  Addressing barriers 

to disclosure amongst potential victims may also increase risk of detection.   

‘Controlling prompts’ are strategies to reduce situational precipitants to offending 

motivations, a key mechanism within the proposed theory of endemic SVA.  This 

strategy is likely to be most effective with situational or opportunistic offenders 

(Wortley & Smallbone, 2006a).  This may be achieved in a number of ways, such as 

enhancing supervision of potential victims, particularly in settings in which potentially 

vulnerable victims spend time (Smallbone, 2016); ensuring identified high-risk 

offenders avoid high-risk situations; limiting the availability of alcohol or other 

disinhibiting substances; or even addressing overcrowding and the associated risks of 

intimate contact with children (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006a).  In organisational 

settings, this might also include reducing possible temptations through changes to 
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institutional policies that might prevent close and intimate actions when adult staff 

members are alone with children (Terry & Ackerman, 2008).   

Finally, ‘reducing permissibility’ prevents offending by challenging or reducing 

potential excuses or justifications that might otherwise ‘permit’ an offence.  Strategies 

might include reinforcing responsibility and consequences, personalising or 

humanising potential victims, and rule setting (Wortley & Smallbone, 2006a). Programs 

focused on sexual ethics and bystander behaviour typically clarify rules and laws about 

sexual behaviour including consent (Smallbone, 2016).  Most offender treatment 

programs also directly target cognitive distortions that may minimise responsibility for 

behaviour, justify or excuse abuse, or blame victims (Murphy, 1990).  In contrast to 

these individual strategies, Terry and Ackerman (2008) highlight organisational 

strategies to reduce permissibility such as the establishment of codes of conduct or 

other organisational rules that explicitly address behavioural standards, and the 

provision of staff training to clarify what constitutes abuse.  Building on this approach, 

Smallbone (2016) highlights the importance of removing ambiguity from organisational 

rules and policies, to ensure explicit clarity.  Similar messaging, on a community or 

even a national basis, could be communicated via popular media (Wortley & 

Smallbone, 2006a). 

Of course, SCP is not the only relevant prevention strategy that could address causal 

mechanisms in endemic SVA settings.  Developmental prevention is another example, 

promoting early intervention to address potential developmental risk factors  for 

antisocial behaviour and crime, which are associated with adverse developmental 

experiences (Homel, 1999; Homel & Thomsen, 2017).   Large scale studies such as the 

Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (Farrington, 1995) have contributed to 

the identification of these early risk factors.  Smallbone et al. (2008) emphasise the 

benefits of developmental prevention targeting early attachment relationships, as this 

has been linked to the development of skills in self-regulation, empathy and 

perspective taking, all essential for building the capacity for personal behavioural 

control.  Research identifying child abuse / child sexual abuse as possible risk factors 

for later SVA suggests this is another target for development prevention (Smallbone & 

McKillop, 2015). 
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Whilst prevention approaches addressing more proximal causal mechanisms have 

received less attention in the endemic SVA field, there are examples of programs 

currently implementing these measures.  Calls for the adoption of SCP strategies to 

prevent endemic SVA have been most prevalent with respect to youth-serving 

institutional settings (e.g. Kaufman, Tews, Schuett, & Kaufman, 2012; Terry & 

Ackerman, 2008).  For example, Kaufman and colleagues (Kaufman et al., 2012) 

developed a ‘Situational Prevention Model’ based on SCP principles, which examines, 

integrates and systematically addresses crime opportunity structures, in the context of 

broader organisational influences, and individual offender characteristics.  This has 

been implemented in a range of organisational settings in the USA including Boys and 

Girls Clubs of America (Kaufman et al., 2012).  Likewise, the author and colleagues are 

the first to implement a comprehensive prevention program based on SCP principles in 

two Indigenous communities in QLD, Australia (Rayment-McHugh, Adams, et al., 

2015).  This work aimed to create safer places for children and youth by focusing on 

making safer schools, organisations, social and public environments.   

For the proposed theory of endemic SVA to be most productive in impacting 

prevention practice on a wide scale, it needs to be integrated with an organising 

framework to guide practice.  With a colleague, the author recently proposed a 9-point 

matrix for preventing SVA, which combines public health models and the ‘crime 

triangle’ to identify key prevention targets (see Smallbone & Rayment-McHugh, 2017).  

Under this matrix, it is proposed that prevention target offenders (or potential 

offenders), victims (or potential victims) and offence settings, across primary, 

secondary and tertiary levels of prevention, producing nine points of focus for 

prevention efforts. This matrix represents a revision of an earlier 12-point matrix for 

preventing child sexual abuse (Smallbone et al., 2008) and a broader 9-point crime 

prevention matrix proposed by Van Dijk and De Waard (1991).  All represent variations 

of a ‘Haddon matrix’ for displaying prevention targets.  All are premised on the 

understanding that no single activity can eradicate SVA on its own, and that a 

systematic and multifaceted approach to prevention is more likely to be effective.   

The proposed theory of endemic SVA complements the 9-point prevention matrix, 

with strategies to address both contextual conditions and causal mechanisms mapping 

easily to the ‘offender’, ‘victim’ and ‘setting’ targets within this matrix.  Table 6.3 
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provides an example of prevention activities targeting contextual conditions based on 

the proposed theory of endemic SVA.   

Table 6.3: Context focused prevention matrix informed by proposed theory of endemic SVA 

 Primary 
Prevention 

Secondary 
Prevention 

Tertiary 
Prevention 

(Potential) 
Offenders 

Law and policy reforms 
to communicate 
standards of behaviour 

General deterrence 

Reinforce rules and 
standards of behaviour 

General deterrence 

Specific deterrence 

 

(Potential) 
Victims 

Law and policy reforms 
to improve responses 
to SVA 

Increase awareness of 
the problem 

Addressing barriers to 
disclosures and/or help 
seeking behaviour 

 

 

Settings Establish healthy social 
norms 

Address gender 
inequality 

Address disadvantage 

Housing, education & 
employment programs 

Reduce exposure to 
violence 

Challenge norms 
conducive to SVA 

Safer recruitment 
strategies 

Organisational / 
military leadership on 
this issue 

Programs or activities 
to address core 
stressors 

 

Prevention strategies targeting contextual conditions (conducive social conditions, 

breakdowns in formal regulatory controls, and population level stressors) have not 

previously been integrated into a model of this nature.  Outlined activities in Table 6.3 

are therefore informed directly by the proposed theory.  Given the broad contextual 

focus, most activities are concentrated at the setting level. 

Table 6.4 outlines a similar example targeting theory informed causal mechanisms.  

Prevention activities listed in this table are based on published reviews of evidence-

based prevention approaches in the non-endemic SVA field (see Smallbone, 2016; 

Smallbone et al., 2008; Smallbone & McKillop, 2015; Smallbone & Rayment-McHugh, 

2017). 
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Table 6.4: Mechanism focused prevention matrix informed by proposed theory of endemic 

SVA 

 Primary 
Prevention 

Secondary 
Prevention 

Tertiary 
Prevention 

(Potential) 
Offenders 

Developmental 
prevention 

Sexual ethics programs 

General deterrence 

Development 
prevention 

Helplines  

 

Offender rehabilitation 
& risk management 

Specific deterrence  

Selective incapacitation 

(Potential) 
Victims 

Responsible bystander 
training 

Protective behaviour 
programs / Resilience 
building / sexual assault 
education programs 

Enhanced guardianship 

Risk awareness training 
for potential victims 

Targeted guardianship 

Preventing re-
victimisation 

Cocooning the most 
vulnerable victims 

Intensive guardianship 
at specific hot-spots 

Settings Create safe places for 
women and children 

Community capacity 
building and 
mobilisation 

Parent / guardian 
education 

Designing ‘child-safe’ 
organisations 

Situational crime 
prevention and 
environmental design 
interventions at at-risk 
places 

Safety planning in at-
risk places 

Situational crime 
prevention and 
environmental design 
interventions at specific 
hot-spots 

Increasing surveillance 
and monitoring at hot-
spots 

 

Whilst these matrices do not include exhaustive lists of possible prevention 

strategies for endemic SVA settings, they illustrate the breadth of focus for prevention 

efforts and the capacity to extend existing approaches in endemic SVA contexts.  In 

accordance with the proposed theory of endemic SVA, a comprehensive prevention 

plan would involve an integration of both tables (Tables 6.3 and 6.4) to address both 

context and mechanisms.  Tailoring prevention plans to a specific local setting based 

on the proposed theory of endemic SVA, therefore, requires an integration of primary, 

secondary and tertiary prevention activities targeting both contextual factors and 

casual mechanisms, relevant to each location.   

6.3.3 Evaluate outcomes 

As the first explanatory theory in this field to explicitly articulate contextual 

conditions and causal mechanisms underlying endemic SVA, the proposed theory is 

also well placed to inform subsequent evaluation.  In particular, the realist social 



Chapter Six  Rayment-McHugh 2018 

163 

explanatory framework on which this proposed theory is structured directly informs 

realist evaluation methods.  Specifically, realist evaluation is an evaluation approach 

concerned with “what works, for whom, in what circumstances, and how” (Pawson & 

Tilley, 1997).  By proposing CMO configurations producing endemic SVA, the proposed 

theory clearly outlines the starting point for prevention in these settings, thus 

informing the evaluation of change over time.  Evaluation subsequently examines the 

extent to which prevention efforts alter these configurations, leading to different 

(improved) outcomes (regularities).  Figure 6.3 reproduces the realist evaluation 

framework, showing clear links with the way the proposed theory has been 

conceptualised. Evaluation measures differences between Time One (T1) and Time Two 

(T2), with specific prevention activities addressing existing mechanisms or introducing 

new mechanisms (M2) to produce new outcomes / regularities (R2).    

 

Figure 6.3: The realist evaluation framework, reproduced from Tilley et al. (2014), p. 17. 

6.4 Limitations and directions for further research 

Despite the advances made, there are limitations to this research.  Those limitations 

specific to each of the empirical studies were reported in Chapters Four (Section 4.5.2) 

and Five (Section 5.5.5).  In addition to these, some overarching limitations also 

warrant acknowledgement.   

Firstly, this dissertation provides only a preliminary examination of the proposed 

theory of endemic SVA.  Despite inherent strengths across the two empirical studies in 

this dissertation, associated with the use of different methodologies and datasets, 

ongoing research is needed to extend this examination.  Investigating additional 

endemic contexts, interactions between theory constructs, and research based on 

larger samples sizes, would all be of benefit.   
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Secondly, research on so-called ‘wicked issues’ such as SVA, has been challenged by 

data limitations, and this dissertation is no exception, with small sample sizes 

acknowledged in the second study.  These are complex issues with no simple solution. 

In the SVA field in particular, significant barriers to reporting and measuring SVA (as 

outlined in Chapter Two) are two such challenges.  These challenges in turn impact the 

identification of endemic samples for theory testing, further restricting available 

samples and sample sizes, with associated limitations to the conclusions that can be 

drawn.  For example, larger clinical samples would enhance research rigour.  Similar 

challenges will also be faced by future efforts to evaluate the impact of this theory on 

prevention activity. 

This suggests a need to embrace use of ‘alternative’ data sources to aid 

identification of endemic SVA; sources that don’t rely on official reports.  Some 

examples warrant mention.  For instance, systematic observational methods to record 

levels of guardianship in residential areas was pioneered by Reynald (2009) and later 

adapted to identify public space hot spots for largely unreported peer-to-peer SVA (see 

Smallbone et al., 2013).  Refuse analysis has also been trialled to measure SVA and 

linked antisocial behaviours, in public spaces where unreported SVA is a concern (Tilley 

et al., 2014).  Further investigation of these ‘alternative’ data sources may aid future 

research in this field. 

Finally, the applied impact of this theory cannot be measured until theory to 

practice translation is actioned. The effectiveness of prevention efforts informed by 

the proposed theory of endemic SVA will therefore require evaluation at a future date.  

The realist framework underlying this theory will aid this process.   

6.5  Conclusions 

This research emerged from a need in clinical practice to better understand 

endemic SVA, in order to inform best practice tertiary interventions with known 

offenders.  Subsequent literature review led to the identification of gaps in 

understanding, theory development and the knowledge base on which existing 

understanding was based.  Indeed, the literature on endemic SVA (presented in 

Chapter Two) shows theory development and empirical research in this field to be a 
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relatively new science, challenged by the disparate settings in which endemic SVA 

occurs.   

The proposed theory of endemic SVA was introduced in this dissertation to address 

these gaps, proposing core causal mechanisms for SVA and an explanation of the 

contextual conditions under which they are triggered at scale.  Subsequent empirical 

investigation of the theory showed support for its application across diverse endemic 

contexts, and for the theory’s capacity to discriminate endemic and non-endemic SVA.  

Despite limitations inherent in the two studies reported in this thesis, these mixed-

methods investigations lend preliminary yet strong support for the proposed theory of 

endemic SVA.  Importantly, they show ongoing research investment in the theory is 

warranted.   

Critically, thinking about endemic SVA from a new perspective and integrating a 

broader evidence base with a strong track record in crime prevention, unlocks new 

opportunities for extending prevention initiatives in this field.  This includes new 

insights into primary, secondary and tertiary interventions with (potential) offenders in 

endemic SVA settings, bringing the thesis full circle, to better inform future practice in 

the field.
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Appendix A: Study One coding guidelines and codebook 

General Guidelines: 

Record all text that represents the identified variables / sub-variables listed below, including page references as well as researcher descriptors and comments.  Both 

manifest (actual words in the text) and latent (underlying meaning) content is to be recorded.  Where latent content is recorded, the coder must provide a clear 

explanation for their interpretation.  Some overlap between the identified variables is acknowledged, so if appropriate, text may be recorded against more than one 

variable / sub-variable. Sections of the coding matrix may be left blank if no or insufficient information is included in the text with regards to a specific variable. 

 

Codebook: 

Variable / Sub-Variable Brief Description Specific Guidelines 

1. CONTEXTUAL CONDITIONS 

Social conditions supporting Sexual 
Violence and Abuse (SVA) 

Norms, values, beliefs, and behavioural models or expectations 
within a given population that might support SVA – including routine 
exposure and associated desensitisation to sexual violence, crime or 
aggression, and social and cultural norms within the defined 
population that support SVA 

Code text describing the social environment of 
offenders, victims, and/or relevant settings that 
represents this variable 

Breakdown in formal regulatory 
controls 

Transitory and situational, or more chronic breakdown in the formal 
social controls which would usually establish, enforce, monitor or 
reinforce appropriate standards of behaviour - including failed, 
dysfunctional or compromised laws, law enforcement, organisational 
policies and/or protection systems 

Code text describing these formal systems in each 
case study, how well they function, knowledge or 
perceptions held about these systems, and people’s 
experiences of them 

Population stressors Shared circumstances that lead to a range of negative emotional 
states including stress, trauma, fear, anxiety, and anger  

Code text that describes circumstances affecting a 
significant proportion of a given population – not 
unique stressors experienced by an individual 
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Variable / Sub-Variable Brief Description Specific Guidelines 

2. CAUSAL MECHANISMS 

Situational precipitants  Situational cues and triggers that may elicit offending motivations - 
including: 

 Prompts – situational cues that prompt abusive behaviour e.g. 
behavioural models 

 Pressures – situations which exert social pressure to conform to 
situational norms or expectations e.g. group norms, obedience 
to authority 

 Permissibility – situational cues that weaken moral restraints, 
permitting the abusive behaviour e.g. deindividuation, 
dehumanisation 

 Provocations – situations that create adverse or strong 
emotional arousal  which provokes abusive behaviour e.g. 
negative mood states, sexual arousal 

Code text that describes explicit examples of 
situational precipitants, that implies likely 
precipitating conditions, as well as text that 
describes situations that might prompt, pressure, 
permit or provoke an offending motivation 

Breakdown in personal behavioural 
controls 

Transitory and situational, or more chronic breakdown in the 
(internal) personal controls that would usually regulate an 
individual’s actions - including: 

 Dysregulation – an individual’s inability to control their emotions 
or behaviours 

 Disinhibitors – something that reduces an individual’s inhibitions 
or increases their impulsivity e.g. substance use 

 Cognitive distortions – cognitions that justify, rationalise or 
minimise offending behaviour 

 Favourable cost-benefit analysis – when perceived rewards 
outweigh perceived risk and effort associated with offending  

Code text that overtly or tacitly describes 
breakdowns in personal behavioural controls 

Breakdown in informal social 
controls 

Transitory and situational, or more chronic reduction in available 
guardianship provided by capable guardians, handlers or place 
managers 

Code text that overtly or tacitly describes barriers to 
active guardianship 



Appendix A Rayment-McHugh 2018 

169 

Variable / Sub-Variable Brief Description Specific Guidelines 

Opportunity Situations in which potential offenders come into contact with 
potential victims, in the absence of capable guardians - including: 

 Convergence settings – points of contact between potential 
offenders and potential victims 

 Victim vulnerability – factors that might increase the 
vulnerability of potential victims 

Code text that describes convergence settings and 
that provides insight into factors that may increase 
the vulnerability of potential victims 

3. OTHER 

Other contextual conditions or 
casual mechanisms not outlined in 
the theory of endemic SVA 

Any other contributing factors not outlined above Code text that describes any other potential variable 
the might contribute to endemic SVA, that is not 
included in the outlined theory  
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Appendix B: Document-by-variable within-case matrices  

Case Study One: North & South Kivu, DRC     

Case Study One - Document:  The War within the War: Sexual violence against women and girls in Eastern Congo (Human Rights Watch, 2002) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 

Gender Inequality 
“The law as well as 
social norms defined 
the role of women and 
girls as subordinate to 
men” (p. 20) 
 
“the Congolese Family 
Code requires them to 
obey their husbands 
who are recognized as 
the head of the 
household” (p. 20) 
 
“extramarital sex for 
husbands (but not 
wives) is tolerated” (p. 
20) 
 
Normalisation 
“survival sex [women 
and girls resorting to 
trading sex for food, 
shelter or money] 
creates a context in 
which abusive sexual 
relationships are more 
accepted, and in which 
many men – whether 
civilian or combatant – 

Organisational denial 
“Members of non-
governmental 
organizations and 
medical and religious 
personnel who have 
discussed rapes, 
particularly if their 
comments imply 
criticism of local 
authorities, have also 
been threatened with 
harm” (p. 9) 
 
“Although the 
authorities encourage 
reporting of rapes 
perpetrated by the 
Mai-Mai or by 
predominantly Hutu 
armed groups, they do 
not encourage reports 
about violence 
committed by their 
own or their patrons 
troops” (p. 45) 
 
Compromised justice 
system 
“People now have little 

Difficult living 
conditions 
“Five years of war has 
virtually eliminated 
what remained of 
Congo’s infrastructure 
after thirty years of 
mismanagement and 
erosion under Mobutu – 
its health, judicial and 
educational services, its 
road and 
communication 
networks.  (p. 17/18) 
 
“An estimated four-
fifths of rural families 
have fled their homes at 
least once in the past 
five years” (p. 18) 
 
“Impoverished people 
rarely found the money 
needed to pay for 
health services.  Even 
those with resources 
found the distance too 
great or the roads too 
insecure to go to a 
health center or clinic.  

Prompts 
- 
 
Pressures 
- 
 
Permissibility 
- 
 
Provocations 
Frustration 
“A representative of a 
women’s organization 
explained that sexual 
violence had increased 
recently, in part 
because assailants 
found little to rob from 
people who had been 
repeatedly attacked, 
and wanted to punish 
them as a result for 
their perceived lack of 
support” (p. 33) 
 
“VM described how a 
group of Mai-Mai 
demanded that she 
give them all her 
money.  Upon 

Dysregulation 
- 
 
Disinhibiting factors 
“They acted crazy as 
though they were 
drugged” (p. 43) 
 
Cognitive distortions 
War justification 
“she asked him why he 
made others suffer.  He 
answered, ‘that is the 
job of a soldier’” (p. 32) 
 
Cultural justification 
“Some Congolese 
interviewed also said 
that there is a belief 
that sex with a young 
child could eliminate 
the virus” (p. 56) 
 
Favourable cost-
benefit analysis 
- 

Beaten / Killed 
“They opened the 
door, took the papa, 
tied him up, hit the 
mama, and took 
everything in the 
house….Then they 
came to my 
room…Then he did 
the act” (p. 59) 
 
“They cut my father 
with knives.  There 
were lots of them.  
Our whole 
compound was full 
of soldiers.  They 
had knives and 
guns….. They raped 
my sisters and my 
mother, but I was 
able to run.  They 
took everything that 
was in our house.” 
(p. 36) 
 
“They beat me up 
and shot him 
[husband] and then 
cut up his body in 

Convergence Settings 
Isolated locations 
“Members of the 
predominantly Hutu 
armed groups preyed 
particularly upon 
women who passed 
near their forest bases 
as they were going to 
work in the fields, to 
collect firewood or 
charcoal, or to 
market” (p. 28) 
 
“Mai-Mai preyed upon 
women who sought 
safety by moving 
temporarily to the 
forest as well as those 
who remained in town 
but continued to go to 
the forest to cultivate, 
seek food, or make 
charcoal to keep 
themselves and their 
families alive” (p. 43) 
 
“women and girls in 
Shabunda, like those 
who live from the 

Weapon of war 
“Sexual violence 
has been used as a 
weapon of war by 
most of the forces 
involved in this 
conflict” (p. 23) 
 
“In areas of military 
activity, soldiers 
and armed 
combatants raped 
young girls as they 
did adult women, 
to help establish 
their dominance in 
the region.” (p. 56) 
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Case Study One - Document:  The War within the War: Sexual violence against women and girls in Eastern Congo (Human Rights Watch, 2002) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 

regard sex as a 
“service” easy to get 
with the use of 
pressure” (p. 21) 
 
Victim blaming 
Stigma is attached to 
rape victims – “In 
some cases husbands 
rejected their wives 
upon learning they had 
been raped, 
sometimes on the 
pretext that the 
woman must have 
consented to the 
sexual relations” (p. 
64) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

faith in the system.  
Those who should 
protect them – the 
army, the police, and 
those in positions of 
power and influence 
such as judicial 
personnel – instead 
often preyed upon 
them” (p. 80) 
 
“As those who commit 
crimes of sexual 
violence went 
unpunished, other 
potential abusers 
observed the tacit 
acceptance of such 
crimes and victims 
learned there was no 
point in lodging 
complaints” (p. 80) 
 
“Neither the law nor 
police procedure makes 
any provision for 
protecting witnesses 
and ensuring 
confidentiality of 
proceedings” (p. 81) 
 
“women were reluctant 
to go forward with 
judicial proceedings 
because they feared for 
their safety” (p. 81) 
 
 

In addition many health 
facilities no longer 
functioned because 
personnel had fled, 
because supplies were 
exhausted, or because 
the buildings had been 
damaged or destroyed.” 
(p. 19) 
 

discovering that she 
had nothing, they 
stripped off her 
clothing, beat her with 
the butts of their rifles, 
and three of them 
raped her” (p. 47) 

front of me” (p. 
40/41) 
 
“There were four 
men, two of whom 
took him into the 
bush and 
threatened him, 
while two others 
took his wife to 
another place in the 
bush and raped her” 
(p. 49) 
 
“In another case, six 
armed and masked 
men in uniform 
broke into a home in 
Bukavu and attacked 
the father of the 
family with 
machetes.  Two men 
took the mother 
away while the 
others raped the 
fifteen-year old 
daughter” (p. 59) 
 
“The beat my 
grandson with a 
pounding stick… 
then they raped me” 
(p. 61) 
 
Fear 
“There were seven 
men with us too, 
helping to work the 

charcoal trade in 
Kahuzi-Biega National 
Park ‘are very 
vulnerable for reasons 
having to do with 
livelihood and survival.  
They are the ones who 
go looking for wood, 
food, fruits, and they 
are taken when they 
are doing that’.” (p. 
43) 
 
“She had gone to her 
field where she 
cultivates manioc, 
corn and peanuts…. 
She was alone when 
she left the field in the 
middle of the 
afternoon and was set 
upon by soldiers who 
came from the 
mountains where they 
had been fighting” (p. 
48) 
 
“CL was attacked by 
an RCD soldier while 
gathering wood” (p. 
50) 
 
“A widow… was 
raped….as she was 
returning home from 
her bean field” (p. 50) 
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Case Study One - Document:  The War within the War: Sexual violence against women and girls in Eastern Congo (Human Rights Watch, 2002) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 

 
 

fields.  A group of 
Mai-Mai came upon 
us.  The men heard 
them coming and 
they all ran” (p. 43) 
 
 
“Most of the women 
managed to run and 
hide, including the 
woman who 
informed us about 
the incident.  
However she saw 
the attackers grab a 
Burundian woman…. 
and raped her … and 
shot her…. The 
witness and other 
women came out of 
their hiding place 
and tried to take the 
badly injured 
women for medical 
assistance, but she 
died on the way” (p. 
54/55) 
 
Not present 
“Mai-Mai forces 
located their hiding 
place and forced the 
men to accompany 
them to loot an 
abandoned village 
nearby.  During their 
absence, other Mai-
Mai and FDD 

“she was alone 
tending her beans in a 
field….. in the middle 
of the morning…the 
soldiers threatened 
her with death if she 
resisted” (p. 50-51) 
 
“…was raped after 
school one day… when 
she went to get 
water… soldier from 
the nearby military 
camp came down the 
hill from the camp 
towards her, offering 
to help carry the 
water, but then turned 
on her and raped her” 
(p. 52) 
 
Looting 
“In some cases armed 
assailants abducted 
women and girls in the 
course of robberies, 
forced them to carry 
the stolen goods to 
their bases, and then 
raped them there” (p. 
30) 
 
“three assailants 
captured two young 
women.. in a 
nighttime raid on their 
home and held them 
for two or three 
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Case Study One - Document:  The War within the War: Sexual violence against women and girls in Eastern Congo (Human Rights Watch, 2002) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 

combatants raped 
the women and 
girls” (p. 47) 
 
A “soldier came 
looking for the 
owner of the house 
she was staying in.  
She was alone at 
that moment”.  He 
asked her for a glass 
of water, as she 
went to get it, he 
grabbed her” (p. 51) 
 
Successful 
guardianship 
“The organization 
also documented 
several cases in 
which women were 
shot because they 
protested the rape 
of their daughters” 
(p. 47) 
 
“I have a girl in my 
house whose 
parents sent her 
away to keep her 
from being raped” 
(p. 75) 
 
“In other cases, 
most of the family 
has fled to safer 
areas” (p. 75) 
 

weeks” (p. 32) 
 
“they did what they 
wanted to do.  They 
stole everything and 
went away” (p. 35) 
 
“I don’t know what 
time it was, I was 
asleep.  Four men, 
soldiers, came to see 
what they wanted to 
steal. They were 
armed with knives” (p. 
52)  
 
Routine  
“a group of Congolese 
were on their way to 
market ….. they were 
suddenly attacked by 
many, many, perhaps 
a hundred, 
Interahamwe” (p. 50) 
 
Victim vulnerability 
High risk environment 
“No longer within solid 
walls, sometimes living 
dispersed in the 
forest, displaced 
persons – particularly 
women and girls – had 
little protection if 
attacked by soldiers 
and combatants” (p. 
18) 
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Case Study One - Document:  The War within the War: Sexual violence against women and girls in Eastern Congo (Human Rights Watch, 2002) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 

“In some 
communities men 
accompanied groups 
of women and girls 
going to market or 
to cultivate their 
fields” (p. 75) 

Fear 
“she dared not accuse 
them because one day 
they could come after 
her if she did” (p. 45) 
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Case Study One: North & South Kivu, DRC     

Case Study One - Document:  Soldiers Who Rape, Commanders Who Condone (Human Rights Watch, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population 

 Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Normalisation 
“brutalization of 
society that eroded 
previous protective 
social norms” (p.16) 
 
Victim blaming / 
stigmatisation 
“Those married were 
often rejected by their 
husbands” (p. 30) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Poor military leadership 
“Army commanders 
have frequently failed 
to stop sexual violence 
and punish those 
responsible” (p. 21) 
 
In relation to internal 
division the brigade was 
described as – “This 
was not a brigade any 
more, it was an 
amalgam of people 
who did not obey one 
commander” (p. 26) 
 
Soldiers “were able to 
commit abuses without 
consequence partly 
because of confusion 
over chain of command 
and because 
commanders made 
aware of the problems 
did not take action 
against those 
responsible” (p. 32) 
 
“Armed group leaders 
and other officers 
responsible for grave 
abuses were integrated 
into the FARDC without 
any vetting, thereby 
promoting those with 

Difficult living 
conditions  
“the army provided 
them with no 
provisions, food, or 
shelter” (p. 25) 
 
“Many soldiers lack 
basic necessities, 
including food, clean 
water, adequate 
housing, and medical or 
psychological 
care……Soldiers often 
live apart from their 
families and might not 
see them for several 
years” (p. 44) 
 
 

Prompts 
- 
 
Pressures 
- 
 
Permissibility 
- 
 
Provocations 
Negative mood state 
“The soldiers were 
angry with my dad 
because he had 
stopped them from 
cutting down an 
avocado tree as 
firewood” (p.28) 
 

Dysregulation 
-  
 
Disinhibiting factors 
“Some are on drugs 
and alcohol” (p. 45) 
 
Cognitive distortions 
Excuses 
“Soldiers… understood 
the current law as a 
mere prohibition on 
sex with minors.  They 
also understood 
payment as 
legitimizing sex 
regardless of consent.  
A solider convicted of 
rape tried to justify his 
actions by saying that 
he paid the victim 
money.  Other soldiers 
attempted to explain 
sexual relations 
between soldiers and 
minors as a 
consequence of their 
own poverty.  They 
said that in their view 
an adult woman would 
require more money 
for a sexual 
relationship than a 
young girl” (p. 43) 
 

-  
 
 

Convergence Settings  
Looting 
“The soldiers were left 
to their own devices 
and as a result preyed 
on the local 
population for their 
basic needs” (p. 25) 
[this brought them 
into contact with 
vulnerable potential 
victims] 
 
“Acts of sexual 
violence were often 
carried out at the 
same time as looting 
activities” (p. 27) 
 
“six soldiers who came 
into my house…..two 
of them raped me 
while the others looted 
our house” (p. 30) 
 
Isolated location 
“I had gone to the 
fields to find potatoes. 
I was returning to the 
house.  Then I saw 
soldiers coming 
toward me.” (p. 27)  
 
“I was leaving the 
field” (p. 28) 

Weapon of war 
“a weapon of war 
used by all sides to 
deliberately 
terrorize civilians, 
to exert control 
over them, or to 
punish them for 
perceived 
collaboration with 
the enemy” (p. 15) 
 
Soldiers might have 
“used the violence 
to attempt to 
attract attention 
from decision-
makers and the 
public to their 
grievances” (p. 25) 
 
 
Mental illness 
“Some soldiers 
crack up, and there 
is no psychological 
support.”  (p. 45) 
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Case Study One - Document:  Soldiers Who Rape, Commanders Who Condone (Human Rights Watch, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population 

 Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
known track records of 
human rights abuses, 
including rape, into 
senior command 
positions.” (p. 40) 
 
“The military justice 
system has made some 
– limited – progress in 
bringing ordinary 
soldiers to account for 
their sexual crimes…… 
but military justice has 
entirely failed to 
address the criminal 
responsibility of high-
ranking officers” (p. 45) 
 
Compromised justice 
system 
“Civil society and local 
residents have 
frequently and loudly 
complained to local, 
provincial and national 
authorities about the 
human rights violations 
committed by 14th 
brigade soldiers, 
including cases of rape.  
Despite the abundance 
of these complaints and 
the information to back 
them up, military and 
civilian authorities have 
not taken the 
complaints seriously 

Favourable cost-
benefit analysis 
- 

 
Victim vulnerability 
Family rejection 
“Families sometimes 
reject their own 
daughters after rape.  
When girls are 
rejected by their 
families and leave 
their home, they 
become vulnerable to 
further abuse” (p. 16) 
 
Poverty 
“soldiers find a girl 
who lives miserably 
and offer her money 
and she accepts” (p. 
29) 
 
Possible protection? 
“I met a group of girls 
and we walked 
together.  We 
encountered a group 
of soldiers… those who 
had the strength ran 
away” (p. 28) 
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Case Study One - Document:  Soldiers Who Rape, Commanders Who Condone (Human Rights Watch, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population 

 Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
and have done little to 
stop the abuses.” (p. 
31) 
 
“To date, only a small 
fraction of the total 
number of acts of 
sexual violence 
committed by soldiers 
has been prosecuted 
and nearly all such 
prosecutions have been 
lower-ranking soldiers.  
No senior military 
figure has been 
prosecuted for sexual 
crimes and command 
responsibility is rarely 
the subject of 
investigations by 
military prosecutors” 
(p. 47) 
 
Organisational denial 
“In some cases, political 
or military authorities 
have directly interfered 
in trials against higher-
ranking soldiers” (p. 48) 
 
“Commanders often 
protect their soldiers 
and may even obstruct 
the course of justice” 
(p. 49) 
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Case Study One - Document:  Soldiers Who Rape, Commanders Who Condone (Human Rights Watch, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population 

 Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“Commanders tend to 
protect suspects by 
transferring them to 
different units” (p. 49) 
 
“My parent spoke to a 
commander and he said 
that his soldiers do not 
rape and that I am 
lying” (p. 51) 
 

 

  



Appendix B Rayment-McHugh 2018 

180 

Case Study One: North & South Kivu, DRC    

Case Study One - Document: Now the World is Without Me: An investigation of sexual violence in eastern DRC  (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population 

Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Victim blaming / stigmatisation 
“spousal abandonment as a 
result of the sexual violence 
was not infrequent” p. 30) 
 
Normalisation 
“a kind of normalization of 
sexual violence among the 
community as a result of 
widespread rape during the 
conflict” (p. 39) 
 
“In focus groups, Congolese 
men acknowledged that rape 
had become a norm for young 
males who had grown up 
during the conflict in Eastern 
DRC” (p. 39) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Poor military leadership  
“commanders and 
combatants are poorly 
trained and have little 
exposure to or 
knowledge of 
international 
humanitarian law” (p. 
37) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Difficult living conditions 
“armed combatants in 
Eastern DRC are unpaid 
and poorly supplied with 
food and clothing” (p. 
37) 

Prompts / Pressures 
[These suggest 
behaviour of others e.g. 
behavioural models or 
conformity to group 
norms could have 
prompted or pressured 
some individuals?] 
 
“The mean number of 
assailants per sexual 
assault was 2.5 with a 
median of 2 and a range 
of 1 to greater than 20 
assailants” (p. 12) 
 
“The majority of sexual 
assaults were described 
as gang rape” (p. 22) 
 
“A total of nineteen 
assailants took turns 
raping me” (p. 22) 
 
“The eight men took 
turns raping me” (p. 22) 
 
Permissibility 
- 
 
Provocations 
- 
 
 

Dysregulation 
- 
 
Disinhibiting factors 
- 
 
Cognitive distortions 
-  
 
Favourable cost-benefit 
analysis 
- 

Beaten / Killed 
“If present, the 
husband was often 
beaten, killed or 
restrained while the 
woman was raped” 
(p. 20) 
 
“they tied up my 
husband, beat him 
and then killed him” 
(p. 20) 
 
“they tied my 
husband’s hands 
behind his back and 
then they took turns 
raping me” (p. 20) 
 
“They tied my 
husband to a tree” 
(p. 20) 
 
“They killed my 
husband” (p. 22) 
 
“They took my son 
and tied him up since 
he was trying to 
defend me.  Two 
military men took 
him outside and 
killed him” (p. 29) 
 
 

Convergence 
Settings 
Looting 
“57% of women 
reported that they 
were attacked in 
their own homes, 
often while sleeping 
with their families” 
(p. 20) 
 
“It was a night in 
2007 and my family 
and I were sleeping in 
our home.  There was 
a knock from outside; 
assailants ordered 
my husband to open 
the door.  A group of 
six men in military 
uniform, four armed 
with guns and two 
unarmed, came into 
the house.  They 
started to loot all our 
valuables.  They took 
us outside and forced 
us to follow them to 
the forest” (p. 21) 
 
“They came to pillage 
and they pillaged 
everything in my 
house, leaving with 
the livestock, the 

Weapon of war 
Rape as a 
weapon of war.  
“Use of sexual 
violence as a 
weapon of war is 
usually strategic 
and systematic.  
Rape is used to 
terrorize civilian 
populations….. as 
a means of 
polluting 
bloodlines…. and 
to inflict shame, 
suffering and 
humiliation” (p. 
5) 
 
“In DRC however, 
as in other 
contemporary 
conflicts, sexual 
violence is 
employed as a 
weapon of war 
because it is 
inexpensive and 
readily available, 
but still 
extremely 
effective” (p. 37) 
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Case Study One - Document: Now the World is Without Me: An investigation of sexual violence in eastern DRC  (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population 

Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
 
 
 
 
 

“We found them in 
our house.  They 
pillaged everything.  
They put my husband 
on the bed and beat 
him.  Then two of the 
soldiers raped me.” 
(p. 32) 
 
Threats 
“They told my 
husband to be silent 
or they would kill 
him” (p. 21) 
 
Not present 
“At this time was my 
husband was on a 
trip to Burega” (p. 
30) 
 
“My husband was on 
a trip” (p. 31) 
 
 

clothes and other 
valuables.  Then two 
assailants raped me” 
(p. 30) 
 
“As a result, they rely 
on pillaging of local 
villages to meet 
these material 
demands.  This 
requisite pillaging is 
at least partially 
responsible for 
bringing the militias 
to directly confront 
civilians" (p. 37) – 
[links to broad scale 
stressors] 
 
“The assailants 
attacked me while I 
was working in my 
fields” (p. 22) 
 
Victim vulnerability 
High risk 
environment 
“Some women 
described leaving 
their homes to hide 
in the forest 
overnight in an 
attempt to keep their 
families safe.  
Unfortunately, this 
tactic was not always 
successful and many 
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Case Study One - Document: Now the World is Without Me: An investigation of sexual violence in eastern DRC  (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population 

Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
women came under 
attack by military 
forces while hiding in 
the bush” (p. 26) 
 
Fear 
“In some instance 
women witnessed 
the torture and 
murder of family 
members” (p. 28) 
 
“They said if I did not 
agree, they would kill 
me” (p. 30) 
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Case Study One: North & South Kivu, DRC    

Case Study One - Document: Characterizing Sexual Violence in the DRC (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Normalisation 
“Participants also 
acknowledged that rape has 
become a norm for many 
men who have grown up in 
the recent decade of intense 
fighting” (p. 22) 
 
“Witnessing such incidents 
can affect you emotionally.  
Then, those who have 
witnessed those incidents 
sometimes repeat them 
because they start to think it 
is normal to behave like 
that” (p. 23) 
[may also act as a prompt] 
 
“Participants note that war 
has created an environment 
where violence and rape 
have increasingly been seen 
as normalised” (p. 50) 
  
Gender inequality 
“It is rooted in our customs.  
If you have sex out of 
marriage, nobody will 
consider you a woman” (p. 
28) 
 
“a man is head of the family, 
and a women is a body.  
When a woman is married, 
she should know her role, like 

Compromised justice 
system 
“Participants 
stressed…that the 
Congolese government 
was ineffective and the 
judiciary system was 
flawed and corrupt” (p. 
19) 
 
“But most of the time, 
nothing is done.  They 
can put that person into 
jail; he will pay money to 
the policeman who will 
release him” (p. 19) 
 
“Total impunity for 
rapists was also cited as 
a reason for the spread 
of sexual violence in the 
country” (p. 23) 
 
“Discussions however 
revealed widespread 
distrust in the justice 
system and a belief that 
the rule of law was not 
adequately enforced 
……One female 
participant went so far 
as to say that ‘we are 
slaves of [armed groups] 
they can do whatever 
they like and we can’t do 

Difficult living conditions 
“Men… saw poverty as 
some of the reasons rape 
is so widespread.  One 
man suggested that 
‘[rape] has increased 
because of poverty and 
hunger’…… “if they had 
employment they would 
not rape.  Almost all men 
stressed loss of land and 
other assets and 
employment as factors 
that lead to sexual 
violence”  (p. 31) 
 
“Rwanda got the 
opportunity to invade 
Congo and started killing 
people, stealing people’s 
goods.  All that brought 
hardship in Congolese 
lives” (p. 33) 
 
“Food, water, health 
care, shelter, lack of 
salary and inability to live 
and spend time with 
family members were 
the major grievances Mai 
Mai soldiers voiced” (p. 
33) 
 
“we don’t have food, or 
health care, in addition 

Prompts 
- 
 
Prompts / Pressures 
[Suggests possibility of 
influence from the 
behaviour of others e.g. 
behavioural models or 
conformity to group 
norms?] 
 
“assaulted by 2.83 
attackers on average, 
with a range of one to 
10 attackers” (p. 15) 
 
“Three-quarters of 
women reported gang 
rape” (p. 15) 
 
Permissibility 
Implied permission 
“At that time… N 
reportedly told his 
soldiers, ‘the city is 
yours for three days’, 
spurring a period of 
rape, pillage, and 
indiscriminate killing 
that lasted until the 
Congolese army retook 
the city one week later” 
(p. 27) 
 
 

Dysregulation 
- 
 
Disinhibiting factors 
- 
 
Cognitive distortions 
External blame 
“Some men, however, 
still suggested that 
sometimes women 
provoked rape by 
wearing revealing 
clothes, traveling at 
night, or being far from 
their community when 
it happened” (p. 23) 
 
Favourable cost-benefit 
analysis 
“As one man said ‘if 
people see that those 
who rape are not 
punished, then they 
understand that they 
can also do the same 
without fearing any 
consequences’” (p. 23)  
 

Fear 
“When [the 
assailants] come, 
they are fortified with 
weapons; we get 
traumatized, and 
that is why we are 
unable to react”  (p. 
26) 
 
“Women noted there 
was little else men 
could do, as most 
perpetrators were 
armed” (p. 30) 
 

Convergence 
Settings 
Looting 
“Gang rape and rape 
in public were often 
described as 
occurring in tandem 
with attacks from 
armed men on 
villages that also 
involved looting...” 
(p. 16) 
 
“Women emphasised 
that if they do make 
it to their fields they 
often encounter 
armed men 
demanding their 
crops and face the 
threat of rape” (p. 
30) 
 
Victim vulnerability 
Shame  
“women are often 
reluctant to access 
legal services, either 
because they are 
afraid of being 
stigmatized as rape 
victims or because 
they fear reprisal 
attacks” (p. 48) 
 

Mental illness 
“those who rape 
are suffering from 
mental problems” 
(p. 40) 
 
“psychologically 
they can be 
addicted to rape 
because 
intelligence or 
mind doesn’t 
work normally.  
They might think 
that any person in 
the militia or in 
the military has a 
priority to take 
any woman” (p. 
40) 
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Case Study One - Document: Characterizing Sexual Violence in the DRC (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
how the family should be, 
what my husband will eat, 
she should also know that 
this man has his marriage 
rights which need to be 
fulfilled and so on and so 
forth” (p. 36) 
[may also contribute to 
cognitive distortions] 
 
“They also describe women 
as property, with strongly 
defined and subordinate 
roles to men” (p. 49) 
 
Victim blaming 
“customs in some 
communities that did not 
differentiate between rape 
and adultery” (p. 47) 
 
“Women who are raped are 
viewed with marked 
negativity by their 
communities and family” (p. 
16) 
 
“In all focus groups, the issue 
of stigmatization and 
rejection of survivors of 
violence arose” (p. 17) 
 
“women in each focus group 
talked specifically about 
being rejected by their 
husbands” (p. 17) 
 

anything about it’” (p. 
29) 
 
“The justice is non-
existent.  If you have 
some money they might 
listen to you, but they 
will do nothing” (p. 30) 
 
“the process of seeking 
justice was portrayed as 
one that needed to be 
led by a man.  Yet as one 
woman noted, ‘we feel 
that with the kind of 
husbands we have we 
cannot lean on them 
when we have problems.  
They won’t even go to 
the local authorities to 
see if there is something 
that can be done’” (p. 
30) 
 
Possible protective 
examples 
“Rape and sexual 
violence are formally 
banned within the Mai 
Mai Shikito group” (p. 
41) 
 
“if it is proved that you 
have raped, they have to 
shoot you and that is the 
law, so as you don’t ruin 
the group” (p. 42) 

to that we are not being 
paid.  So we lack 
everything.” (p. 33) 
 
“we are not getting paid” 
(p. 34 
 
“Men on the other hand, 
saw poverty as a reason 
men might be driven to 
rape” (p. 48) 
 
“Both men and women 
say a lack of economic 
opportunities and 
pervasive and brutal 
violence have 
contributed to a 
weakening of family and 
community structures” 
(p. 50) 
 
Trauma 
“Nearly all soldiers 
spoken to had lost at 
least one family member 
during the conflict” (p. 
32) 
 
“One soldier explained 
that the psychological 
effects of war on soldiers 
are often overwhelming 
enough to change 
behavioural norms” (p. 
40) 
 

Provocations 
Sexual arousal 
“combatants might not 
be able to get married – 
that can push them to 
continue raping” (p. 25) 
 
“oftentimes men who 
desired to sleep with 
women who did not 
have mutual feelings 
ended up raping them 
instead….. ‘you might 
like her and she doesn’t 
like you and then you 
become violent toward 
her’” (p. 40) 
 
 

“They couldn’t go to 
their neighbours for 
assistance because of 
the shame” (p. 30) 
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Case Study One - Document: Characterizing Sexual Violence in the DRC (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“Your husband will say he 
cannot keep a woman who 
has been raped by the whole 
battalion and he will 
abandon you.  When you to 
your parent’s house, they will 
ask you why you have 
destroyed your marriage” (p. 
18) 
 
“Men characterized women 
who had been raped as 
having lost their value 
because of …. A belief that 
women who have been 
raped bring misfortune into 
the household” (p. 29) 
 
“Women from the focus 
groups emphasized that 
certain customs that had 
always been directed toward 
female adulterers were now 
being applied to victims of 
rape” (p. 28) 
 
“One man noted that he 
rejected his wife ‘because it 
is taboo for a woman to have 
sex with someone who is not 
her husband’… ‘even if it is 
against her will the 
community does not want to 
understand’” (p. 29) 
 
“Although women 
participants made it clear 

[“however it was 
extremely uncertain 
from interviews with 
these men whether this 
punishment was even 
carried out, or indeed if 
there were ever any 
attempts to find out if 
men had raped”] (p. 42) 
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Case Study One - Document: Characterizing Sexual Violence in the DRC (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
that they were not to blame 
for rape, they noted that 
community perceptions of 
rape victims being at fault 
led to the rejection and 
stigmatization women face” 
(p. 23) 
 
“If you give birth to a child 
after you have been raped, 
how can you think you will be 
able to go back to your 
husband” (p. 18) 
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Case Study One: North & South Kivu, DRC    

Case Study One - Document: Rape in War: Motives of Militia in DRC (Kelly, 2010) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Gender Inequality 
“soldiers described 
extremely rigid formalized 
gender roles in time of both 
war and peace.   Men were 
the protectors of the family 
and the decision makers, 
while women cooked, 
cleaned, raised the children, 
and undertook small 
commercial activities or 
farming to help support the 
family.” (p. 7) 
 
“the assumption that 
women’s main purpose in 
life was to care for men, 
underpinned the way many 
soldiers view sexual 
relations” (p. 8) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Poor military leadership 
“In the case of the Mai 
Mai, top command 
seems to promote the 
ideals of protecting the 
population but seems 
unable or unwilling to 
translate these 
principles into restraint 
in the field” (p. 11) 
 
“The present research 
supports the idea that 
sexual violence is 
tolerated, if not 
promoted at the 
individual and unit-
command level” (p. 11) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trauma  
“Nearly all the soldiers 
described having a family 
member killed in the 
conflict” (p. 5) 
 
“The fear of foreign 
invasion and the anger at 
the looting of DRC was 
so strong that some 
interviewees viewed the 
invading forces as an 
existential threat to the 
country itself” (p. 5) 
 
Difficult living conditions 
“Lack of pay was most 
often cited as a problem, 
though soldiers also 
spoke about the lack of 
uniforms, supplies and 
health care” (p. 5) 
 
“If I were paid I would 
not be starving” (p. 5) 
 
“social isolation resulting 
from living in the bush 
was extremely difficult” 
(p. 5) 
 
[are these also/instead 
provocations?] 

Prompts 
- 
 
Pressures 
Obedience 
“soldiers were ordered 
to abduct women” (p. 8) 
 
“being ordered to 
rape…. Even if their 
hearts were not in it, 
they felt compelled to 
follow these orders” (p. 
8) 
 
“We are always sent by 
our chiefs who tell us: 
Do this!  Despite your 
refusal, they oblige you 
to do it, otherwise you 
will be beaten seriously.  
As a result, you will do it 
unwillingly.  And you can 
even rape because of 
that.” (p. 8) 
 
Permissibility 
Implied permission 
“women were then 
given to soldiers with 
higher ranking officers 
given precedence” (p. 8) 
 
Deindividuation 
“Soldiers noted that 
being far from their 
villages made them 

Dysregulation 
“I see a woman passing 
by, and I begin to desire 
her, then I come and I 
jump into her phoof” (p. 
8) 
 
Disinhibiting factors 
“soldiers also described 
widespread use of 
marijuana among the 
troops” (p. 6) [though 
no mention of this in 
relation to SVA] 
 
Cognitive distortions 
War justification 
“women as a spoil of 
war” (p. 8) 
 
“a soldier’s due and a 
man’s right” (p. 11) 
 
External blame 
“Forces of good (God) 
and evil (Satan or the 
devil) were described as 
inhabiting the soldier 
and guiding decisions 
around sexual violence” 
(p. 8) 
 
“rape for a Mai-Mai, it 
is Satan’s work, because 
as people walk, Satan 
follows behind them… 
This means it (raping) 

- Convergence 
Settings 
- 
 
Victim vulnerability 
- 

Weapon of war 
Wartime rape… 
“used as a 
weapon wielded 
by male soldiers 
of one country (or 
national, political 
or cultural group) 
against typically 
unarmed female 
civilians of 
another” (p. 3) 
 
“The strategic 
rape theory states 
that SGBV is a tool 
to subjugate 
populations, instil 
fear, curtail 
movement and 
economic activity, 
stigmatize 
women, 
undermine 
community and 
family structures, 
contribute to 
bonding of 
perpetrators 
through the 
common act of 
rape, and in some 
cases, deliberately 
pollute the 
bloodline of the 
victimized 
population” (p. 3) 
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Case Study One - Document: Rape in War: Motives of Militia in DRC (Kelly, 2010) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
anonymous.  One 
respondent described 
eloquently how being in 
his father’s village 
meant he was respected 
as an individual.  
However, the transient 
life of a combatant took 
away this identify, and 
people would only look 
at him as a passing 
soldier” (p. 8) 
 
“Mai-Mai soldiers 
describe a process of 
being de-identified 
when they join the 
militia, as they leave 
behind traditional 
notions of right and 
wrong: ‘they beat the 
civilian out of you’”  (p. 
11) 
 
“However some soldiers 
described a much more 
brutal induction that 
literally beat the civilian 
out of new recruits…. 
‘that civilian must be 
spilt in the dust, be 
beaten black and blue so 
that he might leave his 
civilian thoughts’” (p. 6) 
 
“Another soldier 
described his first 
beating, saying new 
recruits were taken to 

may happen to you 
when you are not 
prepared, but all of a 
sudden, the Devil fools 
you” (p. 8) 
 
Minimisation 
“Calling one’s victim a 
partner and normalising 
some types of violence 
(rape) but not others 
(rape with instruments) 
illustrated some of the 
ways soldiers justify 
their behaviour.” (p. 10) 
 
“I can say that such a 
person (who rapes 
women with foreign 
objects) is a killer, or he 
is less sane, because he 
has already raped the 
woman and has 
satisfied his needs” (p. 
10) 
 
“Rape for personal 
sexual gratification and 
abducting women for 
commanding officers 
was described as 
relatively commonplace.  
However other forms of 
sexual violence, such as 
rape with foreign 
objects and rape of the 
very young was 
described as wrong and 
even evil.  Thus, soldiers 
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Case Study One - Document: Rape in War: Motives of Militia in DRC (Kelly, 2010) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
the river, stripped 
naked, and flogged.  
After the beating they 
were ‘anointed’ with the 
river mud.  The soldier 
described himself as 
being ‘moulded in the 
mud’ and went on to 
say ‘All those sticks that 
you were beaten with 
put into you another 
ideology’” (p. 6) 
 
Provocations 
[See broad scale 
stressors – these 
stressors could provoke 
offending motivations in 
specific situations] 
 
Sexual arousal 
“taking a woman 
because you desire her” 
(p. 8) 

may be able to convince 
themselves that they 
are not exploiting 
civilians as long as they 
commit only certain acts 
of violence.” (p. 11) 
 
Favourable cost-benefit 
analysis 
[following text is 
example of un-
favourable cost-benefit 
analysis] 
“Sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs), 
especially HIV/AIDS, 
were described as an 
unavoidable 
punishment, even if one 
were not formally 
caught raping…….. One 
soldier even described 
how the fear of AIDS 
might stop a soldier 
who is about to rape a 
women, saying 
“HIV/AIDS is something 
[Mai Mai soldiers] are 
so much afraid of.  First 
you ask yourself, ‘Say I 
have sexual intercourse 
with this person who 
may have been infected 
with HIV/AIDS, what 
may be the results’ 
Therefore, you decide 
not to do it, and you let 
the person go’” (p. 9) 
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Case Study Two: Northern Territory Indigenous Communities  

Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Normalisation 
“many Indigenous 
children are growing 
up in communities 
where violence has 
become a normal and 
ordinary part of life” 
(p. 40) 
 
“It is apparent that 
children in Aboriginal 
communities are 
widely exposed to 
inappropriate sexual 
activity such as 
pornography, adult 
films and adults having 
sex within the child’s 
view.  This exposure 
can produce a number 
of effects, particularly 
resulting in the 
‘sexualisation’ of 
childhood and the 
creation of normalcy 
around sexual activity 
that may be used to 
engage children in 
sexual activity. It may 
also result in sexual 
‘acting out’, and actual 
offending, by children 
and young people 
against others.”  (p. 65) 
 

Tension between Lore 
& Law 
“the unanimous view 
among Aboriginal 
community members 
across the Northern 
Territory who 
participated in the 
Inquiry’s consultations, 
was that incest was an 
extremely serious 
breach of traditional 
law and punishable by 
death.  One reason for 
complex and intricate 
traditional ‘skin’ 
systems being 
developed was to 
prevent incest.  Any 
breach of that skin 
system was treated 
with the utmost 
seriousness.  Although 
episodes of sex 
offending were 
reported to be 
occurring in 
communities where 
Aboriginal laws were 
still strong, the 
prevalence of incest 
and other intra-familial 
offending appeared to 
be higher in 
communities where 

Difficult living 
conditions 
“Family dysfunctionality 
as a catch-all phrase, 
reflects and 
encompasses problems 
of alcohol and drug 
abuse, poverty, housing 
shortages, 
unemployment and the 
like.  All of these issues 
exist in many Aboriginal 
communities” (p. 5)  
 
“The high rates of 
unemployment 
impacted on individual 
self-esteem, disposable 
income, personal 
relationships and 
created a social 
environment of 
boredom and 
hopelessness.” (p. 193) 
 
“The shortage of 
Indigenous housing in 
remote regional and 
urban parts of the 
Territory is nothing 
short of disastrous and 
desperate.” (p. 195) 
 
“overcrowding in 
houses in Aboriginal 

Prompts 
[in relation to youth as 
perpetrators] 
Behavioural models 
“many of these 
children (if not all) 
have themselves been 
directly abused or 
exposed to 
inappropriate sexual 
activity (through 
pornography or 
observing others)” (p. 
63) 
 
“It is apparent that 
children in Aboriginal 
communities are 
widely exposed to 
inappropriate sexual 
activity such as 
pornography, adult 
films and adults have 
sex within the 
children’s view…… 
result in sexual acting 
out and actual 
offending by children 
and young people 
against others” (p. 65) 
 
Pressures 
- 
 
Permissibility 

Dysregulation 
“A constant theme 
during the inquiry’s 
consultations was that 
Aboriginal children had 
become unruly, 
disrespectful and 
lawless.” (p. 72) 
 
“Them boys have too 
many sexy thoughts in 
their head and not 
enough teaching to 
know to act the right 
way” (p. 66) 
 
“They believed that 
cannabis and 
pornographic videos 
were the main 
influences on this 
behaviour……. The 
combination of 
marijuana and 
pornography had 
created sexualised 
youth that were not 
educated and not 
properly in control of 
themselves” (p. 75) 
 
Disinhibiting factors 
“the Inquiry was told 
that many of the 
offenders who have 

Neglect 
“The Inquiry was 
also advised that 
children born 
outside of the 
normal promised 
marriage or skin 
system were more 
likely to not have 
the same protective 
family network that 
children born within 
that traditional 
system have” (p. 62) 
 
“The Inquiry was 
told that many 
children who were 
sexually abused had 
been neglected by 
their own families or 
did not have a 
strong family 
network.  These 
were children ‘who 
fall through the 
care-giving structure 
such that nobody 
takes primary 
control for ensuring 
that the basic needs 
for that child is met.  
This does not just 
include physical 
needs but also moral 

Convergence 
Settings 
-  
 
Victim vulnerability 
Physical disability 
“..it was contended 
that the endemic 
level of Aboriginal 
children’s hearing 
loss can play a 
significant role in 
abuse.   Children 
with a history of 
middle ear disease 
are generally less 
confident, less 
assertive and anxious 
and find it more 
difficult to protect 
themselves and 
express to others 
that they have been 
abused” (p. 62) 
 
Poverty / unmet 
needs 
“They are vulnerable 
and desperate and 
they crave the things 
that they do not get 
at home, such as 
love, attention and 
material goods” (p. 
63) [referring to 

Colonisation 
“many of the 
Aboriginal people the 
Inquiry spoke with, 
saw the history of 
colonisation, non-
Aboriginal people and 
the non-Aboriginal 
system as responsible 
for the present child 
sex abuse problems” 
(p. 60) 
 
Victim-Offender 
“a cycle of offending”   
For example.. “a six 
year old was sexually 
assaulted by an 18 
year old.  The medical 
records of that 18 
year old showed that 
he had been raped 
when he was six” (p. 
67)   
 
Economic 
“many girls were 
deliberately having a 
child at a young age, 
and many people in 
communities across 
the Territory saw the 
Australian 
Government’s ‘baby 
bonus’ payment as 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“It should also be 
noted that the level of 
violence and 
aggression in many 
contemporary 
Aboriginal 
communities is 
significantly greater 
than would be 
considered acceptable 
in other communities” 
(p. 78) 
 
“The degree of family 
violence is, as noted 
elsewhere in this 
report, well known and 
endemic” (p. 112) 
 
“The issue raised in 
some submissions was 
that violence, including 
both physical and 
sexual violence, has 
become such an 
accepted behaviour in 
Aboriginal 
communities that it is 
now an integral part of 
children’s socialisation 
and this acceptance 
has now been 
normalised and 
crossed generations.” 
(p. 199) 
 
“because of 

Aboriginal law had 
significantly broken 
down.” (p. 61) 
 
“The Inquiry was told in 
one community that 
the Elders were trying 
to teach the young 
people about staying 
with the ‘right skin’ and 
getting ‘married’ at the 
right time.  At the same 
time, the Inquiry was 
told, the local health 
centre was distributing 
condoms and telling 
them they could have 
sex with anyone they 
want at any time as 
long as they wore a 
condom.” (p. 66) 
 
“Why does the 
government stand by 
and let underage sex 
happen?  In our law the 
promise system is a 
very highly respected 
system but from the 
white perspective if an 
old man takes his 
young promised wife 
then there is immediate 
and serious action.  But 
when young people 
who are underage have 
sex with one another, 

communities” (p. 195) 
 
“particularly disturbed 
by the adverse housing 
conditions in the 
Indigenous 
communities” (p. 195) 
 
“small geographically 
isolated communities 
(affecting up to 50% of 
the Territory’s 
population) generally 
have limited access to 
health, welfare, 
education and other 
support services” (p. 
94) 
 
“there is a general lack 
of child and family 
support infrastructure 
across the Territory, 
which is particularly 
evident in remote 
Aboriginal 
communities” (p. 94) 
 
Trauma 
“The inquiry believes 
that this situation exists 
due to the combination 
of inter-generational 
trauma….” (p. 63) 
 
Substance Abuse 
“The inquiry believes 

- 
 
 
Provocations 
- 

been dealt with by the 
courts for sexually 
abusing children were 
intoxicated at the 
time” (p.162) 
 
“the offender was a 
chronic petrol sniffer 
and under the 
influence of petrol on 
the day of the murder” 
(p. 62) 
 
“This offender was also 
a chronic petrol sniffer, 
and under the 
influence of alcohol at 
the time of the 
offence” (p. 62) 
 
Cognitive distortions 
Cultural justification 
“However he believed 
that as her husband he 
was entitled to do so 
(sex)” (p. 70) [referring 
to sex with a 15 yo 
who was promised to 
him] 
 
“blame was shifted to 
sorcery to avoid 
accountability” (p. 77) 
 
Favourable cost-
benefit analysis 
-  

and ethical support.  
This was a 
phenomenon that 
was recognised 
within the 
community and such 
children were often 
referred to with the 
Pitjantjarra term 
anangitja which 
translated means 
not a person.  These 
were the children 
who were most 
vulnerable to 
abuse’” (p. 62) 
 
Not present 
“they were 
concerned about 
children walking 
around at night 
unsupervised” (p. 
75) 
 
Took no action 
“Everyone talks loud 
after the event but 
are silent and doing 
nothing 
beforehand” (p. 76) 
 
“The Inquiry found 
that while some 
reports of suspected 
child sexual abuse 
are being made to 

promiscuous 
behaviour] 
 
“local Aboriginal men 
and non-Aboriginal 
outsiders were 
providing alcohol and 
drugs to teenage 
Aboriginal girls in 
exchange for sex” (p. 
63) 
 
“It was alleged that 
the girls were 
provided with 
alcohol, cash and 
other goods in 
exchange for sex” (p. 
64) 
 
“Aboriginal teenage 
girls being taken to 
Darwin to work 
informally as 
prostitutes……taking 
young Aboriginal girls 
from a remote 
community to town 
and trading sex with 
the girls for drugs” 
(p. 64) 
 
“It was alleged that 
some drivers would 
accept sexual favours 
in lieu of cash for 
fares” (p. 64) 

providing further 
encouragement for 
teenage girls to get 
pregnant so they 
could receive a 
significant amount of 
money” (p. 66) 
 
“It was also the case 
that in some 
instances family 
members were 
encouraging early 
pregnancies so that 
they could get the 
baby bonus money”  
(p. 66) 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
overcrowding, it is 
more than likely that 
children would be 
exposed to adults, and 
others, engaging in 
sexual activities within 
the household” (p. 
200) 
 
Breakdown of 
traditional social norms 
“Everything we have 
learned since 
convinces us that these 
are just symptoms of a 
breakdown of 
Aboriginal culture and 
society” (p. 12) 
 
“the Inquiry’s 
perception is that there 
has been a breakdown 
of peace, good order 
and traditional 
customs and laws.” (p. 
57) 
 
“breakdown of cultural 
restraints” (p. 63) 
 
“a traditional 
Aboriginal and 
missionary-imposed 
norms regarding sex 
broke down, they were 
being replaced with 
rampant promiscuity 

which in Aboriginal law 
is seen as a very serious 
breaking of law, there 
is no action from the 
white law.” (p. 67) 
 
“The Inquiry was told 
that in pre-colonisation 
Aboriginal society, rape 
outside of marriage 
was extremely rare as 
there were strict 
marriage laws that 
protected a woman 
from advances from 
anyone other than her 
‘husband’.  The 
‘contract’ between a 
girl and her intended 
‘husband’ was 
considered sacred. 
Women were also 
generally considered 
sacred.  
‘To rape a women was 
to take away her 
sacredness and this 
was an offence worse 
than murder and 
punishable by death 
with a spear’” (p. 69) 
 
“Sexual relations 
between an older man 
and a post menarche 
female spouse, is not 
considered aberrant in 

that extreme alcohol 
abuse has become 
normal in the Northern 
Territory” (p. 161) 
 
“Every one of the 45 
places visited by the 
inquiry indicated that 
alcohol was having an 
extremely significant 
detrimental effect on 
almost every aspect of 
community life 
including the safety of 
children” (p. 162) 
 
“It is the Inquiry’s 
experience that 
excessive alcohol 
consumption has 
become a way of life for 
many Aboriginal people 
and particularly men.” 
(p. 166) 
 

the relevant 
authorities, there is 
also, at best, a 
reluctance to make 
reports and at worst 
a failure to do so” 
(p. 76) [by 
community 
members] 
 
“even if people 
[community 
members] were 
aware of sexual 
abuse and how to 
report it, they were 
reluctant to do so” 
(p. 76) 
 
“Families may be 
fearful of the shame 
that will be brought 
to their family and 
community by 
reporting” (p. 77) 
 
Community 
members feelings of 
ambivalence – “This 
ambivalence results 
from many 
interacting factors.  
One can be a view 
that even if a report 
is made nothing 
changes or the 
change is a negative 

 
“emotional neglect 
by caregivers may 
lead children to seek 
the attention and 
love they need from 
other sources.  Such 
children are often 
targeted by 
offenders, with the 
children’s desire for 
affection used to 
facilitate sexual 
assault” (p. 201) 
 
Lack of knowledge 
“girls did not 
understand that they 
had a choice to 
refuse sex” (p. 66) 
 
Intoxication 
“Alcohol abuse by 
children increased 
their vulnerability to 
being sexually 
abused (the Inquiry 
was told by one clinic 
nurse that she was 
aware of many 
young women who 
had been raped but 
who could not recall 
who the assailant 
was due to their 
intoxication)” (p. 
162) 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
among teenagers” (p. 
66) 
 
“The Inquiry was also 
told that while 
initiation still occurs in 
many communities the 
ceremonial practices 
that follow, which 
promote discipline and 
responsibility, have 
ceased due to a lack of 
available men” (p. 72) 
 
“This traditional 
method of child rearing 
was reported to be 
breaking down due to 
a lack of appropriate 
people available at the 
right time of the child’s 
development” (p. 72) 
 
“The Inquiry heard that 
the present level of 
sexual abuse and 
family violence 
resulted from a 
combination of the 
erosion of traditional 
restraints and 
behaviour that has 
been ‘learnt’ from the 
treatment received at 
the hands of 
colonisers” (p. 139) 
 

Burarra society.  
Rather, it is the cultural 
ideal, sanctioned and 
underpinned by a 
complex system of 
traditional law and 
practice.  That such 
behaviour may be at 
variance with 
contemporary western 
sensibilities, mores and 
laws…in no way 
diminishes the fact that 
it is regarded as 
entirely appropriate – 
indeed, morally correct 
– conduct within the 
traditional parameters 
of the Burarra life-
world” (p. 71) 
 
“many Aboriginal 
people were still 
confused as to the age 
of consent and as to 
the general state of the 
wider Australian law as 
far as traditional 
marriage practices 
were concerned” (p. 
71) 
 
“there is no shared 
understanding of what 
constitutes child sexual 
abuse” (p. 74) 
 

one, such as the 
child being 
removed, the 
perpetrator 
remaining in the 
community and 
perhaps not 
receiving any legal 
punishment, while 
the community is 
shamed and 
disrupted” (p. 77) 
 
“Some [community 
members] are 
reluctant to report 
or decide not to 
report because of 
negative past 
experiences when 
reporting abuse” (p. 
77) 
 
Fear 
Community 
members fear of the 
consequences of 
reporting – “fear of 
violence and 
intimidation by 
other community 
members if they 
made a report and 
that it might not be 
them but their 
family members 
who would suffer if 
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Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“the violence, 
dispossession of land 
and disempowerment 
inflicted upon 
Aboriginal people 
during colonisation has 
had a profound impact 
on community 
structures and 
relationships.  The 
rules and boundaries 
that provided 
Indigenous people with 
a structure for 
appropriate behaviour 
and created a sense of 
safety, collapsed, 
leaving relationships 
between family, kin 
and communities 
chaotic” (p. 139) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The Inquiry found that 
a particular point of 
confusion was the legal 
definition of ‘age of 
consent’, with many 
the Inquiry spoke with 
no having a clear 
understanding of what 
it was and what it 
meant” (p. 74) 
 
“The Inquiry was told 
that many of the 
problems that 
presently exist in 
Aboriginal 
communities, including 
the sexual abuse of 
children, are a result of 
a breakdown of law 
and order.  During 
consultations, it was a 
regular and consistent 
complaint and 
observation that many 
people were not 
respecting either 
Aboriginal law or 
Australian law…….’We 
have a situation close 
to anarchy where 
neither law is 
followed’” (p. 175) 
 
“We want our Yolngu 
law to be written 
alongside the 

a report was made” 
(p. 76) 
 
Shame 
“The recent media 
attention on an 
Aboriginal 
community has left 
that community 
shamed and angry 
and it would be 
reasonable to 
suggest that 
decisions to report 
in the future will be 
tainted by this 
experience” (p. 77) 
 
Cultural barriers 
“with sex abuse 
there are sometimes 
cultural 
impediments for 
certain persons to 
deal with the issue.  
For example, if a girl 
was sexually abused 
that would not be 
able to be discussed 
with her brothers.  It 
would be culturally 
inappropriate for 
the brother to hear 
that kind of things” 
(p. 78) 
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Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
mainstream law so that 
everyone knows where 
they stand and it is 
clear” (p. 175) 
 
There is still extremely 
strong resistance to a 
wholesale acceptance 
of Australian law at the 
expense of Aboriginal 
law. ‘The Yolungu have 
a law to which every 
member of that society 
has assented to.  The 
colonial system is 
something that is 
coming at them 
externally and 
something that they 
have never assented to.  
There is still to this day 
a very strong resistance 
to this external law’” 
(p. 175) 
 
“Whitefella law is very 
slippery, like a fish” (p. 
177) 
 
Compromised 
protection / justice 
systems 
“Concern was voiced to 
the Inquiry that in 
some communities 
child sex offenders had 
been allowed to act 

Intoxication 
“Intoxication of 
family members 
results in less 
awareness and 
reduced supervision 
and reduced 
protection of 
children” (p. 162) 
 
“The quest to obtain 
alcohol, the 
involvement in long 
drinking sessions 
and severe 
intoxication often 
resulted in children 
being unsupervised, 
neglected and 
forgotten” (p. 162) 
 
“Because of 
overcrowding, 
drinking, gambling 
and the like, 
children are often 
left to entertain 
themselves” (p. 200) 
 
“They also expressed 
concern about 
mothers, in 
particular gambling 
and neglecting their 
children.” (p. 201) 
 
“The Inquiry is 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
unchecked for several 
years” (p. 67) 
 
“it took seven years 
between the ‘whistle 
being blown’ on a 
known child sex 
offenders’ behaviour 
and his ultimate arrest.  
A view expressed that 
because of the length 
of time this person had 
carried on his 
behaviour, and because 
of the perception that 
he had ‘got away’ with 
it ‘because he was 
white’, people were no 
longer shocked by such 
behaviour and were 
not motivated to report 
it.” (p. 68) 
 
“There is a risk that 
explanations of child 
sexual abuse in English 
are an inadequate way 
of communicating the 
complexities of this 
term.” (p. 74) 
 
“The Inquiry found that 
both government and 
non-government 
service providers, 
tended to have a 
general understanding 

aware of incidents 
where inadequate 
supervision of 
children by parents 
who are inebriated 
and/or gambling, 
has increased a 
children’s 
vulnerability to 
being sexually 
abused by an 
opportunistic 
offender” (p. 201) 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
of what constituted 
child sexual abuse but 
did not necessarily feel 
confident that they 
could identify when it 
might be happening” 
(p. 75) 
 
“The Inquiry found that 
some service providers, 
both government and 
non-government, are 
also reluctant to report 
child sexual abuse, or 
fail to do so.” (p. 78) 
 
“The Inquiry was told 
that some non-
Aboriginal people are 
fearful of violent 
repercussions and 
intimidation that might 
occur if they report and 
also that pressure 
might be exerted to 
make them leave a 
community” (p. 78) 
 
“The Inquiry was told 
by some service 
providers that they are 
ambivalent about 
reporting or dealing 
with the issue of child 
sexual abuse… the 
perception is that 
reporting may not 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
produce any real 
change, or the change 
will be a negative one 
(e.g. child removed, 
perpetrator remains, 
the reporters feel at 
risk themselves” (p. 78) 
 
“For some service 
providers, the result of 
making a report has, 
from their perspective, 
been a very negative 
one, or the process of 
reporting itself has 
been a negative 
experience and they 
are, therefore, 
reluctant to report 
again” (p. 79) 
 
“The Inquiry found that 
some service providers 
were unaware of 
mandatory reporting 
obligations under the 
Community Welfare 
Act.  Some were 
unaware of their own 
agency’s policies and 
procedures for 
reporting, or of any 
protocols that existed 
between themselves 
and other agencies in 
relation to reporting.” 
(p. 79) 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
 
“The school is unaware 
of mandatory 
reporting, any 
education department 
policies and procedures 
and have had no 
training in this area.  
They would be 
concerned about 
reporting especially if it 
was able to be 
identified back to them 
as the sources of the 
report.” (p. 79) 
 
“School staff have not 
had any training in 
mandatory reporting or 
indicators of child 
abuse and neglect” (p. 
79) 
 
“The Inquiry found that 
some service providers 
did not report because 
they did not feel 
confident in making an 
assessment of whether 
a child might be being 
sexually abused.  Many 
reported having no 
training or professional 
development in this 
area.” (p. 79) 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“The Inquiry found that 
some service providers 
did not consider it part 
of their role to report 
child abuse and 
neglect” (p. 79) 
 
“It was also apparent 
that some professionals 
working in 
communities were not 
reporting suspected 
child sexual abuse 
because of a 
perception that to do 
so would harm their 
relationship with 
community members” 
(p. 79) 
 
“Their judgement was 
that the need to 
maintain their 
relationship of trust 
with the community 
outweighed the 
requirement to make a 
report” (p. 59) 
 
“The Inquiry formed a 
view that significant 
problems with 
information sharing 
and service 
coordination exist in 
relation to the 
protection of Aboriginal 
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Case Study Two - Document:  Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarie “Little Children are Sacred” Report  (Wild & Anderson, 2007) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population  
Stressors 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
children from sexual 
abuse” (p. 98) 
 
“a lack of confidence 
and trust in police and 
FACS” (p. 113) 
 
“Nobody goes to that 
policeman for help.  He 
talks badly to people 
and tells children to 
piss off.  People are 
scared of him.  We had 
a meeting to talk about 
this stuff but that 
policeman never came” 
(p. 115) 
 
“The Inquiry was 
concerned that NT 
Correctional Services is 
not presently providing 
any sex offender 
rehabilitation programs 
for prisoners in Darwin 
and the program in 
Alice Springs” (p. 127) 
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Case Study Three: Neerkol Orphanage  

Case Study Three - Document:  Report of Case Study No. 26 (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual abuse, 2016) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Abusive conditions 
“The Royal 
Commission heard 
evidence about the 
degrading treatment of 
children by some of 
the Sisters and 
employees at the 
orphanage and the 
appalling conditions in 
which the children 
lived” (p. 8) 
 
“The Royal 
Commission also heard 
extensive evidence 
about the excessive, 
sadistic and often cruel 
punishment 
administered to former 
residents by the Sisters 
and employees” (p. 8) 
 
“the nuns displayed no 
love or affection and 
the children were 
made to feel like a 
number” (p. 54) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Compromised 
protective systems 
“we are satisfied it is 
likely there were no 
departmental policies 
or procedures issued by 
the Queensland 
Government for how 
institutions such as the 
orphanage should carry 
out their obligations to 
report abuse” (p. 7)  
 
“We are satisfied that 
the Queensland 
Government failed to 
adequately supervise 
and protect from harm 
the children for whom 
it was guardian in the 
orphanage by: not 
ensuring adequately 
trained staff were 
employed as 
department inspectors; 
not ensuring that it 
provided adequate 
scrutiny over the 
circumstances in which 
the children were 
living” (p. 41) 
 
“The Royal Commission 
received evidence from 
former residents of the 

- Prompts 
- 
 
Pressures 
- 
 
Permissibility 
- 
 
Provocations 
- 

Dysregulation 
- 
 
Disinhibiting factors 
- 
 
Cognitive distortions 
Religious justification 
“Father Durham would 
say to her, ‘it was okay, 
because if it was 
wrong, God wouldn’t 
let it happen’” (p. 51) 
 
“Father Anderson told 
him that it was not a 
sin for a child to have 
impurity with a priest, 
but it was a mortal sin 
to tell anyone about it 
and if Mr Owen did so 
he would go to hell” (p. 
52) 
 
Favourable cost-
benefit analysis 
- 

Denial 
“Some former 
residents who 
reported their abuse 
to the nuns at the 
orphanage were not 
believed and 
accused of telling 
lies” (p. 57) 
 
“he reported the 
abuse to another 
nun and he was 
again told to go 
away and not to tell 
lies” (p. 57) 

Convergence 
Settings 
Routine contact 
“She described how 
he would repeatedly 
indecently touch her 
when she was sent 
to the presbytery to 
take him tea” (p. 56) 
 
“there was a 
considerable degree 
of contact between 
the [parish] priest 
and the children at 
the orphanage” (p. 
8) 
[“There was 
frequent day-to-day 
contact between the 
priest and the 
children at the 
orphanage” (p. 43) 
 
“he was told that 
Father A wanted to 
see him later that 
night in the 
presbytery” (p. 53) 
 
“while Father A 
drove he told Mr O 
to put his hands on 
his penis” (p. 52) 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Report of Case Study No. 26 (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual abuse, 2016) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

orphanage that they 
rarely saw state 
department inspectors 
and when they did so 
they were not allowed 
or encouraged to speak 
with them.”  (p. 59) 
 
“Other former residents 
also said they told a 
department inspector 
about the sexual abuse, 
but nothing changes” 
(p. 59) 
 
“We are satisfied that 
the departmental 
officers did not provide 
a system of supervision 
for the delivery of care 
to children in the 
orphanage which would 
probably guard against 
the children being 
mistreated and thereby 
suffering harm” (p. 10) 
 
Organisational denial 
“Mr Owen gave 
evidence about telling a 
number of the Sisters 
about his abuse.  He 
said that each time he 
was punished for being 
‘evil’” (p. 52) 
 
 

“the abuse would 
take place when the 
nuns would tell AYK 
to take Father D 
morning tea in the 
presbytery” (p. 55) 
 
“when she was 
billeted out to a 
home in Mackay 
during the holidays” 
(p. 47) 
 
Victim vulnerability 
Fear 
“The Royal 
Commission heard 
evidence from many 
of the former 
residents that they 
did not tell anyone 
about the sexual 
abuse at the time it 
was occurring.  
Some of the former 
residents gave 
evidence that this 
was because they 
feared that they 
might be physically 
punished or 
ostracised by the 
Sisters if they 
complained of the 
sexual abuse.  Other 
former residents 
gave evidence that 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Report of Case Study No. 26 (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual abuse, 2016) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“Some former residents 
reported being 
physically punished 
after they told a Sister, 
staff at the orphanage, 
a priest or a 
departmental officer of 
the sexual abuse” (p. 
57) 
 
“AYN said that he 
reported his allegations 
of sexual abuse by Mr B 
to Father A in 
confession on at least 
three occasions.  AYN 
said that Father A 
responded by giving 
him penance…… Ms C 
said that she told 
Father A of her abuse 
during confession and 
that he replied by giving 
her so many Hail Marys 
and Our Fathers.” (p. 
57)  
 
“Ms C gave evidence 
that she told the 
inspector….. about the 
sexual abuse which was 
being inflicted upon her 
at the orphanage…. 
That upon her return to 
the orphanage she was 
beaten by the nuns for 
mentioning it to him” 

they did not tell 
anyone because 
they had no-one to 
tell and did not think 
they would be 
believed” (p. 9) 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Report of Case Study No. 26 (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual abuse, 2016) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
(p. 59/60) 
 
“We are also satisfied 
that children who did 
complain to a 
departmental inspector, 
a Sister, a priest or 
police were either not 
believed and/or were 
often  punished by the 
Sister or priest for 
reporting the physical 
and/or sexual abuse.” 
(p. 60) 
 
 
Recent response (1993 
onwards) 
“Bishop H did not 
inform the police of the 
allegation” (p. 70) 
 
“Bishop H gave 
evidence that his desire 
to protect the 
reputation of the 
church was there 
somewhere, but was 
not a primary reason 
for not reporting the 
matter to police” (p. 70) 
 
“he did not place any 
restrictions on Father 
D’s ministry” (p. 70) 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Report of Case Study No. 26 (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual abuse, 2016) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“he did not report the 
matter to the police, 
organise for Father D to 
vacate the presbytery, 
suspend or restrict 
Father D’s ministry 
within the Diocese” (p. 
70) 
 
“while I (Sister L) am 
not closed to hearing 
the real distress of 
anyone who has been 
offended against in any 
way, I think we also 
have to respect the 
good name of the priest 
and sisters in trying to 
sort out the real 
circumstances” (p. 72) 
 
“Father D (alleged 
perpetrator) continued 
to serve as the 
Administrator of the 
Neerkol parish, live at 
the Neerkol presbytery 
and carry out his 
ministry as would a 
parish priest, including 
having ongoing contact 
with parishioners and 
children” (p. 76) 
 
“when AYD had first 
identified Father D as 
the man who had 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Report of Case Study No. 26 (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual abuse, 2016) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
sexually abused her as a 
child, it had taken over 
three years for Bishop H 
to place any restriction 
on Father D’s contact 
with children” (p. 76) 
 
“Bishop H agreed that 
those restrictions were 
not monitored or 
supervised – instead, he 
relied on Father D to 
obey the direction” (p. 
76) 
 
“Bishop H said in 
evidence that, in early 
1994, he accepted the 
truthfulness of AYB’s 
allegations of sexual 
abuse against Father D.  
Despite this, Bishop H 
allowed Father D to 
remain at the 
presbytery, where he 
would have contact 
with children” (p. 14) 
 
“In his pastoral letter, 
he (Bishop H) referred 
to allegations being 
made about the 
orphanage as scurrilous 
allegations and 
slanderous statements” 
(p. 79) 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Report of Case Study No. 26 (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual abuse, 2016) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
“Bishop H agreed that 
the pastoral letter was 
partly motivated by his 
desire to protect the 
reputation of the 
Sisters, the priests, the 
church and the 
orphanage” (p. 80)   
 
“Sister L agreed her lack 
of training undermined 
her capacity to deal 
effectively with 
complaints of sexual 
abuse by former 
residents when they 
were raised from 1993 
until mid to late 1996” 
(p. 85) 
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Case Study Three: Neerkol Orphanage  

Case Study Three - Document:  Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions – Neerkol Closed Section (Forde, 1999) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Isolated community 
“… the (isolated) 
setting of Neerkol 
inevitably gave rise to a 
closed community with 
a culture of its own” (p. 
2) 
 
“Neerkol was an 
entirely inappropriate 
location for an 
orphanage.  Its location 
and distance from 
Rockhampton deprived 
the children of any real 
opportunity to 
integrate into the local 
community” (p. 1) 
 
“Something of this 
phenomenon was 
described in evidence 
by Dr KA, who referred 
to the risk of an 
institution becoming 
closed to the external 
world, with the 
potential for abuse in 
circumstances where 
there was a perceived 
need for conformity 
and care givers were 
under stress” (p. 2) 
 
 

Compromised 
protective systems 
“There appears to have 
been no one within the 
hierarchy at Neerkol to 
who children could take 
complaints of 
mistreatment with any 
confidence of their 
being addressed” (p. 4) 
 
“And then I told him 
[the inspector] about 
(the sexual abuse) and 
do you know what he 
did when I told him? He 
turned around and said 
‘don’t you dare talk so 
vulgar, you vulgar little 
girl’ and he slapped me 
across the face” (p. 5) 
 
Government 
inspections did not 
occur as required – 
“few of the former 
residents could recall 
actually having been 
spoken to by an 
inspector at any time 
prior to being sent out 
to service” (p. 9/10) 
[despite legislation 
requiring quarterly 
visits] 

Workload [see 
breakdown in informal 
social controls] 

Prompts 
- 
 
Pressures 
- 
 
 
Permissibility 
[depersonalisation 
could have contributed 
to perceived 
permissibility] 
 
 
Provocations 
- 

Dysregulation 
“Some witnesses spoke 
of beatings 
administered by nuns 
who seemed to lose all 
control in the process, 
leaving them with 
bruises, welts and even 
on occasion cuts” (p. 3) 
 
 
Disinhibiting factors 
- 
 
 
 
Cognitive distortions 
- 
 
 
 
Favourable cost-
benefit analysis 
-  

Insufficient care / 
workload 
“there appears to 
have been little 
recognition of the 
need for 
individualised care 
and attention, and 
the ratio of staff to 
children at Neerkol 
would in any event 
have made such 
attention 
impossible” (p. 4) 
 
“The workload of 
individual nuns, 
particularly those in 
charge of the 
nursery and the 
children’s 
dormitories was 
unremitting and 
arduous” (p. 7) 
 
“Lack of money 
meant not only that 
such nuns had 
overwhelming 
amounts of work, 
but also that staff-
child ratios were 
grossly inadequate 
for the provision of 
care and attention 

Convergence 
Settings 
- 
 
Victim vulnerability 
Fear 
“Former residents 
gave evidence that 
in the 1940’s and 
1050’s runaways 
were treated with 
particular brutality; 
male workers were 
called in to flog 
them with 
stockwhips, often in 
sight of other 
children as a 
deterrent.”  (p. 3) 
 
Worthlessness 
“I was made, by the 
degrading way they 
treated me to feel 
like  worthless piece 
of rubbish that 
nobody wanted” (p. 
4) 
 
“One example given 
by a witness was of 
being told by a nun 
that she had been 
born in the gutter 
and would die in the 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions – Neerkol Closed Section (Forde, 1999) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
Abusive conditions 
“… beatings of children, 
often with their clothes 
removed, were a 
frequent occurrence at 
Neerkol” (p. 3).   
 
“work undertaken by 
the children from an 
early age.  Tasks 
performed included 
ironing, washing, 
kitchen work, and 
cleaning, and, in the 
cases of the boys, farm 
labour” (p. 2) 
 
[depersonalisation] 
“Children had personal 
possessions removed 
from them on entry 
into the orphanage, 
including their clothing.  
Thereafter, they wore 
uniforms and yard 
clothes at play.  They 
did not have 
designated items of 
clothing, but drew from 
a pool.  Children were 
assigned numbers and 
were generally referred 
to by their surnames….. 
individual birthdays 
were not recognised” 
(p. 2).   
 

 
“What can be justly 
criticised, however, is 
the failure of the 
Department of 
Children’s Services (as it 
became in 1965) to 
ensure that staff with 
training in child care 
and protection were 
employed in its 
Rockhampton office” 
(p. 10) 
 
“no attention was given 
to the needs of 
individual children; no 
sufficient scrutiny of 
the circumstances in 
which the children 
were kept took place; 
and no opportunity was 
given for children’s 
complaints to be heard.  
Worse, the evidence 
was that when some 
children did attempt to 
complain of abuse to 
departmental officers 
the response was 
disbelief and anger; and 
in some instances the 
complaint was relayed 
to the nuns, resulting in 
further reprisal.” (p. 10) 
 
 

to individual 
children” (p. 7) 
 
“For example during 
the 1950’s, between 
10 and 15 nuns 
cared for between 
300-400 children at 
the Orphanage” (p. 
10) 
 
Powerlessness 
“some of the nuns 
who gave evidence 
to the Inquiry spoke 
of their feelings of 
intimidation and 
powerlessness as 
junior members of 
the Order” (p. 2) 
 

gutter.  Such 
statements 
heightened feelings 
of worthlessness” (p. 
4) 
 
Isolated from family 
“There appears to 
have been no active 
encouragement of 
children to maintain 
their family 
relationships.  In 
some instances, 
children were not 
aware that they had 
siblings at Neerkol, 
while others were 
told, wrongly, that 
their parents were 
dead.  It is not clear 
to what extent 
misinformation may 
have been 
deliberate in order 
to discourage 
curiosity and to what 
extent it may have 
been the result of 
the lack of 
information 
available to the nuns 
staffing the 
orphanage” (p. 3) 
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Case Study Three - Document:  Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions – Neerkol Closed Section (Forde, 1999) 

Context Mechanisms Other 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

Breakdown in legal, 
law enforcement, or 
protective resources 

Population Stressors Situational 
Precipitants 

Breakdown in Regulatory Controls Opportunity 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 

Controls 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organisational denial 
“a general 
unwillingness to accept 
that a man in the 
position of priest could 
behave improperly.  
The prevalence of that 
attitude to the priests 
position and the refusal 
to entertain such 
complaints, 
undoubtedly exposed 
the children at Neerkol, 
as with children in 
other Catholic 
orphanages, to the risk 
of abuse” (p. 5) 
 
“there is some 
suggestion that nuns 
who attempted to 
intervene in the cycle 
were themselves the 
subject of reproof, 
removal, or even 
physical abuse” (p. 4) 
 

“What emerges very 
strongly is that the 
nuns neither 
contemplated nor 
accepted that children 
might be the subject of 
sexual advances by 
men in whose company 
they were left alone” 
(p. 5) 
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Appendix C: Summary variable-by-case matrices 

CONTEXT Eastern DRC NT Aboriginal communities Neerkol Orphanage 

Social conditions 
supporting SVA 

1. NORMALISATION OF VIOLENCE / 
SEXUAL VIOLENCE 

Widespread exposure to violence / sexual 
violence and subsequent normalisation of 
this behaviour is reported. People were 
routinely exposed to gang rapes, murder, 
physical assaults, and abduction.   

“Participants also acknowledged that rape 
has become a norm for many young men who 
have grown up in the recent decade of intense 
fighting” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 
2009, p. 22) 

“.. a kind of normalization of sexual violence 
among the community as a result of 
widespread rape during the conflict” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 39) 

2. GENDER INEQUALITY 

Unequal gender roles were routinely 
described, with women considered 
subordinate to men.   

“The law as well as social norms defined the 
role of women and girls as subordinate to 
men” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 20) 

“.. a man is head of the family, and a woman 
is married, she should know her role, like how 
the family should be, what my husband will 
eat, she should also know that this man has 
his marriage right which needs to be fulfilled 
and so on and so forth” (Harvard 

1. NORMALISATION OF VIOLENCE / 
SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR 

Routine exposure to violence and 
inappropriate sexual behaviour led to 
desensitisation and normalisation of this 
behaviour.  Children’s exposure to adult 
sexual behaviour normalised this behaviour 
amongst children in communities.   

“.. many Indigenous children are growing up 
in communities where violence has become a 
normal and ordinary part of life” (Wild & 
Anderson, 2007, p. 40) 

 “It is apparent that children in Aboriginal 
communities are widely exposed to 
inappropriate sexual activity such as 
pornography, adult films and adults having 
sex within the child’s view.  This exposure can 
produce a number of effects, particularly 
resulting in the sexualisation of childhood and 
the creation of normalcy around sexual 
activity” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 65) 

2. BREAKDOWN OF TRADITIONAL SEXUAL 
NORMS 

Post colonisation breakdown in traditional 
practices have led to a lack of clear rules 
about sexual behaviour.  

“..traditional and missionary-imposed norms 
regarding sex broke down, they were being 
replaced with rampant promiscuity among 
teenagers” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 66) 

1. NORMALISATION OF ABUSE  

Abuse and neglect of children at the 
Orphanage was routine, including physical 
abuse, emotional abuse, and neglect.  
Children were not treated like children.   

 harsh physical punishment 

 “The Royal Commission also heard extensive 
evidence about the excessive, sadistic and 
often cruel punishment administered to 
former residents by the Sisters and 
employees” (Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 
2016, p. 8) 

 kept in poor conditions 

“The Royal Commission heard evidence about 
the degrading treatment of children by some 
of the Sisters and employees at the orphanage 
and the appalling condition in which the 
children lived” (Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 
2016, p. 8) 

 depersonalisation 

“Children had personal possessions removed 
from them on entry into the orphanage, 
including their clothing.  Thereafter, they wore 
uniforms and yard clothes at play.  They did 
not have designated items of clothing, but 
drew from a pool.  Children were assigned 
numbers and were generally referred to by 
their surnames…. Individual birthdays were 
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Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 36) 

3. VICTIM BLAMING AND 
STIGMATISATION 

Rape victims were routinely blamed, 
ostracised and rejected by family.   

“Your husband will say he cannot keep a 
woman who has been raped by the whole 
battalion and he will abandon you.  When you 
go to your parent’s house, they will ask you 
why you have destroyed your marriage” 
(Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 18) 

“Women from the focus groups emphasized 
that certain customs that had always been 
directed toward female adulterers were now 
being applied to victims of rape” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 28) 

“In some cases husbands rejected their wives 
upon learning they had been raped, 
sometimes on the pretext that the woman 
must have consented to the sexual relations” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 64) 

“The Inquiry heard that the present level of 
sexual abuse and family violence resulted 
from a combination of the erosion of 
traditional restraints and behaviour that has 
been ‘learnt’ from the treatment received at 
the hands of colonisers” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 139) 

not recognised” (Forde, 1999a, p. 2) 

 made to work 

“.. work undertaken by children from an early 
age.  Tasks performed included ironing, 
washing, kitchen work, and cleaning…” 
(Forde, 1999a, p. 2) 

2. ISOLATED, CLOSED COMMUNITY 

The isolated location of the orphanage limited 
external input and scrutiny.  

“the [isolated] setting of Neerkol inevitably 
gave rise to a closed community with a culture 
of its own” (Forde, 1999a, p. 2) 

“..the risk of an institution becoming closed to 
the external world, with the potential for 
abuse in circumstances where there was a 
perceived need for conformity and care givers 
were under stress” (Forde, 1999a, p. 2) 

Breakdown in 
formal regulatory 
controls 

1. COMPROMISED JUSTICE SYSTEM 

Consensus across documents that the system 
failed to hold perpetrators accountable.  

“Participants stressed…. that the Congolese 
government was ineffective and the judiciary 
system was flawed and corrupt” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 19) 

“Discussions however revealed widespread 
distrust in the justice system and a belief that 
the rule of law was not adequately 
enforced…. One female participant went so 
far as to say that “we are slaves of [armed 

1. COMPROMISED PROTECTION AND 
JUSTICE SYSTEMS 

Numerous failures in formal protection and 
justice systems were reported.   

“Concern was voiced to the Inquiry that in 
some communities child sex offenders had 
been allowed to act unchecked for several 
years” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 67) 

“The Inquiry was told by some service 
providers that they are ambivalent about 
reporting or dealing with the issue of child 
sexual abuse… the perception is that 

1. COMPROMISED PROTECTIVE SYSTEMS 

Significant failings in available protective 
systems were reported including inadequate 
policies and protective services that failed to 
meet required standards.   

 “.. we are satisfied it is likely there were no 
departmental policies or procedures issued by 
the Queensland Government for how 
institutions such as the orphanage should 
carry out their obligations to report abuse” 
(Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 7) 
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groups] they can do whatever they like and 
we can’t do anything about it” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 29)  

“People now have little faith in the system” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 80) 

2. ORGANISATIONAL DENIAL 

The military and militia groups denied 
responsibility and the extent of the problem.   

My parent spoke to a commander and he said 
that his soldiers do not rape and that I am 
lying” (Human Rights Watch, 2009, p. 51) 

“Commanders tend to protect suspects by 
transferring them to different units” (Human 
Rights Watch, 2009, p. 49) 

“Despite the abundance of these complaints 
and the information to back them up, military 
and civilian authorities have not taken the 
complaints seriously and have done little to 
stop the abuses” (Human Rights Watch, 2009, 
p. 31) 

“They do not encourage reports about 
violence committed by their own or their 
patron troops” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, 
p. 45) 

3. INEFFECTIVE MILITARY LEADERSHIP  

Systems within the military failed to enforce 
appropriate behaviour.   

Soldiers “were able to commit abuses without 
consequence partly because of confusion over 
chain of command” (Human Rights Watch, 
2009, p. 32) 

“commanders and combatants are poorly 

reporting may not produce any real change, 
or the change will be a negative one (e.g. 
child removed, perpetrator remains, the 
reporters feel at risk themselves)” (Wild & 
Anderson, 2007, p. 78) 

“The Inquiry formed a view that significant 
problems with information sharing and 
service coordination exist in relation to the 
protection of Aboriginal children from sexual 
abuse” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 98) 

Criticisms of protective and justice systems 
included the lack of training for professionals.   

“The Inquiry found that some service 
providers were unaware of mandatory 
reporting obligations under the Community 
Welfare Act.  Some were unaware of their 
own agency’s policies and procedures for 
reporting, or of any protocols that existed 
between themselves and other agencies in 
relation to reporting” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 79) 

“The Inquiry found that some service 
providers did not report because they did not 
feel confident in making an assessment of 
whether a child might be being sexually 
abused.  Many reported having no training or 
professional development in this area” (Wild 
& Anderson, 2007, p. 79) 

2. TENSION BETWEEN LOCAL ABORIGINAL 
LORE AND AUSTRALIAN LAW AND 
PRACTICE 

Tensions between local Aboriginal Lore and 
Australian Law caused confusion and 
disrespect for the formal justice system.  

“The Royal Commission received evidence 
from former residents of the orphanage that 
they rarely saw state department inspectors 
and when they did so they were not allowed 
or encouraged to speak with them” (Royal 
Commission into Institutional Responses to 
Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 59) 

“… few of the former residents could recall 
actually having been spoken to by an 
inspector” (Forde, 1999a, p. 9) 

2. ORGANISATIONAL DENIAL 

Evidence was provided of a broad denial that 
priests could abuse children, children’s 
disclosures were not believed, and attempts 
were made to silence children.   

“.. a general unwillingness to accept that a 
man in the position of priest could behave 
improperly.  The prevalence of that attitude to 
the priests position and the refusal to 
entertain such complaints, undoubtedly 
exposed the children at Neerkol, as with 
children in other Catholic orphanages, to the 
risk of abuse” (Forde, 1999a, p. 5) 

“.. what emerges very strongly is that the 
nuns neither contemplated nor accepted that 
children might be the subject of sexual 
advances by men in whose company they 
were left alone” (Forde, 1999a, p. 5) 

 efforts to silence children 

“Some former residents reported being 
physically punished after they told a Sister, 
staff at the orphanage, a priest or  
departmental officers of the sexual abuse” 
(Royal Commission into Institutional 
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trained and have little exposure to or 
knowledge of international humanitarian 
law” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, 
p. 37) 

“In the case of the Mai Mai, top command 
seems to promote the ideals of protecting the 
population but seems unable or unwilling to 
translate these principles into restraint in the 
field” (Kelly, 2010, p. 11) 

 

“.. many Aboriginal people were still confused 
as to the age of consent and as to the general 
state of the wider Australian law as far as 
traditional marriage practices were 
concerned” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 71) 

“The Inquiry was told in one community that 
the Elders were trying to teach the young 
people about staying with the ‘right skin’ and 
getting ‘married’ at the right time.  At the 
same time, the Inquiry was told, the local 
health centre was distributing condoms and 
telling them they could have sex with anyone 
they want at any time as long as they wore a 
condom” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 66) 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 57) 

“And then I told him [the inspector] about [the 
sexual abuse] and do you know what he did 
when I told him? He turned around and said 
‘don’t you dare talk so vulgar’, you vulgar 
little girl’ and he slapped me across the face” 
(Forde, 1999a, p. 5) 

Population 
stressors 

1. DISADVANTAGE 

Soldiers and militia experienced very 
challenging living conditions, lacking food and 
water and appropriate accommodation.  

“Food, water, health care, shelter, lack of 
salary and inability to live and spend time 
with family members were the major 
grievances Mai Mai soldiers voiced…… we 
don’t have food, or health care, in addition to 
that we are not being paid.  So we lack 
everything” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 
2009, p. 33) 

“Many soldiers lack basic necessities, 
including food, clean water, adequate 
housing, and medical or psychological care… 
Soldiers often live apart from their families 
and might not see them for several years” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2009, p. 44) 

2. TRAUMATIC EXPERIENCES 

Soldiers were exposed to traumatic 

1. DISADVANTAGE 

Day to day stressors including housing, 
employment and health challenges.   

“The shortage of Indigenous housing ….. is 
nothing short of disastrous and desperate” 
(Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 195) 

“.. high rates of unemployment” (Wild & 
Anderson, 2007, p. 193) 

“.. small geographically isolated communities 
… generally have limited access to health, 
welfare, education and other support 
services” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 94) 

2. TRAUMA 

“The Inquiry believes that this situation exists 
due to the combination of inter-generational 
trauma…” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 63) 

3. SUBSTANCE ABUSE 

Routine substance abuse was reported.   

1. WORKLOAD 

Evidence was provided about the excessive 
workload of nuns at the orphanage.   

“The workload of individual nuns, particularly 
those in charge of the nursery and the 
children’s dormitories was unremitting and 
arduous” (Forde, 1999a, p. 7) 

“For example during the 1950’s, between 10 
and 15 nuns cared for between 300-400 
children at the Orphanage” (Forde, 1999a, p. 
10) 
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experiences e.g. violence, loss, fear   

“Nearly all the soldiers described having a 
family member killed in the conflict” (Kelly, 
2010, p. 5) 

“.. the psychological effects of war …. are…  
overwhelming enough to change behavioural 
norms” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 
2009, p. 40) 

“The Inquiry believes that extreme alcohol 
abuse has become normal in the Northern 
Territory” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 161) 

“….. alcohol was having an extremely 
significant detrimental effect on almost every 
aspect of community life including the safety 
of children ” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 162) 

 

MECHANISMS Eastern DRC NT Aboriginal Communities Neerkol Orphanage 

Situational 
Precipitants 

Information in the documents suggests a 
range of situational precipitants could have 
contributed to offence motivations. 

PROMPTS 

 Behavioural models 

Documents highlighted the extent of group 
offences raising the possibility some soldiers 
may have taken cues from the behaviour of 
their peers. 

“The majority of sexual assaults were 
described as gang rape” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 22) 

PRESSURE 

 Obedience to authority 

“... being ordered to rape... Even if their hearts 
were not in it, they felt compelled to follow 
these orders” (Kelly, 2010, p. 8) 

“soldiers were ordered to abduct women” 
(Kelly, 2010, p. 8) 

Little information was identified in the 
document pertaining to situational 
precipitants. 

PROMPTS 

 Behavioural models 

[in relation to youth as perpetrators] “… many 
of these children (if not all) have themselves 
been directly abused or exposed to 
inappropriate sexual activity (through 
pornography or observing others” (Wild & 
Anderson, 2007, p. 63) 

“..exposed to inappropriate sexual activity…. result 
in sexual acting out and actual offending by 
children and young people against others” (Wild 
& Anderson, 2007, p. 65) 

Information in this document provided little 
insight into situational precipitants.  It is 
possible that the routine depersonalisation 
of children (e.g. children assigned numbers) 
could have contributed to perceived 
permissibility. 
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 Conformity to group norms 

Documents highlighted the extent of group 
offences raising the possibility some pressure 
from peers to conform to group behaviour 
may have occurred. 

“Three-quarters of women reported gang 
rape” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009) 

“..eight men took turns raping me” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 22)   

PERMISSIBILITY 

 Deindividuation 

“Mai-Mai soldiers describe a process of being 
de-identified when they join the militia, as they 
leave behind traditional notions of right and 
wrong: ‘they beat the civilian out of you’” 
(Kelly, 2010, p. 11) 

“Soldiers noted that being far from their 
villages made them anonymous.  One 
respondent described eloquently how being in 
his father’s village meant he was respected as 
an individual.  However, the transient life of a 
combatant took away this identity, and people 
would only look at him as a passing soldier” 
(Kelly, 2010, p. 8) 

 

 Implied Permission / Diffusion of 
Responsibility 

“At that time… N reportedly told his soldiers, 
‘the city is yours for three days’ spurring a 
period of rape, pillage and indiscriminate 
killing that lasted until the Congolese army 
retook the city one week later” (Harvard 
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Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 27) 

“..women were then given to soldiers” (Kelly, 
2010, p. 8) 

 PROVOCATION 

 Sexual arousal 

“..taking a woman because you desire her” 
(Kelly, 2010, p. 8) 

“..oftentimes men who desired to sleep with 
women who did not have mutual feelings 
ended up raping them instead” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 40) 

 Negative mood states 

“The soldiers were angry with my dad because 
he had stopped them from cutting down an 
avocado tree as firewood” (Human Rights 
Watch, 2009, p. 28) 

 Frustration 

“A representative of a women’s organization 
explained that sexual violence had increased 
recently, in part because assailants found little 
to rob from people who had been repeatedly 
attacked, and wanted to punish them as a 
result for their perceived lack of support” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 33) 

Breakdown in 
Personal Controls 

Most available information about personal 
behavioural controls related to cognitive 
distortions used to justify or excuse SVA. 

DYSREGULATION 

“I see a woman passing by, and I begin to 
desire her, and then I come and I jump into her 
phoof” (Kelly, 2010, p. 8) 

Little information was identified in the 
document pertaining to personal controls over 
behaviour.   

DYSREGULATION 

“The combination of marijuana and 
pornography had created sexualised youth 
that were not educated and not properly in 

Little information was identified in the 
document pertaining to personal 
behavioural controls. 

DYSREGULATION 

“Some witnesses spoke of beatings 
administered by nuns who seemed to lose 
all control in the process, leaving them with 
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DISINHIBITORS 

“They acted crazy as though they were 
drugged” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 43) 

COGNITIVE DISTORTIONS 

A range of different cognitive distortions were 
evident including: 

i) war related justifications  

“women as a spoil of war” (Kelly, 2010, p. 8)  

“she asked him why he made others suffer.  He 
answered, ‘that is the job of a soldier” (Human 
Rights Watch, 2002, p. 32)  

ii) culture related justifications  

 “Some Congolese interviewed also said that 
there is a belief that sex with a young child 
could eliminate the virus” (Human Rights 
Watch, 2002, p. 56) 

iii) excuses 

“Soldiers… understood the current law as a 
mere prohibition on sex with minors” (Human 
Rights Watch, 2009, p. 43) 

iv) external blame  

“Forces of good (God) and evil (Satan or the 
devil) were described as inhabiting the solder 
and guiding decisions around sexual violence” 
(Kelly, 2010, p. 8) 

“Some men, however, still suggested that 
sometimes women provoked rape by wearing 
revealing clothes, travelling at night, or being 
far from their community when it happened” 
(Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 23) 

control of themselves” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 75) 

Most information related to substance use by 
SVA perpetrators. 

DISINHIBITORS 

“The Inquiry was told that many of the 
offenders who have been dealt with by the 
courts for sexually abusing children were 
intoxicated at the time” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 162) 

“This offender was also a chronic petrol 
sniffer, and under the influence of alcohol at 
the time of the offence” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 62) 

COGNITIVE DISTORTIONS 

 Culture related justifications 

[referring to sex with a  15 year old who was 
‘promised’ to him]  

 “However he believed that as her husband he 
was entitled to do so (sex)” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 70) 

bruises, welts and even on occasion cuts” 
(Forde, 1999a, p. 3) 

COGNITIVE DISTORTIONS 

 Religious justifications 

Father D would say “it was okay because if 
it was wrong, God wouldn’t let it happen” 
(Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 
51) 

“Father A told him that it was not a sin for a 
child to have impurity with a priest, but it 
was a mortal sin to tell anyone about it..” 
(Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 
52) 
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v) minimisation 

“normalising some types of violence (rape) but 
not others (rape with instruments) illustrated 
some of the ways soldiers justify their 
behaviour” (Kelly, 2010, p. 10) 

FAVOURABLE COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS 

 “As one man said ‘if people see that those 
who rape are not punished, then they 
understand that they can also do the same 
without fearing any consequences” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 23) 

Breakdown in 
Informal Social 
Controls 

Many references were made to barriers to 
guardianship. 

POTENTIAL GUARDIANS INHIBITED 

Guardians were present but active 
guardianship was inhibited.   

 Physically beaten, killed or restrained 

 “If present, the husband was often beaten, 
killed or restrained while the woman was 
raped” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, 
p. 20) 

“They opened the door, took the papa, tied 
him up, hit the mama, and took everything in 
the house… Then they came to my room…” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 59) 

 Threatened 

“they told my husband to be silent or they 
would kill him” (Harvard Humanitarian 
Initiative, 2010, p. 21) 

“There were four men, two of whom took him 
into the bush and threatened him, while two 

Many references were made in relation to a 
breakdown in guardianship by immediate 
family and other community members.   

POTENTIAL GUARDIANS INHIBITED 

 Intoxication 

“.. inadequate supervision of children by 
parents who are inebriated, and/or gambling, 
has increased children’s vulnerability to being 
sexually abused by an opportunistic offenders”  
(Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 201) 

“The quest to obtain alcohol, the involvement 
in long drinking session and severe 
intoxication often resulted in children being 
unsupervised, neglected and forgotten” (Wild 
& Anderson, 2007, p. 162) 

 Fear 

“fear of violence and intimidation by other 
community members if they made a report 
and that it might not be them but their 
famil6y members who would suffer if a report 
was made” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 76) 

Documents revealed barriers to 
guardianship by nuns at the Orphanage. 

POTENTIAL GUARDIANS INHIBITED 

 Insufficient care / workload 

“there appears to have been little 
recognition of the need for individualised 
care and attention, and the ratio of staff to 
children at Neerkol would in any event have 
made such attention impossible” (Forde, 
1999a, p. 4) 

“Lack of money meant not only that such 
nuns had overwhelming amounts of work, 
but also that staff-child ratios were grossly 
inadequate for the provision of care and 
attention to individual children” (Forde, 
1999a, p. 7) 

 Powerlessness 

“Some of the nuns who gave evidence to the 
inquiry spoke of their feelings of 
intimidation and powerlessness as junior 
members of the Order” (Forde, 1999a, p. 2) 
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others took his wife to another place in the 
bush and raped her” (Human Rights Watch, 
2002, p. 49) 

 Fearful 

“When [the assailants] come, they are fortified 
with weapons; we get traumatized, and that is 
why we are unable to react” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 26) 

“There were seven men with us too, helping to 
work the fields.  A group of Mai-Mai came 
upon us.  The men heard them coming and 
they all ran” (Human Rights Watch, 2009, p. 
43) 

“.. she saw the attackers grab a Burundian 
woman.. and raped her… and shot her… The 
witness and other women came out of their 
hiding place and tried to take the badly injured 
women for medical assistance, but she died on 
the way” (Human Rights Watch, 2002, pp. 54-
55) 

 

NO POTENTIAL GUARDIANS PRESENT 

“My husband was on a trip” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 31) 

 “Mai-Mai forces located their hiding place 
and forced the men to accompany them to 
loot an abandoned village nearby.  During 
their absence, other Mai-Mai and FDD 
combatants raped the women and girls” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 47) 

 Cultural barriers 

“with sex abuse there are sometimes cultural 
impediments for certain persons to deal with 
the issue.  For example, if a girl was sexually 
abused that would not be able to be discussed 
with her brothers.  It would be culturally 
inappropriate for the brother to hear that kind 
of thing” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 78) 

NEGLECTFUL / INACTIVE GUARDIANSHIP 

Information suggests some guardians failed to 
seek assistance in response to CSA.  Whilst not 
reported, it’s possible other protective actions 
were taken. 

“.. there is also, at best, a reluctance [by 
community members] to make reports and at 
worst a failure to do so” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 76) 

“This ambivalence results from many 
interacting factors.  One can be a view that 
even if a report is made nothing changes or 
the change is a negative one, such as the child 
being removed, the perpetrator remaining in 
the community and perhaps not receiving any 
legal punishment, while the community is 
shamed and disrupted” (Wild & Anderson, 
2007, p. 77) 

 “The Inquiry was also advised that children 
born outside of the normal promised marriage 
or skin system were more likely to not have 
the same protective family network that 
children born within that traditional system 
have” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 200) 

 

DENIAL 

“Some former residents who reported their 
abuse to the nuns at the orphanage were 
not believed and accused of telling lies” 
(Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 
57) 

 

 



Appendix C Rayment-McHugh 2018 

223 

MECHANISMS Eastern DRC NT Aboriginal Communities Neerkol Orphanage 

NO GUARDIAN PRESENT 

“children walking around at night 
unsupervised” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 75) 

Opportunity Convergence settings were opportunistic and 
routine activities.  Numerous factors increased 
victim vulnerability. 

ROUTINE CONTACT SITUATIONS 

 attacked at home during routine looting 
activities 

“They came to pillage and they pillaged 
everything in my house, leaving with the 
livestock, the clothes and other valuables.  
Then two assailants raped me” (Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 30) 

“Gang rape and rape in public were often 
described as occurring in tandem with attacks 
from armed men on villages that also involved 
looting…” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 
2009, p. 16) 

“Acts of sexual violence were often carried out 
at the same time as looting activities” (Human 
Rights Watch, 2009, p. 27) 

 Attacked in isolated locations during 
routine activities 

“The assailants attacked me while I was 
working in my fields” (Harvard Humanitarian 
Initiative, 2010, p. 22) 

“[women and girls] are very vulnerable for 
reasons having to do with livelihood and 
survival.  They are the ones who go looking for 
wood, food, fruits, and they are taken when 
they are doing that” (Human Rights Watch, 
2002, p. 43) 

Little insight provided about convergence 
settings, but documents highlighted factors 
that may have increased victim vulnerability.   

INCREASED VULNERABILITY OF POTENTIAL 
VICTIMS 

 Poverty & unmet needs 

“They are vulnerable and desperate and they 
crave the things that they do not get at home, 
such as love, attention and material goods” 
(Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 63) 

“It was alleged that the girls were provided 
with alcohol, cash and other goods in 
exchange for sex” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 
64) 

 Lack of knowledge 

“.. girls did not understand that they had a 
choice to refuse sex” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, 
p. 66) 

 Intoxication 

“Alcohol abuse by children increased their 
vulnerability to being sexually abused (the 
Inquiry was told by one clinic nurse that she 
was aware of many young women who had 
been raped but who could not recall who the 
assailant was due to their intoxication)” (Wild 
& Anderson, 2007, p. 162) 

 Physical disability 

“.. it was contended that the endemic level of 

Information suggests convergence settings 
were primarily routine daily activities in the 
orphanage such as taking tea to the priest.   

ROUTINE CONTACT SITUATIONS  

“there was frequent day-to-day contact 
between the priest and the children at the 
orphanage” (Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse, 2016, p. 43) 

“..when she was sent to the presbytery to 
take him tea” (Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse, 2016, p. 56) 

INCREASED VULNERABILITY OF POTENTIAL 
VICTIMS 

 Fear 

“The Royal Commission heard evidence from 
many of the former residents that they did 
not tell anyone about the sexual abuse at 
the time it was occurring.  Some of the 
former residents gave evidence that this 
was because they feared that they might be 
physically punished or ostracised by the 
Sisters if they complained of the sexual 
abuse” (Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2016, p. 9) 

 Negative feelings 

“I was made , by the degrading way they 
treated me, to feel like worthless piece of 
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MECHANISMS Eastern DRC NT Aboriginal Communities Neerkol Orphanage 

INCREASED VULNERABILITY OF POTENTIAL 
VICTIMS 

 Isolation from family 

“Families sometimes reject their own 
daughters after rape.  When girls are rejected 
by their families and leave their home, they 
become vulnerable to further abuse” (Human 
Rights Watch, 2009, p. 16) 

 Poverty & unmet needs 

 “..soldiers find a girl who lives miserably and 
offer her money and she accepts” (Human 
Rights Watch, 2009, p. 29) 

 High risk environment 

“No longer within solid walls, sometimes living 
dispersed in the forest, displaced persons … 
had little protection if attacked by soldiers” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2002, p. 18) 

 Fear 

“They said if I did not agree, they would kill 
me” (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2010, p. 
28) 

 Negative feelings 

“They couldn’t go to their neighbours for 
assistance because of the shame” 

(Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, 2009, p. 30) 

Aboriginal children’s hearing loss can play a 
significant role in abuse….. less confident, less 
assertive…. Find it more difficult to express to 
others that they have been abused” (Wild & 
Anderson, 2007, p. 62) 

rubbish that nobody wanted” (Forde, 1999a, 
p. 4) 

“One example given by a witness was of 
being told by a nun that she had been born 
in the gutter and would die in the gutter.  
Such statements heightened feelings of 
worthlessness” (Forde, 1999a, p. 4) 

 Isolation from family 

[reduces potential support system] 

“There appears to have been no active 
encouragement of children to maintain their 
family relationship.  In some instances, 
children were not aware that they had 
siblings at Neerkol” (Forde, 1999a, p. 3) 

 

  



Appendix D Rayment-McHugh 2018 

225 

Appendix D: ‘Developmental History Checklist’ and 

‘Situational Inventory’ 
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