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Ethics in Child Sexual Abuse Research

Ethics in child sexual abuse research is of utmost importance due to the sensitive and potentially
harmful nature of the topic. The ethical considerations surrounding this area of research include
the protection of participants, confidentiality, informed consent, minimizing harm, and the
responsible dissemination of findings. Here are some key ethical considerations in child sexual
abuse research:

1.

Protection of Participants: The well-being and safety of child participants must be the
primary concern in research involving child sexual abuse. Researchers must take steps to
ensure the physical, emotional, and psychological safety of participants, including
providing appropriate support and resources [1].

Informed Consent: Informed consent is crucial in child sexual abuse research. Consent
must be obtained from both the child participant (if they are capable of providing assent)
and their legal guardian or parent. Researchers should use age-appropriate language and
ensure that participants understand the purpose of the research, potential risks, benefits,
and their right to withdraw at any time [2].

Confidentiality and Privacy: Maintaining the confidentiality and privacy of participants
is crucial in research on child sexual abuse. Researchers should take measures to protect
participants' identities and personal information, using strict protocols for data collection,
storage, and dissemination. Confidentiality must be upheld unless there are legal or ethical
obligations to report abuse or if the participant's safety is at risk [3].

Minimizing Harm and Trauma: Research on child sexual abuse has the potential to cause
distress or re-traumatization for participants. Researchers must employ strategies to
minimize harm, such as providing access to support services and ensuring that
participation is voluntary. It is crucial to carefully consider the potential impact of research
procedures and to employ appropriate methodologies and sensitive questioning techniques
[4].

Researcher Competence and Training: Conducting research on child sexual abuse
requires specialized knowledge and expertise. Researchers should possess the necessary
training and qualifications to work with this vulnerable population. It is important to be
aware of the potential biases, emotional challenges, and ethical dilemmas that may arise
during the research process [5].

Responsible Dissemination: When sharing research findings, researchers must be mindful
of the potential impact on participants, other survivors of abuse, and the wider community.
Dissemination should prioritize the protection and dignity of participants and avoid
sensationalism or re-traumatization. Researchers should follow ethical guidelines for
reporting and sharing findings, maintaining a focus on promoting understanding,
prevention, and support for survivors [6].
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Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval: Researchers must seek ethical approval
from an IRB or an appropriate ethics committee before conducting research on child sexual
abuse. IRBs evaluate research protocols to ensure compliance with ethical guidelines and
provide oversight to protect the rights and well-being of participants [7].

It is essential for researchers in the field of child sexual abuse to adhere to strict ethical guidelines
to ensure the well-being and protection of participants. Collaboration with professionals in the
field, such as child protection agencies and mental health experts, can help researchers navigate
the ethical complexities involved in this sensitive area of research.

Ethical Issues in Psychotherapy in Child Sexual Abuse Research
Psychotherapy with patients who have experienced child sexual abuse can present several ethical
challenges. Here are some key ethical issues to consider:

1.

Informed Consent: Obtaining informed consent is crucial in therapy. It becomes
particularly important when working with survivors of child sexual abuse due to the
sensitive nature of the topic. Therapists must ensure that patients fully understand the
nature of the therapy, its potential risks and benefits, and the boundaries and limitations
of confidentiality [2].

Confidentiality: Confidentiality is a fundamental aspect of therapy, but it may need to be
balanced with the therapist's duty to protect the patient and others from harm. If there is a
risk of ongoing abuse or harm to the patient or others, therapists may need to breach
confidentiality and report the abuse to appropriate authorities. Therapists must clearly
communicate the limits of confidentiality to the patient and discuss the circumstances
under which confidentiality may be breached [§].

Countertransference and Personal Bias: Working with survivors of child sexual abuse
can evoke strong emotions in therapists due to the distressing nature of the experiences.
Therapists must be aware of their own countertransference (unconscious feelings and
biases) and personal reactions to avoid imposing their beliefs, judgments, or biases on the
patient. Regular supervision and self-reflection are important for therapists to manage their
personal reactions appropriately [9].

Dual Relationships: Therapists must be cautious about engaging in dual relationships
with survivors of child sexual abuse. Dual relationships involve having multiple roles with
a client, such as being their therapist and also having a personal or professional relationship
outside the therapy. It is generally considered unethical because it can compromise
objectivity, boundaries, and the therapeutic relationship [10].

Cultural Sensitivity: Therapists need to be culturally sensitive and aware of how cultural
norms, values, and beliefs may influence the disclosure and treatment of child sexual
abuse. They should consider the unique cultural context of the patient, as well as any
potential cultural stigmatization or barriers that may affect the therapeutic process [11].
Maintaining Therapeutic Boundaries: Establishing clear and appropriate boundaries is
crucial in therapy, particularly when working with survivors of child sexual abuse.
Therapists must maintain professional boundaries to ensure the therapeutic relationship
remains focused on the patient's well-being and treatment goals. Boundary violations can
retraumatize or harm the patient [12].

Secondary Trauma and Self-Care: Working with survivors of child sexual abuse can be
emotionally demanding and may lead to vicarious traumatization or burnout for
therapists. It is essential for therapists to prioritize self-care, seek support, and engage in
regular supervision to manage their own well-being and ensure the provision of effective
and ethical care [13].

These ethical considerations highlight the complex nature of working with survivors of child sexual
abuse in therapy. Therapists must adhere to professional codes of ethics and guidelines while
prioritizing the well-being and autonomy of their patients.

Global Bioethics Enquiry 2023; 11(2)



82 | De Sousa & D’Souza: Ethics in Child Sexual Abuse Research

Ethical Issues in Child Sexual Abuse Reporting in the Media

Reporting on child sexual abuse in the media raises a range of ethical issues. While it is important
to bring attention to these heinous acts and raise public awareness, care must be taken to protect
the privacy and well-being of the survivors. Here are some ethical considerations regarding
reporting on child sexual abuse: [14-15]

1. Consent and Privacy: Respecting the privacy and dignity of survivors is paramount.
Journalists should obtain informed consent from survivors or their legal guardians before
publishing any information that could identify them. It is crucial to respect survivors'
wishes regarding disclosure of their identities and the details of their experiences.
Protecting their anonymity is essential to prevent re-traumatization and potential harm.

2. Sensationalism and Trauma Exposure: Journalists must strike a balance between
reporting the facts and respecting the sensitivity of the subject matter. Sensationalism can
contribute to further victimization and sensationalize the experiences of survivors, causing
additional distress. Media professionals should exercise caution when selecting images,
headlines, and language to avoid retraumatizing survivors or creating an environment of
voyeurism.

3. Accuracy and Responsible Reporting: Reporting on child sexual abuse demands
accuracy, fairness, and responsible journalism. Verifying the information and facts through
multiple sources is crucial to prevent false accusations or misrepresentation. Journalists
should be mindful of the potential impact of their reporting on the accused, ensuring they
adhere to principles of fairness and avoid contributing to public prejudice or vigilantism.

4. Trauma-Informed Reporting: Understanding the dynamics of trauma is vital for
journalists reporting on child sexual abuse. Trauma-informed reporting involves
considering the potential impact of the reporting process on survivors, being sensitive to
their needs, and minimizing harm. This includes providing trigger warnings, resources for
support, and refraining from graphic or explicit details that can be distressing for survivors
or vulnerable individuals [16].

5. Prevention and Education: Media coverage of child sexual abuse should not only focus
on individual cases but also highlight broader societal issues, prevention strategies, and
resources available for survivors and their families. This approach helps promote
awareness, education, and systemic change while empowering survivors and encouraging
them to seek support.

6. Collaboration with Experts: Collaborating with professionals and experts in the field of
child sexual abuse can enhance the quality and accuracy of reporting. Working with child
protection organizations, therapists, and legal experts can provide valuable insights, ensure
the protection of survivors' rights, and promote responsible reporting.

7. Long-Term Impact and Follow-Up: Journalists should consider the long-term impact of
their reporting on survivors, their families, and the community. Providing follow-up stories
that focus on recovery, support services, and policy changes can help counterbalance the
potentially negative effects of reporting and provide a more holistic understanding of the
issue.

By addressing these ethical considerations, media professionals can play a vital role in raising
awareness, advocating for justice, and creating a safe environment for survivors while fulfilling
their duty to inform the public.

Ethical Issues with regard to POCSO Act

The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act is an Indian law enacted in 2012
to address the issue of child sexual abuse and provide legal protection to children. When examining
the ethical aspects of the POCSO Act, several considerations come into play: [17-19]

1. Protection of Children: The primary ethical objective of the POCSO Act is to protect
children from sexual offenses and safeguard their well-being. The Act recognizes the
vulnerability of children and establishes a legal framework to prevent, respond to, and
punish sexual offenses against minors. By prioritizing the rights and protection of children,
the Act aligns with ethical principles of justice, beneficence, and non-maleficence.
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Consent and Autonomy: The POCSO Act acknowledges that children lack the capacity
to provide informed consent to engage in sexual activities. It establishes a legal age of
consent, typically 18 years, and recognizes that any sexual activity involving a child is non-
consensual and therefore illegal. This ethical principle safeguards the autonomy and rights
of children, ensuring they are protected from exploitation and abuse.

Reporting and Confidentiality: The Act places a legal obligation on certain individuals,
such as medical professionals, teachers, and even ordinary citizens, to report instances of
child sexual abuse to the appropriate authorities. This reporting requirement aligns with
ethical principles of beneficence and non-maleficence, as it aims to ensure the safety and
well-being of the child. However, it is crucial to handle these reports with sensitivity and
maintain confidentiality to protect the privacy and dignity of the child involved.
Child-Friendly Justice System: The POCSO Act recognizes the importance of a child-
friendly justice system when dealing with cases of child sexual abuse. It establishes special
courts and procedures that are intended to minimize trauma and ensure the best interests
of the child throughout the legal process. This ethical consideration prioritizes the well-
being and emotional needs of the child, aiming to prevent further harm and re-
traumatization.

Support and Rehabilitation: The Act emphasizes the importance of support and
rehabilitation for child victims of sexual abuse. It provides for the appointment of child
welfare committees and sets guidelines for the medical examination, counseling, and
rehabilitation of victims. These provisions align with ethical principles of beneficence and
compassion, ensuring that child victims receive appropriate care and assistance to heal and
recover from the trauma they have experienced.

Due Process and Fair Trials: While the Act aims to protect children, it is also important
to uphold the principles of fairness, due process, and the presumption of innocence for the
accused. Ethical considerations of justice and fairness necessitate that accused individuals
are afforded their legal rights, including the right to a fair trial, legal representation, and
the opportunity to present their case. This ensures that innocent individuals are not
wrongfully convicted.

Overall, the POCSO Act reflects a commitment to ethical principles such as child protection,
consent, confidentiality, support and rehabilitation, and due process. By addressing the unique
vulnerabilities of children, it seeks to create a legal framework that upholds their rights and ensures
their safety in cases of sexual offences.

Epidemiological under-reporting of child sexual abuse data

Child sexual abuse is a significant issue in India, and several studies have shed light on its
epidemiology. It is important to note that child sexual abuse is a sensitive and underreported crime,
which makes it challenging to obtain precise statistics. Nevertheless, available data provides
insights into the prevalence and patterns of child sexual abuse in India [20]. Here are some key
findings:

1.

National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) Data: The NCRB collects data on crimes
reported to the police, including cases of child sexual abuse. According to the NCRB's
"Crime in India" reports, there has been an increasing trend in reported cases of child rape
and child sexual abuse over the years. However, it is crucial to recognize that these reported
cases represent only a fraction of the actual incidents, as many cases go unreported due to
factors like fear, stigma, and lack of awareness [21].

National Family Health Survey (NFHS): The NFHS is a large-scale survey that provides
comprehensive data on various health and social indicators in India, including child sexual
abuse. The NFHS-4 (2015-16) included a module on violence against women and children,
which revealed that around 20% of women and men aged 18-29 reported experiencing
sexual abuse before the age of 18. This data gives an estimate of the prevalence of child
sexual abuse in India, but it should be interpreted with caution due to potential
underreporting [22].
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Childline India Foundation: Childline is a 24-hour helpline for children in distress,
including those facing child sexual abuse. Their data indicates that a significant number of
calls received are related to child sexual abuse. Childline's Annual Statistical Report for
2019-2020 reported over 37,000 cases of child sexual abuse across India. However, it is
important to note that this data represents cases reported to Childline and may not capture
the full extent of the problem [23].

Studies by NGOs and Research Institutions: Various non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and research institutions in India have conducted studies on child sexual abuse.
These studies have highlighted the high prevalence of child sexual abuse in different
settings, including homes, schools, and communities. They have also highlighted the need
for increased awareness, preventive measures, and support services for survivors [24].

It is important to acknowledge that child sexual abuse is a deeply distressing and complex issue.
Efforts to combat child sexual abuse in India require a multi-dimensional approach that includes
strengthening legal frameworks, raising awareness, providing support services for survivors, and
promoting education on child protection. Additionally, addressing cultural factors, social norms,
and systemic challenges is crucial for effectively addressing the issue of child sexual abuse in India.
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