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Abstract  

 

This study explores the experiences of parents who have had a child who has sexually harmed 

another child within an Irish context. The study involved recruiting participants through a 

public service based in Ireland that provides assessment and treatment to children and parents 

in cases where their child has sexually harmed another. The study was designed within a social 

constructivist and critical realist paradigm. The recruitment to the study involved advertising 

at the service for parents to take part in both ethnographic observations and interviews. I 

completed five observations and six interviews. A further part of the study included an analysis 

of sections of the Irish print media in seeking to understand how the phenomenon of harmful 

sexual behaviour (HSB) is constructed through this medium. Through this analysis I reviewed 

six articles. 

The data was analysed using Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) paying particular 

attention to Parker’s (1992) and Willig’s (2013) phases of analysis. I first used Max Weber’s 

model of developing an Ideal Type in helping to manage data for further analysis using FDA. 

The study highlighted that the phenomenon of HSB is embedded in social processes that 

maintain the issue as taboo. The secrecy present at every level of the systems that interact with 

this phenomenon can be understood as mimesis. This includes how the services are provided, 

the community attitudes toward HSB, the dynamics of families, the experience of professionals 

working with HSB, the young persons who have harmed and their families. The parents who 

participated in the research described their pain and shame at having a child who has sexually 

harmed another child. They also described their single greatest fear at this information 

becoming known publicly. One of the key recommendations of the study concerns the necessity 

for professionals to lead the way in bringing this phenomenon into the public view in a way 

that promotes a fuller, and nuanced understanding.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

‘…The king and his sister committed incest, breaking her magic spell on the sun’ 

         (The Dindsechas) 

 

 

1.1 Our ancient Irish past  

The Dindsechas is a Gaelic word meaning the ‘lore of places’ and is a compilation of early Irish poems 

and accounts of mythical Irish kings and queens, legendary characters and historical heroes which dates 

back as far as the 11th century. It has been a central source to the study of wider Irish mythology and 

connects ancient mythologies with origins of Irish place names. Whilst the transmission of oral histories 

and fables throughout time are open to claims about veracity, they can give us some hints as to how 

contemporary social processes are embedded in our ways of being. Whilst modern Irish society 

continues to proliferate and welcomes new cultures, you will be hard pressed to find anyone of my 

generation, my parents, their parents and so on that does not know the importance of the Brú na Bóinne. 

This is another Gaelic word which means ‘palace’ and is an archaeological landscape on the eastern 

part of Ireland that is home to three large passage tombs known as Knowth, Newgrange and Dowth all 

of which are part of the largest assemblage of megalithic art in Western Europe, built 5000 years ago 

in the late stone age. The history and mystery of the tombs are also included on the Irish education 

curriculum taught in schools as an important source of understanding our identity and cultural 

greatness. Whilst the ‘stories told’ about the tombs and their histories are freely available, promoted 

and enshrined through our education practices, they are but just the ‘stories told’. For behind the 

polished production of these stories and promotions to attract hordes of tourists lies a darker, more 

sinister account of Irish history, one that is less readily accessed and in the main kept from public 

consumption. It is these lesser-known descriptions that helps situate my research in seeking to think 



 

 
 

2 

about the origins of taboo and incest and how they connect to the contemporary phenomenon of HSB. 

The Irish historian Anthony Murphy in his (2020) blog titled ‘Newgrange and Inbreeding: Three 

Ancient Myths about Brú na Bóinne refer to occurrences of incest’ draws attention to the lesser-known 

associations at this great historical sight. Murphy outlines these stories in detail and how some of the 

most famous kings in Irish history, whilst at the seat of this cultural palace all engage in incest and 

inbreeding. Whilst open to critique, the validity of these accounts is made more viable by a recent 

research study conducted by Cassidy et al. (2020) in which a group of scientific archaeologists 

examined 44 whole genomes exhumed from Brú na Bóinne. The findings of that study confirmed the 

remains of a ‘first degree incestuous union’ in which the remains were placed in the ‘most elaborate 

recess of the Newgrange passage tomb’ the preserve of where royalty is buried (Cassidy et al. 

2020:384). This has relevance in thinking about how origin beginnings become taboo when about incest 

or sex. The story of these great mythical Irish figures and their favour for incest is hidden away, 

sanitised from history in a way that hopes nobody will want to look. From the earliest accounts, incest 

has been a taboo, something to be distanced from or its existence denied. For example, Murphy (2020) 

talks about the Fertae Chuile which is a lost Irish place name for the Dowth passage tomb which 

translates to the ‘Hill of Sin or Hill of Incest’ or in describing Eochaid Airem the great Gaelic king who 

was so distressed and ashamed of the daughter that was born from his sexual transgressions with his 

own daughter that the child of that union is abandoned, and she is left out to die. 

 

The responses from ancient royalty who are revered in popular Irish culture was to keep secret or 

distance themselves from being exposed to having engaged in incestuous behaviour. Moreover, the 

King Conchubar who impregnates his daughter Deichtine before he betroths her in marriage to 

Súaltaims, leaving his daughter ‘greatly embarrassed at having to go to Súaltaims bed while pregnant, 

so, when the time came, she lay down in the bed and crushed the child within her’ (Murphy 2020). This 

account capturing the connections to feeling shamed by the incest and the extreme remedy. I am 
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interested in how and which versions of these stories have survived and made it into the popular 

discourses about ancient Irish history, sites of cultural importance and the mythical characters that we 

have shown great affection for throughout the ages. In the same way that the story of incest was lost in 

descriptions of the Brú ná Bóinne this is echoed in this research in how discourses in contemporary 

Ireland loses the child as having the potential to engage in HSB. Being completely omitted from public 

discourse reinforces the condition of extreme secrecy which the research participants in this study 

describe so vividly. How come the Hill of Incest or Hill of Sin was lost as a description of this great 

place. The inference that I draw is that the place becomes less great or something to be less proud of if 

it is in any way connected to incest. Whilst my research is not about incest per se the participants and 

the contemporary phenomenon of HSB are cast in extreme secrecy and taboo mirroring some of these 

historical processes. One theory that may help us better understand the processes by which stories 

survive and those which become subjugated or hidden is to examine the influence of those who take 

charge of the transmission process to other forms of history. These were usually the scholars of the day, 

people in positions of authority who begin the transformation from oral histories and accounts into 

written forms such as the Dindshenchas. One explanation put forward by Murphy and described as a 

complicating factor is that all these stories were written down or transmitted from oral form by 

‘ecclesiastical scribes for whom the idea of incestuous union would undoubtedly have been 

unthinkable’ (Murphy 2020). This description of ‘unthinkable’ by Murphy resonates with my 

experiences of working with families where HSB has occurred in that to talk about it publicly is just 

that, unthinkable. 

As I am now writing about this topic, with my own bias and prejudice so too did these scribes who 

Murphy considers may have intended to alter the stories to better appeal to the ‘sensitivities of their 

own Christian beliefs’ (Murphy 2020). He highlights how elements of these tales have been ‘sanitised’ 

to make them appear more Christian and deciphers clear examples where the scribes infiltrate Christian 

doctrine into the ‘blatantly pagan mythology’. These ideas of history and systems of thought are 
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important to my study and are central to Foucault’s ideas regarding his archaeological method (Gutting 

and Oksala 2022). Foucault’s key ideas about what he called ‘discursive formations’ are that they are 

governed by rules beyond those of ‘grammar and logic’ and ‘operate beneath the consciousness of 

individual subjects and define a system of conceptual boundaries’ (Gutting and Oksala 2022).  In this 

way we must pay attention to the connections of historical practices, and social outlooks to incest both 

then and now. In trying to understand processes from origin to taboo necessitates an understanding of 

the complexity of how powerful institutions and groups influence dominant discourses. This can help 

us link ideas to contemporary societies and how they influence the experiences of individuals and 

families.  

 

Through my experience of working in HSB, I feel many different connections to the less heard stories 

of the Brú na Bóinne. In a similar way to the great ‘palace’, I work in a service that promotes and 

maintains a distance and secrecy about sex and sexual urges keeping the work away from the public. 

In many ways the influence of the ecclesiastic scribes and the role of the religious is something that 

seems to have transcended the generations from ancient Ireland to our more recent history. The 

motivation for my research was ignited working with parents and children at the service. For many 

years I have seen the dismay and pain that these families endure because they cannot live with the 

shame of their family being connected in any way to HSB, not least having a child who is responsible 

for it. My central concern for the families that attend the service is that they are positioned through 

public discourses, for example the media that vilifies adults who have sexually abused children. The 

depictions of children who engage in HSB follows suit, describing them as dirty, as the worst type of 

dishonourable behaviour that brings such shame they must cower and hide away. When I see how these 

families arrive at the service, I can feel and sense the power of how they have been positioned, in a way 

that paralyses them and isolates them and sees all their family resources invested into keeping their 

child’s HSB a secret. 
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1.2 More recently - the church and sexual harm 

It is difficult to have any discussion about Ireland, her culture, traditions, politics, and ways of life 

without finding immersions with the Roman Catholic Church. Speaking in the Irish Senate in 1925 the 

great poet and playwright WB Yeats said of the partition of Ireland (1922) 

 

‘if you show that this country, Southern Ireland, is going to be governed by Catholic ideas alone you 

will never get the North. You will create an impassable barrier between South and North, and you will 

pass more and more Catholic laws…. you will not get the North if you impose on the minority what the 

minority consider to be oppressive legislation’ (Clifford 2015). 

 

What is clear from Yeats’ contribution is his concern regarding the proliferation of Catholic ideology 

and its influence on the direction of the country. This is also in no way to suggest that sexual harm does 

not happen in churches affiliated with other religions in Ireland and elsewhere, for example within the 

protestant church which also has a history of sexual abuse scandals (Ferguson 2017; Hart et al. 2017; 

White 2012). The redrawn constitutional arrangements between 1920-1925 in Ireland had ended 

centuries of British Rule, colonisation and had consolidated Catholic emancipation in what was to be a 

new Irish free state. Whilst this section does not have the space for a detailed appraisal of Irish history 

(see Hogan 1987 for a detailed chronology of church/state relations from independence) it is intended 

to highlight the central and hugely influential role that the Catholic Church played in the formation of 

what is now the Republic of Ireland and the enmeshment of church and state that followed. The power 

invested through the clergy would go on to have a profound impact on Irish society for generations not 

least on the church’s role in the sexual harm of children over many decades.  

 

It is difficult to capture the sheer horror, sadness, hurt and shame that was felt collectively as a nation 

when a tsunami of disclosures of sexual harm made by then adults about their sexual harm at the hands 

of the Catholic church began to emerge in the early 1990’s. Such was the outrage in the country over 

the next decades that successive Irish governments ordered several independent inquiries into the sexual 

harm allegations, most notably the Ryan (2009); Murphy (2009); Ferns (2005) and Cloyne (2010) 
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commission of investigation reports. It is not an understatement to say that the foundations of the state 

shook and over decades the cultural landscape changed with the publication of victims’ harrowing 

stories and descriptions of the systematic sexual harm of Irish children on a scale never seen before. 

Such was the back lash from the Irish people, Keenan (2014:2) describes the fall of the Irish government 

of the day and tracks the beginning of the end of Ireland as a mono-cultural society which was often 

described as the ‘most catholic country in the world’ .She goes on to describe the shifting societal 

changes and church state relations in stating that the ‘Catholic church, once considered the ultimate 

arbiter of morality has found itself on the margins of influence in Irish public life’ (Keenan 2014:2).  

 

I work in a service which tries to help and treat families in which one child has sexually harmed another. 

Even as I write now and think about this period of Irish history I am filled with emotion, an 

overwhelming sadness but also a curiosity about the processes that influences our outlooks on HSB and 

how they shape contemporary Ireland. As the fall out continued in the intervening years, in 2011 

Amnesty International commissioned a wide-ranging meta-analysis of the four main commissions of 

investigation into sexual harm in Ireland (Holohan 2011). The 436-page report focused on many 

intersections relating to the sexual harm of children. These included church/state relations, the moral 

order, class, ethnicity, wider society, church actors, civil society and many more. Of particular interest 

to my research is what the report details as a ‘culture of secrecy’ that pervaded both church and state 

relations and discusses ‘the deferential relationship of agents of the state toward the Catholic Church’ 

which maintained a dominant and very powerful position in creating an ‘imbalance of power that 

existed between members of the public and agents of the Catholic Church’ (Holohan 2011:170).  

 

Whilst captured centuries apart, in a similar way to the stories of the Dindsechas, there prevailed a 

practice to keep HSB a secret, hidden from public view and something that cannot be spoken about. 

Many people interviewed for the report described this culture of secrecy and how it was reinforced by 
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the ‘fear of scandal’ or the exposure of the sexual harm into the public domain. When interviewed for 

the report a prominent Bishop in the Irish Catholic hierarchy described the fear ‘that people would be 

scandalised’ and referenced the gospels noting ‘that causing a scandal can be as grave as the sin itself 

and that scandalising people received the strongest condemnation’ (Holohan 2011:123). In other words, 

Ssshhhuuussshhh now! In this way the bishop is describing that the greater force is the scandal or shame 

that would be thrust upon those that dare to speak out or talk. This fear of scandal was even greater than 

the sexual harm itself.  It brings to the fore the Foucauldian idea of defining conceptual boundaries, 

making possible what can and in some cases more importantly what cannot be spoken about.   

 

Responding to the Amnesty report the then Irish Taoiseach1 stated the revelations ‘have brought the 

government, Irish Catholics, and the Vatican to an unprecedented juncture. Ireland is, perhaps, 

unshockable when it comes to the abuse of children, but Cloyne has proved of a different order. Because 

for the first time in Ireland, a report into child sexual abuse exposes an attempt by the Holy See, to 

frustrate an inquiry in a sovereign, democratic republic…. the Cloyne report excavates the dysfunction, 

disconnection, elitism… the narcissism… that dominate the culture of the Vatican to this day’ (RTÉ 

2011).  

 

Curiosity about the origin of secrets and taboos about sexual issues led to my research and trying to get 

a qualitative understanding of how parents experience having a child who has sexually harmed another. 

It aims to do so in a way that that takes account of the social and cultural contexts in which HSB as a 

phenomenon takes place. It focuses on the intersections of public discourses on the phenomenon and 

how they have influenced and shaped the individual lived experiences of the participants that came 

forward. The literature review sets the scene by providing a theoretical and conceptual position in which 

to understand HSB in contemporary Irish society. The review focuses on research on children who 

                                                           
1 Taoiseach is the Gaelic word describing the head of government, The Irish Prime Minster. 
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engage in HSB, parents who have a child who engage in HSB and the impact of discourse on the 

phenomenon. In this way it aims to capture the intersections and relationships within families and how 

they interface with social processes. The methodology outlines a rationale for adopting a social 

constructivist and critical realist position whilst also providing a basis for the use of a Foucauldian 

method of analysis. This method allowed me to take cognisance of the wider social processes that HSB 

is embedded in whilst also recognising the subjective experiences of the participants. This research 

privileged the voices of parents of children who have engaged in HSB in a manner that challenged how 

they are typically omitted from dominant research paradigms. The research sought to redress this and 

to adopt a more ethical stance in bringing this hidden topic into the public domain.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

 

2.1 Introduction  

Influenced by my practice experiences I have developed research questions that help me to understand 

(1) parents’ experience of their family and social identity and relationships following disclosure 

of their child’s, usually son’s HSB, (2) how the phenomena itself is constructed and influenced 

through and by discourses in contemporary Ireland, and (3) how these experiences may influence 

the parents’ outlook on their familial relationships within this context. These research questions 

guided decisions to focus on themes perceived as relating most closely to the areas of inquiry and 

highlight identification of gaps in the literature that may be addressed through this research. I 

looked at three areas of literature that are central to my research questions, (1) Research papers available 

about the experiences of parents who have a child who has sexually harmed another child, (2) Research 

papers about children who sexually harm other children, (3) Research papers available about the impact 

of discourse on the problem of HSB. The methodology of the literature review is also described with 

some contextual information to assist the reader.  

 

2.2 Setting the scene 

The perpetration of HSB towards a child is a societal concern. When this involves children as both the 

sexual harmer and the harmed, it can often amplify the concern and invoke a crisis of morality within 

families and communities. HSB and children is not a rare phenomenon.  An increase in public 

awareness regarding the impact of HSB has led to a steady rise in reporting of the problem (Lalor 1998; 

Ryan 1997). Attempting to identify with accuracy the scale of the issue is an on-going challenge. This 

can be for several reasons including, lack of consensus in definitions, under reporting and the 

heterogenous nature of the population (American Psychiatry Association 1999). Many writers point to 
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the problem of under reporting, with victims often anticipating negative social judgement, shame, and 

guilt if they come forward (Gilligan and Akhtar 2006; Sable et al.2006; Wolitzky and Taylor et al. 

2011). In reviewing data for England and Wales, Wightman (2021) in reporting on the work of Karsna 

highlighted ‘that only around one in eight of adults who said they had been sexually abused as 

children had told a professional or that a professional had found out at the time’ and goes on to further 

highlight that despite increased awareness and understanding of child sexual harm, that less children 

are receiving support and interventions for child sexual harm concerns since the mid- 00’s with a 

marked dip beginning around 1993/4.Therefore, the question of prevalence cannot be asked without 

recognition of the barriers to reporting and seeking help which also keeps in focus and reminds us of 

the HSB that happens but which we do not know about. Through the data that is available there is a 

consistent trend which shows that a significant amount of sexual harm is caused by children. There are 

estimates that attribute approximately 35-40 percent of all sexual harm to be carried out by children 

(Becker 1994; Lovell 2002; O’ Reilly and Carr 2004). In the largest ever study conducted in an Irish 

context it was reported that one in every four children who had been sexually harmed indicated ‘the 

perpetrator was another child’ (McGee et al. 2002:177). These trends are similar in other jurisdictions. 

The HSB framework developed by Hackett et al. (2019) shows estimates that attribute at least a quarter 

of all sexual offences in the USA is engaged in by children. Hackett (2011) claims that between 20% 

and 33% of all reported sexual abuse in the UK involves other children and adolescents as the alleged 

harmers. Whilst the factors outlined above describe the challenges in accurately scaling the problem of 

HSB, the existing indicators do suggest that HSB as engaged in by children is a ‘considerable social 

problem and is one that may have serious negative impacts not only upon victims but also upon the 

children who display the behaviours, as well as their families and their broader networks and 

communities’ (Hackett et al. 2019:13).  I now move to providing a definition of the problem. This is to 

assist the reader in trying to navigate differences that exists and lack of consensus among professionals 

on a definition. 
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2.3 A note on definitions  

There is noteworthy variance throughout the literature regarding how to define sexual ‘harm’. Potential 

definitions include sexual abuse, sexual offending, or harmful sexual offending. This list is not 

exhaustive. The different definitions can be used in different ways, but an overlap also exists between 

them. For example, to sexually offend is also to sexually harm. In this case the distinction can be made 

through the laws in what determines something to be an offence. In The National Organisation for the 

Treatment of Offenders (Nota – UK, 2022)2 a distinction is drawn between some definitions used when 

describing children and sexual harm. They highlight terms often used such as ‘sexually abusive 

behaviour’ and suggest care when linking the word abusive with ‘abuser’ in society. They urge caution 

among professionals about the language used, highlighting the word abusive as linked to abuser. This 

is a central consideration relating to children and highlights the relationship between language and 

qualified descriptions of this problem. For this reason, I have chosen to use (NOTA’s) preferred term 

of’ 

 

‘harmful sexual behaviour’ which they define as ‘the behaviour of children and young people who 

engage in any form of sexual activity with another individual, that they have power over by virtue of 

age, emotional maturity, gender, physical strength, intellect and if the victim in this relationship has 

suffered a betrayal of trust (Palmer 1995:11). 

 

2.4 Theoretical and Conceptual Positioning   

Societal constructions of sexual harm have changed over time and are embedded in the ‘cultural 

outlook’ on the issue. A central question for theorists over time has focused on the origins and aetiology 

of incest avoidance. This is a very complex question, one which is too great to examine in detail here. 

However, it may be said that this idea is inseparably linked to the development of dominant social ideas 

regarding the ‘incest taboo’. This is an important concept informing my research questions and I am 

                                                           
2 NOTA is a registered charity. Inaugurated as a National Organisation in 1991, NOTA grew from a regional network in 

the Northwest of England. Membership is open to any professional whose work concerns intervention with sexually 

aggressive individuals regardless of their age, race, gender, or sexual preference. (NOTA – UK, 2022) 
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drawn to the connectedness of social and cultural ideas about sexual harm through history. The growth 

of ideas regarding ‘incest taboo’ has long played a central role in defining and influencing societies and 

relationships. Pulman (2012:415) provides a background when he describes the ‘terminological 

convergence’ within a wider debate of three of the most seminal influencers of modern society – Emile 

Durkheim, Edvard Westermarck, and Sigmund Freud, as defined in their writings using the term ‘the 

horror of incest’. Whereas these great theorists amplify the fault lines between the social sciences and 

psychoanalysis and eventually take diverging views on investigating the phenomenon of incest, they 

used similar ‘talk’ in describing it and potentially influencing the development of the phenomenon. The 

Finnish Anthropologist Edvard Westermarck (1891:544) suggested that the social phenomenon of 

incest is almost ‘universally abominated’ thus creating a social condition of taboo. It can be contended 

that the idea of taboo provides cultivation of ideas relevant to the HSB in contemporary Irish society, 

or as highlighted by Pulman in describing Durkheim, the joining between ‘moral facts and the social 

milieu in which they develop’ (Pulman 2012:420). These ideas have influenced my research as they 

bring into focus the connections on how societies are influenced through social processes such as 

discourse, language and talk and how this may impact on experience, in this case the experiences of 

parents when their child has sexually harmed another child.  

 

2.5 Literature search methodology 

As my starting point I took each of the three areas of literature central to my question (1) research 

papers on the experiences of parents who have a child who has sexually harmed another child, (2) 

children who sexually harm other children, (3) the impact of discourse on the problem of HSB. I used 

the electronic data bases in applying multiple variations for the three separate sections identified. 

Initially I did not apply any limiters to the searches other than to conduct the searches in English. In 

some cases, I used over fifteen variations in the searches across the three areas. This was mainly due to 

discrepancies in definitions. The data bases included Psychology – Psych Info and Psych Articles; 
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Sociology and Social Care – Soc Index Psychiatry – Clinical Key Psychiatry. I also searched subject 

specific websites and journals. These included NOTA, National Society Prevention of Cruelty to 

Children (NSPCC), Association for Treatment of Abusers (ATSA). The Journals of Sexual Aggression 

and Child Sexual Abuse were central searches. I also used Google scholar. I got thousands of results 

using different variations of key words. I saved the initial searches before I began to narrow down the 

results. I consulted with my tutor and both directors at our service to ascertain their thoughts on the 

process of narrowing down my results. I focused on differentiating research papers from conceptual 

papers. I have included the table below to depict my word searches across the databases and other 

sources. I searched the terms marked with an asterisk and with inverted commas though the Boolean 

function on the search engines. This was to ensure the widest search of terms possible given the variance 

in definitions for this topic. These are also included in the table to demonstrate the variations. Please 

see the table below. 

Experiences of Parents 

when their child has 

sexually harmed another 

child 

(Search Variations) 

Children who engage in 

HSB with other children 

(Search Variations) 

Impact of discourse on the 

problem of harmful sexual 

behaviour (Search Variations) 

Experiences/Parents/ 

‘Harm* Sex*Behaviour’ 

Child*/Sex*/Harm* Research/talk/ ‘Sex* Harm* 

Experiences/Parents/ 

‘Sex*Abuse*’ 

Research/Child*/Abuse* Social/talk/ ‘Sex*Abuse*’ 

Research/Parent*/ 

Experiences 

Juvenile/Sex*/Offend* ‘Social-talk’/Research/ 

Sex*Harm*Behaviour 
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Table 1 

 

I then used the limiters in the search process. These included excluding research articles from before 

1960. I choose this year as I had read numerous articles on the history and development of HSB as a 

field of study – most of which detail the period after 1960 as coinciding with a societal and research 

interest in the field. It was difficult to narrow the search given the range of descriptions of this 

behaviour. I began to speed read titles, headings, and brief summaries. This left me with a much shorter 

list of papers circa. 50-60. I then read the abstracts and sometimes conclusions of these papers. Of this 

number I then discarded several papers. I kept fifteen papers. Eight of these were under the section of 

‘impact of discourse’ although not directly related to HSB four papers were chosen relating to the 

experiences of parents of a child who had engaged in HSB, and three large research studies were 

included on the topic of children who engage in HSB. 

Parents/ Sex*/ Offend* Adolescent/Sex*/Abuse* ‘Social 

Construction’/Sex*/Abuse* 

‘Care 

giver’/Experiences/Sex* 

Prevalence/Child*/ 

‘Sex*Abuse* 

Professional/Discourse/ 

‘Sex*Offend*’ 

Qualitative/Research/Parents Experiences/Adolescent/ 

‘Sex*Harm*Behaviour* 

Research/Attitudes/  

‘Sex Abuse*’ 

‘Support-group’/Parents/ 

Sex* 

Research/ Adolescent/ 

‘Sex*Offend*’ 

Attitudes/Juvenile/  

‘Sex* Harm*  

 

Quantitative/Research/ 

Parent* 

Child*/Sex*/Treatment Research/ Attitudes/ ‘Youth Sex* 

Abuse* 

Experiences/Parents/ 

‘Child*Sex*Abuse*’ 

Youth/Sex*/Abuse* Research/Discourse/Analysis 
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2.6 Research on the experiences of parents of a child who has engaged in HSB  

The influence of parents in playing a central role in ‘re-engaging children back to a normal 

developmental pathway’ when their child has engaged in HSB cannot be underestimated (Duane and 

Morrison 2004:104). The distress can be devastating on disclosure and often parents will be 

incapacitated in their attempts to effectively respond (Duane et al. 2002; Haase et al. 1990; Smith and 

Trepper 1992; Thomas, 2010). Through my own practice experience, I have seen that responding to 

families in an understanding, supportive and coherent way from the beginning will greatly increase the 

probability of cooperation and inclusion in assessment and therapy. However, whilst seen as of central 

importance, there is a reported scarcity of research on the experiences of these parents. In what is 

described as the ‘first dedicated account of literature on family backgrounds’ Duane and Morrison 

(2004:110) describe research on these families as having ‘huge gaps’; being ‘sparse’ and ‘unpublished’. 

In their overview of the available research, they identify several empirical studies which focus on family 

characteristics of children who sexually harm. They describe the varying different research areas. These 

include comparative samples analysed against delinquent groups, those who have committed non-

sexual offences, research with clinical and community populations and research of typologies of abuse. 

They describe several research studies conducted that suggested significant associations between child 

maltreatment, family environments and HSB (Knight and Prentky 1990; Manocha & Mezey 1998; O’ 

Reilly and Carr 1998). Following this Archer et al. (2020) describe research that indicates a higher 

incidence of abuse victimisation including research by Hackett et al. (2013); New et al. (1999); Silovsky 

and Niec (2002), research reflecting higher levels of family instability and conflict Fehrenbach et al. 

(1986); Gray et al. (1999); Kahn and Chambers (1991) and research on the overall attachment 

difficulties within families Durham (2006); Marsa et al. (2004) and Tarren-Sweeney (2008). Whilst 

these studies are very useful in developing categories regarding the characteristics of young people who 

have sexually harmed and their families, the methods used are in the main quantitative and on broader 

samples of data for example retrospective examination of 900 case records in the Hackett et.al study or 
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305 in the Fehrenbach et. al study. They mainly focus on descriptive and ‘baseline’ data taken from 

case records and in addition the use of psychometric instruments. However, the methods used are not 

suitable to try to understand or get near to hearing the parents’ direct experiences. Apart from the New 

et al. study (1999) which focused on the characteristics of 80 mothers who had a child who had sexually 

harmed, none of the others focus directly on the parent’s experience and that study also excludes fathers 

from the data sample. Although the available literature describes relations between family factors as 

mentioned above and a child’s engagement in HSB, ‘it is possible only to say that these factors may be 

linked to the development of sexually abusive behaviour in some young people’ (Duane and Morrison 

2004:119). As described earlier there is very little research on the direct experiences of parents with a 

disproportionate amount of information available through these more in-direct research routes.  

 

In a systematic review of qualitative literature which looked at parental experiences of having a child 

who had engaged in HSB, and which specifically explored the ‘parent’s own voices’ a total of nine 

studies were identified highlighting a research field in which there is a paucity of research (Archer et 

al. 2020). I have chosen to select four of these studies for description.  I chose these studies because 

there where different aspects of them that I felt I needed to understand further in providing a context to 

my research. One study was in an Irish context and therefore important for the local context of my own 

research project, one used an ethnographic methodology in a similar way to my method, one focused 

on recruiting participants from a parent support group which I wanted to do and the last one was the 

most contemporary study I could find (Archer et. al 2020). 

 

In an Irish context Duane et al. (2002) explored the parental experiences of responding to revelation of 

HSB and a following participation in a group support programme. There were five parents involved in 

the study, all of whom had a son attending the programme. Each parent was interviewed three times 

using semi structured interviews with the addition of self-report psychometrics. The sample was mixed 
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including men and women, married and single parents. A theoretical model of the parents’ experiences 

was then constructed across five domains that included impact of disclosure, positive change for 

parents, observations of their sons, positive experiences in the parents’ group and comments on the 

programme. Through thematic content analysis of the fifteen interviews the model described the 

feelings of the parents including sadness, shock, shame, anger, confusion, and guilt. The model 

integrates a thematic content analysis approach with aspects of the grief and stages of change models. 

In addition, the researchers include the opinion from the clinicians working at the site who offer 

feedback and suggestions to refine the model. The researchers suggest the use of the developed model 

in clinical practice and future research. Whilst a useful contribution, the use of thematic content analysis 

has been critiqued within qualitative research ‘as it does not allow the researcher to make claims about 

language use’ (Braun and Clarke 2006:28). However, Duane at al. (2002) expressed confidence in their 

content analysis methodology.  Whilst this research was important because very little is done in an Irish 

context, to my mind the use of thematic analysis and self-report psychometrics do not pay attention to 

the broader processes that may influence parents’ experiences. They do not provide opportunity for a 

more detailed analysis of the parent’s response and the context of these. For example, in the results 

section it highlights that ‘one parent’ completed the questionnaires incorrectly and they could not be 

used. This reflects the limitations of using questionnaires in research and with a small participant group. 

The research also ignores the cultural dynamics of researching in an Irish context and the implications 

of trying to transport any suggested models of practice to other sites both locally and internationally. 

 

Jones (2014) completed two qualitative pilot studies. These included eight parents or care givers. Both 

studies included a focus group and individual interviews. The first pilot study focused on the parents’ 

experiences of how they felt when supporting their son following disclosure of HSB. Three main 

themes emerged that included (1) an interactive relationship between parent and child; (2) identified as 

‘being there’ and (3) the parental toll. The second part of the study then focused on capturing their lived 
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experiences in coping with the emotional toll. Four main themes emerged that included, coping with 

the initial response; coping with feeling responsible; coping with feeling alone and overwhelmed; and 

the benefits from participating in a family support group. The second part of the study adopted the use 

of Rasmussen’s (1999) Trauma Outcome Process model which is used to map the experiences and 

influences of trauma in the lives of individuals. Whilst the model has use in providing a framework to 

map traumatic experiences it does promote the idea that ‘behavioural and emotional responses to trauma 

are individual – specific’ and in this way avoids any relational content between the child, parents, and 

other persons in favour of a more linear and individualistic epistemology. It excludes the significant 

relationships around the child and the possible influence of the social context on the child and on the 

HSB itself. It brings a narrow focus that excludes broader influences such as culture, social norms and 

local community influences as potentially impacting on these parents’ experiences in a wider context. 

 

Archer et al. (2020:363-366) engaged a group of six birth parents and used semi-structured interviews 

as data collection method. It is the most contemporary of the qualitative research studies that I could 

find, and this study focused on the lived experiences of parental relationships with their son’s post HSB. 

Following collection of data, the researchers used an Interpretative Phenomenological approach in 

analysing the data resulting in five main themes from the results. These included (1) feelings evoked 

‘it’s disturbing to be honest’ (2) searching for meaning ‘where is this coming from’ (3) child’s identity 

as fragmented ‘you never know what you get’ (4) wanting distance ‘I just couldn’t bear to be around 

him’ and, (5) moving forward ‘I gave him a cuddle’. Of note in this research design was the focus to 

include only biological parents as part of the inclusion criteria. However, the consultation process to 

refine the interview schedule included a foster carer. The purpose of the consultation with the foster 

carer was stated as to increase the sensitivity to parents and contexts and to produce a more ‘empathic’ 

interview schedule. Yet surprisingly foster carers were excluded from taking part. This research design 

thus devalues ideas of relationships which are not based on blood ties and leads to a narrow focus where 
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only white British biological parents took part in the study. In my own research design, I was mindful 

of not excluding any parenting relationships and was lucky to have a mix of biological and foster carers 

who came forward to take part. 

 

Finally, Pierce (2011:174) used a conceptual framework referred to as the trauma outcome process 

which provides guidance on ‘mapping the experiences and influences’ of trauma in a person’s life. In 

this case the traumatic experience was that of having a child who has engaged in HSB. The research 

took place at a group treatment programme for HSB. Pierce described using an ethnographic approach 

in seeking to explore human experiences in an unknown culture. In describing the parents as a cultural 

subgroup, she focussed on the delineation of their experience as being marginalised. The participants 

were described as either Caucasian or African American and all were females. Out of the four 

participants only one was a biological mother, the rest aunts, or grandparents. The researcher attended 

the parent group for eight weeks with the ‘purpose of observing the culture and developing a rapport’ 

(Pierce 2011:176). Additionally, she conducted a focus group and interviews with the parents. The 

results included some similar themes as mentioned above. Overarching themes included the original 

reaction, the relationship with the child, dealing with it and being a survivor. Participants described 

numerous challenging feelings and disjointed relationships. All the participants’ children had engaged 

in intrafamilial sexual harm. In all cases the victims were younger cousins. The findings described the 

‘drastically’ differing reactions across a continuum of difficult relationships (Pierce 2011:179). For 

example, one participant had little support from her immediate family. Her son lived with her parents 

although they never spoke about the HSB and did not involve themselves in treatment. The relationship 

with her brother (the victim’s father) was described as strained. In contrast another participant described 

how the family stayed in contact with each other and that she ‘felt her parents were there for her’ even 

though they were hesitant to talk about the HSB. She described ‘knowing her family was supportive 

but still felt there was no one else you can really talk to’ (Pierce 2011:180). The researcher in this study 
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described the usefulness of employing an ethnographic approach given the methodological challenges 

that exist researching in this area. She described the difficulties in gaining access to their cultural 

subgroup recognising both the legal and ethical challenges but also highlighted that access may be 

inhibited by the individuals due to the nature of their experiences. These challenges were also present 

for me when thinking through a methodological approach in trying to access the ‘near’ experience of 

the parents in what may described as the ‘protective’ nature in which these services are offered. 

 

2.7 Research on children who engage in HSB 

Research in children who themselves engage is HSB is mostly quantitative, descriptive, and 

epidemiological and focuses on the profiles of children, recidivism, and risk assessment frameworks 

(Bagley 1992; Dolan et.al. 1996; Hagen et al. 1994; Hagan et al. 2001; James and Neil 1996; Kaemingk 

et al. 1995; Leibowitz et al. 2016; Marsa et al. 2004; Miccio – Fonseca 2016; Ralston et al. 2016; 

O’Halloran et al. 2002; Saunders et al.1984). There is a scarcity of qualitative research in this area with 

Grady et.al (2017) reporting just five such studies to their knowledge following a review of literature, 

namely those of Bremer (1992); Franey et al. (2004); Hackett and Masson (2006); Halse et al. (2012) 

and Lawson (2003). I have chosen to briefly describe two of the largest epidemiological studies, one 

within a British context and the other from the United States, as they reflect the dominant research 

methodologies in this area. I will also describe one small qualitative study in an Irish context which 

focused on the treatment expectations and experiences of adolescents who have sexually harmed. 

Hackett et al. (2013) carried out a large research project that analysed data from seven hundred children 

over a nine-year period between 1992 – 2000. This is described as the largest descriptive study in UK 

history on children who sexually harm. The data was obtained through an analysis of contemporaneous 

written records from nine service providers. Four of these were residential and the other five provided 

treatment in the community. There was a huge variance in the amount of detail available through the 

records with some cases having 600 pages of detail and in others anywhere between 30-60 pages of 
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information. In general, those records examined from residential settings having much more detail than 

those from community treatment programmes. A specific tool was designed by three members of the 

research team for the purpose of data collection. The records contained information about the children’s 

developmental histories, prior life experiences, family backgrounds and details of HSB. Information 

from 700 data collection sheets were then entered to ‘SPSS3 (v16) to perform exploratory data analysis 

and obtain descriptive statistics’ (Hackett et al. 2013:234). Some of the findings included that 97% 

(n676) of children to these services were male and that in 93% (n 427) of cases in which ethnicity was 

noted, the young person being referred to was white. It was also reported that ethnicity was not recorded 

at all in 240 of the cases examined. The researchers looked for information of prior sexual victimisation 

of the children who had sexually harmed. There was available data from some (n599) case records 

which indicated 31% (n186) had evidence of prior sexual victimisation and a further 19% (n114) had 

documented strong suspicion from professionals involved of prior victimisation with a further (n299) 

where it was clearly documented that no prior sexual victimisation was known.  

A similar research methodology was carried out in the United States by Ryan et al. (1996) in which 

they describe the socio – demographic factors associated with 1,116 children who have sexually 

harmed. They obtained data from ninety different service providers across thirty different states. They 

collected the data using the Uniform Data Collection system (UDCS) which was developed by the 

National Adolescent Perpetrator Network in the USA. The UDCS comprises four separate structured 

questionnaires through which researchers collected both descriptive information and clinical 

impressions (Ryan et al. 1996). There was no direct contact with any participants at any stage of this 

study. The findings suggested that physical and sexual abuse, neglect, and loss of a parental figure were 

common in these youths' histories. Twenty-two percent of the youths, who had been victims of sexual 

                                                           
3 ‘SPSS 16.0 is a comprehensive system for analysing data. SPSS can take data from almost any type of file and use them 

to generate tabulated reports, charts, and plots of distributions and trends, descriptive statistics, and complex statistical 

analyses’  

https://www.uni-

muenster.de/imperia/md/content/ziv/service/software/spss/handbuecher/englisch/spss_brief_guide_16.0.pdf 
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abuse, reported that the perpetrator of their own sexual abuse was female. The youths committed a wide 

range of sexual offenses, with twice as many of the referring offenses involving female victims than 

male victims (Ryan et al. 1996).  

Both studies were similar in that large samples of data were accessed and there was no direct contact 

with any young person or their family. Both also had similar findings with large percentages of 97% 

and 92.4% respectively being males who had engaged in HSB. Similarly, both projects reported 31% 

and 22% with confirmed prior histories of having been sexually harmed themselves. These descriptions 

are useful because they highlight trends and categories which can help professionals working in this 

area. This type of research is also an important source of information when designing and 

commissioning services for HSB. Whilst these large-scale studies are aimed at providing descriptive 

themes regarding characteristics, they tell us nothing about the lived experiences of either the young 

people or their families. They make claims that are generalised yet there is huge variance in the 

information available from case to case.  

In what they describe as qualitative research, Irish researchers Grady et al. (2017) looked at the 

treatment expectations and experiences of young people who had sexually harmed. The research took 

place in a service in a community setting which young people and their families attend for assessment 

and intervention following the child having engaged in HSB. The aims of the research were to (1) 

describe the treatment expectations and experiences of adolescents who have sexually abused and who 

were attending a community-based intervention programme (2) highlight pre-treatment differences 

between adolescents who completed the intervention and adolescents who failed to complete the 

intervention and (3) highlight pre to post treatment changes in adolescents who completed the 

intervention. The researchers examined data from 35 adolescents who had answered ‘qualitative 

questions’ that were included in specifically designed pre and post evaluation questionnaires. Using 

thematic analysis, five primary themes emerged in the findings: (1) Understanding of sexually abusive 

behaviour (2) Support (3) Effect on relationships (4) Effect on lifestyle and (5) Self-improvement. 
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Within each of these primary themes there were subsets of themes which described the findings of the 

research. I will give one example here. Under the primary theme of understanding of the sexually 

abusive behaviour there were five subthemes identified that focused on education around abuse, denial 

of abuse, acknowledgement of abuse, possible recidivism, and empathy toward the person they abused. 

Table 1 in the research article provides a breakdown of the sub- thematic codes which make up each 

theme (Grady et al. 2017:86). The sub themes then included learning why they sexually abused, 

learning to prevent re-abuse, and learning victim empathy. The same process was carried out for the 

other five primary themes in generating the findings. One of the main research findings that was 

described across all three response groups was the importance of family relationships, under the 

heading ‘effect on family’ (Grady et al. 2017:94). A significant number of young people described the 

effect of disclosure of the HSB had on their families as the most difficult part of the experience. This 

is an important finding and highlights the benefits of doing this type of research in that is good to know 

that children that engage in HSB found the effect on families most difficult. This demonstrates that 

these children care about their most significant relationships. However, it also highlights significant 

weakness across research in this area in that it highlights the need to involve parents and families in 

research in trying to understand their perspectives and experiences.  

 

2.8 The impact of social discourse on the issue of harmful sexual behaviour 

Thinking about HSB as a social construct inevitably changes the response to the phenomenon. Thinking 

in this way invites an understanding that does not locate a pathology in a person rather the social 

processes that construct a discourse. It is less shaming, and it separates the problem from the person. 

This is particularly important when the person is a child.  This can be clearly observed through 

exploring past social patterns with an ever-shifting landscape of how to understand or talk about the 

problem. There is a plenty of conceptual writing in this area with research to a minimum (Kincaid 1998; 

Thomas 2005). McCartan et al. (2015:101) describe multiple aspects of social institutions, processes, 
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and relationships as well as talk that contributes to the development and maintenance of social concepts. 

In this they describe the duality of implicit and explicit theories such as personal construct stereotypes 

(implicit) or the media (explicit) in evolving social outlooks of HSB. In relation to my research area, 

Kincaid (1998:13) describes the influences of ‘western culture’ in having ‘enthusiastically sexualised 

the child while denying just as enthusiastically that it was doing any such thing’. Whilst Kincaid 

(1998:10) is talking about what he describes as the ‘culture of child molestation’ he puts forward the 

idea that the ‘plot of child abuse is unavoidable’. Talking about western societies saturation of the ‘child 

abuse plot’ and the influence of Sigmund Freuds work on mutual seduction and polymorphous 

perversity and children, he highlights ‘remarkable cultural narratives’ fed through literature, books, and 

television all of which promote the idea ‘if you have an inkling that you have been sexually abused as 

a child then you probably were and should proceed on that assumption’ (Kincaid 1998:10). Quoting a 

segment from famous chat show host Oprah Winfrey he describes an interaction between a guest and 

host - ‘when someone asks you were you sexually abused as a child? There are only two answers: One 

is yes, and the other is I don’t know, you can never say no.’. Whilst not having the space in this thesis 

for a fuller appraisal of his work, he offers reference to ‘historical constructionists’ who track the 

development of the modern child, innocence, and eroticism in suggesting we are ‘aggravating a problem 

that was there from the beginning: erotising a product that was marketed as eros-free’ (Kincaid 

1998:55). 

 

Whilst a scarcity of research is available that directly links the influences of public discourses to HSB, 

I did find research that focuses on the attitudes within different societies to HSB. I chose this research 

as it is an in-direct route to providing some information about cultural, social, and political outlooks on 

HSB. In an Irish context the (SAVI) report by McGee et al. (2002) is the largest ever report on sexual 

assault and violence in Ireland. This report examines the attitudes, beliefs, and experiences of Irish 

people toward sexual abuse and violence. In analysing the role of the media, the authors highlight that 



 

 
 

25 

the heightened media focus given to the issue globally has led to what has been called a moral panic 

about the (violent) nature of the world we now live in (Goddard and Saunders 2001). In addition, 

Kemp’s (1998) descriptions of modern society as being engrossed with child sexual abuse points to the 

place that sexual abuse has within different cultures. In examining the construction of media reports in 

the UK, Kitzinger (1995) found that intrafamilial stories of child sexual abuse are under-emphasised 

while those of a more sensationalist nature, e.g., those involving paedophile rings, are highlighted. The 

media is a powerful and influential agent of making social talk. Many writers have focused on the 

importance of links between media coverage of HSB, public perceptions of the issue and public policy. 

Studies such as those by Weatherred (2017); Mejia et al. (2012); Hove et al. (2013); Cheit et al. (2008) 

were methodologically designed using framing theory and used varying forms of content analysis in 

exploring how the concept of child sexual abuse was reported across various media outlets in the USA. 

Weatherred (2017:6) describes the notion of ‘framing among media scholars developed in tandem with 

agenda setting theory as a way to examine influence’. These studies ranged in length. For example, 

Weatherred’s study was described as a longitudinal study which examined content from eight news 

organisations and 503 articles in the USA over the period 2002-2012. The data collection method 

included using the Lexis/Nexus academic data base which is described for content analysts as ‘probably 

the most important source of textual data’ (Weatherred 2017:9). The same data base was also used in 

the Mejia et al. study referenced above, however this study had a much shorter time frame of 2007-

2009. This study distinguished between what they termed episodic and thematic content analysis with 

the focus being on thematic or everyday reporting of the issue outside of ‘big scandals’ such as the 

2002 scandal in the US Catholic Church, which is covered in the period of the Wheatherred study. 

Some of the findings in the Weatherred study (2017:6) described how the media reported about sexual 

abuse. Following their analysis of the media reports they then sperate out the causation of the abuse 

and attribute it into different categories at both the individual and societal level. They did this using the 

concept of ‘framing’ responsibility which is a method designed to understand attribution or how people 
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assign cause to social problems. For example, when analysing media reports they found that the 

attribution on an individual level toward the perpetrator, sex offender or paedophile appeared most 

frequently across all news organisations (n=312). This was followed by the second most cited cause of 

child sexual abuse was that ‘victims did not report’’ (n=71) (Weatherred 2017:11). Whilst I find this a 

strange finding it does give some insight into how victims are often blamed and or reluctant to report 

sexual crimes. The analysis of media content also produced findings under the heading ‘solutions’ at 

the individual level. These included ‘file charges against the offender’ with (63.3%) and ‘that the 

offender was accused’ at (53.2%) and to ‘punish the offender’ at (31.9%). One other solution at the 

individual level was categorised as ‘attempt to kill or kill offender’ at (1.1%). At the societal level the 

findings indicated the most common theme of causation was ‘institutional failure’ (n=230) followed by 

‘supporting the accused offender’ (n=91). None of these studies involve direct contact with any research 

participants. They do however provide useful statistical information regarding how the media 

influences and constructs ideas about HSB. It is important to say that these studies did not indicate how 

or if they differentiated between content relating to either adults, children, or both as offender. This is 

an important difference that has the potential to conflate adult sexual offenders and children who engage 

in HSB. Therefore, it is important to take cognisance of the connections between the medias influence 

in creating cultural attitudes and a disproportionate ‘risk anxiety’ relating to HSB. 

 

The notion of framing among media scholars developed in tandem with agenda setting theory to 

examine influence. Framing focuses on the nature of the news coverage rather than the amount of 

attention devoted to the issue. Framing is the process of exerting influence over an individual’s 

perceptions of meaning attributed to messages.  

 

Willis et al. (2010) provide a summary of empirical research on attitudes toward adult sexual 

‘offenders’ and highlight the generalisation across findings that sexual offenders receive negative 
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attitudinal responses in comparison to non-sexual offenders Craig (2005); Hogue and Pebbles (1997) 

and Weekes et al. (1995). Whist I could not find any attitudinal data towards children who engaged in 

HSB in an Irish context I found some international studies which I will describe briefly here. The results 

in these research studies corroborated that those negative attitudinal responses toward children also 

exist. These are important studies as we can tentatively assume that holding a negative attitude may 

impact on how a person will talk and thus influence a cultural outlook on HSB. Whilst I will not 

examine the research relating to adults, I have chosen to mention it briefly as it highlights HSB as an 

area in which attitudes toward adults and children often are not differentiated.   

 

In the first study Gavin (2005) used a method of story completion forms within a narrative construction 

framework. This was research focused on both leading and other narratives of the child who had 

sexually harmed.  They used a method described as story stem completion were the researchers 

developed six scenarios generated from an examination of literature and ‘specialist media’ that 

identified themes that were pertinent. Several lists were then developed, and researchers exchanged the 

lists, retain the stories featured on all lists and ‘refine or disregard through mutual agreement’ the others. 

(Gavin, 2005:399). For example, one of the story stems agreed to be presented to participants for 

completion was ‘a convicted child sex offender moves into a community’. Twenty participants took 

part, with a balanced gender distribution, in completing six short stories that were designed to elicit 

insights and attitudes on children who sexually harm. There were no exclusion criteria applied yet there 

was also no information provided on the ethnic or cultural background of the participants. The age 

range of the participants were 18-60 with over 45% being over 40 years old. In addition to the narrative 

story forms the participants were asked numerous perception questions aimed at understanding what 

influenced them most in their current perceptions of child sexual harmers. Fifteen of the twenty 

participants choose the media as their most significant source of their perceptions. The findings support 

that the dominant narratives persists in shaping the public perception of children who sexually harm. 
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These narratives depict the child sexual harmer as irredeemable and devoid of opportunity through 

treatment, as inhumane, and inherently evil (Gavin 2005:405). 

 

The second research study Sahlstrom and Jeglic (2008) was comprised of two hundred and eight 

undergraduate psychology students. The participants ranged in age from 18-55 with a mean age of 20 

years old. They were described as ethnically and religiously diverse. They were given three scenarios 

each and a short questionnaire about their life experiences. The data was obtained using two scales: the 

attitudes towards sexual offender’s scale (ATSOS) adapted by Hogue (1993) and the attitudes toward 

sex offender treatment scale (ATSOTS) developed by Wnuk et al. (2006). The first scale is a thirty-six 

item self-report measure that is designed to ‘capture the affective and evaluative judgments’ of 

respondents (Harper et al. 2016:202). The second scale is described as a ‘development and refinement 

of a measure of Attitudes Toward Sex Offender Treatment scale’. This scale was developed after 

identification of ‘poorly functioning items’ from the original item pool on the ATSOS. Of the original 

thirty-six items, fifteen were ‘found to statistically and theoretically function well’ (Wnuk et al. 

2006:35). An initial pool of 35 items was developed from statements commonly come across by the 

researchers regarding the sex offender population as well as the modification of items used in other 

attitudinal scales to include ‘sex offender’. Participants were asked to fill out each scale. The findings 

suggest that several participants believed that children who sexually harm others were not amenable to 

treatment. In the main respondents thought a more formal intervention was warranted than that of 

intervention within the family. Participants presented no difference in attitudes toward those children 

who had themselves been sexually harmed and went onto harm another child. Participants also viewed 

females who sexually harmed as being more serious and requiring more intervention than males. 

Overall, there were consistent negative attitudes recorded across a range of domains. 
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2.9 Discussion 

Of the research relevant to my study, the research on children was primarily quantitative, the limited 

amount of research on parents tended to be qualitative and the research on the impact of social discourse 

used mixed methodologies. This reflects in my view how particular social phenomenon are claimed by 

disciplines and researchers. 

There are some general comparative themes present through the findings of all four studies relating to 

parents of children who sexually harm. They all describe challenging feelings that are evoked through 

experiencing their child having engaged in HSB. For example, they all note feelings of shame and guilt. 

I was reminded of descriptions by other researchers. Pierce (2011:175) described the parents in her 

study as ‘cultural subgroup’. Archer et al. (2020:364) spoke about parental descriptions of their ‘child’s 

identity as fragmented’ within a broader context of trying to understand their child’s HSB. In my view, 

subcultures usually develop where there is no space within the dominant culture to accommodate other 

ideas about a phenomenon. Most of the research discussed was qualitative. The research studies used 

small samples and participants ranged in numbers from four to eight. In defence of using small samples 

Crouch and McKenzie (2006:483) describe their usefulness in ‘penetrating social life beyond 

appearance and manifest meanings’. The research studies share some common themes regarding their 

methodological approaches. In my view the research designs focus too narrowly on researching parental 

experiences in isolation. There is little attempt to capture these experiences within a wider context of 

what may have influenced these experiences outside of a focus on the individual. The four studies 

described make up part of a very small research base that focuses on using qualitative methods within 

the context of the methodological challenges mentioned above. Overall, this research sits within a much 

broader focus on using quantitative methods seeking descriptive data as part of larger scale projects. 

Even within these larger research projects the parental data is sought as an add on to the central focus 

which is the data collected on the children and HSB. This research focuses on the characteristics and 

demographics of families however it does not help us understand either children who sexually harm or 
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their parents and what they might need. For example, focusing research on comparative samples such 

as delinquent groups or non-sexual offences furtherly brings attention to validating categories of young 

people and HSB and does not in any way help us appreciate the complexities of their experiences or 

how we might better respond through service design. Quantitative data does not help to understand how 

children and families involved in HSB respond and feel while they go through the connections with 

professionals and process of treatment. Using these quantitative methods focuses on numbers and 

prevalence but are not conducive to researching the content of this taboo. My research was focused on 

understanding the effect of HSB on children and families and their relationships to others. 

There are areas of similarity and some difference across the findings of the two large research projects 

relating to children who sexually harm. Both quantitative studies report a significantly higher incidence 

of boys that engage in HSB. These figures are consistent with other research on these trends (Taylor 

2003). Several general similarities exist in the findings across some socio demographic variables 

including age of referral, type of abuse and relationships to victims. One notable area of difference 

between the findings of each point to the ‘significantly higher’ portion of boys who disclose themselves 

as victims of preceding sexual harm (Hackett et al. 2013:241). One of the other main differences of 

these research projects is reported through the very low percentage referral rates from black minority 

ethnic (BME) communities in the Hackett et al. study. One of the suggested reasons for this was that 

boys from these communities are treated more harshly through the criminal justice system and therefore 

are imprisoned rather than treated in a community setting. This is an important observation as it 

interconnects issues on the cultural outlook regarding ethnicity and sexual harm in a way that focuses 

on social structures as relating to HSB. It is important to note that in the one ‘qualitative’ research study 

the data was collected with no contact, or observational methods used. The use of these methods in 

some way follows a tradition by not having any direct contact with research participants. They maintain 

an artificial barrier and limit engagement to that of interpretation of text and statistics available through 

written records. These findings give us some useful information particularly about demographic data. 
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The scale of the research and the focus on capacity to be generalisable as well as a concern to use 

methodologies which could be replicated mean that it is not suited to capture the complexities of the 

lived experiences, emotions and impacts that HSB has brought to the lives of these children and their 

parents. It is unsuited to gathering information on family processes and evolving family relationships.  

Whilst different methods are used in the research studies regarding the impact of social discourse on 

HSB, their findings are comparable with generalities present across the literature regarding harsher 

outlooks and attitudes regarding responses to children who sexually harm others. Kvale (1995) 

describes narrative approaches as being broadly situated within a constructionist framework in 

privileging specific and local knowledges with a focus on stories. This is evident in the Gavin (2005) 

study using story completion forms and perception questions. This employs a critical realist position in 

understanding the fluidity albeit at the same time the tangibility of participants’ described realities. The 

use of attitudinal scales in the Sahlstrom and Jeglic (2008:184) study in some way negates the potential 

diversity in responses. The participants are limited to using a Likert scale in choosing their responses 

from most positive to negative. A mid-score range of 72 dictates whether an attitude derives ‘positive 

of capable change’ or ‘basically deviant individual’. This method does allow for a greater participation 

size and provides valuable data in generating more questions.  

 

2.10 Concluding remarks  

My research can build on these studies in seeking to further understand the connections between the 

impact of ‘social talk’ and broader discourses as embedded in the cultural outlook on the parents of 

children who have sexually harmed another child. Thus, whilst I enquired about individual parental 

experiences I did so in a way that seeks to stimulate a broader systemic understanding of those 

experiences, for example asking about potential community or public reactions. There is very little 

available research in this area that focuses directly on the experiences of parents who have a child who 

has sexually harmed, even less in an Irish context. The most recent Irish research available relating to 
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parents is 20 years old with an intervening period of very significant social change in this country. 

There is a disproportionate number of quantitative studies, however these also focus mainly on base 

line data for children with information about the child’s family taken as an add on. My research 

questions reflect my interest in how parents are positioned and therefore are concerned with social 

relationships, processes of change and impact of social discourses on their individual experiences. 

Considering all these research studies has highlighted the potential strengths and limitations of each 

approach. It has demonstrated the dearth of research about parents. This mirrors how parents in my 

experience can be excluded from or treated as an add-on in HSB services. I wonder what exactly it is 

that makes a parent feel shame or guilt about their child having engaged in HSB? One way that shame 

can be experienced is as a social construction which regulates morality. My research gives primacy to 

researching in a local context and recognises the situatedness of the researching in a taboo. I was very 

careful and respectful in how I approached services and parents seeking their participation in this 

research. The research design follows on from the literature above in seeking to understand parents’ 

experiences within a broader context. I collected data through a combination of methods to get a fuller 

and richer description from a variety of positions.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

I firstly identified a public service in Ireland that works with children and their families where it is 

confirmed that the child has engaged in HSB. Following several consultations with service managers 

and ethical approval, I undertook observations of groups, conducted one-to-one interviews and did a 

media analysis. 

 

This research uses Ethnographic observations and Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) as a 

methodological approach in researching the experiences of parents’ who have a child who has sexually 

harmed another child. This research was conducted within a social constructivist paradigm and a 

qualitative methodology was employed. Qualitative methodologies are explorative in nature; they seek 

to understand experience as opposed to create generalisable knowledge (Erickson 2017). FDA takes a 

somewhat radical stance in the field of social and psychological research as it takes discourse, as 

opposed to individuals, as its object of study (Potter and Wetherell 1987). In this chapter I outline the 

context and my developing understanding of where this research sits within epistemological and 

ontological assumptions before describing the process of the methods used in generating my findings.  

 

3.2 Toward understanding my ontological and epistemological position  

Guba and Lincoln (1994:105) set out what they term as the ‘qualitative/quantitative distinction’ within 

research paradigms. The social and political situatedness of research may influence discourses which 

privilege ideas of scientific quantification. Larner (2004:18) points to the tensions that can exist within 

systemic research in highlighting that the centrality of focus on practice and relational processes is often 

at odds with achieving what is deemed a ‘gold standard’ within a research hierarchy. This standard is 

usually achieved through ‘randomised clinical trials and replication by independent investigators’ 
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(Larner 2004:26). Consequently, he describes the challenge herein for systemic research and how it is 

positioned within the ‘politics of empiricism and the ‘limitations of a scientist -practitioner model’ 

(Larner 2004:17). My interest in researching in this area is based on my practice experience gained over 

a long period of time. During that time, I have observed patterns that exist with the families that attend 

our service as characterised by their uniqueness, heterogeneity, and complexities specific to their 

experiences of HSB. In this way I feel that quantitative methods would not catch these nuances. In this 

I follow Macionis and Plummer (2002:44), who point to what they term the ‘ideal of objectivity’ within 

positivist research as a constraint and highlight qualitative approaches as suitable to more complex 

human relations such greed, love, pride, and despair’. Whilst I recognise that research is a complex 

process that is beyond binary methodological descriptions and that all approaches have value dependent 

on the area of interest and perspective, my research questions are more suited to using a qualitative 

approach, because they seek the direct experiences of parents, are interested in a relational 

understanding and social processes.  

 

3.3 A qualitative approach  

Parker (1999) describes as a profoundly qualitative issue the complications interwoven between words, 

discourses and meanings and points to the cultural backdrop within which research happens. This is 

important for my research as the parents’ experiences and outlook on HSB as connected to social 

discourses in an Irish context must take account of the cultural factors. It is central to highlight that the 

term discourse is often closely applied to words, text, or language, however it has a much broader 

application. The French philosopher Michel Foucault (1977:49) offers a useful insight in describing 

discourses as ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’. In this way Parker 

(1999:3) refers to symbolic domains which can include ‘all the things that we see, refer to and take for 

granted as actually existing out there’. The challenge to move away from a narrow application of the 

term discourse has been present for me throughout this research. This was part of the rationale for me 
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doing ethnographic observations. In this way it allowed me to have an alternative to analysing the text 

generated from interviews and media. One of my hypotheses developed through my professional 

experience is that the ways in which we construct HSB within society creates a truth. This limits the 

ways in which parents can respond and they often feel shamed and isolated through ways that make 

‘talk’ of this subject somehow taboo. The challenge therefore in this research was to broaden out and 

attempt to diversify the application of discourse to more than text, such as the feelings and emotions 

behind ‘text’ and the concrete manifestation of the relationships between persons while being mindful 

of the cultural limitations applied to HSB as something that happens out of sight. I will talk more below 

about how I broadened out the collection and analysis of data from interview transcripts to include 

ethnographic observations and media sources (albeit an analysis of text).  

 

3.4 Critical realism  

This study is positioned within a critical realist ontology and social-constructivist epistemology. The 

methodology was FDA, which is rooted in post-structuralist philosophy4. Whilst not a method but more 

so an approach that can be useful in how methods are applied, a critical realist approach helps me 

understand my outlook on reality vis a vis this research. Sturgiss and Clark (2020:143) describes a critical 

realist position as one in which the ‘evidence we observe can come close to reality but is always a fallible, 

social and subjective accounts of reality’. One of the central concepts in this ontology is the challenge to 

the supposition that associates human perceptions of reality with reality itself or as Segal in describing the 

work of Von Forester explains ‘observations effect the observed so as to obliterate the observers hope for 

prediction’ (Segal 2001:24). A critical realist approach suggests the nature of reality is ‘mind independent’ 

and whilst understanding the importance of human perceptions that these are always ‘accounts of reality’ 

(Sturgiss and Clark 2020:143).  As described earlier by Parker the importance of recognising the cultural 

                                                           
4 In describing the work of Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault, Dillet presents some elements of post structural theoretical 

practice as immanently integrating more and more social and political problems into the schemes of thought. A post 

structural theoretical practice means integrating into thought problems and events, in order to compose with them, and not 

simply study discursive strategies (Dillet, 2017).  
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backdrop in which research happens, similarly the ‘mind independent’ concept within a critical realist 

approach are not only applicable to physical dimensions but also includes social and cultural aspects. In 

this way Sturgiss and Clark (2020:144) define the ‘mind independent’ nature of culture in that ‘human 

perceptions of cultures remain that and cannot be equated with the culture’s themselves’. Practicing and 

now researching in HSB has led me to understand that I cannot employ outlooks or research methods 

based on simplistic or linear causal explanations or truth-seeking exercises but more so an engagement 

with complexity, observations, and an ease with unpredictability of outcomes. In adopting a critical realist 

approach, I am not seeking to exclaim a truth from this research. Sturgiss and Clark (2020:144) further 

discuss critical realism in the context of what they term ‘emergent mechanisms’ and describe emergence 

as the ‘synergism that occurs between components of a complex process so that the outcome is more than 

the sum of the parts and that different components can combine across multiple layers of a system’.  In 

this way I see emergence as a useful concept in understanding the volatility of outcomes in a complex 

research process such as this one.  

 

3.5 Social Constructivism 

The epistemological stance for this research is that of social constructivism. This paradigm promotes 

ideas that observing is ‘both the ultimate starting point and the most fundamental question in any attempt 

to understand reality’ and that our cognitive abilities as observers are biological phenomena because 

they are altered when our biology is altered (Maturana 1988:27). This paradigm is not to be confused 

with social constructionism which suggests that knowledge and meaning are dynamically constructed 

by an external social interchange and proposes that institutional practices and systems of power hold 

influence over the type of knowledge that can be constructed through the mechanism of discourse (Burr 

2015). Luhmann (2013:101) describes the central tenets of a constructivist approach when he draws our 

attention to the distinctions between observing and the observer and his use of the German word 
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‘mittenmang’5. In this position it is accepted that the researcher does not exist ‘somewhere high above 

reality, does not hover above things and does not look down from above in order to observe what is 

going on’ but inside the world that she/he is attempting to observe or describe (Luhmann 2013:101). 

The challenge in adopting this position and within this research was to find a way to accommodate and 

witness the individual and subjective experiences of the parents whilst trying to understand how these 

experiences are embedded and influenced within broader social processes. By this I mean to take a 

position that recognises the interfaces, the subjectivities that are enmeshed within the macro and micro 

relational processes both in and outside of our awareness. This was accounted for in adopting a mixed 

method of FDA using a ten-step model to analyse the parents interview data in addition to diversifying 

the data collection and analysis methods. The adapted model of FDA was chosen as a way of mitigating 

a potential negligence to the individual experiences of the participants whilst focusing too much on the 

macro social processes. 

Krause (2012:20) advocates a move away from ‘promoting an idea of subjectivity as empty’ or ‘just 

like us’ to a position toward more comprehensive reflexivity. She includes ‘recursiveness between 

different aspects of meaning, interpretation, and experience held or expressed by persons’ (Krause 

2012:88). These ideas challenged me throughout the research to think about the complexities involved 

in human connections, but they also set forth a position in which I am encouraged to conceptualise how 

I think about and understand my positioning.  They provide a more rhizomatic frame to think about my 

ontological and epistemological standpoints. Often the fault lines between epistemological and 

philosophical underpinnings are unclear. In recounting the work of Gilles Deleuze, Patton (2010:10) 

describes the indeterminacies of theoretical positioning and variations in method to ‘thought’. He also 

describes Deleuze as an ‘elusive thinker but, more importantly, that he is an experimental thinker 

committed to a conception of movement in thought’. These ideas were central to me keeping an open 

mind and adopting an ongoing curiosity within the different stages of the research. One of the challenges 

                                                           
5 Mittenmang roughly translates from German to mean (right in the middle of it/them) Collins dictionary 2022. 
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when working in a particular area for so long is remaining open to ideas that emerge outside of practice 

experience. In further defining my relationship with ontology and epistemology I see myself as a 

researcher being part of a ‘co-creation’ which privileges ideas that connect the relational and subjectivist 

interactions between myself and the ‘subject’ researched (Patton 2010:405). A social constructivist 

approach allowed me to think about the ‘subject’ researched and me as ‘interactively linked so that the 

‘findings’ are literally created as the investigation proceeds’ (Guba and Lincoln 1994:111).  

 

 

3.6 The case for Foucauldian Discourse Analysis   

Willig (2015:162) describes the suitability of applying FDA to research questions in which we try to 

‘characterise the discursive worlds people inhabit’ and ‘what are their implications for possible ways 

of being’. Carabine (2001:268) in describing FDA theorises discourses as being ‘productive’ in a way 

that is constitutive of a ‘truth’ within society. This research is not about finding the truth, rather it is 

about learning more about the participants’ experiences and how those experiences have evolved and 

been influenced within broader social processes and knowledges. Khan and MacEachan (2021:2) 

further support the FDA approach within this context and highlight its effectiveness in revisiting issues 

of ‘social legitimacy’ and by promoting questions about the establishment and structure of social 

conditions. Foucault (1984:110) declared that ‘discourse is the power which is to be seized’ and his 

analysis of power as a creative concept that enables certain knowledge to be produced and ‘known’ is 

an important principle. In this way this research is creating a discourse by trying to highlight some of 

the issues that maintain HSB carried out by children as a taboo and social issue that can be hidden and 

remain in the margins. 

 

Jorgensen and Phillips (2002:13) describe Foucault’s conception of discourse as ‘relatively rule-bound’ 

sets of statements which impose constrains on what can have meaning. For example, this idea was 
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helpful in thinking about what the discourse might do to parents who are seen publicly to support their 

son through a treatment programme after he has engaged in HSB. Through my professional experience, 

I believe the current discourse on HSB would not allow for parents to take this position within the ‘rule-

bound’ concept as described above. Therefore, acceding to an FDA methodological approach allows 

for how Hall (2001:80) describes the work of Michel Foucault when he suggests that ‘all discourses, 

then construct ‘subject-positions’ being that ‘discourse itself produces subjects’ and creates a space 

where others are ‘subjected to’ discourse. In this way, I recognised myself as both a researcher subjected 

to a ‘research discourse’ and a human subjected to and exposed to ideas on HSB in my practice 

experience and in other areas of life. The process of deciding an appropriate methodological approach 

encourages an engagement with oneself as a researcher however an engagement that cannot be siloed 

from the other aspects that contextualise a research process at any given point. 

 

Unlike Conversation Analysis or Discursive Psychology, there is no single decided way of conducting 

an FDA (Burr 2015). Burck (2005:252) highlights some of the differences in using the qualitative 

methodological approaches of narrative and discourse analysis. In considering a narrative approach for 

this research the focus of that approach on “self-constructions” and “self-narrations” did not allow for 

a more relational analysis. Further, Burck advocates the narrative approach in “examining presentations 

of self”. The emphasis on “self” in narrative methods can be problematic in that we can miss what’s 

going on in the wider social contexts in which research is happening. A central concern in this research 

was these wider social, cultural and community context and how discourses impact and or position the 

parents in ways that create a pain and silence for them. It was therefore decided that the FDA approach 

was more suited to answering the research questions. 

Foucauldian philosophy offers a theoretical lens rather than providing a methodology (Carabine 2001). 

The application of this lens will depend upon the individual researcher and their research questions. 

Several writers have, however, outlined possible procedures to assist novice discourse analysts, some 
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of which are well established (Parker 1992; Willig 2013). In conducting my   own analysis, I drew upon 

the guidelines offered by both authors. Pomerantz’s (2008) visualisation of the range of methods within 

discourse analysis reproduced in the appendices in (Table 2) further illuminated for me that an FDA 

was the methodology most in line with my area of research and questions.  

Method 

3.7 Design and procedure   

Participants for this study either took part in groups which were observed or in individual interviews. 

The ethnographic observations included between four and six participants in each group session who 

were observed by me on four separate occasions over a four-week period. All the parents who attended 

had a child who was engaging with the service that was taking part in the research. Their children 

attended a weekly group that ran concurrently. All parents who attended the groups were committed to 

attending weekly for the duration of the clinical programme which runs over a two-year cycle. Group 

members were all at differing stages of the programme with some only recently beginning and others at 

the end of the programme cycle. The observations happened at a location from where a HSB service 

was being delivered. 

Six participants attended for individual interviews. There was no cross over between participants and 

those that were part of the group observations were excluded from participating in any of the interviews. 

As the service groups only take place at locations in the capital city Dublin6 it was felt that the invitation 

for interview participants be advertised both locally and regionally with research gatekeepers identified 

throughout the country. It was important to recognise that a diversity of participants from other 

geographical locations outside of Dublin would enrich the research. The six interviews happened at 

various locations and included four participants from outside Dublin. There were five females and one 

                                                           
6 This is an historical issue in that services in Ireland for HSB were provided on the grounds of two children’s hospitals in 

the capital city. This was mainly because of increased populations in the capital and that services for hsb had not yet been 

developed in other regions of the country. Development of services nationally is now the remit of Tusla CFA and whilst 

they now have regional services, they have not extended to group provision outside of the capital city.  
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male who volunteered for interview. They were all primary carers of children at the service. 

Professionals such as social care, work or residential staff who support children’s attendance at the 

service are not directly involved with the therapy provided through the program and were excluded from 

taking part in the interviews. The research questions were aimed at understanding parental experiences 

and the potential influences on their social or family identities post HSB becoming known and not at 

their experiences of working with professionals. On average the interviews lasted a little over an hour 

except for one which lasted approximately fifty minutes. 

The third data collection phase included an analysis of a section of the Irish print media which focused 

on looking at how HSB was constructed and reported over a period of one year. Whilst no participants 

were involved in this part of the research, approval was sought and given for me to access the Tusla7 

national media data base for this part of the research. 

All participants gave informed consent before meeting the researcher see appendix (T) for group 

observation and appendix (U) for interview consent forms. Initially I had hoped to complete five group 

ethnographic observations. However, with the advent of Covid 19 and the schedule of the groups the 

final observation did not take place. The initial plan was for me to be in the same room as the group 

participants, but in the event, this was not to be supported by the service.  The Service providers were 

concerned that the presence of a researcher in the same room as the group may disproportionally impact 

on the process of and the parent’s perceptions of the safety of the group. The idea of putting forward 

the research information in its original request and allowing the parents to either opt in or opt out was 

not supported. The anticipated issue of how to respond if some parents consented and others did not, 

was raised as it would be considered unethical to exclude parents who did not opt in from the group.  I 

took this as an indication of the protected nature in which these services are provided, and the 

sensitivities present in the work of HSB. With this information considered, and in consultation with my 

supervisor it was decided to observe the groups from observation suites in a separate part of the building 

                                                           
7 Tusla is the name for the Irish state child protection and welfare agency. 
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in which the groups happened. This was accepted by the service as a more workable approach and 

following ethical approval this is how the observations took place.  

 

3.8 Ethnographic observations  

Aull-Davies (1999:67) describes the method of participant observation, usually referred to as the 

archetypal form of research employed by ethnographers and defines it as more a research strategy than 

a unitary research method. The rationale for choosing an ethnographic approach was to become more 

familiar with ‘social and cultural forms’ that may present within the groups observed. Moving my 

observing from participating within the parent’s groups to an observation suite limited the participation 

aspects of the method, nevertheless I found the observations eye opening. My findings chapter details 

a snapshot of my experience of the process. Whilst overall the experience greatly enhanced my 

connection to the research participants and made me more curious about aspects of their experience, I 

do feel something was lost by not being in the room with the group. I felt a barrier through the audio 

visual and technological equipment, a sense that I could have been closer to the experience. That said 

as I have outlined in my finding’s description a lot of what I did experience I felt was because I was 

looking in a different way, from a little distance. There is little literature available on using this method 

with this research topic, however, Pierce (2011) described using an ethnographic framework with a 

parent’s group in which their children had engaged in HSB. She described this group of parents as a 

cultural subgroup and focused on their distinguishing characteristic marginalised within society. I feel 

that the hidden and taboo-like topic of the research was instrumental in limiting my participation and 

access and that this was both a central issue and a serious difficulty in researching life processes in 

which the participants are invested in remaining out of sight. That said, my experiences with the group 

and following analysis helped me formulate new directions in the creation of my interview schedules. 

See below photograph (1) to give the reader a sense of the physical context in which the observations 

happened. 
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 Photograph (1). Observation’s suite – Me at the screen and control panel of audio-visual equipment 

 

During each observation I had a note pad. I sketched notes, wrote down words as connected to what I 

felt, and at which point in the observations it happened. I tried to pay attention to what was evoked in 

me and what I noticed during the observations. Below sees photograph (2) which captures a segment 

form my scratch notes of my first observation. 

 

Photograph 2. Sample from scratch notes in observation no. 1 

 

The scratch notes were helpful to me as there was lots happening in the observations. Sometimes there 

was eight people in the room including the facilitators. This was in the context of the activity in the 

observation suites and the impact that the physical space was having on me. The challenge was to use 

the scratch notes to help me consider significant moments, what I was feeling at points but not to be 

consumed with focussing on recording each detail at this stage potentially losing the feeling of being 

immersed in the group. Each group finished at 18:30 in the evening. When the parents had left the 
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building, I remained to write my full descriptions.  At this stage I just typed all my thoughts, what I was 

feeling, what I had observed, connections to me as a researcher. I wrote freely at this point just getting 

it all out and down see appendix (A) for a sample of a full description. In an ethnographic approach the 

descriptions of the observations constitute the analysis (Morgan-Trimmer and Wood 2016; Turnbull 

2015). Following completion of the full observational descriptions the next stage involved reading and 

re-reading the observational data several times. Each time looking for what pieces of the description 

struck me or created a further curiosity. Again, I made more detailed notes as I read along the side see 

appendix (B).  It was an iterative process and some commonalities and differences across the four 

observations were examined. For example, in the screenshot attached in appendix (B) I was drawn to 

the concept ‘can good children engage in HSB’. This concept later featured in the interviews and is a 

demonstration of how the observations and analysis process can be useful in guiding later stages of data 

collection and places emphasis on researcher reflexivity.  

 

3.9 Semi-structured interviews  

The use of semi – structured interviews as a method of collecting data are well established within 

qualitative research approaches. Jamshed (2014:87) described the best use of semi-structured 

interviews with participants in a systematic and comprehensive way, utilising a schedule of questions 

to keep the interview focused on a line of inquiry. Bevan and Bevan (1999:15) offer an analysis in 

describing the use of interviews within a discursive methodology. They suggest the importance of 

recognising that the dyad of interviewers and interviewees as being ‘positioned within influential social 

contexts. The locations and physical spaces in which the interviews took place varied. As described 

above the importance of having geographical diversity influenced the available spaces in which to meet 

participants for interviews. For ethical reasons I did not meet the participants in their homes or in public 

places such as coffee shops or libraries. For example, one of the interviews happened in an old social 

work office on the grounds of a hospital, another in a room in a health centre in a rural location. Each 
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interview brought a unique experience. See below in photograph (3) one location in which an interview 

took place. 

.  

Photograph 3. A location in which an interview happened. 

The interviews were audio recorded using the voice recorder shown on the table in photograph (3). 

Following the completion of all interviews I began the transcription process. In total there are 104 pages 

of transcript data. The transcription process was arduous and long. In the main this was due to me 

deciding to transcribe the data myself. I transcribed the data by plugging my earphones into the audio 

recorder, whilst playing back the interviews and listening to small pieces at a time I then spoke verbatim 

into a voice notes application. It was a start/stop process as every time I listened to a couple of seconds 

of the interview I had to stop, playback and then speak what I heard into the voice notes app. See 

photograph (4) below for a visual on how this process happened. I found this method of transcribing 

helpful, albeit labour intensive, as it allowed me to hear back the interviews in detail. It also provided 

a different space in which to engage with the data over a longer period.  
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Photograph (4) the transcription process. 

Following on from this process I ended up with 104 pages of interview material as shown below in 

photograph (5)  

  

Photo (5) Transcripts from interviews 
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Analysis 

3.10 Developing an ideal type 

Given the volume of data and in thinking about how to continue the analysis I employed an approach 

developed by German sociologist Max Weber. Swedberg (2018:184) describes the work of Weber and 

introduces the concept of developing an ideal type to take a first step in the ‘analysis of a topic that is 

little known or explored’. The ideal type may function as an ‘emergency safe haven until one has 

learned to find one’s bearings while navigating the immense sea of empirical facts’ (Swedberg:133). 

Developing an ideal type can assist the researcher to ‘get a better handle on empirical reality, and this 

is done primarily through a comparison of reality with the ideal type’ (Swedberg:184). He describes a 

five-step model which researchers can use to assist developing an ideal type. This is set out in (Table 

3) in the appendix. Broadly based on these steps I began analysing the interview data. I began to analyse 

the six interviews and organised the data, this is detailed in the appendix (Table 4). In addition, for each 

interview I used flip chart sheets to assist in bringing together an ideal type. This is evident in the visual 

image of the flip charts (Photograph 6 in the appendix). I repeated this process multiple times whilst 

analysing the data (Table 4). It is important to highlight the concepts of ideal types in that they are not 

intended to be an account of reality but a measuring stick with which to develop a hypothesis.  

 

Below is an ideal type of HSB that was developed. 
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 Ideal type of harmful sexual behaviour (Secrecy amplifies reality). 

 

Given different individual experiences people emphasise different aspects of the model. That said the 

basic theme which links the experiences of parents to the social constructs of HSB are present for all. 

The model shows the worst conceivable consequence for a parent whose child has engaged in HSB by 

it becoming known publicly with the fear of social backlash.  The secrecy of the behaviour and how 

their child has transgressed ‘amplifies their reality’ within this context. The model conceptualises an 

interface between social conditions and individual experiences and links a position of parents’ 

Secrecy Amplifies reality 

hsb becomes public  

  

Don’t talk  

(Taboo) 

Fear  

Social backlash  

 

Scorned  

Ambivalent emotions  

Unconditional Protection 
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protection in maintaining the HSB as secret. The model is conceptualised in social terms. The secrecy 

and fear of their family being ‘outed’ creates ambivalence and a questioning of family identity and a 

threat to their social contexts as they have known them. 

 

The next phases of the data analysis included using the ideal type model to revisit the interview data 

and to use as a framework to extract data for an FDA analysis. As Swedberg (2018:184) describes using 

the ideal type it ‘helps the social scientist to get a better handle on empirical reality, and this is done 

primarily through a comparison of reality with the ideal type’. This allowed me to compare the ideal 

type of HSB with the accounts of reality provided by the participants. The broad idea of ‘secrecy 

amplifies reality’ was used from the ideal type in extracting data from the full interviews. See 

photograph (7) in the appendices for a sample of this data that was then selected for FDA analysis. 

 

3.11 Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) 

In the next steps six of these data sets, one derived from each interview, were analysed using a ten-step 

model of FDA. Willig (2015) and Parker (1992) have developed frameworks to guide researchers to 

apply FDA and have greatly influenced the development of the method in qualitative research. Parker’s 

approach is most closely aligned with Foucauldian theory, including consideration of the historical and 

political origins of discourse and its relationship to institutions, power, and ideology Hook (2007). 

Willig’s (2015) six stages are described in appendix (C) and Parker’s (1992) twenty stages of analysis 

in appendix (D). I chose to depart from using either model on their own and instead devised a ten-step 

model using all of Willig’s six stages combined with four stages from Parker. The 4 stages of Parker’s 

20 stage model that I used are 15 -18, highlighted in blue in appendix (D). I did this because neither 

model alone or in its entirety was sufficient in providing a framework of analysis that allowed me to 

capture the individual experiences of the parents’ as they interfaced with broader social knowledges 

and institutions. Notably Willig (2013:131) acknowledges that her framework for analysis, while 
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drawing on Foucauldian philosophy, does ‘not constitute a full analysis in the Foucauldian sense’. This 

is due to her method’s orientation to understanding the subjective experience of the individual, as is 

encapsulated by her sixth and final stage, titled ‘subjectivity’. A more stringent Foucauldian approach 

might include greater consideration of the historical and institutional influences within the discourse, 

concentrating less upon individual experience in favour of broader social issues such as the discourse’s 

ideological effects (Parker 1992). I addressed the omission of broader institutional influences in 

Willig’s Model by including the 4 stages pertaining to institutions and their relationship to discourses 

from Parker’s Model as this was relevant to my research interests and questions. The inclusion of stages 

from Parkers model which gave attention to the historical and institutional influences whilst also 

maintaining Willig’s focus on the importance of the relationship between discourse and practice and 

exploring the implications of discourse for individual subjectivity was better suited to answering my 

research questions (Willig 2013). 

 

Table (5) in the appendix outlines in detail the stages and step by step analytical approach to FDA for 

this research. The analytic procedure describes the analysis across stage, description, rationale, and 

procedure as outlined in the table. In summary this included five different stages of analysis which 

incorporated steps 1-6 of Willig’s model as seen in appendix (C) and steps 15-18 of Parkers model as 

seen in appendix (D). It also includes reference to and detail of to the use of Harré’s (2008) positioning 

theory which was used throughout stage 3 of the process set out in Table 5 and further detailed in the 

sample in appendix (L).   

 

3.12 Understanding Media influences  

I wanted to understand the influences of the media on my topic of research and the ways in which HSB 

is constructed within Irish society. I engaged Tusla, the statutory Child and Family Agency in Ireland 

and sought permissions to access their media database to begin my searches. It was thought that given 
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my research was being carried out at various Tusla sites that a search strategy through a centralised 

system would best suit the task. Permissions was granted and I was given temporary access to their 

media database which is managed by a private communications company. There are various options in 

how and what to search on the database. I decided on a search strategy that would place a filter which 

excluded all other media sources except for ‘daily newspapers-national’ see appendix (O) which lists 

other ‘media sources’ that were excluded.  I considered that the national dailies would be most 

representative from the options available. I chose a period of twelve months starting 01st January 2019 

and ending 01st January 2020. Any articles outside of these dates were excluded. Initially it was thought 

that a six-month period would provide a snapshot of how the media reports on this issue in 

contemporary Ireland however this was extended to a twelve-month period as it was felt there would 

be a disproportionate reporting of Covid-19 and related segments.    

 
Five searches were conducted using the following search terms 1 - Juvenile sex offenders which 

returned (437), 2 - Children and HSB (3409) 3 - Adolescent sexual offenders (852) 4 - Pornography 

and children (53) 5 - Teenagers and sexual harm (479). One challenge I faced through using this data 

base was that even with filters in place with words such as ‘children’ or ‘teenager’ in the search bars 

all articles on sexual harm were returned. The database system was unable to differentiate between 

adults and children who sexually harm. Following each search, the data base created an electronic 

document which included all the articles that were returned under any of the five search terms. These 

were automatically catalogued in a contents list see appendix (P) which made it easier to get through 

the volume of articles. Following this I printed the contents lists from each search and choose six articles 

to analyse further using FDA. The overwhelming majority of articles returned were either about adults 

who had sexually harmed others or victims of sexual harm with very little coverage of children who 

engage in HSB toward another. This process of choosing the six articles was based on there being either 

some direct reference in the headline or main body of the article that specifically talked about HSB and 

children who had engaged in it in an Irish context. A shorter version of the FDA analytic approach 
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described in Table 5 was employed and is described in Table 6 in the appendix. This approach included 

steps 15-18 of Parker’s (1992) model of FDA and was completed using two steps. This decision was 

taken based on my earlier descriptions of Parker’s model which gives greater consideration of the 

institutional influences within the discourse, in this case the media.  

 

3.13 Researcher reflexivity 

When engaging in qualitative research and inferring discourses, the process is an interpretive one and 

influenced by the researcher’s cultural outlooks, relational epistemologies all producing subjective 

interpretations. Willig (2013) describes reflexivity as the process by which researchers acknowledge 

their effect on the creation of findings and is an important element in ensuring that research processes 

and findings are transparent. One of the key learnings for me throughout this process has been in 

embracing a new position transitioning from a therapist practicing in this area to a researcher seeking 

new experiences and perspectives from what I think I may already know. At times it has been an 

emotive process which has allowed me space to reaffirm my motivations for working in this area. It 

has also challenged me in ways I did not expect for example, I did not anticipate the annoyance I felt 

at a point whilst doing my observations. In that moment it brought to me the complexities involved 

working and researching in this area. I experienced tension at times when at differing stages of the 

process remaining curious and receptive to new knowledges interfaced with my practice experience. 

Researching and working in HSB, my motivations are simple, it is to prevent further sexual harm from 

happening again. Often the families who are referred to our service have been castigated within their 

local communities. They often share their stories of being relegated to the margins and feeling a shame 

that is somewhat maintained through responses or anticipated responses that repulse at the problem of 

HSB. In my view these experiences are inextricably linked to the development of dominant societal 

ideas regarding ‘incest taboo’. This was a great challenge in trying to develop a methodology that would 

some way help me try to ‘get at’ the idea of HSB and these parental experiences and taboo.  In this way 
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the language or how we talk or don’t about a phenomenon is embedded and generated through the 

cultural outlook of the day. For this reason, trying to get ‘close’ to the experience of these parents and 

learning about them through the observations and interviews was important to me. Not least, because 

it was a rare opportunity to demonstrate an engagement and interest with their plight in what is mostly 

a hidden and painful experience for them.  

 

I was surprised at how the distress of the parents impacted me as a researcher. It was unanticipated and 

very different from how I have experienced the impact as a therapist. On occasion I found the dual role 

of both practicing and researching in this area as being overwhelming and having little respite from the 

subject matter. At times this was both depressing and engendered a sense hopelessness. I felt near to 

how the parents described feeling stigmatised almost a sense of being tainted by the subject.  
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Chapter 4: Research findings 

 

4.1 Introduction  

The findings presented here are based on a data collection process which included ethnographic 

observations of parents’ support groups, a selection of articles from the Irish print media and individual 

interviews with parents of children who have sexually harmed another child. Parent support groups 

present an invaluable setting for learning about the experiences of parents. Nevertheless, it is important 

to recognise that these groups represent a particular context and a particular time. No forms or visions 

of truth are claimed to be identified in this study rather the findings themselves are possible versions 

and interpretations of the researcher’s iterative engagement with the emergent data. A detailed process 

of data analysis is described in the analysis/methodology chapter and outlines the process of how HSB 

was constructed within the interview data. This process is described in the appendices (E-H). This 

allowed for the identification of initial themes that were taken back to the whole interview texts which 

then allowed contextualisation and application of the chosen FDA method. Four discourses emerged 

from the interviews and 2 from the media analysis. I have summarised and identified as follows: 

 

1. SSSHHHUUUSSSHHH Let’s not talk about it … 

2. Parental guilt – taking responsibility for their child’s transgression 

3. Perceptions of children as adults  

4. Love and understanding shows the way 

5. Children who engage in HSB as criminals  

6. Digital immigrants – parents, technology and HSB 

 

In the rest of this chapter, I will set out the findings from each of the 3 methods used, observations, 

interviews, and media analysis. 



 

 
 

55 

4.2 What I found through observing   

I observed the parent’s group on four occasions, the total number of group members never exceeded 

six and varied from four to six participants in the group at any one time. At full complement the group 

consisted of five women and one man, all were white. In addition, there were two white women 

facilitators of the group. They were the same two facilitators for each group, they were both younger 

than the parents. The building in which the observations took place was an old red brick building behind 

large electronic and black iron gates. It was an uninviting space from the outside and I noticed all the 

windows were protected with steel bars. The observation room was small with audio visual (AV) 

equipment set up. It was at the rear of the building at the back of an office and separated from the main 

clinical rooms. I could see through the AV monitor the door into the parents group room which was 

open and led out into the main waiting area. This area was noisy and busy and whilst the audio speakers 

in the group room transmitted the noise from the waiting area it was difficult to make out any clear 

things being said. There were two separate AV monitors in the room, one observing a boy’s group and 

the other observing the parent’s group. Throughout my observations there were two other people in the 

observation room, one was a student social worker on placement, and the other a clinician.  Both were 

getting ready to observe the boy’s group. It felt a little like an ‘experiment’ with professionals gazing 

in at the groups. That bit felt a little uncomfortable for me. Reflecting on why that was I often think 

that HSB can be sensationalised or misunderstood or has a ‘wow’ factor with professionals that don’t 

work in the area, the public and others. Often professionals will say to me ‘I don’t know how you can 

do that work’ or ‘I would love to do that type of work’ whilst knowing very little about the work. They 

often talk about HSB from a distance or as something that has some type of mystified aspect to the 

work. The looking ‘in at’ the group and how at times I was uncomfortable with that, could help me ask 

interview questions that were designed to understand that parents may also be feeling a ‘fishbowl’ effect 

through their experiences of HSB. The observation room is dark, and the windows are protected from 

the outside with steel bars that resemble that of a prison. There is also a tall red brick wall right up to 
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the window giving the feeling of very little space. The group starts at 5pm each week. I sat on a swivel 

chair and there was not very much room on the table for note taking or drawing. It felt a bit 

claustrophobic in the observation suite. It struck me that that the room felt like it was closing in a bit 

on me. The grey bars outside on the windows give the sense of being locked in with little space to view 

anything else around. I did wonder how the parents might experience the location of the group and the 

building and that the windows were behind metal bars. It struck me that in my experience a lot of what 

parents often describe to me was being replicated in how I was feeling at different moments doing the 

observations, feeling closed-in and having no space to move or feeling trapped. In the first observation 

as the parents settled into the room and took their seats, the facilitators reminded everybody ‘Niall is 

observing today’ from the observation suite. The group become quieter almost as if they seem they 

should express themselves differently now they have been reminded they were being observed. Initially 

this made me feel uncomfortable or in some way as an imposter into the group. This feeling eased over 

the course of the observations although at various times throughout I felt uneasy as being an observer 

and wondered what it must be like for parents or even if they noticed after the initial time that they are 

reminded. I wanted to understand more that idea of being an imposter and find out more about parent’s 

experiences of this, again often in the context of my work parents describe a sense of being a ‘stranger’ 

to their new circumstances in trying to respond to HSB. As if in some way this experience has been 

visited upon them as they struggle to get to grips with it. This helped me to think about questions I 

might ask or be interested in, for example about how they may have experienced a changing family or 

social identity since becoming aware of their son’s HSB. At different points over the course of the 

observations I felt strong emotions evoked in me. One example of this was when a parent was speaking 

about a recent visit to her home from a professional called a Juvenile Liaison Officer. This is a member 

of the police force who works as a part of a police diversion programme. The basic premise of the 

programme is that certain conditions must be met by the young person and their family to avoid a 

criminal proceeding in the context of HSB. There was something that challenged me in how the parent 
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described her opposition to her son having to engage with the police officer. On any level she did not 

see how this was necessary. I observed other parents become uncomfortable during the time she was 

speaking. Some moved around in their chairs, others made eye contact with the facilitators, even though 

I was not in the room I could sense a change in the atmosphere. Some of the other parents whilst looking 

uncomfortable verbalised some support for her position as a mother but were less equivocal in their 

views regarding the involvement of the police. I felt an anger from the parent and a certainty from the 

way in which she delivered her view on the issue. Reflecting afterwards I can say I felt an annoyance 

toward the parent in that I took the way she became angry about her son’s dilemma in some way had 

indirectly minimised the experiences of her son’s victim. I felt it was disrespectful even though she did 

not talk about the victim. I agree with her position that there may be other alternative ways to respond 

outside of the criminal justice systems but was also left with the question about why I became annoyed 

at her being angry. Even with my many years of experience working in this area, the idea did not sit 

well with me that the sexual harmers parent could be angry or was entitled to feel angry. This surprised 

me as my work is very much focused on advocating, supporting, and providing therapy to the sexual 

harmers and their families. There was something that hit me about the ‘how’ we advocate that needs 

careful consideration not to misrepresent the work we are trying to do which seeks to keep the victims 

in mind whilst supporting those who have sexually harmed. In some ways it brought home the 

difficulties in separating out and understanding the connectedness of the experiences of both sexual 

harmers and victims. Feeling this way in and after the observations helped me think about trying to 

understand more about the experiences of parents of children who sexually harm and the complex 

emotions that are often present for them and the professionals that work in this area. 

 

4.3 Summary  

These observations were hugely beneficial to me as a researcher for several reasons. They allowed me 

to take a different position, that of researcher, in experiencing how a group of parents come together 
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and support each other when they all share the commonalty of having a son who sexually harmed 

another. I was surprised at different times throughout about how I was impacted either by way of 

feelings evoked in me or the things I noticed. The biggest surprise was in fact the simplest things that I 

noticed. What I mean by this is because I have practiced in this area for many years, I have become 

comfortable, certain in my ways of approaching the children and families that attend, sure of the 

patterns or similarities that can exist in the presenting issues that families bring. The observations 

allowed me space and drew my attention elsewhere and challenged some of my taken for granted ideas. 

For example, I had never given much attention to how the physical structures of the building had 

impacted me or had provoked my thoughts about how the parents may experience it. The idea that we 

bring families into a building that is behind steel bars with big metal gates, and which made me feel 

claustrophobic, challenged me to think about the connections between physical spaces and how they 

may influence the replication of how families may feel or the experiences they may have had in the 

context of HSB. This process also allowed me to feel and experience in a different way some of what 

the parents were discussing. It did not require me to respond as a therapist in the room. The aftermath 

and write-up of the observations allowed time to reflect and focus in on different moments when I may 

have been emotionally evoked or different curiosities were generated. In this way the process assisted 

me to focus in on areas of enquiry as they connected to my experiences within the observations. I was 

able to develop and refine my interview schedule within the border context of the experiences, surprises 

and reflexivity that was facilitated through the observations.  

 

4.4 WHAT I FOUND THROUGH THE INTERVIEWS     

4.5 SSSHHHUUUSSSHHH Let’s not talk about it …  

Across all the interviews parents described their experiences of investing in a position which aimed to 

maintain the HSB that their child had engaged in, as secret, sometimes within the family or from others 

outside the family or both. They described an approach of not talking about what had happened with 
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anybody and not outside the family. They linked this motivation to protecting their son from public 

exposure which would identify him as having engaged in HSB toward another child – sometimes a 

sibling or member of a wider family network. When asked if the HSB this child had engaged in was 

known in the family or outside or both  

 

Parent 1 responded:  

the way we have this now is that it’s staying in the family that’s it, a friend of mine a few years ago his 

young lad was abused by a guy he had working on a farm with him now all that went to court and your 

man done time and all that but I remember I suppose the vitriol I don’t know if vitriol is the word toward 

the guy who had done the abusing - I use to always think what was going through his mind at that time 

to do that because it all came out in the paper – no names were mentioned – me mother rang me at work 

and said you need to get down to the shop and buy the Leinster leader (regional newspaper) so I went 

down and bought it 

 

In this excerpt I understand the parent to be describing an investment in maintaining the HSB by his 

son as secret within the family because of a previous experience of how an adult sexual harmer was 

treated in the community where this family lives. In describing his motivation, he is linking the ‘vitriol’ 

that was experienced by the adult perpetrator to an experience in which the sexual harm and the 

perpetrator was known in a public way. Even though the parent describes how the adult perpetrator in 

this case was subject to the legal processes and the court system, he seems to emphasize remembering 

the vitriol expressed toward the perpetrator in the community as carrying a more excessive 

consequence. This emphasis highlights the different ways in which HSB can enter the public domain 

for example through the media or information from the courts. The parent may be suggesting that 

spending time in prison may be a more favorable outcome than having to face the vitriol and isolation 

within a community environment were HSB becomes publicly known. In describing how his mother 

called him and drew his attention to how the HSB was reported in the local newspaper – speaks to some 

of the ideas of how HSB is communicated publicly in communities. Notwithstanding that no names 

were mentioned in the newspapers I take it as apparent that everyone in the community knew who the 
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article was written about and who the ‘legitimate’ target for the vitriol was. Recounting how his mother 

was motivated to bring the news of the HSB and perpetrator to his attention, may reinforce the idea of 

how this type of news can spread quickly in local communities. It also reinforces the possibility that 

his son’s HSB could become public and the reasons why he is motivated to prevent this not least the 

expected vitriol. This is both a fear and a motivating factor described by all parents who were 

interviewed and whilst not excusing the HSB of their children - protecting them from this social reaction 

was a priority.  

 

Parent 2 responded:  

I suppose I didn’t want nor do I still want anybody knowing about it so for me then to reveal that to a 

GP that I potentially have to go and see for other issues – it’s the stigma it’s the judging you and 

particularly because this was the second time and I didn’t want that whole (participant crying) I wouldn’t 

even tell my own family because – no matter how much you think you won’t– like if somebody told me 

something you’re always going to have an impression you’re always going to have an idea no matter 

what - it would change people’s perceptions and that’s why I wouldn’t - I think if people knew I would 

definitely have to move out I don’t think I could it’s just the thing of judgement and looks and they might 

not even be looking at you in a funny way but in your head you would be going they are looking at me 

now they’re giving me a dirty look 

 

In this excerpt the parent is describing how her position of not wanting anyone to know about her son’s 

HSB is the same now as it was when she first learned of it. I take this to mean that even though a 

specialist service is now involved with her family and that her son is progressing in areas of his therapy 

and programme, the idea of revealing the HSB remains off limits thus excluding both family members 

and other professionals that may otherwise (in any other circumstances) be considered a support. 

Describing that disclosing the HSB by her son is beyond communication to a professional such as the 

family GP or ‘anybody’ brings into focus how this parent’s ideas about HSB makes inaccessible what 

would be a usual source of support. In describing her experience of wider social discourses about 

judgement and stigma as they are connected to HSB, she highlights some of the ways in which HSB 

can impact on families by positioning them into silence with little choice available on how to respond. 

Similarly, as in the example provided above regarding vitriol, in my practice experience, shame has 
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often been described as a regulator of morality and can be a powerful effect on how families may be 

targeted if HSB is known publicly. This parent also introduces the idea of an ‘impression’ or how ideas 

may form in others if they knew that her child had engaged in HSB. Even though it is her son who has 

engaged in the HSB, there seems to be a vicarious process that connects the HSB to the parent. At least 

this seems how she perceives others would think about her if it became known. I take this to accentuate 

a difference in how impressions or perceptions of sexual harm caused by adults and those associated 

with a child sexual harmer, may be different given the legal social responsibility of parents to children 

not yet of adult age. There is often an anticipated perpetuity to it that would outlast the period of 

childhood and in some ways designate families as outcasts in their own communities. Throughout the 

interviews this parent and others describe their feelings of having little choice but to move out of their 

homes and communities if the HSB was known publicly. Using the term ‘dirty look’ brings into focus 

ideas that often characterise how HSB is talked about or described in that the behaviour is ‘dirty’ and 

maybe by extension the child harmer and the family of the child sexual harmer are dirty too. 

 

Parent 3 responded:  

I just wasn’t going to be one of those parents that just brushed it under the carpet and hoped for the best, 

because it’s not always easy to ring and say that this happened in your home, I know there is plenty of 

people who do brush this under the carpet and never speak of it again. I spoke to mam she is the only 

one that knows what goes on I have got very close friends who would be more family to me than friends 

but I just don’t want to discuss it with anybody I am nearly afraid for him I don’t want people to think 

that’s what he is like or that’s the type of person he is developing into or that they have to be fearful or 

worried that they have to have their kids around us I’m terrified of that for him and for me I don’t want 

to lose family and friends 

 

 

In this excerpt the parent refers to having some experience, knowledge or understanding that 

HSB is something that can be hidden or when discovered never spoken about again. The metaphor of 

brushing it under the carpet speaks to the idea that often facing up to and acknowledging the existence 

of HSB as engaged in by children can be a difficult process for families. I take it also to highlight the 

iterative process and connectedness of silence and secrecy to HSB. Most parents talked about their 

shock when finding out that the HSB had occurred, and some described the secrecy which allowed 
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the harm to happen and continue in some cases. The idea described above by the parent who knows 

others who have responded by brushing this under the carpet and never speaking of it again, 

illuminates a process of repetition whereby secrecy and HSB go hand in hand and often how HSB is 

responded to is with secrecy and silencing of the issue through not talking about it. In this case the 

parent describes talking to her mother as the only one that knows, but then describes her close friends 

as family however she has not discussed it with them. This brings into focus the distinctions that can 

exist when there is an investment in keeping the HSB from being known outside the family but also 

the different layers that may exist within families when trying to respond to the issue of HSB. In the 

first instance describing her fear for her son, she talks about how others may think about him or focus 

on the ‘type’ of person he is developing into. In my experience this speaks to ideas of how others 

categorize children who have engaged in HSB into ‘types’ that cannot be trusted or that are 

irredeemable from the harm they have caused. It also adds to ways in which I have experienced how a 

particular behaviour can be reified so that children who sexually harm remain on a preordained 

trajectory to causing further harm or as this parent describes the ‘type of person he is developing 

into’. It may be the ideas that this parent has about her son’s harmful behaviour and her own 

uncertainty about the ‘type’ of child he is, that fuels her fear of losing family and friends.  

 

4.6 Parental guilt – taking responsibility for their child’s transgression      

The development of this discourse emerged through parents’ descriptions of their own guilt or 

vicariously assuming responsibility for the HSB as they discern their relationship to their sons in the 

context of the HSB. These ideas were described within wider social discourses of what I would describe 

as ‘parental oversight’ or ‘the good parent’ and as described by parents within these contexts. 

Throughout there was a theme from the parents of what I would describe as ‘what if’ in their accounts 

of recalling their experiences. What if I did more, what if I had educated him better, what if I had of 

paid more attention.  
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Parent 3 noted:  

 

We had gone to X (service that responds to HSB) and been told this is kind of ok – then we left it and 

we didn’t follow up - really I feel guilty over it because then a second incident happened with my other 

daughter – I was like if something had have happened the first time and things were put in place 

(participant begins crying) -, well I think firstly for me it was the guilt of I should have kept ringing I 

should have after the first incident – I will always – that kills me – I feel I could have prevented 

something from happening – and obviously the second time round it’s had a bigger impact - because it’s 

my son (crying) and that’s the hardest thing because you think you have reared them to do good and I 

find that hard because it’s my son and he’s done something to my other child that I think is the hardest 

part 

 

 

In the first part of this excerpt, and to give context, the parent describes having sought out some advice 

from a service following an initial incident of HSB by her son towards her daughter. There seems to be 

some suggestion from the service that the behaviour may have been ‘kind of ok’ but that there needed 

to be a follow up in some form. The parent then describes her guilt for not following up and then moves 

to mentioning a second incident. I wondered about this parent hearing initially that the behaviour was 

‘kind of ok’ in the context of the findings described in the last section. As this is a problem that parents 

struggle to discuss or in some cases acknowledge the existence of, to hear that it is ‘kind of ok’ may be 

enough permission to not follow up or be motivated to explore the issue further. There is a sense from 

this parent of the ‘what if I had continued to call’ and get further advice or support then this second 

incident would not have happened. For me this brings into focus the reality that as parents they have 

responsibilities ascribed to them vis-a-vis their children who are not yet independent or adults, and who 

have caused sexual harm to another. Moving to the later part of the excerpt I note that reading it as a 

text does not convey the sheer emotion and sadness expressed by this mother as she described doubting 

herself as a parent and how she has reared her son ‘you think you have reared them to do good’. Writing 

this now some months after the interview, I can still vividly feel this mothers’ pain as expressed by her 

in feeling that in some way, something she had done in the parenting of her son had caused him to 
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sexually harm her daughter. She does not focus in any way on the HSB as being her son’s responsibility, 

instead she focuses back in on herself. It also highlights how the problem of HSB can sometimes totalise 

an experience as the defining characteristic of a person or experience - in this case the mother’s rearing 

of her son. There seems to be no room for other experiences that can accommodate HSB as part of 

wider description of ‘rearing’ or that the son has a capacity to do other things that are ‘good’ outside of 

the HSB.  

 

Parent 1 observed:  

 

On a personal level myself there is probably - I am assessing myself as a parent a lot of the time – I still 

would think I am good parent but where I might have myself at 95% before last June, I would do a lot 

of thinking about that – am I being a good parent ? – when I say no to my kids should I be thinking did 

that trigger something – probably one time if I was asked for something – I might have said no you’re 

not getting it or you’re not doing that – I’d probably explain things a lot better now that type of thing – 

ye I am second guessing myself a bit as a parent - X will probably tell you the same we do regret not 

getting something done with that (pornography) you know they are all at it – after his operation it fucking 

bugs the shit out of me – it kills me that I did not bring him for therapy after he had that operation on his 

testicles  definitely yes 

 

This parent describes a process of ‘assessing’ himself on a more continual basis since the HSB became 

known to him. In this description, I take the idea of assessing himself as connected to the experience 

that these parents sometimes feel they are being ‘assessed’ with the assessment grade being indicative 

of how their child has transgressed in a sexually harmful way. There is also a notion introduced in his 

description that there is a category of ‘good parent’. Whilst he puts forward the idea that he feels he is 

still a good parent he then goes on to grade himself at a 95% before the HSB became known and whilst 

not giving himself a current grade, I take it that it has dropped with the knowledge that he is the parent 

of a child who has sexually harmed. This awareness has led to him now asking the question ‘am I a 

good parent?’. In some way the emergence of HSB in the family has brought forward the question of 

parental responsibility or competence and whilst this parent identifies himself as a good parent, there 

is more in his description that points to uncertainty and lack of confidence in his parenting which has 
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ignited a form of perpetual self-assessment or as he describes ‘second guessing’ himself. This parent 

also describes a ‘what if’ in the context of knowing at a point that his son had been watching 

pornography prior to the HSB and that his son had been physically attacked in school and struck in the 

testicles which required surgical intervention. He describes that he feels his wife (X) would share the 

same view that they have regret in not ‘getting something done’ when discovering his child was 

watching pornography. This description suggests to me that this parent probably did not know how or 

what to do in response to discovering the use of pornography. Whilst he goes on to describe that he 

knows that most teenagers are watching porn, there is no sense of what the best way may be to manage 

the behaviour which in hindsight seems a source of regret to him. This rings true from my own practice 

experience and I can recognise this inertia, the common thread being if we ignore it, it will go away.  

 

Parent 5 said:  

 

 The anger that was in X’s head he had a view that he was supposed to protect his family and he didn’t 

protect his grandson -I brought this trouble to my door you know that is the language that he was using 

and I would be saying look we did not think that was going to happen we didn’t expect we were going 

to be in a situation like this you know that’s the worst-when you go to your training you know you expect 

some things happen but you know never think this sort of thing and we were landed right in the middle 

of it 

 

To provide context, this mother is describing her husband’s anger about their long-term foster son 

having sexually harmed their grandson. She describes the husband’s ideas of failure to protect his 

family and that in some way he believes he had abdicated a responsibility, although he was not aware 

at the time that the HSB was occurring. In this and not unlike the examples above, there seems to be an 

expectation held by parents of themselves that they should have pre-empted or known that HSB was 

happening, and they seem to judge themselves harshly on that basis. For me this highlight a connection 

between wider social discourses that generates ideas of how ‘good parents’ should be, which includes 

having oversight or knowledge of what their children are doing and how they are behaving. This excerpt 

highlights slightly different views regarding the idea of the parents assuming responsibility even though 
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having no knowledge or involvement in the HSB itself until after disclosure. The foster mother 

describes her husband’s position in believing that he had some direct responsibility for the fallout within 

the family ‘I brought this trouble to my door’ whereas she is describing a more empathetic response 

towards the expectations that these parents should have of themselves given the unexpected nature of 

the HSB and them becoming aware of it retrospectively. These differing positions described here raise 

questions and perhaps highlight limitations that exist for parents following them becoming aware their 

son has engaged in HSB. For example, can parents renege all responsibility in these cases and what 

would have to happen to make that position possible for them? This parent then goes on to highlight 

how she perceives HSB as being something different ‘you expect something’s happen, but you never 

think this sort of thing’ or as something that is outside or at a different level to other experiences that 

may come as unexpected. I take this as another example of how once it has occurred HSB can be 

dominant in how people think, even about the unexpected.  

 

4.7 Perceptions of children as adults  

As part of the interview schedule, I explored with the parents where their ideas or knowledge about 

HSB may have come from or what the influences were that might have played a part in forming these 

ideas. What emerged was that most parents when describing their own ideas about HSB and in the 

context of their son attending the programmes, linked their descriptions or gave them in the context of 

perceiving some connections to ideas of adult sexual harmers. These descriptions brought into focus 

what I would describe as a coupling of two separate issues: a possible link to terms such as ‘child 

molester’ and ‘Paedophile’ in how these parents describe how others may perceive their child who has 

sexually harmed along with their own ideas or knowledge of sexual harm.  

 

Parent 2 noted:  

I just don’t want them to be fearful for their kids I just do not want people to ever think that he is a child 

molester or anything like that and I know I just know that’s what society will do to him I know that it’s 

not a nice world that we live in there is too much that can happen across social media and the Internet 
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and cyber bullying and the whole lot I could not protect what happened three years ago and then some 

sense I feel like I do have the power now to protect him from having stigma hanging over him for the 

rest of his life 

 

In this excerpt and in describing why she has decided not to tell her friends or usual support networks 

about her child’s HSB the parent describes her perceived fear that her friends may fear that her son 

could potentially sexually harm their ‘kids’. In the same sentence she goes on to link and use the term 

‘child molester’ and that her fear is that her friends may think that this is what her son is or ‘something 

like that’ if they knew about the HSB. I take the use of the word ‘think’ to mean that this parent has 

some idea that her son is not a child molester but rather her fear is driven by her ideas of how others 

can be indiscriminate in their response to HSB and do not distinguish between adults and children.  The 

parent then further elaborates on this connection and introduces the idea of a societal punishment for 

child molesters which may be applicable to her son if others perceive or categorise him as a child 

molester as she fears. She then goes on to describe how the punishment from society would be linked 

to exposure of the HSB across social media or the making public of the secret of her son’s HSB. The 

punishment of the sexual harm becoming known in the public domain is then described as a ‘stigma 

hanging over him for the rest of his life’. This highlights for me that I would describe as this constant 

dance between vigorously maintaining the HSB as secret and the threat of a moral doomsday attributed 

to the family if it becomes public. It is this dance between these two processes of secrecy and moral 

outrage, that influences this connection between maintaining the HSB as secret and the expected 

societal wrath as described by the parents. It also calls attention to how the perceived punishment for 

‘the rest of his life’ does not take account of the developmental aspects or stage of her son, who was a 

child and who with any other transgression would be given an opportunity and encouraged to learn 

from his mistake.  

 

Parent 1 observed:  

well I can’t really turn around now and see it on the television now and think that’s a dirty bastard after 

doing that and have me 16-year-old sitting beside me that was 14 when he had done that – I call that lad 
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on the television one name just say – that equally by having that opinion about him I have that opinion 

of my son 

 

 

 

This statement offers an insight into the connections between how his ideas are influenced by watching 

the television. I take it as the parent feeling that he has little choice ‘well I can’t really’ by virtue of his 

son having engaged in HSB to make the distinction between adults and children that sexually harm. In 

my experience parents often cannot give themselves permission to see any progress or hope for their 

sons and sometimes are fearful that if they do, it will be misinterpreted as minimisation of the behaviour 

or that they as parents are not being punished enough. Like the previous description this parent uses the 

term ‘dirty bastard’ in the same sentence and as connected to his sixteen-year-old son. He then goes on 

to explicitly describe a parity in how he would describe both the adult and following that logic then 

must also describe his son as ‘dirty bastard’ without any distinction between children and adults that 

sexually harm. Whilst I believe that this parent does not think of his son as a ‘dirty bastard’ and has 

declared his love and support for his son in other parts of the interview, I take this to mean he could not 

publicly declare that love and support and would have to be seen to abandon rationality for a totalising 

response that sees all sexual harmers as the same and as irredeemable whether they be children or 

adults. 

 

 

Parent 4 said:  

I would have watched a lot of we love myself and X love unsolved mysteries and crime scene 

investigation’s so you would see from social media exactly what people think about people who done 

that sometimes I find it really hard to put Z in the category of sexual predators or whatever you want to 

call them Because I just don’t feel that way about him but at the same time I know what the world is like 

and I know what way they will think about them 

 

 

This parent describes the influences on her ideas about HSB as popular culture programmes that she 

and her husband watch on the television. She also describes her experiences from social media and how 
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through this experience she has witnessed ‘exactly what people think about people who done that’ in 

describing negative responses to sexual predators. Describing her difficulty of trying to put her son into 

the ‘category’ of sexual predator whilst acknowledging she does not feel that way about him to me, 

indicates that a pull in each direction may have existed or still exists for this parent in how to feel about 

her son. In my experience this position can change back and forth for parents over prolonged periods 

of time. She goes onto describe a certainty in understanding from her experience how the ‘world’ would 

think about ‘them’. This idea of the existence of a category of ‘them’ or that all sexual predators have 

the same characteristics is omnipresent. For me this brings into focus the blurred lines about ‘them’ and 

how in many cases the ‘them’ seems to make no distinction between adults and children. 

 

4.8 Love and understanding shows the way  

Whilst each parent contributed to this research in a unique way and through descriptions of their 

observations and experiences – the common thread of HSB having a negative impact on the family and 

as a life altering experience was present throughout. The compromising and ending of previous 

relationships were described as including relationships between siblings, parents and children, parents 

and siblings and families of origin, grandparents- grandchildren, neighbours, friends, schools, and 

communities to name a few. Whilst recounting these relationships and the complexities post the HSB 

becoming known, all the parents also described identifying responses that included love and 

understanding in addition to their anger, shock and at times repulsion at what their sons had done.   

 

Parent 2 reflected:   

so I suppose in my family it wasn’t spoken about and I don’t know why that was then, now definitely 

now looking at the fact that my son is the one who caused the harm I see the person who does this in a 

different light and that it’s not an evil person - someone who needs help and I suppose before I probably 

would have thought they were evil – to think how they could do something like that to somebody else 

but I know he is not – he is actually very caring 
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In this excerpt the parent is discussing her early sources of information about sexual harm and 

describing that her cousin was sexually harmed as a child by a teacher. Whilst identifying that this was 

not discussed in her family, she is now making some connections to her son’s HSB. I take her 

description of ‘I see the person’ that has caused the sexual harm as in some way indicating that she had 

an already existing set of ideas or even a classification of persons that sexually harm before her son 

engaged in HSB. This conception is then challenged as she reconciles her sons HSB and how she 

describes now seeing ‘those’ in a ‘different light’ and that in her sons’ case ‘it’s not an evil person’ that 

causes the harm. For me this illuminates a process of a changing outlook given her more intimate 

knowledge of her son and a conflating of the issues as in the case of the adult who sexually harmed her 

cousin and her son. These entanglements are further highlighted when the parent describes ‘I suppose 

before I would have thought they were evil’. Who are ‘they’? Is it the adult sexual harmer who was 

described as evil beforehand or is it her son who she then goes onto describe ‘he is actually very caring’ 

and needing of support and indicates he is worthy of help. Describing her son as very caring also 

introduces another way of thinking about children and HSB- that is you can be caring and engage in 

HSB if you are a child. It seems to me that this parent can more easily separate the behaviour of HSB 

from other more caring aspects of her son but not so easily from the adult who sexually abused her 

cousin and who was not part of their family. In doing this, at some level the parent is aware that her son 

needs not to be classified as evil or beyond redemption and that care and support is more of what he 

needs to address the HSB. 

 

Parent 3 said:  

 

the fear of anyone finding out what he had done and how he would be treated and just to find people 

who are accepting of him and loving of him because when we’ll be dead and gone he will still be there 

and he will need people to be there for him I think he will be lonely I am just afraid that there will be no 
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one there for him and that he’s let’s say they found out and we were gone and he was on his own – would 

anybody accept him for who he is and what he has been through the mistakes he has made 

 

 

This parent describes a searching or potential difficulty to ‘find’ others that will be accepting or show 

love to her son if the HSB was to be known. In putting forward the question ‘would anybody accept 

him for who he is and what he has been through’ I take this to be her position and that she has framed 

her son’s HSB in a more generous outlook that being ‘the mistakes he has made’. She also introduces 

the idea that this understanding and acceptance may be required over the longevity into her son’s 

adulthood. She describes her fear of how her son would be treated if the HSB became known in the 

future when she and her husband will not be around. I take this to mean that maybe she and her husband 

are the only ones who currently show any love or understanding towards her son. Or that parents cannot 

conceive of other’s loving their son if they knew what he did. The idea of her son being lonely is also 

introduced which in my experience can often be connected to the sheer isolation that families and 

children can feel if HSB becomes known within communities or to other family members who may not 

have previously known. Another question posed by the parent ‘would anybody accept him for who he 

is’ for me brings into reflection an ongoing conflict within themselves that is often expressed in the 

programme by parents about how to accept that this HSB has formed part of their son’s behaviour and 

impacted their family. In some way it is often assumed that the HSB is now part of the family or sons’ 

identity. In this case I take the parent to accept that the HSB is part of who her son is or was at a point 

in time but that it does not necessarily totalise his identity.    

 

Parent 5 observed:  

yes and no when this happened I was obviously really annoyed but could not talk to him and I would’ve 

found it very hard and he apologised and he wrote a letter and he apologised and he was given gifts and 

whatever but at the end of the day I said to him look I still love you no matter what you did and I don’t 

know what you did but at the end of the day I’ll still be there for you I knew from that aspect that you 

couldn’t completely you know at the end of the day he is still my child and I still love him no matter 

what but yes it was hard I suppose from the point of view  of showing him the love that you would’ve 

shown him before or I suppose you would be talking to him differently or being harsh or given out to 

him over things that were silly 
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This parent describes having feelings that made it difficult between herself and her son and the different 

approaches her son took in apologising with gifts and writings. Although she felt very annoyed and 

could not speak with him, she describes a broader context in that, even within the hurt she was feeling, 

she felt she should express her love for him in a way that was unconditional ‘I still love you no matter 

what you did’. The parent then goes onto describe what I would call a difficult bind that parents have 

described between being repulsed at the behaviour that their child has engaged in but being required to 

recognise their continuous connection as parent – child – ‘at the end of the day I’ll still be here for you’. 

I take the parent to be referring a dilemma that these parents often face, namely an unrealistic 

expectation from extended family that their child should be excluded from the family and that parents 

should withdraw their love and loyalty because of the HSB. I understand that when the parent describes 

‘I knew from that aspect that you couldn’t completely you know’ as being in the context of that dilemma 

that you cannot completely disown your child even if they have engaged in HSB. In the latter part of 

the excerpt the parent describes a punctuation of how she would have expressed her love before and 

after the HSB became known. In highlighting a difficulty in showing her son love she also brings into 

focus the idea that children who engage in HSB receive disproportionate responses of harshness that 

are often incongruous with the issue in focus – ‘you would be talking to him differently or being harsh 

or given out to him over things that were silly’. This idea can often manifest in how parents describe 

that everything the child does or says or every move that the child makes is seen through the lens of the 

HSB. 
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4.9 Summary  

One of the key aspects that connects these discourses together is to think about the context in which the 

public discourse about HSB is dominant. The discourses highlight an intersection that exists between 

perceptions of negative public discourses and private family discourses on the problem of HSB. These 

discourses create a tension that is experienced by the parents that by virtue of their son having engaged 

in HSB they are now challenged to think about and experience HSB in ways that they may not have 

previously. It is the connexions between the dominant public discourse and private family discourses 

that creates a tension or uncertainty for these families about how to move forward. Whilst not by design, 

it happened that all the participants that came forward to take part in the research had experiences of 

their sons having engaged in intrafamilial HSB as opposed to extrafamilial. This highlighted even 

further the rigidities of the dominant and negative public discourses on HSB within the contexts of 

private family discourses of love, reconciliation, and responsibility. The discourses create a challenge 

and influence an experience in which parents try to separate out the complexities of knowing and loving 

their sons from the HSB they have engaged in. This accords with one of my research questions which 

focused on how these parents experience their social and family relationships following the HSB 

becoming known to them. Whilst all the parents are clear in their rejection of the HSB they are less so 

in their rejection of their son as it may be said to reject their son, they also reject part of themselves. 

The challenge as described in these discourses is to generate alternative discourses with new 

understandings of HSB which are conditioned in the context of having close relationships with their 

sons and is at odds with their previous ideas or experiences of HSB. In some ways the discourses 

describe the centrality of the familial relationships as a key factor in moving to set aside or 

accommodate the dominant discourses in a different way and have a transformative effect on their 

outlook about the issue. The accommodation of alternative discourses may be what makes the 

difference in moving from intolerance to an understanding that the current available public discourses 

do not fit with their experience of their sons. This creates a space of closeness and distance at the same 



 

 
 

74 

time. By this I mean that the dominant negative discourses do not reflect the parent’s experiences of 

their sons and are distant from the sons they know and love. This highlights what I would term an 

artificial split that exists within public discourses on sexual harmers that does not allow for sexual harm 

to be associated with anyone who may have other ‘positive’ attributes or who may be at an immature 

developmental stage as children in this way the dominant discourses replicate themselves in a feedback 

loop thus maintaining their status quo as dominant. 

 

4.10 WHAT I FOUND THROUGH MEDIA ANALYSIS 

The search strategy that was used for this part of the research is detailed in the methods chapter. One 

of the key learning points, but also challenges from using an electronic media database and searching 

in this area was the organisation and layout of the database which constrained searches on HSB. Most 

articles reported on adults who sexually harm and led with different headlines, for example when 

reporting one story as ‘43 sex beasts at ‘high risk’ of offending’; ‘43 pervs at large’ and ‘43 high-risk 

sex beasts at loose – vile crims in our midst’ or in another case ‘20 years for abuse beast who preyed 

on his family’ or ‘groomer back in business’. These are headlines which are evocative and sensationalist 

and were representative of the general reporting on sexual harm across sections of the Irish print media.  

I chose six articles, four of which had some reference to different definitions of sexual harm and 

children in their titles and a further two which reported on sexual harm and children in the main body 

of article. The results of the analysis of these articles are described below. 

 

4.11 Children who engage in HSB as criminals  

Five out of the six articles reported on HSB and children in the context of criminal investigations or 

court proceedings. Three of the articles referred to these contexts in their headline.   

Article 5 reports on a 5-year-old girl who was attacked in her local community:  
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The child fled the scene after she was beaten and then subjected to inappropriate touching of a sexual 

nature. The incident is being investigated by a team of Gardaí from a local specialist unit, the Divisional 

Protective Services Unit. Detectives are waiting to conduct detailed interviews with all four children 

involved. Gardaí have received an account that the five-year-old girl went with the three boys - whom 

she knew from the small town they live in - to a shed beside a derelict house and was beaten with sticks 

by the boys. Gardai8 confirmed an investigation is under way but did not provide exact details about the 

extremely sensitive case. The Children's Act defines that no child under the age of 12 can be charged 

with a criminal offence, however exceptions to this exist in cases of suspected rape or murder and in 

such instances, children aged 10 and 11 can be charged 
 

 

In this excerpt the connections between the ‘sexual’ behaviour and the responses from the local Gardai 

construct HSB within a frame of criminality. Not only is the incident worthy of Gardai attention but in 

addition the incident requires ‘a local specialist unit, the divisional protective services unit’ to respond 

to and interview three boys whose ages are reported elsewhere in the article as seven, eight and ten. 

Even within the resources of the Gardai, this investigation required higher ranking officials at 

‘detective’ level to handle the investigation. Detectives are usually deployed for investigation of crimes 

that are deemed more serious in nature or needing an additional skill set because of the importance 

placed on the investigations they are involved in. When asked by the reporter about more detail of the 

case the Gardai confirmed that an investigation was taking place but that details could not be provided 

as it was ‘extremely sensitive’. It seems that how this incident was reported connects HSB as engaged 

in by children as requiring a different or more excessive attention than if other forms of harm were the 

most prominent in the incident. The deployment of detective ranking Gardai and descriptions of 

specialist units all construct this HSB in a way that categorises it as at a high level of seriousness. The 

latter part of the excerpt also highlights that even within Irish law children under 12 cannot be 

prosecuted save the two exceptions of rape or murder. In this way HSB is positioned and reported in 

the media akin to murder within Irish law. Given that children under 12 are below the age of criminal 

responsibility in Irish law, the question again is raised as to why it required a specialist unit and higher-

                                                           
8 Gardai is an abbreviation for An Garda Síochána which translates from Irish into Guardians of the Peace. It is 

common name for the Irish National Police Service.   
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ranking officers to investigate the incident. This reinforces dominant discourses that the appropriate 

response to HSB and children is a legal or criminal justice one.  

 

Article 4 asks ‘What drove two teenage boys to murder a 14-year-old girl?’ This article reports on a 

Gardai investigation into the killing of a 14-year-old girl. A large part of the article focuses on making 

connections between HSB, violent media and psychopathy: 

 

Less easy to discount as a factor is the huge amount of, sometimes violent, pornography consumed by 

Boy A. Gardai found thousands of images on his digital devices. One featured a man in a balaclava 

looking at a semi-naked woman, another showed a man choke a woman as a second man watched. There 

was also evidence of searches for child porn and horse porn. Extreme pornography is giving children a 

warped view of what normal sexual relationships look like and plays a major factor in many cases of 

sexual abuse or violence involving children. Dublin solicitor Gareth Noble is seeing parents of children 

as young as 11 come to him for advice because they are worried their child might have committed a 

sexual offence. These are incidents of sexually inappropriate behaviour which might occur in school, 

which might have been brought to their attention by other parents in the community, or by sports 

coaches; he says. Existing legislation criminalises young people. A better approach, he says would be to 

teach teens where the boundaries are that means seeing children as potential victims rather than potential 

perpetrators 

 

 

In this excerpt and the wider article, the section on HSB is the largest section written about and given 

the most attention. In the opening lines of the excerpt above ‘less easy to discount as a factor’ is placing 

HSB, in this case the consumption of violent pornography as a central influence in what made these 

two boys commit murder. Even though there were many other complex issues some of which are also 

reported in the article for example psychopathology and violent media, the HSB is constructed as ‘less 

easy’ to discount. In this way I take the HSB to be characterised as casual within a much more complex 

set of factors that led to the murder. This point is further elaborated in making connections between 

HSB and violence in children when it is described as ‘and plays a major factor in cases of sexual abuse 

or violence involving children’. In a similar way here, I take the reporter to be singling out HSB as 

being the only causal factor or least the only factor he chooses to report on as causing violence in 

children. The idea of criminal responsibility is further evident when the solicitor ‘Gareth Noble is seeing 
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parents of children as young as 11 come to him for advice because they are worried their child might 

have committed a sexual offence’. One of the main questions in this research was to look at how HSB 

is constructed within an Irish context. The idea that parents would seek out a legal professional for 

advice on these issues points to the constructions of HSB as being understood to be criminal and 

requiring to be responded to through a legal framework. Similarly, some of the parents interviewed in 

this research describe their engagement with either solicitors or Gardai as their first point of contact 

with any professionals in seeking support on the issue. In this report the solicitor goes on to clarify that 

these incidents his counsel is being sought for, are not criminal but as he describes ‘incidents of sexually 

inappropriate behaviour’. In the report the solicitor then goes on to offer an alternative view to that of 

constructing HSB as criminal in pointing out that ‘Existing legislation criminalises young people. A 

better approach, he says would be to teach teens where the boundaries are that means seeing children 

as potential victims rather than potential perpetrators. I take this to mean that he is advocating for a 

move away from criminalising children who have engaged in HSB to seeing and responding to them in 

ways that understand the seriousness of what they have done but within a framework that sees them as 

children needing support and not as criminals. This part of the excerpt also points to definitional 

difficulties in defining and the general understanding of what constitutes HSB. For example, the 

solicitor defines what these parents are seeking legal counsel about as ‘sexually inappropriate 

behaviour’. I take this to be different from HSB and suggest what seems to emerge is that any sexualised 

behaviour between children is viewed as harmful or wrong in some way. In my experience there is an 

absence of discussion of ‘normal’ or acceptable sexual behaviours between children and this lack of 

nuance contributes to pathologizing all sexual behaviour between children.   
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4.12 Digital immigrants – parents, technology and HSB 

Three out of the six articles constructed connections between technology use, access to the internet and 

the consumption of pornography. These constructions were sometimes reported in the context of 

parental naivety on issues of digital competence or as described above parents as digital immigrants. In 

this sense a digital immigrant is generally a person who was raised prior to the digital age and who in 

most cases is less competent in this area than their children.  

 

Article 3 – ‘Child referrals for sexual behaviour have ‘sky-rocketed’ – expert  

 

In this article a child welfare consultant is interviewed about his experience working with HSB and that 

referrals have ‘skyrocketed’. Whilst the article describes a wider context and descriptions of HSB it is 

dominated by constructing the connections of ‘extreme pornography’ and access through the internet 

to ‘explicit, violent and degrading material’.  

 

Sexualised behaviour among under 18-year-olds is becoming more complex with the proliferation of 

smartphones and children’s access to social media. These phones are used by and against young people 

and children, says Mr McGrath. Few parents are aware their children are, quite literally, carrying a type 

of weapon around in their pockets or school bags that can do them and others a great deal of harm. 

Smartphones can be used to ensnare children in behaviours that can damage them for the rest of their 

lives said Mr McGrath 

 

 

In this excerpt the complex relationships between children, parents, technology, HSB and access 

through the internet to social media is described. I take the report that ‘few parents are aware’ that smart 

phones can be used as ‘weapon’ in some ways constructs parents as having a naivety to the harm that 

their children may either cause or experience. It also points to the hidden nature, discussed previously, 

in which HSB can be cultivated. In any other instances where a child was carrying a weapon for 

example to physically harm another child there may be a more explicit or visual use of the weapon to 

harm. In the case of smartphones and in the context of HSB this is much more difficult because 
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smartphones have become a central part of everyday lives and in many cases are used as a safety 

mechanism for children to contact parents if needed. In the same article and under a separate heading 

‘Extreme Pornography’ it reported that  

 

Young males especially were being exposed to widespread pornography that bore no resemblance to the 

straightforwardly sexual pornography of the past, he said. It consisted now of material which was 

‘damaging the developing brains of young males in a way that causes them to be more narcissistic and 

uncaring for others (Holland 2019). 

 

I take this excerpt to indicate that there is a continuum of material which included ‘extreme’ and that is 

some way different to what was available in the past is considered not extreme. This captures a 

transition from what parents may have understood pornography to be when they were growing up to 

now a more ‘explicit, violent and degrading’ content. Whilst elsewhere this article does speak to the 

need to appropriately define and understand the contextualisation of HSB in cases where it is known, 

the use of the word ‘narcissistic’ in describing what children can become through access to pornography 

may construct the connections between technology and HSB in a way that is pejorative for parents who 

are trying to make sense of this experience. 

 

Article 4, ‘Ana Kriégel Murder: What drove two teenagers to murder a 14-year-old girl?’ states: 

 

On the face of it, her killers, barely out of primary school, come from hardworking, stable families. 

Neither had been in trouble before. Nor is there evidence that either suffered emotional, or mental 

problems, or any form of abuse. In the aftermath of the sentencing, there will undoubtedly be a rush to 

find one factor, one defect in society, we can blame for the murder. Was it the vast amount of 

pornography consumed by boy A to blame? While the influence of video games on violence is disputed 

by experts, there is growing consensus that unfettered access to extreme pornography from a young age 

can be highly destructive. Extreme pornography is giving children a warped view of what normal sexual 

relationships look like and plays a major factor in many cases of sexual violence or abuse involving 

children. If parents and teachers don’t intervene, then these issues don’t go away, and they will get worse 
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In this excerpt, the reporter seems perplexed searching for ‘one defect in society’ that influenced these 

boys who seemingly came from ‘hardworking, stable families’ to murder a 14-year-old girl. The 

reporter highlights that neither boy ‘suffered emotional, or mental problems. Or any form of abuse’. 

This interests me as the search for a reason or cause is focused on the family background. I frequently 

encounter in my work the assumption that the child who has engaged in HSB must have been sexually 

abused themselves. It also seems somewhat surprising to the reporter that a child who has engaged in 

HSB could come from a ‘hardworking and stable family’. The writer has constructed the beginning of 

the article in a way that eliminates all these potential causal factors before next introducing the question: 

‘was the vast amount of pornography consumed by boy A to blame?’ I take it that this constructs HSB 

in this case as attributable to pornography and technology.  It focuses on this influence as causal and 

superior to other considerations and the one issue that the parents missed within these otherwise ‘stable’ 

families. The strong links and the growing consensus that unfettered access to extreme pornography is 

highly destructive is reported upon. I am minded of how the concept of ‘unfettered access’ is 

constructed. For me this implicates parents or constructs as adults who do not intervene or who have 

no control, awareness or understanding of the need to monitor access to their child’s emerging virtual 

world. This idea is further elaborated in the article that reports ‘if parents and teachers don’t intervene 

then these issues don’t go away, and they will get worse’. In the context of how parents in the interviews 

described their guilt, feeling less than adequate and in some cases seeking to assume full responsibility 

for their son’s behaviour, these constructions of HSB in newspaper articles consolidate the link between 

parents and HSB even in circumstances in which the parents may be unaware of the force of this link.  

 

4.13 Summary 

These discourses generated through the media sample highlight the connections between HSB and 

different institutions in Irish society such as the family, law, technology, and the media. The discourses 

construct a dominant view that children in instances where HSB is an issue are talked about in the 
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context of criminality. This discourse creates a tension for parents in how they perceive what is the best 

way to move forward. Given that the overwhelming public discourse on HSB as reported in the Irish 

media is connected to adult sex offenders further exacerbates challenges for the parents in responding 

to HSB and their child. In some ways the media discourses reflect a disproportionality or blurred 

understanding of the differences between adults and children who sexually harm. There were 

distinctions in what I would term the reporting style and content inclusion in how HSB was constructed. 

Headlines like the ones described above using words such as ‘beasts’ and ‘pervs’ create a lurid 

construction of adults who sexually harm that leaves little room for any other possible constructions for 

children. In the six articles chosen relating to children and HSB two were written by journalists who 

were interviewing professionals who have worked and have direct experience with parents and children 

and the other four were written by journalists reporting directly on the issues. In the articles in which 

professionals were interviewed there was more balanced reporting. For example, that HSB should be 

seen on a continuum and with the importance of including contextual factors such as age or 

developmental stage (O’Keefe 2019; Holland 2019). This style was less present in the other more 

dominant reports in which assumptions were more generalised and with what I would describe as a 

much more sensationalist style of reporting the HSB. Furthermore, the discourse connecting parents, 

children, and access to technology in the context of HSB creates a sense of parents who are out of their 

depth by virtue of their position as digital immigrants. Most parents made references to the presence of 

technology and access to the internet as something they struggle with in the interviews too. This 

discourse leaves parents in a vulnerable position in which they are seen as novices in the digital world 

as this is connected to HSB.  

 

4.14 Concluding remarks 

I was struck by the interface between public discourse and what I term as private (family) discourse. In 

my experience, parents have often shared the views expressed in dominant discourse. This relates to 
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the findings Children who engage in HSB as criminals and Perceptions of children as adults.  However, 

the experience of having a child engage in HSB presents significant challenge to many of the ideas 

from dominant discourses which families may have previously adopted. There is a shift often in the 

family’s position facilitated by their relationship with their child. Their personal lived experience of 

having a child who has engaged in HSB now in some way mediates their views on the topic. This is 

illustrated in the findings ‘Parental guilt – taking responsibility for their child’s transgression,’ and 

‘Love and understanding shows the way.’ However, this changed private (family) discourse rarely, if 

ever enters the public domain as families are unwilling and fearful to share their personal experience. 

The finding SSSHHHUUUSSSHHH Let’s not talk about it captures the secrecy surrounding HSB. In 

this way the process of discourse is not reciprocal with a dominant discourse going unchallenged.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion of results 

5.1 Summary of Findings 

In this chapter I discuss the findings of the research and link them to the available literature. I consider 

the strengths and limitations of this study and evaluate the based upon accepted guidelines for 

qualitative research. These include understanding the importance of the situatedness of the 

research and places an emphasis on relational ethics (Simon 2018). Privileging a position of 

comprehensive reflexivity, I consider the issues that arose throughout the research process and how I 

addressed these and discuss the clinical implications of the research (Krause 2012). 

The initial data collection phase of the study was carried out through ethnographic observations of a 

parents’ group. The findings of that phase set the scene for a further two phases of data collection. The 

ethnographic observations generated findings about the physical spaces in which HSB services are 

delivered and the potential impact these may have on the families attending and of professionals 

working in this area. During the observations I felt on my own body a sense of suffocating and being 

hidden away. I also felt emotive reactions in myself, and I struggled when parents advocated strongly 

for their children, the ‘sexual harmers’. On reflection, in these moments I was embodying tensions that 

exist between creating spaces for expression about HSB but also feeling an anger when I perceived that 

expression to be too ‘strong’ or negate the position of their child’s victim. Some of these reactions 

surprised me as I describe myself as a strong advocate for children who engage in HSB and have spent 

a lot of my professional life advocating for better services for these children. Yet in these moments I 

was reacting in a way that symbolises a juncture of how we tend to respond to children who engage in 

HSB, a juncture that encompasses questions about ethics, morality, access to services, and challenges 

to the status quo of HSB as taboo. The theme of taboo and how it related to secrecy was present in all 

aspects of this research. The observations demonstrated how services are hidden from public view and 

being delivered in communities in secret for fear of negative community reactions. It rings true about 
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the service I work in. This is in a building that has no signage on the outside which would indicate the 

work that we do or even that a children’s service is provided from that building. This is very different 

to other children’s services where an emphasis is placed on creating child friendly spaces and ensuring 

that services have a visible presence in the community which focuses on universal access for children 

and families. This brought me to think about the design and delivery of services for HSB and how this 

may in some ways replicate some of the feelings and experiences that parents present to the service in 

terms of keeping their child’s HSB secret and being complicit with the taboo which exists widely in 

Irish society. Parents, services, professionals all collaborate to maintain the taboo in Irish society. This 

taboo does not serve the interests of children, rather it is extremely destructive to the children and 

families and negates child development and reparation. During the observations I felt a ‘force’ that 

constrained me, that suggested to me that how HSB is generally responded to reinforces ideas of keeping 

it contained, out of sight. I would describe the defining feature of this opening phase of collecting data 

as a force of concealment. Everywhere I turned in the observations I felt positioned to looking inward. 

Regardless of what angle I took I felt a force toward concealment. I was reminded of the work of social 

anthropologist Michael Taussig in thinking about the concept of mimesis. In his chapter on ‘the 

disorganisation of the organisation in mimesis: the subcommadante unmasked’ (Taussig 1999) Taussig 

discusses ideas about the imitation of behaviour of one organisation by another as a factor in social 

change. Whilst Taussig is talking about Mexican rebels he describes the social processes of masking 

and unmasking and anticipated outcomes in relation to different social phenomenon. In this way I felt 

the HSB service, the workers, parents that attended, the children that attended, the building are all 

organised in a state of mimesis. That is, they are designed to imitate the taboo of HSB and children in 

Irish society.  The focus on what I was feeling and what I observed, my own emotional responses at 

different points during the process was an important finding in helping me understand further the 

relational aspects of working and researching in this area. Whilst there is literature available on the 

emotional responses of parents to this phenomenon this brought into focus the importance of further 
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understanding professional responses and motivations whilst working in this area. The following 

outlines the remaining findings with discussion points. 

The findings from the analysis of the interview data were reported under four headings. These were (1) 

Ssshhhuuussshhh Let’s not talk about it, (2) Parental guilt – taking responsibility for their child’s 

transgression, (3) Perceptions of children as adults and (4) A pathway to reconciliation through love 

and understanding. The findings from the analysis of the section of media were reported under two 

headings. These were (1) HSB, children and criminality and (2) Parents as digital immigrants – 

technology, children and HSB. These findings highlighted how the reporting of HSB and children in an 

Irish context privileged a dominant discourse that framed children who engaged in HSB as criminals. 

The overwhelming reporting on sexual harm in the Irish media is connected to adult sex offenders. This 

reflects a reluctance to talk about or try to understand children who sexually harm, a turn away from 

seeing them within a developmental perspective or even consider that Irish children could engage in 

HSB. This in some way links to the parents’ experiences as described under the finding heading 

‘perceptions of children as adults’ reflecting both the media’s inability to separate or understand 

children who engage in HSB as not being connected to adult’s sex offenders and in turn parents’ 

struggles trying to make sense of their own sons HSB in the context of these dominant reporting trends. 

There were also discourses through the findings connecting HSB, children and technology in the media 

to parental experiences described in some of the interviews. This mainly generated a discourse 

suggesting that parents struggle with the continued proliferation of technology and unfettered access to 

sex through the various forms of the internet.  

In the next sections I move to discuss those impressions that were strongly evoked through the findings. 

The theme of secrecy is prevalent as connecting the different topics.  
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5.2 Secrecy 

Whilst all participants described different aspects of their experiences, they constructed discourses that 

captured a tension that exists between public and private family discourses on the phenomenon of HSB. 

The psychological distress that these parents often experienced was captured through the intersections 

of what they believed to be dominant public discourses on HSB and their duty as parents to support and 

love their child. The tension that is created through these discourses is responded to by the parents 

closing rank and not talking to anybody about what has happened. The dominant discourse as they 

experience and understand it, positions the parents in a way that leaves them feeling they have no 

alternative except to remain silent and maintain the secrecy of the HSB. Any alternatives to keeping the 

HSB secret are not contemplated as a viable course of action and after disclosure of the HSB the families 

enter a state of cowering. Of course, it is not the HSB itself that initiates this state of cowering for the 

families, rather it is the associated ideas and ideology which the dominant discourses convey about the 

phenomena. These ideas construct those who engage in HSB as ‘demons’ often irredeemable of making 

any meaningful contribution to the future of society or social relations. This demonisation induces 

shame, stigma, fear, and silence for parents and in particular an expectation that they and their sons 

would experience the wrath of their communities if the HSB became public. This fear was expressed 

by Parent 1 when he describes his memory of a case of sexual abuse in his community that was reported 

on through the media: 

I suppose the vitriol I don’t know if vitriol is the word toward the guy who had done the abusing everyone 

knew about that after it came out in the papers but I just remember the talk and said fuck it I’m not going 

to talk to anyone about it because it will get out  

 

They are trapped in a similar way to the force of concealment I felt during my observations. The strength 

of the taboo positions them to experience psychological distress that is maintained by the fear of their 

family secret becoming ‘unmasked’.  
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For example, when parent 2 talks about ‘it’s the stigma, it’s the judging you’ she is talking about her 

own anticipation of social ostracization for her and her family if the HSB became known publicly. She 

is anticipating that she too will be punished as a parent and held responsible for her child’s behaviour. 

Social and emotional processes such as shame and stigma are induced in response to HSB and have 

been reported as a barrier to making sexual harm public (Gilligan and Akthar 2006; Sable et al. 2006; 

Wolitzky et al. 2011). From my experience this may reflect her awareness of dominant discourse and 

resonate with her own personal views on HSB prior to her becoming aware of her son’s behaviour. 

Society endorses this in how parents are held accountable for their children’s behaviour and, this 

sometimes extends to their adult children. I am reminded of the media commentary regarding the parents 

of three professional rugby players accused in the 2018 Belfast Rape Trial. The commentary brought 

into focus a blaming of the parents of the accused even though the accused were adults whilst implying 

a ‘guilt by association’ to the parents. This is reflected in how parent 5 described her husband, his 

emotional reactions and how he blamed himself for their sons HSB when she said, ‘the anger that was 

in him he had a view that he was supposed to protect his family and he didn’t protect his grandson – I 

brought this trouble to my door was the language he was using’. In this way some of the micro processes 

that intersect with each other in how these parents responded to HSB come into view. For example, how 

the anticipated shame and stigma of the HSB becoming known publicly induces fear which creates a 

position of secrecy as a means of preserving the family status. This implicates how parents assume 

responsibility, become angry, guilty, and blame themselves whilst all the time they suffer in silence 

away from their usual support systems. A pattern of secrecy thus extends across all levels of the systems 

that are organized around HSB. This includes how the services are provided, the community attitudes 

toward HSB, the emotional outlooks of service users, the dynamics of families, the experience of 

professionals working with HSB, the young persons who have harmed and their families. These 

different levels all ‘hang’ together through a prism which reveals concealment. This paradox of revealed 

concealment comes together if HSB comes into the public domain where it immediately becomes 
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concealed via institutional, psychological, and social processes and constructions. Taussig (1999:50) 

further captured this paradox   in describing Foucault’s seminal work the History of Sexuality where he 

discusses sex and defines it as not only the repository of taboo in modernity but the repository of the 

secret, as well - albeit the ‘public secret’.  

In thinking about the delivery and design of HSB services, in my experience the secrecy is driven by a 

reasonable fear of community reprisal and potential closing down of the services. During the writing up 

stage of my findings I was reminded of one of my first team meetings after not very long working in 

the field of HSB. One of the agenda items at the meeting was to discuss safety and potential ‘vigilantism’ 

within the local community in which the service was delivered. The need for this discussion had arisen 

after I was chatting to another staff member in the car park of the service about an aspect of the work. 

As the service is nestled in a community and the car park bordered by a block of apartments I was 

informed to ‘sssuuussshhh’ for fear that we might be overheard by the neighbors. What both interested 

and confused me at that time was that the discussion was not about any individual nor had I disclosed 

any identifying information about a person or family. It was about the work of HSB, and the service 

and I was asking about general issues. It was a stark lesson for me that conditioned me going forward 

to understand the force of concealment as a means of service preservation. For the service not to be 

‘outed’ we must not talk about it in any spaces that have a proximity to the public. Over my period 

working in this area, I have seen several incidents of families subjected to community vigilantism 

including one having a bullet shot through their living room window and another family being forced 

out of their home after describing being ‘marched on’ by a crowd of about 60 members of their local 

community. Parent 2 expresses this concern vividly when they comment saying ‘I think if people knew 

I would definitely have to move out’. The professional systems around HSB share these concerns and 

are as invested in maintaining secrecy. In doing this they also maintain the status quo. This creates a 

challenge working in this area for professionals in that the strength of the taboo makes it difficult to find 

ways to confront the status quo. The cautionary tale of an adult service whose premises was burned 
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down when the community found out about the work, that they were doing is used to reinforce the need 

for secrecy. The revelation that adult sex offenders were receiving support and therapy in a community 

setting was enough to provoke community vigilantes to burn the premises out and create enough fear 

that the service could no longer operate in that location. In some ways these community responses 

embody the dominant discourses regarding HSB. Some of the parents in this research expressed their 

experiences of observing a societal punishment for child molesters which may also be applicable to 

their sons if others perceive or categorise him as a child molester. The punishment of the HSB becoming 

known in the public domain is then described by parent 2 as a ‘stigma hanging over him for the rest of 

his life’. In their research into community reactions to children who engage in HSB Hackett et al. (2013) 

caution against the inclusion of children in policies on community notification of sex offences. They 

reported a varied range of community responses with stigmatisation, social isolation and collateral 

damage being widespread. They also reported on processes of social contagion in these cases with some 

families attacked and having to leave their homes.  

In some cases, in my experience children have been named on social media even where the print media 

was prohibited from reporting by the courts. This experience of parents is like a ‘dance’ between 

vigorously maintaining their sons HSB as secret and the perceived threat of a ‘moral doomsday’ for 

their family if it becomes public. It is the two processes of maintaining secrecy and the threat of moral 

outrage, and how these influences each other, that maintains the taboo. The HSB must remain as secret 

or risk inviting the expected societal wrath as described by the parents. In this way the secrecy is 

pervasive throughout all levels of the phenomenon. It leaves no room for these parents to respond 

differently and shuts down their usual ways of being or accessing support.  

5.3 Culture  

As previously discussed, the impact within the Irish context of clerical and institutional child sex abuse 

has greatly shaped the dominant discourse about sexual abuse and HSB. For a significant period, a 
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constant stream of inquiries and reports into clerical sexual abuse became mainstream within Irish 

public discourse. The pervasive influences on each other of the church, state and the Irish public are 

important intersections when considering the taboo on HSB. This historical period is the backdrop to 

how we became informed about sexual abuse and therefore of HSB. Keenan (2014) in her book titled 

Are the Irish different? describes the clerical abuse scandals in Ireland as being seen to be unique. This 

is in part because of the continuity and enmeshed relationship between the church and political 

institutions. Keenan (2014:101) goes on to talk about the ‘culture of deference’ that existed by the 

political institutions and society toward the church, and she raises the question of the possibility that 

Irish church and Irish government ‘worked separately and together in covering up the sexual abuse of 

Irish children’. The Irish public were outraged and angry at both the persons who sexually abused and 

the institutions that were seen to have protected them. This extended to a suspicion of professionals in 

authority and was described by parent 2 when she described ‘I suppose I didn’t want, nor do I still want 

anybody knowing about it so for me then to reveal that to a GP that I potentially must go and see and 

see for other issues. In this way this parent feels she cannot disclose her sons HSB to what should be a 

trusted professional. This is not a reflection on the GP but another example of the fear of disclosing 

information about HSB into any area of public life even within what is a context of patient-doctor 

confidentiality.  

There was also anger directed at the ‘State’ who were seen to be complicit in not achieving justice for 

the victims of this abuse. It could also be argued that this fall out and anger toward the church and 

political institutions would open a more humane outlook and discourse about children who engage in 

HSB. This has not been the case and instead there seems to be a more all-encompassing cruelty in how 

HSB is responded to that fails to see the nuances within a developmental context. In my work 

experiences with parents, they often reference their interactions with criminal justice and child 

protections services. They describe being hesitant to assert themselves in any way because of their fears 

that it might make the situation worse for their child. They also strongly feel that as the parents of the 
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child who has caused the harm that they are not entitled to be heard. In my view these societal processes 

influence ideas of vigilantism toward HSB when people no longer trust the different arms of the state 

to protect them from sexual abuse or abusers. This also greatly influences our ideas about who are those 

that sexually abuse, in these cases mainly priests, teachers, coaches, strangers (outside the family) and 

mainly adult men in positions of authority. This focus completely obscured ideas that HSB could happen 

within families or by children and gives an impression of a consistent ‘type’ of person that engages in 

HSB. 

All of this contributes to a public perception of sexual harmers and an outrage that privileges the place 

of the victim. I must be clear here in differentiating these positions. It’s important to understand that 

ideas that place the victim as privileged are central to the continuing work with children who engage in 

HSB and in preventing further sexual harm. In the context of my study, however this is at a cost; it 

maintains a moral egotism and a hierarchy of suffering. The challenge that exists with a position of 

moral egotism is a failure to think about the other. In this case it underprivileges the suffering and needs 

of children and the parents of the child who has sexually harmed the other.  

In response to the institutional failings and public outcry the state responded in recognition of the public 

interest by setting up redress schemes and by making public the results of many inquiries. Nowhere in 

any of these discourses during this time was there mention of the possibility of a child being the sexual 

harmer. There was also no discourse that the threat of HSB could happen within the family; danger was 

positioned as outside and being perpetrated by strangers or non-related adult men. As a result, we are 

primed as a society at both the individual and institutional levels to respond to a particular perception 

of adult sexual harmers. This is the limited view of HSB and sexual harmers that exists and which 

influences the parents of children who sexually harm with no attempts to understand HSB as a social, 

political, and emotional issue or understand what lies behind these processes other than ‘bad people’. 

This was evident when parent 3 talks about her fears ‘I don’t want people to think that’s what he is like 
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or that’s the type of person he is developing into’. In my view parents, children, and wider society We 

are in no way critical consumers of these ideas and in this way, are also impacted by the dominant 

discourses. This leaves us utterly unprepared to even think about the possibility of children engaging in 

HSB or that they could be different to the ‘type’ that we have become accustomed to hearing about in 

the public discourse. For example, in an Irish context, engaging in sexual activity is associated with a 

loss of innocence and is primarily through a loss of virginity. This promotes the idea that children are 

no longer innocent once they have engaged in sexual activity and that in some way they have become 

‘dirty’. This also extends to HSB.  In a similar way Foucault (1978:42) described an ‘entire medico-

sexual regime took hold of the family milieu’ in highlighting a diversity of discourses through which to 

discuss sex and on children’s masturbation ‘labelled it being treated like an epidemic’ that needed to be 

eradicated. In this way children are not seen a sexual beings or persons in development but are thought 

of as sterile and clean.  

The sociologist Chris Jenks (2005:136) provides a detailed history of the development of different 

societal ideas about childhood and within different cultures at different points in time and suggests 

‘while children are present in all cultures their presence has been and still is differently regarded’. In 

describing contemporary ‘social constructions’ of childhood, he puts forward four themes that 

distinguish our modern conceptions of childhood. These are (1) That the child is set apart as temporally 

different, through the calculation of age, (2) that the child is deemed to have a special nature, (3) that 

the child is innocent, (4) that the child therefore is vulnerably dependent (Jenks 2005:139). The culture 

of thinking about children in this way challenges us to think about what Jenks calls the plurality of 

childhoods. It obscures the individual experiences of children being fragmented across several domains 

not least having ‘particularised identities’ that children themselves ‘remain enmeshed in the forced 

commonalty of an ideological discourse of childhood’ (Jenks 2005:137).  These cultural ways of 

thinking about children and what they ‘should be’ brings into focus children’s morality and by extension 

can call into question their parents too.  
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This depiction of ‘childhood’ highlighting innocence, vulnerability, dependance and difference from 

adults also positions sexual behaviour in children as taboo. In my own experience in this area, I have 

liaised with many professionals who have expressed the view that any sexual behaviour between 

children is abnormal without any understanding that sexual development is a process throughout the life 

course. This kind of totalising view that any sexual behaviour in children is deviant misses the nuance 

of HSB, and power differentials that may be present. If we accept this all-encompassing view that any 

sexual behaviour in children is wrong, then it does not require further consideration. In this way the 

subject is closed, and taboo is maintained. This can also be reflected through societal institutions, for 

example the courts system. There is some provision in the Irish justice system to protect the identity of 

the victim of a crime when the victim is a child. In the case of a child who has engaged in HSB toward 

another child that very same protection protects those who have harmed from being identified as to do 

so would make public a child’s identity. The necessary protection of the identity of children in these 

cases further keeps the issue of HSB out of the public arena.  There is another provision to ensure the 

privacy of family law cases and childcare proceedings. These processes shape public discourse in 

ensuring that some information is never publicly available. Taboo and secrets are two sides of the same 

coin and for these parents in keeping their child’s HSB a secret involves what Krause (1998:122) calls 

‘individuals in conscious intentions’. The secret could be described as a way of preserving their family 

within the cultural taboo. She goes on to cite the work of Fortes (1987) puts forward the idea that taboo 

reflects the ‘morally binding forces of social relationships which cannot be repudiated if one wishes to 

be a normal person, in this sense taboos are ordained aversions integral to personal and social identity’ 

(Krause 1998:122). From my experience of working with families where HSB is an issue it is far less 

likely that if the HSB happened within the family that they will engage with criminal justice services. 

Information about children engaging in HSB never enters the public domain. The question then becomes 

how this issue can enter the public domain so as not to be so profoundly stigmatising and without some 

of these children having to go through the court system. We end up with the earlier descriptions of older 
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men and extra familial sexual harm as the only possible depiction in the public discourse.  

 

5.4 The inseparability of children, adults and HSB 

One of the findings that has emerged from this research is a conflating of adults and children 

demonstrated in the absence of any distinction or nuance in how parents describe or talk about their 

children’s HSB. This is highlighted in one example in which a parent described an incident of sexual 

abuse by an adult to a child in his local community. This is his descriptions in response to being invited 

to talk about where he has learned about HSB. He uses the term ‘dirty bastard’ to describe the adult and 

concludes that the same description must apply to his sixteen-year-old son. Whilst I believe that this 

parent does not think of his son as a ‘dirty bastard’ and has declared his love and support for his son in 

other parts of the interview he has no other reference points to think or talk about HSB outside of adults. 

Whilst he has expressed his love and is trying to understand his son’s behaviour, I think he could not 

publicly declare that love and support. This sees him abandon rationality for a totalising response that 

sees all sexual harmers as the same, and irredeemable whether they be children or adult. By his own 

measure if he were to publicly support his son, he would be publicly supporting a ‘dirty bastard’. In a 

broader sense conflating descriptions of adults and children who sexually harm negates any 

developmental perspectives. This was reflected when using a media database for this research in 

searching newspaper headings. The challenge I faced through using this data base was that even with 

filters in place with words such as ‘children’ or ‘teenager’ or ‘adolescent’ in the search bars all articles 

on sexual harm were returned. The database system was unable to differentiate between adults and 

children who sexually harm. This theme is further reflected in the early development of assessment and 

treatment programmes for adolescent HSB in which adult models of interventions are employed. Early 

descriptions of children who engage in HSB used the same language as that used for adults. This 

included descriptions of children as abusers, perpetrators, and offenders. This implies an identity rather 

than a mistake or a one-off behaviour and a trajectory of continuing HSB. Concerns about recidivism 
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in adults have made their way into the discourses on children albeit contrary to the available research 

(Worling and Curwen 2000; Worling, Littlejohn and Bookalam 2010). The benchmark seems to be the 

most prolific predatory adult sex offender who is irredeemable. These ideas are reflected in research 

carried out by Gavin (2005:405) in which he looked at collecting data about the perceptions of children 

who had engaged in HSB. The findings support that the dominant narratives persists in shaping the 

public perception of children who sexually harm. These narratives depict the child sexual harmer as 

irredeemable and devoid of opportunity through treatment, as inhumane, and inherently evil. 

 

The ‘special status’ bestowed upon children who engage in HSB can be seen also in criminal justice 

responses. There are many incidences in the criminal justice system in which the seriousness of the 

offence overrides the protection given to children facing criminal charges. These include murder, 

manslaughter, rape, and aggravated sexual assault. So serious is sexual assault considered to be that in 

Irish law it is placed on a par with murder. The level of seriousness that is ascribed to HSB impacts on 

a child’s ability to participate in normal developmental activities like for example in some cases 

attending school or engaging in organised sporting activities. Thin descriptions of those who have 

engaged in HSB be they adults or children lead to a paucity of detail about their subjective experiences 

or context to the behaviour. There seems to be little room for anything other than individual 

responsibility which obscures family, developmental or environmental issues. Parent 2 describes her 

ideas about this when talking about her friends and family and how she feels she is protecting them and 

her son ‘I just do not want them to be fearful for their kids I just do not want people ever to think he is 

a child molester’. It seems that in justifying maintaining the secrecy and protecting him as a child she 

links him and his behaviour to that of an adult child molester. There can be little room to see the child 

as someone who has made a mistake once the context is that of HSB. Parent 4 further reflects this when 

she describes her experiences from social media in describing she knows ‘exactly what people think 

about people who do that’. Whilst this parent goes onto use the term ‘sexual predator’ as part of these 
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descriptions she does not deviate from her description of ‘people’ who do that. This maintains the idea 

that there is a type of ‘people’ with no acknowledgement that her son’s behaviour as a child provides a 

different context.  

 

5.5 Trying to get near 

There have been several challenges for me in what I am going to describe as trying to ‘get near’ to the 

experience of these parents and understand HSB further. The research has been greatly influenced and 

designed bearing in mind the ‘protected’ nature of how services are delivered. Whilst the method that I 

used was designed with the purpose of trying to get ‘near’ experience, the challenge was also grappling 

with and elucidating the different mechanisms that maintain the status quo of HSB as taboo and secret. 

The protected nature of how services are provided present a double edge sword in that secrecy gives 

comfort and a level of protection to the family. However, in doing so this creates a further dilemma in 

how the problem can be expressed publicly if there is so much insistence that it must remain out of 

sight. This dilemma manifested itself in different ways throughout the research process. For example, 

at the stage of seeking ethical approval, when I noticed that there seemed to be an unusual length of 

time in addressing what was described as an insurance issue for the university. When I discussed this 

with my supervisor and explained the details it was suggested that the insurance detail was a cover for 

a general anxiety about the nature and sensitivity of the research and that approval may take longer in 

this case. This delay resulted in me having to write a letter to the Dean of the university outlining the 

issues and unusual nature of the delay. Only following this intervention was the research able to proceed. 

At every level of working with HSB there are similar reactions. As I have described briefly in my 

methodology section even at the predesign stage of the research and during consultations with service 

providers there was a sense that I was trying to get ‘too near’ these parents. The idea that I wanted to 

essentially ‘hang out’ at the service and carry out ethnographic observations that included me being in 

the room with the parents seemed a step too close. This reflects the broader issue of the dominance and 
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privileging of quantitative approaches to researching in this area. These approaches are to all intents 

and purposes experience-far. Yet, there is a paucity of qualitative research studies available. Duane and 

Morrison (2004) describe this as having gaps, being sparse and unpublished. In addition, Archer et al. 

(2020) also identify that very little qualitative research that has happened in the intervening years. In 

my view this further reflects a comfort with trying to understand this phenomenon from a distance and 

a reluctance to try to ‘get in there’, to get close and familiar. Perhaps there may be a sense of fear of 

researchers themselves being ‘contaminated’ if they get too close. Or even when having informal 

discussions with other colleagues that have worked in this area, I was struck when one colleague 

described it as a ‘contemporary leprosy’ 

When keeping my reflexive research diary, I had decided to do this using the voice notes app on my 

phone. This way was more convenient and could be used anywhere on the go when travelling to and 

from Dublin and London, whilst walking on the street or when something struck me that connected the 

world to my research, I would take out my phone and talk into my app. It was a more instant and creative 

way to capture moments in motion. This only lasted a couple of days before I noticed how some people 

reacted to listening to the subject matter being spoken into the phone whilst out in public. For example, 

whilst waiting on a tube train to the airport I noticed as I was speaking one man looked at me intently 

as he heard the content. It made me feel uncomfortable and whilst I will never know his intention, it 

was not a very inviting look and one that made me instantly stop talking into the phone. Writing this 

now I can connect as a researcher to how some of the parents described their fear of a gaze of disapproval 

if the HSB became known. In describing how a group of parents at her son’s school treated another 

mother after it became known that her son had engaged in HSB, parent 3 said ‘yes parents and I see 

how they still look at that mother and how she is what they say about her-do you know she didn’t do 

anything’. I felt a similar sense at the tube station that I hadn’t done anything other than speak some 

notes into my phone about HSB however that was enough for me to feel this man’s disapproval. Whilst 

there was nothing graphic spoken again, or any compromise to confidentiality, I felt an uncomfortable 
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pressure to conceal the area I was researching in. I changed my method of keeping the diary back to 

typing the content into the phone. This was more laborious and characterises this research topic as 

privileged towards a more silent, private way and a turn away from ‘getting near’. In my experience 

even when parents are leaving the service where I work after a two-year cycle there can be a barrier to 

getting near. Recently one of the families had finished their two-year cycle whilst I was away from the 

service on leave. The ending is marked by a graduation ceremony that recognises all the work that the 

child and the parents have completed. It culminates with the child being encouraged to depict their 

learning in a creative way either for example through song, poetry, or art. When I arrived back to the 

service there was a thank you card from the family. On the inside to the card the message read ‘To the 

team, words alone cannot express our gratitude for the way you have supported our child and family, 

warmest regards parents of a graduating child’ see appendix (Y). Whilst this was a lovely message to 

receive, I was struck by how the parents signed themselves off, ‘parents of a graduating child’. I took it 

as another paradox, that it was intentional and unintentional at the same time. It was intentionally 

designed to not identify who they are (even though we all knew who they are) and it was not intended 

to be impersonal or in denial of the positive relationships the family had built up at the service. In my 

view it symbolised a juncture of moving from a place of safety, leaving a service that was free of 

judgement and shame and back to being alone without support in a world that would be very unforgiving 

if their secret was compromised. Even when leaving the service, the final act was a symbol that 

reinforced distance rather than ‘getting near’. There are other factors too that contribute to these 

challenges. Ireland is a relatively small country with a lack of services in this area. The services that are 

available are fragmented across the country. This combination of services, relatively small population 

and localised delivery seems irreconcilable with the levels of comfort present in maintaining distance 

and anonymity to parents. The sensitivity of the subject matter means that on all levels of HSB there is 

a reluctance to talk and little motivation to change how things are or challenge the status quo. 



 

 
 

99 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This study set out to explore the experiences of parents in an Irish context of having a child who has 

sexually harmed another and how public discourse influences these experiences. The strength in this 

research is that despite the difficulties I faced, it did become possible to conduct a qualitative study.The 

study thus has begun to bring attention to this difficult area. My research and dissemination of it will 

be a challenge to the status quo and an attempt to begin to shine a light on these parents’ experiences. 

My chosen research methodology was a strong point in providing a creative mixed methods approach 

designed specifically to explore these experiences within a broader framework of observations and 

media analysis. It privileged the parents’ experiences within wider relational contexts and aimed at 

eliciting a deeper understanding of HSB as a phenomenon. It is unusual to use ethnography in a study 

such as this, and this research method allowed for an approach  which recognised the sensitivity of the 

topic. The choice of analysis was a strength as it allowed issues of social and cultural relevance be 

explored. It allowed for providing a context for some of the intersections that influence HSB. Whilst  

the sample size is small,  the methodology allowed for more depth and therefore has high validity. A 

limitation of the research was not being permitted to participate and observe in the room and this 

constrained in some ways an attempt to get even closer to the participants. Whilst this research was 

facilitated through one service I believe that my findings may have releavnce to other services within 

the Irish context. This may not be the case where other countries and cultures are concerned, although 

I believe that they may be useful in this case to some extent. The service was a public service, and this 

may have limited the kind of families  who participated to those who  did not have the means to access 

private therapy services for their family and child. Future studies in this area may look at samples from 

other regions as its important to consider the localised cultural contexts in which HSB is happening. 

 

In my view, the taboo around children who engage in HSB is so strong as to silence parents and position 

them to guard the secret.  This is further reflected in how the subject matter is dealt with in the 
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institutions that respond to HSB, services  for victims and perpetrators of HSB.  At every level,  

avoidance of exposure is a theme, from victims of sexual harm, the person who has sexually harmed, 

the parents of both, the services that are set up to provide treatment, research institutions and 

commissioners of services. In this way fear of exposure emerged as a preoccupation of parents and 

professionals alike. In the Irish context it is notable that both buildings that provide services to families 

where HSB has occurred, in the capital city have no identifying signs anywhere on the building. This 

is the services in mimesis or isomorphisim forming and operating in the image of the secrecy that is 

present throughout. A tautological taboo if you like. It also highlights how families face displacement 

or violence if their secret becomes known. There is an unforgiving public discourse when it applies to 

HSB and an equal and relentless pain that is experienced by parents that their secret will be exposed. 

This pain is further characterised and aligned with a fear of an expected wrath, and of a vicious and 

possiblly violent local response toward their family. There seems to be little room or appetite for 

alternative discourses or even to think about strategies that can begin to challenge the status quo. 

Dominant discourses have such strenght and prevalence that their prescence creates a paradoxical 

process that positions HSB as a social taboo.The discourse has become a monologue and suffocated 

any other alternatives to a point that any scencerio that may countenance a ‘both/and’ approach is 

unthinkable. In this way the subjugated discourses that are silenced are those of redemption, hope, the 

possibility of help and care and viewing the young people as persons in development and not as adult 

sex offenders. 

Dominant discourse about HSB and children negates trying to understand the context of HSB or the 

‘complexities of the multi-levelled systems’ in which families are embedded (Burck 2005:238). Some 

of the findings in this research suggests that we are exposed to a view of children who engage in HSB 

and their families as pathological and irredeemable. Professionals and researchers need to emerge into 

the public domain and be a voice for change. The findings of the research make the case for why parents 

are not able to advocate, campaign or lobby on the issue of HSB.  Going forward, professionals should 
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influence and lead out in trying to introduce alternative discourses. I feel strongly that professionals 

need to be more active in bringing this phenomenon to the fore by for example continuing to research 

and publish, speak at professional conferences, engage with the media on the topic and promote this 

cause within their own agencies in efforts to reinforce the distinction between adults and children in 

this area. They need to reinforce the separation between the child and the act or between the crime, and 

the criminal. The criminalisation of children is unhelpful and reinforces ideas of children as 

irredeemable. Media organisations that report on HSB have a responsibility to understand the 

implications of reporting on these matters in a way that can influence the discourses of criminlising 

these children and by proxy their families. In the same way that the media can be seen as part of the 

problem they may also have a role in the solutions. For example, they could lead in a public awareness 

campaign which focuses on the differences between children that engage in HSB and adults. As with 

any of these ideas they would need to be thought of and approached in a sensitive way and one which 

maintains the victims as a central consideration. For professionals and services delivering treatment 

and therapy in this area they should aim to restore the centrality of relationships to the clinical spaces 

and practices in which services are delivered. Spaces could be less sterile, more inviting, and maybe on 

a gradual basis more visible. In this way we could change the mimesis described earlier and be proud 

of the work that we are doing, always remembering our motivations to prevent further sexual harm 

from happening. The primacy of relationships is recognised in the parents’ views in this research in the 

finding of the way forward through love and understanding. This is a recognition that moving forward 

together albeit within difficult emotional spaces is the only alternative.  If the response of the parents 

in this research were to be replicated across wider social systems and processes, there is a possibility to 

help and care while simultaneously holding people responsible for their actions. In many ways parents 

embody a both/and position which may contribute to a far more progressive discourse. Their 

experiences serve to strongly challenge dominant discourse and the status quo.  
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However difficult it may seem, there remains an ethical and moral imperative to reconcile how we can 

hold people to account without necessarily being punitive especially towards children and their 

families. We need to work to facilitate parents to access their usual supports and to begin campaigns to 

destigmatise them seeking help in circumstances when they need it. This work should happen from the 

relative safety within attending the programme. It would try to bring into focus with the parents how 

their experiences have been impacted by pervasive discourses on HSB. In my experience nobody has 

attempted to pitch the idea of ways in which the parents supported by the professionals involved could 

imagine a campaign of advocacy on this issue. This would shine a light onto these painful experiences 

and would impact positively for parents coming behind them with similar experiences. One example of 

this could be for a group of parents to write a letter to the children’s minister advocating for a policy 

initiative on educating the public about the differences between adults and children who sexually harm. 

Another example could be to write an open letter to a mainstream news agency requesting coverage in 

bringing his hidden topic into view. In each of these cases I would envisage that these communications 

would be done anonymously to begin with. In this way, we can promote a process of change beginning 

by the acknowledgment of their experiences.  In every culture people are entrenched in a complicated 

set of human relationships and traditions. Creativity and a motivation for change may pose a danger to 

these very relationships and practices. In the case of changing the outlook on HSB in Irish society there 

is no other way forward than to contend with this danger. 
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Appendices 
 

 

Appendix A - Sample from full description of ethnographic observation 
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Appendix B- Sample of how notes were taken electronically using the right-hand column 
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Appendix C- Willig’s six step approach. (Steps that are shaded are the ones I used)  
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Appendix D- Parker’s twenty step approach. (Steps that are shaded are the ones I used)  
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Appendix E- FDA Willig stage 1 – identifying the discursive object 
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Appendix (F) – Clustering the discursive object from stage 1 
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Appendix (G) – Identifying clusters through colour coding of discursive object 
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Appendix (H) – Process of locating discursive constructions within broader constructions  
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Appendix (I) – Stage 2: This was a reflexive and iterative process. Following the identification of text 

were hsb was being described within broader discourses – the highlighted text and researcher notes 

were then printed to begin a process of clustering the themes. 
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Appendix (J) – organising the data into tables 
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Appendix (K) – stage 4 identifying subject actions and positions. Data and researchers’ electronic notes 
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Appendix (L) – Sample - identifying subject actions and positioning using Harre’s positioning theory 

stages 1-3 described in the right-hand column. 

                                        Identity  

Data  Subjects & Positions  

Stage 4 

 

Informed by Harre’s positioning theory  

 

and you know what he would have been very 

understanding of it-it’s more me and the shame and 

they’re just I felt like a bad parent-you know that he 

had done this and we hadn’t educated him enough on 

it 

 

I’m thinking I should have stopped this I could have 

prevented this- if I had have pushed and I kind of feel 

there isn’t enough information out there either to 

know where do you go to and then I was kind of going 

I wouldn’t have went to the Gardai with that 

information or I don’t think I would have went to my GP  

 

because it’s my son (crying) and that’s the hardest 

thing because you think you have reared them to do 

good and I find that hard because it’s my son and he’s 

done something to my other child that I think is the 

hardest part 

 

Your role as a parent becomes confusing because it’s 

like one step beyond that you become something else 

as well as the parent you have to go to Niapp you have 

to expose yourself you have to listen to other people 

exposing themselves exposing their lives it’s the one 

thing I mean You can go to support groups for lots of 

different things But to go to a support group for when 

your child has sexually abused another child in your 

family it took me a long time to go there I wouldn’t go I 

said no no and I wouldn’t go 

The anger that was in X head he had a view that he 

was supposed to protect his family and he didn’t 

protect his grandson-I brought this trouble to my door 

you know that is the language that he was using and I 

would be saying look we did not think that was going 

to happen we didn’t expect we were going to be in a 

situation 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage 1- Social significance / conditions of 

meaningfulness:  

Parents question their parenting/ family identity. 

In the context of hsb the role of the parent 

changes significantly. Parents have a role in the 

protection of children – identity as a parent 

challenged through self-perceptions of failure. 

 

 

Stage 2- Rights and duties: 

Parents have responsibilities to their children  

But in these circumstances their child’s behaviour 

is outside of their control  

 

Stage 3 - Story line: 

Parents feel guilty and angry about their sons hsb 

because their identity is inseparable from their 

sons through relationship  
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Appendix (M) – Sample – of applying Parkers 4 stages 15-18. 
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Appendix (N) Sample of the process of Willig’s sixth stage. Data colour coded in Blue and associated 

notes on the side highlight the segments of the data relating to subjectivity and the possible positions 
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Appendix (O) – Screen shot displaying filter options for media sources on data base  
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Appendix (P) - Content list generated through the media database following different search 

terms 
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Appendix (Q) - Printed articles read and re-read using post it’s to identify discursive 

constructions. 
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Appendix (R) - Clustering the discursive objects – Media articles 
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Appendix (S) - 6 step FDA adapted using Willig’s stage one and 2 and Parker stages 15-18 
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Appendix (T) – Parental consent form (Group Observations). 
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Appendix (U) – Parental consent form (Interviews) 
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Appendix (V) – Gatekeeper letter of information and consent form  
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Appendix (W) – Participant information sheet 
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Appendix (X) – Interview schedule  
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Appendix (Y) – Thank you card to team from parents  
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Table 2 - A continuum of approaches to discourse analysis taken in part from 

(Pomerantz, 2008; p.7) 

 

 

 

Approach Aims 

Micro 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Macro 

Conversation Analysis Investigates language above the sentence. Looks for 
patterns in structure and organisation, that is to say, 
the order of ‘talk-in-interaction’. 

Ethnography of Communication Seeks to identify what speech events occur in a 
particular community or culture. Considers the social 
or cultural significance of speaking in a particular 
way. 

Discursive Psychology Attends to the ‘Action orientation’ of talk. Aims to 
identify how people use discursive resources in order 
to achieve interpersonal objectives in social 
interaction. 

Critical Discourse Analysis Shows how phenomena such as race and gender are 
constructed in and through acts of speaking and 
writing. 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis Recognises that people’s identities, subject positions 
and objects of which they speak are being 
continuously restructured and redefined through 
speech. 
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Table 3 - How to construct and use an ideal type in sociology, according to Max Weber 

 

 
1. Focus on the element of social action in the object of study, that is, on the behaviour as well as the 

meaning with which this is invested. Comment: No analysis of social action can be carried out without first establishing 

the 

meaning with which the actor invests his or her behaviour. 

 

2. Check that there is adequacy on the level of meaning, that is, that the meaning of the typical actor 

and his/her action fit each other. 

Comment: This is a procedure that can be carried out quickly and without difficulty. When a 

discrepancy appears, it needs to be explained. 

3. Make the following four key assumptions about the typical actor: 

The typical actor acts in a rational manner. 

Comment: It is often convenient to begin the analysis by  

assuming that social action represents a form of rational action – and then study why this may or may not be 

the case. 

The typical actor has full knowledge of the situation. 

Comment: Most actors lack full knowledge of the situation they are in, making this assumption a useful heuristic. 

The typical actor is fully aware of what he/she is doing. 

Comment: Since the role of habit, tradition and the like are common in social action, exploring this assumption is often 

helpful. 

The typical actor makes no mistakes. 

Comment: Sociologists have not paid much attention to mistakes in social life, but these are 

often present and take various forms. 

 

4. In using the ideal type, check that causal adequacy is involved, that is, that the action involved 

(Behaviour plus meaning) will trigger the sought effect. 

Comment: Unless the social action is powerful enough to make the actor realize his or her 

intention, the ideal type needs to be changed or another one used. 

 

# 5. Confront the ideal type with the concrete reality of the phenomenon that is being analysed, and go 

from there. 

Comment: Weber says little on how to proceed at this point, so the analyst is basically on his 

or her own. At this point of the analysis, it is also useful to look for side effects and totally 

unintended consequences of the social action. 
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Table 4 - Sample used in developing ideal type (interview 1) 

Married white Irish male. Has just finished his assessment stage with the NIAPP programme however he or his 

son has not yet started the programme. Leinster provincial location. Interview at the NAIPP Dublin offices 

Social Action  

descriptions of data 

Quotes/ connections from the 

data  

Ideal Type i Thoughts/ 

Surprises  

Changing dynamics in 

family’s 

Power/relationships 

 

Hierarchy’s of information 

within families – some 

know/some don’t   

 

"We were at her mercy" 

(describing his sister and the 

victim’s mother) 

 

 

Shifting family 

dynamics 

 

Vulnerability  

 

 

 

 

 

Secrets creating 

secrets 

Differences in responses to 

hsb - intra/extra familial? 

avoidance of "labels – not 

going legal 

 

 

"because we are all family” 

  

 

  

Recalling memory’s post 

disclosure /doubting own 

judgement  

 

 

What they missed as 

parents 

 

Looking for reasons that 

would allow them take a 

position of guilt  

 

 

Thinking back to other 

observations of son and victim – 

feelings of guilt because did not 

make the connections at the time 

however did know of hsb either 

at those times. 

 

Retrospective feeling, they could 

have intervened earlier – seeing 

things differently. 

Eg – questioning if they should 

have known hsb would occur 

because their son and victim got 

on so well – “we have agonised 

over this” 

Retrospective 

uncertainty on 

parenting   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assuming 

responsibility  

Whilst supporting 

their sons 

struggling to 

forgive 

themselves. 

 

Guilt/ 

competency as 

parents brought 

into question 

Only talk within the family 

permitted – no outside talk 

other than professionals  

“the way we have this now is its 

staying in the family and that’s 

it” 

Investment in 

keeping 

information secret  

 

Anticipated negativity if 

made public 
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Table 5 - The Analytical Approach to FDA for this research (interview data) 

Stage  Description  Rationale  Procedure  

    

1. Identify how 

the discursive 

object is 

constructed 

by 

participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Willig (2015) 

explains that “The 

first stage of 

analysis involves 

the identification 

of the different 

ways in which the 

discursive object is 

constructed in text. 

It is important that 

we do not simply 

look for key words. 

Both implicit and 

explicit references 

need to be included 

(p.156) 

 

One of the 

challenges at this 

stage with hsb 

identified as the 

object in the data 

that was of 

primary focus is 

that parents rarely 

directly talk or 

reference hsb as 

that. In this way it 

was important to 

be mindful of how 

Willig (2015) 

describes the 

things we can learn 

from “the fact a 

text does not 

contain a direct 

reference to the 

discursive object 

can tell us a lot 

about the way in 

which the object is 

constructed” 

(p156) 

 

This stage of 

analysis draws 

upon the first stage 

of Willig’s 6 stages 

of analysis: Asking 

how the discursive   

object is described. 

It was necessary to 

identify the data 

most relevant to 

my chosen 

discursive object 

before following 

through on the 

other stages. For 

that reason, this 

stage was done 

across the 6 full 

interviews before 

applying the 

remaining steps to 

the data set 

identified through 

the development of 

the ideal type.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This stage was 

undertaken 

manually. The 

descriptions of 

discursive objects 

were noted using 

the comments 

function on MS 

Word see example 

in (Appendix E). 

 

The information 

was then collated 

into a table see 

example in 

(Appendix F) and 

then used as 

reference points 

during later stages 

of the analysis.  

 

Constructions of 

hsb were then 

clustered together 

using the 

information in 

table and coloured 

coded for reference 

at the next stage of 

analysis. See 

example in 

(Appendix G) 
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2. Constructions 

were located 

within wider 

discourse and 

action 

orientation    

The discursive 

constructions of 

hsb were located 

within broader 

discourses, 

including for 

example Morality, 

stigma and taboo. 

 

The development 

of what Willig 

(2013) describes as 

interpretive 

repertoires was 

processed through 

this stage. 

Interpretive 

repertoires are 

figures of speech 

that construct an 

object in each way 

(Potter & 

Wetherell (1987) 

and Willig (2013). 

Within each data 

set interpretive 

repertoires relating 

to the discursive 

objects were 

identified and 

coded. This 

resulted in five 

groups of 

repertoires: 

 

1.Parents talking 

about the impact 

of hsb 

2. Parents talking 

about their 

understanding of 

hsb 

3. Parents talking 

about hsb and Irish 

society  

4. Parents talking 

about the future  

Stage two followed 

Willig’s second and 

third stage of 

analysis.   

 

 

Using the colour 

coded system that 

identified the 

constructions of 

hsb the data was 

analysed to situate 

the constructions 

within broader 

discourses.  

 

For example, see 

(Appendix H) in 

which the yellow 

represents the 

parts of the text in 

which the 

researcher 

identifies data in 

which hsb is being 

described within 

broader discourses. 

The notes made on 

the side were then 

clustered together 

manually. This part 

of the analysis is 

like what Parker 

(1992) describes in 

his third stage of 

analysis or what 

Willig (2013) 

describes in 

developing 

interpretive 

repertoires. See 

appendix (I) for an 

example of this 

process and (J) for 

when I began to 

organise the data 

into tables. 
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5. Parents talking 

about identity and 

hsb 

  

 

 

 

 

 

3. Identifying 

subject 

positions and 

the actions 

available to 

them within 

these 

“networks of 

meaning” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Consider the 

power 

relations 

within the 

discourse and 

the 

ideological 

effects of the 

discourse  

 

The positions and 

actions available to 

subjects within a 

discourse was 

identified and 

explored using 

Harre’s positioning 

theory (2008). This 

process analysed 

the most dominant 

discursive 

constructions. This 

decision was taken 

to focus on the 

most prevalent 

constructions as in 

my view it would 

not be possible to 

offer and analysis 

on “all” discourses 

on this topic  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This stage involves 

considering who 

stands to lose and 

gain from the 

employment of the 

discourse: which 

views of the world 

is reinforced, and 

Stage Three draws 

upon Willig’s 

fourth and fifth 

stages of analysis. 

The framework for 

analysis offered by 

Willig (2015) has 

expanded to 

include aspects of 

positioning theory 

as proposed by 

Harré (2008). This 

includes looking at 

(a)the social 

significance of 

what is being said, 

(b) the distribution 

of rights and duties 

of the subjects 

within the 

construction and 

(c) what story is 

being supported by 

this construction 

Harré (2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This stage of the 

analysis focused on 

Parker’s (1992) 

stages 15-18 

 

 

 

 

Stages 3-4 were 

completed 

manually using the 

development of 

tables that 

included elements 

of Harre’s position 

theory and the 

researchers notes 

as related to the 

data. 

 

Appendix (K) which 

is sample which 

includes the initial 

part of the process 

which includes the 

researchers notes. 

These notes were 

later integrated as 

the analysis was 

further progressed 

and refined. See 

appendix (L) for a 

sample of which 

includes the later 

part of this stage 

and which Harre’s 

theory is used.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

See appendix (M) 

for an example of 

how this stage was 

conducted. Data 

was colour coded 

as it related to 

each of the stages. 

Researcher notes 
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5. This stage in 

the analysis 

traces the 

consequences 

of taking up 

various 

subject 

positions for 

the 

participants 

subjective 

experiences   

 

which are 

supressed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Willig (2015) 

explores the 

relationship 

between discourse 

and subjectivity – 

Discourses make 

available certain 

ways of seeing the 

world and certain 

ways of being in 

the world (p. 160) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This stage of the 

analysis uses 

Willig’s sixth stage 

of analysis  

were taken, and 

table developed to 

organise the data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data relating to 

subjectivity and 

available positions 

were coloured in 

blue, analysed and 

notes taken. For 

example, see in 

appendix (N)- the 

first note is “Not 

condoning what he 

did but 

understanding that 

son will need 

people in his life 

who accept him”. 

Notes were then 

clustered in 

developing 

potential subject 

positions for 

consideration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

144 

Table 6 – The Analytical Approach to FDA for this research (Media) 

Stage  Description  Rationale  Procedure  

1.  Identify how 

the discursive 

object is 

constructed by 

participants 

and locate 

within wider 

discourses 

 

Willig (2015) explains 

that “The first stage of 

analysis involves the 

identification of the 

different ways in 

which the discursive 

object is constructed 

in text. It is important 

that we do not simply 

look for key words. 

Both implicit and 

explicit references 

need to be included 

(p.156) 

 

This stage of analysis 

draws upon the first 

and second stage of 

Willig’s 6 stages of 

analysis: Asking how 

the discursive   object 

is described 

Six articles were 

printed, read and re-

read initially using post 

its taking notes to look 

for discursive 

constructions – see 

appendix (Q). 

 More detailed notes 

were then taken 

electronically using MS 

word and a process of 

color coding and 

clustering discursive 

constructions. See 

appendix (R) for 

example. 

2. Consider the 

power relations 

within the 

discourse and 

the ideological 

effects of the 

discourse  

 

This stage involves 

considering who 

stands to lose and 

gain from the 

employment of the 

discourse: which views 

of the world is 

reinforced and which 

are supressed 

 

This stage of the 

analysis focused on 

Parkes (1992) stages 

15-18 

 

All six articles were 

analysed using the 

adapted six step 

model of FDA. 

Appendix (S) 

demonstrates a 

sample of how each 

step was used to 

analyse using a 

color-coded system. 

Notes were then kept 

electronically on the 

side before being 

clustered and cross 

referenced. 
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Photograph (6) – sample of how I used flip charts following analysis from table (3) 
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Photograph (7) – Sample of data selected following the use of the ideal type 

 


