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ABSTRACT 

 

This study examines some of the characteristics and risk factors of intrafamilial (family) and 

extrafamilial (outsider) child sexual. Few studies have examined the characteristics of either type 

of abuse. Many studies look at risk factors but do not examine abuse by family members and 

outsiders separately.  I emphasize the role of opportunity, i.e., the circumstances that bring 

victims in contact with offenders in the absence of guardians. I use a survey of children to look at 

a child’s age, gender, and family structure to see if they affect whether the child is abused and 

whether the abuser is a family member or an outsider. I identify which is more likely to be 

repeated and which is more likely to have a greater level of intimacy. I use binomial and 

multinomial logistic regression as well as chi-square. The results suggest that the younger a child 

is the more at risk they are for family sexual abuse. Females are more likely to be abused than 

males by family members and outsiders. Reconstituted families and single parent families are 

particularly likely to increase the risk of sexual abuse in general and by family members. Abuse 

by outsiders is likely to involve more intimate sexual encounters than family abuse. This 

knowledge gives us a greater understanding of who is at risk and what they are at risk of when 

looking at family and outsider child sexual abuse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A large number of children are sexually abused (Ullman, Hilweg & Finkelhor 1999). 

Sometimes the offenders are strangers and sometimes they are people known to the victim. 

Those known to the victim include members of the child’s family (e.g., stepparents, parents, 

siblings) or non-relatives (e.g., coaches, teachers, friends). Using data collected from two surveys 

done in Finland in 2008 and 2013, I compare abuse by family members to abuse by outsiders. I 

use this information to examine the risks and characteristics of intrafamilial and extrafamilial 

child sexual abuse. Opportunity plays a large role in connecting how the risk factors and 

characteristics of the abuse relate to the victim’s relationship with the abuser. I use the Routine 

Activity Approach to identify the role opportunity plays and to gain a better understanding. My 

focus will be on the victim throughout my study. Three questions I hope to answer are: Are the 

risk factors different for sexual abuse by relatives versus non-relatives?   Does the victim’s 

relation to the abuser affect whether the abuse will be repeated? Does the intimacy of the sexual 

abuse depend upon the victim’s relation to the abuser? 

The rationale for conducting this work is to gain a better understanding of two aspects of 

childhood sexual abuse: how risk factors influence the victim-abuser relationship and how that 

relationship affects the characteristics of the abuse. By seeing how risk factors differ between 

intrafamilial and extrafamilial child sexual abuse, we can better know when children are more at 

risk and by whom. Law enforcement can use this information to improve their investigation. For 

example, if my results show that children at specific ages are more likely to be abused by a 

member of the family then this information could give investigators more information on where 
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to start, making the investigation more efficient. This research will also help us better grasp how 

abuse affects the victim by providing us with more information on the characteristics of the 

abuse. Parents can use the information to better protect their children, and appropriate child care 

employees or volunteers can be trained in recognizing abuse. While looking at the characteristics 

of these two types of sexual abuse on intimacy and repetition we can better understand how to 

help victims. Especially with repetition, we can know if it may be an ongoing relationship that 

needs to be stopped. Also, examining causes and effects can help to gauge who may be more at 

risk for revictimization. By continuing this type of research, we can positively affect our 

community and our children’s safety. Child sexual abuse is a topic that many are afraid to talk 

about but keeping it in the dark only further promotes it. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Many scholars have made strides in research on childhood sexual abuse. To build on 

what they have accomplished, this paper will focus specifically on the differences between 

intrafamilial and extrafamilial child sexual abuse to add to our collective knowledge and 

understanding. The purpose of the study is to compare intrafamilial (family) and extrafamilial 

(outsider) abuse, specifically looking at characteristics and risk factors. First, I examine whether 

the risk factors affect whether the child is sexually abused by a family member or outsider. The 

specific risk factors I plan to focus on are age, sex, and family structure. Second, I identify the 

difference in characteristics of family and outsider abuse. The characteristics of the abuse I will 

pay particular attention to are repetition (the number of incidents with the same offender) and the 

level of intimacy (how physically intimate the abuse became). Previous studies have not been 

helpful in looking at the differences between risk factors of intrafamilial and extrafamilial sexual 

abuse because they combine the two. We have reason to believe that the risk factors do differ, 

and therefore research is needed on this topic (Black, Heyman, Smith Slep 2001).  

Theory 

The main theory from which my inquiry stems is Opportunity Theory, also known as 

Routine Activities Approach. The idea behind Opportunity Theory is that the more opportunity 

there is for crime to occur the more likely it will occur. Undertones of this theory can be found in 

the old saying “opportunity makes the thief” (Felson and Clarke 1998:1). I plan to look at how 
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the Routine Activities Approach explains child sexual abuse risk factors. In the Routine 

Activities Approach, crime occurs when the three aspects “motivated offender, suitable target, 

and the absence of a capable guardian” come together (Cohen and Felson 1979:589, Leclerc & 

Felson 2014). This approach relates to child sexual abuse in that the “motivated offender” can 

gain access to a child easily depending on their relation, creating an opportunity for abuse to 

occur. The supervision of a child is at the center of the Routine Activity Approach (Leclerc & 

Felson 2014). Finkelhor and Baron found that “parental unavailability” increases the risk of 

abuse greatly. I will not be directly testing the theory but use it as my basis when considering 

factors like age, sex, family structure, repetition, and intimacy with respect to the offender and 

likelihood of access. 

Other literature by Walker, Golden, and Vanhouten (2001) discusses the location aspect 

of opportunity. Just like any crime the motivated offender needs a proper location to commit the 

crime. Location relates to child sexual abuse in that family members would have access to a 

suitable target in different locations than an outsider (Leclerc & Felson 2014). These locations 

would be more private, like a bedroom where more intimate or repeated abuse could occur.  

The child’s family structure, age, and gender influence what the child does and who they 

are around. Younger children spend more time in the home and therefore create a greater 

opportunity of being abused by a family member. When looking at a child’s gender, different 

situational factors create opportunities for sexual abuse to occur (Wortley & Smallbone 2006). 

Girls tend to spend more time in the home (Huston, Wright, Marquis, and Green 1999). This 

time in the home creates a greater opportunity for family sexual abuse. A child’s family structure 

affects who is in the home. A single parent or reconstituted family will have more people in the 
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home that are not biologically related to the child, thus giving them the same opportunity as a 

family member. 

Characteristics 

Repetition 

A major finding throughout literature dealing with sexual assault is the theme of re-

victimization. Not all studies take the offender being the same person into account. However, a 

1986 study took the same offender and their relation to the victim into account by looking at 

what they deemed duration. Duration was not the number of incidents but how long the abuse 

continued. In this study, they found that the only intrafamilial abuse lasted more than a year 

(Mian, Wehrspann, Klajner-Diamond, LeBaron, & Winder 1986). This discovery was upheld by 

a more recent study that found extrafamilial abuse more likely to just be a single incident than 

intrafamilial abuse (Fischer & McDonald 1998). Erickson, Walbek, and Seely (1988) also found 

family sexual abuse to be more repetitive.  

While some studies did not focus on when the re-victimization occurred, Boney-Mccoy 

and Finkelhor conducted a study focusing on the re-victimization of children while they are still 

children. This study reports that prior abuse, sexual or not, increases the chances of re-

victimization as a child (Boney-Mccoy & Finkelhor 1995).  

 Also, Herman’s (1981) study of father-daughter incest promotes the idea that if someone 

experienced sexual abuse as a child, they are more at risk for sexual assault later. We can also 

look at Moeller & Bachmann (1993), who focused on both sexual and non-sexual child abuse in 

their study and maintained that prior abuse puts someone at a greater risk for re-victimization. 
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While all of these studies showed that prior victims are more at risk for re-victimization they 

lacked specifics dealing with the offender. First, these scholars did not address whether the 

separate incidents were with the same offender. A victim of child sexual abuse can have multiple 

incidents of abuse with the same offender. They also did not discuss the victim’s relation to the 

offender or they only looked at a specific relationship. I feel these findings are important to 

include because they address a pattern of repetition. My study will be able to focus on the re-

victimization with the same victim and offender.  

Following prior research, I hypothesize that intrafamilial sexual abuse is more likely than 

extrafamilial sexual abuse to be repeated by the same offender because they have more 

consistent access to the victim and therefore more opportunity. Re-victimization is an important 

aspect that can encompass the same or different a offender. Instead of just focusing on re-

victimization itself, I will look at why it may happen specifically with the same offender. 

Level of Intimacy 

As mentioned before, child sexual abuse is an uncomfortable topic in itself without 

delving into the specifics of what happened. That may be the reason why the literature on it is 

not as extensive. However, some studies did ask specifically about the physical act as well as 

information on the offender’s relation to the child. 

These studies suggest that intrafamilial abuse tends to be more serious or intimate 

(Fischer & McDonald 1998). Fondling was more common for a neighbor or a more distant 

relative such as great uncle or step-father (Muram 1989). Another study agreed with previous 

studies that in intrafamilial child sexual abuse, over multiple incidents, the physical acts 
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gradually progressed reaching very intimate levels (Erickson, Walbek, and Seely 1988). Even 

when an extrafamilial abuser had the same opportunity, a greater level of intimacy was less 

likely to occur. 

However, other studies did not find intrafamilial abuse to be more intimate. In fact, one 

study found no statistical difference between who the abuser was and the intimacy of the abuse. 

Concerning intimacy, this study only found that fondling was the most common and “dry” 

intercourse was only found in intrafamilial abuse. (Mian, Wehrspann, Klajner-Diamond, 

LeBaron, & Winder 1986). Russell (1983), however, conducted a study that ended with opposite 

results. This study argues that less serious or intimate forms of sexual abuse that occur within the 

family in the same generation are less likely to be reported; therefore, it is hard to know the true 

number of incidents. He further states over half of extrafamilial child abuse cases were 

categorized as very serious (“ranging from forced penile-vaginal penetration to attempted 

fellatio, cunnilingus, analingus, anal intercourse--not by force”), whereas less than 25% of 

intrafamilial cases were categorized very serious (“ranging from forced digital penetration of the 

vagina to nonforceful attempted breast contact or simulated intercourse”) (Russell 1983:140).  

From the larger and more recent findings, I hypothesize that intrafamilial abuse will be 

more intimate Since family members will have more access to the child in more secluded and 

intimate locations, I believe family abuse will be more intimate. 
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Risk Factors 

Age 

The age of the child can play a major role in a child’s risk of sexual abuse. An article by 

Finkelhor and Baron (1986) shows that overall children in the preadolescent years are most 

likely to be victimized. However, Finkelhor and Asdigian (1996) found that older children are 

more at risk for being abused. Age is not only a risk factor for the abuse itself but also affects 

who the abuser is. At different ages, children participate in different activities that make them 

susceptible to different offenders. Younger children tend to spend more time with family 

members, while adolescents participate in more activities outside of their family. Much of the 

literature shows that victims of intrafamilial child sexual abuse tend to be younger. In 1986, 

children under 5 were 1.7 times more likely to be abused by a family member than children in 

the 5 to 6 age category (Mian, Wehrspann, Klajner-Diamond, LeBaron, & Winder 1986). Russell 

(1983) supports this idea in a study of only female victims, reporting 71% of the victims of 

intrafamilial sexual abuse were under the age of 14, while 65% of extrafamilial sexual abuse 

happened to children under the age of 14. A separate study discovered children who experience 

intrafamilial child sexual abuse are around 3 years younger than victims of extrafamilial abuse 

(Fischer & McDonald 1998). The De Jong (1983) study did not separate intrafamilial and 

extrafamilial, but it did separate known and unknown offenders. In this study they found the 

younger the victim was the less likely they were assaulted by a stranger. “Children are more 

vulnerable to parental assault by being smaller, more dependent, or weaker” (Finkelhor & 

Asdigian 1996:15).  
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Delinquency also is an age-related activity that affects victimization. Delinquency puts a 

child more at risk for non-family abuse (Finkelhor & Asdigian 1996). Older children and boys 

are more likely to be involved in delinquent activities; putting themselves in a place with other 

offenders that may take advantage of them. While I will not be looking at delinquency, it is 

important to view it as an example of the different routine activities that come along with age 

and sex (Finkelhor & Asdigian 1996).  

Age-related findings all seem to point toward the same outcome of younger children 

being more likely abused at home. However, some did not show significant difference which I 

hope to better understand through my own data analysis. Since younger children spend a 

majority of their time with family members and older children are more independent and 

involved with activities chaperoned by outsiders, I hypothesize that younger children will be 

more at risk for intrafamilial sexual abuse and older children more at risk for extrafamilial abuse. 

Gender 

Concerning the risk factor of gender, research has shown that girls are more likely than 

boys to be victims of sexual abuse (Finkelhor & Baron 1986). However, some literature found 

males to be more commonly abused by a family member than a non-family member (Mian, 

Wehrspann, Klajner-Diamond, LeBaron, & Winder 1986). In contrast, an earlier study displayed 

that “males were more likely than females to be assaulted by a stranger or acquaintance” (De 

Jong 1983:157-158). Russell (1983) conducted a study on only female victims that found 

females who are sexually abused under the age of 18 are more likely to be abused by a non-

relative. His percentages were, 16% experienced intrafamilial abuse, 31% experienced 
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extrafamilial, and 38% experienced intrafamilial and/or extrafamilial abuse (Russell 1983). This 

study offered more insight in that it not only looked at whether the offender was related to the 

victim, but if the victim knew the offender as well. The breakdown was “11% were total 

strangers, 29% were relatives, and 60% were known to the victims but unrelated to them” 

(Russell 1983:140). Based off more recent studies, I hypothesize that girls will be abused more 

than boys overall, but boys are more likely to be abused by an outsider than a family member 

and girls by a family member. Girls spend more time in the home and therefore family members 

have a greater access and opportunity to abuse while outsiders would have less access them 

(Huston, Wright, Marquis, and Green 1999). 

Family Structure 

The last risk factor I examine is family structure. The presence of both parents, one 

parent, or a non-biological parent has been found to be related to child sexual victimization 

(Turner et al. 2007). Families with both biological parents present tend to impose less risk for 

child sexual abuse (Gwirayi 2012) while families with a single parent or a stepparent increase the 

risk for child victimization (Lauritsen 2003, Savolainen 2007). Reconstituted families or families 

with a stepparent tend to have more dysfunction or conflict between the parents and the child. 

This dysfunction can create a greater risk of abuse (Finkelhor & Baron 1986, Hetherington et al. 

1998, Savolainen 2007). Therefore, children in reconstituted families are more likely to 

experience an incident of victimization, especially victimization perpetrated by a family member. 

Finkelhor and Asdigian found that family structure was not as large of a risk factor when dealing 

with abuse by a non-family member. However, they did find the presence of a stepparent to be a 
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risk factor for parental abuse (1996). The presence of a stepparent provides opportunity by 

having someone who is not biologically related in the same household. One of the reasons people 

will not abuse a family member is because they cannot get passed the biological component. 

With a stepparent this is not an issue. They have the same amount of opportunity as a biological 

family member without the biological connection that may hold some offenders back. Also, 

having a stepparent or single parent can also create dysfunction in the home as described above.  

However, children in single parent or stepparent families are also at risk for abuse by an 

outsider (Turner et al. 2007). A decent portion of the literature looks specifically at family 

structure based on the presence of a father figure, especially a stepfather. The transition from a 

single mother alone to a single mother with stepfather increases the risk for girls but not for boys 

(Finkelhor, Hotaling, Lewis, & Smith 1990). Also, stepfathers are the most likely to commit the 

most intimate sexual abuse of any other relative (Russell 1983). Russell (1983) found the percent 

of girls who had a stepfather and were abused by that stepfather was quadruple the percent of 

girls abused by their natural fathers. In another study done the same year, the presence of a 

stepfather or foster father was frequently found among victims; however, they were not always 

the abuser. This means that their presence is not just a risk factor in them being the abuser, but a 

risk factor for abuse itself (Gruber & Jones 1983). While both reconstituted families and single 

parent families show an increased risk of child sexual abuse they have not been compared to one 

another. They have only been compared when dealing with child physical abuse where children 

with a stepparent were found to be more at risk than children with single parents (Daly & 

Wilson). I want to see if this is also true for child sexual abuse. I hypothesize that the presence of 

a stepparent or a family with only a single parent are more likely to cause intrafamilial sexual 

abuse. 
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Current Study 

Through the literature we gain a fuller understanding of what is known and what is left to 

discover. As I delve further into some unanswered questions, I hypothesize that younger children 

will be more at risk for intrafamilial sexual abuse and older children more at risk for 

extrafamilial abuse, girls will be abused more than boys overall, but boys are more likely to be 

abused by an outsider than a family member and girls by a family member.  Families with a 

stepparent or single parent are more likely to have intrafamilial sexual abuse to occur over 

extrafamilial. Finally, I hypothesize that intrafamilial sexual abuse is more likely than 

extrafamilial sexual abuse to be repeated by the same offender, and intrafamilial abuse will be 

more intimate.
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DATA & METHODS 

Data 

The data I am using was collected in Finland through two separate surveys done in 2008 

and 2013. The surveys I am using are of children in sixth and ninth grade with ages ranging from 

ten to seventeen. This data includes demographic information on the child as well as information 

on the child’s family. The portion of the data that deals with child sexual abuse looks at abusers 

who are at least 5 years older than their victim. Respondents reported their age at the time of the 

incident as well as the older person’s age at the time. These can be used to identify the age 

difference between the two parties. Doing this revealed that not all of the entries in this subset 

were consistent with the older person being 5 or more years older. To produce the most accuracy, 

I retain people who reported an age difference of four years as long as they answered “yes” to an 

earlier question about whether they had ever had sexual contact with someone five or more years 

older. If they skipped the question or answered “no,” I excluded those responses. These cases 

totaled to 2483 cases. The data does not include as much information about the abuser as it does 

the victim, but it does include what the abuser’s relationship was to the child and information on 

the abuse itself. Respondents could report up to three separate incidents of sexual abuse with 

different offenders.  

My data comes from Finland, which is more open to asking children specific questions 

dealing with child sexual abuse. This is a strength of the data because it contains information the 

US does not have in its own domestic surveys. The laws in Finland on child sexual abuse are 
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comparable to the laws in the US, so I believe that we can apply the results from this data to the 

US. I believe this is likely comparable to not only the US, but most westernized countries do to 

the similarities in laws.   

Measurements 

The age of the victim during the time of the abuse and gender of the child are the two 

demographic risk factors I focus on. I recode male as 0 and female as 1. The other main risk 

factor that I focus on deals with the victim’s family structure. I concentrate on whether there is a 

step parent, single parent, or other family structure. Family structure is a set of dummy variables 

with four categories. Those categories are Nuclear Family, Single Parent, Reconstituted Family, 

and Other Family. I combine the category of father and stepmother with mother and stepfather to 

create the variable Reconstituted Family. I recode the rest as Nuclear Family, Single Parent, and 

Other Family to create binary variables.  

 Next, I will focus on two separate characteristics of child sexual abuse. I plan to look at 

the intimacy of the abuse as well as the number of incidents or repetition of the abuse. When 

dealing with intimacy of abuse, I recode the variables describing “what happened?” into seven 

categories going from most intimate to least intimate: Penetration, simulated intercourse, touched 

naked privates, touched clothed privates, exposed privates, petting, and suggestion of sexual act. 

When looking at repetition, I will focus on the variable that asks, “How many different sexual 

encounters did you have with this same person?” The responses given were once, 2-10 times, 

and over 10 times. Both characteristics are ordinal variables that deal with child sexual abuse.  
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For my interests I combine the types of offenders into two categories. The offenders in 

the survey are persons who are at least five years older than the victim. I split the offenders into 

intrafamilial and extrafamilial. I combine cousin, uncle or aunt, grandparent, brother/step-

brother, sister/step-sister, father, step-father, mother, and step-mother into the intrafamilial 

category and separate the rest into the extrafamilial category. These two categories are how I 

split the offender for each risk factor and characteristic.  

The last variable I include is education. I combine the mother and father’s education to 

have the variable of parent education. This variable specifies if one or both or their parents went 

to college. This variable gives us an idea of the respondent’s socioeconomic status. 

Analysis 

Logistic Regression will be the most practical way to look at the relationship between 

age, sex and family structure of victim and relation to the offender. I will also consider chi-

square tests for the characteristics of abuse. I will look at regression with each variable and use a 

combination of mother and father’s education as a control variable for socioeconomic status. I 

will use Nuclear Family as the reference group. I use binomial logistic regression when I want to 

compare only those who have been abused, but multinomial when I want to compare those who 

were abused to those who were not abused. I will also split who the offender is into categories of 

abuse by a father or stepfather and abuse by other and compare it with presence of a stepfather. I 

do this to look at the relationship of the presence of abuse when a stepfather is present, and to see 

if the stepfather is the abuser as well.  
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RESULTS 

In Tables 1 and 2, I present the descriptive statistics for each variable for children that 

experienced abuse. Age was the only continuous variable, so it is the only one with a mean and 

standard deviation. Overall, we see that more than half involve multiple encounters or repeated 

abuse. Penetrative sex was found to be the most common level of intimacy. Here we see that 

females make up a majority of the respondents. Nuclear family is also found to be the most 

common family structure with single parent and reconstituted following in that order. Looking at 

the respondent's ’parents’ education only around 14 percent graduated from college. This is 

specifically for respondents who experienced sexual abuse which may explain such a low 

education rate in the parents.   
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics 
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Table 2 Descriptive Statistics 

 

Crosstabulations  

Crosstabulations between how often the abuse was repeated and the relationship with the 

offender are presented in Table 3. For intrafamilial abuse, most incidents were repeated, but it 

rarely happened over ten times.   A good portion of outsider abuse only occurred once. The 

percentage for over ten times was the lowest category for both family and outsider abuse. 

However, family abuse being repeated over 10 times had a larger percentage than outsider abuse, 



19 

which suggests that family is more likely to be repeated over 10 times than outsider abuse. When 

looking at the table we see that family abuse has higher percentages than outsider abuse for 

abuse that occurred more than once. The results are not significant, but it does appear that abuse 

involving family members was more likely to be repeated. 

Table 3 Crosstabulation of How Often the Abuse was Repeated and Relationship 

with the Offender 

 

Crosstabulations between the level of intimacy and the relationship with the offender are 

presented in Table 4. The acts are arranged from most intimate to least. Intimate touching of 

private parts over clothing is a higher percentage category for both outsider and family abuse. In 

fact, it is the highest form of abuse for family abuse. It looks like penetrative sex could also be 

driving the significance, although we are not getting much of a change in intimacy. If we 

combine the three least categories and the following three, we see that penetrative sex does not 

follow the same pattern. Excluding penetrative sex, the other more intimate acts are higher for 

family abuse than outsider abuse. I found this to be statistically significant with Pearson’s chi-

square. There is more touching in family than outsider abuse. Family abuse has less penetrative 

sex and more minor sexual interaction; while outsider abuse is more penetrative. 
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Table 4 Crosstabulation of Level of Intimacy and Relationship with Offender 

 

 

Crosstabulations between gender and the relationship with the offender are presented in 

Table 5. Females had a slightly higher percentage than males of abuse from family members but 

are about the same. This was not found to be statistically significant.  Overall both males and 

females were more commonly abused by an outsider.  

Crosstabulations between family structure and the relationship with the offender are 

presented in Table 6. Looking at the different family structures we see that nuclear family, single 

parent, and other family structures had around 5% of the abuse from a family member. However, 

the categories containing a stepparent had over 10% of the incidents of abuse by a family 

member. Between families with a stepfather and families with a stepmother, families with 

stepfathers had a slightly higher percentage of family abuse.  

Crosstabulations between presence of a stepfather with if abuse was perpetrated by a 

father figure presented in table 7. Looking specifically at the relationship between having a 

stepfather and if the father/stepfather was the abuser, the results show that having a stepfather 

increased the percentages of being abused by the father/stepfather. In general, it increases the 

chances of being abused not just by a stepfather but by anyone. Having a stepfather did not 

appear to have an effect on the stepfather or father more likely being the abuser. The presence of 
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a stepfather specifically did make a child more at risk of sexual abuse and this is statistically 

significant.   

 

Table 5 Crosstabulation of Relationship with Offender and Gender 

 

 

Table 6 Crosstabulation of Relationship with Offender and Family Structure 

 

Table 7 Crosstabulation of Presence of a Stepfather with whether Offender was a 

Father Figure 
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Binary Logistic Regression 

Table 8 shows the results of the binary logistic regression with each variable. This table 

represents the relationship between the risk factors and intrafamilial and extrafamilial child 

sexual abuse. Through this regression we are predicting the abuse by family versus abuse by an 

outsider.  

 The first risk factor is age. The independent variable is the respondent’s age at the time of 

the incident of abuse and whether the abuse was intrafamilial (family) or extrafamilial (outsider) 

is the dependent variable. The relationship between age and the child’s relationship with the 

abuser is significant (p<.05). With intrafamilial being 1 and extrafamilial being 0, age has a 

negative relationship with who the offender is; which means the younger the respondent’s age at 

the time of the incident, the more likely the abuser was by a family member. Looking at the 

second demographic risk factor, gender, I found this relationship to be not significant. 

 Family structure is separated into four binary categories, but nuclear family was left out 

of the binary logistic regression to be the reference group. Looking at the results for family 

structure, only reconstituted families are found to have a significant relationship to who the 

abuser was. Since the coefficient for this relationship is positive, being in a reconstituted family 

makes the child more at risk for family abuse than outsider abuse than if a child is a part of a 

nuclear family. While not significant, we do see that the other family structure category has a 

substantial negative coefficient. 

 The control variable is the parent’s education. Parent education was not found to be 

significant. Analyses not presented suggest the parent’s education did not change the relationship 

of any of the other variables. The age at the time of the incident and reconstituted families are 
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still statistically significant and their coefficients change very little. Therefore, the results 

including parent education support my current findings.  

 

Table 8 Binary Logistic Regression Predicting Abuse by Outsiders and Family 

Members 
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Multinomial Logistic Regression 

I also conducted a multinomial logistic regression with the same factors I used for the 

binary logistic regression, with the exception of age at the time of the incident because that 

would only be present in cases of abuse. The binary logistic regression compared incidents of 

sexual abuse, but in the multinomial logistic regression I am comparing respondents who 

experienced family or outsider abuse to those who experienced no abuse. In Table 9 we can see 

the results of this test. The results show that girls are at greater risk of abuse by outsiders 

(p<0.05).  Also, any family structure compared to a nuclear family structure have coefficients 

that are positive with the exception of other family which means that a child with a single parent, 

stepparent increases a child’s risk of being abused by an outsider. Also, or being female 

increases a child’s risk of being abused by an outsider. 

In comparing family abuse to no abuse, all risk factors are significant except for other 

family. The coefficients again are positive. However, some have increased dramatically. The 

coefficient for reconstituted family is much stronger for family abuse than outsider. 

Reconstituted family is more important for family abuse than outsider abuse. Single parent 

families also have a stronger coefficient when looking at family abuse compared to outsider 

abuse. All the coefficients increase but reconstituted family has the most dramatic increase with 

single parent following. Girls are more likely than boys to be abused by a family member or 

outsider. 

The variable measuring if the child’s parent went to college to test the relative 

relationship of risk factors to if the abuser was family or an outsider. The parent’s education is 

not significant and is not of primary focus. 
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Table 9 Multinomial Logistic Regression Predicting Abuse by Outsiders and Family 

Members Compared to No Abuse 
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DISCUSSION 

 

In this study, the data from two large surveys of Finnish youth were merged so that I 

could examine how risk factors and characteristics differ for sexual abuse from family members 

versus outsiders. The results display the differences and exemplify opportunity’s part. A 

limitation of this study is that a good portion of the abuse was between a child and someone five 

years older that they viewed as their partner or saw themselves as being in a relationship with. 

While this is categorized as abuse, some of the children involved did not see it this way. 

 When I examine repetition and how it differs between family and outsider abuse, I see 

that abuse by a family member was likely to happen more than once, while outsider abuse mostly 

happened once.  The percentages present mixed evidence. However, we can surmise that abuse 

by family members was more likely to occur repeatedly, even though this was not statistically 

significant. These findings are not consistent with the limited literature discussed earlier since 

they are not significant. It may not have been statistically significant because the number of cases 

of family abuse is small; most of the abuse in my sample is by outsider. There is still reason to 

believe that family abuse is more commonly repeated. Opportunity explains why family abuse is 

more likely to be repeated than outsider abuse. Family members have a greater access to the 

child. A child’s family is relatively consistent throughout their life while teachers, coaches, 

neighbors, etc. could all change. The change of these outsiders is more likely and more common 

than that of family members. For example, each year a child receives a new teacher. Family 

members will have access to the child for years, while that access may vary as the child ages, 
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they still will have more consistent access and therefore be able to abuse the child more than 

once. They have more continual contact. 

 Continuing with characteristics of abuse, I hypothesized that family abuse would be more 

intimate. However, this was not entirely the case. Penetrative sex was found to be more frequent 

in cases of outsider abuse. If we exclude penetrative sex, then the other intimate acts are more 

frequent in family abuse, which is consistent with my hypothesis and the previous studies. From 

these results it seems that if the abuse does not reach penetrative sex, it follows a pattern of being 

more intimate with abuse from a family member. Outsider abuse may more frequently include 

penetrative sex because they do not need to worry about a biological connection. It could also be 

because they have less opportunity and therefore view it as their only chance. Thus, we see that 

family sexual abuse appears to be intimate than outsider abuse except for penetrative sex.  

The results for the respondent’s age echo the previous literature. The younger a child is 

the more likely their abuser is a family member. The older a child is the more likely the abuser is 

an outsider. This directly supports my hypothesis. I suggested that family members have a 

greater opportunity to sexually abuse a child when they are younger. Younger children require 

constant supervision and most times it is from other family members. In the years before kids go 

to school they spend a majority of their time at home and with family. Their activities are limited 

to outside activities their parents or caretakers take them to. Older children or teens are exposed 

to more people outside of their family. Older children have more opportunities of freedom and 

independence that put them in more contact with non-family members. From previous literature 

and our current findings, it is reasonable to assume that family members have a greater 

opportunity with younger children and outsiders with older children. 
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Unlike age, gender is not a predictor of the child’s relationship to their abuser, but a 

predictor of abuse itself. This is not especially surprising since the literature did not bring us to a 

clear conclusion. The literature demonstrated that girls are sexually abused more often than boys. 

This is consistent with our results. When looking at our descriptive statistics, girls make up 

around 75% of the sample of those who have experienced sexual abuse from a larger population 

that is more evenly split by gender. Also, when comparing either kind of abuse with no abuse we 

see that females are significantly more likely to be at risk for abuse than males. This is again 

consistent with previous literature. 

The results on family structure lead to the belief that the structure of the family affects 

what type of relationship the child has with the abuser. A reconstituted family structure is the 

family structure that I find has the greatest relationship with who the abuser is. The literature 

mainly talks about stepfathers abusing their stepdaughters, and this relationship supports my 

findings. My results show that children that are a part of a reconstituted family structure are more 

likely to be abused by a family member instead of an outsider. Abuse by a family member is 

much more likely in families with a stepparent. This increase is a lot greater than that of single 

parent families. This finding can be partly explained through opportunity. For some extrafamilial 

abusers, they will not abuse anyone biologically related to them. We can assume for some, the 

idea of sexual relations with a biological relative is too deviant. In a reconstituted family, there 

are members of the family that are not biological relatives. This means they cohabitate with 

someone who is not a blood relative. This is, in theory, someone who has access to them every 

day in private locations like the home. This creates a large space for opportunity. A step-family 

member has a greater opportunity without biological inhibitions. While the literature focuses on 

stepfathers, as they make up a good portion of perpetrators in the scenario, they are not the only 
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abusers in this category. From my crosstabulation we see that just because someone is abused 

and has a stepfather it does not mean that they are always abused by their stepfather. Step-

siblings as well as a stepmother could also be the abuser.  

Single parent families are another structure that tend to also have an effect and show 

significance in my study.  It affects abuse by outsiders and family members. Here we can see this 

happening through opportunity. The lack of two parents my give one parent the opportunity to 

abuse a child. However, the lack of parent supervision could also create the opportunity for an 

outsider to abuse the child. Therefore, the single parent family structure as a risk factor does not 

change in relation to who the abuser is. 
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CONCLUSION  

Through this study we see that some of the risk factors and characteristic of intrafamilial 

and extrafamilial child sexual abuse are different. Through opportunity, offenders gain access to 

their victims at certain ages, in certain family structures, to do specific acts. We can see that a 

victim’s age and family structure are significantly different for family and outsider abuse. These 

risk factors have not been heavily researched and we now have a greater understanding. My 

results on gender matched with previous literature in that females are overall abused more than 

boys. Looking more specifically at each gender and comparing them would be an area of further 

interest. In this study we also see that a child’s family structure plays a role in who their abuser 

is. While my study is consistent with some of the previous literature, it also sheds light on the 

large risk that children of reconstituted families face of being abused by a family member. This 

study gives us greater knowledge of how different family and outsider abuse is. This study is 

especially important because it comes directly from children and involves information on the 

intimacy of the abuse. This study expands our knowledge of what puts children at risk of family 

or outsider abuse. 
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