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The Office of Juuenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) is committed to 
improving the justice system's response to crimes against children. OJJDP recognizes 
that children are a t  increased risk for crime victimization. Not only ore children the vic- 
tims of many of the same crimes that victimize adults, they are subject to other crimes, 
like child abuse and neglect, that are specific to childhood. The impact of these crimes 
on young victims can be devastating, and the violent or  sexual victimization of children 
can often lead to an intergenerational cycle of violence and abuse. The purpose of 
OJJDP's Crimes Against Children Series is to improue and expand the Nation's efforts 
to better serve child victims by presenting the latest information about child victimization, 
including analyses of crime victimization statistics, studies of child victims and their spe. 
cia1 nred.5, and descriptions of programs and approaches that address these needs. 

Of all crimes against children, sexual 
abuse has arguably captured the greatest 
share of attention from child advocates, 
professionals, policymakers, and the  gen- 
eral public. During the 1980's, increasing 
numbers of victims were identified each 
year (American Association for the Pro- 
tection of Children, 1988) and concerns 
about this crime intensified. However, a 
dramatic shift in child sexual abuse 
trends has occurred. Data from child pro- 
tective services (CPS) agencies across 
the  country indicate that the increases of 
the  1980's were followed by an extensive 
period of marked declines in the 1990's. 
Unfortunately, little effort has been ex- 
pended to uncover the  reasons why 
fewer cases of child sexual abuse have 

been identified each year. The decline 
in child sexual abuse cases is being 
highlighted as  a part of OJJDP's Crimes 
Against Children Series t o  illustrate the 
importance of tracking and investigat- 
ing trends in child victimization. This 
Bulletin uses data from the  National 
Child Abuse and Neglect Data System 
(NCANDS) and the Annual Fifty State 
Survey conducted by Prevent Child 
Abuse America t o  present evidence 
about the decline in reported and sub- 
stantiated child sexual abuse cases 
since the  early 1990's. Several explana- 
tions for the decline are considered, 
and corresponding policy implications 
are discussed. 



Highlights 
The aniilvsis of child sexual ahuse cases 
presented in this Bulletin reveals the 
following: 

+ Substantiated cases of child sexual 
abuse decreased froni a national esti- 
mated peak of 149,800 cases in 19!12 to 
103,600 cases in 1998, a decline of 31 
percent. 

+ A decline in substantiated cases has 
occurred in the majority of States, with 
no clear regional patteru Out of 47 
States with complete data. 36 recorded 
a derline of more than 30 pt!n:ent since 
their peak year. The average decline 
for all States was 37 percmt.  

+ For most States. thr  decline was gradual. 
rather than abrupt. and occ~lrred over 
several years. 

+ Although cases of other types of child 
maltrtvitment have ;rlso declined in r e  
crnt years. thc (lcrrtvisc in chiiil scxual 

. . 
~i t~cl i i~cd 16 percisit from ;I 151% peak, 
~:r,nq~arrd with n3l-perct,nl dwlinr in 
child sexual abuse crises. 

+ In addition tri tlw dccline in the oum- 
her of subs t ;~~~t i a t r t i  cases, child 
scxual ahuse reports also decreased 
from ail estimated 124.000 i n  19!31 to 
315,400 in 1YW a 2(i-jrercmt decline. 

+ l'ossihle explan;~tions frx the rlerlinc 
iuclude a real underlying ileclinr in the 
incidence of child scxud abuse or 
changes ill attitodt~s. p~licies.  and stan- 
dards that have reduced tiit, amount of 
child sexual abuse being reji~irtccl ;rnd 
suhsti~ntiated. It is i~ossible thiit both of 
these proctst2s artz affectin2 trcmrls in 
child sexual abuse. 

Substantiated Sexual 
Abuse 
.After a l i yea r  increase (1977-!?2), national 
&la show that subsimtiateii cases of 
child sexual abuse h a w  lieen decreasing 
since ;il)out 1992. Surnrnary data fronl 
NCANIIS indicate that cases of suhstanti- 
ated child sexual ahusr reached an esti- 
inated peak of I49.800 in 19Y2. folli,wr~i by 
dec l i~~es  of 2 lo 11 piJrcent each year 
throo:ii 1998. the last year for wl11~:Ii data 
a]-e available (figure 1). In 1998. estimated 
cases of child sexual abuse reached a low 
nf apprnxirni~tely lO:l,ti00.' 'This is a total 
decline of 31 1)eri:ent in identified chiid 
sexual abuse cascs over a (+year pwkrd. 

Figure 1: Substantiated Cases of Child Sexual Abuse, 1990-98 

Year 

Note: Extrapolated to the U.S. chiid population 
Source: Authors analyses of 1990-98 data (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
1992-ZOOO), 

Figure 2: States With Major Increases and Decreases in Substantiated 
Cases of Child Sexual Abuse Within Four 2-Year Periods 

1990-92 1992--94 1994-96 1996-98 

Time Period 

Major' Increases in Sexuai Abuse Major* Decreases in Sexual Abuse 
Substantiations Substantiations 

'Twenty percent or more, 
Source: Authors' analyses of 1990-98 data (US. Department oi Health and Human Services, 
1992--2000). 

The trend is not universal, hut it is affecting 
more and more States.? Betwecan 1990 and 
1992. 14 States experienced increases of 20 
percent or rnure in substantiated cases of 
child sexual ;ibuse. Only tliree States re- 
corded notahlc i l t x h r s  during the same 
period (figure 2). Hetween 1$!9Y and 1994. 
however, 2% States experienced declines of 

20 percent or more in siihstantiated cases of 
child sexual abase. ilrtwrrn 1994 and 1996, 
18 States saw further declines of this magni- 
tude. illeanwhile, the number of States r e  
cordii~i: illcreases of 20 pm:eut or morc had 
fallell to i)ne From 1996 to 1998. 13 States 
recorded substantial declines, while 6 reL 
cor~led suhst;intial increases. Over the 



Figure 3: Declines in Substantiated Cases of Child Sexual Abuse, 
by State 

More than 45% (18) 16-30s (7) 0 Missing data (4) 

3145% (1 8) a 0-1 5% (4) 

Note: Totai State decline defined by calculating change from each State's peak year thiougli 1998. 
Source: Authors'analyses of 1990-98 data (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
1992-2000). 

whole period (1992-98). the majority of 
States (36 out of 47 with complete data) 
experienced a total decline of more than 
30 percent in substantiated cases of 
child sexual abuse from their peak year 
to the year 1998 (figure 3). Tliere is no 
clear regioiial pattern to these declines, 
which have occurred across all areas of 
the country. 

These significant declines contrast with the 
period of the 1980's, when most States expe- 
rienced 10bpercent annual increases in child 
sexual abuse caseloads. Even as recently as 
1991-92, 18 States experienced these 10- 
percent increases. This trend is reflected in 
the Third National Incidence Study of Child 
Abuse and Neglect (NIS-3), which reported 
a 125-percent rise in the incidence of cliild 
sexuai abuse irnm 1986 Lo 1993 (Sedlak dnd 

Figure 4: Child Sexual Abuse Reports, 1987-98 

200 ' 1 

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 

Year 

Source: Authors' analyses of 1987-98 data (Prevent Child Abuse America, 1987-98) 

Broadhurst, 1996). This study identified a 
nationally representative sample of coun- 
ties across the country and surveyed pro- 
fessionals in schools, daycare centers, hos- 
pitals, police departments, and CPS offices 
about cases of observed child rnaltreat- 
ment. However, the NIS series, which mea- 
sured incidence at only three time points 
(1980, 1986, and 1993), does not offer infor- 
mation recent enough to detect the decline 
in cases that had only begun to gather 
steam in 1993. 

Data presented by Prevent Child Abuse 
America in their Annual Fifty State Sur- 
vey indicate that reports of child sexual 
abuse appear to be decreasing at a pace 
equal to, i f  not greater than, that of the 
decline in s~ibstantiated cases. The An- 
nual Fifty State Survey w a n g  and Daro. 
1998) estimated that there were 223,000 
reports of child sexual abuse in 1997 (fig- 
ure 4). This is an overall decline o f  48 
percent since 1991. The most recent esti- 
mated numbers from I998 p a n g  and 
I-larding, 1999) show an increase in re- 
ports over 1997 but still represent an 
overall decline of 26 percent since the 
1991 peak.' 

Comparing trends in child sexual abuse 
reports with trends i n  substantiated cases 
is important to a better understanding of 
the causes of the decline in child sexual 
abuse. The decline in reports suzgests that 
the drop in substantiated cases is at least 
partly the result of fewer reports of child 
sexual abuse reaching CPS agencies. Tliere- 
fore, any complete understanding of the 
causcs must include a r:onsideration that 
either thvre ark: fewer actual incidents of 
child sexual abuse available to be reported 
or changes have occurred in repol-ting be- 
havior for this rrime, 

Decline in Child Sexua 
Abuse Greater Than 
Decline in Physical 
Abuse or Neglect 
The decline in reportcd and snbstanti- 
ated cases of cliild s t w a l  abuse does not 
appear to be just an <%tension of a gen- 
era1 declining trend in ov?rall child mal- 
treatment. The estimated total reports of 
child rnaltrpatment inrre;~scd dramati- 
cally in the 1980's and, though the rate of 
increase has slowed. th(. rrumt,crs have 
continued to climb through tlir 1990's.i 



However, despite increasing iiurnbers of 
reports during the 1990's. the percentage 
ui repvrts that were child sexual abuse 
allegations decreased. Sexual abuse re- 
ports dropped frorn 16 percent 01 all child 
maltreatment reports in 1986 to an average 
of 8 percent of reports from 1996 to 1!198. 

According to NCANIIS data, there bas 
been a slight decline (9 percent) ill sub- 
stantiated cases of general maltreatment 
during the  1990's. Overall maltreatr~lent 
reached an estimated peak of 1.2013.500 
in 1992 and dropped to a low of i.O!)3,tiOO 
in 1898. The decline ili chiid sexual abuse 
appears t o  account for most oi this de- 
cline. Neglect cases. which makt up the 
greatest proportion of CI'S cases, have 
declincd an estimated 5 percent from a 
pe;rk in 1994. A somewhat more notice- 
able decliue has occurred with physical 
abuse cases, but this decline is half the 
size and more recent than the decline in 
chihi sexual abuse cases (figure 5). The 
peak in substantiated cases of physical 
abuse occurred in 1995, and there was 
a 16-percent decline over the next 3 
years. The largest proportion of that 
decline (13 percent) occurred from 1997 
to 1998. In comparison, the number of 
substantiated cases of child sexual 

Figure 5: Comparison of Trends for Substantiated Cases of Child 
Physical and Sexual Abuse, 1990-98 

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 

Year 

---.--.,-.- Physicai Abuse - Sexual Abuse 

Source: Authors' anaiyses oi 1990-98 data (US. Department of Health and Human Services, 
1992-2000). 

abuse underwent a more gradual 31- 
percent decline over a &year period 
(1992-98). 

Figure 6: Comparison of Trends in Substantiated Cases of Child 
Physical and Sexual Abuse, 1992-98, by State 

Sexuai abuse deciine Physical abuse decline a Missing 
moro than 20% greater (1 3) less than 20% greater (8) data (6) 

f@ Sexual abuse decline Physical abuse deciine 
less than 20% greater (20) more than 2096 greater (4) 

Source: Authorsanaiyses of 1990-98 data (US. Department of Health and Human Services. 
1992 -2000). 

Across the country, an overwhelming ma- 
jority of States are recording more dramatic 
declines in child sexual abuse than in other 
types of maltreatment. Thirty-three States 
experienced greater declines in substanti- 
ated cases of child sexual abuse than in 
substantiated cases of physical abuse. Thir- 
teen of those States experienced declines in 
child sexual abuse t l~at  were much greater 
(more than 20 percent greater) than their 
declines in physical abuse (figure 6). Only 
four States. on the other hand, recorded 
much greater declines in their physical 
abuse cases. .lust as the increase in child 
sexual abuse cases irr the 1980's outpaced 
that of physical abuse cases, so  their de- 
cline in t t ~ c  1990's appears to be singularly 
dramatic as well. 

Possible Reasons for 

Several factors may explain the decline in 
child sexual abuse cases. These factors 
generally can he divided into two catego- 
ries: (1) a real decline in child sexual 
abuse or (2) changes in attitudes, poli- 
cies. or standards that result in fewer re- 
ports and substantiations. Figure 7 illus- 
trates some of the factors that could 
reduce the number of reports and suh- 
stantiated cases of child sexual abuse. 
Although these are alternative explana- 
tions of the trend, they are not mutually 
exclusive. Any or all of these processes 
could he occurring simultaneously. 





Figure 8: Comparison of the Decline in Substantiated Cases of Child Sexual Abuse With Declines in Rates of 
Female Victimization by lntimate Partners,Total Violent Crime, Rapevictimization, Child Poverty, 
and Teen Births 

Extrapolated Child Sexual Abuse Substantiations* 

Year 

Total Violent Crime* 

5 5 / j  

90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 

Year 

Children in Poverty5 

16.5 I 
90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 

Year 

Female Victimization by lntimate Partnerst 

Year 

Rape Victimization* 

2 1  , , , , , , ,  1 
a 0.5 

90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 

Year 

Teen Birth Rates (Females Ages 15-17)s 

m - m 
a 28.00 

90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 

Year 

* Source: Authors' analyses of 1990-98 data (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 1992-2000). 

Source: 1993-98 NCVS data (Rennison and Welchans, 2000). Data not avaiiabie for 1990: 1991. and 1992 

r; Source: 1990-98 NCVS data (Bureau of Justice Slalistics. n d ) .  

5 Source: 1990-98 data (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics. 2000). 

to trends in child sexual abuse, they do in child sexual abuse and declines in rape, that saw the greatest declines in child 
not track at the State level. Using correla- violent crime, child poverty, adolescent sexual abuse were not necessarily the 
tional procedures, no relationships were pregnancy, and several other child-related States that saw the greatest declines 
found at the State level between declines indicators." In other words, the States in these other variables. Although the 



country is recording national declines in 
overall crime and general increases in 
child and family well-being, it is unclear 
how and whether these trends are related 
to the decline in child sexual abuse. 

Decline in Reporting 
While the decline in reports and substanti- 
ated cases of child sexual abuse could re- 
flect a real decline in the problem, it is also 
possible that these declines are com- 
~ l e t e l y  or ~ a r t l y  due to factors unrelated . . .  
to the actual incidence of sexual abuse. 
Onlv a subset of child sexual abuse cases 
are actually identified and reported t o  a 
child protective service agency each year. 
A number of factors could have reduced 
the number of reports being made to these 
agencies, even if the yearly incidence of 
sexual abuse itself had not declined. 

One possibility is that reporting behaviors 
have changed. For example, there could be 
an increased reluctance to report child 
sexual abuse because of a so-called child 
abuse backlash. Some researchers who 
have analyzed media coverage of child 
sexual abuse have found a more skeptical 
attitude toward the topic in the 1990's 
(Beckett, 1996; Myers, 1994). According to 
these researchers, the dominant message 
of recent publicity about child sexual 
abuse has been that false allegations are 
frequent, that many innocent people are 
being unfairly stigmatized, and that profes- 
sionals are being overly zealous in report- 
ing possible cases of sexual abuse. a hose 
concerned about a backlash ~ o i n t  to in- 
creased activity by advocacy groups who 
distribute anti-CPS literature and support 
legislative initiatives to increase the rights 
of alleged perpetrators. As a result of this 
activity, victims and their confidants may 
have become more reluctant to seek help 
and professionals more reluctant to report 
their suspicions. 

Another possibility is that the public and/ 
or ~rofessionals who are mandated to re- 
p ~ &  possible cases of child sexual abuse 
have become less vigilant about identifv- - 
ing cases of sexual abuse and reporting 
them to CPS. There was an upsurge of pub- 
lic attention to this issue in the 1980's- 
given the public awareness campaigns, 
notable cases of sexual abuse publicized 
by the media, and the increased presence 

and reporting of potential victims. In 
the  1990's. however, there may have 
been some decline in the prominence of 
this issue, resulting in reduced reports. 

It would be an unfortunate occurrence if, 
because of decreased attention, fewer true 
victims were being identified. However, it 
could also be that the public or profession- 
als are reporting less child sexual abuse 
because they are better distinguishing be- 
tween actual signs of sexual abuse and 
signs of other problems. For example, in the 
1980's. a diagnosis of urinary tract infection 
(UTT) in a child may, by itself, have resulted 
in a call to a CPS agency. However, educa- 
tion over the past decade bas increased 
awareness that a UTI in a child can have 
many sources and that more evidence is 
necessary to make a report of suspected 
sexual abuse. 

There is an additional possibility that 
could reduce the number of reports of 
child sexual abuse. Thirty years ago, when 
public awareness campaigns and preven- 
tion programs were initiated, many victims 
were identified whose experiences had 

previously gone unrecognized. It is likely 
that the upsurge in cases during the 1980's 
included many cases where the abuse had 
occurred over a long period of time or  sev- 
eral years prior to the report. This reser- 
voir of longer standing cases may have 
been reduced s o  that each year an increas- 
ing proportion of reports are recent cases 
of abuse. This might appear as  a decline in 
total cases even if the yearly incidence of 
sexual abuse remains the same. 

Decline in Substantiation 
of Cases 
Additional explanations for the decline in 
substantiated cases of child sexual abuse 
include events that could be occurring af- 
ter a report is made to a CPS agency. It may 
be that fewer reports of sexual abuse are 
being investigated or that fewer investi- 
gations are being substantiated. A reduc- 
tion in the number of investigations of 



alleged sexual abuse could he due to Informal changes in screening may also cases in particular and not other forms of 
changes in the tvoe of cases CPS arencies he occurrins. For examnle. if caseloads maltreatment. " -. - . , 
accept as  falling within their jurisdiction. have ix.en incrvasing. ('1's workers may 
More and more of these agencics may be begiii screerlinrj out lei serious cases or Finally. there could also be changes that 

affect which investigations result in sub- excluding certain types of (.asr.s, such as may i n  othe'r ways incr(.iise the threshold 
stantiation. Given the criticisms that thev extr;rfamili;il child siwml atjust, or abuse: for wiiat is ;ii-repteil l : , r  invtastigation. 

that involves ;iilolrscent victims or offmd- Sonw evidcnw suggests that such r 
ers. CPS ayenrics imy ;il.;o l x  requiring change in scrccwini: ilorrs orcur when 
tliat more rlr 1)cttt.r quality iniorrnatio~i be casi41,ads incrr;rsv (Wt.Lls. Il~~wriing, and 
availabh: I,thn. ii reuort is iiwt~stiuatril. Fluke 19!41i, hilt it is unclear whv such 

Figure  9: T h r e e  Patterns Represen t ing  State C h a n g e s  in S u b s t a n t i a t e d  
Cases of Child Sexual Abuse ,  1990-98 

Example: Florida 

9.000 Continuous Decline: 

8.400 * Twenty-six States. 
VI 
m * Overali decline from 
0 7.800 peak at least 25 
0 percent. 

7.200 
I? * Three yeariy deciines 
E 

6.600 since peak. 

6.000 
90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 

Year 

Example: Wyoming 

400 1 7 Discontinuous Decline: 
350 * Thtrteen States % 300 m 

0 250 
* A decrease of 33 - percent or more in 

O 200 one year since peak 

90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 

Year 

Example: North Carolina 

1,650 Fluctuating Change: 
1,600 * Eight States. 
1.550 

0 1.500 
* Overail deciine from - peak less than 25 

1.450 percent. 
2 1.400 * Fewer than three 5 1,350 yearly declines 

1,300 since peak. 
I ,<-I" 

90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 

Year 

Source: Authors' analyses of 1990-98 data (U.S. Department of Heaith and Human Services. 
1992-2000). 

have experienced. CPS investigators may 
have become more conservative in the 
standards and criteria they use to sub- 
stantiate cases. If agencies are fearful of 
becoming entangled in an appeals pro- 
cess. they may be more cautious about 
which cases they substantiate. Changes i n  
investigative procedures could lead to a 
decline irk substantiated cases. For ex- 
ample. many CPS agencies have added a 
structured decisionmaking component to 
their investigation procedures (English 
and Prcora, 1994). It is possible that w-it11 
greatcr structure, fewer cases meet the 
criteria for substantiation than would 
have if  the investigator had iised his or 
her clinical judgment. Such changes in 
investigative procedures could be posi- 
tive i f  the result is more effective and ac- 
curate judgment. More cases in which 
sexual abuse did not in fact occur may bc 
getting screened out. On the other hand, 
if valid cases of sexual abuse are now be- 
ing screened out to a greater degree as  a 
resuit of changes in investigative proce- 
dures, it could mean that more children 
are remaining in dangerous situations. 

StateTrend Analysis 
It appears likely that. in at least a few 
States, changes in policy and procedure 
are having a noticeable effect on the child 
sexual abuse trend. The authors looked 
more closely at child sexual abuse trends 
within each State with the hypothesis that 
if the decline in substantiated cases was 
the result of a policy or a programmatic 
change, a substantial part of the decline 
would occur over a period of a year or 
two. Three patterns were identified that 
depicted contrasting trends for all 47 
States with available data (figure 9). These 
patterns were labeled "continuous de- 
cline," "disconti~iuous decline," and "Buc- 
tuating change." The continuous decline 
pattern described States that had seen a 
fairly substantial total decline in child 
sexual abuse cases (25 percent or  more) 
over an extended period of time (at least 
three yearly declines since the peak year). 
However, if a State showed a particularly 
large decline (3'3 percent or more) occur- 
ring within a single year, it was described 
as showing a discontinuous decline. Fi- 
nally. States that reported either a total 
decline of less than 25 percent or fewer 
than three yearly declines since their peak 



Percentage Declines in Substantiated Cases of Child Sexual Abuse for 
States, by Pattern of Trend 

Continuous Decline 

State Decline 

Alaska 4:3'%; 
California 28 
Cohirado 50 
Florida 32 
Hawaii 5 1 
Idaiw 46 
iliinois 33 
Indiana 3 :1 
Iowa 35 
Kentucky 32 
I.r)uisiana 38 
Massachusetts* 48 
Michigan 43 
Minnesota 39 
Nevada 34 
Ntzw Jersey 66 
Ohio 22 
Oregon 54 
Pennsylvania 42 
Rhode island 53 
South Carolina 62 
South Dakota 62 
Tennessee 32 
Texas 42 
Utah 28 
Vermont 54 

Discontinuous Decline 

State - Decline 

Arizona 89% 
Arkansas 102 
Georgia 68 
Kansas 53 
Mississippi 56 
Montana 61 
Nebraska 38 
New ilarnpshire 37 
New Mexico 67 
New York 36 
Virginia 38 
Wisconsin 6'3 
Wyoming 77 

Fluctuating Change 

State Decline 

Alabama 22% 
Connecticut 40 
Lklaware 0 
District of Columbia 19 
Maine 0 
Missouri 22 
North Carolina 5 
Oklahoma 30 

Notes: Total State decline defined by calculating change from each State's peak year through 1998 
Unable to calculate deciine for Maryland. North Dakota, Washington, and West Virginia because 
extensive data were missing. 

'Percentage decline calculated from peak year through 1997 

Source: Authors'analyses of 1990-98 data (US. Department of Health and Human Services 
1992-2000). 

were described as showing a pattern of policy or program change could ad- 
fluctuating change. These States were la- equately account for the decline. Instead, 
hf'led as fluctuatins because most of them it is likely that the trends in these States 
saw notabie periods of decline that were are the result of more subtle changes. 
then offset hv vears in which the number Chanues in caseworkers' attitudes or a de- , < 

of child sexual abuse cases increased. 

The table above lists the States and their 
total percenta$e decline in child sexuai 
abuse cases for each of the three trend 
patterns. The discontinuous decline pat- 
tern occurred it1 13 States. As hypoth- 
esized, this suggests that a poiicy or 
progranl change may account for a large 
percentage of tlw total di.cline in these 
State% Howevrr. the trend in the majority 
of States (26) foiiowi.ci the continuous 
decline: pattcrn of a gradual decline 
orcurring over several y e w s  For these 
States. it does not appear that an abrupt 

- 
clining incidence of child sexual abuse 
would. for example, affect the numbers of 
sexual abuse cases at a more gradual rate. 

it is also important to keep in mind that 
aithough changes i n  CPS attitudes and 
policy may at least partially account for 
the deciine in substantiated cases, these 
changes alone clearly d o  not represent 
the entire picture. The parallel deciine 
in reports of child sexual abuse suggests 
that other factors. occurring before a 
case even reaches a child protective 
agency. must aiso be affecting the over- 
all decline. 

Implications 
Each of the potential causes of the child 
sexual abuse deciine has important policy 
implications. If substantiated cases of 
child sexual abuse are declining because 
fewer chiidrtm are being sexually abused, 
this wouid he a major endorsement for the 
decade-long mobiiiration of public policy 
in this area. It would provide encourage 
ment for those working in the field and 
counter criticisms that characterize child 
sexual ;rbllsr prevention initiatives as  na- 
ive and futile (Herrick and Gilbert. 1991; 
Melton. 1992). it would prompt carefnl at- 
tcntion to identifying which kinds of cases 
were most readily being prevented and 
which kinds ilad heen most intractable. 

If .  by contrast. substantiated c;rses of child 
sexual aliuse arc, dedinini: because of 
changes in reporting or irivesti$ation stan- 
dards, the implications for policy would 
depend on the source of the change and the 
reason for its impact on tile trmd. it could 
be that reporters of alleged child sexuai 
abuse cases are being more judicious and 
accurate about what they report or that 
investigators are more judicious and accu- 
rate in what they substantiate. Such a find- 
ing would support the effectiveness of train- 
ing and education programs directed at 
mandated reporters and CPS investigators. 
However, it could also be that intimidation. 
negative attitudes about CPS, or increas- 
ingly stringent screening and investigation 
procedures are preventing more sexually 
abused children from receiving intervention 
and assistance. This would be a problem- 
atic development and wouid require imme- 
diate policy intervention. 

Ultimately, if intimidation is a factor in the 
decline, policy interventions, such as pro- 
posals to revise laws governing the iiabil- 
ity of reporters, may be required. This 
scenario might aiso necessitate increasing 
and iinproving the training of professionals 
in identifying child st~xual abuse so  that, 
when confronted by a case, they feel more 
confident in their decision to report. I f  the 
decline is due in part to changes in investi- 
gative standards, it would be important to 
identify whether such changes were the 
result of policy decisions or whether they 
simply rdlectcd idirrsyncratir changes in 
the attitudes i , f  investisative staff. I f  there 
have bi:iv~ changes il l  investigative pdicies 
that rtidiice the numhcr of childre11 identi- 
fied as irct in~s,  it would be inrportant to 
identify the ba .4~ for the3 changes. 14,r rx- 
ample, it w d d  lie i~st'fui to ~ I I O W  wi l~ther  
such c h a m p  fi;td heen rnoted in resiwch 



and general professional practice or had 
been more reactive and politically based. 

It is possible that CPS is redefining its role 
in such a way that other agencies (such as  
police and mental health) are taking respon 
sibility for cases that previously fell under 
the jurisdiction of CPS. If this is the case, it 
would be important to identify which cases 
are no longer being investigated or substan. 
tiated by CPS and to learn what is happen- 
ing to the children involved in those cases. 
Are nonfamilial cases of child sexual abuse 
or less serious cases of child sexual abuse 
being more appropriately referred? Or are 
more cases falling through the cracks? Re- 
search will be necessary to provide clear 
answers to these questions. 

Conclusion 
While the evidence demonstrates that a 
dramatic decline in reports and substanti- 
ated cases of child sexual abuse has oc- 
curred, the reasons for the decline are less 
clear. The available data suggest that this 
decline is not simply explained by trends 
in other types of maltreatment but is in- 
stead something particularly affecting 
child sexuai abuse cases. It could be that 
the observed decline is the result of a de- 
crease in the actual incidence of child 

sexual abuse, a change in reporting behav- 
ior, and/or policy and program changes 
within CPS. Although it may be difficult to 
sort through the possible causes of the 
decline, doing s o  will provide a better 
gauge of efforts to protect children from 
sexual victimization. 

Additional research is crucial to a better 
understanding of the causes of the decline 
in child sexual abuse. Further analysis of 
CPS administrative data could help deter- 
mine the relationship between trends in 
initial reports, screened reports, and sub- 
stantiated reports. Analysis of changes in 
the types of reporters, the ages of alleged 
victims, the characteristics of alleged per- 
petrators, and the characteristics of the 
abuse would provide information on the 
types of cases that have seen the greatest 
declines. Evaluation research is needed on 
changes in CPS policies and procedures so  
that the impact of these changes on child 
victims and their families can be better un- 
derstood. Finally, the issues discussed in 
this Bulletin highlight the need for better 
justice system data about this crime, such 
as  will be available when the National Inci- 
dent-Based Reporting System becomes na- 
tional in scope or as could be provided by a 
regularly conducted population survey con- 
cerning crimes against children. 

Despite the dramatic nature of the decline 
in child sexual abuse cases and the impor- 
tance of identifying its sources, a discus- 
sion of these issues has not yet made it to 
the public arena. Greater publicity has 
been given to other social indicators for 
which the declines have been less dra- 
matic. Rates of general crime, child pov- 
erty, and teen births have declined at an 
equal or lesser rate than child sexual 
abuse, yet these declines have received 
more attention and have generated more 
discussion. This Bulletin is an attempt to 
direct similar attention to trends in child 
sexual abuse, in the hope that increased 
public attention will result in better assess- 
ment of the progress made to date in pro- 
tecting children and ultimately will lead to 
improved future efforts. 

For Further Information 
For further information, contact: 

Crimes against Children Research Center 
University of New Hampshire 
Durham, NH 03824 
603-862-1888 
603-862-1 122 (fax) 
E-mail: Imjones@cisunix.unh.edu, 

david.finkelhor@unh.edu 
Internet: www.unh.eclu/ccrc/ 



Notes 
1. Thenumbers presented here arean extrapola- 
tion of data from the National Child Abuse and 
Neglect Data System (NCANDS) Summary Data 
Component (SDC). NCANDS actually reported 
124.467 cases of substantiated child sexual 
abuse in 1992, based on 49 States (including the 
Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico) and 99,278 cases 
in 1998. based on 48States. These totals were 
extraoolated for the 50 States and the District of 

Survey above). 

2. Totals presentedin the text of this Bulletin do 
not include data from Guam, Puerto Rico, or the 
Virgin Islands. Included, to the extent that the 
data are available or in extrapolated totals, are all 
50 States and the District of Columbia. The 50 
States and the District of Columbia are referred to 
as "States" throughout the paper When informa- 
tion was available for fewer than the told possible 
number of 51. it is clarified in the text. 

3. Prevent Child Abuse America estimates the 
number of reports through the following proce- 
dure: States are asked to provide the percentage 
of reports received by their agencies that were 
child sexual abuse allegations. Only 25-33 States 
have been able to  provlde these statistics each 
year National reports are estimated based on the 
assumption that the remaining States experience 
similar proportions of reports by maltreatment 
type. The percentage of reports that are child 
sexual abuse allegations are averaged across the 

participating States. That average Is used to cal- 
culate an estimate from the total number of re- 
ports received by all States. In 1998. a total of 
3,154,000 reports were made to child protective 
services KPS) agencies. Twentv-eight States 
reported that'anaverage of 10 &rc& of their 
reports were child sexual abuse allegations. An 
estimate of 315.400 reoorts of child sexual abuse . ~~~ 

was therefore cilculated for this year However, 
differences in the number nf States suhmittlne .. .. ..-... 
data can greatly alter the estimated reports. 
Wang and Harding (1999, p. 10) note that "within 
the 22 States providing data far both 1997 and 
1998, the percentage of child sexual abuse cases 
remains consistent at 8 percent." If an Spercent 
average were used instead of 10 percent, the 
resulting estimate of child sexual abuse reports 
would be 252,320. This is still an Increase from 
1997, but a more modest 13-percent increase 
compared with the reported 41-percent ln- 
crease. This example highlights theneed for in- 
creased reliability and consistency in CPS 
administrative data so  that the pattern of child 
maltreatment can be interpreted with greater 
confidence. 

4. Prevent Child Abuse America reported that 
in 1998, the latest year for which data are avail- 
able, the total number nf maltreatment reuorts 

data), aggravated assault VCR dataj. child pov- 
erty, high school dropout. teen pregnancy, single 

parent households, teen suicide, and parent un- 
employment. Correlations between child sexual 
abuse and all other variables were small (r.0.12) 
and nonsignificant. 
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