FACT SHEET: Children and Sexual Abuse
Unfortunately, many children experience sexual abuse. One in three Albertans (34%) experience sexual
abuse before the age of 18.1 Just under one in two girls (44%) and one in four boys (24%) in Alberta have
experienced child sexual abuse.1
In Canada, the Badgley report (1984)2 is the only representative national study on the prevalence of
child sexual abuse ever conducted in Canada. Reporting on survey results from adults, it was found that
54% of girls and 32% of boys were sexually abused before the age of 18. In 1988, Badgley re-analyzed
the data from the 1984 report and found that 17.6% of girls and 8.2% of boys experienced severe sexual
abuse.3
Research has strongly established that the effects of child sexual abuse can last for years. Aggression,
hyperactivity, sexual acting out, depression, anxiety, isolation, self-harm, and PTSD are common
outcomes for children following sexual abuse. These negative outcomes can continue into adulthood in
the form of addictions, mental illness, and suicidality.4

What is Sexual Abuse?
Child sexual abuse is the inappropriate exposure of a child to sexual contact, activity, or behaviour. 5 This
includes:





Looking at or touching the private parts of a child’s body in a sexual way
Speaking to a child in a sexual way or using sexual language
Asking a child to look at or touch someone else’s private parts
Showing a child sexually explicit material (such as pornography)
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Who Commits Sexual Abuse?
Most of the time children are sexual abused by someone they know and trust. In 2012, there were
approximately 14,000 child and youth who experienced sexual offences and reported to police:6





12% of the accused were stranger(s) – Older children/youth between the ages of 12 and 17
were more likely to be assaulted by a stranger than younger children (80% of stranger assaults
were committed against this older age group).
88% of the accused were known to the child/youth.
Of those known, 38% were family members, 44% were acquaintances of the child/youth and 6%
were intimate partners of the parent.

How Common is Child Sexual Abuse?
Children represent over half of all police reported sexual violence. While children/youth make up 20% of
the Canadian population, they represent 55% of people who experience sexual violence.6 While both
boys and girls are vulnerable to sexual violence, girls had higher rates of reported sexual violence (81%).6
Children very rarely lie about sexual abuse. In child abuse cases reported to Children’s Services in
Canada in 2008, just 10% of those cases were considered intentional ‘false allegations’.7 False denials of
sexual abuse (saying it did not happen when it did) and recanting a disclosure (denying it happened after
telling someone about being abused) are much more common than false reports.8
Children often do not tell others that they have been sexually abused for a variety of reasons including:9








Feelings of shame and embarrassment;
Fear of being disbelieved;
Fear of being held responsible or being punished;
Feelings for the person who abused them;
Wanting to protect the person who abused them;
The person who abused them threatens to hurt or kill someone they love;
Fear of losing the person who abused them as they may be very important to the child or the
child's family.
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The legacy of sexual abuse in residential schools in Canada has resulted in generations of Indigenous
children and families living with the trauma associated with childhood sexual abuse.10 There are
currently no Canada-wide prevalence studies on the prevalence of child sexual abuse in Indigenous
communities.11 However, a recent literature review analyzed twenty Canadian studies on the rate of
child sexual abuse in Indigenous communities from 1989 to 2007 and determined that before the age of
18, 25% to 50% of Indigenous Canadians were sexually assaulted.12
A recent meta-analysis indicated that children with disabilities are 2.9 times more likely to experience
sexual violence. This same review found that for children with intellectual or cognitive impairments, the
risk of sexual violence increased 4.6 times compared to that of children without a disability.13
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