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Abstract
Child sexual abuse has been discussed thoroughly; however, marginalized groups of vic-
tims such as victims of child sexual abuse in early childhood and victims of maternal sex-
ual abuse have rarely been considered. This essay combines these two relevant perspectives 
in child protection and aims to pin out future directions in the field of child abuse and 
specifically maternal sexual abuse and its early prevention. In the course of the 7th Haruv 
International PhD Workshop on Child Maltreatment at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 
in 2019 the topics of maternal sexual abuse and early prevention of child maltreatment in 
Germany were discussed and intertwined. Problems concerning the specific research of 
maternal sexual abuse in early childhood and prevention were identified. Both, maternal 
sexual abuse as well as sexual abuse in early childhood, i.e. before the age of three, are 
underreported topics. Society still follows a “friendly mother illusion” while recent cases 
in German media as well as research findings indicate that the mother can be a perpetra-
tor of child sexual abuse. Similarly, sexual abuse in early childhood, namely abuse before 
the age of three, is existent; although the recognition of it is difficult and young children 
are, in regards to their age and development especially vulnerable. They need protective 
adults in their environment, who are aware of sexual abuse in the first years of life. Raising 
awareness on marginalized or tabooed topics can be a form of prevention. An open dialog 
in research and practice about the so far marginalized topics of maternal sexual abuse and 
sexual abuse in early childhood is crucial.
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Introduction

Child sexual abuse is a global phenomenon with prevalences ranging internationally 
between 13–20% for female victims and 5–8% for male victims (Barth et al., 2013; Pereda 
et al., 2009; Sethi et al., 2013; Stoltenborgh et al., 2011). The negative long-term influences 
on children’s lives are clear in evidence (e.g., Brüning et  al., 2019; Children’s Commis-
sioner for England, 2015; Clemens et al., 2018; Egle & Hardt, 2012; Felitti et al., 1998; 
Hillberg et al., 2011; Kendall-Tackett et al., 2005; Witt et al., 2016; Zimmermann, 2010). 
Even though child sexual abuse occurs in different social environments, under individual 
circumstances and in different age groups, the focus in research, practice and society is 
mainly on the most frequent types of child sexual abuse, i.e. with male perpetrators and 
female victims. Research and an open dialog in practice and public on marginalized sub-
types of child sexual abuse are rare. Sexual abuse in early childhood, i.e. before the age 
of three, as well as female-perpetrated child sexual abuse and specifically maternal child 
sexual abuse have been given little consideration. The starting point of the following essay 
on future directions in the field of child protection is to discuss these relevant blind spots 
and to present knowledge and ideas about the difficulties of recognizing these phenomena 
and possible ways of prevention.

This essay is part of a collection of papers on future directions in the field of child 
protection and a result from the 7th Haruv International PhD Workshop on Child Mal-
treatment at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem. The workshop offered young researchers 
through scholarships the possibility to discuss their research and develop ideas and impli-
cations for research and practice. Considering our research topics of maternal sexual abuse 
as well as the prevention of maltreatment up from the time of birth, the topic of maternal 
sexual abuse in infancy and early childhood arose. Yet, there are several difficulties as the 
topic is highly tabooed and hidden. Therefore, the first step to shed light in these areas of 
research and child protection is to collect existing knowledge and raise awareness. The aim 
of this essay is to pin out the role of the mother as a possible perpetrator of child sexual 
abuse with a special focus on early childhood. Therefore, children up to three years of age 
are in the focus and referred to when talking about early childhood, as children in this age 
group are mainly cared by their family environment. Discussing these topics, we will focus 
on the German child protection system.

Female‑Perpetrated Child Sexual Abuse

Large international epidemiological studies have not considered the gender of the per-
petrator (Barth et  al., 2013; Pereda et  al., 2009; Sethi et  al., 2013; Stoltenborgh et  al., 
2011). However, there is female-perpetrated child sexual abuse in one to 6% of cases with 
female victims and 6% to 17% of cases with male victims (Bieneck et al., 2011; Deering 
& Mellor, 2010; Finkelhor & Russell, 1984; Finkelhor et al., 2014; Gerke et al., 2019a; 
Kocturk & Yuksel, 2019). In a large data analysis of every substantiated child sexual 
abuse case reported to child protective services in the United States for 2010, slightly 
over 20% involved a female primary perpetrator and in cases with two perpetrators over 
42% of the co-offenders were female (McLeod, 2015). In a meta-analysis, Colson et al. 
(2013) illustrate that women appear to commit sexual abuse in an opportunistic manner. 
They describe that female perpetrators are more likely to abuse their own children or other 



Early Prevention of Maternal Sexual Abuse  

1 3

close relatives than extra-familial victims, so they seem to abuse victims who are acces-
sible to them rather than through a specific choice of gender (Colson et al., 2013). Other 
studies find an effect of victim gender, such that female perpetrators rather abuse male 
victims while male perpetrators rather abuse female victims (Dube et  al., 2005; Gerke 
et al., 2019a). Moreover, female perpetrators often seem to be victims of sexual abuse or 
other types of childhood maltreatment themselves (Colson et al., 2013).

Further uncertainties in research are the proportion of primary perpetration by females 
versus co-perpetration as well as the severity of female-perpetrated child sexual abuse. A 
criminological weighting of severity of sexual abuse is often given based on a classifi-
cation of sexual abuse without ("hands-off", e.g. voyeurism, viewing pornographic mate-
rial, digitally sending or requesting photos with sexual content) and with physical contact 
("hands-on", e.g. touching genitals, penetration with own body parts or objects, request-
ing touch or stimulation). In counseling or therapy, as well as for long-term consequences, 
however, much greater importance must be attached to the subjective perception and pro-
cessing of sexual abuse than to the objective classification into "moderate" and "severe" 
abuse (Fegert et al., 2013). Grayston and De Luca (1999) report in their literature review 
that most female perpetrators offend with a co-perpetrator and rather engage in abuse of 
“moderate” intensity. Contrary to that, another literature review concludes, that the major-
ity of female perpetrators offend alone and that female perpetrators do engage in “severe” 
forms of sexual abuse such as penetration (Johansson-Love & Fremouw, 2006).

Maternal Sexual Abuse

There is a “friendly mother illusion” in society suggesting that mothers do not engage in 
sexual abuse and would protect and care for their children. However, in some cases they 
are the perpetrator of sexual abuse. There is a need to discuss these cases in research, poli-
tics and practice. The mother (not including foster parent or other caretaker) was the pri-
mary perpetrator in 78% of female-perpetrated child sexual abuse cases while the father 
was the primary perpetrator in only 31% of male-perpetrated child sexual abuse (MCSA) 
cases (McLeod, 2015). Hunger (2019) describes in her analysis of criminal records and 
prosecution statistics in Germany, as well, that, within cases of child sexual abuse by rela-
tives, mothers were named more often as a perpetrator compared to fathers. Other studies 
find lower numbers of maternal perpetrators within all perpetrators of child sexual abuse, 
i.e. 4.2% to 8.9% (Jimenez-Borja et al., 2020), or cannot name a specific prevalence due 
to small samples but state that a majority of victims abused by females name their mother 
as a perpetrator (Denov, 2003; Kendall-Tackett & Simon, 1987). Prevalences are still 
unclear; however, it is evident that there is sexual perpetration by mothers and it might be 
underestimated.

Underreporting could be due to the special role of females and specifically mothers 
within society. Mothers have a caring and protecting role in society and are allowed a great 
range of physical contact with children. They are often responsible for hygiene and medical 
care; therefore, the boundary between non-abusive and abusive behavior is much more dif-
ficult to identify (Banning, 1989; Hetherton & Beardsall, 1998; Oliver, 2007). Considering 
society’s sexual scripts, females are expected to be less sexually interested and aggressive, 
while men are considered the aggressor and the leading part in sexual interactions (Sahl 
& Keene, 2010; Wiederman, 2005). These gendered sexual scripts lead to a sexual double 
standard in the perception of sexual abuse, i.e. in vignette studies participants rated sexual 



 J. Gerke, T. Dietz 

1 3

abuse less negatively when the perpetrator was a female (Geddes et al., 2013; Maynard & 
Wiederman, 1997; Rogers & Davies, 2007; Wiederman, 2005). The same gendered sexual 
script and sexual double standard were described in studies with professional samples (for 
a review see Gerke et al., in review). Accordingly, victims describe experiences of disbelief 
and trivialization when disclosing female-perpetrated child sexual abuse (Deering & Mel-
lor, 2011; Denov, 2003; Harris & Mayba, 2017). Male victims specifically describe being 
laughed at (Deering & Mellor, 2011; Harris & Mayba, 2017). Maternal sexual abuse is 
additionally sensitive as mothers are not only an important attachment figure to the child 
but also most often the child’s contact person to the school, the medical system etc. (Peter, 
2008).

Sexual abuse committed by mothers is a severe experience for a child as the person who 
is liable for care, safety and belonging, violates her responsibility and hurts the child in a 
physical as well as emotional way. When the mother is the perpetrator of abuse, there is 
rarely a non-abusing parent, while in case of a man in a paternal role who sexually abuses 
a child there is often another non-abusing parent, i.e. the mother (Saradjian, 1997). There-
fore, maternal sexual abuse is much more hidden and thus difficult to recognize and pre-
vent. Supportive adults and systems have to be particularly sensitive from early on for the 
phenomenon of abusing mothers or co-abusive parents.

Sexual Abuse in Early Childhood

Sexual abuse in early childhood, i.e. below the age of three, is an underrepresented topic in 
research and practice (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2015; Grebenstein, 2017; Trube-
Becker, 2005). Considering international studies on prevalences of child sexual abuse (Clayton 
et al., 2018; Finkelhor, 2005; Stoltenborgh et al., 2011; Zimmermann, 2010) the complexity, 
global concerns and difficulties of international comparisons stand out; e.g., studies focus on 
a different age range (Zimmermann, 2010). Grebenstein (2017) illustrates in her analyses on 
child sexual abuse in infancy and early childhood, that although it is noted that sexual abuse 
occurs in all age groups, it is barely focused on children between 0–3 years of age.

Elisabeth Trube-Becker, the first female professor of forensic medicine in Germany, is 
one of the scientists who investigated sexual abuse in early childhood in Germany (Gre-
benstein, 2017). While focusing on forensic reports of  (fatally) abused children  and the 
examination of injuries (on genitals and erogenous zones), Trube-Becker finds evidence 
that infants and very young children can be victims of sexual abuse (Trube-Becker, 1982; 
Trube-Becker, 1986). The youngest victim of  child sexual abuse  in her sample  was 
nine months old (Trube-Becker, 1982).

Children at that age are mainly cared for in the family environment. In Germany, the 
majority of children under three years are cared for at home, with 70% of the children 
in former West Germany and 48% in former East Germany in 2019 (Autorengruppe Bil-
dungsberichterstattung, 2020). It decreases with age, thus almost all children between three 
and  six  years (93% in 2019) are in institutionalized care (Autorengruppe  Bildungsber-
ichterstattung, 2020). Although children under the age of one year are even more often 
cared for exclusively within the family (98% in former West Germany and 97% in former 
East Germany) (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2020).

Considering abusive family environments, a special focus should be put on the 
first years of life and specific aspects need to be considered. Children under the age of 
three, are not able to speak fluently. Thus, it is a sensible age, in which the children are 
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totally dependent on their environment and cannot disclose easily when abused. For 
instance, looking  at a critical assessment on sexual abuse within the family environment 
in England (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2015), the analysis concludes that 
especially children under the age of five are underrepresented, as “[they] may not be able 
to recognise that they have been sexually abused, and perpetrators may normalise their 
behaviour.” (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2015, p. 9). Interestingly, the report 
elaborates “(…) some specialist services report that they work mostly with victims of 
child sexual abuse in the family environment under the age 5.” (Children’s Commissioner 
for England, 2015, p. 45). In addition, Grebenstein portrays that the underrepresentation 
of research in Germany could also be due to the general assumption that it is not or if so 
a marginalized topic (Grebenstein, 2017). Besides, the underrepresentation might also be 
due to the fact that it is hard to investigate, as verbally questioning infants and toddlers is 
not possible and directly questioning the suspected mothers might lead to wrong answers. 
Even when children are able to speak at the age of around two to three years, they might 
not be able to frame the violation of their rights as their skills are only emerging and 
there might be no words to describe what happened (Finkelhor, 2008; Todt et al., 2014). 
Especially in the first years of life, children might be missing important and trustful adults 
outside their family, who they have regular contact to, e.g. kindergarten or nursery teach-
ers, and could somehow disclose to (Gerke et al., 2019b). To clearly reveal sexual abuse, 
children need knowledge and words to express themselves as well as trustful adults as 
contact persons who know how to react.

In Germany, kindergarten usually starts at the age of three years. In 2013, a law (§ 
24 SGB VIII) was passed to guarantee one - and two-year-old children a place in a day-
care (Kindertagespflege, Kindertageseinrichtung) (Anton et  al., 2021). Parents increas-
ingly express the need for institutionalized care for children under the age of three and 
throughout Germany, thus there is a greater demand than available places in daycare, as 
well as a strong variation depending on the region (Alt et al., 2020; Anton et al., 2021). The 
demand for childcare under the age of three increased from 39% to 49% between 2012 and 
2019 (Anton et al., 2021). Regardless of the general trend toward more frequent and ear-
lier extra-family care, the changing conditions of growing up, a raise of working mothers 
and a growing attention on early institutional care, children under the age of three years in 
particular continue to be cared for mainly or even exclusively within the family (Autoren-
gruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2020).

If in early childhood, the mother is a perpetrator of sexual abuse, children need profes-
sionals and other extra-family members in their social surrounding, who are aware of the 
“friendly mother illusion”. In early childhood, this means to have adults who take care of 
the child’s well-being and act for them in case of danger. Children need reference persons, 
who are aware of the phenomenon of sexual abuse and especially maternal sexual abuse. In 
this regard, professionals, especially those working with young families, require knowledge 
about abusing mothers and associated risk factors.

Future Directions in Prevention of Maternal Sexual Abuse in Early 
Childhood

Children in their early years are especially vulnerable, as they are dependent on a car-
ing social surrounding. Following David Finkelhor (2008), the vulnerability of children 
is due to lack of: Physical strength and size; knowledge, experience, and self-control; 
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the choice over associates; awareness in society about what children hurts alongside 
with sanctions against violence against children. Considering sexual abuse in early 
childhood with the mother as a perpetrator, the awareness of the social surrounding 
of the child is the most important point, as children up to the age of three are physi-
cally weak, cannot verbally disclose and cannot choose who they are with. In early 
childhood, the family is the main social context for a child and parents or caregivers 
are mainly responsible for a supportive and safe upbringing. In cases, in which the 
family is not a safe place, professionals, like e.g. pediatricians, midwives, nursery and 
kindergarten teachers and adults in the social environment of the child are the primary 
protective factor for children from early on – provided that they are aware of the phe-
nomenon and sensitive to indications.

Vignette studies found that professionals confirmed the importance of treating female-
perpetrated child sexual abuse the same way they would treat child sexual abuse perpetrated 
by males (Christensen, 2018; Hovey et al., 2013); however, the problem was recognizing it. 
Moreover, professionals perceived sexual abuse by males and females differently regard-
ing the severity, the negative impact on the victim as well as the need to act (Hetherton & 
Beardsall, 1998; Kite & Tyson, 2004; Mellor & Deering, 2010). This indicates that when 
professionals are questioned about female-perpetrated child sexual abuse they do acknowl-
edge the importance of being aware of it, but they are often not able to recognize a case of 
female perpetration. There is a need for specific knowledge on the phenomenon of maternal 
abuse in early childhood to inform professionals and society about the prevalences, types, 
disclosure mechanisms, long-lasting consequences and thus the need to act. Specifically, the 
risk factors of young mothers are important to know, e.g., the possibility of transgenera-
tional transmission of abuse, as a high proportion of female abusers have experienced child 
sexual abuse themselves (Colson et al., 2013).

In Germany, the law on cooperation and information in child protection (KKG) 
enacted in 2012 describes the right for parents to be supported in raising their children by 
services of the state. It specifies the right for a coordinated, early, and multi-professional 
support offer for families including information, counseling and help with regard to the 
development of children, especially in the first years of life (§1 Abs. 4 KKG). Further-
more, it is the fundament of the so-called Early Childhood Interventions (“Frühe Hilfen”) 
in Germany, which are guided by the National Center of Early Prevention (Nationales 
Zentrum Frühe Hilfen [NZFH]). The offers are free of charge, for all families (to be) 
and aim to enable a low-threshold accessibility for families in particular psychosocial 
stress situations (National Centre for Early Prevention, 2018). Furthermore, they focus 
on creating multi-professional networks, to keep children safe, while especially enhanc-
ing the cooperation and the exchange between the health and social sector (Atabaki et al., 
2013; Benz & Sidor, 2013; National Centre for Early Prevention [NZFH], 2018; Renner 
et al., 2018). Also early prevention initiatives must consider society’s “friendly mother 
illusion” and need to be sensitive to the possibility of mothers as perpetrators. Especially 
young children need advocates outside the family. In Germany therefore, all parents 
are obliged to several medical  check-ups from the time of birth throughout childhood 
(U-Untersuchungen) (Jud, 2015).

Overall, we suggest the following future directions in research and prevention of 
maternal sexual abuse in early childhood:

(1) Trainings for professionals, who are in contact with mothers and small children are 
needed regarding the topics maternal abuse as well as sexual abuse in early childhood. 
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Existing trainings and workshops on child sexual abuse must cover maternal sexual 
abuse in early childhood and sensitize participants for these types of child abuse that 
occur less frequent. Following Kydd (2003), we argue that prevention strategies need 
to be diverse and include different actors and systems that are involved in children’s 
lives, e.g. health, social and juridical services. Especially professionals in contact with 
mothers and children from early on, like midwives, pediatricians, gynecologists, social 
workers, etc. should be included. Approaches and trainings in child protection, which 
raise awareness and communicate knowledge on procedural steps for individual profes-
sions and possible challenges in the event of suspicion, are needed.

(2) Specific low-threshold and anonymous services, such as online platforms or telephonic 
help lines, for mothers with newborn babies, especially mothers with risk factors such 
as own history of maltreatment or psychiatric disorder (Colson et al., 2013) are sug-
gested. Furthermore, primary prevention, such as services for parents with young chil-
dren in general including information on the burden that can occur and where to find 
help could be important. While facing the so called ‘prevention dilemma’ ("Präven-
tionsdilemma") (Bauer & Bittlingmeyer, 2005; van Staa & Renner, 2020) in Germany, 
which states that especially families in need of support are hard to reach or do not use 
support offers, it is vital to know what mothers themselves consider as helpful and 
important to trust professionals and accept help.

(3) More empirical research on the causes, risk and protective factors and prevalences of 
maternal sexual abuse is needed to create a basis for specific prevention programs. 
Furthermore, research has not yet recognized sufficiently the specific risk of very 
young children who are often exclusively cared for by their mother, thus research must 
distinguish between children of very young age to adolescents. Another research ques-
tion should treat situations, which could be challenging for mothers and what or who 
they would need in such situations to stay calm and confident. Moreover knowledge 
in child protection is needed, which focusses on very young children, i.e. 0–3 years of 
age, their exposure on sexual violence and its prevention and intervention.  Reducing 
the range of age groups within studies on sexual abuse could be a first step to gather 
more knowledge. 

Conclusion

Following Admon Livny and Katz  (2018) raising awareness is a form of prevention. Espe-
cially in the first years of their lives, children are dependent on caring adults, often their 
mothers, and need active systems focusing on early prevention. This essay sheds light on 
the topic of sexually abusing mothers as well as early sexual abuse and its prevention. 
Maternal abuse often occurs in a hidden way and cannot be easily disclosed by the victims 
when they are young, especially in infancy as they can neither speak, nor choose who they 
are with. In cases of sexual abuse in early childhood, specifically maternal sexual abuse, 
infants and young children as the most vulnerable members of the family need an advocate. 
Specific attention must be drawn on the need of available adults for children, who recog-
nize and consider that mothers can be perpetrators of child sexual abuse and that sexual 
abuse occurs in early childhood. Considering that research and society is already starting 
to discuss the high evidence of abuse within the family and in institutions, we took the next 
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step and pointed out the topic of mothers as perpetrators of sexual abuse in the early years 
of a child.

Within the field of maternal abuse, as well as sexual abuse in early childhood there is 
still a lack of knowledge. Further research should address the different types of female 
abusers, evaluate on mothers as perpetrators with a focus on specific risk factors and inter-
ventions in early childhood and thus the far underestimated topic of maternal sexual abuse 
in early childhood. We argue that so far marginalizes types of sexual abuse need to be 
considered specifically, early, and interdisciplinary. There is a need for a network of profes-
sionals, who are aware of abusing mothers from early on and discuss the topic to prevent 
and intervene.
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