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Family and Cultural Risk Factors

It is not only important to examine individual victim and perpetrator characteris-
tics in identifying CSA risk factors, but it is also important to examine other systems 
and contexts in which the individuals reside. Some of this research has focused on 
family characteristics while other research has focused on the broad context of soci-
etal and community forces, such as societal attitudes, that may play roles in the 
etiology of CSA.

Family Characteristics

Family life that is characterized by violence, dysfunction, and instability serves as a risk 
factor for CSA, and this is true for both the families of victims as well as perpetrators. 
The families of CSA victims, for example, are often characterized by marital discord 
and divorce, intimate partner violence, and absence of family cohesion and support, as 
we saw in the case study of Sashim’s family (e.g., Butler, 2013; Laaksonen et al., 2011; 
Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2013; Stith et al., 2009). Parental substance abuse, maternal unem-
ployment and educational deficits, parental history of sexual abuse, and parental 

Even fewer youth have face-to-face meetings with unknown online “friends.” According to a sur-
vey of adolescents conducted by the Adolescent Risk Communication Institute of the Annenberg 
Public Policy Center, few social network users (3%) reported actually meeting strangers offline. Only 
2 percent of teens in YISS-1 reported online “romances” (defined as someone met online who the 
youth believed to be a boyfriend or girlfriend [Wolak, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2003]. Although the 
findings from these surveys suggest that children are at risk for this form of exploitation, such victim-
ization constitutes a small proportion of the sexual abuse, exploitation, and other crimes to which 
children are vulnerable. In addition, the results of these surveys suggest that most of the solicitations 
made online by potential CSA perpetrators fail; they do not result in offline sexual assault or illegal 
sexual contact.

Scholars have proposed several approaches to combating the problem of Internet exploitation of 
youth. A first step is to educate youth, parents, and professionals who work with youth and families 
about the potential dangers of the Internet and how they can protect against this form of exploitation. 
Parents need to be educated, for example, about ways in which they can limit their child’s Internet 
access (e.g., browser access controls, software filters). An additional approach is for families to place 
any computers with Internet access in family living areas rather than in private rooms and for parents 
to instruct their children not to enter Internet chat rooms without parental permission (Kreston, 2002; 
Wurtele & Miller-Perrin, 2014). Legislation has also been enacted to address this form of exploita-
tion. The United States has established an $11 million federal program that includes Internet Crimes 
Against Children task forces, which were developed to assist state and local law enforcement agen-
cies in conducting undercover investigations, provide technical assistance and training, and develop 
prevention and education materials (Wortley & Smallbone, 2012). Additional efforts are necessary to 
ensure that federal and state child abuse statutes, most of which were written prior to the develop-
ment of the Internet, apply to illegal behaviors carried out online.


