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Abstract
Child sexual abuse is typically studied using reports from the offender and in Western

countries. The aim of the present study was to investigate pre- and post-abuse strategies of

persons convicted of a sexual offense to children in Turkey using the statements made by

the child victims and to frame the results using rational choice theory. A qualitative study

was made for the themes in the police statements from 46 children who were victims of

child sexual abuse. The content analysis revealed that persons convicted of a sexual offense

to children differ in terms of their methods to approach children and in their pre- and post-

abuse behaviors depending on their relationship with the victim. A total of 85% of the offenses

were extra-familial and 15% within the family. Only 21% of the extra-familial offenses were

opportunist; most involved bribes and introductions through friends or intermediaries. Two

tactics unique to Turkey were promises of marriage and the use of children as intermediaries.

The use of force and blackmail was more common in the intra-familial offenses. The results of

the qualitative analysis were, on the whole, consistent with results from persons convicted of a

sexual offense to children’s statements, but some of the tactics used by offenders in Turkey

were unique to Turkish culture.
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Introduction

Research on sexual offenders has been developing (Seto, 2019). Since the 1980s the
research and awareness of child sexual abuse (CSA) have increased (Plummer, 2018),
but it is still limited, especially in non-western nations (Liang and Hu, 2018) such as
Turkey. Statistics on sexual abuse and offenders is unavailable for research purposes,
and the data available lack sufficient detail to draw conclusions. In Istanbul, in 2009–
2012, the suspects investigated for CSA crimes were males (n= 167) with a mean age
of 35 years (Gönültaş, 2013). Only 0.5% of the offenders were illiterate, 17% were
unemployed, and 43% were self-employed.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, empirical studies began to appear that attempted to
understand sex offenders from a criminological perspective (Abel et al., 1988; Berliner
and Conte, 1990; Hanson and Bussiere, 1996). A major line of research was on the
modus operandi of sex offenders and the interaction between the offender and the victim
(Leclerc and Tremblay, 2007). Previous research suggested that the key characteristic of
sex offenders lies in the way in which they commit the offense (Beauregard et al., 2012;
Kaufman et al., 1998; Leclerc et al., 2009, 2011; Smallbone and Wortley, 2001; Ward
and Hudson, 1998). Despite this, there were few studies that examined the methods that
sex offenders used to approach children and their offending strategies (Plummer, 2018).
Furthermore, only a limited number of studies investigated the victims’ perspective (e.g.
Berliner and Conte, 1990; Gönültaş, 2013; Katz and Barnetz, 2016; Plummer, 2018;
Van Gijn and Lamb, 2013), especially in Turkey. Therefore, the current study makes a sig-
nificant contribution to the literature as it aims to describe from the victims’ perspective the
forms and methods of the persons convicted of a sexual offense to children’s (PCSOC’s)
approach. By analyzing these within the framework of rational choice theory, the research
highlights several inferences about the decision-making processes that PCSOCs apply
while committing the crime (Cornish and Clarke, 2002). Thus, the current research seeks
to expand the literature on CSA by highlighting the criminological dimension through
the addition of the victims’ perspective.

Theoretical background

Rational choice theory and decision-making process

Rational choice theory is an important tool in explaining how sex offenders approach children
and why they follow certain strategies (Beauregard et al., 2012; Plummer, 2018). This theory
offers a specific theoretical framework designed to examine the criminal decision-making
process (Beauregard and Leclerc, 2007; Clarke and Felson, 1993). According to this
approach, crime is an effective means of obtaining one’s desired goals (money, status,
sexual pleasure, etc.), and criminals commit offenses for this reason (Cornish and Clarke,
2002; Gönültaş and Sahin, 2018). The determination of decision-making processes, along
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with offense methods, is crucial in understanding the mechanisms underlying the offenses.
Criminals decide to offend by weighing the associated costs and benefits. The decision-
making process involves a level of rationality despite influences from a wide variety of situ-
ational factors (skills, time constraints, meeting conditions involving the target, etc.). In this
sense, criminals improve their decision-making process and adapt their strategies over time
(Leclerc and Tremblay, 2007). Situational variables determine the nature and sequence of
the offender’s actions, thus requiring a conceptual framework to explain all related decision-
making processes (Lussier and Beauregard, 2014). In this context, observing how a specific
crime (e.g. from the perspective of the victim) progresses can allow researchers to make infer-
ences about the decision-making process.

Progression of the sexual abuse. Research regarding the progression of sexual abuse has
shown that abusive acts are ruled by choices (Proulx et al., 1999), and the offenders’
pre- and post-abuse decision-making processes are determined by situational and envir-
onmental factors (Wortley and Smallbone, 2006). The strategies adopted by sex offenders
vary according to situational variables such as whether the offender is known to the
victim, the seclusion of the location, and the victim’s vulnerability. Furthermore, these
factors also shape the offender’s mode of approach (manipulative, coercive, non-
deceptive, opportunist-non-persuasive, etc.) (Gönültaş and Sahin, 2018; Leclerc and
Proulx, 2018; Proulx et al., 1995), a finding supported by the present research.

Research has shown that 47% of offenders engage in sexual contact directly, without
using manipulation or deceit (Leclerc et al., 2006). In these cases, the offenders take
advantage of the victim’s vulnerable status, such as sleeping or showering, thereby dis-
playing an “opportunity” (Leclerc et al., 2006; Leclerc and Proulx, 2018). The progres-
sion of sexual abuse is such:

1. Pre-abuse phase: Preparation
(i) First, it is important that the offender can identify the child and approach

him/her (Cornish, 1998). The main situational factor that determines this
step is the presence of the perpetrator inside or outside of the victim’s
house (Deslauriers-Varin and Beauregard, 2010; Plummer, 2018). The
most important determinant in cases in which the abuser is inside the
house is accessibility to the victim. The offender is physically close to
the child and can easily create an isolated environment. The child’s vulner-
ability while sleeping creates an opportunity for abuse much more quickly
(McAlinden, 2013; Smallbone and Wortley, 2001). In cases in which the
perpetrator is outside the house, the determining factor for the child’s vul-
nerability is individual factors and the lack of guardianship (Plummer,
2018). For offenders outside the house, approaching a child requires
more precise risk assessments (Holt and Massey, 2012; McAlinden,
2013), and, therefore, a more complex decision-making process. While
planning an offense, these individuals work at or volunteer for locations
like schools or parks where they can have access to children (Colton
et al., 2010). In both cases, accessing a vulnerable child is a result of a
series of rational choices.
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(ii) Second, it is important to gain the child’s trust and exert control over him/
her (Cornish, 1998). For this, the offender employs strategies such as
bribery, isolation of the child in order to leave him/her defenseless, desen-
sitization of the child through sexualization, and coercion (Plummer, 2018).
In this phase, offenders also use prosocial behaviors such as being a friend
with the child and/or the family (Cornish, 1998; Gönültaş, 2016a). Bribery
is used to gain the children’s trust by manipulating them and taking advan-
tage of their fragile state, often in the form of giving gifts, rewards, compli-
ments, or privileges which aim to make the children feel special (Berliner
and Conte, 1990; Colton et al., 2010).

Offenders use methods like bribery to separate children from their providers of
emotional and physical support, isolate them, and leave them defenseless (Cornish,
1998; Craven et al., 2006). This also includes a rational mode of action by avoiding
potential eyewitnesses (Kaufman et al., 1998; Plummer, 2018). In this stage, offen-
ders aim to gain control over children by taking them away from a safe place using
closeness or friendship as a bond (Cornish, 1998; Gönültaş, 2013; Plummer, 2018).
In a study conducted by Gönültaş (2013) on a sample in Istanbul (n= 202), 69% of
offenders succeeded in isolating the child through bribery and manipulation which
was followed by the abusive acts.

Desensitization of the child through sexualization starts with a seemingly
“innocent” touch (such as wrestling, cleaning the child after getting dirty) that
seems to be a friendly approach but which subsequently escalates into sexual
abuse (Colton et al., 2010; McAlinden, 2013; Smallbone and Wortley, 2001).
Offenders also resorted to pornography to desensitize children with the goal of
making them accept sexual behavior as normal (Cornish, 1998; Kaufman et al.,
1998). Coercion involves the use of threats and force. The offenders use elements
of emotional coercion to force obedience immediately before the abuse occurs
(Berliner and Conte, 1990). At this point, the perpetrator can also apply physical
force. In one study, some perpetrators (25%) used both verbal and physical coer-
cion to prevent victims, particularly young victims, from escaping and resisting
(Beauregard et al., 2007). In Gönültaş’s sample (2013), just before committing
the abuse, many perpetrators resorted to threats and physical constraints from
which only 20% of the victims escaped.

2. Post-offense phase: After the offense, perpetrators engage in behaviors to prevent
victims from disclosing the abuse, often using both bribery and threats (Cornish,
1998; Plummer, 2018; Smallbone and Wortley, 2001). Frequently used threats
include harming the family if the abuse is disclosed, discontinuing the bribes
and privileges that were previously given, and making the child believe that
they would be held responsible for the abuse if the offender claimed that they
had consented (Campbell, 2009). The threat of harming a family member took
place mostly in cases of abuse within homes (Goodman-Brown et al., 2003).

Offenders’ methods: From the victims’ perspective. To uncover the progression of CSA, the
literature suggests two methods, one from the offenders’ perspective and the other from
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the victims’ perspective (Berliner and Conte, 1990). Most studies investigating the
methods used by sex offenders rely on the offenders’ perspective. These studies run
the risk of the offenders intentionally or unintentionally distorting the truth, hiding infor-
mation to avoid further sentencing, or simply misleading the researchers for the sake of it
(Proulx et al., 1999; Van Gijn and Lamb, 2013). In countries such as Turkey where it is
difficult to work with CSA offenders due to legal procedures and obtaining permission,
studying the offenders’ strategies from the victims’ perspective can be a meaningful alter-
native. Using the victim’s description of the offense can provide an opportunity to
uncover more details of the initial contact, approach, and grooming methods
(Gönültaş, 2016b). In addition, Beauregard et al. (2012) found that a distinguishing
characteristic of child sex offenders is the strategy they adopt during commission of
the offense. Furthermore, the most important evidence of abuse in most CSA cases is
the statement from the child (American Academy of Pediatrics Committee on Child
Abuse and Neglect, 1999; Lamb et al., 1998).

Research has shown that there are both covert and overt pathways to CSA (Proulx
et al., 1999). The covert pathways include the perpetrator’s sexual fantasies and can be
obtained only from the perpetrators themselves, and this information is often heavily
influenced by distortion, manipulation, and cognitive biases. The overt pathways are
the ways in which the abuse takes place and the modus operandi (MO) of the perpetrator.
Overt pathways are easier to investigate and uncover than are covert pathways. The
examination of MO provides a more objective analysis of the offense, and the details
can be obtained from the victim or an eyewitness, supported by actual forensic evidences
(e.g. CCTV images, physical/medical examinations, DNA samples, etc.). Thus, we can
make inferences on evidence of rationality of PCSOCs via victim statements.

Qualitative analysis is shown to be effective in revealing the overt pathways in CSA
(Noakes and Wincup, 2004). The current research examines the MO of the offenders based
on victim statements with the goal of uncovering the overt pathways to CSA by using quali-
tative analysis. Research investigating the overt pathways relying on victim statements has
provided significant results in the past. The existing literature has mainly focused on the
steps that CSA offenders take and the specific methods they use while approaching their
victims (Berliner and Conte, 1990; Gönültaş, 2013; Katz and Barnetz, 2016; Plummer,
2018; Van Gijn and Lamb, 2013). For instance, in an Australian sample, Plummer (2018)
highlighted the relationship between the perpetrator and the victim andmethods such as indu-
cements, bribery, and close ties, in addition to the use of coercion by offenders in order to
obtain victim compliance prior to the abuse and silence afterward. Other Western studies
have shown that the sexual abuse took place gradually (sexualization, etc.) by increasing
the physical intimacy before the abuse, followed by coercive methods at the time of the
abuse (e.g. Berliner and Conte, 1990; Katz and Barnetz, 2016; Plummer, 2018; Van Gijn
and Lamb, 2013). Similar results were obtained by Gönültaş (2013) in a Turkish sample.
The post-abuse methods that the offenders use in order to prevent victims from disclosing
the abuse were also found to be similar both in Western and Turkish samples, namely
threat, manipulation, and bribery (i.e. Gönültaş, 2013; Taşğın and Sarı, 2014; Van Gijn
and Lamb, 2013). However, research findings are not clear about how the perpetrators
make the initial contact with children and the methods that are used by perpetrators to
approach children in the first phase (pre-abuse phase). Uncovering the methods adopted
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by extra-familial offenders when approaching children is very important, especially in pre-
vention and criminal investigations. Thus, research identifying these methods is necessary.
The present research aimed to uncover these methods and the socio-cultural connotations
of them in order to address the aforementioned gap in the literature.

Method

Research design

A qualitative research method is preferred in order to uncover the details of the PCSOC’s
MO from the victims’ perspective based on victim statements obtained during the foren-
sic interview. Qualitative method provides rich information especially for research in
criminology (Noakes and Wincup, 2004). To minimize any psychological harm to the
participants and to protect the victims from any further ill-treatment, secondary data ana-
lysis was conducted using the victims’ statements following the guidelines of Journal
Article Reporting Standards for Qualitative Research (JARS-Qual) (Levitt et al.,
2018), as well as standards proposed by the American Psychological Association
(APA) for the research design. The statements underwent content analysis and the fre-
quencies of each behavior were presented based on the age and relationship of the
victims and perpetrators. We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclu-
sions, and all measures in the study.

Data collection

Istanbul Child Protection Unit (ICPU) (in Istanbul Police Department) has a special team
responsible for investigating child abuse cases. They are particularly specialized in the inves-
tigation of serial and unidentified sexual abuse cases. These cases are mostly extra-familial
cases. This unit has rooms that are specifically designed to have effective interviews with chil-
dren. The Governorship of Istanbul issued permission to use only the CSA cases from 2012
that resulted in a conviction and that were archived (n=97). Each investigation file contained
crime scene investigation reports, forensic reports, victims’ statements, and the testimonies by
witnesses, parents, and offenders. Each file was reviewed for the adequacy of information for
the interaction between the PCSOC and the victim, details about the pre- and post-abuse
behaviors of the offenders, and how the perpetrator and the victim had met in extra-familial
cases. The files that did not have adequate information regarding these issues were eliminated
(n=51), and the rest were rendered anonymous and analyzed (n= 46).

In the process of investigating sexual abuse, the victims’ statements have a critical
importance for both identifying and understanding the nature of the offense and for legal
and rehabilitation purposes (prosecutorial and judicial processes, psychological treatment,
and rehabilitation of the victims, etc.) (American Academy of Pediatrics Committee on
Child Abuse and Neglect, 1999; Doğangün et al., 2016). Hence, according to the relevant
Turkish law, the process of obtaining the victims’ statements was conducted professionally
and carefully in order to prevent the re-questioning of the victims during the criminal justice
processes and to prevent further traumatization of the children. The victims’ statements
included in the current research were the outcome of 50–70 min interviews. The interviews
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consisted of four phases. The first two phases are the pre-interview phases in which the
child’s identifying information is obtained (name, age, etc.) and the child is being informed
about the procedure and being prepared for the forensic interview (∼15–25 min). The third
phase is the forensic interview phase which lasts∼30 min. The last phase includes informing
the child and his/her family about how to reach for help after the judicial procedure finishes
(∼5–10 min).

“All of these forensic interviews include specific questions about the identity of the
abuser, when and where the abuse took place, the duration of abuse, type of abuse, the pres-
ence of violence, and/or threats. These interviews are conducted by asking the victim open-
ended questions” (Doğangün et al., 2016). The forensic interviews were initially recorded
on camera under the supervision of a social worker and a psychologist, and then the records
were transcribed by an expert investigator. Therefore, these records are valid, and they
contain rich information about the incidents. The typed statements were mostly 3–3.5
pages in length (including the identifying information of parties, information about
offense, and consents). This method provided an opportunity to portray the abuse from
the victim’s very own perspective and in their own words (Doğangün et al., 2016).

Sample

The mean age of the child victims was 12.5 ranging from 9 to 15; 62% were female (n=
29) and 38% were male (n= 17); 56.5% of the children were the victims of penetrative
abuse (n= 26). The mean age for the PCSOCs was 32.6, ranging between 19 and 63.
Most of the PCSOC’s were extra-familial (84.8%, n= 39). They included neighbors
from the same building complex, someone introduced by a friend or a relative,
someone who was met through Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) (50%
Facebook, 35%MSN, 15% SMS), or someone who got physically close opportunistically
(while working on the street or at a bazaar, sitting at the park, or playing computer games
at an internet cafe). The intra-familial PCSOCs were most commonly the father, a sibling,
or an uncle (15.2%, n= 7).

Data analysis

Every statement was read, common points about incidents were determined, and the
content was analyzed by the research team that included a forensic science expert and
an investigative psychologist An initial codebook was developed via statements.
Further discussions and reviews of coding followed the initial development of the code-
book in order to obtain consensus. This process is detailed in Table 1. The final inter-rater
reliability was 87% based on the calculations suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994)
(the number of agreements was divided by the sum of total agreements and disagree-
ments). Using the codebook, the data were tabulated, digitized, and entered into SPSS
for Windows, then analyzed.

The foundational concepts were determined in terms of pre- and post-abuse actions of
PCSOCs (Tables 2 to 4) and the ways different types of PCSOCs differ from one another.
In the current research, the methods, behaviors, strategies, etc. adopted by offenders
before or after the abuse are labeled as attitude or behavior.
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The pre-abuse actions of offenders differ based on the opportunity to have physical
proximity to the child, and/or the methods they use to approach them. Under the pre-abuse
phase, three sub-themes were identified. The first categorization was based on the nature of
the relationship between the offender and the victim, especially if the offender was a family
member or not. The second sub-theme is the MO of offenders. This theme includes the
stages of initial contact with the child and the increasing physical proximity to start the
act of abuse. Extra-familial offenders are differentiated in this stage either by engaging
in sexual grooming behaviors (strategic offenders) or simply skipping this step and
engaging in sexual abuse during the initial contact (opportunistic). The differentiation
was not observed for intra-familial offenders as they already had physical proximity to
the child. The third sub-theme included the specific actions that the PCSOCs engaged in
and were seen as rational. For instance, to form the “initial contact” (second sub-theme),
one offender had used another child as an intermediary (third sub-theme) while another
one had sent a friend request on social media (third sub-theme).

The post-abuse phase consists of two sub-themes. In this phase, offenders were not
differentiated because both types of offenders engaged in similar behaviors after the
abuse took place. The second sub-theme consists of behaviors that are functional in
terms of preventing the child from disclosing the abuse and are seen as rational.
Quotes are placed as examples to support our categories.

Ethical considerations

The Governorship of Istanbul and Istanbul University Cerrahpaşa School of Medicine
Ethics Committee issued the necessary permissions. Consent is generally not an issue
when using archival research (McKee and Porter, 2012). However, the gathering
method of the original data can be a concern. The study obtained the data voluntarily
under the supervision of a social worker and/or psychologist. Nevertheless, even if the
data come from a secondary source, the principles of confidentiality must still be followed
(Socio-Legal Studies Association, 2009). To assure confidentiality, we used only the par-
ticipants’ initials and included no other identifying information. Moreover, we protected
the data in a locked safe, with the password known only by researchers.

Table 1. Data analysis process.

Stage 1 Research team pulled a sample of 46 victim statements. Statements were de-identified.

Stage 2 Each researcher read a sample of 10 random statements and identified themes and

categories

Stage 3 Researchers discussed themes and categories that each had identified based on the

statements they read. After careful discussions, the initial codebook was developed

Stage 4 The team recorded the initial statements (n= 10) using the codebook.

Stage 5 The team met again. The consensus was achieved on the 10 statements and codebook

refined.

Stage 6 The team members individually coded all cases according to the codebook with interrater

reliability of 72%. After careful discussions on the themes that they disagreed on, the

second round of coding was conducted which yielded an IRR of 87%.

Notes: IRR: inter-rater reliability.
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Results

Pre-abuse main theme

Extra-familial PCSOCs
Initial contact. When examining the means of meeting used by the extra-familial

PCSOCs, it was found that the most common type used was an introduction through
friends or family members. For the rest of the sample, either the child met the PCSOC
for the first time or was contacted through CMC (Table 2, E/S-2). According to the

Table 4. PCSOCs’ attitudes during the post-abuse phase.

1. Sub-theme n 2. Sub-theme n Quote/exemplar of categories

Extra-familial

PCSOCs

39 Bribe 13 … what happened here has to stay here, ok? If you

ever tell anyone I will tell others that you

wanted it. That’s what I will tell everybody, and
people will believe me and accuse you. (E/PA-1)

Threat 11

Warning 9

Warning-threat 6

Intra-familial

PCSOCs

7 Warning 2 … while we were residing in the district of S., my

father cornered me when there was no one at

home. He started to touch my boobs over my

clothes. I told my father that I would tell on him

to my mother. However, my father threatened

me with beating up my mother. I didn’t tell
anyone what happened because I was afraid of

my father … (I-2) … after this man did these

things to me, told me not to tell anyone what he

had done to me and that he gave me money, or

he would kill me. I didn’t tell anyone about

anything because I was afraid of him (I-3)

Threat 4

Bribe 1

Table 3. The intra-familial PCSOCs’ attitudes during the pre-abuse phase.

1. Sub-theme N 2. Sub-theme 3. Sub-theme N
Quote/exemplar of

categories

Intra-familial

PCSOCs

7 Contact

resulted in

the abuse

Child is sleeping-unguarded 3 … my mother and my

grandmother were

cooking in the kitchen.

My siblings were with

them as well. I was eating

fruits in the balcony.

When I was sitting in

balcony, my uncle

H. came and suddenly

took me on his lap and

put me in his bed in the

balcony. He pulled down

my pajamas and panties

… (I-1)

Child is playing-unguarded 2

Child is alone without having

mother–father at
home-unguarded

2

Experience

with

PCSOC

Threat-blackmail-force 6

Promise 1
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victims’ statements, their first reaction to an extra-familial individual approaching them
was to avoid or resist their efforts to get closer. Consequently, if the children were pre-
vented from avoiding or resisting the PCSOCs during the initial contact, it was much
easier to get close to them and establish rapport. For extra-familial PCSOCs, a
common method used to meet a potential victim was through an intermediary or an
acquaintance. The intermediary was often a friend of the child who was a previous
victim of the same PCSOC. Generally, this friend approached the child while playing
in the neighborhood, introduced an older person as a relative or a “good person” and
invited the target child to the adult’s place accompanied with a tempting offer. In our
sample, there were five intermediaries. They were all boys and their mean age was 11
years. They were abused by PCSOCs, and they were directed to other friends or children
by the offender giving the intermediary a privilege (money, mobile phone) (n= 4) and by
blackmail (n= 1). In cases where the victims met the PCSOCs through CMC, the
PCSOCs sent a friendship request to the victims’ social media account (generally
Facebook), and the victims, being curious about the person, initiated conversation after
accepting the request.

Pre-abuse experience with PCSOCs. According to the victims’ statements, PCSOCs
got physically close to victims after the first phase (initial contact). In the analysis of this
phase, the study uncovered the verbal and behavioral cues that helped the PCSOCs get
physically close to victims. The PCSOCs succeeded in this through certain expressions
and behaviors. These attitudes lured the children from a safe location (such as their
homes or in front of their houses, schools, etc.) to the PCSOCs’ house or an alternative
location such as parks, cars, or secluded places in buildings. Hence, the victims entered
the control zone of the PCSOC. The extra-familial PCSOCs utilized methods that allowed
them to get physically close to the victims, most often tools like giving money, buying
chocolate, buying phones, buying food, taking the victims for a ride, buying skates,
and making promises (e.g. “I will marry you,” “I will introduce you to my family,” or
“I want to have a family with you”) (Table 2, E/S-6). They used these methods to
approach victims and lure them from safe locations to locations that were spatially
under the PCSOCs’ control.

During this phase, the victims developed a feeling of trust toward the PCSOCs and
allowed them to get physically closer, even describing them as “a good person.” At this
point, they started to spend time together, and the PCSOCs started to show some sexually
explicit material to the children (n= 27). During a considerable part of this phase, the
PCSOCs exposed the victims to sexually enticing behaviors, such as greeting the
victims in their underwear while opening the door, showing their sexual organs through
torn pajamas or pants, and keeping pornographic magazines in the victims’ sight or
having pornographic visuals on TV/mobile phones/computers (generally laptops). If
victims felt uncomfortable, the PCSOCs would try to reassure the child (e.g. “You will
also do these kinds of things when you grow up” or “These are the facts of life”) in
order to normalize the behavior. This phase, which progressed into the act of abuse, was
critical because the offenders got physically close to the victims through behaviors like
sitting next to them, taking them on their laps, or hugging. At this point, the PCSOCs
were physically very close to the victims and the acts of sexual abuse occurred.
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When examining whether the victims were aware of the forthcoming acts of abuse,
we found that most victims identified that something was wrong (87%, n= 26).
Some attempted to move away from the PCSOC by crying, while some attempted
to escape but could not succeed. Some of them could not react because they were
afraid. If the victims showed any resistance, the PCSOCs used coercion—verbally and
physically violent methods (yelling, threatening with death, threatening with informing
their fathers, squeezing arms, and using physical force on the child, etc.). The use of
threats and force typically made the victims obedient during the abuse.

The second type involved opportunistic PCSOCs. We observed that these extra-
familial PCSOCs often approached the children asking for or offering help (Table 2,
E/O-1). Some extra-familial PCSOCs met the victims at the time of the abuse (opportun-
istic), and these victims were alone or not with their guardians (mothers, fathers, teachers,
babysitters, etc.). Here, the victims were not lured or taken somewhere else, but the abuse
took place directly where the PCSOCs met the victims or somewhere very close-by. The
most common methods used were violent acts such as force, threats, or blackmailing, and
the offenders were thereby able to become close to the children and acquired a superior
position (Table 2, E/O-1).

Immediately before the abuse, the child victim’s chance of escape was very low. The
key determinant of this process was the PCSOC being close to the child and being in
control. In this phase, the means used by the offender included a verbal or tangible
reward that attracted the child’s interest. This phase was the first and most important
in order to have the victim under spatial control. According to our research, while the
children were distracted by rewards (playing computer games, eating cakes, playing
with toys, playing with the mobile phone, etc.), the PCSOCs started to direct certain
sexual behaviors toward the children, which is also considered sexual abuse. However,
these behaviors were intended to direct the children’s attention to sexual subjects and
assessing their reactions. If the PCSOCs encountered resistance at this point, they per-
suaded the children with expressions (e.g. “You will do the same when you grow
up”). After that point, the offenders succeeded in getting physically close to the children
(sitting next to them, hugging, taking them on the lap, etc.), who were then under their
spatial control.

At this stage, the victims could still react to the PCSOCs, and they sometimes tried to
escape when hugged or made to sit on the PCSOC’s lap. However, this was the time when
the PCSOCs were physically closest to the victims, and the PCSOCs (both extra- and
intra-familial) succeeded in breaking the child’s last resistance before the act of abuse
through coercive violent behaviors (holding the child tightly and shaking, threatening,
blackmailing, etc.). After that point, the victims were under the total control of the
PCSOCs, and the act of abuse followed. In this phase, there was almost no chance of
escape for the victims.

Intra-familial PCSOCs. The domestic cases, where the abuse occurred within the home, dif-
fered from the extra-familial cases. In intra-familial cases, the victims were generally
alone or sleeping and unguarded during the incident of abuse (Table 3, I-1, 2, 3). The
PCSOCs approached the victims and succeeded in ensuring direct physical intimacy.
The PCSOCs became physically closest to the child through behaviors and expressions.
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Whereas in the case of extra-familial PCSOCs, the physical intimacy increased
step-by-step and resulted in physical closeness with the child, in the case of intra-familial
PCSOCs, the direct physical intimacy was easier to obtain as a result of regular domestic
routines (such as putting the child to sleep for the night).

Post-abuse main theme

Qualitative analysis revealed that PCSOCs generally engaged in verbal or behavioral
interactions with the children after the act of abuse. In extra-familial cases, most com-
monly the PCSOCs gave money to the child (bribery). These PCSOCs also gave warn-
ings (e.g. “Do not tell your family or the police”) to accompany the bribery. The children
said that they thought that the PCSOC would really hurt them which were why they did
not inform anyone. In all intra-familial cases, the PCSOCs threatened, warned, and used
manipulative ideas (e.g. “I’ll kill you if you tell anyone,” “I’ll inform your father about
what happened,” “You wanted it,” “We wouldn’t have done it if you hadn’t wanted to,”
or “Do not tell anyone about what happened”) after the act of abuse (Table 4, E/PA-1).

Discussion

The purpose of the present research was to identify the methods of approach used by
PCSOCs based on statements from the victims. Our findings on rational choices can be
viewed as inferences of rationality from victim reports of their interaction with the offenders.
Therefore, we use the term “evidence of rationality” when analyzing their perceptions.

The PCSOCs in the present study (both intra- and extra-familial PCSOCs) were shown
to approach children and commit the offense by the following rational processes. Some
PCSOCs use violent or coercive methods, but others employ more subtle methods to lure
children to the site of abuse and to ensure silence after the abuse. In extra-familial cases,
the PCSOCs approach the victims gradually and often become physically close by using
bribery and deceit; whereas in intra-familial cases, the PCSOCs use more coercive
methods. Our finding is consistent with previous research. For example, Plummer
(2018) showed that deceptive methods occur frequently in extra-familial CSA cases
but are rarely used in domestic ones, and often the victims experience force and verbal
threats in domestic cases. Our findings are also in line with previous studies based on
the victims’ perspective (Berliner and Conte, 1990; Van Gijn and Lamb, 2013) and on
the offenders’ perspective (Kaufman et al., 1998; Smallbone and Wortley, 2001).

This qualitative analysis of CSA by intra-familial and extra-familial PCSOCs indicates
that the determining factor in the choice of processes that the PCSOC adopts is distance.
For example, extra-familial PCSOCs may choose to use bribery to decrease the distance
between themselves and the victim. This closeness helps them to gain control over the
victim and carry out the abuse. Moreover, it also prevents any potential eyewitnesses.
This appears to be an evidence of rationality. On the other hand, for an intra-familial
PCSOC, there is no need to lure the victim because physical closeness is easily achieved.
This type of PCSOC does not need to deceive the victim with prosocial behaviors that
require extra time and effort. They use coercive methods directly to achieve the physical
proximity needed to carry out the abuse. These PCSOCs also use coercive methods and
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threats as a part of their post-offense behavioral patterns because preventing the child
from disclosing the abuse is more important than it is for an offender who is a stranger
to the child. The pre-offense and post-offense coercive methods are rational considering
the offenders’ specific situations. The differences in the processes adopted by different
types of CSA offenders show that they may assess the risks and calculate the best possible
method to use based on the circumstances.

In extra-familial cases, the PCSOCs use several methods in their initial approach. Previous
research has identified that the initial approach methods of extra-familial CSA usually involve
taking place in the child’s social environment (school, children’s playgrounds, coaching),
befriending them, showing care and interest, and spending time with them (Beauregard
et al., 2007; Plummer, 2018; Smallbone and Wortley, 2001). These PCSOCs are either
from the local social environment (neighbors), or they access the child through an intermedi-
ary (social media, another child). In the initial approach, the PCSOCs often used bribery (such
as a mobile phone, chocolate, skating), a promise, or a privilege (riding by car). The findings
of our study are generally consistent with the existing literature, but we found that PCSOCs
sometimes approach their potential victims by using another child as an intermediary. We
believe that the intermediary method may serve two purposes:

• The victims develop trust towards the PCSOCs and become interested in them
because there is a trusted friend involved, which thereby decreases the child’s
potential resistance and suspicion.

• There is no need to use any coercive methods because using an intermediary pro-
vides protection for the PCSOC from the children’s parents or potential guardians
(neighbor, teacher, relatives, etc.). Children who are supervised constitute a higher
risk for PCSOCs. Such children are more likely to avoid being approached by
strangers, and the PCSOCs try to reduce these risks by using an intermediary.
This appears to be evidence of rationality that PCSOCs follow in order to increase
their chances of success.

The qualitative analysis reveals that extra-familial PCSOCs who choose victims that they
do not know often approach the children by asking for or by offering help. Beauregard
et al. (2007), who examined CSA from the offenders’ perspective, found that most offen-
ders (48%) approach children through a fake or deceptive identity approach. In these
cases, to get physically close to children, offenders approach the potential victim with
the excuse of asking for help (e.g. asking the time), and our findings are in line with
these results. The PCSOCs appear to take advantage of the children’s vulnerability and
lack of self-protection. Thus, using a fake identity to approach a child appears to be evi-
dence of rationality for the PCSOC.

The methods of deception (bribery, promise, privilege, etc.) used in the initial meeting
phase lure the children from a safe location to a place where they are isolated and under
the PCSOC’s control. Initially, the victims spend time with the PCSOCs, roaming,
playing in the house of the perpetrator, etc. At this point, in most cases, the PCSOCs
may show sexual material (such as pornography) to the children in order to desensitize
them and normalize sexual activity, and it allows the offenders to get physically close to
the victims.

1404 European Journal of Criminology 20(4)



Previous research conducted from the perspective of both the offender and the victim
has shown that PCSOCs pay attention to the victims and spend time with them. It has also
been found that by engaging in some seemingly innocent touches, which turns into sexual
touches, and by showing pornographic material, the offender increases the physical prox-
imity gradually (Beauregard et al., 2007; Berliner and Conte, 1990; Kaufman et al., 1998;
Leclerc and Proulx, 2018; Plummer, 2018; Smallbone and Wortley, 2001). Our findings
are in line with literature findings.

In the current study, one of the methods used by PCSOCs differs from those previ-
ously reported, namely the “promise of marriage.” Some offenders approached their
female victims by promising the child that they will get married and start a family
together. The promise of marriage is an important contribution to literature in two
ways: It is not about a materialistic gain as in most other methods used by offenders.
Moreover, it incorporates the sociocultural characteristics of the culture into the grooming
phase. As youth marriage is still common in Turkish society, despite efforts to change
this, the PCSOCs may use this tradition to manipulate their victims. This method has a
unique impact on the victim. The communal structure in Turkey is sensitive to family
values and having a family (Zeyrek-Rios et al., 2021). The PCSOCs seem to be aware
of this and abuse it by inducing the fear of rejection and invalidation of a family (as
well as feelings of guilt and shame) in order to lure the child into an abusive relationship.
PCSOCs appear to make calculations by taking the cultural setting into consideration,
again an indicator of rationality.

As seen in the current research, the methods adopted by offenders to approach children
can differ based on the socio-cultural dynamics of the society. In order to prevent CSA,
each society should explore their culture-specific methods in addition to the well-studied
methods that are used by CSA offenders. Secondly, the use of a promise of marriage can
be beneficial in explaining the relationship between neglect and sexual abuse. The
research on pedophiles shows that these offenders specifically target children who
have experienced neglect in their homes (Gönültaş, 2016a). An offender who is aware
of a child’s history of neglect at home and his/her needs to be part of a family can
take advantage of the child’s vulnerability and manipulate her with a promise to start a
family together. In summary, in societies which overvalue the institution of marriage
and assign worth to females through their role as being a wife, especially girls coming
from households where they were neglected, can be at a higher risk for abuse by being
lured into it by the promise of marriage.

In intra-familial cases, the child is already under the PCSOC’s control spatially, and so
the PCSOC can achieve physical proximity to the child faster than an extra-familial
PCSOC. In their research, Kaufman et al. (1998) found that intra-familial offenders take
advantage of their status over the child to ensure dominance. Leclerc and Proulx (2018)
showed that non-persuasive and opportunistic strategies were more common among domes-
tic offenders (78%). These offenders took the advantage of living in the same household and
the child is asleep when engaging in abuse. The PCSOC may assume that approaching a
child outside has higher risks, whereas approaching a child within the house has lower
risks. Choosing a child at home appears to be evidence of rationality.

According to our findings, threat and force become essential instruments to the act of
abuse in order to minimize the child’s resistance or risk of escape. When applying these
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methods, the victims usually obey the offender. Here, using coercive methods may be
evidence of rationality for PCSOCs because it helps them to achieve their goals. In the
literature, both verbally and physically coercive methods are prevalently used by
PCSOCs, especially to break the victims’ resistance and prevent them from escaping
(Beauregard and Leclerc, 2007; Plummer, 2018; Van Gijn and Lamb, 2013). Our findings
are consistent with the literature.

In our research, we found that coercive and violent behaviors used after the abuse are
useful to keep the victims silent and have them available for future abuse. Intimidation
and threats after the abuse are important tools to prevent disclosure of the abuse
(Berliner and Conte, 1990). Smallbone and Wortley (2001) showed that the most fre-
quently used method to ensure the child’s silence is threatening to hurt the victim’s
parents. Moreover, in addition, bribes such as giving money and some special privileges
are common alternative methods.

By using coercive elements, such as bribery and threats, the PCSOCs seem like aiming
to avoid a possible criminal case against them while increasing the likelihood of the chil-
dren returning for future abuse. The PCSOCs may experience some stress resulting from
the risks associated with their offenses, and they may apply coercive methods such as
threatening to kill their parents or by intimidating the child by showing a weapon. In
other words, in the post-abuse phase, using coercive methods appears to be evidence
of rationality.

The current research had some limitations. The majority of PCSOCs in our sample
were extra-familial because the ICPU mostly conducted extra-familial cases during the
period studied. Furthermore, the cases that were eliminated due to incomplete informa-
tion might have yielded different results, if had complete information. Thus elimination
of certain cases could have potentially biased the results. More detailed examples that
provide a fuller description of the strategies adopted by offenders would be more
helpful. As the information originally gathered for the present study was in order to
obtain evidence, the details of the interaction between the victim and the offender
might not have been complete. Moreover, the applicability of the motivation-facilitation
model (Seto, 2019) to Turkish offenders would be interesting. We did not have the oppor-
tunity to contact the perpetrators involved in these cases of CSA. Future research should
gather data from the perpetrators themselves to understand covert pathways, their internal
motivations, and possible substance consumption and its effects on their impulsivity.
Future research should also use collaborative information from perpetrators, victims,
and case files (expert opinions, witness statements, forensic reports, etc.) to provide a
more comprehensive understanding of each case. Furthermore, our implications (espe-
cially intermediaries and grooming methods related to social structure) should be
tested with more samples of victims and offenders in the future. The current study high-
lighted the differences in MO of offenders based on the nature of their relationship with
the child (i.e. intra-familial vs extra-familial). However, the differences in MO based on
the child’s gender or age were not explored. Future research should aim to uncover the
MO of PCSCOs based on the gender and the age of the victims, which would yield
useful inferences in the context of developing prevention strategies. For example,
“promise of marriage” is a unique and culturally specific finding, however, it is also
important to acknowledge that it only applies to female victims. Thus, further research
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should focus on whether there are different methods used for male victims (e.g. does the
level of violence differ, etc.).

Another limitation is the non-inclusion of cases where the offenders deceived the
victims using the Internet. The major focus of the research is the relationship and level
of intimacy in explaining the strategies that different types of offenders adopt. Some
offenders use the internet to find targets, stalk them online, hunt them down, and, after
they gain the children’s trust, lure them to a place where they abuse them. Future research
should focus on CSA cases where the initial contact, as well as the pre-abuse phases, were
initiated through social media. In future research, offender characteristics such as age,
education, and criminal background, as well as victim characteristics and the time
between the incident and the child’s reaching out for help, should also be considered
for analysis. However, there are legal difficulties in Turkey in reaching both victims
and offenders to conduct research on CSA.

Conclusions

The present research demonstrated that PCSOCs appear to utilize methods, techniques,
and strategies to get physically close to victims and keep them under control before
and during the act of the abuse. Within this framework, the study reached a general con-
clusion that there is some evidence of rationality on the part of CSA offenders, who may
be rational in using country-specific social dynamics in order to achieve their goals. The
findings such as using intermediary to approach the child, using deceptive language,
showing a friendly approach, exposing children to sexually explicit material, and using
the promise of marriage can be seen as examples of these types of actions during the pre-
abuse phase. Using bribes, threatening, the children not to disclose the abuse are exam-
ples of the post-abuse phase. The present study also presents insights in terms of methods
related to the social structure of Turkish society such as using an intermediary child and
promising to start a family together.

A key message that should be taken from this research is to keep children as far from
the perpetrators as possible because, once the child is physically close to the perpetrator, it
is almost impossible for him/her to escape. The first practical implication regarding the
prevention of CSA is directed at their parents and should inform them of useful prevent-
ive strategies. Information should include topics such as how offenders may approach
children for sexual purposes, which methods they would use (e.g. the use of intermedi-
aries), and how to ask for help. In Turkey, there is no specific training for children’s guar-
dians (parents, babysitters, etc.) about CSA offenders, their strategies of approach, and
their grooming methods. Such training should be provided based on the findings of
this research and that by others. The professionals working with children such as teachers
and social workers should receive specific training on the methods that CSA offenders
adopt to approach children. There should be an assessment of the perceptions and knowl-
edge of these professionals regarding CSA offenders, and accurate, data-driven informa-
tion should replace unrealistic ideas. Thus, the guardians can become competent
guardians for the effective protection of the children.

In research on sexual abusers, the methods used by CSA offenders to approach chil-
dren should focus on their decision-making processes, especially in Turkish samples and
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samples from other non-Western cultures. The results of the present study and results
from future studies should be used to develop preventive strategies for guardians of chil-
dren and for professionals.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank Mr Edward Michael Rios for proofreading and his contributions in improving the
writing.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/
or publication of this article.

Funding

The authors received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

ORCID iD
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