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We need to be less afraid to ask people about
their experiences of abuse.
Claire Bethel, independent consultant,
former Deputy Director, Children and Young
People’s Mental Health and Well-Being,
Department of Health
The #MeToo and #TimesUp campaigns have
led to calls for a radical change in attitudes to
harassment, sexual violence, and abuse.
These
campaigns
have
not
been
uncontroversial—claims that we risk
applying today’s standards to yesterday’s
behavior have evoked huge antipathy.
That sexual harassment is engrained in our
social ethos is exposed in surveys of schoolaged children, with over one third of girls in
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mixed-sex schools personally experiencing
sexual harassment at school.1 Emerging
technologies have enabled new forms of
harassment, such as increasingly common
and damaging online abuse2 and ‘up-skirting’
– with calls for the latter to be made a
criminal offence.3 Sexual violence and abuse
are wide-ranging – from sexual abuse and
exploitation to rape and modern-day slavery
for sexual purposes. Despite the impact on
all, sexual violence remains a gendered
crime, with more girls and women affected,
reflecting misogynistic and patriarchal
attitudes inherited from ages past. Recent
outcry over the proposal by the Parole Board
to release from prison a serial ‘black cab’
rapist led to a judicial review, which
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overturned the decision,4raising the complex
question of what can be done to protect the
public from proven perpetrators who may reoffend.

organisational abuse; and child sexual
exploitation, leading to numerous inquiries.
The Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual
Abuse has launched 13 investigations into a
range of institutions, including the army,
BBC and local authorities, looking at failures
to protect children from sexual abuse.9 The
recently-exposed phenomenon of systematic
grooming and sexual exploitation of children
by organised networks has led to inquiries in
places as far apart as Derby, Oxford,
Rotherham and Devon. An unintended
consequence of this is the downplaying of the
unarguably more prevalent familial sexual
abuse10; only approximately 1 in 8 cases
come to the attention of statutory agencies11,
despite the damage inflicted as a result of
abuse from caregivers, which may be lifelong
and severe.12

How Widespread Is Sexual
Violence?
Sexual violence may be described as a hidden
epidemic, with low rates of prosecution and
conviction, and considerable stigma
associated with disclosure. Official statistics
estimate that 20% of women and 4% of men
in England and Wales have experienced
sexual assault since the age of 16 — 3.1% of
women and 0.8% of men in the past
year.5 Approximately 1.3 million children in
England will experience child sexual abuse
by the age of 18.6 Around 5 in 6 victims do
not report their experiences to the police7;
there has, nevertheless, been a significant
increase in police-recorded sexual offences,
reflecting improved recording and a greater
willingness to come forward.8

Why Is It Important?
The impact of sexual violence is significant.
Victims experience consequences throughout
the life course, frequently retraumatised
through revictimization, as they experience
different kinds of abuse as a consequence of
their vulnerability13. There are obvious

Recent Inquiries
Recent attention has focused on historic
abuse of children, some committed by highprofile, previously revered celebrities;
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impacts on mental health, including
depression and post-traumatic stress
disorder.14Others include physical sequelae,
such as injury and sexually transmitted
infections15 The long-term economic effects
are also significant; the estimated lifetime
cost of rape—for the victim, statutory
agencies and society—is estimated at
$122,461 per victim.16

future life chances, including physical
health.19 The Parliamentary Science and
Technology Select Committee is currently
addressing the evidence linking adverse
childhood experiences with long-term
negative outcomes20 to see what can be done
to improve treatment of mental health
conditions associated with these experiences.

Developments in England

Challenges in tackling sexual violence
include fiscal constraints due to austerity,
with local governments set to lose the
majority
of
central
government
grants.21 Central government funding to the
Voluntary and Community Sector tends to be
short-term, such as the Tampon Tax, which
allocates £15m a year generated by taxation
on
sanitary
products
to
support
disadvantaged women, including those
affected by abuse.22 This causes major issues
regarding the sustainability and capacity of
the sector that remains vital in providing

Challenges

The thrust of public policy and services is on
prevention, protection, disruption, penalties,
and support for victims, with agencies
encouraged to work collaboratively at
strategic and operational levels through
multi-agency fora. Successive governments
and the London Mayor have published
comprehensive strategies on Violence
Against Women and Girls.17 , 18The
importance
of
Adverse
Childhood
Experiences (ACEs)—including abuse—is
increasingly recognized as a predictor of
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in line with approved clinical guidelines.28
And yet, while there is recognition of the
relevance of history of abuse to the patient,
there is little evidence of mental health
professionals covering child sexual abuse
during assessments.29 Furthermore, only
22% of abused mental health service users
were found to receive abuse-focused
therapy.30

support to victims of sexual assault, and
many charities in the sector are struggling for
survival.23 It is difficult for practitioners to
deliver evidence-based interventions which
promote recovery in a complex and rapidlychanging commissioning system with
multiple providers, limited funding and
escalating demand fuelled by increased
publicity,
including
the
#MeToo
24
movement.

Sexual harassment and violence are
everybody’s
business,
starting
with
prevention through education to change
attitudes from infancy to promote prosocial
behavior, tackle misogynistic attitudes and
encourage children to report abuse as
espoused by the NSPCC in their ‘Let’s Talk
Pants’ campaign.31 Practitioners working in
health and social care services need to be
trauma-informed in their approach—more
aware of the impact of sexual violence and
abuse on an individual’s health and
wellbeing. Training and leadership are
needed to overcome reluctance to ask about
abuse, and services delivering evidencebased interventions should be available to

Policy Implications
Developments in recent years include
investment in a Sexual Assault Referral
Centre in every police force area in England;
the appointment of Independent Sexual
Violence Advisers to improve outcomes for
victims in the immediate aftermath of rape;
and a pilot of the first Child House for child
victims of sexual abuse and exploitation,
modelled on the US Child Advocacy
Centers25. The English Government
introduced routine inquiry in 2003 so that all
women are asked about their experiences of
violence and abuse in mental health
assessments.26 A major report in 2015 on
children’s mental health27 recommended that
sensitive inquiry is extended to young people
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follow disclosure.32Routine inquiry provides
the opportunity to disclose that many victims
have sought for years—a vital first step on the
road to recovery.
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