

















everyone and particularly children, should have with regard to
touch. It was ironic how strongly some men felt about areas of
work which they regarded as invasive of their privacy. That
experience however did begin to give them some idea of the
effect of their actions on children. It was notable that we did
not initiate more exercises involving touch, and it has to be
speculated that for the group leaders this was probably the most
difficult area working with these clients.

7. Sexual Knowledge

It became rapidly evident that the level of ignorance for some
men about sexual knowledge was very serious. Some lacked
basic biological knowledge, and others had very little sense of
the different arousal cycles of men and women. Much of their
terminology was informal, and often pejorative. Early on in the
group, some terminology was challenged, as its use reflected
attitudes to women, and to relationships, that were unhealthy
and demeaning. In this context the ability of the group leaders
to use intimate sexual language openly, and easily, was
important in enabling the members to do likewise. Although
no specific input on sexual knowledge was provided, where
there was confusion this was corrected, usually by asking
another member to do this. In addition to ignorance, the men
shared a number of myths about sex, mostly stemming from
the fact that in their childhood, no-one had ever explained these
facts to them. Some of the myths for instance surrounding
masturbation, indicated that such behaviour was bad, and even
that it was likely to lead to harmful physiological consequences.
It is not surprising therefore that their adult sexual relation-
ships were likely to be handicapped.

Review Meetings

Each man was subject to two review meetings during the period
of the group. These meetings included two of the group leaders
and relevant professionals, particularly the social worker
dealing with the rest of the family. They proved to be important
and effective forums for ensuring that both the offender, and
the family were receiving consistent messages from the pro-
fessional network. One man for instance was telling the group
that his wife was keen to be reconciled to him, and that his
children were keen for him to return. At the review the social
worker reported that his wife had in fact started divorce
proceedings. In another case the review heard reports from the
social worker that one of the men was seeking to breach his
access contract. This was dealt with during a group meeting.
In another case the review was used by the group leaders to
confront a man who was unwilling to do further work on his
statement of abuse. It was also essential for the group leaders
to receive information about progress in families, particularly
about the views and wishes of partners and children. For
instance during the group circumstances changed significantly
for three men. One man’s wife decided to leave him, another
woman decided to initiate divorce proceedings, and in the last
case a foster mother decided to terminate the foster placement.
Despite these changes, the three men involved retained their
commitment to the group, even though in two cases it
effectively ended any hope of those men returning to live with
their children.

Evaluation
Although we were unable to use any formal psychological
testing of the members with regard to outcome, a number of

comments can be made. Perhaps most surprisingly, although
this group was running fortnightly over a period of a year, there
was virtually 100% attendance. There were only three occasions
in which a member failed to attend. The attendance record was
especially significant given that the change of circumstances for
some men during the group, might have led to a diminised
commitment to it. There was considerable sadness at the last
group meeting, despite the fact that the men made it very clear
that they would not wish to see each other outside of the
sessions, and we expected that the ending of the group would
be a relief for them. We had no indication therefore that
bringing offenders together acted to encourage the sharing of
deviant ideas, material or practices. The group provided the
only place where they could acknowledge that they were
abusers, something which they would find intolerable outside
the confines and safety of the group.

Five of the men made significant progress in acknowledging
the extent of the abuse, their responsibility, and their abusive
cycle. During the period of the group, we received no
information that they had attempted, or succeeded in assaulting
any child. The information gained about each man considerably
extended our understanding of their behaviour, and the
prognosis for any future involvement by them in families with
children. In fact it was our opinion that even after a year in the
group none of the men could be recommended for a rehabilita-
tion programme. Further work with all the men would be
necessary prior to such a recommendation. Finally, on a more
general level, an enormous amount had been learned about
work with offenders. Much of this had also been usefully
shared with other agencies through case conferences, and
training forums, and this has undoubtedly led to an improved
multi-disciplinary awareness about offenders.

Lessons Learned — Pointers for Future Action

Our intention was to pilot a treatment group for offenders, and
many lessons were learnt along the way. As the group
progressed, we became more efficient and effective in tackling
issues as our confidence and skill grew. But seven key points
can be picked out, some of which are already being imple-
mented in our on-going assessment and treatment programme
for offenders.

@ It would be useful to have regular entry and exit points for
group members in order to exclude members who are clearly
not making progress and are unwilling to work, and to bring
in others who are more committed. There were two
members in the group whose progress was extremely slow,
and this was clearly holding up others. Exit points would
increase the pressure on members to do the work.

@ Victim awareness is a crucial item that requires more and
earlier attention.

@ There is a need for specific behavioural intervention with
regards to the deviant arousal cycle. This would need to be
done on an individual basis using behavioural techniques to
change their arousal response to deviant stimuli.

@® A more structured approach to the problem of cognitive
distortion is needed to develop the ability of offenders to
interpret social interaction in a more accurate way.

@ More work could usefully be done with each member prior
to the group starting, in particular pushing much harder for
acknowledgement of responsibility and for acknowledge-
ment of their arousal cycle. This would enable the group to



focus more on creating change and would reduce time spent
assessing the problems of individual members.

@ The use of touch should be extended as a therapeutic
technique as this is a potent and healing form of intervention
of great value to men who have difficulties in forming
appropriate adult relationships.

@ A more structured approach, using a more educational style
at points would be valuable, although this should not be at
the expense of dealing with processes as they arise. However
some structured input, for instance on sexual knowledge,
would enable the process issues to be addressed more
effectively.

Conclusion

Child sexual abuse is a growing problem which is testing the
skills and resources of the child protection agencies to their
limits. To date, with a few exceptions, we have failed to address
the question of how to stop offenders abusing children.
Removing children into care is not the answer, and offenders
will only seek out other families that give them access to
children. This paper has argued that any treatment for
offenders must be based on an informed understanding of their
behaviour, located within the multi-disciplinary network for
child protection and must ensure that treatment is delivered
within parameters of control around the offender. Neither
‘persecuting’ nor ‘supporting’ offenders will change or control
their behaviour. Treatment may, but we can only find out if
we make a start.

Tony Morrison, NSPCC
Rochdale Child Protection Team
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