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Child sexual abuse by Catholic priests is a global issue. Reports of abuse proliferated
in the US in 2002, giving the appearance that it was an American phenomenon.
However, by 2010, it was clear that abuse in the Catholic Church had affected
countries around the world. Scholars in the US have published reports evaluating the
nature, scope, and causes of the problem. Similarly, public inquiries and commissions
have investigated the crises in other western and English-speaking countries, and
research is ongoing. The reports have produced similar findings and recommendations
for preventing abuse in the future, including better education and training about abuse;
the need to respond quickly and thoroughly to victim–survivors; transparency in
response to abuse; and coordinated responses with civil authorities.
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Child sexual abuse is a serious social problem and one that has affected many youth.
Recent studies indicate that 26.6% of girls and 5.1% of boys are abused by the time they
are 17 years of age (Finkelhor, Shattuck, Turner, & Hamby, 2014), and most abuse is
perpetrated by someone known to the victim. Over the last decade, reports have surfaced
about abuse occurring in a variety of youth-oriented organizations, including sports (e.g.,
USA Swimming), social organizations (e.g., the Boy Scouts of America), schools (public
and private), universities, and religious institutions. Although several of these reports have
received intense media coverage (e.g., abuse by the assistant football coach at Penn State),
no organization has received more intense and sustained scrutiny than the Catholic
Church.

Child sexual abuse within the Catholic Church dominated media attention in the US
from 2002 onward, when the Boston Globe began covering the abuse allegations of serial
predator John Geoghan in the Boston Archdiocese (Globe, 2004). The Boston Globe
alone published more than 1000 articles that year on abuse in the Catholic Church
(Maniscalco, 2005). Throughout the 2000s, the abuse by Catholic priests was almost
exclusively viewed as a US problem. This is despite the fact that similar patterns of abuse
were evident in Canadian Catholic dioceses prior to this time (Kenny, 2012), though the
Canadian crisis garnered far less media attention. By 2010, however, the reports began to
emerge about abuse by Catholic priests in Europe and other western countries (Pew
Research Center, 2010). As a result of the emerging reports about abuse in their respective
countries, academics and Commissions began assessing the extent and effects of sexual
victimization by Catholic priests and responses to it in Australia (Family and Community
Development Committee, 2013), Austria (Lueger-Schuster, 2014); Belgium
(Adriaenssens, 2014; Aertsen, 2014), England and Wales (Gilligan, 2014; McAlinden,
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2014; Nolan et al., 2001), Ireland (Commission of Investigation into Catholic Diocese of
Dublin, 2009; Commission of Investigation into Catholic Diocese of Cloyne, 2011;
D’Alton, Guilfoyle & Randall, 2013; Keenan, 2011), the Netherlands (Bisschops, 2014;
Deetman et al., 2011), and even the Vatican (Pew Research Center, 2010). Scholars have
begun to converge globally to discuss the similarities and differences between patterns of
abuse in the Catholic Church. By 2011, conferences had expanded to include participants
from Asia, Latin America, and Africa (Glatz, 2013; International Institute for the
Sociology of Law, 2014).

This article provides a review of what is known about the sexual abuse crisis in
the Catholic Church globally. Much of the scholarship regarding this issue has been
US-centric, with nascent research in other western and English-speaking countries. A
sexual abuse “crisis” in the Catholic Church does not yet exist in most countries in Africa,
Asia, and South America, and it is unclear whether these regions will have similar
scandals. The reports that have been generated in various countries by Commissions,
and other organizations provide information about the similarities of the abuse and
response patterns in western countries around the world, including better education and
training about abuse; the need to respond quickly and thoroughly to victim–survivors;
transparency in response to abuse; and coordinated responses with civil authorities.

Sexual abuse in Catholic Church in the United States

Sexual abuse in the Catholic Church has always existed (Doyle, Sipe, & Wall, 2006).
However, the topic gained national attention in the US for the first time in 1983 – the first
of three “emergencies” of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church that resulted in notoriety in
the media (Maniscalco, 2005). At this time, a priest by the name of Gilbert Gauthe was
removed from ministry in the Diocese of Lafayette, Louisiana. He was indicted in 1984
for multiple offenses of sexual abuse against boys within the diocese. The Diocese of
Lafayette had received reports of Gauthe’s abusive acts for 7 years before he was indicted,
and though he was repeatedly cautioned about his behavior, he was only removed
from ministry after a parent of an abused youth demanded that action be taken
(Terry et al., 2011).

Gauthe’s trial received substantial media coverage, as the facts of the case shocked the
nation. Gauthe had raped and sodomized dozens of boys and then used his status as a
priest to intimidate them into silence. He caused profound harm to those he abused,
resulting in psychotherapy for many and even hospitalization in some cases. The criminal
case and related civil litigation filed by the families of the victim–survivors drew national
and international press attention, which focused on not only the acts by the Gauthe but
also those by the diocesan leaders who failed to remove him earlier (Terry et al., 2011).

The next case of abuse that garnered substantial media attention was that of James
Porter, who allegedly abused 200 boys and girls. Though his abusive behavior became
publicized in 1990, the majority of acts occurred in the 1960s and 1970s. Porter had
participated in multiple treatment programs during that time, but was always returned to
ministry until he asked to be released from the priesthood in 1973. In 1990, one of
Porter’s male victim–survivors publicly reported his victimization, though Porter was
eventually convicted in 1994 of abusing a young woman. He was imprisoned for that
act but died in 2005, before he could be assessed for civil commitment as a sex offender.

These two cases of abuse not only garnered media attention, but they also sparked
studies on priests who sexually abused minors. The true extent of sexual abuse by priests
was not yet known because of the substantial delay in reporting – most cases were
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reported decades after the abuse occurred – and the studies that took place were
often based upon samples that were small and/or selected from specific clinics or dioceses
(e.g., Fones, Levine, Althof, & Risen, 1999; Irons & Lasser, 1994; Mendola, 1998b).
Several of the samples relied on self-reports from parishioners (Andrews, 1999; Flynn,
2000) or priests (Geotz, 1992) to find out the extent and impact of victimization.

According to Jenkins (1996), the emphasis in the media upon sexual abuse by priests
led to a public image of the “pedophile priest” and portrayed abuse as a Catholic problem.
That image was amplified in 2002, when the Boston Globe began publishing a series of
investigative articles on the sexual abuse of minors by priests in the Archdiocese of
Boston (Globe, 2004). The impetus for the articles was concern about actions taken by the
diocese in response to the behavior of John Geoghan, a Boston priest with a long history
of accusations of sexual abuse. Then-Cardinal Law and other bishops had allowed him to
serve in multiple parishes despite the many allegations of abuse that had been made
against him. The Globe’s series of articles, as well as the growing number of reports
nationally about priests who sexually abused minors, led to the understanding that there
was a sexual abuse “scandal” or “crisis” in the Catholic Church (Terry et al., 2011).

At the height of this media attention, the US Conference of Catholic Bishops created a
Charter that aimed to understand and address this problem. The goal of “The Charter for
the protection of children and young people” was to provide safe environments for all
children and young people who participate in Church activities. To this end, the Charter
created two entities: the Office of Child and Youth Protection (OCYP) and the National
Review Board (NRB). The OCYP was charged with creating and monitoring safe
environment training programs, auditing dioceses’ adherence to the Charter, and produ-
cing annual reports. The NRB was assigned, among other responsibilities, the task of
commissioning and overseeing research on the abuse crisis. They commissioned research-
ers at John Jay College to conduct two studies. The first, “The nature and scope of sexual
abuse of minors by Catholic priests and deacons: 1950–2002” (hereafter referred to as the
“Nature and scope” study), provided information about the extent of the abuse crisis, the
distribution of offenses nationally and over time, the priests against whom allegations
were made, the minors they abused, the Church’s response to the allegations, and the
financial impact of the crisis (John Jay College, 2004, 2006). The second study, “The
causes and context of sexual abuse of minors by Catholic priests in the United States,
1950–2010” (hereafter referred to as the “Causes and context” study), analyzed the
conditions that permitted abusive behavior in the Catholic Church to persist, integrating
research from sociocultural, psychological, situational, and organizational perspectives
(Terry et al., 2011). These studies, along with other publications that evaluated the impact
of victimization and organizational responses to it (see the special issue of Criminal
Justice & Behavior, 35(5), 2008), provide critical information about the extent of abuse in
the United States; an overview of the abusers, victim–survivors, and incidents; and
explanations of factors correlated to the abuse crisis in the US.

Prevalence of abuse

Prior to 2002 – the year when child sexual abuse by Catholic priests was identified as a
crisis in the US. – some scholars estimated the prevalence of abuse by priests based on
known reports at that time. For instance, Plante (2003) analyzed clinical data from one
treatment facility for priests and extrapolated that approximately 3000 priests sexually
abused 24,000 minors over a 50-year period. A larger study with a clinical sample of 1322
priests found that 27.8% reported having engaged in a sexual relationship with an adult
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woman while 8.4% reported sexual misconduct with a minor (Loftus & Camargo, 1993).
Sipe (1990), on the other hand, evaluated a nonclinical sample and estimated that 2% of
priests engage in pedophiliac behavior, 4% are sexually preoccupied with adolescent boys
or girls, and 20–40% of priests engage in sexual misconduct with adults. All of these
studies must be interpreted with caution, however, because they contain select samples
that limit overall generalizability (Terry & Tallon, 2004).

In addition to scholars and clinicians, nonprofit groups and journalists also attempted
to estimate the prevalence of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church. For instance, based
upon his coverage of the Gilbert Gauthe case, Berry (1992) estimated that 400 priests and
brothers had sexually abused minors. Goodstein (2003), a journalist at the New York
Times, wrote an investigative article that stated by the end of 2002, more than 1205 priests
had abused 4268 minors. Goodstein’s prevalence calculations were similar to those of the
Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights (2004), who estimated that between 1%
and 2% of priests had sexually abused minors.

In the “Nature and scope” study, scholars at John Jay College collected data on all
known allegations of abuse between 1950 and 2002 from 97% of dioceses in the United
States. They found that 4392 priests sexually abused nearly 11,000 minors between 1950
and 2002, which was equivalent to 4% of priests in ministry during that time having
allegations of abuse (John Jay College, 2004). Data collected over the following decade
by researchers at the Center for Applied Research of the Apostolate (CARA) indicate that
the number has increased so that 5% of priests in ministry since 1950 have allegations of
abuse against approximately 15,000 minors (Terry et al., 2011).

The John Jay (2004) data, which mirrored the subsequent data from CARA, show that
abuse incidence increased in the 1960s, peaked in the 1970s and early 1980s, and
significantly declined after that time. This distribution was consistent across all regions
of the Catholic Church in the United States as well as in all sizes of dioceses.1 The
longitudinal data analysis indicated that rise in abuse cases in the 1960s and 1970s was
consistent with the rise in other types of “deviant” behavior within that time period in the
United States, such as drug use and crime, as well as changes in social behavior, such as
an increase in premarital sexual behavior and divorce (Terry et al., 2011). Factors that are
unique to the Catholic Church, such as an exclusively male priesthood and the commit-
ment to celibate chastity, did not change during the increase, peak, and decrease in abuse
incidents and thus are not “causes” of the abuse crisis.

Seminary education changed significantly over the period of study, and the “Causes
and context” findings indicate that patterns of abuse behavior varied by decade of
ordination. The majority of abusive priests were ordained prior to the 1970s, and more
abusers were educated in seminaries in the 1940s and 1950s than at any other time period
in the study. There was a significant expansion of seminaries in this postwar period, and
prior to the 1970s, the curriculum focused almost entirely on spiritual development. There
was little or no human formation component to the education, and as such, seminarians
were not being adequately prepared to live a life of chaste celibacy. Human formation
training evolved from the 1980s onward, and while there is no indication that this is a
cause of the decrease in abuse of minors, it is consistent with the drop in allegations of
abuse.

Though the peak of abuse incidents occurred in the 1970s and early 1980s, there was a
substantial delay in the reporting of incidents. In the years of the high-profile cases of
abuse that were published in the media – Gauthe in 1985, Porter in 1993, and Geoghan in
2002 – reports increased, with the largest number of cases reported in 2002. Though many
reports are still being made today, most of the abuse being reported occurred decades ago.
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This delay in reporting led to an unfortunate reality: few cases of child sexual abuse by
priests were processed through the criminal justice system. Data from the “Nature and
scope” study indicate that between 1950 and 2002, 963 cases of child sexual abuse by
priests were investigated by police, 379 priests were criminally charged, and 259 were
convicted (Terry, 2012).

Offenders and victims2

According to the “Nature and scope” study, most priests who sexually abused minors
(69%) were diocesan priests serving as either a pastor (25%) or an associate pastor (42%)
(John Jay College, 2004). They committed a variety of offenses, ranging from touching
outside the clothes to penetration. The abuse most often occurred in private places, such as
the home of the priest (41%) or the victim (12%). The majority of priest abusers (56%)
had one victim; however, a small percentage of serial abusers had 20 or more victims.
These “career criminals” accounted for 3.5% of the abusers in the study and for 26% of
the victimization (John Jay College, 2004). They also had a long duration of abusive
behavior; those who abused more than 20 minors did so for a mean period of 22.5 years.
They began abusing within the first year after ordination and continued abusing minors
throughout the duration of their profession.

The “Causes and context” study allowed for a closer evaluation of priests who
participated in treatment programs for sexual abuse or other problems. The Millon
Clinical Multiaxial Inventory, Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, and
Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale data showed that priests with allegations of sexually
abusing minors were not significantly more likely than other priests in the sample to have
personality or mood disorders or a lower IQ (Terry et al., 2011). Although the majority of
victims were aged 11–14, few abusers were diagnosed with paraphilias and only 5% of
the priests with allegations of abusing minors were diagnosed with pedophilia. The
“Causes and context” data showed that most priests who sexually abused minors were
“generalists” rather than “specialists,” exhibiting behavior that was sexually indiscrimi-
nate in regard to age and/or gender of the victims (Terry et al., 2011). This is in contrast to
the findings of an earlier study by Kafka (2004), who stated that the typical child sexual
abuser in the Catholic Church is a diocesan priest who is an ephebophile. Kafka also
stated that priest offenders differ significantly from offenders in the general population
(based upon clinical samples), yet the “Causes and context” study found many similarities
between the two groups. In particular, the authors noted similarities between clergy and
nonclergy abusers in regard to grooming behaviors (onset of abuse), techniques of
neutralization (persistence of behavior over time), and internal and external desistance
mechanisms. (Terry et al., 2011).

The “Causes and context” study also considered whether the sexual identity of priests
had an effect on their risk to abuse. There had been much speculation in the media and the
Church itself about the role of homosexuality in the abuse crisis, because the majority of
victims were male (81%). The “Causes and context” data, however, showed that sexual
identity did not predict abuse of a minor; priests who had same-sex sexual experiences
either before seminary or in seminary were more likely to have sexual behavior after
ordination, but this behavior was most likely with adults (Terry et al., 2011). Keenan’s
(2011) research in Ireland showed similar findings, dispelling the myth that sexual abuse
by priests is related to sexual orientation because those who abuse both girls and boys
tend to be heterosexually oriented. She recommended that deviant sexual preferences not
be the primary focus of research and discourse about clergy sexual misconduct.
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Although sexual orientation does not explain the high percentage of boys abused,
victim gender is one way in which abuse by priests differs from abuse by nonclergy. Data
from the “Causes and context” study indicated that situational circumstances had a
significant impact on victim choice, including victim gender (Terry et al., 2011). Until
recently, priests had more access to boys than girls in a Church setting; altar servers could
only be male until the promulgation to the revisions of Canon Law in 1983 (and
confirmed through letters from Pope John Paul II in 1992). Once girls were allowed to
serve as altar servers, the rate of girls and boys who were abused was nearly equal.

Situational factors played a role in the opportunity for priests to abuse, just as they do
in the opportunity for nonclergy abusers (Terry & Ackerman, 2008b; Wortley &
Smallbone, 2006). However, data from the “Causes and context” study indicate that
priests who sexually abused minors had personal vulnerabilities, in combination with
situational stressors and opportunities to abuse, which increased their risk of abuse. For
example, some abusers had poor psychosexual development (and emotional congruence
with children or adolescents), intimacy deficits (with few close peers and weak family
bonds), stressful work experiences (with multifaceted responsibilities), and had unguarded
access to minors (Terry et al., 2011).

Responses to abuse

The responses to sexual abuse by leaders of the Catholic Church varied over time, and the
1980s were a pivotal decade in regard to types of responses. Not only were high-profile
cases receiving national attention at this time (particularly the case of Gilbert Gauthe), but
the 1980s were also a fundamental year in the development of knowledge about sex
offenders in the general community (particularly in regard to treatment). Prior to 1980, the
most likely diocesan response to an allegation of abuse was a reprimand and return to duty
or a referral for evaluation by a professional. During the 1980s, there was a rise in the use
of treatment for abusive priests, particularly with specialized sex offender treatment
programs. Data from the “Nature and scope” study show that 1624 priests received
treatment between 1950 and 2002 for sexually abusing minors, and most of those priests
received more than one type of treatment. From the 1980s onward, it became less likely
that a priest with an allegation of abuse would simply be reprimanded and returned to
ministry, and the likelihood of being put on administrative leave or suspended increased
(Terry et al., 2011).

Few priests with allegations of sexual abuse were arrested or processed through the
criminal justice system, and the “Nature and scope” data indicate two primary reasons for
this. First, bishops were more likely to try to help the abusers (e.g., through treatment)
rather than punish them. Based on written documents from the 1980s (when the bishops
discussed child sexual abuse at their national conference for the first time), the diocesan
leaders focused primarily on the well-being of the priests who had abused, yet there was
little or no discussion about the harm caused to victim–survivors. Second, there was a
substantial delay in the reporting of most offenses. Most abuse cases were reported
decades after they occurred, which was often years after the statute of limitations had
expired (Terry et al., 2011).

By the 1990s, the bishops began to shift their responses to the sexual abuse of minors.
They created and endorsed the “Five Principles,” which stated that diocesan leaders
should (1) respond promptly to all allegations of abuse where there is reasonable belief
that abuse has occurred; (2) if such an allegation is supported by sufficient evidence,
relieve the alleged offender promptly of his ministerial duties and refer him for appropriate
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medical evaluation and intervention; (3) comply with the obligations of civil law regarding
reporting of the incident and cooperating with the investigation; (4) reach out to the victim–
survivors and their families and communicate sincere commitment to their spiritual and
emotional well-being; and (5) within the confines of respect for privacy of the individuals
involved, deal as openly as possible with the members of the community. These principles
are consistent with the recommendations in every country that has investigated sexual abuse
by Catholic priests. Despite the sound base of these principles, their implementation was
uneven among dioceses and delayed in most. And despite the shift in focus, until the
eruption of the sexual abuse crisis in 2002, diocesan leaders continued to view the sexual
abuse of minors through the lens of human failure and sin rather than as a criminal act.
Keenan (2011) stated that the blame for this crisis should focus on the organization rather
than the individual abusers. She described the Catholic Church as a closed organization that
places members at high risk for exploitation, encourages practices that actually exacerbate
loneliness and emotional immaturity, and demands absolute obedience to a centralized
leadership without accountability or checks and balances.3

Since 2002, the Catholic Church in the US has responded to the abuse crisis with a
series of organizational policies and changes. It created the “Charter for the protection of
children and young people”, commissioned two studies, mandated safe environment
training for priests and Catholic laity, created lay review boards for all dioceses, and
created an audit system to ensure compliance with the regulations (Terry et al., 2011).
Additionally, Sister Katarina Schuth, a prominent theological scholar, has recommended
changes to human formation education based upon the findings of the “Causes and
context” study. No studies have yet measured the success of these policies at preventing
abuse; however, reports published by the OCYP show the extent to which these policies
have been implemented nationally. In 2013, 191 dioceses and eparchies (all but four
nationally) participated in audits, which showed that over 4.6 million Catholic children in
the US had received safe environment training. Additionally, 99% of priests, deacons,
educators, and candidates for ordination received training, along with 98% of other
volunteers and employees (Secretariat of Child and Youth Protection, 2014). The number
of contemporaneous allegations of abuse is small, with nine in 2013 (the other allegations
reported are of abuse that occurred decades earlier). Though there is a significant delay in
reporting, the number of contemporaneous allegations has decreased over the last decade
(Secretariat of Child and Youth Protection, 2014).

Abuse in the Catholic Church: a global issue

Throughout the 2000s, the sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church was – publicly – an
American problem. Only since 2010 have reports begun to consistently emerge about
abuse by Catholic clergy in other countries, primarily European or other English-speaking
countries. In several countries, such as Ireland, Germany, and Belgium, the abuse reports
have reached a level of “crisis” similar to that experienced in the US (Pew Research
Center, 2010). Most of the information about abuse in the Catholic Church outside of the
US has been published through governmental Inquiries and Commissions or through
journalistic accounts in the media.

Canada

Though it has not received the same extent of attention in the media, victim–survivors
have reported abuse within the Catholic Church in Canada for decades. The timeline of

International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice 145



abuse incidence mirrors that of the incidence of abuse in the US, with a peak of cases
occurring in the 1970s and 1980s. High-profile abuse cases in Newfoundland were the
catalyst for the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops (CCCB) to create an Ad Hoc
committee in 1989 to address allegations of abuse. The committee was charged with
developing guidelines and policies for responding to and caring for victim–survivors of
abuse by priests; responding to those priests who abused; breaking the cycle of abuse; and
preventing future acts of abuse (Terry, 2015). In 1992, they published a report, “From pain
to hope,” outlining these guidelines (CCCB, 1992), which are nearly identical in scope to
the Five Principles published by the USCCB.

Although sexual abuse by Catholic clergy has been reported throughout Canada, the
most prolific abuse cases occurred in the province of Newfoundland. Throughout the
1970s and 1980s, members of the Christian Brothers religious order at the Mount Cashel
orphanage allegedly abused more than 300 boys. The government formed a Royal
Commission to investigate the Christian Brothers, which found that leaders of the order
covered up abuse and transferred priests with allegations (Hughes, 1991). This was similar
to some actions taken by diocesan leaders in the US, as the “Causes and context” study
notes that “Some bishops transferred known abusers to other parishes, and occasionally to
other dioceses, where their reputations were not known,” and “Diocesan leaders rarely
provided information to local civil authorities and sometimes made concerted efforts to
prevent reports of sexual abuse by priests from reaching law enforcement” (Terry et al.,
2011, p. 197).

Ireland

The Christian Brothers religious order was known for their extensive use of corporal
punishment. As a result of their reported abuse of minors in Ireland, where the order
originated, a governmental Commission investigated allegations against the Christian
Brothers and published a five-volume report describing the physical, sexual, and emo-
tional abuse and neglect of thousands of minors (Ryan, 2009). Led by Justice Sean Ryan,
the “Ryan Report” found that 90% of the witnesses they interviewed experienced physical
abuse and nearly half experienced sexual abuse. The abuse took place during various
activities, particularly excursions or other outings (Ryan, 2009). Both girls and boys were
victimized; however, girls experienced a greater level of guilt for the abuse than boys.
Female victim–survivors stated they were made to feel responsible for the abuse that
happened to them, by both the abusers and those to whom they reported abuse.

Though the Ryan Report was the most extensive inquiry into abuse by Catholic clergy
in Ireland, the government mandated several additional inquiries between 1990 and 2010.
The purpose of these inquires was to review the extent of abuse and responses to it in six
individual dioceses – Cloyne, Dublin, Ferns, Limerick, Raphoe, and Tuam. All of these
inquiries were initiated after high-profile cases within their dioceses, and their respective
reports reached similar conclusions. The reports focused on the organizational responses
to abuse and blamed high levels of secrecy by leaders of the Church, protection of the
institution from scandal, protection of the Church’s reputation and assets, and little
attention to the harm caused to victim–survivors (Commission of Investigation into
Catholic Archdiocese of Dublin, 2009).

In one of the few published academic studies on abuse in the Catholic Church outside
of the US, Keenan (2011) discussed the organizational and cultural factors that allowed
abuse to proliferate in the Catholic Church in Ireland. She attributed the abuse crisis in the
Catholic Church to a complex interaction of factors. She noted several factors of particular
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importance, including priestly formation, clerical culture, organizational structure, and
sexuality, which combine to create high-risk situations for abuse to occur. She concluded
that the Church should invest in significant institutional reforms in order to reduce
opportunities for abuse (Keenan, 2011).

United Kingdom (UK)

In response to widespread allegations of abuse, an independent committee led by Lord
Nolan investigated the nature and scope of the abuse problem in the UK. The “Nolan
Report” was released in 2001, and it offered many institutional recommendations con-
sistent with those in the US and other western countries (Nolan et al., 2001). The main
focus was on safeguarding children and vulnerable adults, responding quickly and fully to
allegations of abuse, ensuring consistent implementation of safeguarding policies, improv-
ing formation, and increasing transparency of diocesan action. As a result of these
recommendations, more than 50 priests have now been laicized in England and Wales
(Press Association, 2014). However, Gilligan (2014) has noted several failures of the
Church in response to these recommendations. In particular, he noted that Church has
failed to consistently laicize perpetrators, and some survivors continued to have negative
interactions with Church leaders in response to their abuse.

In addition to the public inquiries, some scholars have evaluated the institutional
responses to abuse and the effects of abuse on victim–survivors. McAlinden (2014b)
describes how abuse in the Church was able to proliferate because of the significant delay
in disclosure, the disbelief of victim–survivors who did report abuse, denial, and mini-
mization of offense reports, and the “conspiracy of silence” within the Church. She
describes how these factors constitute “institutional grooming,” making abuse within the
institution possible and preventing the exposure of the extent of the abuse. She explains
that priests were able to utilize the unique organizational features of the church in order to
abuse, including power, secrecy, opportunity, and trust (McAlinden, 2014).

Austria

Though the Austrian Catholic Church did not experience a scandal to the same degree as
its European neighbors, it did experience some high-profile cases of sexual abuse.
Namely, the Cardinal of Vienna resigned his post as the head of the Austrian Catholic
Church in 1995 after allegations surfaced of his sexual misconduct. Though he denied any
involvement in the misconduct, he is one of the few cardinals to be removed as a result of
the sexual abuse crisis.

Scholars in Austria are currently studying the nature and scope of the problem in the
Church as well as the impact on survivors of abuse (Lueger-Schuster, 2014). They
collected information from 448 victim–survivors, 75% of which are male, who disclosed
their abuse to a Commission. These victim–survivors reported a wide range of abusive
acts, including physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, and nearly half of their sample
experienced posttraumatic stress disorder. They concluded that institutional abuse in
childhood has a significantly negative impact on the mental health of adult survivors
(Lueger-Schuster, 2014).
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Belgium

Sexual abuse reports in Belgium began to emerge in the early 2000s, and the government
set up Commissions to investigate abuse allegations. However, it was not until 2010 that
abuse in Belgium became widely publicized, when the Bishop of Bruges admitted to
abusing his nephew for years and a Belgian Cardinal was recorded advising the nephew
not to go public with his accusations. This publicity led 475 additional victim–survivors to
report their abuse to an independent Commission created to evaluate the abuse allegations
(Adriaenssens, 2014).

The Commission reviewed the cases of abuse, which occurred over a 70-year period,
and found that, like in the US, the majority of victim–survivors were male (two thirds)
and the average age of abuse was 12. The Commission did not find a systematic cover-up
of abuse by the Church; however, they did find the Church deficient in response to
victim–survivors. The Commission also encouraged the Church to establish a center for
“Recognition, Reconciliation and Healing” within the church to help with the restoration
of victim–survivors.

In the midst of the Commission’s investigation in Spring 2010, police conducted a raid
of the Catholic Church headquarters in Belgium and seized documents from the
Commission (Popeshuffle, 2010). This was the start of a media frenzy about child sexual
abuse in the Catholic Church in Belgium and other European countries, with media outlets
publishing articles at a rate close to that of the US in 2002 (Pew Research Center, 2010).
During the police raid, which led to the resignation of the director of the Commission, the
police confiscated several hundred internal documents from the personal residences of
current and former archbishops. The disruption of the investigatory process led to delays
in the inquiry, but the courts eventually required the police to return all the documents and
called the seizure an illegal act by police (Adriaenssens, 2014).

Germany

A particularly high-profile scandal occurred in the German Catholic Church during 2011,
when some diocesan leaders clashed with academics studying abuse in the Church.
Because of reports emerging in the Catholic Church there, the German Bishops’
Conference pledged transparency in understanding and responding to abuse. They
selected a team of academics to study the nature and scope of the problem as well as
the impact of the abuse crisis on victim–survivors and the Church. However, after
disagreeing with their chosen methodology, the bishops controversially cancelled the
contract, and both sides claimed the other was not cooperating (Hans, 2013). Media
articles proliferated about the conflict for months, with most blame being assigned to the
Church leaders.

Scholars from the Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony, the academic
institution whose contract was cancelled, are continuing to review some of the data
originally collected on their own. They collected data from 113 victim–survivors of
sexual abuse by clergy with a goal to understand the circumstances of the abuse, the
psychological consequences of the abuse, their reporting behavior, and the corresponding
reactions of their social and ecclesial environment (Hellmann, 2014).

The scandal in Germany was particularly contentious because of the potential role
Pope Benedict XVI played in the handling of abuse cases there. Prior to his election as
Pope, then-Cardinal Ratzinger served as the Archbishop of Munich and Freising and then
as the Prefect of the Sacred Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF). As a result
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of his role as Prefect of the CDF, he was privy to, and oversaw, more cases of sexual
abuse than any other individuals in the Catholic Church globally. He restructured the CDF
such that it became responsible for reviewing cases of sexual abuse, removing that role
from individual dioceses. Though he attempted to improve the response to abuse cases
through these structural changes, his tenure as Pope was marred by the constant allega-
tions that he was not doing enough to address the problem. For example, he failed to
defrock an abusive priest in the US who had allegations of abusing hundreds of deaf boys
at a Catholic school, and he allegedly covered up cases of abuse in Germany when he was
Cardinal (Terry, 2015).

The Netherlands

Media reports about abuse by Catholic priests also began appearing in the Netherlands in
2010, which resulted in the formation of a Commission to investigate abuse claims dating
back to the 1940s. The timing coincided with the abuse crisis in Belgium, though there
was not a singular high-profile scandal as there was in some neighboring countries. The
Commission released a report the following year detailing its findings about abuse in the
Church (Deetman et al., 2011). The authors stated that at least 800 priests have sexually
abused minors since 1945, and 2000 victim–survivors have come forward to report abuse.
The authors believe that the extent of victimization is much greater, however, and estimate
that 10,000–20,000 minors have actually been sexually abused within the Catholic Church
context (Deetman et al., 2011).

Investigations in most countries regarding abuse by Catholic priests have focused on
understanding the scope of the problem, the causes of it, and the Church’s response to
abuse allegations. However, scholars in The Netherlands have specifically focused on
understanding the effects of Church efforts at helping victim–survivors heal. Diocesan
leaders in The Netherlands created a procedure for victim–survivors to receive both justice
and financial compensation (Bisschops, 2014). Many victim–survivors were not respon-
sive to this approach, however, because of the judicial nature of the process. Some victim–
survivors worked together, along with two mediators, and developed an alternative
restorative justice approach. Though the mediation procedure did not differ much from
the official procedure, many victim–survivors found the process assisted in their healing
(Bisschops, 2014). Because there is no consistent approach globally to helping victims–
survivors in the Catholic Church to heal, it may be beneficial for other countries to review
the approach taken in The Netherlands and consider implementing a similar restorative
approach.

Australia

The government in Australia has taken a more comprehensive approach to understanding
institutional abuse. Rather than focusing only on the Catholic Church, they have issued
inquiries about abuse in religious and other organizations. The Family and Community
Development Committee (2013) explored three avenues of inquiry for their report,
“Betrayal of hope”: how organizations respond to allegations of abuse within the organi-
zations; whether these organizations have policies or systemic practices that discourage
the reporting of abuse; and what changes in these organizations might help prevent future
abuse incidents. The Committee’s findings mirrored those in other countries; namely,
abuse needs to be better understood and addressed at the organizational level. They also
noted that organizational responses to abuse were particularly egregious between the
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1950s and 1980s, and that the Catholic Church specifically responded inadequately at that
time (Terry, 2015). The Committee said that minors were at high risk of abuse in the
Catholic Church because of its complex hierarchy and structure; processes for responding
to allegations; inherent system of culture and power; teachings and beliefs; and its failure
to respond appropriately to abuse allegations (Family and Community Development
Committee, 2013).

Global responses to sexual abuse in the Church

As sexual abuse in the Catholic Church was starting to be viewed as a global crisis,
several organizations within and outside the Church began to convene meetings to discuss
the issue. These international meetings have drawn on the expertise of professionals,
academics, advocates, Church officials, and victim–survivors. For example, McGill
University’s Centre for Research on Religion hosted a conference in 2011, “Trauma and
transformation,” where experts discussed the sexual abuse crisis and its profound impact
on the Church (Centre for research on Religion, 2011). In 2012, psychologist Tom Plante
and former OCYP director Kathleen McChesney convened a meeting to discuss the state
of the abuse crisis in the US a decade after the 2002 peak of attention (Plante &
McChesney, 2012). In 2013, the Centre of Excellence in Policing and Security (CEPS)
at Griffith University in Australia hosted a symposium on the redress of harm and the
prevention of child sexual abuse within institutions. The goal of the symposium was to
convene a group of experts and discuss the scope of the problem, harms caused by abuse,
and institutional responses to it (CEPS, 2013). This symposium followed the formation of
a Royal Commission to address the problem of sexual abuse within institutions, with
Commission leaders looking to the crisis in the Church as an example of institutional
abuse and responses to it (Royal Commission, 2013). While this symposium and the
related Royal Commission did not focus solely on abuse in the Catholic Church, a
conference in Spain in 2014 did exactly that. Convened by a Belgian scholar, this
conference drew together empirical scholars from Austria, Belgium, Finland, Germany,
Ireland, Spain, The Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the United States, in the most
comprehensive global conference to date discussing abuse in the Catholic Church (IISL,
2014). Representatives from each country presented empirical data about the extent of the
problem, while other scholars discussed the institutional responses to abuse within that
country. The focus was not only on the organizational response, but also on the restorative
response to victim–survivors and their families.

Though these conferences are recent responses to the problem of sexual abuse within
the Catholic Church, English-speaking countries worldwide began meeting in 2000 for the
annual Anglophone Conference on the Safeguarding of Children. This coincided with a
growing awareness about the problem of abuse in the Church and an understanding that
the Church needed to create an appropriate response to both abusers and victim–survivors.
The Anglophone conference has had an increasingly global presence since 2011, with
representatives from Catholic churches in Asia, Latin America, and Africa attending for
the first time (Glatz, 2013). The conference in 2011 was also notable in that it occurred
immediately after the release of the “Causes and context report,” using this as a basis for
understanding the problem of abuse in the Church worldwide, and simultaneously with
the release of a Circular Letter from the CDF. This Circular mandated that all conferences
worldwide develop abuse prevention guidelines, and by 2013, 80% of the conferences had
done so (Conlon, 2013).
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This was not the first time the Vatican sought direction from external experts,
however. In 2003, the Vatican convened a group of experts who presented research
findings about the psychological factors associated with child sexual abuse, recidivism
studies, the harmful effects of sexual abuse on child victim–survivors, and the efficacy of
therapy for abusers (Hanson, Pfäfflin, & Lütz, 2004). Representatives of the Vatican
intended to apply the information provided to them to improve psychological screening
of potential offenders, improve seminary training, and respond more appropriately to
those harmed by abuse. Like the “Causes and context” study that was released years later,
the Vatican report noted that there is no certain way to screen out potential abusers, and
that the situational factors they face in seminary and subsequently after ordination may
also play a role in their abusive behavior (Hanson et al., 2004).

Conclusion

For nearly a decade, the Catholic Church in the US appeared to be the epicenter of the
sexual abuse crisis; yet by 2010, it became apparent the problem was much more wide-
spread. Though many countries have established Commissions and Public Inquiries to
understand the nature and scope of the problem in their respective countries, few
empirical studies specific to the Catholic Church have been published outside of the
US. It is clear, however, that the abuse trends in the Catholic Church in the US – including
the organizational responses to it – are similar to those in other western countries. The
empirical studies that have been published in the US can help inform other countries about
factors associated with sexual abuse by priests; the spiritual, emotional, and psychological
harm caused to victim–survivors by this abuse; and the failure of the Church to address
the problems in a timely and appropriate manner. And while there is no single “cause” of
this abuse or profile of a priest offender, it is clear that the organizational structure and
culture allowed for onset and persistence of abuse within the institution, particularly the
situational opportunities that allowed the abuse to occur and proliferate.

The global discussions about abuse in the Catholic Church are aiding the dissemina-
tion of information about how to respond to cases of abuse and how to apply best
practices for prevention of future cases. The steps taken by scholars, practitioners, church
officials, and advocates have led to the implementation of abuse prevention guidelines and
safe environment training programs worldwide. In every country affected by the sexual
abuse crisis, the Church must continue to work toward helping those who have been
harmed for so many years to heal and to prevent such abuses to the greatest extent
possible in the future. These abuses have psychological and existential implications and
may constitute a violation of victim–survivors’ faith, identity, and basic human right to
dignity (Galvrielides, 2014). There is a growing body of work focusing on restorative
approaches to healing, and this alternative model to litigation and state action may help
reconcile the substantial harms caused by abuse. Further studies need to be conducted to
determine the efficacy of these approaches to help victim–survivors heal, and evaluations
of the Church itself should continue so as to determine its continuing level of compliance
with safe environment training and transparency in responding to all those affected by
abuse.

Notes
1. The US Catholic Church is divided into 14 regions, averaging just over a dozen dioceses per

region.
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2. This section reviews attributes of individuals at the time they suffered abuse. As such, I use the
term “victim” in this section. In recognition that those who suffered abuse are survivors, I use
the term “victim–survivor” throughout the remainder of the article.

3. The Catholic Church has a unique hierarchical structure that many have blamed, at least in part,
for the sexual abuse crisis. Briefly, the authority of each diocese lies solely with its leader
(bishop, archbishop, or cardinal). Only the Holy See, or the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the
Church in Rome, may provide governance to the diocesan leaders, often through complex
processes.
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