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 Abstract 

Inherent social norms within families can place boys at greater risk of being 

sexually abused.  This study sought to identify existing practices and behaviours 

within families in Guyana that place boys at risk of sexual abuse.  The research was 

grounded in a qualitative approach that chronicled the experiences and perceptions of 

children who were sexually abused. Parents and other stakeholders were also 

interviewed in order to obtain their perspectives on this phenomenon. An ecological 

lens allowed one to determine how social norms gained approval within families and 

communities. The study points to an increasing number of reported cases of boys who 

have been sexually abused between the ages of 4-18 years old over the last seven years 

(2013-2020), with most being first abused between ages 3-15 years. Pre-pubescent 

boys aged 12 - 13 years seem to be most vulnerable. 

Boys are often sexually violated outside of the home by teenage or adult males 

with whom they are acquainted.  There was less awareness within families on the 

sexual abuse of boys when compared to girls, resulting in less protective measures for 

boys.   Boys seldom benefitted from discussions on sex and sexual abuse within their 

families and are allowed more unsupervised activities outside of the home often at a 

much earlier age than girls.  Lack of communication between boys and parents, 

cultural non-expressive behaviours of males, fear as well as the perceived shame of 

being abused, result in low reporting of sexual abuse by boys.  A menu of 

recommendations has emanated from this study. For the family, interventions which 

change the culture of communication among males and parents coupled with increased 

supervision of boys outside of the home are necessary to reduce their exposure to 

abuse.  These interventions may be supported by targeted public awareness programs 

on sexual abuse of boys; review and or implementation of standard professional 

practices on managing sexual abuse cases; implementation of a victim advocate 

program; expansion of Child Advocacy Centers to provide more holistic services; 

collaborations around child protection and financial security programs to reduce the 

vulnerability of single-parent and low-income families; and the retraining of frontline 

workers are the systemic measures proposed to address the social norms that 

contribute to the sexual abuse of boys in Guyana. 

Key words: awareness, boys, sexual abuse, social norms
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

Child sexual abuse (CSA) is a global phenomenon with debilitating effects 

which may last a lifetime. It is estimated that the global prevalence of child sexual 

abuse is 18% for girls and 7.6% for boys (Stoltenborgh, Bakermans-kranenburg, 

Alink, & van Ijzendoorn, 2015). This complex phenomenon is said to occur “for 

multiple reasons, in various ways, and in different relationships within families, peer 

groups, institutions, and communities” (Mathews & Collin-Vézina 2017, p. 

131).   This baseline study on the sexual abuse of boys forms part of a larger project, 

which is derived from the One Thousand Boys (OTB) action.  The OTB action builds 

on the work of ChildLinK and its local and international partners which resulted in the 

launching of the ‘Tell Scheme’ initiative for the prevention of CSA.  The ‘Tell 

Scheme’ was designed by UNICEF in collaboration with the Ministry of Labour 

Human Services and Social Security (MoLHSSS) and was implemented in primary 

schools across Guyana to empower children to disclose any form of sexual violence 

perpetrated against them (Human Services Ministry, UNICEF craft TELL scheme, 

2012).  Ultimately, the One Thousand Boys (OTB) action intends to bring attention to 

the issue of boys as victims of CSA to widen collaboration, increase the target groups, 

and deliver services in regions where no services currently exist. This will allow 

interventions to place greater emphasis on both boys and men, as victims and 

perpetrators, and even more critically for them to be advocates for the prevention of 

CSA.   

This research addresses the deeper societal and cultural complexities of CSA 

in Guyana and identifies harmful social norms which propel or are push factors for the 

sexual abuse of boys. More than two decades ago studies have found that the “sexual 

abuse of boys appears to be common, underreported, under-recognized, and 

undertreated (Holems & Slap, 1998). Ultimately, this study intends to increase the 

responsibility of adults and the care institutions in protecting children who are the 

future generations.  The data derived from this research presents an opportunity for 

the introduction of new and positive social norms which can be shared via public 

education in order to increase both the reporting and prevention of sexual abuse of our 

children, particularly boys. 
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Background to the Study 

The incidence of child sexual abuse (CSA) has been receiving a lot of public 

attention locally and globally. In Guyana, the annual reports of the Childcare and 

Protection Agency (CPA) show that the number of reported cases of abuse of children 

increased significantly over the last decade (See Figure 4). This increased reporting 

may be attributed to improved internal procedures established for receiving reports 

within the CPA, coupled with other initiatives such as the ‘Tell Scheme’ and other 

national as well as community-based initiatives.  Due to COVID-19, the year 2020 has 

been an unprecedented year which resulted in the closure of schools and decreased 

services from the child protection agencies.  Concomitantly, there has been a notable 

decrease in the number of reported cases of child abuse. Despite the reduced services, 

in 2020, more than a quarter of the reported cases (26 % or 815) were CSAs. Although 

there have been fluctuations in the reported cases of sexual abuse of both boys and 

girls between 2013 and 2020, the trend of more reports of girls being abused has not 

changed. Of the 6400 CSA cases during this period, 85 % or 5415 were girls with 15% 

or 985 being boys. Similarly, a report on child sexual abuse in some Eastern Caribbean 

territories points to the gender disparity noting that in all of the reported studies girls 

outnumbered boys (UNICEF, 2010). However, De Sas Kropiwnicki & 

Brownlees (2018) assert that “sexual violence affecting boys remains little known and 

rarely responded to due to gendered social norms” p. 12. Additionally, reports from 

the child protection agency confirmed that many of the abuses against children 

occurred in their homes by persons whom children should trust (“CC&PA received 

529 reports”, 2020; “Disturbing child abuse stats ", 2021). This is no different from 

global reports where UNICEF (2020, p.1) also reported that: 

“Violence against children knows no boundaries. 

It happens in every country, and in the places, children 

should be most protected – their homes, schools, and 

online. It can be physical, emotional, or sexual. And in 

most cases, children experience violence at the hands of 

the people they trust.” 

What further compounds the long-term problems for boys is that boys 

who have been sexually abused were significantly more likely than boys who 
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were not sexually abused to report risky sexual behaviours, that is, unprotected 

intercourse, multiple sexual partners, and for pregnancy involvement (Homma, 

et al, 2012). 

Purpose of the Study  

Several researchers agree that social norms are those practices that influence 

people’s thoughts and actions within varying cultural contexts (Bailey & Gross, 2010; 

Bronfenbrenner, 1977; WHO, 2009). Within a group, an individual may be expected 

to adhere to those behaviours which have gained acceptance within their group 

(UNICEF, 2016; Mackie, Moneti, Shakya; Denny, 2015). These behaviours are 

deemed as normative. However, it is strongly believed that failure to establish norms 

that outline acceptable behaviour, enables the continuation of harmful sexual practices 

which infringe the human rights of children (Mathews & Delphine Collin-Vézina, 

2017).  

The purpose of this study is to determine what are the social norms and 

practices that contribute to the perpetuation of the sexual abuse of boys. This baseline 

study seeks to identify and make clear the protective factors, the drivers of harmful 

social norms, and the risk factors attributed to boys becoming victims of sexual abuse. 

Through the lived experiences of the participants, rich information was garnered and 

assisted in identifying social norms and practices within families, homes, and 

communities which may contribute to the protection of boys from child sexual abuse. 

It is also anticipated that the findings of this research will be incorporated into public 

education awareness campaigns and training materials for parents and caregivers. 

Once this is done, it is hoped that this will result in the protection of all children against 

sexual abuse so that they can grow up to achieve their potential and contribute to safer 

families, hence communities. Importantly too, the findings will be presented in the 

Family for Every Child Blue Umbrella Campaign as articulated in Box1.  
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Within this study, a purposive 

sampling method was undertaken. 

Purposive sampling is a useful approach 

in qualitative research, which allows the 

researcher to explore with the 

participants who are knowledgeable and 

can provide the information related to 

the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  The 

participants were therefore selected 

from those children who were registered 

as abused and were in receipt of services 

from the Child Advocacy Centres 

(CAC) i.e. ChildLinK and its partner 

Blossom Inc. in seven (7) of the ten (10) 

administrative regions in Guyana. Boys 

and girls who were not sexually abused 

were also sampled from within the 

regions. This allowed for a comparison 

between those practices which may 

have contributed to the protection of 

children from sexual abuse.  Parents of 

boys and girls who were sexually 

abused also participated in the study.   

Research objectives and research 

questions 

The objectives of this study are 

fourfold and intend to (i) identify 

harmful social norms exhibited in 

families which place boys in their care 

at risk of child sexual abuse; (ii) identify 

and discuss harmful social norms that 

contribute to underreporting and un-

 

Box 1: The Blue Umbrella Day (BUD) 

Campaign 

In Guyana, sexual violence is commonly 

seen as only affecting girls as victims, while boys are 

regarded as either unaffected or as perpetrators. This 

is an issue that ChildLinK and the Family for Every 

Child (a global network) members in several other 

countries are working on through the Blue Umbrella 

Day (BUD) Campaign. BUD was introduced as a 

means by which stories can be highlighted to bring 

awareness, which in turn will be key to bring about 

structural changes.   Moreover, BUD provides the 

openness to the public to join the conversation about 

protecting boys against sexual violence. ChildLinK 

was able to gather influential people to participate in 

its online programmes to share their experiences of 

addressing sexual abuse. As a result, more persons are 

having conversations about this in their own spaces; 

be it at home, at work and or in places of worship. 

BUD awareness also allows NGOs, CSOs, and other 

stakeholders the advantage of getting information and 

act as important interlocutors. Collaborating with 

international partners also contributed to the success 

of the campaign locally, as it enabled research to be 

conducted, tailored to the context in Guyana, learning 

innovative advocacy approaches, strengthening 

partnerships, and performing joint actions. 

Before COVID-19, advocacy was primarily 

done face to face, however, while COVID-19 has put 

limits on this method of advocacy, it has also opened 

new opportunities for work to be done online via 

multiple platforms, thereby giving rise to a wider 

reach of audience in a convenient manner. Through 

Facebook live streaming and the television, topics 

such as “Men’s Role and Child Care” and “Teaching 

Boys Empathy, Respect for Self and Others”, are 

discussed and as hinted earlier, ChildLinK could now 

reach a wider audience than they would through face-

to-face mode of activities. Notably to date, there has 

been an increased interest in ChildLinK’s online 

programmes, new followers on social media, panel 

discussions, live FaceBook and television 

engagements, and more engagement in online 

publications: more people are watching ChildLinK’s’ 

videos, viewing and reacting/commenting on its posts 

and following the online platform activities. The 

campaign momentum will be increased via all 

available media.   
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acknowledgment of child sexual abuse and by extension, places the burden of 

reporting incidents of child sexual abuse on children; (iii)  identify and explain positive 

social norms exhibited in families which contribute to the protection of boys and the 

prevention of child sexual abuse; and (iv) collate and analyze existing data and 

information on sexual abuse against boys, gender norms and parents/caregivers 

attitudes and approaches to providing care and protection for boys.   

Research questions are critical to the overall attempt of the research to search 

for truth (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011). Thus, the three key questions guiding 

this research seek to find out: (1) What are the harmful social norms that act as push 

factors within families that lead to child sexual abuse of boys? (2) How do social 

norms in families protect boys from child sexual abuse? (3) What knowledge exists 

on the sexual abuse of boys, gender norms, and roles of parents/caregivers in caring 

for boys?  

Limitations  

This study was conducted in seven (7) of the ten (10) administrative regions of 

Guyana. These are the administrative regions in Guyana where ChildLinK has Child 

Advocacy Centers (CAC) or trusted collaborative partners.  All the primary participants 

in this study had experiences with sexual abuse, except for those in the focus group 

discussions (FGD). The age of child participants was restricted to ages 12 to 18. This age 

was chosen since speaking with children will help us understand how the issues affect 

them. However, there was a balance in terms of consideration for the wellbeing of the 

participants; and not re-traumatizing them.  As shown in Table 1, within some of the 

regions, the researchers were unable to identify adequate numbers of boys that met the 

age requirement for this study.  As a result, the sample size for other regions was 

increased to ensure that the study captured the number of boys required.    

Structure of the Report 

This report is presented in five chapters. In Chapter One the researcher gave 

an insight into the harmful social norms that significantly contribute to child sexual 

abuse, and more particularly the sexual abuse of boys. It highlights the relevance of 

the study not only to seek preventative and protective strategies to address CSA but 

also for Guyana to contribute to the OTB initiative as a global effort to address 
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CSA.  Chapter Two presents a comprehensive review of the pertinent literature.  It 

examines regional and international literature with a focus on those similar to the 

Guyana context.  It also details the conceptual background that underpins the study.  In 

Chapter Three, the methodological approach is outlined.  Chapter Four presents a 

detailed analysis of the data and results.  Chapter Five discusses the results and their 

implications and proposes recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

The Guyana Childcare and Protection Agency Act of 2009, defines a child as 

a “a person under the age of eighteen years and shall also include a person who attains 

the age of eighteen years while under care or protection in accordance with any law or 

is, because of some disability, certified by the Director as being in need of care or 

protection on and after attaining that age for such period as may be specified by the 

Director” (p.7). The sexual abuse of children is a global phenomenon that challenges 

child protection systems to find ways of better protecting our boys and girls from its 

scourge. It is “the most serious public health problem among children and adolescents 

owing to its widespread international prevalence and well documented negative health 

consequences” (Mohler-Kuo., et al, 2014, p. 304).  The World Health Organization 

(WHO) defines child sexual abuse as “the involvement of a child in sexual activity 

that he or she does not fully comprehend and is unable to give informed consent to, or 

for which the child is not developmentally prepared, or else that violate the laws or 

social taboos of society” (WHO, 1999, p.15). On the other hand, research within the 

Caribbean describes child sexual abuse as “a range of specific acts that may or may 

not involve actual physical contact” (UNICEF, 2010) and may include acts such 

as exposure, voyeurism, and child pornography. In sum, sexual abuse includes (a) 

contact sexual abuse which involves physical contact, (b) non-contact sexual abuse 

where there is no physical contact, or (c) mixed sexual abuse which entails contact and 

non-contact sexual abuse (Assink et al, 2019).  

Definitions on the sexual abuse of children vary in terms of how it is used by 

the various child protection agencies, defined within national laws, and policy 

documents as well as how it is interpreted within different contexts (Interagency 

working group, 2016).   These definitions may not cover the complexities of 

multicultural societies and may well contribute to the many weaknesses in both the 

prevention strategies and services to sexually abused children and their families 

(Interagency working group, 2016; Vega-Arce, 2019). In sum, the literature highlights 

three important pieces of information on the sexual abuse of children in the Caribbean. 

These are: (i) it is severely understudied and may not be adequately understood within 

the complexities of Caribbean countries, (ii) there is limited information available on 
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the experiences and vulnerabilities of boys to sexual abuse; and (iii) some of the 

available studies and reports do not adequately address the issues from a gender 

perspective. Hence as this study explores those harmful social norms which are the 

drivers of abuse, specifically regarding boys, it is cognizant of the paucity of research 

in this field and seeks additional literature. For this study, the definition of child sexual 

abuse as put forward within the Caribbean context seems pertinent for this discussion. 

In Guyana, research points to several underlying factors within the family and 

community that contributed to the sexual abuse of children (UNICEF, 2019). These 

factors include (1) the lack of seriousness surrounding child sexual abuse, (2) family 

structure; (3) lack of enforcement of child protection laws by authorities, (4) low 

reporting by family and community members, (5) lack of communication between 

parents and children on issues related to sexual abuse, (6) lack of knowledge on 

reporting requirements, (7) insufficient protection for victims who report abuse, (8) 

social norms surrounding respect for age and authority, (9) lack of affection in the 

home, (10) economic dependence on male partners by females in the home and 

poverty also contribute to child sexual abuse. This 2019 report reinforces the impact 

that social factors have on the ability of child protection systems to safeguard children 

from sexual exploitation and abuse.  In sum, these social norms and cultural practices 

are linked to patriarchal values, domestic violence, family history of sexual abuse, the 

status of children, cultural perceptions and attitudes to abuse, substance abuse, 

witnessing abuse, low socioeconomic status (particularly where this leads to the 

economic dependence of women), gender inequality and lack of social supports 

(UNICEF, 2021).  Furthermore, these factors tend to be supported in conditions where 

the victims were (1) older (2) more physically developed adolescents (3) living in 

poverty-affected contexts. Importantly, social norms also included beliefs on 

adolescents’ readiness for sex; men’s entitlement to sex; and the perceived benefits of 

intergenerational relationships (Buller, 2020). 

Social norms and the sexual abuse of boys  

Social norms are those formal and informal rules that govern behaviour in 

groups and societies (Stanford, 2018).  However, social norms are not singular 

practices, they are closely intertwined with other norms, values, attitudes, factual 

beliefs, and behaviour stereotypes/scripts (UNICEF, 2016). Particularly in Latin 
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America and the Caribbean, a region characterized by multiple cultural identities, 

children represent 34.5 % of the populations against which violence has historically 

been perpetuated (Vega-Arce, et al 2019). It is these norms, both formal and informal, 

which may contribute to dysfunctional behaviours such as gender-based violence, 

CSA, its underreporting, and which obstruct preventative strategies (Barry, 2013).  A 

WHO (2009) report, while addressing the use of violence, alluded to the fact that 

cultural and social norms are the most powerful attributes in shaping behaviour.  Just 

as norms protect against violence; norms can also encourage and fuel it.  A culture that 

accepts violence as the norm for a child’s upbringing, is a risk factor for interpersonal 

violence (WHO, 2009). Therefore, a culture that accepts CSA as a norm is at risk of 

accepting CSA as a normal behavioural practice. 

Several reports indicate that harmful sexual practices pose a grave risk to girls 

and boys globally across various cultures and socioeconomic backgrounds (Murray, 

Nguyen & Cohen, 2014; UNICEF, 2020). Other characteristics of at-risk children 

include adolescents and those who “are impulsive, emotionally needy, have learning 

or physical disabilities, mental health problems, or substance use may be at increased 

risk (Murray, Nguyen & Cohen, 2014). The problem comes about when these practices 

are perceived as normal. If sexual activity is perceived as “normal” by children within 

their cultural contexts, this may sexualize them into becoming `naturally' seductive 

and vulnerable to stranger abuse (Itzin, 1999). There are also cases where children 

may also be viewed as property or expected to be to be submissive and are not allowed 

to challenge adults and authority figures who engage them in harmful practices (Shafe 

& Hutchinson, 2014; Jones, 2013). Children may even be used by parents or 

caregivers in transactional arrangements. 

The literature is too limited to properly determine the comparative prevalence 

of sexual abuse of boys versus girls (Fredricks, 2010; Harris & Dunn, 2018). However, 

although some believe that it may be less prevalent among boys (Jones & Trotman-

Jemmott, 2009; Halperin et al, 1996), other researchers are suggesting that the sexual 

abuse of boys is far more common than generally believed, with boys being just as 

vulnerable as girls (WHO, 2003; Dorahy & Clearwater, 2012; Singh, et al, 2014). In 

2003, the World Bank reported a close similarity of the sexual abuse between boys 

and girls; that is 9.1% for boys and 10.5% for girls. It is believed that social customs 
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which see boys as self-reliant and capable of self-protection contribute to the 

vulnerability of boys. This was reiterated by Romano & De Luca (2001), who posited 

that in addition to perceptions of self-reliance amongst males, there is also confusion 

about their sexuality; confusion around sexual acts with an older person is abuse due 

to their physiologic responses, emotional grooming by the abuser, and societal views 

that sexual exploration is normal. Additionally, because heterosexuality is embedded 

in masculine norms that consider other forms of sexuality to be deviant (Veitch, 

Blagbrough & Engelbrecht, 2021) boys may be drawn into sexual activity and unable 

to report and seek help based on societal perception. Furthermore, Branscome (2018) 

highlighted the work of Maynard & Wiederman (1997) which found that males do not 

recognize child sexual abuse  “as abusive when the perpetrator’s gender is in harmony 

with his sexual orientation” (p 86). These are the norms that tend to support the 

perpetuation of sexual abuse.  

There are several reasons for the sexual abuse of boys within their families. 

Costa, Marreco, Barros & Chaves (2015) study on Brazil, where teens and pre-teens 

boys who have been sexually abused between 4-7 years old, have posited that the 

family structure and dynamics can be a risk factor for the occurrence of violence. The 

possible family risk factors include “living in single-parent families or remarried 

families, living without parents, having alcohol-dependent parents, socioeconomic 

factors, such as belonging to low-income classes, and residing with old people”. In 

this sense, the understanding of the family dynamics is fundamental so that one can 

better understand the violence suffered and its repercussions (Costa, Marreco, Barros 

& Chaves, 2015). Family communication forms a part of the family dynamic that 

relates to the situation of boys. Boys may not have opportunities to communicate about 

their sexuality and to speak about their concerns. Defective family communication 

may encourage social norms and practices that promote sexual activity for boys 

(Branscome, 2018; Wurtele & Kenny, 2010). On the other hand, the family can also 

be a protective factor for boys if it provides opportunities for them to discuss their 

sexuality and show them how to communicate their concerns.  Kilka et al (2019) 

affirm that positive norms can prevent all forms of child abuse inclusive of sexual 

abuse through strategic communications and interventions to identify and correct 

misperceptions of these norms.  
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It is easier for society to recognize a male as a perpetrator rather than a victim 

even when it is a boy, posited Curry & Utley, (2018) who conducted a study with black 

boys in the USA.   This socialization of the male as the aggressor places the burden of 

self-protection on boys.  Hence, boys are not adequately protected by parents based 

on culturally accepted norms where boys are expected to be strong and self-reliant. 

Moreover, boys like girls tend to have a natural curiosity about their sexuality but may 

be ignorant of CSA and resultantly exploited by older persons (Curry & Utley, 2018). 

Curry & Utley also posit that even boys who are not victims of incest may be 

vulnerable due to the lack of appropriate physical affection from their fathers. These 

all point to the reasons for environments that understand the boy child and work to 

protect him from sexual exploitation. Referring to the work of attorney Mary Beck, 

Brown (2021) posits that it is both dangerous and unfair to expect boys to bear the 

responsibility of protecting themselves.  In sum, boys like girls need the system to 

protect them, a system which comprises the family, school, religious organizations, 

sports organizations, and the community. Further, the reduction of child sexual abuse 

requires “interventions to address context-specific harmful social norms, promote 

protective norms, and improve services for those who have experienced child sexual 

abuse” (Buller, 2020 p. 1). Additionally, UNICEF (2017) suggests that combatting 

sexual abuse within communities requires, holistic rights-based educational 

interventions towards the individual, communities, and the general population.  

Perpetrators of child sexual abuse  

Many reports stereotypically highlight adult males as the sexual abusers of 

children. Studies have shown that a larger proportion of girls are sexually abused by 

males with boys being abused by both males and females (Gewirtz-Meydan & 

Finkelhor, 2019). Specifically, boys have been abused by older boys, older girls, or 

adult women (Banwari, 2013). However, with women, there are various 

misconceptions on female sexual predators which suggest that women do not sexually 

violate minors and that sexual offenses by women are perceived as less harmful than 

males. Further, research suggests that where women are sexual abusers, the victims 

are confused and often have difficulties in recognizing these experiences as wrong 

(Tozdan, Briken & Dekker, 2019). Additionally, they stated that female perpetrators 

of younger boys tend to be in the close inner circle of their male child victims either 
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as their mother, caregiver, or close relative, and tend to disguise their sexual abuse 

within childcare activities.  

As stated earlier, and as posited by Banwari, 2013; Costa, Marreco, Barros & 

Chaves, (2015), it is not always an adult who abuses a child or an adolescent. Children 

can also be sexually abused by their peers or older children. In addition to their homes, 

boys seem to be more vulnerable within communities and sports environments where 

they tend to spend more time (Cobourn et al 2019; Bjørnseth & Szabo, 2018; Hartill, 

2009).  It has also been argued that proximity between victims and offenders, also 

facilitates the abuse (Von Hohendorff, Habigzang, & Koller, 2017). In some instances, 

boys have been exposed to older boys who abuse them declaring their intentionality, 

issuing threats, and demonstrating verbal violence before the abuse (Said & Costa, 

2019). Disclosure becomes a problem for the boy, due to his personal and interpersonal 

concerns. Their concerns around who the perpetrators are, their emotional feelings of 

shame and guilt contribute to the under recognition and under-reporting of the sexual 

abuse of boys (Curry & Utley, 2018). However, other research suggests that while 

women cannot be discounted as sexual predators of boys, “their major contribution to 

the problem is failing to protect children even when they are aware that abuse is going 

on, disbelieving the child, putting male partners before the protection of the child, 

minimising the harm that abuse does, physically abusing children and, in some 

instances, permitting or actively encouraging abuse to take place for material gain” 

(Jones &Trotman-Jemmot, 2009. p.238).  

Reporting practices of boys who have been sexually abused 

Getting children to report sexual abuse is not a straightforward process. 

Children rarely disclose sexual abuse immediately after the event and clear evidence 

is rarely found (WHO, 2003). Moreover, due to their developmental vulnerability, 

children may be manipulated into guilt, may fear being not believed, or that reporting 

can negatively affect both their personal and family well-being (Murray, Nguyen, & 

Cohen, 2014; Veitch, Blagbrough & Engelbrecht, 2021). As examined earlier, if the 

norm within cultures permits the behaviour as being normal, this will also be a factor 

for the non-reporting of cases. Mohler-Kuo, et al (2014) found that there was a higher 

incidence of reporting among girls than boys with low disclosure rates, especially 

among boys. Boys either never reported or delayed reporting and sexual abuse is not 
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always detected because of disclosure concerns (Scrandis, & Watt, 2014; Easton, 

Saltzman & Willis, 2014; Easton, 2013). 

This underreporting may be linked to the cultural context of masculinity and 

self-reliance expected among males (Romano & De Luca, 2001; Gartner, 1999a; Lew, 

1988). Also, family cohesion may encourage the adherence to norms of concealment 

and resistance to disclosure to protect the family from shame and guilt and the fear 

that parents are bad (Branscome 2018). Thus “victims may be scared of the cultural 

implication of their disclosure” (Shafe & Hutchinson, 2014, p.635), with the potential 

to tarnish a family’s reputation (Kanukollu & Mahalingam, 2011). Particularly, 

“social norms around masculinity can make it difficult for boys and men to express 

certain emotions such as vulnerability or to report when they have suffered harmful 

sexual behaviours” (Scottish Gov, 2020, p.1). For some, this sexual behaviour may 

have become normalized and hence lead to a code of silence or nondisclosure. The 

correlation between culture, religion, and in silencing boys must not be discounted. 

Within these environments, a study within a Jewish context also showed that the 

sexual abuse of boys is viewed as taboo and sinful thereby supporting efforts at the 

individual, family, and community to cover up the sexual crime (Zalcberg, 2017). 

These factors may contribute to the reluctance to disclose to family members and 

officials which impede seeking help and timely intervention.  

The relationship which the child has with the perpetrator also affects disclosure 

since this relationship may have an impact on how the child feels about the abuse and 

the disclosure process (Murray, Nguyen, & Cohen, 2014). Relationship impacts 

feelings about the abuse. In the long term, non-disclosure for boys can lead to risky 

health behaviours and psychological problems later in life (Scrandis, & Watt, 2014). 

If the behaviour is also “normalized” it would not be reported.   

Changing social norms that impact the sexual abuse of boys 

This research is concerned with social norms and sexual violence and how 

these norms can be changed. Advocates posit that while cultural and social norms can 

encourage violence, interventions can challenge these norms and prevent violence 

inclusive of child sexual abuse (WHO, 2009).  These descriptive or injunctive norms 

can motivate change.  Norms that contribute to the sexual abuse of boys and which 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1555415514005078#!
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have been acquired during years of socialization to customs and practices may be 

impacted by the lack of knowledge on positive alternatives and collective ignorance. 

Moreover, interventions challenging cultural and social norms supportive of any form 

of violence must be integrated with other approaches (WHO, 2009). These include 

laws and policies coupled with evaluations of interventions to address the social 

norms.  

Shafe & Hutchinson (2014) also posit that cultural and community practices 

continue to be potent forces in perpetuating sexual abuse, some of which are 

intergenerational with shame and guilt contributing to underreporting. Change, 

therefore, requires strategies to debunk shame and guilt within reporting. This can be 

done through education and communication strategies aimed at helping families in 

communicating messages to boys on healthy boundaries and dignified norms 

regarding sexuality (Branscome, 2018). In the long term, these messages can help men 

be both thoughtful and respectful sexual partners.  Presenting a gendered perspective 

on communication on CSAs, (Guo, 2019) suggests that while mothers and girls tend 

to be more willing to communicate on the phenomenon, the knowledge and skills to 

be effective should be strengthened to promote prevention practice. 

In a discourse on social norms and protection, Zanellati (2015) from the 

findings of a study in Madagascar noted that beyond raising awareness to change 

norms, improved understanding is needed through comprehensive and inclusive 

approaches. There must also be reinforcing of behaviours and practices that protect 

boys who must be involved as the actors of social change. Parents and caregivers of 

boys must understand sexual abuse and those factors that enable the abuse of 

boys.  Since social norms affect how individuals think and act, these norms must be 

addressed to empower boys and their parents to be a part of the needed change. Kilka, 

Haboush-Deloye, & Linkenbach (2019) indicated that the work must shift towards 

identifying the positive norms that already exist within communities and to work on 

strengthening and promoting those norms that support children and 

families. Ultimately, as posited by Cislaghi & Heise (2018), changing harmful social 

norms requires a locally grounded approach that understands local contexts and is able 

to garner local ownership and support.  
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Conceptual framework: The interconnectedness between social norms and the 

sexual abuse of boys  

The social norms which either protect or contribute to harmful sexual practices 

against boys are derived from those social and economic forces within families and 

communities. Social norms are those behaviours that individuals adhere to when that 

behaviour is demonstrated within their environment or referential group and that group 

expects that similar behaviour from the individual (UNICEF, 2016). As discussed in 

earlier sections of this research, behaviours, and practices which contribute to the 

sexual abuse of children include family structure and dynamics, culture, economic 

dependence, the lack of seriousness in terms of acting on sexual abuse issues, laws 

and policies, parenting boys, masculinity, and power dynamics among others. 

Socialization into these norms begin at an early age (Lilleston, Goldmann, Verma & 

McCleary-Sills, 2017) and may be “normalized”, thereby discouraging boys from 

challenging these norms through the significant levels of disbelief, discrimination, 

fear, guilt, and shame they face (Von Hohendorff, Habigzang & Koller, 2017; Marcus 

& Harper, 2014).  

With the use of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human development, 

this study examines the interconnectedness of social norms, both descriptive and 

injunctive, on the sexual abuse of boys. While the descriptive norms are what most 

people do, the injunctive norm constitutes either approved or disapproved conduct 

(Cialdini, Reno & Kallgren, 1990). The ecological systems theory is the lens that 

assists in identifying the different types of norms.  This ecological systems theory is 

“the scientific study of the progressive mutual accommodation, throughout the 

lifespan, between a growing human organism and the changing immediate 

environments in which it resides, as this process is affected by relations obtaining 

within and between these immediate settings, as well as the larger social contexts, both 

formal and informal in which the settings are embedded” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 

514). The ecological theory allows us to see the boy child within the microsystem, that 

is, his direct environment. Through the ecological lens, the social roles, and 

interpersonal relations within a complex, nested system of relationships affected by 

multiple levels of the immediate and extended environment are examined. These range 

from the family and home, the school and community to broader social and cultural 

norms and values, as well as laws, and customs (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Sabri, Hong, 
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Campbell & Cho, 2013). The perceptions of children, their parents, and key actors 

within the micro, mezzo, and macro environments will be instructive within this 

framework to provide a contextual understanding of the situation of boys and sexual 

abuse.  

The ecological lens allowed us to determine how social norms gained approval 

within families and communities. It points us to those acceptable practices within the 

family and deepened our understanding of how social norms could potentially harm 

or protect the boy child within the Guyana context. This also allows for a clearer 

understanding of how and where descriptive and injunctive norms may overlap so that 

these can be targeted within intervention strategies. 

 

Figure 1: Sexual abuse of boys: A conceptual lens 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

 

This research employs a qualitative methodology that allows one to explore 

and better understand the meaning which persons ascribe to the causation of a social 

problem (Creswell, 2013). This is particularly applicable to social problems like the 

sexual abuse of boys.  Utilizing the phenomenological approach, this qualitative 

research sought to find out how social norms within families may harm or protect boys 

from sexual abuse. Phenomenology allows the researcher to explore the participants' 

lived realities about a phenomenon as described by participants (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 

2014). Thus, the questions that the study answers are: (1) What are the harmful social 

norms that act as push factors within families that lead to child sexual abuse of boys? 

(2) How do social norms in families protect boys from child sexual abuse? (3) What 

knowledge exists on the sexual abuse of boys, gender norms, and roles of 

parents/caregivers in caring for boys? Data for this research were garnered from both 

primary and secondary sources.  

Data Collection 

The methods used to collect primary data included in-depth interviews, key 

informant interviews, focus group discussions, and document studies. In total, primary 

data were garnered from 104 participants as shown in Table 1.  

Table 1: Population and sample interviewed by region 

Region Children experiencing sexual abuse 

Gender No. Interviewed Parent population 

M F Total M F Total Parents No. 

Interviewed 

2 4 2 6 2 3 5 6 6 

3 4 2 6 7 1 8 6 6 

4 4 2 6 3 2 5 6 6 

5 4 2 6 5 2 7 6 6 

6 4 2 6 3 1 4 6 6 

7 4 2 6 1 1 2 6 6 

10 4 2 6 4 0 4 6 6 

Sub-total 28 14 42 25 10 35 42 42 

Total and % 49% 85.7% 89.3% 71.4% 83.3% 100% 
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In-depth Interview Schedule. Two in-depth interview schedules were used to 

collect primary data from the key participants of this study, that is, children 12-18 

years old who were sexually abused, and parents/caregivers. Parental approval 

allowed the children to be interviewed separately from their parents.  The interview 

schedules were designed to gather data on the knowledge, experiences, feelings, 

opinions, and actions in families which might have led to the sexual abuse of boys. 

These in-depth interview schedules were designed to capture data through an inductive 

process, through which themes can be developed (Cohen et al., 2011; Merriam, 2009). 

Many of the questions required probing which according to Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison (2011), allow for deeper insights into the issues and this helped us to 

understand how behaviours may become acceptable and “normalized” within the 

boys’ environments.  Recognizing the susceptibility of children to suggestions within 

interviews, as suggested by Allwood et al. (2008), open-ended questions were used 

with the children to assure the trustworthiness of the information. Additionally, in 

designing the interviews this research was also guided by best practices within other 

similar studies which suggest that harmful norms on CSA cannot be addressed 

singularly and must be included within the context of other abuses (Hillis et al, 2016; 

Meinck et al, 2016). 

Key informant interviews (KII). These interviews were conducted with 

nineteen (19) stakeholders whose work provided a deeper understanding of the norms 

and interconnected systems which form part of the child’s environments.  Those 

participating in the KII included counsellors, police officers, prosecutors, child 

protection officials, and other civil society partners.     

Focus group discussions (FGD).  The FGDs were also conducted with 

officers from the CAC and children who were not sexually abused. Focus group 

discussions were also conducted with both boys and girls between ages 12-18 years 

who were not sexually abused.  This was done to ascertain those factors which may 

have protected both boys and girls from abuse.  

Document study. Secondary data was collected using national reports from 

the CPA, CACs, the media as well as international documents. The documents 

reviewed included reports from the CPA, ChildLinK, civil society agencies, UNICEF, 
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and other similar studies which offered insights into a better understanding of the 

sexual abuse of boys. 

The study population and sample selection 

a. The study population was purposively drawn from both the CAC and its 

partner organization Blossom Inc. in seven (7) regions (Regions 2, 3, 4, 5, 

6, 7, and 10). This population comprised children, primarily boys, who had 

received psychosocial support due to sexual abuse along with their 

parents/caregivers (See Table 2). The purposive sampling approach was 

deliberately chosen where participants can provide information that cannot 

be obtained from other choices (Maxwell, 1996).   This approach also takes 

into account the research context and the nature of the research objectives 

(Palys, 2008). Data was also gathered from additional children who did not 

experience child sexual abuse. Thus, the children who were deemed 

eligible for participating in this study were required to meet the following 

criteria: Boys aged 12 -18 years from the targeted Regions (at least 4 boys 

per Region) who experienced CSA and received psychosocial counselling 

from a government or non-governmental organization.  

b. Girls aged 12 -18 years from the target Regions (at least 2 girls per Region) 

who experienced CSA and received psychosocial counselling from a 

government or non-governmental organization.  

Table 2: Categories of participants in the study 

Category of Participants Population No. of Participants 

Interviewed 

% of Participants 

Interviewed 

Boys experienced sexual abuse 28 25 89.3 

Girls experiencing abuse  14 10 71.4 

Parents of children experiencing 

abuse 

42 35 83.3 

Key Informants  23 19    82.6 

Focus Group Participants (CAC) 15 15 100 

Total 122 104 85.2 
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As shown in Table 1, there were some variations from the agreed study 

population, where it was anticipated that at least four (4) boys would be purposefully 

selected in each region. However as shown in Table 1, in four (4) of the seven (7) 

regions it was difficult to obtain the quota of boys, hence a decision was made to 

purposefully secure additional respondents from those regions where they were 

available. The nineteen (19) key informants (KI) were drawn from among social 

workers at the CPA, school welfare officers, police officers, prosecutors, religious 

leaders, medical practitioners, and community child advocates. Additionally, the 

FGDs were conducted with all of the counsellors and forensic interviewers attached 

to ChildLinK and Blossom Inc.  In qualitative research, it is crucial to explain the 

sampling technique to provide clarity on how the population was identified (Ali, 

2010).  

Table 2 outlines the total population that contributed to this study by category. 

The participants were all selected based on the criteria relevant to the research 

questions. In sum, 104 persons contributed to this study. This included the key 

informants and those who participated in the FGDs.    

The Pilot Study  

The interview schedules were piloted by all fifteen (15) data collectors who 

the researcher trained to collect the data within the seven (7) regions. The pilot allowed 

the researcher to determine the appropriateness of the instruments and possible 

adjustments consistent with good practices (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh & Sorensen, 2006; 

Creswell, 2013). The interview schedule was validated with minor adjustments 

following a debriefing session with the data collectors (See Interview Schedule in 

Annex 1 A).  

Method for Establishing a Research-participant Working Relationship  

The fifteen (15) data collectors were drawn from ChildLinK’s Child Advocacy 

Centres (CAC) and its partner agency Blossom Inc. These data collectors were either 

trained counsellors or forensic interviewers with the required expertise and experience 

in engaging and working with children who have experienced sexual abuse. They are 

very competent in utilizing safe and child-friendly approaches for interviews. 

Notwithstanding, child-friendly approaches to building rapport and gathering data 
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were reinforced via training for the collection of the field data. Some of the children 

and parents (respondents) were active clients whereas others were no longer within 

the system receiving psychosocial support. The interviewers who were known to all 

of the respondents were reminded to create a climate to allow the children to relax and 

speak at their pace. Two interviewers worked with each child, with one focused on 

interviewing and being fully engaged with the child while the other ensured that the 

data was accurately captured. Appropriate refreshment breaks were also provided 

during the interviews to facilitate the child’s comfort as observed by the 

counsellor/interviewer thereby facilitating the child-friendly approach.  

Data Collection and Management  

The data was collected by fifteen (15) counsellors and forensic interviewers 

attached to ChildLinK’s CAC and its partner Blossom Inc. across the seven (7) 

administrative regions in Guyana. All of the data collectors participated in training 

sessions to understand the purpose of the study, social norms, interviewing techniques 

and building rapport with participants, and the use of the interview schedule. During 

the training, emphasis was placed on ensuring objectivity so that the voices of the 

participants were captured, thereby giving authentic data for the study. Thus, audio 

recordings were done, transcribed, and sent to the principal researcher. Emphasis was 

also placed on the do no harm principle so that neither the children nor their parents 

would be further traumatized by the process.  The pilot and feedback sessions assured 

that the data collectors were following the ethical principles when working with the 

participants and that they were comfortable using the tools.  

The case files of the boys who participated in the study were anonymized and 

analyzed. This allowed one to see patterns and provided more precise data on the 

characteristics of the perpetrators.   The data from the extended interviews, KII, and 

FGDs were collected during April and May 2021. The data collection team worked in 

pairs to collect, document the data collected from the interviews. Both persons 

reviewed the information before its submission to the principal researcher. All KIIs 

were conducted by the principal researcher. 
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Ethical Considerations 

Approval for the conduct of this research was received from the Ministry of 

Health (MoH) institutional review board (IRB) (See Annex 1 E). This allowed for the 

conduct of the study with the children, their parents, and other stakeholders. Upon 

receipt of the approvals from the IRB, parents/caregivers whose children met the 

criteria were contacted by ChildLinK and Blossom Inc., and the purpose of the 

research was discussed with them. There were only two instances where parents did 

not allow their children to participate since they felt that the experience would have 

been traumatizing for the children. In every instance, the wishes of the parent were 

respected.  Additionally, all of the parents in the study signed the informed consent 

form agreeing for their children as well as themselves to be in the research.  Parents 

were issued with the information protocols which were discussed with them.  In an 

attempt to protect boys and mitigate against further traumatizing the child respondents, 

direct questions regarding the abuse were excluded from the interviews.  Preliminary 

psycho-social assessments were not performed on the boys or girls participating in this 

study. However, they were interviewed by trained counsellors with whom they were 

familiar and who had the skills to provide psycho-social support to both the children 

as well as their parents during the interview process. The study did not record any 

cases of participants being triggered during or after the interview.   

This research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and therefore all 

public health precautions as proposed by the Government of Guyana were followed to 

ensure the protection of the participants and the research team.  Recommended 

COVID-19 social distancing and sanitation protocols were followed during face-to-

face interviews which were conducted. Children and their parents were supported with 

masks and transportation costs.  Schedules for interviews were arranged to minimize 

interaction and waiting time at the interview sites. This served the dual purposes of 

maintaining the participants’ privacy as well as safeguarding them from COVID-19.    

All of the children were accompanied by a parent or guardian who provided 

consent for their participation in the interview. Children and parents were interviewed 

separately.  Care was taken to avoid direct questions that required children to 
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regurgitate the details of their abuse.  Where available, case reports were utilized to 

extract additional details surrounding the abuse.  

The key informant interviews (KIIs) and the focus group discussions (FGDs) 

were conducted online using social media platforms such as WhatsApp and 

Zoom.  For participants without internet access, direct telephone calls were made.  The 

data were analyzed using three strategies for qualitative techniques suggested by 

Creswell (2013). Nvivo 12 software was also used.  In vivo code names which were 

the exact words of participants (Creswell, 2013) were used in coding and analyzing 

the data. 

Specifically, with the child respondents, the scripts were recorded and 

transcribed by the interviewers and sent to the researcher. Code names were assigned 

to recordings and transcriptions.  This data was stored by the principal researcher and 

backed up daily. Participant interviews, the KII, and FGDs were all transcribed, 

organized by region, and coded for anonymity. This data was accessible to the 

researcher and her research assistant. This data will be kept for at least three years and 

may be used for further research with the requisite approvals.  

Limitations 

Challenge 1: The research did not benefit from the views of any medical 

personnel who might have been able to offer some useful insights on the systemic 

structures and normative practices when addressing boys. With victims and other 

participants in this study reporting on shame, fear, and guilt, it is important to 

understand the location of these facilities and the nature of the environment within 

which examinations are being done. 

Challenge 2: Some boys and their parents migrated out of the community and 

it was difficult to get them to meet at a mutually convenient place for the interviews. 

Thus some regions were underrepresented. 

Challenge 3: Only one male parent participated in the study. In one other case 

where a male was invited, he indicated that work prevented his participation but also 

indicated an unwillingness to discuss the issues and have his son relive the experience. 
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In contrast to the women, the men were very reluctant to discuss sexual abuse, with 

children and boys in particular. 

Challenge 4: As was stated earlier, in some cases it was not possible to gather 

specific details about the abuse directly from the child.  In these cases, the 

responses/information were obtained from parents or case reports.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

 

 

This chapter reports the key results/findings of this qualitative study which 

sought to explore social norms as drivers of sexual abuse in Guyana. This phenomenon 

was explored through in-depth interviews with participants, primarily boys and their 

parents or guardians who had experiences with sexual violence (See Chapter 3: 

Methodology). The findings also reflect the views collated from key informants (KI) 

and focus group discussions (FGD). These were triangulated within the analysis. The 

anonymized case reports of the abused boys were also reviewed and 

analyzed.  Additionally, the annual reports of the Guyana Child Protection Agency 

(CPA) between the years 2013-2020 were analyzed and also used to examine trends 

within the findings. This section not only presents a description of the findings but 

outlines the data analysis process. The ecological systems theory was the analytical 

lens utilized throughout the study.   

Research Question 1: What are the harmful social norms that act as push factors 

within families that lead to child sexual abuse of boys?  

This question provides demographic data on the sexual abuse of boys in 

Guyana. It also highlights other prevailing trends within the national data. Here too 

the family structure, economic situation, the location of abuse, characteristics of the 

perpetrator, and other significant demographic patterns which help us to better 

understand this issue as it relates to boys are discussed.  

Demographic data of boys. Twenty-five (25) 

individual cases were reviewed for this study. Nine (9) or 

36 percent of the boys were between the ages 12-13 and 

16 or 64 percent were between the ages 14-18 (See Figure 

2).  

Age of Abuse. The data from boys in this study 

showed that all of the boys were first abused between ages 

3-15 years old. Sixty percent of these boys were aged 12-

13 years old at their first reported cases of abuse.  Data from the Childcare and 

Figure 2: Age of boys participating in 

the study 
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Protection Agency in Guyana 

indicates that boys ages 8-13 years 

old recorded the highest number of 

sexual abuse cases for the years 

2013 to 2020 (Figure 3).    This was 

followed by those in age groups 14-

18 years and 4-7 years 

respectively.  Whilst the national 

data collected from the Childcare 

and Protection Agency (CPA) 

does not allow for further disaggregated analysis of the ages of boys, the age range (8-

13 years old) which recorded the highest number of abuse cases nationally is in 

keeping with the findings of this study which found that boys were most often abused 

between ages 12-13 years.  Further, parents that participated in this study believed that 

boys are most vulnerable to sexual abuse during puberty when they are learning about 

their bodies.  

Occurrence of child sexual abuse in Guyana. Over the last seven years, from 

2013 to 2020 as shown in 

Figure 4, Guyana 

recorded a 46 percent 

increase in all forms of 

abuse reported against 

boys.  Significantly, the 

highest incidences of 

abuse against boys were 

recorded during the years 

2016 and 2017 resulting in a recorded 55 percent and 22 percent respectively increase 

in abuse cases against boys.     Moreover, as shown in Figure 5, sexual abuse accounted 

for 10 percent of all abuses perpetrated against boys. This, suggests that approximately 

one in every ten abused boys is sexually abused. Other prevailing forms of abuse 

reported among boys were physical abuse (32%) and neglect (44%).  Although neglect 

(44%) and physical (32%) abuse were the most prevalent forms of abuse, these too 

Figure 3:  Sexual abuse cases recorded for boys from 2013 

to 2020 

Figure 4: Types of abuses experienced by boys from 2013-2020    
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may also be indicators of the 

vulnerability to child sexual abuse.   

According to UNICEF (2020), “most 

children who face sexual abuse 

experience other kinds of violence”.  

National reports point to an increasing 

trend in the number of reported cases 

of sexual abuse of boys. Table 3 shows 

that approximately 1000 boys were 

reportedly sexually abused between the 

years 2013 and 2020. Seventy-two percent of these boys were between ages 0-13 years 

old although the significant majority (40%) were aged 8-13 years. Furthermore, Table 

3 also shows that between 2013 and 2020, the CPA recorded an annual average 

increase of 13 percent in reported cases related to sexual abuse of boys. Overall, for 

the period 2013 to 2020, an 

eighty-nine percent (89%) 

increase was recorded in 

reported cases of sexual abuse 

against boys.  It is unclear 

whether the increase in reported 

cases of sexual abuse of boys is 

as a result of a higher number of 

boys being sexually abused or is 

the result of a reduction in fear and stigma associated with reporting sexual abuse of 

boys and easier access to services for reporting sexual abuse.   The highest numbers 

of child sexual abuse cases were recorded during the years 2018 and 2019. Notably, 

in 2020 there was a slowdown of services offered by the CPA due to the COVID-19 

pandemic and the social distancing protocols employed by the Guyana government to 

safeguard its citizens from the spread of the virus. This may have resulted in a lower 

rate of reported cases for both boys and girls.    

Figure 5 :Reported cases of boys who were sexually 

abused in Guyana (2013-2020) 

 

Year  Age- ranges  

0-3 4-7 8-13 14-18 Total Boys 

2013 6 14 39 21 80 

2014 3 18 24 15 60 

2015 6 18 46 38 108 

2016 10 26 53 29 118 

2017 11 32 46 30 119 

2018 11 46 71 51 179 

2019 10 55 68 61 194 

2020 7 35 50 35 127 

Total 64 244 397 280 985 

Percentage 6.5 24.8 40.3 28.4 100 

Table 3: Reported cases of sexual abuse of boys, disaggregated by 

age group 
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Given the observed trends for 

the period 2013 to 2020, the 

chart in Figure 6 shows that 

projected reported instances of 

sexual abuse against boys 

could increase annually by an 

average of ten percent for the 

years 2021 to 2030; resulting 

in an overall increase of 102 percent over the projected period.  This suggests that 

annual reported cases of sexual abuse against boys could more than double by the year 

2030. This linear projection was computed based on the assumption that all other 

observable and unobservable influencing factors will remain the same. 

Characteristics of perpetrators: Gender 

Male perpetrators.  Males were identified as the most common perpetrators 

of abuse against boys. Males were the perpetrators of more than 90 percent (24) of 

sexual abuses against boys in the individual cases reviewed.  Males are also perceived 

by both boys and parents as the most likely perpetrator of abuse against boys.  This, 

according to one parent, is because “[males] are wicked”.    Parents and boys identified 

male friends, older males in their homes, or male strangers as the most common 

perpetrators.  A mother recalled “with my son, the said man used to pass and call for 

him when he was at home. He ended up being the perpetrator” (Participant- 

3NWP2).   It was also found that older boys induct or experiment with younger boys 

during unsupervised activities away from the home.  It was also stated by a community 

activist that “older boys in families may abuse younger ones even in fairly well-

organized families” (Participant- KIBH). 

Female perpetrators. There were very few instances of reported sexual abuse 

of boys by females.  Females were perceived by both parents and boys as less 

threatening than males.  Only 25 percent (6) of the parents interviewed considered 

females as possible perpetrators of abuse against boys.  Perhaps this may suggest that 

the prevalence of abuse of boys by females is not as widespread as abuse by males or 

that prevailing social norms do not consider this kind of abuse to be a possibility.  

Three (3) mothers in the study did not see girls and women as perpetrators of sexual 

Figure 6: Reported and projected sexual abuses against boys in 

Guyana 
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abuse. One of these mothers remarked, “for boys is only man can do that to them.  I 

don’t think women can sexually abuse a boy” (Participant - 4TBP1).  Another mother 

quipped, “girls can’t do that to boys” (Participant -5ATC4). In her explanation 

Participant -3NWP5, another mother also stated, that boys are more likely to be abused 

by males “because girls cannot do it to a boy. [They] can’t do sexual abuse”.   In the 

only reviewed case of sexual abuse of a boy by a female, a twenty-six-year-old woman 

was reportedly charged for engaging in a sexual relationship with a fifteen-year-old 

boy.  The case was reported to the police by the boy’s mother.   Often parents, although 

aware of relationships between boys and older females, rarely labeled or reported this 

form of sexual abuse because of societal acceptance of heterosexual practices. Cases 

were cited around authority figures such as older women and teachers with an example 

given of a “female teacher and a student who eventually moved in together”. 

(Participant -KISWO). 

Age of perpetrators.  There was almost an equal number of adult perpetrators 

(54 %) as there were teenage perpetrators (46%) below the age of 18 years old (Figure 

7). The only father in this study 

shared that boys are sexually 

abused mostly by males in “their 

age group” (Participant - 

3NWP5).   Some other cases have 

been highlighted within the data 

which reflects the age disparity 

and the range of the sexual 

violations which occurred.   In 

one case of sexual abuse by 

older boys, a mother reported to the Childcare and Protection Agency (CPA) that her 

11-year-old son was sexually abused in their neighborhood by three boys ages 14, 15, 

and 18 years old. These teenaged perpetrators handcuffed, undressed, and with the use 

of an instrument sexually violated her 11-year-old son.  There was another report of a 

9-year-old boy who was sexually abused by a male friend aged 15 years and the video 

subsequently circulated on social media.  Adult males were found to be equally 

culpable of the sexual abuse of boys.  According to the father, “big men might call 

them to go fishing [and] while in the backdam things can happen”.  In Guyana, the 

Figure 7: Ages of perpetrators of sexual abuse against 

boys 
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term backdam is usually used to describe a deserted farming or overgrown vegetated 

area.  In the case of an adult perpetrator, a mother reported that her son was lured into 

a sex ring.  He was tied up and raped by a known adult male.  The child was again 

sexually assaulted by the same male on a subsequent occasion when he together with 

other young men were taken to the perpetrator’s home to work. 

Where abuse occurs/Location. The majority of boys in this study (19 or 73 

percent), were abused away from their homes during unsupervised activities within 

the community.   A wide range of cases was 

referenced in the data. A parent related that an 

adult male grabbed the genitals of her son while 

the boy was on his way to the grocery shop in 

his neighbourhood.  Also, the case file of a 

twelve-year-old boy showed that while exiting 

a bus he usually travels with, the driver touched his private part.  And as mentioned 

earlier, there was another case where a boy was abused at the home of someone where 

he went with other boys to work. There was yet another case, in which a school social 

worker stated that after returning from a game of cricket, a boy told his parents “me 

nah [don’t] like dah [that] game that they [does] play” and it was not until after deep 

probing that it was discovered that the child was sexually abused by his peers at the 

sports ground (Participant - KISWO).  The social worker further noted that there were 

many underreported cases where boys are sexually abused at extracurricular events 

where they participate in sports or clubs.  While it is still concerning that 27 percent 

or 8 of the boys reported abuse at home, for the large majority of the boys, home is 

still a safer place offering more protection to boys. Unlike girls, the freedom attributed 

to boys which allows them to go unsupervised within the community or even at 

extracurricular activities may be placing them at risk of sexual abuse.  

A child reported after returning from 

sporting event. “me nah like dah game 

that they [does ] play” 

Participant-KISWO 
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Relationship between perpetrators and victims. A review of the case reports 

found that while 

perpetrators of sexual 

abuse against boys 

were in most cases 

(73 percent) unrelated 

to the boys, the boys 

who were sexually 

abused were usually 

familiar with their 

perpetrators (See 

Figure 8).  In the earlier 

discussion which sought to explain where the sexual violation of boys tended to occur, 

mention was also made of the perpetrators. These included the peers of children at 

sporting events, persons where boys went seeking work, and a bus driver. In 

referencing a few other specific cases, one of the mothers recalled that “with my son, 

the [same] man used to pass and call for him when he was at home. He ended up being 

the perpetrator” (Participant - 3NWP2).  There were few alleged instances of abuse of 

boys by older brothers, but these reports were unconfirmed by either the victims or 

perpetrators. Parents and boys who were interviewed generally perceived that the 

perpetrators of sexual abuse against boys are likely to be male friends, older males in 

their homes, or male strangers. However, the study has confirmed that the perpetrators 

were not strangers but rather were likely to be known to the boys from within their 

community.  

Figure 8: Relationship between perpetrators and victims 
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Family structure.  Although the cases revealed that boys in all family types 

were vulnerable to abuse, a marginally higher number of abuse cases were recorded 

in single-parent and 

extended families when 

compared to nuclear 

families.   KIs and 

participants in FGDs in 

sharing their 

perceptions posited that 

boys from single-parent 

families are more likely 

to be abused. However, 

the findings show that 

just over half of the 

boys who were sexually abused (57 percent) belonged to non-nuclear families, that is 

either single parent or extended as shown in Figure 9. In contrast, 20 percent belonged 

to either a female-headed single-parent family (10%) or a male-headed single-parent 

family (10%).  Approximately 15 percent belonged to extended families with at least 

one parent present, and 25 percent resided in extended families with no biological 

parent (See Figure 9).   The remaining boys (43%) resided in nuclear families. 

However, more than 30 percent (9) of those in nuclear families currently reside with 

a step or foster  

Economic situation of families.  Referral reports indicated that parents were 

primarily employed in the primary or service industry as taxi drivers, farmers, cooks, 

vendors, etc.  Most of the families can be classified as low –middle-income families.  

Family income was often supplemented by family members who do not reside within 

the home. The findings indicated that supplemental income for the families of the boys 

came from different sources with the majority being family members. Several boys 

referred to older siblings, grandparents, and overseas family members as assisting 

them financially.  One boy when questioned about the source of income for his family 

stated “my sister sends money from New York every two weeks for us” (Participant 

- 2TBC4).  The boy currently resides with his mother and two brothers.   

Figure 9 : Family types of boys 
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Cases reviewed showed that in nuclear families most wives were homemakers 

while the husbands or male partners worked outside of the home and brought in a 

salary.  In a minority of cases, (6 or 22 %) both parents worked outside of the 

home.   Of the 25 boys who participated in this study, only 3 or 12 percent of the boys 

indicated that they contributed to the family income. Two of these boys were 17 years 

and out of school. “I work, I assist. I am an all-rounder labourer” (Participant - 

3CCC3), and the other worked along with his older brothers as a part of the family 

farming business. The lone 14-year-old who also stated that he works is still attending 

school. He resides with a grandparent and stated that “I work one and two times 

[occasionally], to help out. My grandmother no longer works” (Participant - 

10CPC1).  In another case, it was reported that a boy in the company of other young 

men was taken to a man’s home to work.  While at the man’s home he was coerced by 

the man who “performed fellatio on the child”1.   A school’s welfare officer indicated 

that one cannot exclude the economic situation of the family when discussing CSA. 

This officer stated that “even when both parents are present some families lack the 

finances to meet their needs. Governments must look at this when determining who 

must get public assistance. The current system needs to be reviewed” (Participant-

KISWO). Only two examples were cited of parents/caregivers receiving financial 

assistance from male friends.  Whilst it was observed that most families could be 

identified as low to middle-income families, there is an insufficient basis on which to 

establish a direct causal link between boys’ economic situation and their exposure to 

sexual abuse.  

Affection in the home. The study showed that the demonstration of physical 

affection was not a norm between children and parents/caregivers. From amongst the 

25 boys and 10 girls who participated in the study (Table 2), the findings revealed that 

only 19 percent of the boys and girls interviewed indicated that they were hugged by 

parents or caregivers.  Eighty percent of these were boys. The study also found that 

more children associated affection specifically with their mothers (24%), rather than 

fathers (6%).  This was also true for boys.  The lone father in this study admitted that 

“the mother shows love more” after stating that he is most often away at work 

 
1 Childcare and Protection Agency, Ministry of Social Services, Family Counselling Referral, 

February 1, 2019 – Perverted sexual act on the boy child, that is oral stimulation of a child’s penis). 
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(Participant - 3NWP5).  The father, however, stated that he helps his children with 

their schoolwork and scolds them when necessary.   Though limited, there were a few 

clearer indications of affection by parents/caregivers. One boy who was relocated to 

live with his grandmother after the abuse said “my grandmother play[s] games like 

cards with us, cook[s] nice food and take[s] me out” (Participant - 2TBC5). In another 

case, Participant- 4RCC2 shared that “We watch TV and we go out together, they 

[parents] would play with me and so. My sister, brother, and father would play with 

me, like hide and seek and so. We would talk jokes, story and so. My father and mother 

would hug me”.  

However, most children who were interviewed associated material provision 

by parents or caregivers with affection. Fifty-seven percent of the boys indicated their 

parent’s affection was demonstrated by providing things. Popular terms used by the 

boys included- “buying me stuff”, ''they do 

things for me and give me things I ask for” 

(36%).  Otherwise, boys pointed to the normal 

caregiving roles of parents such as cooking 

(15%) and helping them with schoolwork (6%) as demonstrations of affection.  Thirty-

two percent said their parents talked to them. Of significance though, forty-two percent 

of the children said they were taken out by their parents. Other noteworthy family 

events which children recorded as doing with their parents included watching TV 

(12%), playing (9%), and laughing together (9%). In addition, nine percent of the boys 

stated that parents protected them, six percent stated that their parents loved them even 

when they corrected them.  According to a 16-year-old male participant, “I think she 

still loves me even when she disciplines”.  One of the more vocal boys stated, “they 

correct me, they would tell me to stay home to protect me, buy things for me, and I would 

go out with my father”. 

Communication in the home: The majority of boys were not very articulate 

during this study. For most boys their responses were minimal. This also seemed to be 

the pattern at home and a part of the cultural norms within the community as it relates 

to boys and men communicating.  Sharing his experiences on communication in the 

home, one boy stated, “we don’t have conversations” (Participant - 3NWC). This was 

not dissimilar for many of the other boys and fitted into the cultural norm and social 

“Mothers are often the first to learn of 

and respond to any abuse perpetrated 

against their child/ren” 
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expectation of manhood which labeled boys who were perceived as speaking too much 

as being anti-manhood.  

Most children interviewed confided in one or more family members on issues 

that concerned them. As shown in 

Figure 10, of the family members, 

mothers were the most preferred or 

popular confidante for children, 

including boys.   Apart from 

family members, few children 

confided in a friend or social 

worker.   Six percent of the 

children reported that they did not 

confide in anyone. 

Notwithstanding, only fifty-two 

percent of the boys said that a 

family member discussed sexual 

abuse with them.  Twenty-seven percent of the boys learned about sexual abuse from 

a social worker or counsellor and thirty percent had never discussed sexual abuse with 

anyone.    

Communication with male children about sexual abuse. Parents, according 

to the data, were uncomfortable having 

conversations about sexual abuse, 

especially with boys.  Forty-eight (48%) 

percent of parents admitted that they have never discussed child sexual abuse with 

neither their daughters nor sons.  Thirty-nine percent of parents discussed sexual abuse 

with both daughters and sons.  Twelve percent of parents spoke with their daughters 

but not their sons about sexual abuse.  One parent explained that the reason for not 

discussing this with their son was because she “never had that in mind that it could 

happen [to my son] (Participant - 5SSAT6).  However, this same parent was 

comfortable enough to have such a discussion on sexual abuse with her daughter.  

Even after a child is abused some parents still find it uncomfortable to speak with their 

child/ren about sexual abuse.  One parent stated, “I can’t get the mind to [talk to him 

about abuse]. It [hurts] me to know that he went through that”.  This was corroborated 

“I didn’t expect it to happen to him”– 

Participant 3NWP4 

Figure 10: Children’s confidante 
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in discussions with counsellors, forensic interviewers and child protection officers 

where they found that many children accessing the services had no previous 

conversation before the incident with a parent or caregiver, rather the issue was only 

discussed with the boys during the counselling session. Mothers or female caregivers 

seemed to be the parent who would most likely speak to the boys about the sexual 

abuse. Even the lone male parent who participated in the study indicated that the boy’s 

mother was the one to communicate with him on “those things''.  

While fathers are away at work or not present within some families, the 

responsibility of socializing and educating boys on important subjects such as sexual 

abuse is often shouldered by mothers.  Mothers are often the first to learn of and 

respond to any abuse perpetrated on their child/ren.   The father of a boy that was 

abused, while speaking about his relationship with his son, said he has never spoken 

to his son about sex.  The father remarked “his mother spoke to him” (Parent - 

3NWP5).  Also, the father shared that he has never discussed sexual abuse with his 

son; “not sure [if] his mother did but I never did”.  The father explained that most 

times he is “on the road” (working) so “the children [are] usually with their mom”.    

Parents who have discussed sexual abuse with their male children stated that 

boys (11 or 42 %) generally tend to just listen without actively participating in the 

discussion.  Parents observed the boys were uncomfortable and even afraid to discuss 

sexual abuse. However, there was also the indication that boys and girls alike may not 

understand the seriousness of sexual abuse, and as a result, may not heed the counsel 

of parents on this matter when it was discussed.  As one parent indicated, “my son 

doesn't listen. He thinks that I am mad [ talking about unimportant things}”  

Many of the girls in this study appeared equally reserved about the topic of 

sexual abuse. However, a larger percent (4 or 38 %) of girls appeared to be more open 

about discussions surrounding sexual abuse and tended to participate more actively in 

discussions with parents.  Conversations with girls were usually issued as warnings 

about the consequences of getting pregnant whereas with boys it was telling them to 

“use a condom”, “be careful” and “not to get into trouble”. 

Communication and male socialization. Communication between boys and 

parents must also be understood within the communication culture of male 
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socialization. The norm is that boys and men do not or should not talk much since such 

behaviours are attributed to girls and as stated earlier, it is perceived as being anti-

manhood.  Hence, the data suggest that “boys learn to speak less to portray manhood”, 

and are often told “don’t be talkative, act like a man”, “you are not a girl”. Resultantly, 

more expressive boys are labelled as ''girly”, “sissy” or effeminate.  Thus, unlike girls, 

boys are not allowed to express feelings and to communicate freely, tending to feel 

uncomfortable with conversations around sexuality. Furthermore, FGDs revealed that 

some of the first conversations children may have about their own sexuality and sexual 

abuse very often occur after their own experiences with sexual abuse. Respondents 

indicate that boys are taught aggression and to hide their feelings.  Furthermore, for 

boys, it was the perception of several KIs largely that there is no real communication 

with boys. And when it does happen “it is basic’', with words like “don't let nobody 

touch you”, according to Participant – KIKC. More than 15 or 60 percent of the KIs 

are of the view that communications within families do not “really engage boys on 

what they are thinking and feeling.  Boys do not have the language to describe their 

emotions'' (Participant - KIBH). Boys, it was felt, require the “skills to relate or speak 

as well as the confidence to do so” (Participant - KICSWO). Reference was also made 

to the ‘Tell Campaign’ which was useful in empowering girls to speak up but was not 

perceived by at least 4 or 21 percent of the KIs as doing the same for boys.  

Parental supervision of boys.  Four of the school-aged boys were not attending 

school.  One sixteen-year-old boy stated that he stopped attending after ‘the incident’. 

It was unclear why the remaining three boys no longer attended school.  The non-

attendance of boys at school suggests educational neglect by the caregivers or parents 

and supports national data which identifies neglect as the most prevalent form of abuse 

among boys, further confirming earlier research in Guyana which shows that the 

majority of neglect cases were among boys (Henry, 2017). Neglect can also be linked 

to sexual abuse as it suggests the lack of supervision by parents.  Research has also 

indicated that CSA may occur with other forms of abuse and must be included within 

the context of other abuses (Hillis et al, 2016; Meinck et al, 2016).  Although most 

parents agree that it was necessary to protect both boys and girls, it was the general 

perception that “girls are more at risk than the boys” (Parent – 3CCP8). 

In most households, the supervision of children is often the responsibility of 

the mother.  After a male child reaches puberty, many mothers remarked that they tend 
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to become “man-ish” and are less inclined to adhere to instructions from 

mothers.  Supervision of the child often becomes more difficult during this period 

thereby increasing the vulnerability of the child to sexual abuse outside of the 

home.  The mother of a boy who was abused, lamented “if he used to listen he would 

not have been violated.  He was following friends. He used to stay home from school 

when I am at work. He was supposed to be in school when the incident happened” 

(Parent - 3NWP2).    “My son [doesn’t] listen, he thinks I mad...when I talk they [the 

boys] don’t listen... now the same thing [sexual abuse] happened” (Parent - 

3NWP2).  In cases where both parents may be employed or in cases of single-parent 

households, as was observed in 11 or 44 percent of the referral cases, the incidence of 

boys being left unsupervised for long periods is even greater.   

Reporting: Grappling with fear. Recurring terms in the data surrounding the 

lack of reporting by parents on the sexual abuse of boys were fear, shame, stigma, 

labelling, blame, and trauma.   According to the boys, fear of the perpetrator or the 

reaction of their parents often deters them from reporting incidences of abuse.   Several 

different instances of fear experiences were captured from the respondents.  One boy 

recalled feeling “frightened, frightened that [he] would get ‘quarrel up’ on and get 

‘licks’[physical abuse from parents]. Another stated that “the person threatened them”.  

According to information in a referral report, a boy indicated that “he was threatened 

with death if he did not comply with the perpetrator”.   Also, in sharing her experience 

one mother said that “Me son did never come to tell [never told] me.  I think people 

[does] threaten them… the person frightens them and so they don’t want to talk.  She 

also believes that her son and other children, in some cases, “frighten [their] parents 

so they wouldn’t want to talk” (Participant– 4TBP1). 

Non-reporting: Monetary benefits. Under-reporting was also linked to the 

economic situation of the family by a few of the respondents.  Key Informants reported 

that in many cases parents fail to pursue or may renege on reports of sexual abuse after 

receiving monetary ‘compensation’ from perpetrators.  According to a parent 

(Participant -3NWP6) “the damage is already done. When you go to the police or the 

social worker they will take it to court and the family won’t get any money [from the 

perpetrator]”.  It was the view of one social worker that “a system needs to be put in 

place to deal with parents who take money …parents should not take money, let the 
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Court deal with [the perpetrators]” (Participant-KIJB). Contrary to this view, another 

community activist believes that the payment of money is an indication of the 

perpetrator’s wrongdoing and the perpetrator being held accountable (Participant - 

KIBH).  She pointed out that because of the protracted nature of the judicial process, 

parents may accept money as a practical resolution. Not dissimilarly, in sharing his 

perception, a few of the boys suggested that “it could be that the perpetrator is the 

breadwinner” or “they [the family] are poor and getting help from [the perpetrator]”. 

Reporting: Fear of consequences. Similarly, boys felt that some parents may 

not report because they feared the consequences of disclosure. Among the 

consequences highlighted were the removal of the child from the home “they think 

their child/children will be taken away”, “they wouldn’t want their sons to be taken away 

from them”, “they are afraid that the Police or Welfare would lock them up”. Lack of 

confidentiality and sensitivity and the fear of public embarrassment within the community 

were also cited by several of the boys. “They don’t want their names to be spread [ing] 

around”, or “if they talk people 

will share it”.  This was explicitly 

captured by Participant-4TBC4, 

who cited his own case stating that 

“they might be scared [to report], 

like the same thing that happened 

with me and my mother. She tell [told] my family and my aunty put it up all over 

Facebook”.   One mother, whilst she believes reporting her son’s abuse was helpful 

and she was pleased with the efforts of the Police, described the process as “really 

hard”. According to her, “I felt ashamed. On top of that, people torment him when 

they see him on the road” (Participant-3NWP2). 

Reporting: Protection of family and perpetrator. Protection of the family 

image and protecting the perpetrator from shame also emerged within the findings as 

a reason given by boys for parents' non-reporting. Although the findings show that 27 

percent of the abuse occurred at home, it has been confirmed that even when the abuse 

was outside of the home, the perpetrators may be known to the victims.  Examples 

shared by the boys included that “it can be a family member”, “might be a friend to 

them”, “they don’t want to talk because it is a person that they love’, “the child is 

asked not to tell because the abuser may be familiar”, “it might be someone living in 

“they might be scared [to report], like the 

same thing that happened with me and my mother. She 

[told] my family and my aunty put it up all over 

Facebook” – Participant 4TBC4 
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the same home or a neighbour” and “because the parents may know what is happening 

and would like it to go [remain] so”.  

Even after reporting the incident, the findings showed that most boys (15 or 60 

%) reported feeling ashamed, sad, bad, or upset after reporting the incident, 10 percent 

indicated they felt shy or nervous.  These expressions 

are captured in Figure 11. One boy expressed 

disappointment in the process stating “I was confused. 

It was like I don’t know because they did not get the 

person”.  A small number of boys were even apathetic and cynical in their responses, 

possibly due to their disappointment with the process or sensitivity of the 

topic. However, a few of the boys did state that it “felt good to report”, or “it was 

helpful”. 

 

Figure 11: Experiences of boys when reporting sexual abuse 

Sexual abuse, norms, and respect for age and authority 

Parents' views. Respect for older persons is one of the acceptable norms within 

Guyanese society. Several parents reiterated that children must “always respect elders’ 

or “respect big people”. ‘Since they were lil [little] kids I grow [grew] them with 

manners, discipline, and respect. If them [children] nah get [don't have] manners they 

can’t be somebody good in life” (Participant - 6PRL-P3). “Be mannerly at all times. 

No matter if they [an adult] do not say good morning, you say good morning or 

“I was confused. It was like I 

don’t know because they did 

not get the person”. 



 41 

greet.  If we say Assalam o Alaikum, you greet them at all times” (Participant - 

5SSP5). This culture of respect for adults was summed up in a response from one 

parent who indicated “I come from the old school. When children do wrong, even the 

neighbour can tell me and I deal with the matter” (Participant - 3CCP7).  

The study sought to find out how parents should respond to children reporting 

their discomfort with adults. There was a consensus in the data that parents should 

seek to find out why the child felt uncomfortable. This was voiced by one parent, “you 

should listen, if your child tells you that. You should listen, there is a reason. You can 

ask questions to understand why that person makes the child feel uncomfortable” 

(Participant - 4TBP5). “Let them talk, tell me”. Another parent added that “They 

[parents] should find out what exactly the adults did to them so they get to know 

exactly what is going on. The parent should take action, make a report at the station, 

get the welfare of the children's protection involved, layout [tell] your story or you call 

the hotline and you layout [tell] your story” (Participant - 5ATP1). Other actions 

which parents reported should be taken included warning their children to stay away 

from adults who made them feel uncomfortable.  

Boys' views. However, the findings show that 60 percent of the boys expressed 

being uncomfortable with the actions of an adult or doing something that an older 

person asked them to do. However, while the boys expressed discomfort, many could 

not articulate that discomfort.  In some instances, these were reported to a female 

parent/caregiver while some were not. “It was my neighbour’s son. I was sad and felt 

pain and I told my mother and grandmother, everything that he did to me” (Participant 

- 2TBC5).  In two cases boys highlighted inappropriate behaviours of a grandfather 

and a male family friend. Reporting on the inappropriate behaviour of his grandfather, 

it was stated that “Most of the time my parents are at work, he would walk around 

with his buckta [underpants] in front of me” (Participant - 10AHC1). And in 

describing the unsuitable actions of the male adult friend of his mother, the child stated 

that “Mommy’s friend would tell me to drink but then I think he is just joking because 

he would laugh about it afterward so that is why I never tell my mom” (Participant - 

7SDC1).  

Summary:  This section highlights the prevailing patterns in sexual abuse 

among boys within the Guyana context.  Boys were more likely to be sexually abused 
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by a male outside of the home (73 %) with females generally being viewed as less 

threatening to boys. The findings suggest that boys are made vulnerable to sexual 

abuse due to the lack of care within a culture that accepts and allows relaxed 

supervision around boys. Thus, boys are allowed to graduate into manhood through 

the culturally accepted norms that grant boys the freedom to roam.  Hence, sexual 

abuse tends to occur in the community by persons known to the boys. This study 

confirms that the community is not always a safe space for the majority of boys who 

may fall prey either to an older male teen or male adult.   

Lack of adequate communication between boys and their parents/caregivers 

on important issues such as sexual abuse was emphasized in the data. Only 32 percent 

of the boys said their parents talked to them about sexual abuse. Although it is unclear 

whether parents spoke to the boys before the abuse, even after the sexual violation, 

parents also expressed their discomfort with engaging their sons even after the act was 

committed. The research resonates with the inadequacy of the communication 

between the boys and their parents/caregivers. There was not only a communication 

deficit within the families but also a lack of physical affection. Hence in the absence 

of physical affection, for boys, the provision of material needs and parents executing 

their parental duties and obligations is equated with parental affection.    

From the perspective of the family, underreporting is justified as normal 

to “protect” the family, especially boys, from being labelled in a society that is largely 

homophobic. Words consistently used to describe reasons for not discussing sexual 

violation included, shame, embarrassment, stigma, pride, taboo, the fear of being 

labelled as gay, weak, homosexual or effeminate. These are consistent with social 

definitions of anti-manhood. It is within a context where there are social expectations 

of manhood that boys are ashamed to report since they are expected to be able to 

protect themselves and are blamed when they are unable to do so.   

Children have been taught to “always respect elders”, however, the findings 

highlight that the persons who violate children sexually, and in these cases, boys are 

often the adults whom they are taught to respect. Although parents maintain the 

importance of children respecting adults, within a culture of respect, children should 

be taught to speak up about situations they encounter with adults which cause them 

discomfort. Respect should be encouraged in an environment where children are 
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taught about their rights. Hence parents articulated taking appropriate action as needed 

to protect their children where child rights are violated.  

Research Question 2: How do social norms in families protect boys from child 

sexual abuse?        

In order to answer Research question two, children and parents were 

specifically asked to explain how parents or adults protect children from sexual abuse. 

The additional question posed to parents within this section sought to determine how 

parents can support their children in having safe and healthy relationships. It must be 

mentioned that although Question One addressed harmful norms within families, the 

discourse inevitably captured some protective norms, however, this section 

emphasized those protective factors that were highlighted by children and parents. A 

comparative view highlighted the similarities and differences in the protection of boys 

and girls.  

Protective norms: what boys said.  When asked how social norms in families 

can protect boys from sexual abuse, three major themes recurred and intersected within 

the discussion. These included educating children on child sexual abuse (17 or 68 %), 

advising them to tell someone if something happens (11 or 44 %), keeping boys at 

home, monitoring them, and/or giving them a curfew. “Don’t let them [the boys] stray, 

don’t let them walk about the place, protect them, keep an eye on them, follow them 

to school, follow them to church and do the same for girls” (Participant - 3NWC5). 

Another boy stated that “don’t leave them unprotected at home or any other place” 

(Participant - 3CCC7).  Of importance too, the boys were aware of the role of both 

the child protection agency and the police in their protection as 65 percent (16) 

indicated that children must know to report to these agencies. Other responses included 

“know who they are mixing with”, “monitor their company’, “tell them not to take 

things from strangers”. Just over 50 percent of the boys (14) indicated that similar 

measures should be put in place for both boys and girls. “I would say watch the friends 

that they keep. See how the boy acts and you will know whether he can keep hanging 

out with them or not” (Participant - 4BC5). 

Protective norms: what girls said. The views expressed by girls were not 

dissimilar to those expressed by boys. Being careful of friendships and parental 
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supervision was stressed by the girls. According to Participant -4TB5, both boys and 

girls need to watch the friends that they keep. However, as it relates to girls, she also 

stated “mothers should sit and have talks with their daughter, watch the male friends 

that they keep or hang out and be more open to the girl about sex or sexual abuse. Tell 

them what is right or wrong. Like if someone touches them and they didn’t like or 

consent to it, it is basically sexual abuse”. 

 In further highlighting the role of parents in protecting children, some girls 

mentioned that parents should “warn their children to stay away from bad company, 

catch buses or cars that you know [are familiar with], don’t talk to strangers or people 

that you don’t know” (Participant-5SSC2). One of the more expressive girls, 

Participant-7SDC2, captured four salient protective factors in her response. These 

included parental supervision, communication, the consequences of non-adherence to 

parental guidance, and assertiveness. She stated that “timing them when they leave to 

go out and what time they return home. By talking to boys and telling them all the 

problems that “lil” [small] girls could put them in. They could also monitor 

everywhere that they go or they should go with them” On the other hand, she stated 

that “Parents/adults should talk to girls about what boys do to girls e.g., they tell them 

“sweet words” and could also advise them and if they don’t want to go somewhere, 

how they should tell them no”. It was also the view of some girls that parents should 

“avoid giving them [girls] certain clothes to wear (Participant-6KJC1). The general 

views elucidated by girls were summed up by Participant-10MCC1 who felt that 

“parents should be more responsible over their children’s whereabouts” and must be 

always “talking with their children”.  

Protective norms: what parents said. It was important to ascertain specifically 

from parents their views on what parents or adults can do to protect children from 

sexual abuse. Generally, parents felt that boys and 

girls need the same protection.  Four key 

protective measures emphasized by parents 

included: increased supervision of children; focused communication; building trust; 

and showing affection.  

Increased supervision. In emphasizing the importance of increased 

supervision, parents used terms like “vigilant”, “monitor”, “watchful” and “keeping 

an eye on them”, “keep him home” were frequently used.  The need for increased 

supervision due to activities that were happening within the communities was also 

“Boys and girls need the same 

protection”. 
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stressed. Some parents expressed that the use of alcohol and drugs in the community 

was also a part of the problem. According to one parent, “adults eyeing up these 

children and when they use drugs, there’s no control”. You gotta [have to] keep a close 

eye on them. They [are] so wicked, them invite he [him] come to leh we [let us] go ... 

I would not let him go no way [where] cause you can’t trust them when they smoke….. 

I will not let him out”. It was also stated that even when a child is left with an adult in 

the family, there is the need to be watchful. In the words of one parent, “don't leave 

your child alone or unprotected”. The same adult you leave the children with, they 

also can abuse them. It’s a chance. When you return home, you still have to look and 

observe, even though it's an adult you left them with” (Participant - 3NWC5). In the 

same vein, parents addressed the problems which may arise from entertaining male 

friends at home. As one parent said, “do not bring man [male] friends in the house that 

the children do not know and don’t let him sleep in the house or sleep with the child 

for both boys and girls (Participant - 4TBC4). Another parent stated, “Keep them 

home away from people that I don’t trust. If my stepfather is at my mother's house I 

don’t leave them. They have a dress code” (Participant-3CCP8). Other views 

expressed included checking up on children at school to ensure school attendance and 

talking with teachers, ensuring that they completed their homework, and observing 

behaviours. Some parents also expressed the view that parents should avoid leaving 

children unattended at home. Additionally, parents mentioned getting to know their 

children’s friends as part of the protection. 

Focused communication. Parents discussed having communications that 

focused specifically on the issue of child sexual abuse with boys and girls. Participant 

-3CCP3 said, “talk to them about the situation, the outcomes, the preventative 

measures, etc. They will remember when they are in the situation. This applies to both 

boys and girls”. This was corroborated by another parent who said “they have to be 

aware of what can happen in terms of sex and sexuality, tell them what can happen, 

tell them the consequences, keep them away from situations where that can happen, 

and tell them to move away from a potential situation. You have to educate them” 

(Participant-5ATP3). However, while some parents seemed to have a good 

understanding of the importance of focused communication as a protective measure, 

others also elaborated on getting children to understand the health risks of sex rather 

than the abuse by an adult. This was captured in this response, “educate and talk to the 
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child about sex, tell them about sexually transmitted infections, dangers of being 

sexually active and in the case of girls, pregnancy (Participant-7SJP1).  

The gendered dimension of communication within the family on this issue was 

raised by the sole father in this study. He felt that a father should talk to the son 

whereas a mother should talk to the daughter.  According to him, “I would sit down 

and talk to him about the times now” but for the girl, “I would let the mother talk with 

her, the mother is supposed to talk to her about boys today.  She should talk to her 

about big men. Her mother should know who she going with because the men of today 

aren’t taking up responsibility, she should speak to her about sex and condoms” 

(Participant -3NWNP). Although this view was proposed by this participant, he had 

stated earlier that it is the mother who usually holds all of the discussions with the 

children on these sensitive issues.  

There was a general agreement among parents that “boys and girls need the 

same protection because the pain is the same”. However, there is still the notion 

expressed by some that “the mother has to be closer to girls” suggesting that girls may 

be more vulnerable as “girls can get pregnant”. Similar to the opinions shared by the 

boys, parents also referred to the police, as well as the child protection agency, as 

places to report sexual abuses in order to protect children.  

Safe and healthy relationships- Parents’ views. Parents' views were sought 

on how to ensure children were engaged in safe and healthy relationships. Although 

the findings showed that parents were not 

good at communicating on sexual abuse 

of boys, they were very articulate on ways 

to promote children’s engagement in safe 

and healthy relationships.  Sixty-eight percent of the parents (17) indicated talking to 

their children as the most dominant aspect of ensuring that children are involved in 

safe relationships. “Talking” did not only entail talking with the children but with their 

friends as well so that parents can “find out what they were doing”. Hence, checking 

up on children in schools and “talking with teachers”, “checking on them”, “getting to 

know their friends'', “finding out how the day was at school” were all part of the 

protective measures listed by parents to keep both boys and girls safe. These measures, 

it was felt, would allow children to talk back with them allowing parents to “find out 

if anything [is] bothering the child”.  Particularly for boys, it was felt that more 

In speaking about boys, on parent said “Keep 

them off the road. The road is very dangerous. 

Keep them off the road”. - Participant - 5ATP1 
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vigilance was needed to monitor the movements of boys on the streets especially since 

boys are allowed more freedom and often sent on errands to places where girls are not 

often sent. According to one parent,  “If you send them to a rum shop for something, 

yuh [you] know the rum man when them [they] drink how them [they] does 

misbehave. If you got to get something to cook send them early, you gotta send them 

someway [somewhere]. Keep them off the road. The road is very dangerous. Keep 

them off the road” (Participant - 5ATP1). 

Summary.  This section of the report highlights the importance of measures to 

protect all children from CSA.   The views of boys and girls captured in this section 

on the protective norms needed to keep children safe were not dissimilar from the 

parents’ views. Both boys and girls seemed to have some level of awareness of the 

actions required to protect them from CSAs. However, these were not adequate to 

safeguard them from being vulnerable to sexual abuse.  

This research has highlighted that both boys and girls need similar protections 

from sexual violations. Even with this recognition, gendered perspectives on how 

those protections should be dispensed emanated from both children and their parents. 

For instance, similar to their parents, children articulated that the mode of dress for 

girls was considered as contributing to their abuse rather than affixing blame to the 

perpetrator on his or her wrongdoing. This blame which was apportioned to girls also 

receives social acceptance within communities. The other view proposed that mothers 

or female caregivers should speak to girls and fathers or male caregivers should talk 

with children on CSA. These conversations it was perceived would allow for easier 

communications. 

Parents have corroborated the importance of both communication and 

supervision of children as part of the protective measures. This was reiterated in the 

frequency with which parents and children highlighted the importance of talking more 

with boys and girls about sexual abuse as well as monitoring the whereabouts. 

Emphasis has been placed on the need for parents to be mindful of places where boys 

are sent and the time[s] which they spent outside of the home. Through finding out via 

conversations with their children, checking up at school, and talking more with boys 

the data relayed that these are some ways parents can better protect children from child 

sexual abuse.  Although children and their parents have emphasized the importance of 
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family mechanisms to protect children, they have also recognized the importance of 

those institutional mechanisms such as the police and child protection agencies in 

keeping them safe.  

Research Question 3: What is the existing knowledge and perceptions on 

sexual abuse against boys, gender norms, and roles of parents/caregivers in 

caring for boys?       

This question presents the findings on parents’ knowledge of child sexual 

abuse. It also outlines parents’ perceptions of the factors which contribute to sexual 

abuse. This is discussed within the context of gender, examining the similarities and 

differences within the findings of boys and girls.  

Knowledge of and factors contributing to the sexual abuse of boys: 

Perceptions of boys. Figure 12 shows the terms used by boys to describe sexual abuse.  

Touching of the genitals was the 

most dominant response (16) 

within the data, followed by rape 

(7) and other items such as an adult 

showing children their” private 

parts” or having a child “touch an 

adult’s genitals” or “showing a 

child sexual content” being 

reported at least one time amongst 

the responses.  

The boys in this study were asked to identify those factors which they 

perceived could contribute to sexual abuse. Of the 25 boys, only 4 of them (16%) did 

not articulate factors that may contribute to sexual abuse.  Most boys suggested that 

the need for money and discontentment (9) and lack of affection at home (6) may lead 

boys to seek out or form relationships with adult males and females who may 

potentially abuse them.  This may occur “because they are poor and in need of food” 

(Participant - 2TBC4); “they are not contented with what they have and want more” 

or “they want brand name things and their parents can't afford it (Participant - 2TBC5).  

Also, boys believe that there is often a lack of concern for the wellbeing of children in 

Figure 12: Perceptions of parents and children about what 

constitutes child abuse 
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the home which pushes boys to seek out or accept relationships with older adults. The 

perceptions shared by the boys did not always correlate with the data accrued from the 

case records.  

Four of the boys also highlighted that engagement in unsupervised activities 

outside of the home, often without the knowledge or permission of parents provides 

opportunities for their peers or older males to “force them [boys] to do things”.   Boys 

may even be abused by their peers during games such as “hide and seek”.  According 

to one boy “boys like to go and ‘stray’ and they [perpetrators] can kidnap them and 

rape them” (Participant - 3NWC3). Boys may also be targeted because of their mode 

of dress (1) or because “they look nice”.   It was also shared by parents that in some 

cases boys engage in sexual relationships with their peers and adults because they 

“want experience”.   Some boys, as well as girls, it was also opined, may enter into 

sexual relations because they “get feelings” and “like it”.  Further, some posited that 

their friends are “doing it”. Boys in some instances are perceived to be less informed 

about abuse than girls and are considered easier prey.  This is according to one boy 

who concluded  “they know that girls get [more] teaching from their mother and father 

so they abuse boys” (Participant - 4TBC4). Of note too, boys indicated being home 

alone or being in the ‘wrong place’ may be contributory factors.  

Knowledge of and factors contributing to the sexual abuse of boys: Parents. 

The findings show that there was less understanding among parents about the sexual 

abuse of boys, compared with girls. Nine or 36 percent of parents did not know what 

factors may contribute to the abuse of boys. However, those who addressed the issue 

indicated that boys may be “at the wrong place”, “following bad company”, “his 

walk’, “gay”. Furthermore, parents believe that boys may intentionally enter sexual 

relationships with older persons because of money (10), experience (5) experimenting 

(2). One parent admitted, “I have a neighbour and she only want [s] young boys. They 

will be with her because she get [has] money. She got a bank book and so they would 

go for what they will get”. Another stated that “some boys are born gay so that would 

contribute to them getting into a relationship with an older man”. 

For girls, only 3 percent of parents demonstrated a lack of knowledge regarding 

abuse.  The data showed that more (20 percent) parents perceived boys to be in less 

need of protection than girls primarily because girls, unlike boys, can become 
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pregnant.  When asked about sexual abuse of boys, one parent remarked “it’s rare, you 

don’t hear that” (Participant, 4TBP4).  However, data from KI and FGDs and the CPA 

annual reports contradicted this view. One of the key informants stated that “lots of 

times the abuse of boys is not recognized and goes unnoticed” (Participant - 

KICSWO). This was corroborated by a social worker (Participant - KIDCPA) who 

posited that there is a “serious grooming of boys with boys often being confused and 

doubting their sexuality”.  It was also the view of a social worker from an NGO that 

the sexual abuse of boys is “covered-up in families and communities especially in 

informal settlements and in situations where perpetrators are allowed to provide 

comforts and cement themselves in the family” (Participant - KIHS).  

Knowledge of and factors contributing to the sexual abuse of boys: Key 

informants (KIs). Most of the key informants posited that sexual abuse of boys may 

be due to the lack of knowledge among the boys that the abuse is wrong especially in 

situations where boys are groomed and pertinent information on this form of abuse 

was not communicated to the boys. This lack of knowledge may be further 

compounded by confusion around their sexuality.  Those KIs working with children 

or with the MSM community emphasized the interconnectedness of lack of knowledge 

and confusion about their sexuality. One KI indicated that “there is the lack of 

education around biology and how the male body reacts, for example, a boy is touched 

and gets aroused. The boy gets confused because the body is aroused but he is not sure 

that it is wrong. What do I say when I am aroused…how and who do you report to?” 

(Participant - KIKC), and “because they are young and do not understand how the 

body reacts, they do not know it’s wrong since abuse doesn’t make you feel good” 

(Participant - KIBH). Others pointed to early sexual initiation of boys by males 

“changing the child’s sexuality” (KIJUBC; KIDCPA). This sexual confusion with 

boys was reflected throughout the discussions on knowledge and causes. Most boys 

(22 or 88%) had some level of understanding of sexual abuse and the factors which 

contributed to it. This may be due to boys within this study being survivors of the 

sexual violation. Notwithstanding, boys were not very expressive in their responses. 

The findings, therefore, confirm that boys lack the skill and language or “words to 

convince persons to whom they are reporting” and even though parents are aware of 

child sexual abuse, they too did not know how to talk to their sons on the issue. 

Additionally, KI believed that homophobic practices within society caused parents to 
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suppress their awareness and the use of appropriate action relating to sexual abuse 

because they “don’t want anyone to say that they [the child] is homosexual since 

society sees homosexual as the worst possible shame” (Participant - KICP10). It was 

generally surmised that children, especially boys are also confused because “we refuse 

to discuss sexuality” (Participant - KIBH).  

Grooming. The issue of grooming was discussed in this study within the 

context of knowledge and factors contributing to sexual abuse.  The findings showed 

mixed views from the boys. Some posited that a younger boy “would not know that 

someone is trying to harm them sexually” and “treats them nice”, but older boys would 

know and could be intentionally lured into sexual relations with perpetrators because 

of poverty and promises to provide their material needs. One respondent said “giving 

them money, sweets, food, tablets [electronic devices] and any material things because 

the child mostly likes them things (Participant - 10OSC1). Another respondent 

indicated that boys could be drugged. In his words, “they will give them something to 

sleep or give them ecstasy or put something in their sweets” (Participant - 7SDC1). 

Some believed that a few may intentionally engage in these relations.  The findings 

largely suggest that most children “would not suspect” and are often unaware that they 

are being “set up” or groomed for sexual encounters with older boys or adults.  

Victim blaming. Boys are sometimes forced to bear the blame for the abuse 

they endured.  Since the accepted norm as a result of male socialization is that boys 

must be tough and able to protect themselves. 

Reports from KIs indicate that “boys are taught to 

be tough and seen as being able to stop the abuse”, 

(Participant - KIBI), and as a man child, “he is not supposed to complain but is 

expected to be in control and that [sexual abuse] should not happen to him” 

(Participant - KIKC) or “why didn’t you fight back?”. Ultimately, “boys are supposed 

to be more responsible for their bodies and masculinity” (Participant - KICPO3). 

Sixty percent of the parents (15) also felt that boys contributed to being abused 

by acting like an adult too early or becoming “man-ish” or were affected by hormonal 

changes associated with the onset of puberty and their homosexual tendencies or 

behaviours.  In addition, parents suggested that boys may be enticed by money and 

other material gifts, affection shown by the perpetrator, and the opportunity for sexual 

“Why didn’t you fight back?”  - 

Participant - KIKC 
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experimentation.  Boys are often unaware that this is an illegal practice.  On the other 

hand, many older men and women systematically target boys as their personal 

preference.  Although there is limited information on female sexual predators, boys in 

this study have also identified that the socio-economic situation of victims may 

contribute to transactional sex with adults taking advantage of the vulnerabilities of 

these minors. 

Types of child sexual abuse.  Both parents and boys, except for one boy, were 

able to identify at least one type of sexual abuse against children.  They all identified 

touching of genitals, rape or sex, and kissing as the most common forms of child sexual 

abuse. Additional forms of sexual abuse identified by parents were watching 

pornography with children, oral sex, or pursuing sexual conversations with 

children.   A small number of boys did not know what is sexual abuse. Parents 

identified more forms of sexual abuse than boys, suggesting greater awareness of child 

abuse among parents, compared with boys. However, although the findings indicated 

some parents had the knowledge and were aware of the varying types of sexual abuse, 

this information was not used to communicate to boys in ways that could protect 

children. One mother stated that prior to the abuse she felt that it was unnecessary to 

speak to her son about this because he was not allowed to go many places 

unsupervised, “he only used to go one place” (Participant – 4RCP1).  Additionally, it 

has been found that some parents may not have been aware of or knowledgeable about 

the sexual abuse of boys until their child was abused.  A parent in explaining her choice 

to not discuss child abuse with her son stated “actually I never thought that could 

happen to a boy” (Participant – 6PRLP4).  According to another parent “me nah been 

know, me nah been get ah knowledge [had no knowlege], me nah been know them 

thing da like, like dem thing like da [lacked awareness about sexual abuse] been a go 

around with meh children yuh know? … me didn’t have that full sense a[bout] dem 

thing dem da[those things]” (Participant - 6PRLP2).   
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Parents: Readiness of child for sexual activity: Perceptions. The Guyana 

constitution recognizes a child 

as a person under age 18, 

however, the Sexual Offences 

Act, 2010 allows a child who is 

16 years or older to have 

consensual sex with someone 

16 or older.   The findings as 

shown in Figure 13 indicate 

that boys were judged by their 

parents to be ready for sexual 

activity from ages 15-20 years old.  In contrast, for girls, the age suggested by parents 

ranged between 16-20 years old.   The average age suggested for both boys and girls 

was 18 years old.  Similarly, most parents felt that this was the most appropriate age 

for legal consent of sexual activity and suggested a need to revise the current national 

law that lists the legal age of consent Guyana as 16 years old.    

If parents feel that a child is ready for sex as early as age 15, then this 

information could be transmitted to the child either verbally or non-verbally and 

promote a culture of acceptance that normalizes this early initiation to sex. As one KI 

noted, “I don’t feel the general population is sold on the idea that age of consent is 

16.  The culture accepts early sexual precociousness” (Participant - KIKD). 

Particularly, for boys, early sexual exploration is deemed as acceptable “to raise 

themselves up in the eyes of others” (Participant - KIBH) and to be seen as “macho 

and strong” (Participant - KIJB) especially when boys are engaged in heterosexual 

relationships.   

The reference on the readiness of boys for sex was highlighted in the popular 

Guyanese colloquial expression “tie me heifer loose me bull” according to 

Participant-KIDCPA who further stated that “boys and young men are being groomed 

[for sexual activity] in ways that may alter their sexual preference for life”.  Due to 

this early initiation and acceptance, associated with becoming a man, it was felt that 

“teenaged boys are pressured to have sex especially if it is alleged that a big woman 

interested in them” (Participant - KIKD), and an example was also given where a “14-

Figure 13: Perceptions on age of readiness for sexual activity 
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year-old boy was abused by a 42-year-old woman, but this is only one such case as 

these are not seen as abuse. It’s there but not there” (Participant - KIHS), and the 

“child (boy) is being manipulated to think he is in control” (Participant - KIKD). Even 

though the data on sexual abuse of boys by females was limited, within the FGD, 

respondents surmised that boys “get socialized into relationships with older women 

after being pressured by older males” and those in relationships with older women 

earned respect”. This is deemed acceptable within a culture and society that primarily 

approves of heterosexual relationships. 

Summary. The findings were presented under the three research questions 

which sought to give an understanding of the harmful social norms that act as push 

factors within families that lead to child sexual abuse of boys; how do social norms in 

families protect boys from child sexual abuse; and what knowledge exists on the 

sexual abuse of boys, gender norms, and roles of parents/caregivers in caring for boys. 

These findings have highlighted that there was a general awareness of sexual abuse 

but this form of sexual abuse of boys may go unnoticed for a range of reasons. 

Communication is a major issue that inhibits parents from talking to children about 

sexual abuse in ways that can aid in their protection against this sexual violation and 

boys also lack the skills to communicate.  However, even when parents, primarily 

mothers or female caregivers, discuss the issue of sexual abuse with children, it is not 

an easy discourse due to the socialization where sex and issues around sexuality are 

not normally discussed within families. This makes the discussion uncomfortable for 

parents and children. However, mothers tended to be somewhat more comfortable 

having these conversations with their daughters rather than sons. This may be 

attributed to women and girls being allowed within the cultural boundaries of “talking 

and expressing more”. These communications based on the increased sexual violations 

have not been adequate in safeguarding boys and girls from abuse. 

Family type is not a primary determinant of abuse, since the data confirmed 

that boys from all types of families have been sexually violated. Additionally, 

perpetrators may be either older boys or adult males. However, although women are 

in the minority as sexual abusers, misconceptions surround older girls and women as 

abusers within a dominant heterosexual culture. And where it does happen, there tends 

to be approval of adult female sexual abuse of boys. 
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In a culture where masculinity is earned by certain normative behavioural 

practices, the data shows that the same protective measures as used with girls are not 

similarly used with boys. As a result, boys are allowed more freedom to move about, 

to make decisions and these may place them at risk of sexual violation.  Societal 

pressures may be forcing boys and their families to safeguard their masculinity even 

to the detriment of the boys. 

The majority of the abuse with boys from the case reports occurred outside of 

the home (73%).  This does not mean that the perpetrators may not have been known 

to the children within the community. The betrayal of trust by family and non-family 

members within the community is also of importance within a culture that looks to the 

community to raise a child. Furthermore, within the context of masculinity, the 

socialization of boys as miniature men expects boys to be tough and be able to protect 

themselves. Hence as boys get older, they may be blamed for allowing the abuse to 

occur. Fear, guilt, and shame may contribute significantly to underreporting. Several 

recommendations have been proposed to protect boys as well as support parents and 

families. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

RECOMMENDATIONS AanANRECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This study examined the harmful and protective norms within families that 

contributed to the sexual violence against boys in Guyana. This discussion is 

organized mainly around the themes that evolved from the three research questions 

and the research objectives to ensure clarity in the explanations provided.  The 

questions were answered based on the case files examined, coupled with the 

perspectives of boys who are survivors of sexual abuse, their parents and caregivers 

as well as key informants. This allowed for deeper insights into those harmful social 

norms within families which place boys at risk of child sexual abuse and how these 

harmful social norms contribute to underreporting and un-acknowledgment of the 

abuse. Where they were articulated, positive social norms that served to the protection 

of boys and prevention of their sexual violations have been discussed. National and 

international reports which also added to the data suggest that the vulnerabilities of 

boys to sexual abuse warrant increased attention.  

This study on Guyana which found that sexual violence against boys is not 

linked to any family type confirms global reports on the universality of sexual violence 

(Murray, Nguyen & Cohen, 2014; UNICEF, 2019, UNICEF, 2020).  On the other 

hand, whilst a strong causal effect was not established between the abuse of boys and 

their economic situation, more abuse cases were reported within low and middle-

income families.  Other reports (UNICEF, 2021; Buller, 2020) have also found that it 

is not only the individual family contexts that contribute to CSA but that, the socio-

economic environments are also contributing factors.  

Increased Reporting. Guyana has shown a consistent increase over the years 

(2013 -2020) in the reported cases of boys who were sexually abused. There was a 

notable slowdown in 2020 due to this being an unusual year as a result of the COVID-

19 pandemic and the ensuing social distancing protocols.  Although this study did not 

investigate the factors that may have contributed to this surge, it is nonetheless an 

encouraging sign.   This increase may be attributed to a greater understanding of the 

sexual abuse of boys and national efforts to increase both reporting and access to 

services. 
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Age of vulnerability. The national data show that more than 70 percent of 

sexual abuse against boys occurred to those under age 13 years. However, boys aged 

8-13 years seemed to be the target of perpetrators since the data shows that over 40 

percent of the sexually abused boys fall within this category, and as stated earlier, boys 

aged 8 - 13 years seems to be most vulnerable since over 60 percent of those who have 

been abused fall within this age range.    

This early socialization into sexual abuse as found in other studies can 

potentially normalize the abuse since these boys lack the skills to challenge the acts 

meted out to them by adults (Scrandis, & Watt 2014; Lilleston, Goldmann, Verma & 

McCleary-Sills, 2017). When a boy is socialized into sexual abuse at a young age, for 

which he is developmentally unprepared, he is likely to be unaware of the abuse.  This 

may have long terms consequences for the boy who may have sexual maladjustments 

and/or dysfunctional relationships in later life.  

This study confirmed it was not only the boys who lacked the knowledge and 

skills to speak up on the issue of sexual abuse but their parents who should be their 

first advocates were not comfortable speaking up on the issue. Additionally, children 

are culturally oriented in Guyana to respect adults as authority figures, hence even 

when the child is old enough to speak, they experience a dilemma on how to confront 

the adult perpetrator. Similar concerns around these issues were found within other 

contexts where children are not allowed to challenge adults as authority figures (Shafe 

& Hutchinson, 2014; Jones, 2013; Von Hohendorff, Habigzang, & Koller, 2017; 

Marcus & Harper, 2014).  In a culture where respect for adults as authority figures are 

embedded in children from an early age, and where boys already lack the skills to 

communicate their feelings and articulate sexual violation, it is imperative for adults 

are carers to understand this conundrum. Adults in caregiving roles must themselves 

confront these cultural issues and be empowered to help children especially boys to 

speak up about sexual abuse.  

Perpetrators are known in the community. The primary perpetrators of 

sexual violence against boys are adult males most of whom are known to the boys and 

even their parents from within the home or community. Boys are vulnerable to male 

adults with younger boys being even more vulnerable to older male teens.  This 

warrants urgent attention since boys are more exposed to sports and other outdoor 
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activities which puts them within the proximity and access of sexual predators who 

dominate them (Cobourn, 2019; Bjørnseth & Szabo, 2018; Hartill, 2009). Knowing 

the environments within our communities that provide proximity and access and 

where boys are most likely to be abused is important to providing what Buller (2020) 

described as context-specific interventions to replace harmful norms with protective 

ones.  Hence, when children attend extracurricular activities such as sports, more 

supervision by those responsible for their care is warranted. Additionally, community 

leaders must be encouraged to be more vigilant against sexual predators even as they 

create safe community spaces for boys.  

Betrayal of trust.  Very similar to the UNICEF, 2020 report, sexual abuses as 

found in this study have been largely done by persons who were trusted. Hence even 

though the majority of the abuse did not occur within the home, it happened within the 

community by persons known to the child and even the parent.  This was most 

concerning for the boys as well as parents and caregivers, who felt betrayed by the 

abuse. Particularly, in a culture where child care is shared within the family and 

community by a trusted adult, a parent may seek the support of either family members 

or neighbours to assist when they are working or have to be away from home. 

Children, particularly boys go to neighbours and other persons within the community 

to perform little chores. Boys are often allowed the freedom to play and “roam” within 

their community. More often than not it is during these periods and right within the 

environs that sexual abuse tends to occur. These perpetrators have violated the safe 

spaces of the boys.  

Safeguarding masculinities. Culturally a male, even a young one, is expected 

to be tough, strong, and resilient to represent his manhood. His inability to protect 

himself places him at risk of abuse within the family and community. The findings 

reiterate the negative labelling, stigma, and shame which is affixed to a boy child if he 

is deemed to be weak and unable to protect his manhood. These societal expectations 

of the resiliency expected of this little “man child” place boys at risk as was also found 

by other researchers (Romano & De Luca, 2001; Gartner, 1999a; Lew, 1988), and 

encourage them and their families to “hide” the shame in their attempts to safeguard 

societal expectations of manhood. 
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Social norms and reporting: Social norms around definitions of masculinity, 

family shame, and systemic weaknesses all serve as contributory factors for non-

reporting of the sexual abuse of boys especially where that abuse has been perpetrated 

by another male. Boys are expected to be strong and assume a persona of manhood, 

thus the burden for self-protection resides with that boy child particularly as he gets 

older. Reporting that you have been sexually abused is therefore seen as your inability 

to defend your masculinity. Similar studies corroborate that the shame associated with 

self-blame, family shame, and societal degradation seems to be a major contributor to 

non-disclosure (Murray, Nguyen & Cohen, 2014; Veitch, Blagbrough & Engelbrecht, 

2021).  

A culture that shames the victim when boys are abused by males and attributes 

blame to the parents may lead parents to self-protect increasing non-reporting.  Parents 

may seek to hide their child(ren) from either the child protection or judicial systems 

even though these very systems can provide help in terms of the provision of 

psychosocial support and getting justice.  Additionally, parents are not only blamed 

within the family circle but with an active social media that weighs in on these stories 

when they are published blame may also be affixed to either the parents or child further 

“shaming” the child and family. This lack of sensitivity by family and community 

exacerbates the reporting issue.  On the contrary, though only limited information was 

available with heterogeneous relationships where boys may have been sexually abused 

by older girls or adult women, this study found that there tends to be a culture of 

acceptance even within protection agencies. A boy having a sexual relationship with 

an older woman is perceived as earning or scoring the “rites of passage” to manhood. 

This suggests that his masculinity is intact. This culture of acceptance does not allow 

boys and women to articulate this sexual activity as abuse and a crime. 

Systemic disincentives to reporting. There are other systemic disincentives 

to reporting. These are related to the police, health sector, and judicial system. Police 

stations are not perceived as friendly to boys and men and inhibit boys and parents 

from going to speak up about their abuse. The setup of police stations reinforces the 

unequal power dynamics. Although the police may be trained, they nevertheless 

display their cultural roles and some may even respond to the victims and families in 

ways that reinforce a culture of shame i.e. when males are abused by males, and one 

of acceptance when older women are involved. Not dissimilarly, the health sector 
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could be more child-friendly and transparent in properly recording sexual abuses 

against children.   Additionally, while improvements have been recorded in addressing 

child abuse in the Courts, the protracted judicial system and the lack of understanding 

of these processes have fostered a lack of trust and the belief that the system does not 

work in the best interest of the child. 

Strengthening family communication on sexual abuse. The lack of 

communication within families on sexual abuse as found in this study was also 

discovered in an earlier study by UNICEF (2019). While parents, more particularly 

mothers talk to girls, most boys are not afforded the same conversations. Girls are 

socialized to be expressive. This expressive behaviour is not tolerated in boys and if 

noted is perceived as anti-manhood. Hence in contrast to boys, girls continue to benefit 

from more discussions on the issue. However, similar to Guo (2019), this research 

suggests that parents need the knowledge and skills to communicate more effectively 

to be able to more proactively educate their children and more particularly their sons 

on sexual violations. This will further enable boys to master the language of 

communication needed to report on any inappropriate behaviours as well as sexual 

violations.   

Increased vigilance to better protect boys from sexual abuse. More 

protective measures are seen around younger boys and girls. This increased vigilance 

serves to protect these children and possibly contribute to the increased reporting 

among these categories. The large majority of boys face sexual violations within the 

community by acquaintances. This happens because, unlike girls, boys are allowed to 

move around freely with limited restraints. Boys are also allowed to make more 

decisions around their movements. This practice in families must change through 

helping boys and their families within communities to understand the 

consequences. Communities too must be educated so that they can be more vigilant 

and aid in child protection.  

Conclusions 

Normative practices within families and communities contribute significantly 

to the sexual violation of children. For boys, when the abuse starts early, they may 

often be unaware of this as an act of wrongdoing and violation. This also happens in 
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family and community environments which fail to prepare boys to understand sexual 

abuse. Pre-pubescent boys are particularly vulnerable when they are seeking to 

understand their sexuality and bodies. Moreover, due to a societal culture that expects 

a boy to protect his manhood, the shame and blame affixed to a sexually abused boy 

may contribute to the concealment and non-reporting of the sexual violation.  Boys 

often face a dilemma since the perpetrators may be known adult authority figures who 

they have been taught to respect and trust and who should protect them from all forms 

of abuse. Exposing this conundrum is, therefore, necessary and requires national 

efforts to increase awareness of the problem and strengthen the skills and confidence 

of boys and their parents or caregivers to disclose sexual abuse. Ultimately, a boy child 

has a right to grow up within a society where he feels protected and where he is 

allowed to live in a family, community, and a society that adds no pain but allows him 

to enjoy his childhood and mature into an adult male who is not hindered by childhood 

trauma which may occur as a result of sexual abuse.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

The nine recommendations listed below emanated from the analysis of the data 

along with direct suggestions from the respondents. 

1. Greater outdoor supervision for preteen and early teenage boys. Most boys 

were abused while they were unsupervised away from their homes suggesting 

that boys are not safe in the public and therefore greater care should be taken to 

monitor their activities even among persons with whom they are familiar.  This 

may include limiting unsupervised activities for boys within the vulnerable age 

group (3-15) and also inquiring from boys about the activities in which they 

engage with friends or acquaintances while away from home. Parents must be 

made to understand this and have measures in place to increase the protection 

of their boys outside of the home. This may entail a community-based approach 

to supervision.   

2. Communicating with boys in mind: Upskilling boys and parents. Boys have 

been socialized through a code of “masculinized” communication which 

inhibits them from expressing their feelings and accepting aggression and abuse 

as normative. Fear of breaking this code and being labelled as non-masculine 

has led to emotional suppression which can impair the healing of boys when 

they are not allowed the space to express their feelings.  Parents inclusive of 

fathers have admitted that they do not know how to talk to their boys about 

sexual abuse.  The limited conversations which do occur are left to women. 

Hence parents/guardians and boys need the language to communicate on such 

important issues. Boys must benefit from a system (at home, school, religious 

institutions, and other places where they frequent) that gives them the 

communication skills and confidence to speak. Targeted communication on 

sexual abuse must start as early as possible to change this deleterious cultural 

practice expressive males are anti-manhood and impinge on boys being taught 

early to be expressive.   

3. Government-funded expansion of the CAC. The Government of Guyana 

must be applauded for its support of the relatively new Child Advocacy Centres 

which has been integrated into the national child protection system. The CACs 

are strategically positioned to support national efforts to address CSA. These 
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services must be expanded to all ten (10) regions in Guyana. Moreover, the 

services of the CACs should be expanded to reflect holistic child-friendly 

centers that are equipped to manage the reporting process from the initial report 

to a police officer and medical professional until the matter is ready for the court. 

This would be convenient and “easier on children and families” as well as 

improve their reporting experiences.  It would also allow for better case 

management and accountability among those who should protect our children. 

4. Standards for professional practice.  Varying categories of professionals 

work with children who were sexually abused. These professionals include 

teachers, school welfare officers, child protection officers, police officers, 

medical professionals, and judicial officers. To mitigate concerns about 

improprieties, standards or codes of professional practice must be put in place 

for all professionals working with children. Standards of professional practice 

must also cater to paraprofessionals and religious leaders, community leaders, 

and sports professionals who work with children.  The public must be made 

aware of these standards and be empowered to seek redress when violations 

occur or where perceptions of violations exist. Ultimately, families who have to 

attend the court, the police station, or any other service provider, must be 

enlightened in terms of what to expect.  This will hold agencies accountable and 

more importantly, improve service provision.  

5. Victim advocate.  Victim advocates were referenced in the findings as 

necessary interlocutors for the child and his family.  Engaging the systems could 

be difficult for children and families facing the trauma of sexual abuse within 

an environment of shame, fear, and anxiety coupled with a lack of understanding 

of how the reporting processes work. Trained victim advocates would be a form 

of empowering support throughout the process, guiding victims and families on 

the journey to seeking justice. 

6. Collaborations around child protection and financial security. Although the 

socio-economic situation of boys did not emerge as a major factor that 

contributed to boys who were sexually abused, it needs to be highlighted, 

especially since most of the boys and their parents resided within low socio-

economic contexts.   Furthermore, there were cases where the family depended 

on external support or in a few cases, on the boys for finances, thereby giving 

reasons to suggest that finances might be a subtle factor.  During this research, a 
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social worker recommended social security measures to address this situation 

since the current social security measures do not holistically examine the 

financial vulnerability of families.  Assessments it was recommended, can be 

done via the schools, and child protection agencies where an interagency 

approach screens the family to assess their support needs.  An upgraded social 

security system may contribute to better protective measures for boys within 

single and low-income households. 

7. Targeted public education programs. Boys are not perceived to be as 

vulnerable as girls hence there are reduced protective measures around boys. A 

behavior communication strategy with a focus on boys and parents with 

specially designed messages is needed to raise awareness on this form of abuse 

and the circumstances under which boys may be most vulnerable.   

• There is also a need for targeted education and awareness programs for 

both teenage boys and adult males.  This group was identified as well as 

perceived as the primary perpetrators of abuse against both boys and 

girls.   

• Education and awareness programs should address what are appropriate 

activities between children and males including relatives, acquaintances, 

and strangers; national laws on the abuse of children, and the impacts of 

sexual abuse on boys/ children. 

8. Protective measures to protect families and children who report sexual 

abuse. A recurring concern among parents and children was the fear of being 

humiliated in their communities and schools if and/ when their abuse is 

reported.   This fear and shame can be even more daunting for older boys who 

may consider their abuse and the person’s knowledge of it emasculating. 

Measures to safeguard children could include sanctions for those who breach 

confidentiality. Additionally, the communication campaign embraces reporting. 

9. Retraining of frontline professional workers. Retraining must occur in every 

sector inclusive of the police, health, and judicial services to understand the 

peculiarities of boys. This will build and equip these workers with skills to build 

trust. When boys and their parents encounter professionals with the appropriate 

skills and attitudes, this will encourage them to seek help, and tell their stories. 

Cross-sectoral training shall also facilitate an understanding of the uniqueness 
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within every sector and facilitate justice as collective efforts are made to reduce 

sexual crimes against boys. 

Parenting skills education must be available for parents from multiple 

agencies and institutions (health, education, and social services) where they are 

likely to access services. Parenting information must be disseminated through 

gendered lenses to safeguard both boys and girls.  
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Figure 15: To whom would children report child abuse? 
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