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Feminist movements, followed by the #MeToo movement, have raised awareness of the scale of 
the problem of sexual violence and made it easier for victims to speak about their experiences. But 
revealing sexual abuse remains difficult, particularly when it happens during childhood and within the 
family. Drawing on a novel survey, Elise Marsicano, Nathalie Bajos, and Jeanna-eve Pousson look at 
the perpetrators of these acts of violence against children and adolescents, and the people the victims 
speak to about it when they manage to do so.

Sexual violence  
against children and adolescents:  
Family abuse is seldom discussed

Nearly 30 years of  national surveys [1, 2] have highlighted the 
magnitude of  the problem of  sexual violence in France, par-
ticularly the sexual abuse of  minors. The creation of  the 
Independent Commission on Incest and Sexual Violence 
Against Children in 2021 marked a further step forward in 
public recognition of  this societal phenomenon. The national 
survey on sexual violence conducted by the National Institute 
of  Health and Medical Research (INSERM) in 2021 updated 
the body of  data on sexual abuse of  children and adolescents 
in France, and the associated social spheres (Box 1). Here we 
characterize this violence, specifically within the family, and 
the factors that affect whether victims ultimately talk to others 
about their experiences.

Sexual violence (see definition in Box 2) before age 18 
includes very heterogeneous situations, depending on the 
victim’s age at the time and the type of  perpetrator. How-
ever, sexual violence committed within the circle of  the 
family and its intimates has a shared feature—the role of  
relations of  domination between ages, generations (except-
ing violence perpetrated by a sibling or cousin), and very 
often the sexes. We thus decided to focus our analysis on 
violence committed within the circle of  family and family 
friends. In doing so, we distinguished, as in the Violence and 
Gender Relations survey (VIRAGE) [4], between intra-family 
violence (committed by a family member) and para-family 

violence (committed by someone close to the family). We 
grouped together acts of  sexual violence committed by 
anyone else (partners/personal friends, strangers and per-
sons working with children, others).

Girls are disproportionately exposed  
to sexual violence
Among the respondents to this survey, 13.0% of  women and 
5.5% of  men reported that they had experienced sexual vio-
lence before age 18, including outside the family. Regardless 
of  age or social background (defined here by the respondent’s 
father’s occupation when the respondent was 15 years old), 
women were more likely to report experiences of  sexual vio-
lence before age 18 than men (Figure 1A).

The greater prevalence of  reports of  sexual violence before 
age 18 among younger cohorts of  both women and men may 
reflect an increase in acts of  violence over time and/or an 
increased tendency to report such acts over recent decades, as 
attention to the voices of  victims has increased and the range 
of  acts likely to be classified as violence has expanded [5]. This 
propensity for younger people to report more experiences of  
violence was not observed for violence committed by a family 
member. These results suggest that the growing recognition of  
violence since the early 1970s, driven by feminist movements 
and recently reinforced by the #MeToo movement, may have 
had less of  an effect on victims’ articulation of  intra-family sexual 
violence than other types of  sexual violence. The lack of  diffe-
rence in this context between older and younger respondents 
may also be linked to a proportion of  victims only recognizing 
later in life that the abuse had occurred. 
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The survey confirms the prevalence of  sexual violence against 
minors regardless of  social class. For example, 13.4% of  women 
whose father was in a higher-level occupation when they were 
15 years old reported having experienced such violence; the 
corresponding proportion among those whose father was a 
manual worker was 12.2% (5.8% and 5.1% for men). 

Women and men whose father either did not have stable 
employment or was deceased or unknown were more likely 
to report sexual violence than others (Figure 1B). These results 
illustrate the important influence of  the individual’s life context 
on their likelihood of  experiencing sexual violence. Multiple 
hypotheses may account for this result. Fathers without stable 
employment, unable to fulfil their social role as resource pro-
viders, may experience this situation as a loss of  authority and 
in some cases express it through violent behaviour. The 
absence of  a father may also lessen the protection of  some 
children and adolescents against abuse by other adults.

Sexual violence in and around the family  
is very widespread
The family is the social sphere where women report the most 
sexual violence. In total, 4.6% of  the women surveyed and 1.2% 
of  the men surveyed reported experiencing incestuous violence 
before the age of  18 (Online Appendix Table A.1(1)). Such abuse 
is also often committed by family friends: 2.2% of  women and 
0.7% of  men reported having been abused by someone close to 
the family. In combination, this means that 6.8% of  women and 
1.9% of  men reported either intra-family or para-family violence. 
Other cases, which include a range of  different types of  situa-
tions, were reported by 6.1% of  women and 3.7% of  men. The 
most common are those committed by a partner/personal friend 
(2.7% and 0.8%), a stranger in a public place (1.7% and 0.9%), 
or a person working with children (0.7% and 1.3%). Among all 
respondents who reported experiences of  sexual violence before 
they reached the age of  18, 35.7% of  women indicated that the 
perpetrator was a family member versus 21.6% of  men. In 96.5% 
of  cases, the family member committing such abuse against a 
girl was a man; in cases where the victim was a boy, the figure 
is 89.7% (Online Appendix Table A.2). More specifically, 1 in 3 
cases of  intra-family violence against women (32.7%) was com-
mitted by their father or stepfather, followed by an uncle (17.9%), 
cousin (14.4%), or brother (14.1%). For men, the most common 
categories of  abusers were a brother (21.8%), followed by a father 
or stepfather (20.7%), cousin (17.8%), or uncle (16.7%). 

Sexual violence often begins at a very young 
age and is repeated over time
Nearly 40% of  the sexual violence before age 18 reported in 
the survey happened before age 11 (Table 1). On average, those 
who reported having been sexually abused by a family member 
or family friend were younger at the time than other respon-
dents: more than half  of  women who reported sexual abuse 
by a family member or family friend were younger than 11 
when the first act of  sexual violence occurred. Men’s responses 
showed the same tendencies. 

Violence committed by a family member, and to a lesser 
extent by a family friend, is more often repeated over the course 

(1)  The Online Appendix is available at: 
      https://doi.org/10.34847/nkl.212cr1t4

of  multiple years compared to other situations, where it is 
more often a one-off event, particularly for women. Finally, 
among men who reported experiencing sexual violence, the 
abuse was more likely to be rape than among women. Rape 
is more common than sexual touching when the abuser is a 
family member or family friend.

Speaking about sexual abuse in childhood 
remains difficult
More than half  of  women (51.4%) and 39.0% of  men who 
reported an experience of  sexual violence indicated that they 
had spoken about it with someone else (Online Appendix 
Table A.3). The younger the respondent, the more likely they 
were to have spoken to someone about the abuse. This was 
the case of  59.6% of  women and 52.2% of  men aged 18–24 
versus 42.4% of  women and 25.0% of  men over 60. Over the 
generations, then, confiding in others about experiences of  
abuse has become more common. Among those who report-
ed that they had never spoken about it, some may have tried 

Figure 1. Proportion of women and men reporting 
experiences of sexual violence  

(sexual touching or rape) before age 18
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A. By age at survey

B. By father’s occupation when respondent was 15

E. Marsicano, N. Bajos, J.-e. Pousson, Population & Societies, no. 612, June 2023, INED.

Interpretation: �Six per cent of women aged 40–59 at the time of the survey 
said they had been sexually abused before they were 18 by a family member.
Source: �INSERM–CIASE survey (2021).
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to do so [6] or to draw attention to a situation that they per-
ceived as abnormal but have been unsuccessful in eliciting a 
response from those around them. These difficulties with 
speaking about sexual violence are doubtless greater in older 
generations, who were abused in a time that was less favourable 
to the articulation of  these types of  acts. 

No significant differences were found in the likelihood of  
having spoken about sexual abuse committed by a man or a 
woman, or between victims who experienced an act of  sexual 
violence for the first time at different ages (Online Appendix 
Table A.3). While women are more likely than men to have spo-
ken about sexual touching (48.9% vs. 32.1%), for rape the likeli-
hood is similar (55.1% and 46.7%). These results may partly be 
due to an effect of  men’s socialization into the use of  violence, 
which may make them less inclined to recognize touching as 
sexual assault and to speak to someone else about it.

The results also show that the longer the period of  sexual 
violence, the more likely the victim is to have spoken about it. 
Multivariate analyses confirmed these results (Online Appen-
dix Table A.3). The factors influencing the propensity to speak 
about sexual violence experienced in childhood and adoles-
cence thus seem to be the generational/historical context of  
the abuse (as reflected by age at survey), the immediate context 
(notably the type of  perpetrator for women, who were more 
likely to speak about abuse committed by a family member), 
and the duration of  the period of  abuse.

Sexual abuse is not often mentioned to anyone 
but close relations
Persons who experienced sexual abuse in childhood and went 
on to talk about it most often did so with someone close to 

them. Over a fifth of  women (21.1%) and 12.9% of  men spoke 
about it to their parents, respectively 17.5% and 12.5% to their 
partner, and 17.2% and 10.3% to a friend (Figure 2). Under 
1 in 7 (13.8% of  women and 11.7% of  men) mentioned it to a 
healthcare professional. While women are generally more 
likely to speak about abuse than men, this is not the case when 
it comes to confiding in representatives of  the police or the 
justice system, where the proportions for women and men are 
nearly identical (7.9% of  women and 7.4% of  men). This lack 
of  a difference between the sexes may reflect women’s greater 

Figure 2. Proportion of persons who were sexually 
abused during childhood who went on to speak 

about it to:
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E. Marsicano, N. Bajos, J.-e. Pousson, Population & Societies, no. 612, June 2023, INED.

Interpretation: �13.5% of men sexually abused by a family member spoke 
about it with their parents. Respondents could give multiple responses.
Note: �Percentages are weighted.
Source:� INSERM–CIASE survey (2021).

Table 1. Characteristics of sexual violence occurring before age 18 by perpetrator and sex (%)

 Women (n = 14,687) Men (n = 13,324)

Family 
member

Family 
friend

Other 
situations

Total Significant 
variable

Number Family 
member

Family 
friend

Other 
situations

Total Significant 
variable

Number

Male abuser 96.5 95.6 96.9 96.5 NS 1,843 89.7 84.9 88.4 88.3 NS 646

Age at first sexual 
violence *** ***

Under 5 12.6 8.8 4.2 8.0 153 9.2 5.6 3.1 4.7 35

6–10 42.2 43.8 23.5 33.6 642 51.4 37.4 25.6 32.7 239

11–14 31.3 31.7 30.6 31.1 593 29.2 35.7 45.8 40.9 300

15–17 13.9 15.8 41.7 27.3 522 10.3 21.4 25.5 21.7 159

Type of sexual violence: 
Rape 41.2 31.5 42.9 40.3 ** 770 64.5 57.5 39.3 47.0 *** 344

Duration of sexual 
violence *** ***

A single occasion 27.3 46.2 68.2 49.8 951 27.3 36.9 51.0 44.1 323

< 1 year 25.0 27.3 19.1 22.6 432 31.4 27.6 30.2 30.1 221

> 1 year 39.3 20.6 9.7 22.1 423 37.8 28.9 17.3 23.2 170

No longer recall 8.4 5.9 3.0 5.4 104 3.5 6.6 1.5 2.6 19

Has spoken about the 
violence 56.0 49.2 48.7 51.4 * 982 41.1 43.7 37.4 39.0 NS 285

Total 100 100 100 100 1,911 100 100 100 100 734

Number of persons who 
experienced violence 682 327 902 1,911 158 92 484 734

Interpretation: �31.3% of women who were abused by a family member experienced this abuse for the first time between ages 11 and 14.
Note: �The numbers and percentages of respondents are weighted. The significance level was evaluated using a chi-squared test of the independence of the type-of-
abuser variable and the characteristics of the reported sexual violence. NS = not significant; * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
Source: �INSERM–CIASE survey (2021).
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Sexual violence in childhood and adolescence is an 
extremely widespread phenomenon in France, espe-
cially for girls. It affects people from all social back-
grounds. Boys are less likely to experience violence 
and less likely to talk about it. Girls mostly experience 
sexual abuse from family members or friends. Most 
abusers are men. One in 2 women who suffered sexual 
abuse as a  child or adolescent, and 1 in 3  men, have 
spoken to someone about it. They most often confide 
only in family members, particularly their parents, and 
close intimates. 
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distrust of  institutions that they often do not perceive as appro-
priately responsive to their reports and experiences. 

Only 8.4% of  women and 8.3% of  men abused by a fam-
ily member told both their parents and at least one healthcare, 
police, or legal professional. These results are consistent with 
the results of  Dussy [6], showing that victims of  incest are 
often discouraged from talking about it to people outside the 
family circle. They are thus widely prevented from seeking 
professional care, even though such care is essential given the 
consequences of  this type of  violence for the victims. These 
results show that while it is important to help individuals 
both speak about sexual abuse and listen to others speaking 
about it, facilitating victims’ access to persons outside their 
family circle is also important to improve access to care. Of  
particular importance is the role of  educational professionals, 
given that schools are the only context of  socialization shared 
by all children.
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Box 1. A survey on sexual violence in France

This article is based on a survey requested and funded by the Inde-
pendent Commission on Sexual Abuse in the Catholic Church (CIASE), 
which was carried out between 25 November 2020 and 28 Janu-
ary 2021. The survey was conducted independently by an INSERM 
research team, and investigated all sexual violence experienced 
before age 18 in any social sphere (family, church, school, etc.). The 
survey was anonymous: no identifying personal information on 
respondents was collected. It was validated by INSERM’s ethics 
committee. For financial reasons and due to measures related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it was carried out entirely online.
In total, 243,601 panellists aged 18 or over who were registered with 
a polling company were selected semi-randomly (based on age, 
socio-occupational category, region, and number of previous requests 
to participate in other surveys by the polling company) and invited to 
complete the questionnaire. The respondents were compensated 
with vouchers. Among those who received the initial invitation, 
nearly 20% clicked on the link before learning the topic of the survey. 
Among the 28,555 eligible respondents, 180 did not choose to fill in 
the questionnaire, and 69 stopped before reaching the end. A further 
295 questionnaires were excluded from the analysis (duplicate or 
unusable). Thus, 28,011 questionnaires were included in the analysis. 
The sample was adjusted for the respondents’ age, gender, region of 
residence, size of the urban area, and occupation (for a detailed 
presentation of the methodology and limitations of the survey, see 
[3]). The resulting weighted estimators can thus be considered rep-
resentative of the experiences of the current population of metropol-
itan France. As in any survey on violence, both under-reporting and 
biases in reporting are likely. 

Box 2. Classification of abuse and indicators of 
speech about abuse 

After answering a few sociodemographic questions, participants read 
that ‘In this survey, sexual abuse is defined as when one person 
forces another to engage in a sexual act. This includes rape, attempt-
ed rape, and sexual touching without consent.’ Those who reported 
that they had experienced abuse were then asked to indicate which 
acts they had been subjected to. These were divided into sexual 
touching, on the one hand, and fellatio, cunnilingus, penetration, or 
attempted penetration, which fall under the legal category of rape, 
on the other hand. For our analysis, the other categories (sexual 
exposure, speech, messages, or photos), as well as respondents who 
chose not to answer the question (375), were not classified as victims 
of sexual violence. 
Two indicators of speech about sexual violence were chosen for 
analysis:
• Revealing an experience of violence as part of this survey
• Reporting having spoken about it to another person
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