Kindex

Article Summary

Children exposed to sibling
sexual abuse

McDowell, H., Pavlova, M., Hartwick, C., Madigan, S., & Racine, N. (2025).

Original
St?de Children exposed to sibling sexual abuse: Sociodemographic and trauma
symptom differences. Child Abuse & Neglect, 162, 107149.
Summary Sociodemographic variables included child age

Sibling sexual abuse is often an overlooked,
albeit prevalent form of child sexual abuse.
Sibling sexual abuse is not typically motivated by
age-appropriate curiosity, mutually initiated
behaviour, or brief experimentation,
differentiating it from problematic sexual
behaviour. Instead, it involves coercion, lack of
consent, and power imbalances between
siblings. Indicators may include a significant age
difference between siblings, disparities in
physical size, cognitive ability, or developmental
stage, and patterns of manipulation or control.

Understanding sibling sexual abuse is critical
because it represents one of the most common
forms of child sexual abuse and has distinct
characteristics that differentiate it from abuse
by parents or non-family members. For example,
siblings are often close in age, which can create
confusion about whether behaviours constitute
abuse, leading to minimization or delayed
disclosure. Additionally, sibling sexual abuse
frequently occurs within complex family
environments marked by dysfunctional family
patterns such as prior abuse, neglect, or parental
mental health and substance use challenges.

This study examined a clinical sample of children
exposed to sibling sexual abuse and described
their sociodemographic characteristics, abuse
characteristics, trauma symptoms, and
protective factors.

and sex, mother's age, sibling age, financial
struggles, parental abuse history, and parental
mental health or substance use issues. Abuse
characteristics included duration, frequency,
severity, and cumulative adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs).

Cumulative trauma symptoms were calculated
using DSM-5 post-traumatic stress disorder
criteria. Protective factors were measured
using components of the Child and Youth
Resilience Measure. The study also compared
children exposed to sibling sexual abuse with
those sexually abused by a parent/step-parent
or non-family members.

Of 176 clinical files reviewed, 118 involved
sexual abuse, and 23 cases (19.5%) involved
sibling sexual abuse.

Sociodemographic and abuse characteristics

» Age differences. Children initiating sibling
sexual abuse were, on average, 4.52 years
older than those experiencing the abuse.

» Sex. Nearly all children initiating sibling
sexual abuse were male (95.70%), while
most children harmed were female (72.7%).

o Family factors. Most children lived with a
biological parent. Many families had child
and family services involvement, and
parental mental health or substance use
challenges.

» Duration. The average duration of sibling
sexual abuse was just under one year
(11.67 months).
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Trauma symptoms and protective factors

e Trauma symptoms. Children exposed to
sibling sexual abuse exhibited an average of
six trauma symptoms, with nightmares and
sleep disturbances being most common

» Protective factors. On average, children
demonstrated 3.74 protective factors, most
commonly peer support, caregiver support,
and educational support.

Comparing sexual abuse committed by siblings

versus parents and non-family members

» Sex differences. Boys were more likely to
be abused by siblings than by parents,
relative to girls.

» Family environment. Divorce, separation,
and domestic violence were less common
in sibling sexual abuse cases than in parent-
perpetrated child sexual abuse.

e Adversity and duration. Children
experiencing sibling sexual abuse had fewer
adverse childhood experiences and shorter
abuse duration compared to those abused
by a parent/step-parent or non-family
member

* Non-family member. No statistical
differences were found between sibling
sexual abuse and abuse by a non-family
member.

This study underscores important differences
between sibling sexual abuse and sexual
abuse perpetrated by a parent or step-parent.
Although children exposed to sibling sexual
abuse generally presented with fewer
cumulative risk factors than those abused by
a parent/step-parent, the psychological
impact can still be significant. It is critical to
recognize that sibling sexual abuse can be
just as harmful and traumatic as parent-
perpetrated abuse.

These findings contribute to a growing body
of literature identifying sibling sexual abuse as
a distinct form of child sexual abuse with
unique dynamics and risk profiles. The results
also reinforce the need for tailored,
developmentally appropriate interventions
that address the needs of both the child who
was harmed and the child who caused harm,
while incorporating a family-centered
approach that considers broader family
dynamics.

To read the full publication:_https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213424005398

or contact Nicole Racine, nracine2@uottawa.ca
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