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Executive summary
The Inquiry has found that some victims and survivors from ethnic minority communities
can find it difficult to discuss or disclose child sexual abuse. The Inquiry’s engagement team
was asked to explore this with community support organisations that work with diverse
communities across England and Wales. By listening to over a hundred organisations,
six common themes have emerged.
Mistrust of and inadequate access to services: We heard that many victims and survivors
from ethnic minority backgrounds do not trust organisations such as the police, health and
social care, and sexual abuse services. We also heard that they can experience additional
barriers to access, including racist behaviour or attitudes from statutory services.
Language: Over half of participating organisations talked about language as a barrier
to disclosure of child sexual abuse in England and Wales. We heard that poor quality
interpreting services in particular are a considerable barrier to disclosure.
Closed communities: We heard that groups such as the Romany, Irish Traveller, UltraOrthodox Jewish and some South Asian diaspora communities experience additional
barriers to disclosure, particularly around separate religious and internal support and
justice systems. We also heard that community leaders sometimes restrict access to
external support services in order to protect the community and culture from outside
influence or harm.
Culture: We heard that some organisations do not recognise or support the cultural
and religious needs of victims and survivors from ethnic minority backgrounds. We heard
that ‘cultural sensitivity’ can be used as an excuse for treating ethnic minority victims and
survivors differently, and that this can prevent reporting or disclosure.
Shame and honour: Some organisations told us how shame and honour within communities
can silence victims and survivors. We heard about victims and survivors who were threatened
with emotional or physical abuse or exclusion from their family and community if they
disclosed. We also heard about communities in which, if a girl is sexually abused, her sisters’
and other female relatives’ marriage prospects may be affected, as well as her own.
Education: We heard that some victims and survivors from ethnic minority backgrounds are
removed from school relationships and sex education (RSE) programmes and do not know
what consensual sexual activity is. We also heard that a lack of basic understanding of child
sexual abuse can prevent disclosure or reporting in some ethnic minority communities.
This report summarises what we heard from 107 organisations over 18 months. It is not
intended to be a comprehensive analysis of all the views we heard, nor to make findings
or recommendations.
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The Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (‘the Inquiry’) was set up by the
government to consider the extent to which state and non-state institutions in
England and Wales have failed in their duty of care to protect children from sexual
abuse and exploitation, and to make meaningful recommendations for change.
Along with evidence taken through the Inquiry’s programme of public hearings,
victims and survivors of child sexual abuse have shared over 5,500 experiences of
child sexual abuse with the Inquiry through the Truth Project.
Through its research work and by listening to participants from the Truth Project, the
Inquiry has found that disclosure can be particularly difficult for victims and survivors
from ethnic minority communities. The engagement team was asked to explore
this from the perspective of community support organisations that work with these
communities. This report summarises what we heard from 107 organisations over
18 months.
Engagement activities are not formal evidence-gathering sessions, and this
publication is not intended to be a comprehensive analysis of all the views we heard.

About the engagement project
The engagement team supports the ongoing work of the Inquiry. It engages with
victims and survivors through the Victims and Survivors Forum, and with professionals
who are responsible for keeping children safe.
This project was about listening to and learning from organisations that support
victims and survivors of child sexual abuse from ethnic minority communities.
Organisations that chose to take part were invited to engage candidly with the Inquiry,
and we listened to and recorded the experiences they shared. It was not within the
scope of this project to follow up with any additional questions, nor to make findings
or recommendations. Organisations did make suggestions on how disclosure and
reporting can be improved, and these are set out in this report.

Support service organisations
The organisations we spoke to included domestic and sexual violence support services,
women’s groups, religious charities, mental health agencies, and specific ethnic
minority organisations. All work closely with victims and survivors of child sexual
abuse from ethnic minority communities.
While most of the organisations are local community organisations, we also
met with statutory services and other organisations which operate in diverse
communities and support people from ethnic minority backgrounds. These groups
also provided valuable information by being open and honest about the gaps in their
cultural knowledge.
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Ethnicity and ethnic minority communities
We understand that categorising people by ethnicity can be divisive, and that
ethnicity is self-defined and means different things to different people. Because this
was a listening project, we have used the terms and categories for ethnic groups that
the organisations themselves used in open conversations.
For example, ‘South Asian’ was used by support service organisations when talking
about the Indian, Pakistani and Bengali communities. We recognise that there are
substantial differences within and between South Asian communities in England and
Wales. We also recognise that, when discussing barriers to reporting or disclosing child
sexual abuse, first generation immigrant communities and later generations have very
different experiences. This principle applies to all ethnic communities.
This engagement project does not make findings about, or comparisons between,
ethnic groups. We are instead reflecting back what we have heard about how ethnicity,
community and culture affect victims and survivors’ experiences, and the barriers they
face when reporting or disclosing child sexual abuse.

Listening to responses
The engagement activities were about listening and reflecting back. We did not judge
or interpret what we were told. We asked open questions so that participants felt
comfortable and actively wanted to take part in our interviews. Open questions also
allowed for additional insight and brought new details to light.
The following questions were asked at every meeting:
1. What are the main barriers that ethnic minority victims and survivors face,
when discussing or disclosing child sexual abuse?
2. What can the Inquiry do to reach out to more of the people you work with?
3. If you could make one suggestion to the Chair and Panel that would help to
protect ethnic minority children from child sexual abuse, what would it be?
(Question two was designed to support the ongoing work of the Inquiry to engage
with ethnic minority groups and does not form part of this report.)
Many participants found talking about child sexual abuse difficult. We have not
identified the names of organisations with the quotations they have provided so they
could speak freely, and to preserve the anonymity of victims and survivors.
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The impact of Covid-19
The Covid-19 pandemic affected the final 3 months of the 18-month series of
engagement activities. Because we were no longer able to conduct face-to-face
meetings, the final interviews were delivered through video conferencing, phone calls
and Google Forms. The questions remained the same.

The engagement project in numbers
Over a period of 18 months, the Inquiry held meetings with 107 charities and
professional bodies across England and Wales.

Cumbria

Bradford

18 and Leeds

3
14

Manchester
North
Wales
1

1
Norfolk

10 Birmingham
London

Cardiff

9

31
18 Bristol

2 North Devon

The Inquiry contacted 392 organisations that support ethnic minority groups across
England and Wales. Of these, 285 either chose not to engage with the Inquiry or did
not respond.
We most frequently heard about the barriers to disclosure of child sexual abuse faced
by South Asian; Black and African Caribbean; Gypsy, Roma and Traveller; and Eastern
European communities.
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47

South Asian
Southern
European

1
10
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Number of meetings groups were mentioned in

Ethnic minority groups the Inquiry heard about
(Note that the total does not add up to 107 because in some meetings, organisations
discussed supporting people from more than one ethnic minority community.)
The names for ethnic categories are the terms that organisations used in meetings
and may not compare with other organisations’ categories, for example they do not
map directly to those used by the Office for National Statistics for the national census.
However, with the exception of the Traveller community, our engagement is broadly
reflective of the ethnic minority population in England and Wales, when compared
with the 2011 census figures, where Asian/Asian British (including Chinese) is the
largest ethnic minority group (7.5 percent of total population in England and Wales),
followed by Black/African/Caribbean/Black British (3.3 percent).
We had a greater response from Traveller support organisations than is reflected in the
census data for England and Wales (less than 1 percent).
‘Southern European’ and ‘Eastern European’ are not ethnicities. However, their
experiences have been included in this work because the organisations we
engaged with told us that these communities experience many of the same issues
(including immigration, language and stereotyping) as ethnic minority groups in
England and Wales.
The census figures show that, after English, Polish is the most common language
spoken in England (1 percent of the English population reported Polish as their main
language in the 2011 census).
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Six common themes
By listening to over a hundred organisations, some common themes have emerged
about how ethnicity, community and culture affect victims and survivors’ experiences
of reporting or disclosing child sexual abuse.
We have grouped the responses into the six most commonly heard themes, both
positive and negative:
1. Mistrust of and inadequate access to services
2. Language
3. Closed communities
4. Culture
5. Shame and honour
6. Education.

Mistrust/access to
services

60
59

Language
Closed
communities

51
41

Culture

45

Shame
Honour
Education
0

19
18
20

40

60

Number of organisations who talked about the theme

Most common themes
(Note that although we have presented shame and honour as a single theme, ‘shame’
was mentioned by 45 organisations and ‘honour’ was mentioned by 19 organisations.
The figures do not add up to 107 because many organisations mentioned more than
one theme.)
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Theme 1: Mistrust of and inadequate access to services

''

Police are focused on criminality rather than the victim. They would get
better results from victims and survivors if the police were more victim-led.
Cultural organisation supporting the Muslim community

Mistrust/access to
services (general)

60

Immigration
issues
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14

Confdentiality
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or representation
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30
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20

40

60

Number of organisations who talked about the theme

Mistrust of and inadequate access to services – including related themes
Sixty organisations told us that victims and survivors of child sexual abuse from ethnic
minority communities do not trust services and organisations such as the police,
social care services and specialist sexual abuse services, and this prevented them from
disclosing or reporting child sexual abuse.
Many told us that they did not trust their disclosure to remain confidential if, for
example, interpreters are from the local community. They also told us that they did
not have adequate access to service organisations that are meant to serve and protect
them, for example because of insecure immigration status.
Some organisations told us that victims and survivors complained of racist behaviour
or attitudes from statutory services, like the police or social services, and that many
statutory services lacked ethnic diversity. Poor relationships with the police, which
affected disclosure or reporting of child sexual abuse, were specifically mentioned by
33 organisations that we spoke to.
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Theme 2: Language

''

Language is a barrier. People for whom English is not their first language
cannot explain the depth of the abuse they experienced. Unless there are
physical injuries and violence, police do not get involved.
Muslim community support organisation

59

Language
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60
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Language – including related theme
Fifty-nine organisations told us that language is a barrier to disclosure of child sexual
abuse in England and Wales. Almost a quarter of organisations told us that victims
and survivors, and their parents or guardians, who rely on interpreting services found
this a considerable barrier to disclosure.
We heard that in some cultures, the language of sexual abuse requires the use of
‘taboo’ words, which makes disclosure of the abuse extremely difficult for some victims
and survivors, particularly for women and children.

Theme 3: Closed communities

''

There are layers of cultures and sub-cultures where there is no public
narrative or advocacy organisations that attest to the reality and
prevalence of child sexual abuse within them.
Muslim community support organisation

Closed
communities

51
0

20

40

60

Number of organisations who talked about the theme

Closed communities
Support service organisations often referred to ‘closed communities’ when talking
about communities which remain outside mainstream society. The organisations we
spoke to included Romany, Irish Traveller, Ultra-Orthodox Jewish and some South Asian
diaspora communities in this category, for example.
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Fifty-one organisations told us about how victims and survivors from closed
communities experienced additional or unique barriers to disclosure. We heard that
closed communities often provide their own, highly integrated non-statutory support
services, sometimes including parallel religious councils or courts. However, we
heard that ‘gatekeepers’ often restrict access to external support services in order to
‘protect’ the community and culture from outside influence or harm.

Theme 4: Culture

''

You don’t talk about it. If you don’t get support internally from the
community, you will not look externally for support.
Women’s organisation supporting the African diaspora

41

Culture
Cultural
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50
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Culture – including related themes
Forty-one organisations we engaged with told us their clients faced cultural barriers
to the disclosure or reporting of child sexual abuse. We heard that sometimes support
service organisations do not have the necessary cultural competency to provide access
or support for victims and survivors from ethnic minority communities. We also heard
that sometimes services use ‘culture’ or ‘cultural sensitivity’ as an excuse for treating
ethnic minority victims and survivors differently. For example, statutory services may
not appropriately address a disclosure of child sexual abuse if they assume it is being
taken care of within the community.
Fifteen organisations told us that cultural norms, for example the taboos around sex
which are found in many cultures, make it more difficult for victims and survivors to
report or disclose child sexual abuse. Ten organisations told us about how victims and
survivors were affected by religious issues when thinking about disclosing or reporting
child sexual abuse, and in particular about the influence of religious ‘gatekeepers’.
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Theme 5: Shame and honour

''

Some ethnic minority groups do not like to go to support services for help
as it’s an unfamiliar concept for them. There is also the shame and stigma
attached to seeking help from statutory services.
Sexual abuse therapy professional

45
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Shame and honour – including related themes
Forty-five organisations talked about how feelings of shame linked to specific
cultural ideas or norms prevented victims and survivors from disclosing or reporting
child sexual abuse. Nineteen organisations told us how, in some communities,
the disclosure of child sexual abuse can damage the honour of an entire family or
community. We heard about the burdens of shame and honour placed on victims and
survivors, and how they are silenced.
Some organisations told us about girls who were threatened with physical violence
or exclusion from the community if they told anyone about being sexually abused.
We heard that victims and survivors in these situations can suffer from feelings of
isolation and vulnerability that can last a lifetime.
Fourteen organisations talked about communities, such as some South Asian and
Traveller groups, in which girls who have been sexually abused are considered ‘impure’
and not marriageable, and 13 told us how this may affect the reputation of the entire
family. We heard about communities in which, if a girl is sexually abused, her sisters’
and other female relatives’ marriage prospects may also be affected.
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Theme 6: Education

''

Many ethnic minority victims lack basic levels of sex education and an
understanding of the law and their human rights. Many do not know they
have been sexually abused until it has been pointed out to them.
Sexual violence support organisation

18

Education
Lack of knowledge of
rape/sexual abuse
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about rights

2
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10

15

20
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Education – including related themes
Eighteen organisations told us about how education about sex and relationships
affects victims and survivors’ ability to report or disclose child sexual abuse. We heard
that some parents remove their children from school relationships and sex education
(RSE) classes, or from school entirely. Organisations have told us how victims and
survivors can be affected by this lack of education and understanding of their body and
consensual sexual activity far into adulthood.
Ten organisations talked about how, for some people in ethnic minority communities,
a basic lack of understanding about what child sexual abuse is can lead to a lack
of reporting. Two organisations also told us that there are people in ethnic minority
communities who do not know about how the law protects victims and survivors of
child sexual abuse in England and Wales.
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THEME 1

Mistrust of and
inadequate access
to services

''

Services are often not representative
of the people they wish to help; ethnic
minorities are either underrepresented or
not represented at all.
Support service organisation with ethnic minority clients

56%

Mentioned mistrust/access

■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■
56 percent of organisations talked
about mistrust of and inadequate
access to services N = 107
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Statutory services include the police, social workers, and health and social care
services. Non-statutory services include rape crisis centres, refugee support services
and charitable organisations. More than half of the support service organisations we
spoke to told us about how ethnic minority communities have been let down by both
statutory and non-statutory services. In addition, many ethnic minority people and
communities said they were let down multiple times and over many generations.
We heard about the specific barriers that victims and survivors face, including:
●

racism and lack of representation;

●

recent or insecure immigration status;

●

fear of breaking confidentiality.

We heard that often victims and survivors in ethnic minority communities do not
trust that police or social workers will treat them fairly, and that their disclosure
will not be handled appropriately. Many fear they will be judged and their race or
religion will determine the response. We heard that this mistrust has been built up
through generations.
We were told that this barrier often stems from lack of diversity within service
providers, fear of authority, and institutional racism. Victims and survivors with recent
or insecure immigration status have said that this vulnerability results in a reluctance
or fear of talking to the authorities.
Some support services organisations told us about doctors, police officers and
translators who have discussed personal details about victims and survivors’ sexual
abuse with friends and family of the victim and survivor in the community. We heard
that when statutory services depend on people from within a close community to
deliver services to victims and survivors, victims and survivors may choose not to
disclose in case their confidentiality is broken.
The support service organisations we spoke to told us that statutory and non-statutory
services could rebuild trust and improve access by ensuring organisations are
representative of the diverse communities they serve and by working alongside local
charitable organisations when delivering services. However, we also heard that victims
and survivors of child sexual abuse do not always wish to disclose to professionals
from their own culture or community. When reporting or accessing support, victims and
survivors should be offered a choice.
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Mistrust of and inadequate access to services
as barriers to disclosing child sexual abuse
Racism and lack of representation
The support service organisations we spoke to told us that statutory services like
police and social services still do not adequately represent the ethnic diversity of
the communities they serve. We heard that many victims and survivors are reluctant
to disclose child sexual abuse because of their past experiences with statutory and
support services which displayed unconscious bias, or which were institutionally racist.

''

Uniformed services and individuals often have an unconscious bias
towards groups of people and individuals based on perceptions and
previous experiences.
Organisation supporting Gypsy and Traveller communities

We heard that some people have experienced decades and even generations of
racism and mistreatment from statutory services like the police and social services.
The organisations we spoke to told us that victims and survivors who have been
mistreated, and those who have seen their community being mistreated, do not feel
that they will be supported or protected by statutory services if they disclose child
sexual abuse.

''

Racism in society is ongoing. Victims and survivors of child sexual abuse
who are affected by racism feel there is no protection for them.

''

Ethnic minority experience with the police is so oppressive and abusive
they come away scared.

Women’s support organisation speaking about the Arabic experience

We heard that some ethnic minority victims and survivors of child sexual abuse
were afraid to go to the police, and do not think that they would be believed if they
disclosed the sexual abuse. We heard from support service organisations who work
with black victims and survivors that, in particular, male victims and survivors with
mental health problems and prior contact with the police and the criminal justice
system think that their history will affect their treatment.

African Caribbean service organisation speaking about mental health

We heard that many people from South Asian communities fear that if they disclose
sexual abuse, the wider community may be targeted as child abusers. They also worry
about facing Islamophobia. Victims and survivors, and also often their families, do not
want to feed into this narrative and as a result of this they may not disclose.

Theme 1: Mistrust of and inadequate access to services
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''

Everybody thinks Muslim men are child abusers.

''

Authorities, especially the police, see young black girls as developing
earlier and so are seen as “up for it”.

''

Muslim communities are concerned about racism. The shared concern
sometimes leads to the feeling that they need to protect their community.
Because of this, they will not question the perpetrator’s wrong-doing.

Sexual violence support service speaking about Islamophobia

Several organisations told us that when some victims and survivors from ethnic
minority backgrounds present challenging behaviours at school, teachers, social
workers and police officers do not attempt to find out why. For example, we were told
that in situations where common signs of childhood sexual abuse were displayed,
such as sexualised behaviour at a young age, a common response to children from
ethnic minority backgrounds is that “they are acting out”, “they are behaving badly”,
that “they are simply naughty kids”.

Women’s support organisation

We heard that racist treatment from service organisations not only causes victims
and survivors to lose trust but affects the attitude of the whole community towards
support services. We heard that some communities believe that statutory services are
‘out to get them’. For example, we heard that media coverage and assumptions made
about ‘Asian grooming gangs’ has made some South Asian communities reluctant to
discuss or disclose child sexual abuse. They fear that their community’s reputation will
be damaged further and that this will add to the narrative of ‘Asian grooming gangs’.

Cultural organisation providing services to Muslim communities

Recent or insecure immigration status
The support service organisations we spoke to told us that new immigrants to England
and Wales are some of the most vulnerable and least likely to access or engage with
statutory services. Some people may have come from countries where the police and
other government services are corrupt and untrustworthy and, as a result, they may
initially view the British system in the same way. We heard that refugees and asylum
seekers in particular have often experienced extremely traumatic events, including
government-sanctioned violence, before coming to this country. Many now struggle
with poverty and language, and lack understanding of the laws and customs of
England and Wales. We also heard that parents fear that their children will be taken
away, particularly if those parents have an uncertain or insecure immigration status.
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''

The repercussions are huge, threats to take children away, fear of losing
everything and at the hands of white people who don’t understand my
culture or beliefs. Disclosing child sexual abuse will make the situation
worse, not better. The woman will fear being sent back home and having
her children taken away.
Domestic violence charity

We heard that immigration concerns, where these exist, tend to override all other
concerns. In addition, we were told that statutory service organisations themselves
struggle to support victims and survivors in this situation. Victims and survivors with
insecure immigration status often do not have access to the same services when
reporting child sexual abuse.

''

Referring a young person into social care services is difficult as they are
reluctant to accept people with non-secure immigration status who are
victims of child sexual exploitation.
Support service organisation speaking about their work with refugees, asylum seekers
and those with insecure immigration status

Fear of breaking confidentiality
We heard that lack of confidentiality is a barrier that affects many different ethnic
minority communities. Where support services (including interpreters) are part of the
same ethnic minority community as the victim and survivor, the fear of disclosure
getting back to families and communities means that victims and survivors are less
likely to disclose child sexual abuse.

''

Ethnic minority victims and survivors access support services as a last
resort, because of concerns over professionals sharing information and not
adhering to confidentiality.
Organisation providing education and training services

Suggestions for change to build trust and
improve access to services
The support service organisations that we spoke to told us that a crucial step towards
building trust with victims and survivors from ethnic minority communities is to tackle
institutional racism and unconscious bias. We heard that in order to engage effectively
with ethnic minority groups, service professionals must represent and recruit from the
communities they serve.

Theme 1: Mistrust of and inadequate access to services
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''

If ethnic minority communities don’t see themselves (represented) in the
support, they will stop using the services.

''

Ethnic minority victims don’t necessarily want to disclose to ethnic minority
service providers for fear of being judged by professionals who share the
same culture or religion as them, or that confidentiality might be broken no
matter the profession they represent, police or medical staff.

Sexual violence support service

However, we also heard that victims and survivors of child sexual abuse do not always
wish to disclose to professionals from their culture or community. When reporting or
accessing support, victims and survivors should be offered a choice.

Youth support service organisation

We heard that police officers and social workers could communicate better with
community organisations about how to recognise and report child sexual abuse.
This is because many people in ethnic minority communities trust local and charity
organisations more than they trust statutory services.

''

Ethnic minority groups have a better relationship with non-statutory or
charity sector organisations. This is due to differences in approach and
community building.
Specialist therapy provider

When statutory services do engage directly with victims and survivors, we heard that
they should be sensitive both to concerns specific to child sexual abuse and also to any
cultural issues in the communities they serve. Statutory services could learn from the
approaches taken by local charitable organisations.

''

18

Statutory services need to know the correct strategy, on how to
approach the victim and offer reassurance, put them at ease and build
their confidence.
Women’s organisation speaking about the African diaspora experience

Engagement with support services for ethnic minority communities

THEME 2

Language

''

Language is a barrier. People for whom
English is not their first language cannot
explain the depth of the sexual abuse
they experienced.
Community organisation speaking about the
Sikh experience

55%

Language
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There are families in England and Wales where English or Welsh is not written or
spoken. In these cases, victims and survivors, and their parents and guardians, rely on
interpreters to communicate with support service organisations. This is a significant
barrier to disclosure.
The support service organisations we spoke to told us that there are not enough
interpreters to provide the services that are needed, and that interpretation services
are not funded adequately. Family or community members are often used as
interpreters, raising issues of confidentiality and shame
and honour when discussing
................................
child sexual abuse and may not, or may not be able to, interpret fully or literally.
This is also a common problem when using professional interpreters who are not
trained in how to work effectively and compassionately with victims and survivors of
child sexual abuse.
We heard about victims and survivors who are native English speakers but who do not
have the language to talk about child sexual abuse. As children, they may have been
removed from school relationships and sex education (RSE) classes or from formal
education entirely. We also heard that statutory and non-statutory organisations
are often not able to communicate directly with non-English speaking parents and
guardians. In these cases, children regularly act as interpreters but may not be able to
translate the English words they know into their home language.
We heard over and over that people struggle with the words required to describe
child sexual abuse. Many of the words that are needed to talk about child sexual
abuse, such as words that identify genitalia, are considered taboo and disrespectful,
particularly for women and children, which makes it extremely difficult for them to
report sexual abuse.
We heard about the specific language barriers that victims and survivors face,
including:
●

English as an additional language, or not being spoken at all;

●

inadequate interpreting services;

●

‘taboo’ and traumatic words;

●

lack of education about child sexual abuse.

The support service organisations we spoke to told us that they could better support
victims and survivors if they had more funding to provide language-specific support
and advocacy and, where this is not available, for more interpretation services.
They also told us that interpreters need to be fully trained in working with victims and
survivors of child sexual abuse.
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Language barriers to disclosing child
sexual abuse
English as an additional language, or not being spoken at all
We heard from support service organisations who work with families in England and
Wales in which English is not spoken. They told us that, where parents are not able to
communicate with schools or statutory services, professionals who only speak English
cannot effectively explain to parents that their child has been sexually abused.
We also heard that older women in ethnic minority communities (and in particular
women in closed communities) were much less likely to have a working knowledge of
English and that this is a gendered barrier to reporting child sexual abuse.

''

If ethnic minority women do not speak good English then no one believes
them as they cannot communicate what has happened to them.
Women’s organisation supporting the Arabic speaking community

Inadequate interpreting services
Most of the organisations we spoke to told us about continual problems with access,
funding and the quality of interpretation services. They also told us that differences
in dialect are often not accounted for when appointing an interpreter, which can lead
to confusion and misunderstanding. We heard that there are not enough interpreters
available, and too few with the background or training necessary to talk about child
sexual abuse.

''

When intimate information is disclosed some interpreters become
uncomfortable.

''

Some interpreters are not equipped with the correct translations;
interpreters sometimes deliberately do not translate the spoken word.

Mental health organisation supporting ethnic minority communities

Sometimes there are no direct translations for English words about child sexual
abuse and genitalia, and interpreters may struggle to describe the meaning. In Urdu,
for example the word ‘rape’ is translated as ‘burglarising honour’. We heard that
sometimes interpreters do not translate an entire conversation because in many
cultures it is disrespectful to speak about sex and genitalia. We heard that some
interpreters do not interpret effectively or honestly due to their personally held beliefs
of cultural respect or feelings of shame or discomfort. We heard that this is particularly
a problem if it is a male interpreter working with a female victim and survivor.

Sexual violence support organisation supporting ethnic minority communities
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We heard that, where the victim and survivor does not speak English, statutory and
non-statutory service professionals frequently talk to English-speaking family or
friends instead of directly with the victim and survivor. When members of their own
community are used as interpreters, victims and survivors cannot speak in confidence
and in some situations may be put at risk.

''

Services are so stretched that a family member is used to translate.
This someone could be a perpetrator or victim of abuse themselves.
Women’s support centre

Support service organisations we spoke to told us that victims and survivors who need
the assistance of translators to disclose abuse, or access vital services like counselling,
face additional barriers.
We heard that counselling sessions are not as effective as they should be when
conducted through an interpreter, and that victims and survivors are let down by the
lack of cultural diversity in counselling services.

''

Counselling language is a white western language. In different cultures,
the language of the pain is different.
Male sexual violence support organisation

‘Taboo’ and traumatic words
We were told by a number of organisations that often the words needed to describe
sexual abuse are ‘obscene’ and closely linked to concepts of shame and honour in
many communities. We heard that in cultures where these words are ‘taboo’, victims
and survivors can find the words so abhorrent that they won’t say them because of the
shame attached. It becomes nearly impossible, particularly for children and women,
to talk about what happened to them.

''

There are words for private parts in Arabic and South Asian languages.
However, they are shameful to say, as they are similar to swear words.

''

Many individuals associate the English language with media, historical
invasions of countries and the power to give and take away. The English
language is incredibly powerful and a language of command.

Youth organisation

We also heard that outside the home, sexual grooming often takes place in English
and, more generally, use of the English language may be seen as a tool of power and
control. Using English words to describe child sexual abuse can be traumatic and can
be a barrier to disclosure.
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Lack of education about child sexual abuse
Some support service organisations told us about working with victims and survivors
who had been removed from school relationships and sex education (RSE) classes for
cultural or religious reasons. We also heard about some other children whose parents
removed them from mainstream school entirely. Many of these children have not had
the opportunity to develop the language or understanding of sexual abuse.

''

How do you say what you don’t know? Words around sex and child sexual
abuse are literally barriers to disclosure in that children do not have
the words.
Mental health organisation

Suggestions for change to reduce language
barriers to disclosure
We heard that support services should be better funded so that victims and survivors
can read important information and speak to professionals in their language of
choice. Providing language-specific support and advocacy is needed as many victims
and survivors do not have the right information and support network within their
own communities. Victims and survivors need to be comfortable to report child sexual
abuse, and also need to have access to the information they need to make disclosures.

''

There should be more availability of literature in community target
languages. Currently many statutory and support services cannot offer this
service due to costs and lack of funding.
Sexual and domestic violence organisation supporting women and young people

We also heard that, where possible, victims and survivors should be able to talk to
professionals in their language of choice rather than through interpreters. Where
interpreters are used, they need to be trained in the specific language needed
in order to talk about child sexual abuse and should be victim-led. Training also
needs to be culturally sensitive and specific to the ethnic minority communities the
interpreters serve.

''

There should be more funding and availability of culturally specific services,
with staff who speak community languages and understand the cultural
needs of victims and survivors of child sexual abuse.
Domestic violence support organisation speaking about the South Asian community

Theme 2: Language
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THEME 3

Closed communities

''

Religious leaders function as gatekeepers
to the community; religious barriers
prevent disclosure, particularly those from
conservative families.
Sexual health support organisation

48%

Closed communities
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48 percent of organisations talked
about specific barriers for victims and
survivors in closed communities N = 107
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The term ‘closed communities’ is often used by service professionals to describe
communities which are insulated from wider mainstream society. Strong social ties
within these communities are based on culture, heritage, religion and language.
The organisations that we spoke to identified Romany, Irish Traveller, Ultra-Orthodox
Jewish and some South Asian diaspora communities as ‘closed’. Closed communities
provide their own, highly integrated, non-statutory support services, sometimes
including parallel religious councils or courts.
Every child should have equal protection under the law, regardless of ethnicity or sex.
However, we heard that there are communities in England and Wales where this does
not happen.
We heard about the specific barriers that victims and survivors in closed communities
face, including:
●

lack of external support;

●

collective identity;

●

reliance on community leaders;

●

denial;

●

gender;

●

parallel systems of authority.

The support service organisations we spoke to also suggested some changes to
help ethnic minority victims and survivors who live in closed communities. These
include building “communities of champions” and talking more openly about child
sexual abuse.

Barriers to disclosing child sexual abuse in
closed communities
Lack of external support
Closed communities are often labelled ‘hard to reach’ by specialist support
organisations and statutory services. However, we also heard that service
organisations themselves are hard to reach and that more could be done to bridge the
provision gap.

''

These Chinese and Traveller communities are not hard to reach.
Services are hard to reach.
Sexual violence support organisation
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We heard that children who do not receive the right level of help from support services,
when they need it, can be more vulnerable to sexual abuse.

''

Discrimination from services and treating Travellers as hard to reach creates
a closed community and vulnerable children.

''

There is a culture of collective thinking, and this is a closed community.
Victims and survivors of child sexual abuse from these communities don’t
look for external support

Organisation supporting the Gypsy and Traveller communities

We heard that, in many closed communities, loyalty to family and community is
intensified by the collective experience of racism and prejudice. We also heard that
access to outsiders is limited to protect cultural integrity.

Organisation supporting the Gypsy and Traveller communities

Collective identity
We heard that for many ethnic minority communities the collective identity is
more important than the individual. Certain communities have been subjected to
persecution and prejudice throughout their history, and collective identity is a form of
self-preservation and protection. Religious and cultural norms can also be contributing
factors. Victims and survivors may choose not to tell anyone outside their community
about the sexual abuse because they know that if something bad is said about one
member of the community, it will affect the reputation of the entire group.

''

Communities and families keep their issues internal due to the fear of
losing their reputations.

''

Families prefer to go to their imam to help solve child sexual abuse
allegations. Imams will then conduct their investigations and interviews.
Children’s services don’t have the cultural knowledge of the significant role
imams play.

Support organisation speaking about the South Asian community

Families may also turn to community leaders, rather than to statutory services,
for help when a child has been sexually abused. They may distrust statutory services,
or worry that the community will suffer disgrace or dishonour.

Women’s domestic and sexual violence support organisation speaking about the local
Islamic community
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In closed communities, victims and survivors have to ‘step outside’ to report sexual
abuse. This can be seen to be a betrayal, which means that victims and survivors
risk losing their entire culture, family and support system. We heard that rural closed
communities may experience additional barriers to disclosure as they are further
isolated from formal and informal support services.

''

Bangladeshi people live in closed communities and collectively. This adds
to the barriers to disclosure of child sexual abuse as there will be a risk of
isolation from the community should you talk against the community.
Cultural organisation speaking about the local Bangladeshi community

Reliance on community leaders
We heard that police, social workers, health and other professionals may be concerned
about repercussions or claims of racism if they pursue allegations of child sexual
abuse within certain communities. Religious leaders are often the ‘go to’ figures,
for example when police need advice about how to proceed in a culturally sensitive
case. The reliance on community leaders by the police and other services reinforces
their power and further distances the wider community from access to those services.
This is particularly significant in closed communities.
We heard that these gatekeepers often protect their own interests and community
from judgement. This can result in the abuser being protected and the victim silenced.

''

There seems to be a hierarchy, and segregation, in closed ethnic minority
communities. Community leaders often work as gatekeepers to
these communities.
Women’s organisation supporting the Jewish community

Denial
We heard from many ethnic minority support services that community leaders simply
do not believe that child sexual abuse can happen in their community, for example,
that they are protected from it because of the strength of their religious belief or
community integrity.

''

The South Asian community in this part of London has strong, powerful
leadership and is well established. Community leaders say that child
sexual abuse is not happening in their community. If it happens, the blame
is on the child and their family.
Youth mental health organisation
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Gender
We heard that it is harder for women and children in closed communities who do not
speak English or Welsh to access support from outside the community. We also heard
that often it is only the men who work outside the home and therefore women also
lack economic independence in these communities. Many women and girls feel unable
to challenge the male-dominated family and community structure and are at greater
risk of sexual abuse.

''

Members of the family cannot go against the bread-winners and
figureheads in the family and are related to the power structure.
Sikh children learn to respect the hierarchy of power in the family and do
not challenge it.
Organisation supporting the Sikh community

We were also told that there are specific barriers for male victims and survivors of
child sexual abuse. We heard that boys in some communities have their masculinity
questioned and are blamed for being weak if they disclose sexual abuse. We also
heard from some support service organisations that there is a perception that boys are
not at risk of sexual abuse within their communities because homosexuality was not
allowed, or was unthinkable, for them.

''

We have had sexually abused boys tell us that they cannot tell anyone
because their parents have told them that “Boys don’t get abused.”

''

Community leaders often implement the tradition and law of the home
countries rather than advocating for UK law.

Organisation supporting the Congolese community

We also heard that child marriages, including girls as young as 14, are conducted
in the UK. For example, we were told that some child marriages take place under
‘Romany law’, because marrying girls young is thought to protect them. In these cases,
the victims do not realise it is wrong, and so do not make disclosures.

Organisation supporting the Eastern European community

Parallel systems of authority
We heard that sometimes statutory authorities are not inclined to intervene when
dealing with closed communities or presume that they are “dealing with it internally”.
We heard that parallel justice systems, arbitrary or religious courts, which often work
for closed communities, often fail victims and survivors of child sexual abuse.
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''

South Asian communities in this part of the city have a ‘no-outsiders’
rule. This rule prevents victims and survivors of child sexual abuse from
reporting to the police. Fostering and promoting self-regulation within the
community seems to be accepted by authorities as this is how they deal
with things.
Mental health and sexual violence support organisation

We heard that police, health professionals, social workers and other statutory
authorities all too often dismiss these internal authority systems as ‘the way it is’,
and victims and survivors are left without any support. We were told, for example,
that some Muslim religious councils threaten female victims and survivors of child
sexual abuse with exclusion.

''

The local South Asian Muslim community are a close-knit community and
so these kinds of problems are dealt with in the family. … if the abuse is
within the family nothing will be done or said or spoken about … victims
and survivors will be told “Stay in silence or leave the area”.
Cultural organisation speaking about the South Asian community

Suggestions for change to reduce barriers to
disclosure for closed communities
We heard how a “community of champions” needs to be established so that statutory
and support service organisations can speak to a broader range of people in the
community, not just established leaders or elders.

''

Build a community of champions for each community to help services
providers engage with ethnic community groups.

''

Improve communication channels through all community organisations
about the effects of child sexual abuse.

Sexual violence support organisation

We were told that closed communities need to have a collective understanding that
children’s safety must take priority over the reputation of the community. Everyone,
including community leaders and gatekeepers, needs to understand the impact of
child sexual abuse on victims and survivors.

Organisation speaking about the Sikh community
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THEME 4

Culture

''

Authorities should act on the best interest
of the child when making decisions.
Often authorities think of the child’s culture
more than the child’s best interest.
Youth arts organisation providing sexual abuse
and violence prevention services

38%

Culture
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38 percent of organisations talked
about how cultural barriers affect
reporting and disclosure N = 107
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Culture describes a shared way of life, customs, habits and beliefs. Cultural practices
have often developed over many generations and provide an essential framework for
family and community.
However, some cultural norms and traditions may also prevent victims and survivors
from reporting abuse and accessing support. Community gatekeepers, often male
religious leaders or community elders, can further narrow the opportunities for victims
and survivors to speak about their experience. This was also reflected in what we
heard about closed
communities.
..................................
We heard that some police, social workers, counsellors, psychotherapists and
professionals lack cultural competency or rely on harmful stereotypes when working
with individuals from ethnic minority communities. When ‘culture’ is used as an excuse
by statutory services for treating ethnic minority victims and survivors differently,
crimes like child sexual abuse can be concealed. The effect is compounded when
statutory services turn to gatekeepers who seek to protect their own communities from
harm or stigma.
We heard about the cultural barriers that victims and survivors face, including:
●

community gatekeepers;

●

strict gender roles;

●

religion and beliefs;

●

cultural taboos;

●

professionals lacking in cultural competency.

The support service organisations we spoke to told us that community gatekeepers
often act as a barrier to collaborating with communities around sensitive topics,
and that this issue desperately needs to be addressed.

Cultural barriers to disclosing child
sexual abuse
Community gatekeepers
We heard that, when discussing issues around child sexual abuse, statutory services
who lack cultural competency often turn to community leaders for advice or
assistance. For example, we heard that in one area, police investigating child sexual
exploitation allegations met with local imams to discuss the issues and gain a
cultural understanding of the situation. However, gatekeepers often have a vested
interest in protecting their community from harm or stigma, which can allow child
sexual abuse to pass unchecked.
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''

Authorities often approach the community leaders and are not in touch
with the communities directly. The community leaders then implement the
tradition and law of the home countries rather than advocating for the law
in England and Wales.
Women’s organisation providing services in Arabic

We heard that victims and survivors are often encouraged to share their experiences
with community leaders instead of with someone from outside the community.
These gatekeepers often invoke cultural taboos about discussing sexual abuse,
preventing the victim and survivor from accessing necessary support.

''

Families of victims and survivors must ask for expert advice from support
services to understand what has happened to them and learn about their
rights. Not rely on the imam just because he is aware of cultural norms.
Domestic violence charity serving ethnic minority communities

Strict gender roles
Many support service organisations told us about how gender intersects with race and
culture in ethnic minority communities. We heard that often it is simply inconceivable
that gender roles could be broken. When girls and boys have vastly different ‘roles’
growing up, there are also very different ways in which child sexual abuse disclosures
are treated.
For example, we heard that in some Traveller communities parents take proactive
steps to protect their children’s future by ensuring that boys become economically
active from age eight and girls begin to prepare for motherhood after primary school.

''

Eleven-year-old girls, in year 7 at school, present as children, but by year 8
the sexualisation of that child has appeared.

''

There are different cultural values for boys and girls.
Different values of what is shame.

Organisation supporting the Traveller community

Many ethnic minority communities are patriarchal and male dominated, with an
emphasis on maintaining the ‘purity’ of girls. We heard that victims and survivors
and their families often cannot tell anyone about the sexual abuse they experienced
because then the girl would not be ‘pure’ anymore and therefore ‘unmarriageable’.

Organisation supporting black and minority women and girls

We also heard that many community gatekeepers held the belief that sexual abuse
“just doesn’t happen to boys”. This outright denial prevents boys from disclosing and
seeking help.
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Religion and belief
We heard about how individuals within religious institutions protect the integrity and
existence of their faith within a wider British Christian environment. In some cases,
they can be more invested in protecting their religion and community from the stigma
and scrutiny attached to child sexual abuse than protecting victims and survivors
within their community.
We heard that religious leaders can be in denial about child sexual abuse. Many
devout people find it difficult to accept that child sexual abuse could happen in
communities where any sexual behaviour outside marriage is unthinkable.

''

Child sexual abuse is completely new to us. It is against our religion,
against our culture, because of this you never think about it – it’s not meant
to happen.
Support organisation speaking about the Somali community

We heard that, for example, in some South Asian communities, victims and survivors
often feel a deep sense of shame. This sense of shame is compounded by community
leaders and religious teachings forbidding sex and any sexual relationship
before marriage.

''

The belief in no sex before marriage runs so deep that whether they have
done anything wrong or not, the victim believes that they have done
something wrong and this feeling is overwhelmingly associated with
religious beliefs and of shame.
Sexual and domestic violence support service

We also heard about how it is difficult to explain the importance of certain beliefs
held in culture or religion to service professionals from a non-religious culture.
We heard that this is particularly true for some diasporic African communities in the
UK, whose belief in black magic is not taken seriously by support service professionals.
We heard that some victims and survivors who hold these beliefs do not disclose as
they believe that if they do then the perpetrator or others in the community may
‘curse’ them or their family members. Victims and survivors in these circumstances
may struggle to share their experiences with people from outside their own faith
who would not understand the context in which they hold these beliefs and fears
of reprisals.

''

How do you explain to someone who doesn’t look like you about Obius
(black magic) … how they would understand that this is very real for me
and my culture.
Ethnic minority lead mental health charity speaking about the Gambian experience
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Cultural taboos
We heard about the “power struggle” that diasporic victims and survivors can
experience between their heritage culture and wider British culture. This is often
evident in the relationship between parent and child, particularly where parents
are strict about things in the heritage culture that are different in the majority
wider culture.

''

Somali children are taught from their culture that they cannot speak
against their families or parents.

''

Ethnic communities find it difficult to talk about issues that are not the
norm or are not accepted in their culture. However, a non-discussion
position leaves a child vulnerable to child sexual abuse and exploitation.

Support organisation for the Somali community

We heard that the first generation of diasporic communities are often loyal to the
culture that they left in their country of birth, maintaining that culture even when the
home community evolves. This can make it very difficult for victims and survivors to
share their experiences of child sexual abuse.

Organisation supporting refugees, asylum seekers and those with insecure
immigration status

Many of the statutory service organisations we spoke to told us that sex is a ‘taboo’
topic in many ethnic minority communities.

''

Within the Muslim community, sex outside of the marriage is forbidden,
so they don’t see it when it does happen. Sex is taboo and is not
talked about.
Cultural organisation serving the local Muslim community

We heard that even if victims and survivors are brave enough to come forward, they
may not have the language necessary to explain what happened to them.

''
''
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We were asked by imams not to use the term child sexual abuse but instead
to replace it with self-esteem or depression.
Domestic violence and sexual assault support service

Particular words for sex or our organs are forbidden, it’s taboo, and this is a
huge barrier because if I am not even allowed to say the word, how can I say
what happened to me.
Mental health service speaking about the Jamaican community
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We heard specifically about how, in many diasporic African-Caribbean communities,
talking or even knowing about sex is “nasty”. In many ethnic minority communities,
the consequence of breaking taboos (for example, talking about sex) has
significant reprisals.

''

Following the disclosure of child sexual abuse, the question is asked,
how and why the individual knows about sex and turns to victim-blaming.
Charity providing services to the local South Asian community

Professionals lacking in cultural competency
We heard that where there is a conflict between law and culture, professionals who
lack an understanding of the presenting culture can wrongly prioritise cultural norms.
Instead of putting the best interest and safety of children first, they accept what
they are told by community leaders or what they believe is best for the community,
sometimes going so far as not reporting child sexual abuse to the police.
Support service organisations told us that professionals in sectors such as social care
may not be trained to a level where they feel comfortable to challenge what may be
seen as ‘traditional’. This has led to reduced child sexual abuse disclosure and leads to
other safeguarding concerns.

''

Police need to be aware of South Asian culture, and the traditions,
if they are not aware of these factors, then the police will not get the
outcome that they want.
Cultural organisation serving the local South Asian community

We heard that professionals lacking cultural competence often treat people in ethnic
minority communities as part of a homogenous community instead of as individuals.
We also heard that, in some cases, professionals do not consider the victim and
survivor’s culture when making an assessment, or are openly racist.

''

African and African-Caribbean communities are labelled as
troublemakers by professionals.
Youth charity speaking about their experience with racism and stereotyping
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Suggestions for change to reduce cultural
barriers to disclosure
The support service organisations we spoke to told us that gatekeepers narrow the
options for victims and survivors to disclose or report child sexual abuse. We heard
that victims and survivors who are supported to speak about their experiences within
their own communities encourage others to come forward.

''

36

Gatekeepers to ethnic minority communities might be acting as a
barrier to collaborating with communities around sensitive topics,
and this should be addressed.
Women’s support service speaking about the Middle Eastern and
North African communities
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THEME 5

Shame and honour

''

When growing up in certain cultures, you learn to
keep quiet about certain things. This is learnt from
childhood and not to talk about child sexual abuse
is one of those things. It is a hush culture. Children
are groomed to say nothing because it is shameful.
Support organisation speaking about the African
diaspora community

42%

Shame

17%

Honour
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42 percent of organisations talked
about shame as a barrier to
disclosing child sexual abuse N = 107

17 percent of organisations talked
about honour as a barrier to
disclosing child sexual abuse N = 107
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Feelings of shame are a common response for all victims and survivors of child sexual
abuse. However in some cultures, feelings of shame are compounded by particular
cultural values. For example, we heard that in honour-based cultures, breaches of the
community’s code of behaviour may damage the reputation of the entire family.
We heard that shame and honour as barriers to disclosure of child sexual abuse are
gender based. Women and girls are commonly expected to maintain their family’s
honour by ensuring that they are sexually ‘pure’, particularly in communities where
girls are expected to be ‘marriageable’.
In some communities, if the girl is characterised as ‘impure’ (for example, if she has
been sexually abused), her parents, siblings and the entire family can be stigmatised.
This can lead to serious consequences, including exclusion or even death. We heard
that this threat to life is particularly serious in some South Asian communities in
England and Wales where Islam is the main religion.
Shame and honour as barriers to disclosure were most frequently discussed by
organisations supporting the Romany, Chinese, African, Arabic-speaking and some
South Asian communities (Pakistani, Indian and Bengali), and most significantly
in closed
communities. Too few service organisations understand these barriers to
..................................
disclosure and reporting of child sexual abuse.
We heard about the specific barriers that victims and survivors face, including:
●

gender;

●

victim blaming;

●

marriageability;

●

family reputation.

The support service organisations we spoke to also told us about what would help
them to better support victims and survivors to overcome these barriers. These
include increasing funding to create a more diverse workforce, and providing
educational materials about shame and honour targeted towards specific ethnic
minority communities.

Shame and honour as barriers to disclosing
child sexual abuse
Gender
Some of the support service organisations that we spoke to told us that, in some
cultures, the responsibility for the honour of family and community falls mostly on
women and girls.
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''

Ayb means nakedness in Arabic. It is a dishonourable term used for girls
only when disgracing the family and the community. Respecting honour is
on women and not on men.
Health service providing services to Arabic women

We heard that some communities respond differently when boys or men disclose that
they have been sexually abused. While disclosure in general remains taboo, some
organisations told us that boys are less likely to suffer long-lasting stigma, or that
in comparison to girls, “boys can overcome the abuse”. However, in relation to male
victims, we also heard that the victim and survivor’s masculinity or sexuality may
be questioned, and that boys from closed communities in particular are often not
believed when they disclose child sexual abuse.

''

Parents might be more forgiving towards their sons if they are sexually
abused ... if daughters are sexually abused, and it becomes known, no one
will marry her.
Youth organisation speaking about gender and racial equality

We heard that in some cases where mothers look to get support when their child has
been sexually abused, they are pressured to remain silent. This is often so that there is
no scrutiny or backlash on the family or question about the community’s honour in the
eyes of wider society.
We also heard that shame is often attached to victims and survivors but not to
abusers. They are often made to feel guilty or even responsible for the sexual abuse
they have suffered.

''

It’s their fault or [their] mother’s.
Support organisation speaking about the Congolese diaspora experience of victim-blaming

Consequences for the victim and survivor – not for the abuser
After disclosing child sexual abuse, victims and survivors will often try to make
amends, go back to the perpetrators, or try to ‘make things right’ for their families
and communities. This often means voluntarily re-entering sexually abusive or
violent situations.
We were told that if a report is made to the authorities of child sexual abuse, there can
be serious consequences for the victim and survivor, less so for the perpetrator.

''

A backlash towards the victim not so much to the family member
who abused them.
Muslim cultural organisation
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Marriageability
We heard that women and girls suffer disproportionately from the barriers of shame
and dishonour. Disclosure of child sexual abuse in some communities can affect a girl’s
marriageability and her status as a ‘virgin’. This is not true for boys. We heard that
boys who have been sexually abused are still ‘marriageable’.

''

The girl holds the honour for the family name, and it is her responsibility
to protect it. If a South Asian girl is abused, it is often by a family member.
In this situation, it’s often the victim, the girl, who has to take on the shame
and guilt of the sexual abuse as it’s her honour which will be lost and by
extension the family’s.
Youth support group

We were told that, in some communities, virginity before marriage is a requirement
for girls. In some ethnic minority community groups, girls who are not virgins before
marriage are belittled, shamed or emotionally abused.

''

Female victims of child sexual abuse are considered damaged goods if the
abuse becomes known. The consequence is that future suitors may consider
women as second-hand.
Local community support group serving the African diaspora

Some organisations told us that forced marriages and honour-based violence are
more common among Middle Eastern communities where ‘virginity before marriage’
is important. The organisations we spoke to said that if it becomes known in the
community that a girl is not a ‘virgin’, for example because she has been sexually
abused, this could lead to honour-based violence or a forced marriage.
We heard that some girls who are victims of child sexual abuse go through hymen
reconstruction surgery, and can find this traumatic. Support service organisations have
also told us about incidents of so-called ‘honour’ killings in England and Wales.

''

Victims are scared of the threat of honour-based violence. They are scared
of family members finding out and have to protect themselves from:
Why did you let this happen? Why are you telling lies? Why are you bringing
shame on the family by talking like this?
Child sexual exploitation professional

We heard that, if child sexual abuse becomes public knowledge, in some cases the
victim and survivor’s siblings also risk diminished marriageability, being forced out of
the community or even abandonment.
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''

This is a cultural element that is particularly prevalent in the South Asian
community. There is also the real fear of [a victim and survivor] being
sent to live in the parent’s homeland. This threat has come to fruition on
several occasions.
Domestic violence support service

We heard that in some Romany communities, preparing girls for marriage (including
being sexually active) from a young age is seen as normal and in the best interest
of the child. Families choose to do this and describe it as “the best way to love and
protect a daughter”. Although it is often an open secret within the community, it is not
investigated by authorities.

Family reputation
We heard about the importance of family reputation in honour-based societies, and
how the disclosure of child sexual abuse impacts the entire family and community.
We were told that sometimes this means that the importance of the family’s
reputation is treated as more important than the safety of the child. In some
communities, ‘dishonouring’ the family can lead to the victim and survivor’s death.

''
''

Disclosure of child sexual abuse will lead to a loss of family dignity;
this is linked to shame and standing in the community.

''

Once you have said it you cannot go back. This will start the cycle.
People will talk about your family. There will be a backlash towards the
victim internally from the family. There will also be a backlash from the
community towards the family. Because of this inevitable cycle, the family
will try to control it. This control could be physical punishment.

Women’s support organisation speaking about the Congolese community

It’s treated as inevitable, in these cases, children are discouraged from
disclosing, and their allegations dismissed to protect the family name.
Counselling service for ethnic minority victims and survivors

We heard that some victims and survivors do not tell anyone that they have been
sexually abused because they fear punishment from their own family and because
they worry about damaging their family’s reputation. We heard that where the family
is aware of the sexual abuse, the victim may be pressured not to report it.

Muslim cultural organisation
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Suggestions for change to reduce shame and
honour barriers to disclosure
The support service organisations we spoke to told us that victims and survivors
from some ethnic minority communities need support from people who understand
the specific cultural issues around shame and honour. Victims and survivors need
to see themselves represented and know that child sexual abuse happens in their
own communities. However, most organisations felt that they could not achieve this
without better funding.

''

Specific funding should be made available to support organisations to have
bigger and more diverse workforces to combat shame and honour barriers.

''

Provide reassurance and safety Z-cards (booklets) and leaflets around the
issue of shame and honour.

Women’s support organisation

We also heard that support service organisations need access to good quality
educational materials for victims and survivors who are struggling to overcome the
specific barriers of shame and honour when disclosing child sexual abuse.
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THEME 6

Education

''

Education makes a difference;
it changes attitudes.
Domestic and sexual violence
support organisation

17%

Education
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17 percent of organisations
talked about how education
can help N = 107
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Some organisations told us that often people from ethnic minority communities do
not have access to adequate information and advice about how to recognise and
report child sexual abuse. We heard that when children do not recognise that what
has happened to them is sexual abuse, the abuse may continue and may remain
unreported for many years.
Effective relationships and sex education in schools can help children to understand
their bodies, their rights and where they can go for help. However, we heard that for
some ethnic minority children, access to relationships and sex education is withdrawn,
taught at home, or not taught at all. These children may grow up at risk, not knowing
about healthy relationships, boundaries and privacy, and may not know how to report
concerns and seek advice when they suspect or know that something is wrong.
Several organisations told us that adult community education about child sexual
abuse is not available or not tailored for ethnic minority communities. This can also
lead to a lack of reporting and, without appropriate information, victims and survivors
may not know how they can be protected or supported.
We heard about the specific barriers that victims and survivors from ethnic minority
communities face, including:
●

withdrawal from relationships and sex education in schools;

●

inadequate education for adults in the community.

The support service organisations we spoke to also told us that education is key
to preventing child sexual abuse. Children and adults need access to good quality,
sensitive and targeted relationships and sex education provision.

Educational barriers to disclosing child
sexual abuse
Withdrawal from relationships and sex education in schools
We heard that effective relationships and sex education (RSE) in schools can provide
children with the confidence to recognise sexually abusive situations. Providing
good quality sex education can help to prevent child sexual abuse from happening,
and teach children how to report it if it does.

''
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Sex and healthy relationship education are important in schools.
Children need a safe space to learn the correct information.
Organisation supporting the Sikh community
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Several organisations told us that some parents in ethnic minority communities in
England and Wales remove their children from school relationships and sex education
(RSE) classes in case they are taught things that are against their cultural values.
Sometimes this is done under pressure from friends, family or community leaders.

''

Parents function as barriers to reporting because they opt their children out
of sex education classes. The community pressures parents to do so.

''

Many of the children from these communities think they are in healthy
relationships because they don’t have a reference point as to what a
healthy relationship looks like, or they think it’s normal because of
their culture.

Women’s organisation supporting the Middle Eastern community

We heard that in some closed communities, some children are homeschooled, do not
attend school regularly or are removed from school at a young age. Knowledge about
healthy relationships is lacking and, in turn, this leads to a lack of understanding or
awareness when it comes to familial abuse.

Organisation working against modern slavery

Inadequate adult community education
Some organisations we spoke to told us that a lack of education continues to cause
issues in adulthood because victims and survivors may not understand the sexual
abuse they have experienced and may not know how to describe and seek help for
a range of lifelong impacts resulting from the abuse. Organisations find it difficult
to source educational materials suitable for adults who did not attend school
relationships and sex education (RSE) classes in England and Wales, or who have come
to the United Kingdom as adults.

''

There are no awareness-raising posters or campaigns for child sexual abuse
specifically for ethnic minority communities and often victims from these
communities realise they are survivors of child sexual abuse later in life.
Organisation supporting the Sikh community

Support service organisations told us that they regularly fill gaps in knowledge in their
local communities, for example, we heard about South Asian young women calling to
ask for help and advice about female genitalia and what to call body parts.

''

What is concerning is that these female callers, at times in their 20s,
still do not have a working knowledge, understanding or language for
their own body.
Sexual violence support organisation speaking about the South Asian community
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Community education for adults about how to recognise and report child sexual abuse
may also fail due to a lack of support from the community. For example, we heard that
community educational sessions on signs of sexual grooming were run in a local place
of worship by an external organisation. However, older generations were reluctant to
engage and stopped their families from attending.

''

We encouraged attendees to talk to others in their community about what
they have learned in sessions. However, some young people are still too
scared to talk about child sexual abuse because of pressures from elders.
Organisation supporting the Sikh community

We also heard that there is a lack of understanding of the traumatic, long-term effects
of child sexual abuse on victims and survivors. The organisations we spoke to told us
that mental health issues are not widely accepted and understood in many ethnic
minority communities. We heard that, if more people knew and understood the trauma
involved in child sexual abuse, parents and community leaders would understand
the importance of relationships and sex education and the need for specialist
support services.

''

This is an educational problem and the need for greater awareness among
the Chinese communities about these services is needed.
Women’s organisation supporting diverse ethnic minority communities

Suggestions for change to reduce educational
barriers to disclosure
The support service organisations we spoke to told us that children need access to
good quality relationships and sex education in schools. We heard that education
can prevent child sexual abuse from happening, especially if it involves adults and
community leaders. We were told that the most effective way to engage is to use
victims and survivors from the local community.

''

Use schools to play a role in giving children confidence and strength to
stand up for themselves and report sexual abuse. To know what is right and
what is wrong. Schools have a particularly important role where there are
children of families from these backgrounds. … Better education for elders
and community leaders and adults in these communities is also needed.
Use victims and survivors from the communities – advocates from the
communities to work with those communities.
Women’s organisation supporting diverse ethnic minority communities
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We also heard that adult education about child sexual abuse needs to be provided in
all communities. Clear public health information needs to be given about what child
sexual abuse and sexual grooming is and what needs to be done next if a child has
been sexually abused.

''

Make people aware of all different types of exploitation and how children
can be groomed. Better information on what grooming looks like and what
children can do in that situation is needed.
Child sexual exploitation support organisation

We heard that targeted, sensitive education and culturally appropriate outreach
programmes can help shift attitudes. Emphasising that mothers can help protect their
children from the lifelong trauma of child sexual abuse by educating themselves and
their children about child sexual abuse is very effective.

''

Prioritising education to women/mothers to better protect their children.
Four pronged: accepting that child sexual abuse does happen/use
straightforward language to describe child sexual abuse/understand the
extent of child sexual abuse trauma/differentiating of culture and religion
and challenging this openly.
Sexual violence support organisation
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Areas for further
consideration

I have found almost no public or communal
acknowledgement that child sexual
abuse happens in my culture here in the
UK, let alone other survivors to connect
to, or organisations to offer culturally
sensitive support.
Support organisation in London speaking about
the Sicilian community
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The engagement activities informing this report were about listening and reflecting
what we heard. While drawing out the broad themes, this approach by its nature does
not allow for critical findings to be drawn across all the barriers identified during the
engagement activity. Therefore we would like to share some additional perspectives
we heard which would benefit from further research or consideration.
The organisations we spoke to told us that child sexual abuse is under-recognised,
under-reported and under-supported in most ethnic minority communities across
England and Wales. We heard that stereotyping and racism affect each individual
and community differently. For example, we heard that the barriers to disclosure and
reporting for older and first generation immigrant victims and survivors can be very
different from those experienced by younger people from ethnic minority backgrounds.
What we heard is supported by research carried out by the Inquiry and addressing
these barriers would improve disclosure and reporting.
We heard about the following issues facing ethnic minority victims and survivors that
would benefit from further work:
●

communities which are less visible, or are dispersed across England and Wales;

●

lack of rural support services and isolation;

●

LGBTQ+ victims and survivors from ethnic minority communities;

●

gender and masculinity.

Communities which are less visible, or are
dispersed across England and Wales
It is unclear how many ethnic minority victims and survivors are under-supported
because they are from less visible communities. We heard that there is an assumption
that victims and survivors will access mainstream support if specialist services for their
community are not available, but this may not be true. More could be learned from
communities which are either too small, or too dispersed across England and Wales,
to be provided with specialist organisations.
We spoke to one professional who worked at an organisation in London that
supported multiple ethnicities. She is a member of the Sicilian community, and found
that it was only because she was from the same community that victims and survivors
from that community felt comfortable talking to her about the specific cultural barriers
they faced when disclosing child sexual abuse.

Areas for further consideration
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''

The Anglo-Sicilian community, along with other Mediterranean
countries, are off-radar, with no voice or representation when it comes
to understanding and tackling child sexual abuse.
Support organisation serving diverse communities in London

Lack of rural support services and isolation
Support service organisations in rural areas told us that access to services for victims
and survivors is limited, and the quality of services is a “postcode lottery”. We heard
that victims and survivors from ethnic minority backgrounds experience this barrier
more acutely because they are more isolated. For example, where there may be only
one or two families from their community in an area, traditional support structures
that those in urban areas may depend on do not exist.
We heard that some people from ethnic minority backgrounds in rural communities are
very isolated, and women in particular may not be well integrated. One organisation
told us that they had never seen the local ethnic minority women, and only saw their
children. Despite this, we heard that issues of diversity and inclusion are not taken
seriously in many rural areas.

''

BME issues are still a tick box exercise in Cumbria.
Support service organisation in rural Cumbria

We heard that more support needs to be provided for those who live in rural areas
generally, and in particular organisations need to recognise the specific needs of
victims and survivors from ethnic minority backgrounds who live rurally.

LGBTQ+ victims and survivors from ethnic
minority communities
Organisations that work with victims and survivors from ethnic minority communities
who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning (LGBTQ+) talked
about how traditional cultural and religious barriers prevented disclosure of child
sexual abuse. We heard that the barriers to disclosure and reporting were particularly
significant for those from conservative families, as many felt they could not tell their
families that they identify as LGBTQ+.

''
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Many ethnic minority LGBTQ+ young people don’t access services due to the
fear of being seen by family or community members in the area if they have
not yet disclosed their sexuality.
Sexual health organisation serving a diverse community
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One women’s organisation serving multiple ethnic communities told us that LGBTQ+
people have experienced sexual abuse as a form of ‘correction’ and sex in forced
marriage. We also heard about male victims and survivors that had been groomed and
then blackmailed by the abusers (sometimes forcing them to sell drugs).

''

These 15-year-olds should be seen as CSA/CSE [child sexual abuse/child
sexual exploitation] victims but many have criminal convictions.

''

When we have tried to talk to our members about being LGB&T+,
in some languages, it’s impossible to find a non-derogatory term for
someone who is gay.

LGBTQ+ organisation serving a diverse ethnic community

Support service organisations told us that some religious families are ashamed of
their children’s sexuality and that children have been told by their religious parents
that gay people will go to hell.

Sexual assault service organisation

We heard that children who cannot talk to their families about their sexuality often
turn to chat forums on the internet, making them vulnerable to online predators.
We heard that LGBTQ+ victims and survivors are often blamed for being abused
because of their sexuality, both by their families and by the institutions that are meant
to support them.

''

There is still very much a ‘victim blaming’ mentality when it comes to LGBT
from institutions.
LGBTQ+ organisation serving a diverse ethnic community

The Inquiry is carrying out further engagement activities to develop an understanding
of the experiences of victims and survivors who identify as LGBTQ+ and the barriers to
disclosure and access to support services they face.

Gender and masculinity
A number of support service organisations told us that too few boys and men from
ethnic minority backgrounds disclose or report child sexual abuse. We also heard
that where some ethnic minority boys have been sexually abused and then exploited
by criminal groups, statutory services are less likely to treat ethnic minority boys
sympathetically as victims of child sexual abuse, but instead treat them as criminals.
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We were also told that some boys and men who are victims of female perpetrators find
it more difficult to come forward because people would think they “were weak or have
lost their masculinity”.

''

He didn’t know who to report it to or in fact what he was reporting.
To him he believed that they loved him and this was how they showed
it. He wasn’t sure if it was abuse because he was a boy and his abusers
were women.
Mental health charity speaking about a victim and survivor from the black community

We also heard that some boys and men who are victims of male perpetrators fear
being labelled as homosexual. We heard that this can be particularly difficult for boys
and men from cultures where same-sex sexual activity is illegal or taboo.

''

It is harder for boys to disclose because it will mean their community
will think they are gay so boys will never report abuse.
Mental health charity supporting diverse communities

We heard that boys and men from ethnic minority communities experience specific
barriers to disclosure. We heard that this is made worse by cultural expectations
around masculinity within traditionally patriarchal societies, and that further work
in this area would ensure that male victims and survivors are better supported to
come forward.

What happens next?
This engagement work has provided the Inquiry with helpful information from
organisations’ experiences of supporting victims and survivors from ethnic
minority communities.
In addition, it has given the Inquiry valuable insight into some barriers that victims
and survivors from ethnic minority communities may face when sharing their
experience of child sexual abuse.
The Inquiry will continue to engage with ethnic minority communities and the
organisations that support them through presentations and workshops identified
through this engagement activity. The Inquiry will also consider the experiences of
victims and survivors through the Truth Project and the Victims and Survivors Forum,
and through the evidence obtained in its investigations and public hearings.
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Research report on child
sexual abuse in ethnic
minority communities
In June 2020, the Inquiry published a research report, “People don’t talk about it”: Child
sexual abuse in ethnic minority communities.
There were seven key research findings:
1. Cultural stereotypes and racism can lead to failures on the part of institutions
and professionals to identify and respond appropriately to child sexual
abuse. They can also make it more difficult for individuals in ethnic minority
communities to disclose and speak up about child sexual abuse.
2. Some professionals only see a person’s ethnic group rather than the
whole person.
3. Shame and stigma were frequently mentioned by ethnic minority participants
as leading to a code of silence.
4. Child sexual abuse can have a serious impact on victims and survivors’ sense of
identity and belonging within their communities.
5. The way that child sexual abuse is seen and responded to in ethnic minority
communities is linked with expectations about gender within those
communities.
6. Participants’ perceptions and experiences of institutions in relation to child
sexual abuse were mixed but tended to be negative.
7. Although better than in the past, more can be done to raise awareness, remove
barriers to disclosure and improve responses to child sexual abuse in ethnic
minority communities.
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Glossary
Child The Inquiry defines a child as a person under the age of 18.
Child sexual abuse Sexual abuse of children involves forcing or enticing a child or
young person to take part in sexual activities. The activities may involve physical
contact, and non-contact activities such as involving children in looking at, or in the
production of, sexual images, watching sexual activities, encouraging children to
behave in sexually inappropriate ways, or grooming a child in preparation for abuse
including via the internet. Child sexual abuse includes child sexual exploitation.
Child sexual exploitation Sexual exploitation of children is a form of child sexual
abuse. It involves exploitative situations, contexts and relationships where a
child receives something, as a result of them performing, and/or another or others
performing on them, sexual activities. Child sexual exploitation can occur through the
use of technology.
Closed communities The term ‘closed communities’ is often used to describe
communities which are insulated from wider mainstream society. Strong social ties
within these communities are based on culture, heritage, religion and language.
Cultural competency Professionals who are culturally competent are able to
understand, communicate with and effectively interact with people from different
cultures. Cultural competency requires empathy with cultural differences including
values, beliefs and feelings, as well as knowledge of different cultural practices
and worldviews.

Blockages to cultural competency

Ethnocentrism

Cultural
conflict

Prejudice

Stereotyping

Cultural
blindness

Culture Culture describes the ways of life, customs, habits and beliefs of a particular
group of people.
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Ethnic minority community The phrase ‘ethnic minority community’ is used as an
umbrella term in this report to refer to participants who identify as belonging to any
ethnic group other than white British.
Ethnicity Ethnicity includes aspects of culture that are shared, such as language,
clothing and dress, religion and foods, and influence a way of life.
Gatekeeper A gatekeeper controls access to a community in order to protect the
community as a whole. It is often an informal role held by a person who is held in high
esteem within the community, for example a religious leader or community organiser.
Non-statutory services Non-statutory services include governmental and non-profit
organisations which provide social benefit, including charities.
Perpetrator A perpetrator is a person who has committed a harmful, illegal or
immoral act.
So-called ‘honour’ killing The term ‘honour’ killing is controversial, as it may appear
to provide a justification for violence and abuse against women. Others have argued
that progress in ending ‘honour-based’ violence has been made using the term and
that it is understood within the communities where such violence occurs. We have
used the term ‘so-called “honour” killing’ in this report to reflect the language used by
participants and have used the following definition, written by the Iranian and Kurdish
Women’s Rights Organisation (IKWRO):
“‘Honour’ based violence is normally a collective and planned crime or incident,
mainly perpetrated against women and girls, by their family or their community, who
act to defend their perceived honour, because they believe that the victim(s), have
done something to bring shame to the family or the community.
It can take many forms including: ‘honour’ killing, forced marriage, rape, forced suicide,
acid attacks, mutilation, imprisonment, beatings, death threats, blackmail, emotional
abuse, surveillance, harassment, forced abortion and abduction.”
Statutory services Statutory services are set up by law to carry out public activities,
for example the police and children’s social care services.
Taboo ‘Taboo’ refers to an act or word which is forbidden by a culture or community.
Taboos are recognised by communities as a whole and are based on moral, religious
or cultural norms. What is taboo in one culture or community may be acceptable
in another.
Victims and survivors In this report, we use the term to describe individuals who
have been sexually abused as children. The words ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ have
different personal meanings. Some people identify as victims and some as survivors,
we therefore use the words ‘victims and survivors’ together when referring to people
who have been sexually abused.
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