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On any given day, we may see a news headline with a startling message that a sexual offender has been 
arrested and that the abuse occurred in a school or other child–serving organization. 
  
Sometimes the headline is about a financial settlement or civil trial that occurred in the aftermath of abuse, 
occasionally even many years later. In most of these cases it is difficult to know how the abuse happened, how the 
offender gained access to the child, and why it took a long period of time before abuse was discovered. 
Unfortunately, many news stories describe the dynamics of sexual abuse in simplified terms, shedding little light 
on how these tragedies can be prevented or identified more quickly (Wilczynski & Sinclair, 1999 & Berkeley Media 
Studies Group, 2015). The question that may enter our minds when they read these stories is “how could they let 
this happen?” or “they surely must have known; why didn’t someone stop it?” Like so many human tragedies, like 
poverty or teenage suicide, being aware that the problem of sexual abuse in organizations exists does not mean 
we know how to solve it.  Solutions for prevention and early detection have developed slowly over the past thirty 
years, but none of the answers are easy. 
  
Key Dynamics of Relationship-Based Sexual Abuse in Organizations 
  
The adult is in a position of trust. To begin, most sexual abuse that occurs in organizations starts with an adult 
who is in a position of trust with children or young people, not a stranger lurking around the building. The idea that 
abuse may be perpetrated by “one of us” versus someone from the “outside” is extremely difficult for most people 
to accept.   
  
The acts are non-violent. To compound the difficulty in early identification of abuse, most sexual abuse that 
occurs in organizations is not violent in nature, it is relational, and the early stages of relationship-based sexual 
abuse can look very similar to wholesome rapport-building between adults and children.   
  
Children may be drawn to the offender. Children and young people may also experience the attention and 
interest of a relational sexual offender as affirming and comfortable, particularly if they are lacking positive 
relationships in their lives.   
  
The offender may be exceptionally good at his or her job. Although the reasons are not fully understood, it 
is clear that a significant proportion of adults who cross the line with children or teens and those who sexually 
abuse a child or young person are also very gifted in their work and known for “being good with kids.”   
  
Other adults may be reluctant to intervene. Once the relationship has been established, it is also common for 
other adult observers to become increasingly hesitant to interrupt the interactions between an adult and a child 
due to a reluctance to deprive the child of a connection that may have genuine meaning in the child’s life.  
  
Fear of “Being Wrong” Interferes with Child Protection in Schools. In addition to all the concerns about 
the child, adults are also extremely cautious about interrupting another person in his or her work with children due 
to a fear that they might be over-reacting or misinterpreting the manner in which the relationship is developing. 
Many adults fail to take action when they see an adult behaving ways they find inappropriate because they are 
afraid of being wrong, they are uncomfortable with confrontation, or they cannot imagine that a person who 
otherwise works well and cares for children could ever actually cross the line to sexually abuse a child. 
  
In case after case of sexual abuse in organizations, adults who worked with sexual offenders saw, heard, and knew 
things about the offender’s behavior with children that they knew presented a problem. In many of these cases, 
those same adults failed to take action to interrupt or prevent the offender from continuing. While it is possible that 
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some of the adults who failed to protect children were unconcerned about sexual abuse or uninterested in the well-
being of children, a more likely explanation is that uncertainty about permissible behaviors, policy ambiguity, and 
lack of a defined procedure for intervening allowed enough doubt in the minds of the observers to prevent or at 
least fail to facilitate their taking decisive action. 
  
Standards of Care for Preventing Sexual Abuse Have Changed. Today, the standards of care for preventing 
sexual abuse have changed and organizations that serve children are obliged to take reasonable steps to prevent 
sexual abuse from happening in their programs. These reasonable steps include defining the behaviors that 
are and are not appropriate in the organization, letting employees, volunteers, parents, and children 
know about those guidelines and articulating with clarity what adults and children should do if they 
become aware of violations. It is only when we become more sophisticated in our knowledge and 
communication about the behaviors that lead up to abuse, including boundary violations, that we have the 
opportunity to prevent abuse before it happens. 
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The task we must accomplish is to prevent sexual abuse in organizations and one of the major barriers to 
prevention is that in order for prevention to happen, decisive intervention must take place prior to the first 
act of abuse. Otherwise, the organization is responding to sexual abuse, not preventing it. As challenging as it may 
be for organization to respond properly to allegations of sexual abuse within the organization, it is far more complex 
to intervene in advance of a known incident or allegation of abuse. 
  
In order to prevent sexual abuse in organizations we must develop a more sophisticated understanding and 
discussion surrounding: a) the dynamics of wholesome relationship development versus sexual grooming and 
manipulation, b) grooming and the behaviors that should prompt intervention, and c) responses that serve to 
effectively interrupt the progression of grooming before it becomes sexual abuse. This article addresses the first of 
these tasks, beginning with the concept of boundaries. 
  
Although there may be other types of boundaries, there are three basic forms of boundaries that are relevant to 
wholesome relationship development and the prevention of sexual abuse: Physical boundaries, emotional 
boundaries, and behavioral boundaries.   
 

• Physical boundaries exist to protect the body. They determine the level of physical contact that 
is acceptable, healthy and comfortable for an individual. Physical boundaries define who can touch 
a person, where on the body is acceptable to touch, and in what circumstances. Among other 
things, physical boundaries may be influenced by culture, families, beliefs, and individual histories 
or experiences. 

• Emotional boundaries exist to protect feelings. They determine how close an individual feels to 
another person, how much time an individual chooses to spend with a person, how influential that 
person is, and how much an individual is willing to share with another person. Emotional boundaries 
may be influenced in part by the emotional needs of the individual, other support systems that are 
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in place, the person’s own history and experiences of trauma, and the context in which the 
individual meets the person in question. 

• Behavioral boundaries exist to protect your actions. Behavioral boundaries determine what 
behaviors are acceptable for you and which ones are not. Behavioral boundaries are the rules that 
an individual has for himself or herself. They determine whether an individual is law-abiding or 
engages in criminal behavior, whether the individual lies or is truthful, works hard in school or does 
not complete assignments, stays out after curfew or goes home on time, and whether the individual 
drinks alcohol, uses illicit drugs or other intoxicating substances. Behavioral boundaries may be 
influenced by genetic predisposition, personal beliefs, moral formation, life experiences, 
external constraints, and opportunity, among other influences. 

Although a great deal of focus with respect to sexual abuse prevention focuses on the behavior of 
perpetrators, there is also a prevention technique used by police and military authorities called, 
“target hardening.” Target hardening essentially means that part of prevention includes helping 
vulnerable people avoid and resist victimization. In the field of sexual abuse prevention, target 
hardening includes helping children and young people develop and maintain healthy interpersonal 
boundaries.  
 
If a child or young person has boundaries that are either too open or too closed, they may be more 
susceptible to unhealthy relationships, sexual manipulation, the grooming of a sexual offender, and 
ultimately, they may be at greater risk of sexual abuse. 
  
When boundaries are too open. When a person’s boundaries are too open, this means the person can easily 
be influenced by another person and could be open to the boundary violations of a sexual offender. Following are 
signs that a child or young person’s boundaries may be too open: 
 

• Will do anything to avoid conflict. 
• Shares too much personal information. 
• Believes he or she deserves poor treatment. 
• Believes anything people say. 
• Stands or sits too close to others. 
• Can’t say no. 
• Takes responsibility for other people’s feelings. 
• Goes along with anything other people suggest. 
• Trusts strangers. 
• Can’t see flaws in other people. 

 
When boundaries are too closed. When a person’s boundaries are too closed, he or she may be isolated, lonely, 
and vulnerable to boundary violations due to a lack of involvement in healthy relationships and a lack of someone 
to tell if they are dealing with a serious problem. Following are signs that a child or young person’s boundaries may 
be too closed: 
 

• Avoids getting close to people. 
• Doesn’t trust anyone. 
• Doesn’t let other people do appropriate favors. 
• Doesn’t have close friends. 
• Is not close with family. 
• Refuses appropriate touch. 
• Immediately says no to spending time with people. 
• Doesn’t tell anyone about real thoughts or feelings. 
• Doesn’t know his or her own thoughts and feelings. 
• Won’t ask for help, even when needed. 
• Doesn’t give honest opinions, even when asked. 



• Doesn’t let anyone know the “real” person.  
 

Once we have a basic language and understanding of boundaries, we can begin to discuss the behaviors that 
constitute boundaries violations, grooming and sexual manipulation. These dynamics will be discussed in the next 
article, which is entitled, “Grooming and the Path to Sexual Abuse.” 
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Abuse 

 

By Monica Applewhite, Ph.D.  

In years past, it was common for the focus of sexual abuse prevention efforts to be on “strong screening” 
and choosing “safe” adults to work with children. However, both the experiences of child-serving 
organizations and the recent findings of empirical research have demonstrated that the 
characteristics and psychological profiles of adults who sexually abuse do not differ significantly or 
predictably from adults who do not abuse children.   
  
As a result of this reality, current best practices require organizations to develop systems for monitoring and 
supervising that allow others to detect the subtle distinctions of behavior that differentiate adults who seek sexual 
contact with children and young people from those who are motivated to work with children for altruistic and 
otherwise wholesome reasons. Once the supervision system is in place, it is necessary to know what kinds of 
behaviors should trigger an intervention.  
 
Relational Sexual Offenders Violate Boundaries 
 
The majority of sexual offenses that occur in schools, churches, and youth development programs are relational in 
nature, and not violent. Whether a relational sexual offender has abused many times in the past, or an adult who 
is attracted to children is moving down the path to abuse for the first time, boundary violations will consistently 
occur before moving to overt acts of abuse. During the phase of boundary violations that is prior to sexual contact, 
others who observe the behaviors have an opportunity to interrupt the progression of behavior which is typically 
called “grooming.” Grooming is the process of preparing a child or young person to experience relational sexual 
abuse without strong resistance or subsequent disclosure. It is a pattern of boundary violations intended to increase 
closeness, dependency, involvement and trust between the adult and the child he or she is targeting.   
  
Using the framework of the three types of boundaries found in Part 2 of this series, it is possible to identify specific 
behaviors that follow the patterns of sexual abusers and represent a departure from positive relationship 
development. 
  
Physical boundary violations. Physical boundary violations involve desensitizing a child or young person to being 
touched so that when the touch becomes clearly sexual, it will represent an incremental increase of contact, rather 
than an abrupt change in behavior. The most common physical boundary violations observed in schools have been: 
 

• Shoulder or neck massages (adult to a student or student to adult). 
• Wrestling or roughhousing with a student. 
• Tickling or poking a student in the side. 
• Placing a hand on a student’s leg. 
• Lengthy hugs or holding a student in an embrace. 

 
Emotional boundary violations. Emotional boundary violations involve a process of intensifying the closeness 
between the adult and child through increased disclosure, greater expectations for time spent together, and creating 
a child’s sense of dependency on the adult for approval, friendship, and affection. Emotional grooming may be at 
the core of a relational abuser’s methodology for preventing a child from disclosing because closeness in the 
relationship gives the child his or her own reasons for keeping the behaviors secret and giving the abuser further 
access. The most common emotional violations in cases that occur in schools have been: 
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• Possessiveness. 
• Private texting. 
• Flirting with students. 
• Disclosing private information to students. 
• Expecting students to be emotionally supportive. 
• Demanding students reveal private information. 

 
Behavioral boundary violations. Behavioral boundary violations involve an adult engaging a child in behavior 
that is considered “against the rules.” The rules that are broken may be established by the child’s parents, the law, 
the school or agency where the adult and child met each other, or may violate the rules a child has set for himself 
or herself. The purpose of violating a child’s behavioral boundaries is to create a context for the relationship that is 
by its very nature “secret.” Once a child is keeping an adult’s secrets and an adult is keeping a child’s secrets, it 
becomes much more difficult for the child to reveal that improper contact or the beginnings of sexual abuse have 
occurred.  Research regarding the progression of grooming, both online and in person, show that one of the first 
boundary violations to occur in many cases is the introduction of inappropriate sexual content to conversations 
between adults and children or young people. This is a behavioral boundary violation that involves an adult talking 
about sexual attraction, masturbation, pornography, or having a personal history of engaging in a particular type 
of sexual behavior. If the adult can succeed in influencing the child to discuss these topics, he or she may feel it is 
“safe” to continue on the path of grooming the child for physical contact. Other behavioral boundary violations that 
are common in schools have been: 
 

• Treating one student as a favorite and being more lenient with that student. 
• Cursing in the presence of a student or allowing the student to curse. 
• Telling inappropriate jokes to students or in the presence of students. 
• Talking negatively about other adults in the student’s life, including parents. 
• Allowing or encouraging a child to look at pornography. 
• Allowing or encouraging a child to drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes, or use drugs. 

 
When adults violate boundaries with children and young people, there is almost always a temptation to view the 
behavior in isolation and fail to investigate whether the boundary violation is, in fact, an isolated event or whether 
it may represent a larger pattern of behavior indicative of grooming. In the absence of pro-active follow-up and 
interruption, schools and school districts are counting on an adult who has already violated boundaries to voluntarily 
desist from the behaviors and manage his or her own risk. Placing the risk management for a school into the hands 
of an untrained adult is precarious enough, but to entrust this responsibility to an adult who has already used poor 
judgment in his or her interactions with students can only be considered foolhardy. How to respond to boundary 
violations will be addressed in the next article, entitled, “Responsible Handling of Boundary Violations and 
Grooming.” 
 

Boundary Violations, Grooming, and Warning Signs 4 of 5: Addressing Boundary 
Violations 

  

By Monica Applewhite, Ph.D.  

When an adult who is in a position of trust with children and young people has violated boundaries, there 
are a variety of ways in which this information can reach the desk of administrators. Regardless of how 
circuitous the path, once the information has reached the office of administration, it is necessary to deal 
with what is known and not to ignore the problem in hopes things will “just work out” or “go away.” 
Remember, despite our natural instincts to avoid ugly situations and confrontations, “Do Nothing” 
is never the right answer when addressing adult boundary violations with students. This article is 
intended to provide administrators with practical steps to follow when addressing boundary violations.
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1. The quality of the source cannot determine how valid or serious the problem may be. Serious 
problems may be concealed due to strong relational ties, fear of being wrong, or fears of retribution for 
reporting. In those cases, information about improper behavior may circulate around the organization in 
the form of gossip, rumors, or re-occurring jokes about an adult or an adult-child relationship. When 
information takes the form of nebulous, poorly sourced rumors, it is up to the administration to determine 
what, if anything, is behind the rumors. In years past, only formal reports in organizations were taken 
seriously, but experience has taught that all too often, once the report is submitted, abuse has already 
occurred and the opportunity to prevent has been missed. That brings us to the second point. 
  

2. In most cases, pro-active information seeking is necessary to make a solid plan for addressing 
boundary violations. Whether the information came from an anonymous report, a formal complaint or 
an observation made by an administrator, most situations of boundary violations must be pursued to 
determine how to address the problem. Pro-active information-seeking means identifying others who may 
have information and talking with them, asking questions, checking records, observing the program, and 
any other information-gathering tasks that fill in the gaps of information about the individual’s interactions 
with children or youth. 
  

3. Some serious boundary violations must be reported as suspicions of abuse. The law in most 
states requires that school personnel report suspicions of abuse in addition to the knowledge that abuse 
has occurred. When reports of serious boundary violations are made or internal investigations yield 
information that may indicate sexual abuse has already occurred, it is necessary to report possible sexual 
abuse, even in the absence of a direct disclosure. 
  

4. Despite what some adults may believe, there is never a good reason to allow boundary 
violations to continue. Adults may violate boundaries for a whole host of reasons other than trying to 
groom a child for sexual abuse. It may be that the adult never thought about boundaries, thinks children 
should be treated as equals or “friends,” or is lonely and trying to get his or her emotional needs met. 
Likewise, “that’s just how I am,” is not a compelling reason to allow an adult to cross the line physically, 
emotionally, or behaviorally with a child or young person. While the worst-case scenario—that the child is 
being tested as a target for sexual abuse—may not be behind the behavior, the bottom line is that none of 
the rationales for violating boundaries should convince an administrator to allow the behavior to continue. 
  

5. Interrupting boundary violations at the lowest level, before they become serious, is meant to 
maximize the likelihood that the individual can successfully desist from boundary violations. If 
boundary violations are addressed before they become serious, then well-meaning adults can simply stop 
the behavior without causing harm. For example, if a teacher tells one student to call her by her first name 
and no one tells her that it is not appropriate, she may continue to show favoritism to one student to the 
point of breaching professional ethics. At that point, administrators can only remove her from the 
environment. If, on the other hand, the low-level behavior is addressed and she ceases the favoritism, she 
can continue her career safely and perhaps more mindfully to the issue of distinctive treatment. If, however, 
despite the warning, she continues to single out a particular student for special treatment, then 
administrators are on notice that she is knowingly engaging in prohibited behavior and additional 
disciplinary action is to interrupt the pattern of boundary violations. This ability to separate mindless 
boundary violations from purposeful grooming is only possible when low-level violations are identified and 
addressed. 

Interrupting boundary violations may take a range of forms from having counseling to written warning or 
termination of the individual’s employment, depending on the level of seriousness of the behavior and whether 
prior interventions have failed. In this process, it is essential for decisions to be made based on the actual behaviors 
that have occurred and not how well-liked or otherwise gifted the individual is in working with students. It is not at 
all unusual for an adult who violates boundaries to also be extraordinarily competent in his or her work with children 
or young people. 
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There are four components to organizational infrastructure that greatly enhance administrators’ abilities to 
detect and interrupt adult boundary violations with students. These key components are as follows: 

1. Policies that prohibit specific boundary violations 

2. Boundary-related items on performance evaluations 

3. Clear procedures for reporting concerns 

4. Procedures for progressive discipline   

This article provides recommendations for using each of these components to prevent sexual abuse by creating an 
environment in which boundary violations are more readily detected and quickly interrupted. 

Policies that prohibit specific boundary violations. Policies that prohibit employees and volunteers from 
engaging in behaviors that violate boundary violations empower observers to confront inappropriate behaviors 
immediately. When the policies are appropriately disseminated and taught, they also eliminate “not knowing” or 
“not thinking about it” as a plausible explanation for the behavior. For example, when there is a policy that teachers 
do not give rides to lone students and the policy has been distributed and discussed, it is more clear that the 
teacher who chose to give a student a ride in the car is knowingly crossing boundaries. Moreover, it is easier for 
administrators to respond to the behavior as a policy violation, than a matter of opinion that the behavior was not 
appropriate. Coping with boundary violations which are also policy violations becomes similar to dealing with an 
employee who does not get to work on time—without the value judgments that so frequently cloud the decisions 
of administrators who are addressing boundary violations. 

Boundary-related items on job requirements and performance evaluations. Including boundary-related 
items in job requirements and performance evaluations is a way to quickly communicate to applicants and 
employees that strong boundaries are key to success in the organization. Items such as “maintains appropriate 
boundaries with students” and “is a positive role model for students at all times” provides a forum for conversations 
about both positive and problematic boundaries. These items let employees know that supervisors are watching for 
specific interactions and encourages them to stay on track. Realizing that others are taking note of good judgment 
gives positive reinforcement to adults who work with students and ensures that too much time will not go by 
without a conversation about boundaries. 

Clear procedures for reporting concerns. One of the major barriers to reporting boundary violations is lack of 
clarity about reporting procedures. That includes who is responsible for voicing concerns, what behaviors should 
prompt a report, and the process that should be used to identify problem behaviors and bring them to the attention 
of administration. Written and disseminated reporting procedures that specifically address how to share concerns 
about boundary violations give employees, volunteers, families and children the path to participate in abuse 
prevention and creating a safe space for wholesome relationship development.   

Procedures for progressive discipline. In addition to clear procedures for reporting, organizational abuse 
prevention is facilitated by clear procedures for addressing a range of problem behaviors. These procedures should 
have the flexibility to be responsive to the level of the specific policy or boundary violation and plainly articulate the 
consequences for additional failure to comply with policy requirements.  
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When meeting with an employee who has violated boundaries, it is essential to allow adequate time for a sit-down 
meeting and that the seriousness of the problem is clarified. During the meeting, the adult must communicate that 
he or she understands the precise behavior or set of behaviors that cannot continue and agree not to engage in 
the behavior or other boundary violations in the future. All interventions and disciplinary actions should be 
documented and a written agreement by the adult to cease boundary violations and the specific consequences for 
any further instances of non-compliance. 

Once boundary issues have been identified, they must be pro-actively, not passively, monitored on an ongoing 
basis. Even when boundary violations are relatively minor, their identification requires administrators to develop a 
plan for detecting a re-occurrence of problem behavior. Formal and informal observations, assignment of a mentor, 
requesting the observations of others, and asking direct questions of co-workers and/or students can all assist with 
the monitoring process. Administrators can develop more comfort with the task of supervising behavior when they 
recognize that helping an employee maintain appropriate behavior genuinely protects the students while supporting 
and guiding the behavior of the employee. Organizational structures can make the job easier, but it is only through 
the personal commitment and direct engagement of administrators that boundary violations are caught and sexual 
abuse can be prevented. 
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