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We re you molested when you were a child? This is 
the unavoidable question faced by all offenders who 

a re accused or convicted of a sex crime. A re t ro s p e c t i v e 
analysis of sexual victimization among offenders showed 
that from 30% to 60% of them — with pedophiles 
p redominant — said yes.2 But what is the true story? 

Sexual offending is often explained as being the 
consequence of previous sexual victimization. 

This perception of “cause and effect” is supported 
by various writers who believe that the presence of 
u n resolved sexual trauma (deviant sexual experience 
in early childhood) plays an important role in the 
development and persistence of deviant sexual 
b e h a v i o u r.3 Some even emphasize that sex crimes 
a re often a re p roduction of previously experienced 
sexual abuse.4 They call this the “vampire” syndro m e .5 

Other re s e a rchers question the assumption of a cycle 
of abuse — that is, the theory of the abused abuser.6 

Some even doubt the accuracy of the reported rate of 
sexual victimization among sex offenders, and talk 
about “pseudo-victimization” or “overvictimization”.7 

It would appear that some sex offenders falsely 
claim that they were victimized as a way of 
explaining or excusing their own sex crimes. We do 
not know how widespread this practice is, but an 
American study of sex offenders showed that after 
they were told that they would be subject to a 
polygraph test, the percentage of those claiming 
sexual victimization dropped from 67% to 29%.8 

Most studies concerned with sexual victimization 
and sexual abuse are based solely on self-re p o r t i n g , 
and their subjects are people caught in the criminal 
system. In this context, we are entitled to assume 
that some of the subjects may magnify and transform 
any traumatic experiences they may have had in 
o rder to adapt them to their present circ u m s t a n c e s , 
and furthermore, that they may invent sexual 
victimization scenarios in order to reject re s p o n s i b i l i t y 
for their own crimes. This is an aspect of the 
“Pinocchio” syndro m e . 

We recently conducted a study to see whether signs 
of early victimization could be found in the criminal 
behaviour of sex offenders who claimed to have 
been molested in the past.9 Asimilar study had 
a l ready been conducted but with a limited number 
of variables and subjects. Asurprising fact in that 
p revious study was that the majority of the subjects 

reported having been sexually abused by a woman 
and that their victims were also female.1 0 In our 
s t u d y, on the contrary, we did not find any link 
between the sex of the aggressor (victimization 
context) and that of the victim (offence context). In 
fact, 85.7% of the subjects reported having been 
abused by a man and 83.3% had abused women. 
M o re o v e r, our results showed that the kind of link 
(immediate or extended family, known or unknown 
person outside the family) that the subjects had with 
their abusers (victimization context) did not influence 
the kind of link that the subjects, as abusers, would 
seek with their victims. Whether they were sexually 
abused by their fathers, by members of the extended 
f a m i l y, or by a known or unknown person, it is not 
possible to predict that their victims will fall into the 
same category. We did find that subjects who had 
been abused while under 12 years of age were more 
likely to have abused a similarly prepubescent child. 
H o w e v e r, not all pedophiles were abused prior to 
p u b e r t y. In fact, our re s e a rch sample showed that 
among the subjects who reported having been 
sexually abused only prior to puberty, only 57.1% 
molested prepubescent children. In addition, one 
t h i rd (36.5%) of rapists (abusers of women) also 
reported that they had been abused only before 
the age of 12. This shows that the age of sexual 
victimization is not a good predictor of pedophilia. 
F u r t h e r m o re, the possibility still remains that some 
subjects may have falsely claimed sexual abuse to 
excuse or rationalize their crimes. It may be that 
sexual abusers who falsely claim to have been 
abused tend to say this occurred at an age similar 
to their victims’ simply to add credibility to their 
statements. We do find the highest rate of sexual 
victimization among child molesters.11 A n o t h e r 
i n t e resting point is that there was significant 
c o r respondence between the number of abusers 
reported by our subjects and the number of their 
own victims. Those who reported having been 
abused by more than one person were those who 
had the greatest number of victims. This observation 
re i n f o rces the theory of “overvictimization” or 
“ p s e u d o - v i c t i m i z a t i o n ” . 

Several studies of sexual victimization show that 
th e re are significant diff e rences between sex off e n d e r s 
who were themselves victimized and those who 
w e re not. Not only do those who were victimized 51 



display greater sexual deviance than those who 
w e re not, but they also come from more tro u b l e d 
family situations.1 2 

We conducted another study to see whether sex 
o ffenders who reported having been sexually abused 
in the past (almost 50% of our subjects) showed 
significant diff e rences from those who reported no 
v i c t i m i z a t i o n .1 3 We compared them on the basis 
of their personal history (behavioural pro b l e m s , 
criminal re c o rd), their family history, and their 
sexual development. The results show that subjects 
who reported sexual victimization also re p o r t e d 
victimization in several other areas of their lives. More 
of them had been exposed to unsuitable models 
(violence, substance abuse), exhibited behavioural 
p roblems before the age of 18 (introversion, social 
isolation), and committed sex offences (as juveniles 
and as adults). These subjects also had their first 
sexual experiences (masturbation, consensual 
contacts) earlier than the non-victimized, and 
c o n s i d e red themselves less competent in sexual 
matters. The results also show that sexual victimization 
is not the sole influence on personal and sexual 
development. Exposure to violence, sexual pro m i s c u i t y 
or substance abuse during childhood are also 
important factors — perhaps even more important. 
The behavioural problems observed in victimized 
subjects had usually appeared even before they were 
sexually abused. We also found no significant 
d i ff e rence between victimized and non-victimized 
subjects in an examination of sexual pre f e re n c e s 
(penile plethysmography). We may there f o re ask 
whether the subject who reports sexual victimization 
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might not have become sex offenders even if they 
had not been molested in childhood. And indeed, 
this does appear to be true of nearly half (49.3%) 
the subjects in this study. 

The results of these studies there f o re lead us to 
question the importance that is placed on the role 
of sexual victimization in the development of sex-
related criminality. More o v e r, as pre v i o u s l y 
mentioned, these studies are usually based only 
on self-reporting. It is there f o re possible that some 
subjects invent sexual victimization scenarios 
(Pinocchio syndrome) or that they magnify or 
transform traumatic events in their lives to excuse or 
justify their crimes. Regardless of whether the sexual 
abuse did or did not occur, sexual victimization is 
not the only factor that may have a negative 
influence on a person’s emotional, social and sexual 
development. The vampire syndrome does not explain 
the high percentage (about 50%) of individuals who 
reported that they had not been molested in childhood 
but who still committed sex crimes. Conversely, 
many people were molested in childhood or 
adolescence but never became molesters themselves. 
It is clear that several other factors may influence the 
display of deviant sexual behaviour — hence the 
need for carrying out further comparative studies. 
These should focus on sex offenders who did not 
report any sexual victimization and on non-off e n d e r s 
who were abused. It would then be possible to 
identify other factors — personal, environmental — 
related to the development and persistence of 
s e x - related criminality. ■ 
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