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Preface
José A. Mesa SJ

When the first Jesuits decided to accept schools, they did it 
because they were convinced that they were great apostol-
ic platforms for sharing the spiritual experience that had 
 radically changed their lives. They wanted the new genera-
tions to discover the loving and transforming presence of 
God in their lives. 

Thus, Jesuits knew that the education they were offer-
ing was an education that needed more than just sound 
academics; it required to touch hearts more than minds. 
Schools must go beyond a mere encyclopedic instruction or 
preparation for a job; it must be a preparation for life and a 
commitment to prepare students to contribute to the com-
munal good in the service of God. Puerilis instituto est renova-
tio mundi, “the education of the youth in the renewal of the 
world” as Fr. Bonifacio used to explain. Fr. Pedro Arrupe 
described it in more contemporary words: Jesuit education 
is an invitation to consider life only worthy when we become 
persons for and with others following Christ’s example. 

Therefore, Jesuit education requires a relationship of 
trust and respect where students feel safe and recognized 
in their human dignity. Today, this means that any school 
claiming to be Jesuit must promote a consistent culture of 
protection where everybody feels welcome and respected. 
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Without this culture Jesuit education cannot deliver what it 
promises: an education of the whole person. The new Living 
Tradition (2019) document calls for a commitment to cre-
ating a safe and healthy environment for all in our schools 
(Global Identifier #2). 

Safeguarding is not just another task for the school; rath-
er, it is the condition for true learning to happen. We invite 
our students to consider a human excellence that goes be-
yond academic excellence so that they can become persons 
of competence, consciousness, compassion, and commit-
ment. Without a safe and sound environment, free from any 
form of abuse, this is just impossible. 

We know that in the past we have failed in some of our 
schools to create a consistent culture of protection. Our re-
sponse to these failures requires that we eradicate any form 
of abuse today and in the future; achieving less will make 
our holistic understanding of education just empty words 
and desires.

Preface
Franck Janin SJ

In recent years, the Society of Jesus has taken important steps 
by strongly encouraging all Jesuit provinces to put in place 
clear protocols and policies in their communities, institu-
tions and works, aimed at protecting children and vulnerable 
adults, welcoming and accompanying victims of abuse, as 
well as providing ongoing training on these issues. The objec-
tive, both ambitious but also necessary and urgent, is to build 
and promote a culture of safeguarding and protection. 

To speak of culture is to indicate the magnitude of the 
task. It involves a profound transformation of mentalities 
and habits, of the way we look at each other, we talk to each 
other, we respect boundaries and exercise authority. The 
testimonies of abused children and vulnerable adults raise 
profound questions about our societies and cultures today.

To meet this challenge, we need to bring together all our 
expertise and capabilities. This is why I welcome the pub-
lication of this book, which is the result of close collabora-
tion between the Jesuit European Committee for Primary 
and Secondary Education (JECSE), the European and Near 
East network of Jesuit schools, and the Zentrum für Igna-
tianische Pädagogik (ZIP), which supports Jesuit schools 
in the Central European Province. This collaboration made 
it possible to hold a high-level Safeguarding Conference in 
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March 2022, combining both reflective input and pedagog-
ical application. It continues with the current publication, 
which I hope will strengthen our efforts to provide a safe 
and healthy environment for all. Protecting minors in our 
schools, so that they in turn become responsible, protective 
adults, is the key to creating the culture of protection we all 
hope for.

Introduction
Aims, Content, Framework

Ulrike Gentner, Agnieszka Baran

In 2019, all of us involved in the mission of the Society of 
Jesus have been called to “walk with the poor, the outcasts 
of the world, those whose dignity has been violated, in a 
mission of reconciliation and justice” (Sosa, 2019, p. 3). In 
the official letter presenting the Universal Apostolic Prefer-
ences (UAP), Fr. General Arturo Sosa SJ pointed out: “We 
commit ourselves to help eliminate abuses inside and out-
side the Church, seeking to ensure that victims are heard 
and properly helped, that justice is done, and that harm is 
healed. This commitment includes the adoption of clear 
policies for the prevention of abuse, the ongoing formation 
of those who are committed to mission, and serious efforts 
to identify the social origins of abuse. In this way, we effec-
tively promote a culture that safeguards all vulnerable per-
sons, especially minors” (Sosa, A., 2019, Universal Apostol-
ic Preferences of the Society of Jesus, 2019, p. 3).

For several years the Jesuit European Committee for 
Primary and Secondary Education (JECSE) and the Zen-
trum für Ignatianische Pädagogik (ZIP) have been jointly 
responding to this important call for justice and have sup-
ported our Jesuit network of schools in Europe and the 
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Near East to build a culture of protection. As part of an 
ongoing safeguarding project, at the beginning of 2022 
we invited representatives from our schools to discuss the 
topic at a conference in Ludwigshafen/Germany: “Pro-
tecting Minors in our Schools. Preventing and responding 
to (sexualised) violence”. This important meeting not only 
raised the awareness of our school staff on the protection of 
minors, but also helped us to create a platform for the ex-
change of experiences and strengthen cooperation between 
safeguarding coordinators in Jesuit schools. 

A video about the Safeguarding Conference 2022 shows 
excerpts from the presentations and impressions of shared 
moments: https://zip-ignatianisch.org/videoclip-ueber-die- 
kinderschutztagung/

From then on we have continued to reflect together on 
how to build a safe and supportive environment for every-
one in a series of webinars and online workshops. To sup-
port staff reflection on this topic, we also produced a video 
summarising the highlights of our conference and allowing 
us to revisit the key takeaways from the event.

The book we are handing over to you is another ele-
ment of our safeguarding project, through which we want 
to support the creation of a culture of protection in our 
schools. It is a collection of articles prepared by the key-
note speakers of our Safeguarding Conference in Lud-
wigshafen (2022). The articles presented here move from 
outlining the context of the problem and describing in 
detail specific safeguarding issues. Then, the proposed re-
sponse to the current challenges in this area is presented 

with model solutions and practical suggestions for their 
implementation.

Fr. Klaus Mertes SJ addresses the very important issue 
of communication with victims in the Church. He outlines 
an important theological and historical context and encour-
ages in-depth reflection on the question of an ecclesial lan-
guage that builds bridges with victims rather than triggering 
trauma. Mr Marek Spitczok explains how abuse works (pat-
terns and perpetrator strategies) and systemic connections. 
Prof. Dr. Fegert and Fr. Hans Zollner SJ emphasise that the 
prevention of sexual abuse is an ongoing task that requires 
responsibility and sustainable processes. The text by Fr. John 
Guiney SJ and Dr Sandra Racionero-Plaza presents the his-
tory on breaking the silence and the first preventive actions 
in the Society of Jesus, as well as the current actions taken 
by the Order to create a culture of protection in all its works. 
Finally, the book closes with a no less important voice relat-
ing to the practice of action. Ms Susanna Pradera is showing 
us how a system for a safe environment, good treatment and 
care can be successfully built in our institutions.

We would like to express our sincere thanks to all those 
who made the publication of this book possible. We are 
grateful to our donors who generously supported the imple-
mentation of the entire safeguarding project to strengthen 
the protection of minors in Jesuit schools in Europe and the 
Near East. We also thank the authors of the articles for their 
invaluable contributions and for sharing their experiences 
and good practices. We would like to extend a special word 
of appreciation to all those involved in organizing the differ-
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ent forums for discussion and all those who participated in 
them. Without these many important contributions, safe-
guarding would not grow as it does.

We hope that this book will be an impulse for further 
 reflection on safeguarding, an inspiration for improving 
existing policies and protocols and designing new preven-
tion schemes. We want to sustainably strengthen a culture 
of protection.

Square or Round?  
Reflections on the  
Discourses regarding  
the Victims in the Church

Klaus Mertes SJ

On June 26, 2021, the Independent Commission for the 
 Reappraisal of Sexual Child Abuse took stock in the FAZ: 
“As in most other countries, it was victims of sexual vio-
lence in Germany who demanded the establishment of a re-
appraisal commission. In particular, the initiative „Square 
table“, which was also formed in linguistic distinction to the 
Round Table, was committed to this.”

1

The distinction between “round” and “square” was already 
at issue in the conversation that became the trigger for my 
letter to former students of Canisius College in early Jan-
uary 2010. Matthias Katsch reported on it 10 years later: 
“We expressed our wish to have access to the school’s alum-
ni mailing list. Because we wanted to reach our classmates 
and, beyond that, the presumably affected cohorts of the 
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seventies and early eighties. Mertes immediately made it 
clear: He would not give us this access. “If I do, I’ll write a 
letter myself,” he explained. But he would have to think it 
through first.”1 I perceive in retrospect that at that time I 
distanced myself from the idea of starting with a “round” 
cooperation, that is, writing a letter together. Then, since 
2010, the question has stayed with me, which model of 
communication between representatives of the institution 
and those affected would be the appropriate one for com-
ing to terms with abuse, the round or the square model, 
cooperation or confrontation, or both at the same time, 
somehow intertwined?

A state institution can invite to a round table, as long as 
it is an independent neutral body, which is not involved in 
the abuse in the church institution (although it is involved in 
its own – but that is another topic). The affected institution, 
on the other hand, cannot. The accusation by the persons 
affected is a confrontation to the institution. In this respect, 
the process necessarily starts squarely, with confronta-
tion.2 This does not mean that there is no desire and will to 
cooperate on both sides, including on the part of those af-
fected. However, in the case, this desire sets new old traps, 
especially for those affected, which result in repetitions of 
the abuse during the phase of coming to terms with it. This 
has become visible in recent months in the Archdiocese of 

1 Matthias Katsch: Damit es aufhört – vom befreienden Kampf der Op-
fer sexueller Gewalt in der Kirche, Berlin 2020, p.51f.

2 In 2010, the victims of the Jesuit schools twice invited representatives 
of the Jesuit Order to a “Corner Table” in spring and fall.

 Cologne: The project to involve those affected in the reap-
praisal turned into their instrumentalization.3 

This failure is not an argument against the participation of 
those affected. It just adds: The goal of reappraisal is always 
to take back the exclusion of the victims from the commu-
nity4, which was given with the abuse. The desire to lift the 
exclusion resonated with the victims in 2010 in the conver-
sation at the Canisius College: They wanted to participate in 
the celebration of the thirtieth anniversary of their baccalau-
reate in the fall of 2010, making sure that the perpetrators 
would not be invited, and that they themselves would no 
longer have to conceal their history to guarantee the rotten 
peace in their baccalaureate class. Reappraisal is also about 
the possibility of “rounding off ”. If it is to succeed, the will 
to cooperate must be inherent in the process of coming to 
terms with the past and must be appreciated. If reappraisal 
processes always remain in confrontation, fall back into it, 
even deepen it and create new injustice, they will fail. This, 
too, has been observed time and again in recent years.

So what is the significance of the will to cooperate and 
the will to confront on both sides in the process of coming 
to terms with the past? And what does this mean for the 
respective understanding of roles? There is no simple an-
swer to this question. The abuse crisis, according to Hans 
 Joachim Sander, “has not exacerbated the pro-contra 

3 Cf. FAZ, 14.11.2020: Abused Affected Persons.
4 Institution is not “only” institution, but represents and structures 

communities.
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 binarity.  Rather, it has dissolved it.”5 He finds the image 
of the Möbius strip for this: It is “prima facie a ribbon that 
has a top and a bottom as well as a left and a right side. But 
because of the twisting of the ribbon, the side at the top is 
directly connected to the side at the bottom, if one only con-
tinues to follow the ribbon. Likewise, the left edge twists 
into the right edge as it is traversed further.”6 With binary 
codings (right-wrong, good-bad, round-cornered) one does 
not get further there, even more, one falls from one failure 
into the next. This also applies to the relationship between 
confrontation and cooperation between those affected and 
the institution in the phase of reappraisal.

I recognize in the continuing twists two themes that are 
also important for theological reflection. First, there is the 
theme of Pauline “sin” (hamartia), understood not as the 
transgression of the law by individuals, but – in the singular 
– as the power that makes us sin, as Paul constructs the con-
cept of sin in the singular. The abuse of power produces the 
same thing as Adam’s sin: it opens the door to a power that 
continues to work in the system, permeating everything, or 
rather: contaminating, poisoning, twisting, and above all: 
rendering powerless with regard to the good. “The good 
that I want, I do not do, and the evil that I do not want, I 
do.” (Rom 7:14) The cycle of failure is also and precisely an 
experience of the futility of well-intentioned efforts to get 

5 Hans Joachim Sander: Believing Differently, Not Nevertheless – Sex-
ual Abuse of the Catholic Church and the Theological Consequences, 
p. 135.

6 Ibidem, p.17

out of that very cycle. The power of abuse twists all efforts to 
break precisely this power in direct confrontation. On the 
one hand, the church can be assured from the outside that 
it has done a great deal in the area of education, prevention 
and help, including changes in canon law procedures. I don’t 
want to go into detail about that here, and I certainly don’t 
want to deny it. But on the other hand, all this is not enough, 
depending on how one determines the goal of the reapprais-
al; even more: all successes are always overshadowed, for ex-
ample, by efforts to use what has been done well to polish up 
one’s own image. Standing under the power of hamartia, the 
behavioral patterns that are supposed to be overcome are re-
peated. Self-salvation under the power of evil does not work.

I find the other theological theme in the biblical motif of 
temptation: the diabolos is the twister, the perverter. He 
proceeds as clumsily as he does cunningly. He speaks un-
dercomplexly in complex situations, or conversely, over-
complexly in simple situations. He is the know-it-all, the 
“expert” par excellence, naturally without any background 
experience of his own, but only with tactical intent. From 
the internal perspective of a responsible position, I have 
therefore occasionally saved myself from the over- or un-
der-complexity of the various pieces of advice, expert opin-
ions and voices in the mantra: “Whatever I do, it is wrong. 
So I do the wrong thing that I think is right.”

The same is true of theological interpretations. They can 
be undercomplex or overcomplex. At its core, after all, the 
temptation motif is about the simple question of trust-
ing God: Where do I encounter God, his will, his love? It 
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 becomes complex because there is someone who disguises 
himself as an “angel of light,” as Paul classically puts it. He 
appears as Christ- or also as God-actor. In relation to abuse, 
children and young people and in general souls searching for 
God are led into traps by holders of spiritual power, by their 
aura and their “expertise”.7 Their trust in God is abused by 
the perpetrators directing it to their person and then using 
it. This perverse game does not simply stop now in the phase 
of reappraisal. The critical task of theology is to see through 
and reject the pious-sounding draperies and the theolog-
ical presumptions that continue to err. Take, for example, 
the handling of the concept of “forgiveness” or even that of 
“love of one’s enemies,” undoubtedly indispensable, central 
concepts of the Gospel. In 2019, an incident in the Diocese 
of Münster made national headlines. A priest preached 
about forgiveness and exhorted the congregation to forgive 
priestly abusers as well. Several people then stood up and 
left the room in protest. They wanted to draw attention to 
the fact that those affected were also sitting in the room.8 In 
this case, several under-complex approaches to coming to 
terms with the situation can be recognized. And the deci-
sion to get up and walk out is the decision that is as simple 
as it is appropriate to the complexity of the confusion.

So, because the situation is so entangled, there remains 
first of all the possibility to see through the tempting charac-
ter of the many good-sounding proposals that want to show 

7 Cf. most recently Herderkorrespondenz 8/2021, Statisten beim Fest, 
p.26 ff.

8 For reporting see katholisch.de, 9.7.2019

the seductively simple way out of the entanglement – and 
to say no to it, without being able to say right away wheth-
er and how reconciliation could become positive. Negative 
theology is an art of denial, it protects the positive by denial, 
although the positive is hidden from it. To use the classical 
phrase, “Si comprehenderis non est Deus.” (Augustine)

If we put the two themes (hamartia and diabolos) to-
gether, we see that the institution cannot deal with abuse on 
its own. Rather, it is led into ever new traps by precisely these 
attempts. The positive reverse side of this realization is: An 
authority “from outside” is needed to somehow connect the 
square of confrontation with the round of cooperation. The-
ologically speaking, this is a plea for the grace or gift char-
acter of successful communication between the victim and 
perpetrator sides. For the spiritual view, this is an invitation 
to pay attention to the signs of the times, to the gaps that sud-
denly open up in the cycle of failure. Structurally, this leads 
to the need for an independent authority to deal with the 
past. Since 2021 the Church in Germany has been attempt-
ing to take the first steps towards letting go, in particular let-
ting go of the idea that it can itself bridge the gap between 
the perpetrator side and the victim side, with “Standards for 
an Independent Reappraisal” and with the “Independent 
Commission for Recognition Payments” (UKA). Whether 
the approaches are sufficient or not remains to be seen. Ec-
clesiologically, at any rate, there is still enough to be done, as 
can also be seen from episcopal statements that have recent-
ly pleaded for the introduction of administrative and disci-
plinary courts in the church in order to be able to deal with 
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official failures according to  transparent and fair procedures 
– this, too, is a fruit of the admitted powerlessness of not be-
ing able to monarchically get out of the traps of the Adamic 
sin of abuse by one’s own efforts.

2

Jörg Fegert, director of the Clinic for Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry/Psychotherapy in Ulm, reports in retrospect on 
the congress “Towards Healing and Renewal,” which took 
place in February 2012 at the Gregoriana in Rome with 
the participation of bishops and those affected. “A church 
service also took place within the framework of this con-
gress, which attracted a great deal of attention, and for me 
it was an incisive experience, since from my point of view 
it showed the speechlessness and helplessness of the cler-
gy and the instrumentalization of those affected ... In the 
struggle to find the authors for the program (e-learning), I 
was aware of many things that reached me emotionally at 
the moment of the church service with those affected. From 
my point of view inadequate picture metaphors, with a slide 
projection of atomic bomb pictures and other catastrophes, 
were supposed to describe the misery of the people after 
the fall of man and to make sexual abuse appear as one of 
many catastrophes. In this service, the victims were given 
a role which, for my feeling, aimed at reconciliation much 
too early. The church music was banal and not appropri-
ate to the situation. Thus the liturgy with pseudo-modern 

inter jections like photo projection and naive, contempo-
rary choir music became for me an expression of encrusta-
tion and speechlessness. Again and again, Bach’s motet Der 
Geist hilft unserer Schwachheit auf (The Spirit helps our 
weakness) ran through my head, and especially the line denn 
wir wissen nicht, was wir sollen beten. That’s exactly what 
it was: there was no theological position on sexual abuse. 
They didn’t know what to pray. But instead of resorting to 
inexpressible groans, here were inadequate metaphors of 
annihilation visually projected ... That evening in Rome, I 
got the impression, abuse is something the  churches real-
ly have nothing to do with, it has nothing to do with their 
reasons for believing. An inner compass was missing that 
can’t be bought in from the outside, but must emerge from 
spiritual discourse.”9 

Church language fails not only because it is no longer 
true in the situation of abuse, but because it wants to make 
words at all, when the words have just been taken from it. 
For the time being, all that remains is “groaning that is in-
expressible” (Rom 8:26). There are several reasons for this. 
On the one hand, perpetrators of abuse and also cover-ups 
have made use of ecclesiastical language for their actions 
and omissions, thus contaminating it. One cannot with-
draw from the abuse of language simply by using it correct-
ly. The abuse was more than just outward use. Ecclesiastical 
language now triggers trauma in those affected. It no longer 
comforts or edifies. The institution’s attempt to give lan-

9 Jörg Fegert, Sexual abuse: empathy instead of clericalism, in: 
 STIMMEN DER ZEIT 3/2019, p.199f
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guage to the experiences of the victims themselves is also in-
effectual because the differences in perception between the 
two sides are too deep. The chasm between perpetrator and 
victim perspectives cannot be bridged from one side to the 
other. Neither side has a language at its disposal that could 
be used to vault the gap completely.

In addition, the church is denied its usual roles in relation 
to the victims. There is a difference between the Samaritan 
turning to the beaten man at the wayside, when he has been 
plundered by others, and plundering him or her himself. In 
the latter case, compassionate language, pity for the victims, 
“concern for the victims,” as it is so often said in official church 
pronouncements, are no longer true. The helper position is 
closed. Even the Christological appreciation of the victim sta-
tus (Christ at the side of the victims, Christ as victim in soli-
darity with the victims) does not free from speechlessness.

At the center of the problem I am trying to address here is 
the church’s treatment of the judgment parable in Matthew’s 
Gospel (Mt 25:31–46). It is often used in ecclesiastical dis-
course to incorporate the reality of the afflicted into Chris-
tological discourse: Crucified teddy bears, “child abuse is 
God’s abuse,” “the afflicted evangelize us,” “the afflicted are 
the kings,” and so on. With such imagery, the church works its 
way into proximity to the victims via  Christology. On the one 
hand, this is understandable, insofar as the Church may as-
sume that she is not separated from Christ despite the shame-
ful crimes in her ranks and in her name; so she seeks Christ 
among the victims. In the situation of abuse, however, this 
leads into traps. Affected persons experience such  language 

as assault. At the same time, affected persons report that they 
encounter an inappropriate bias on the church side, a bias 
that they in turn experience as a withdrawal of closeness. 
Again, a strangely twisted starting point. “In the abuse, my 
longing for closeness was abused, and now I am denied close-
ness because I was abused.” The bias appears as the reverse 
side of an encroaching projection of the Tremendum et Fas-
cinosum onto the affected, which is not coherent. Incidental-
ly, it is then also no longer a big step to then reconnect with 
those affected in the self-manufactured closeness to them in 
a maximum condemnation language about perpetrators, as 
could also be heard, for example, in Pope  Francis’ speech at 
the conclusion of the abuse summit in February 2019. But 
the church cannot define itself away from the square constel-
lation in this way or any other. Rather, in the constellation of 
abuse, the very opposite message strikes her from the para-
ble of judgment: “Away from me.” (Mt 25:41) I also hear in it, 
“Stay on the other side of the ditch.”

But what remains on the other side of the ditch? I mean: 
Christ’s closeness to the sinful Church in His solidary sub-
stitution. “The Son of Man came to give his life as a ransom 
for the many.” (Mt 20:28). In this perspective, Christ stands 
precisely not vicariously for the victims, but vicariously for 
the sinner’s side, that is, for the other side of the ditch, mak-
ing atonement. This presupposes the self-critical view of 
one’s own ugly side, precisely not the narcissistic transfig-
uring, classically speaking: Confession as well as active re-
pentance afterwards. That is why it is right, especially from 
a  Christological point of view, that the church has embarked 
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on the path of coming to terms with the past. If it did not do 
so, it would not follow the Son of Man who was advancing.

Again, all this is not to be understood – there is no end 
to differentiation – in the sense of a privatization of the re-
lationship with Jesus past the persons concerned, as it was 
claimed and granted to them in a misguided practice of 
confession and absolution by offenders. Nor is the close-
ness of Christ in any way denied to those affected, if he is 
also close on the other side. It is only a different closeness, 
not the same. A central aspect of the incarnation becomes 
visible: Christ enters into the logic of the ransom payment, 
which is to be made from the sinner’s side: acceptance of 
consequences of failure, especially also vicariously, con-
version, not only individually, but in relation to one’s own 
self-understanding as an institution. That is why it is in-
dispensable for the reappraisal to speak about the favoring 
systemic  factors, which must be rethought in the sense of 
“metánoia”. Whoever speaks here of “abuse of abuse” has 
not understood something essential. “What is crooked 
shall become straight” (Is 404), what is angular round, and 
this can succeed if one neither evades nor only wants to do it 
oneself, but remains in the following of Christ.

Note

In Germany, at the request of those affected, out of  respect 
for the survivors of the Holocaust, we do not speak of “sur-
vivors” but of “affected persons”.

Four Circles of Silence – 
Sexualised Violence in 
Catholic Institutions

Marek Spitczok von Brisinski

“I think it is time to speak out on this issue that, up until 
now, each individual survivor has primarily dealt with on 
their own.” (Documentation “Eckiger Tisch” (2.) p. 21, from 
an open letter, 2009).

How does the system of sexual transgressions and violence 
function? How do perpetrators manipulate social environ-
ments: Children and youth, parents, colleagues, superiors, 
the entire institution? How can they deceive everyone in or-
der to conceal and cover up their actions? The following expla-
nations show how survivors of sexualised violence are made 
to feel insecure, confused and pushed into silence on many 
levels. Such insecurity and other consequences often last for 
years and decades after the events have passed. The aim here is 
to gain insights from the past and to clarify structural respon-
sibilities. An additional aim of this article is to encourage and 
build confidence for the process of coming to terms with the 
past, and through structured findings to perhaps offer more 
understanding and support for those affected.



28 29

This text is based on published reports with personal ac-
counts as well as on my own experience as a counsellor of 
affected youth and adults. (3.) The situations reflected on 
here occurred before there was a wider public awareness in 
Germany due to press reports of sexual and other violence 
in catholic institutions from 2010 onwards. However, per-
petrator strategies and systemic structures that may bring 
forward abuse can still be found in institutions today. The 
publicised reports cited here provide further information 
on events in different institutions.

As a note of caution, strategies of perpetrators and gen-
eralised harmful situations are portrayed here as well as 
implications for those affected. No explicit actions of vio-
lence are described, but structural contexts and effects are 
analysed. Such descriptions can lead to personal stress and 
perhaps activate own memories. If signs of stress do appear, 
it is advisable to try and distance oneself as best as possible 
and to use personal ways of stress relief. Taking a break, per-
haps physically moving to a different place and practising 
personal self-care can be helpful. It may also be helpful to 
talk to a professionally trained person or a counselling cen-
tre specialised in sexualised or other forms of violence. 

Background

Young people may be exposed to sexualised violence in 
schools, boarding schools, parishes, recreational facilities 
or in pastoral ministry. They are involved in social contexts 

and actions that have an effect on different personal levels 
and their development: physically, emotionally, mentally 
and in their world view. Experiences of violence and per-
petrator strategies can lead to personal stress long after the 
events are over. They sometimes lead to years of silence, 
feelings of guilt and shame, fears and confusing reactions. 
Survivors of (sexualised) violence often mobilise many help-
ful resources and find individual ways of dealing with this. 
Healing processes may begin at any time and people have 
reported that finding more inner calm is possible, also with 
professional assistance and self-help groups.

The years and decades following experiences of violence 
may be characterised by silence. It is difficult to understand 
what has happened, to find suitable words to express and 
communicate with others.

For a helpful dialogue, someone who listens, believes 
what is said, gives space and holds back on their own views 
and judgements can be very helpful. These can be people 
trained in this area such as professionals from qualified 
counselling centres and specialised therapists. It can also be 
helpful if affected people speak to and support each other, 
for example in advocacy groups or self-help groups., and 
when people feel solidarity and support, also from friends 
and family members.

The following model of the four circles of silence de-
scribes the special circumstances of sexualised violence 
in church institutions. The term “institution” is defined 
broadly. For example, a pastor in a parish is a part of the in-
stitution, as they clearly belong to the church, its duties and 
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rules. The first two circles of silence are generally found in 
all institutionalised contexts of sexualised violence, while 
the following two are specific to religious contexts.

First circle – Control of spaces  
and physical isolation

When young people enter an institution and thus new social 
system, they adopt its rules, regulations and habits, because 
they want to be included. Perpetrators or offenders who 
plan and carry out sexualised violence often select certain 
children for their “inner circle “, as privileged individuals. In 
doing so, they create their own spaces to which they alone 
regulate access. Thus, the boundary between public and 
private spaces often becomes blurred. Perpetrators invite 
children and youth into their private rooms or they redefine 
public spaces as their own. They organise excursions and 
trips so as to create a spatial distance from everyday life and 
to have control over people and processes. 

The children and youth are invited to participate either 
individually or in small groups in selected activities. Thus, 
the boundaries of usual activities of those under one’s su-
pervision are shifted, or generally valid rules are suspended 
Reported examples have been sharing of alcohol or violent, 
intimidating or humiliating actions. Such events are often 
referred to as initiation; it is considered important to par-
ticipate in them in order to belong to the group. In addition, 
participants are obliged to keep things secret. This is a test 

to find out if the selected young people are willing to follow 
these different rules and to remain silent.

Increasingly, such activities are then sexualised on the 
pretext of education or special care. These can include 
nudity (in showers, saunas, swimming areas), viewing 
pornographic material, or intimate physical contact. 
This is where the sexual assaults begin, they usually in-
crease over time.

Perpetrators restrict spatial movements as closely as pos-
sible. Often they keep the children and youth busy in activi-
ties or in social media exchanges so that they have only little 
time to spend outside of the perpetrator’s influence. Con-
tacts with peers or family are discouraged and thus also a 
social distancing from potentially helpful people. 

Reports from survivors describe this approach in a varie-
ty of ways. A small selection from published reports: 

“I became increasingly aware that he would invite indi-
vidual students to his room in the evening, lock the door 
and turn off the light” (Merzbach Report, p. 10).

“I owe my first alcoholic intoxication and the first por-
nographic images I saw to [Father R.]. I myself experienced 
how [he] personally ‘looked after’ drunken boys and put 
them to bed.” (Documentation Eckiger Tisch, p. 23)

“Father H apparently took advantage of every oppor-
tunity to act out his sexual inclinations in a wide variety of 
places. There were indications of abuse during a holiday trip 
with young people to Portugal or towards children of a care 
home. [...] Completely secured, however, is an abuse of ado-
lescents during a tent camp.” (Merzbach Report, p. 21)
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These and many other reports describe the control over 
spaces and an influence on young people that perpetrators 
use to achieve their goal of sexual assault.

By creating this inner circle, perpetrators control cer-
tain spaces and activities of children and youth. Those who 
express their rejection of such systems are often excluded 
and devalued. As a result, however, they may also experi-
ence severe psychological stress. There is immense social 
and psychological pressure through which perpetrators 
can greatly influence the behaviour of young people, their 
friendships, relationships and family contacts. Thus, often 
group dynamics are created which enforce obedience and 
subordination, and against which young people can hard-
ly defend themselves due to their young age and the high 
pressure to conform.

“The head [of the institution] was oriented towards this 
‘self-created reality’ wherein he was the centre, and sub-
sequently there was a certain disconnection from the 
‘normal world’”. (Bintig Report, p. 73)

If questioned about such group dynamics, perpetrators al-
ways have an explanation at hand for their actions and for the 
behaviour of the young people. They deliberately stand be-
tween those affected and other young people, colleagues and 
parents who could help. They usually maintain close contacts 
with their superiors in order to protect their actions in grey 
areas and to exercise more power. Thus, they also entangle 
third parties in perpetrator strategies. They give colleagues 
or other adults special attention, gifts or extraordinary as-
sistance. They try to estrange those who are critical of their 
unprofessional actions, up to the point of defamation and 
bullying. Critical voices are often depicted as untrustworthy 
or envious. The children and youth are thus deprived of op-
portunities of receiving help from outsiders.

Second circle –  
Emotional and mental  manipulation

As part of their manipulation system, perpetrators involve 
young people in emotional entanglements and thereby cre-
ate dependencies. Through attention, gifts and, also punish-
ment they present themselves as special confidants of the af-
fected young people or as unquestionable authorities. This 
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The diagram depicts a system of social control set up by perpetrators in institutions
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special position is then used for sexualised and violent acts, 
which are even justified by this special privilege.

Sexualised violence involves an abuse of power, proxim-
ity, and care. This understandably leads to confusion, doubt 
and ambiguity in young victims towards themselves and the 
world. If biological sexual impulses occur within the context 
of sexualised violence (sensation of pleasure, erection, ejac-
ulation), this leads to further confusion. In situations where 
the adults who carry responsibility should offer support and 
orientation for personal development, perpetrators cause iso-
lation, disorientation and self-doubt, even up to deep despair.

Affected young people suffer from fear, shame and guilt 
for events they are made to feel responsible for, although 
objectively they are not. For example, it can be suggested to 
them that sexual acts are a natural part of life, even of chil-
dren and that they willingly participated in them, although 
the opposite is true. This creates confusion, shame and feel-
ings of guilt, even about not stopping the abuse. On the one 
hand, perpetrators elevate the young people as special and 
exceptional, on the other hand they demand a closeness 
that is not wanted, and engage in intimate private acts that 
emotionally overwhelm young people. 

It is often not possible to speak about (sexual) assaults in 
a helpful supportive setting directly or in a short time after-
ward. Young people often feel alone and even if they know of 
others who could also be victimised, they may unable to help 
each other in such situations. Sexual abuse is also an emo-
tional and mental abuse, with serious consequences that of-
ten take a long time (up to many decades) to be dealt with. 

“Quite target-oriented, he maintained a system of educa-
tion designed to make the boys obedient. At its core, it was a 
perfidious system of rewards and punishments. Those who 
were submissive received attention or important informa-
tion and assistance for their school career. A sense of belong-
ing, pride and recognition was created. In this way, Father S 
was able to gain affection for himself by being idolised. The 
price the young people had to pay was immense. [...] Once 
they belonged to this circle, it was almost impossible to es-
cape. One risked being deprived of attention as well as pun-
ishment. As soon as one of the affected persons broke out of 
the system of power and dependence, he would feel the full 
force of the perfidious severity of Father S.. He abused his 
position and duties against deviators and those who resisted 
his advances. The students were thus exposed to an extreme 
system of tensions between shame and sin on the one hand, 
and fear of Father S’s wrath and mistrust of fellow students 
on the other hand.” (Merzbach Report, p. 15f.)

“Father D himself seemed to be omnipresent. To conceal 
anything from him seemed hopeless. Through his own 
spying, which disregarded any privacy of the children as 
well as by an ingenious system of student informants, Fa-
ther D was always aware of supposedly deviant behaviour 
of individual children and was able to launch targeted 
punitive expeditions. The whole atmosphere of drills, as 
well as fear and terror was intensified by cutting all ties 
to the family of origin. Intensive control of the personal 
mail was his means for this.“ (Merzbach Report, p. 6f.)
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“I was inwardly hurt, desperate, lonely, frightened, bro-
ken. The only person in whom I trusted, hurt me, defiled 
me, and now frightened me.” (Merzbach Report, p. 10)

“It was only much later that I realised that the Reverend 
was satisfying himself. Despite intensive therapy, to this 
day, this first encounter with sexuality with its internal 
conflicts has left its mark on me.” (Merzbach Report, 
p. 17)

“It’s a problem for me that someone has sexually assault-
ed me, of course, but what really bothers me is not having 
fought back.” (Merzbach Report, p. 18)
(As noted above, victims who have fought back against sex-
ual assault also report subsequent psychological distress).

In summary, anger, fear, guilt, and shame are always as-
sociated with mental confusion. The massive pressure, 
the unwanted acts, the obligation to remain silent, and 
a seemingly hopeless situation often lead to long-lasting 
psychological stress and harm.

“The suffering of the affected students associated with 
these criminal acts stems from the fact that they could 
not escape from the net imposed on them. They remained 
trapped and subjected to the abuse of power by their ed-
ucator, with all the accompanying negative feelings of 
guilt, sin and shame.” (Merzbach Report, p. 16).

Third circle – Inversion of religion

Most of the affected young people came from catholic fami-
lies, went to church regularly, were familiar with the religious 
rituals and the special position of the consecrated persons. It 
was clear what was good and bad, what moral expectations 
there were and that there was a duty to obey. In such an envi-
ronment, it is particularly difficult to oppose emotional, men-
tal, physical, and religious encroachments. This is especially 
true in the case of assaults by ordained clergy. Their self-evi-
dent religious authority derives from various contexts:

 – They are representatives of God on earth;
 – They interpret the Bible and perform religious rites and 

rituals;
 – They evaluate which behaviour is desirable and correct, 

what is wrong and sinful;
 – They prescribe the way to salvation from sins;
 – They are seen as particularly pure and faultless, including 

in the context of sexual abstinence (celibacy). Those who 
are not allowed to live a sexual life were also assumed to 
not have misconduct in this area;

 – In the Catholic Church with its hierarchical order and 
corresponding obedience there was hardly any room for 
criticism or complaints by young people or parents.
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Sexuality is a controversial topic in the Catholic Church, 
which is gradually being discussed more openly. Physical 
adult sexuality is placed within the framework of marriage. 
Anyone who thinks about or lives sexuality in other ways 
was in the past deemed a “sinner” with expectations to con-
fess their own thoughts and deeds.

Within the framework of spiritual ordination, sexuality 
is spiritualised and detached from the world.

Nuns become a “bride of Christ” and priests stand “in 
persona Christi” as His representatives on earth. In this way, 
clergy who practice sexualised violence also use religion for 
their own purposes. In their function and status, they are 
seen as above worldly things and above “low” sexuality. As 
authority figures, they define who and what is sinful.

“[Perpetrators were (author’s note)] clergymen who, in 
the perception of many children, had not only embodied a 
worldly, but almost Godlike authority. The misuse of this 
authority is particularly likely to deprive children of their 
spiritual and emotional support in the long term, perhaps 
even permanently.” (Zinsmeister et. al. Report, p. 10)

Confession also served priests to influence young people 
and to create in them feelings of guilt for the sexualised vio-
lence they were made victims of.

“As a confessor, he could interrogate the children con-
fessing to him about first sexual experiences, branding 
them as sins and thus already selecting victims for later 

abuse. Ultimately, he considered it his personal right to 
inflict punishment as the appropriate reaction to miscon-
duct, which he exaggerated as an offense against divine 
will. Thus, the faithful children were traumatised twice. 
It is obvious that such circumstances form an ideal breed-
ing ground for sexual abuse.” (Merzbach Report, p. 7)

“The boy had felt ‘indescribable disgust’ in these recurrent 
situations and experienced himself as extremely power-
less and at the same time sinful, because everything phys-
ical and sexual was – as he had been repeatedly taught – 
sin.” (Zinsmeister et. al. Report, p. 43)

“Boys entering puberty were taught that their own feel-
ings were impure and sinful.” (Zinsmeister et. al. Report, 
p. 204)

“Religious instruction was also very strict and rigid. 
A fear of sin lurking everywhere was instilled in us. I 
learned to distrust all my spontaneous impulses and de-
sires.” ( Merzbach Report, p. 25)

“On the one hand, a former student reported, everything 
physical and sexual was described as damnable, but on the 
other hand the permanent emphasis on possible doom 
and the monitoring of the boys’ ‘purity’ continually fo-
cussed their attention on this. A former boarding school 
student writes: ‘The eradication of every sexual impulse 
was the central concern of education and the over riding 
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theme from the first to the last day of my time at the 
boarding school. There was a very strongly sexualised 
atmosphere – ex negativo, of course.’ Contact with girls 
had been considered sinful and therefore  dangerous.” 
(Zinsmeister et. al. Report, p. 38)

Sexualised violence was often suggested to the young vic-
tims as their own misconduct and – similar to secular con-
texts – they were blamed for it. In some cases, victims had 
to confess to the perpetrator priests the sexualised violence 
they had been subjected to and to ask for redemption.

Sexualised assaults by clergy mean an inversion of the 
religious worldview: the very people who are supposed to 
be particularly pure are violent and manipulative; where 
sexuality is not supposed to be practiced, perfidious and 
punishable sexual acts occur; and where a religious path is 
supposed to lead to salvation, it is linked with massive harm 
and anguish. Such disturbing events in what is actually a 
clearly defined framework, have in many cases existential-
ly shaken the basic trust of those affected, their worldview 
and their faith.

“This mixture of guilt and atonement, hypocrisy, sexu-
al oppression and psychological terror turned me into a 
person who approached his environment with the great-
est mistrust. For many years my relationship to girls and 
young women was deeply disturbed.” (Merzbach Re-
port, p. 10)

“The exaggerated awareness of sin made me timid about 
doing anything of my own impetus. The danger of violat-
ing rules and the fear of the ensuing punishment would 
lurk everywhere.” (Merzbach Report, p. 25)

“Every thought, every dream which did not conform with 
the educator’s requirements appeared in my conscious-
ness as a sin. Only absolute, unquestionable readiness for 
subordination could save me.” (Merzbach Report, p. 25)
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The above diagram, applied to church run institutions, depicts the further conse-
quences of such a system of abuse in a religious context.
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“If only to be able to keep his crimes secret and to contin-
ue them, Father D had to close this net of dependencies 
tightly. Escape from it was impossible. To confide in the 
family by dropping anyway the only possible subtle hints 
about the sexual assaults of the priest seemed hopeless. 
How could they, with the usual devotion to the church 
at that time, believe what their child said? After all, they 
thought their child was so well taken care of.” (Merzbach 
Report, p. 8)

Fourth circle –  
Institutional structures of  concealment 

“The affected children did not find any protection, nei-
ther in the institution, nor in the structures of the order.” 
( Merzbach Report, p. 8)

In almost all church institutions where sexualised vi-
olence took place, the reputation of the institution by far 
took precedence over the protection of the children. Indi-
cations of problems in the behaviour of the personnel re-
garding closeness and distance were not followed up in a 
structured way, they were trivialised or ignored. The young 
people concerned were left alone or even discredited if they 
spoke out (in whatever form) on what had happened. Even 
if they could not name the sexual assaults in all clarity, many 

of them made hints that something was wrong.1 In the vast 
majority of cases, they were not listened to, their concerns 
and needs were not taken seriously. If an institution had to 
assume that young victims might disclose assaults, it often 
perceived this as a threat to the institution and accused the 
children and young people of misconduct on their part. 
Some boys who had experienced sexualised violence were 
expelled from schools on the basis of “sexual misconduct” 
when a suspicion of abuse arose. 

“The content of the letters from the then-principal to me 
is an incredible mockery. Since the reasons for the expul-
sion were also taboo at home, feelings of shame both to 
my parents and to myself, as well as to the fellow victims 
remained with me.” (Merzbach Report, p. 21)

“No consideration was given to the boys’ feelings and 
their physical and emotional developments. Many boys 
found no words for their feelings of shame and oppres-
sion. No one had educated them about sexual boundary 
violations; there was no room for them to talk about it. 
They were also ashamed towards their parents or were 

1 At one German Jesuit school in 1981, there was a letter from students 
complaining to the school administration about the priest leading the 
youth ministry. While it did not explicitly mention sexual assault, it 
did refer to problems in the priest’s methods of sex education, in the 
way he related to the young people and his outright discriminatory 
behaviour on the issue of homosexuality. A copy was sent to the Jesuit 
leadership, the federal association of catholic youth work and parents’ 
representatives. (see documentation “Eckiger Tisch”, p. 106).
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not taken seriously by them. Rigid sexual morals and the 
taboos of sexualised violence make it difficult for children 
and youth to have their own age-appropriate experienc-
es and to report violations.” (Zinsmeister et. al. Report, 
p. 204)

Even when a suspicion was too obvious to be ignored, 
the issue was not resolved, but the problem was shifted 
somewhere else. Those accused were regularly trans-
ferred to other institutions, without mentioning the ac-
tual reasons. Frequently, however, they then continued 
the sexual assaults there as well.

“On the basis of archival material and on conversations 
with former responsible persons, the reactions of the 
then provincial leadership to personal violations which it 
had become aware of, were – as far as we can tell – main-
ly limited to a one-time conversation with the accused. 
If the accused showed insight, the superiors considered 
the issue as settled. [...] In none of these cases did the per-
petrators or the order seriously consider how those re-
sponsible should behave towards the victims and society, 
whose laws had also been violated.” (Zinsmeister et. al. 
Report, p. 218)

“Action was only taken when the pressure had become 
too high. One boy had confided to his father, who 
threatened to go public. Rumours that [...] there is 
something amiss had been ignored consistently. It was 

acted on the principle what must not be, cannot be and 
keeping up a facade. With these parameters it does not 
surprise that the only correct decision, i.e. to file criminal 
charges with the police or the public prosecutor’s office, 
was not made. Instead, publicity was avoided at all costs 
and facts were covered up wherever possible. Without 
making the slightest hints to the school community of 
the underlying reasons, Father D was transferred from 
one day to the next. Even in internal communications it 
was only noted that there was an urgent need for action. 
[...] Whether those responsible had ascertained that Fa-
ther D would not continue his previous misconduct and 
commit further abuses at the new place, remains open. 
[...] The decisions taken at that time were solely charac-
terised by protecting the order and its rules, but not the 
children.” (Merzbach Report, p. 8)

“Furthermore, it is terrible that many cases of abuse by 
Father S may have been prevented had the abuse by Fa-
ther D been dealt with more consequentially.” (Merzbach 
Report, p. 17)

Until far into the 1970s sexual abuse was not discussed 
in German society and only widely from the 1990s which 
added to the difficulty of reporting and receiving respon-
sible intervention. The general attitude towards children 
was often authoritarian and characterised by violence. 
For example, the right to corporal punishment in schools 
was not abolished until 1973. However, this does not 
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absolve the institutions from their responsibility. Sexu-
al abuse of children was a punishable offence also in the 
post-war years (German criminal code §176 “fornication 
with children”).

“The taboo of sexuality and sexual violence made it difficult 
not only for the children, but also for members of the order 
and employees to perceive sexual encroachments and to ad-
dress them openly.” (Zinsmeister et. al. Report, p. 204)

Developments and limitations

In recent decades, the topic of sexualised violence has been 
more broadly perceived and discussed. Since the late 1980s, 
specialist counselling centres and prevention projects have 
been established by dedicated professionals in Germany. In 
2010 sexualised violence in a catholic school in Berlin from the 
1970s to 1990s was disclosed by former male pupils who had 
been harmed. Following the widespread press reports many 
more people reported sexualised violence in catholic institu-
tions. There followed a round table by the federal government, 
funding for research and support, an independent commis-
sioner (www.beauftragte-missbrauch.de), who installed an 
anonymous federal help telephone and a help portal with na-
tionwide addresses for assistance. In addition an  Independent 
Commission for Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse in all societal 
areas was set up by the federal government, starting in 2016 
(www.aufarbeitungskommission.de/english/). 

Since 2010 prevention and intervention structures have 
been installed in catholic schools and institutions in Ger-
many, with contact persons, prevention and training for all 
employed and volunteer staff. Safeguarding concepts are 
now mandatory, intervention guidelines prescribe how sus-
pected cases are investigated, including criminal charges. 
There are now guidelines for intervention and an obligation 
to cooperate with state law enforcement agencies.2 Delegat-
ed contact persons of the dioceses and religious orders have 
been appointed, to whom affected persons can turn and 
who are responsible for handling suspected cases, past and 
present. As of 2010 catholic institutions make payments in 
recognition of harm and pay for therapy costs for those af-
fected by sexualised violence. 

There are still many social and political challenges for 
professionalised intervention and inquiry into past cas-
es and systemic factors. The topic of sexualised violence is 
still highly emotionalised and difficult to discuss in a factual 
way. Disclosure often means stigmatisation of those affect-
ed, with serious private and professional consequences if 
made public. Accordingly, few public figures or profession-
als –such as politicians, high level managers or even priests– 
have come forward as survivors of sexualised violence. This 
clearly shows how little the widespread fact of sexualised 
violence is accepted as a phenomenon of society as a whole. 
A way of dealing with it in a generally supportive and helpful 
way in everyday life and in society has yet to be found.

2 Guidelines for prevention and intervention are listed below in the refe-
rences.
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However, in the broader discourse various aspects of 
sexualised violence have been addressed and reflected upon 
only marginally. This is also due to a relatively low level of 
research and general knowledge in this field. 

Some areas where it would be very useful and helpful to 
have both a broader and deeper knowledge and more pub-
lic discussion can only be mentioned here and this list is far 
from complete.

 – Gender-specific aspects: Consequences and effects of 
sexualised violence for own identity constructions, e.g., 
of masculinity and femininity; transgender and intersex 
people and those who do not wish to be assigned to a clear 
gender; sexualised violence against girls and women in 
catholic contexts (e.g. #nunstoo). 

 – Structural male dominance in the Catholic Church.
 – To what extent people with impairments and disabilities 

are affected in church care.
 – Trafficking of people for sexual exploitation in church 

contexts.
 – Long-term consequences: ongoing and recurring stress 

and strain, relationship issues and consequences for per-
sonal and sexual development.

 – Impairments that occur as consequences, including: 
health, occupational, and financial impairments; stigma-
tisation; need for anonymity and other protective mech-
anisms.

 – Ways of processing healing and effective support in doing 
so, both informally and in a professional environment.

 – Reducing formal barriers to applications in the health 
care system and in law enforcement, easier and wider ac-
cess to trauma therapy.

 – Sexualised violence as a mandatory topic of training in 
social, educational, nursing, law enforcement and judi-
cial professions.

 – Speaking about and reducing blind spots in all areas of 
society on the topic (private, institutional, scientific, po-
litical).

There are still many obstacles to an open and supportive 
discussion and assistance structures in churches and socie-
ty. The more people speak up and encourage action, even in 
small ways, in their own institutional and personal settings, 
the more helpful it will be for everyone. 

As a note on some developments: Following the publi-
cation of the research project “Sexual abuse of minors by 
catholic priests, deacons and male members of orders in the 
domain of the German Bishops’ Conference” in 2018 a syn-
odal path was developed (www.synodalerweg.de/english/).

In January 2022 100 LGBTIQ+ German Catholics, in-
cluding priests, publicly spoke out about difficulties and 
discrimination due to institutional norms and regulations 
and are continuing to further the discussion for a church 
without fear. They have grown to over 500 people in 2023 
(www.outinchurch.de)
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Support in disclosure processes 

Perpetrators’ strategies and their systematic use of institu-
tional structures and resources allow them to expand their 
power and manipulate people at all levels, including the sur-
vivors of violence, leaders and colleagues in the institution, 
families and friends.

In the process of coming to terms with such events it is 
useful to establish protected spaces for people from these 
 different areas. Those affected should be directly involved in 
these processes and help to shape them. A prerequisite should 
be that trained professionals consult and support them. 

Possible measures include:
 – Counselling and support for survivors of violence, indi-

vidually and in groups;
 – Counselling for supportive families and friends;
 – Education, counselling, supervision for colleagues of the 

institution;
 – Independent inquiries and reviews in the orders or eccle-

siastical structures in whose institutions the (sexualised) 
violence took place;

 – Moderated forums for the encounter of survivors with 
responsible persons of that time and of today, and with 
empathetic representatives of the institution;

 – Learning from the past in order to implement measures 
of change and future prevention.

Beside the perpetrators, the institutional system is respon-
sible for the (criminal) acts committed in their institutions, 
since what happened was prohibited and could have been 
prevented in some cases. In the past, too, there should have 
been preventive measures and interventions, especially 
as there were repeated indications of assaults. These were 
 either ignored or the perpetrators were transferred to other 
places where they often continued to perpetrate sexualised 
violence on children and youth. In these cases, the institu-
tions and their decision makers were directly responsible 
for further harm to young people.

A review of structural safeguarding and correspond-
ing changes is indispensable and should be carried out in 
all institutions, regardless of whether incidents have been 
reported or not. Taking responsibility and implementing 
effective prevention and intervention measures should be 
an integral part of every institution that works with young 
 people or those in need of help.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to show how the mechanisms of sexual-
ised violence function and why it is difficult for survivors to 
speak out about their experiences and receive helpful assis-
tance. 

Perpetrators, as a part of the institutions, build up their 
own systems of abuse and manipulate all around them 
through systematic deception and hypocrisy. Leaders in 
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 responsible positions are also often influenced in such a way 
that they do not assume responsibility for the young people 
in their care, but protect the institution, themselves and 
thus perpetrators.

Survivors of sexualised violence were left alone for a long 
time, were isolated, had hardly any language and possibili-
ties to understand what happened to them. This left behind 
injuries and serious burdens for them personally, their fam-
ilies and friends.

Survivors took many courageous steps before they were 
able to break through the various circles of silence. The fact 
that they managed to do this is to be highly valued and ap-
preciated. They have exposed structures of violence and 
initiated processes of independent inquiries. Through sup-
portive assistance, prevention, intervention, independent 
inquiries and a well-informed public can such circles of vio-
lence be broken and young people and those in need of help 
be better protected.

Acknowledgement: I wrote this paper after attending one 
of several meetings between survivors of sexualised violence 
and Redemptorist priests in 2015. I am grateful to Annette 
Hardt-Becker and Günter Niehüser (†). The paper was up-
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The Prevention  
of Sexual Abuse 

An ongoing Task that  
requires Perseverance and 
sustainable Processes
Prof. Dr. Jörg M. Fegert and Prof. Dr. Hans Zollner SJ

While a comprehensive, victim-oriented reappraisal is still a long 
time coming, the efforts made to prevent sexualised violence in Ger-
many’s Catholic Church should be seen as positive. However, the 
authors claim that the guidelines and directives must also be fol-
lowed by correct action within each specific context. This requires 
more knowledge and sensitivity on the part of all those involved. 
Hans Zollner SJ is a psychologist, psychotherapist and theologian, 
President of the IADC – Institute of Anthropology. Interdiscipli-
nary Studies on Human Dignity and Care (formerly the Centre for 
Child Protection) at the Gregorian University. He has been a found-
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Medical Director of the Clinic for Child and Adolescent Psychiatry/
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include neglect, maltreatment, sexual abuse and other adverse child-
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hood experiences, early intervention, the relationship between youth 
welfare and child and adolescent psychiatry and other legal and 
forensic issues. He established a focus on e-learning and dissemina-
tion, especially in the field of child protection and trauma research.

Serious crimes of sexualised violence against children and 
young people have deeply shaken trust in the Church. Even 
more so in recent months, when the lack of courage on the 
part of bishops and ministers and their failure to take respon-
sibility in the face of cover-ups of abuse cases has been the 
reason for many believers either to leave the Church or to re-
sign. Resignation also seems to be spreading with regard to 
prevention, as people increasingly doubt the honesty of the 
Church’s efforts, with the adoption of prevention rules and 
the appointment of prevention officers being interpreted as 
a fig leaf. In his New Year’s address in 2019, the Bishop of 
Rottenburg, Gebhard Fürst, suggested external auditing as 
a possible quality assurance measure, especially with regard 
to prevention at Catholic childcare facilities.1 His idea was 
based on a neutral, quality-assuring service similar to the 
Hertie Foundation’s “Beruf und Familie Audit” (work and 
family audit). Like an annual seal of quality, this promotes a 
process in each facility and, at the same time, confirms that, 
in addition to adhering to principles, work is actually being 
carried out to change attitudes. Together, Bishop Fürst and 

1 Gebhard Fürst: Damit die Aufarbeitung des Missbrauchs am Ende 
nicht wieder am Anfang steht. New Year’s Address 2019, at: <https://
www.drs.de/ansicht/Artikel/bischof-dr-gebhard-fuerst-neujahrs-
ansprache-2019–6195.html>.

Professor Jörg M. Fegert, as a member of the Child Protec-
tion Commission in Baden-Württemberg, presented this 
proposal to the Ministry of State in Baden-Württemberg 
and the Child Protection Commission in Baden-Württem-
berg also accepted such a proposal in the end, from among 
numerous recommendations.2 Then came the COVID pan-
demic and the initiative ground to a halt.

Not least because of the repeated failure of attempts to 
account for abuse and its cover-up, the efforts made by the 
Church in terms of prevention have been called into question, 
as well as the people involved in this work. Not infrequently 
this leads to a feeling of extraordinary burden (“safeguarding 
fatigue”) since, with each new scandal, all the efforts being 
made are called into question again, as in the myth of Sisy-
phus. Nevertheless, it can be said that such prevention meas-
ures clearly help to raise awareness and increase sensitivity 
regarding the issue of child protection worldwide, both in 
society as a whole and within the Church.

We must now do something together to continue the 
work of protecting children and young people in a consist-
ent and committed way and improve on it. This requires 
perseverance and persistence. Although prevention is being 
carried out more intensively than ever in many places, there 

2 Ministry of Social Affairs and Integration Baden-Württemberg: Ab-
schlussbericht der Kommission Kinderschutz. Band I: Bericht und 
Empfehlungen [Final Report of the Child Protection Commission. 
Volume I: Report and recommendations] (December 2019). At: 
<https://sozialministerium. baden-wuerttemberg.de/fileadmin/
redaktion/m-sm/intern/downloads/Publikationen/Abschluss- 
bericht_Kommission-Kinderschutz_Band-I.pdf>.
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are still a large number of tasks left to be done, especially as, 
on the whole, there has been no systematic examination of 
the different dimensions of prevention or an evaluation of 
prevention work. Consequently, this reinforces the impres-
sion that prevention regulations and efforts tend to be de-
fensive or token in nature. The aim of this article is therefore 
to provide an impetus so that everything humanly possible 
is done to prevent sexualised violence and create safe living 
spaces. Especially in view of the fact that in other countries 
and parts of the world the issue of sexual abuse is still hard-
ly addressed at all or, as in parts of Eastern Europe, Africa 
or Asia, it is sometimes still referred to as a “problem of the 
West”, against one’s better judgement.3 With more than 1.3 
billion members in 190 countries, the Catholic Church is 
probably the largest, oldest and most complex institution in 
the world and a fundamental change in mentality can only 
be tackled from different angles. It is primarily a question of 
transparency, accountability and understanding of norms 
and law. This change must not only take place in different 
places and at different levels but also, and above all, in the 
behaviour and awareness of those in a leading position.

3 Cf. Hans Zollner: Kindesschutzmaßnahmen und -konzepte auf 
Ebene der katholischen Ortskirche: Was passierte in der Weltkirche? 
In: Konrad Hilpert, Stephan Leimgruber, Jochen Sautermeister und 
Gunda Werner (eds.): Sexueller Missbrauch von Kindern und Jugend-
lichen im Raum von Kirche: Analysen – Bilanzierungen – Perspektiven 
(Quaestiones Disputatae 309). Freiburg 2020, 223–242.

Prevention cannot succeed  
without responsible leadership

Facing up to the unvarnished truth, knowing which crimes 
have been committed, how much harm has been done and 
identifying the necessary countermeasures are the basic 
conditions for being able to carry out well-founded, effec-
tive prevention work. In other words, good prevention re-
quires participatory reappraisal in a broad sense.4

It is just as important to understand the past and possibly 
present conditions, both systemic and personal, that make 
abuse possible, as it is to carry out a current risk analysis and 
review in light of the Church’s self-image. This is not only 
about legal issues or prevention regulations but also about 
the Church’s moral claim and self-image in general.

If we want to create healthy, safe living spaces and behav-
iour for children and young people today and prevent possible 
sexual offences before they even happen, we have to consider 
different levels of prevention and different target groups and 
addressees. In Germany, and in many other countries, Church 
institutions have already taken important steps in this direc-
tion. For example, according to the relevant guidelines, candi-
dates for the priesthood, priests, members of religious congre-
gations and all full-time Church employees should receive the 
necessary guidance in their training and further education to 
ensure they mature emotionally and develop a healthy self-im-
age, as well as  cultivate friendships with peers of both sexes.

4 Cf. Klaus Mertes: Den Kreislauf des Scheiterns durchbrechen. Düssel-
dorf 2021.
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Knowing what behaviour towards minors is inappro-
priate helps to prevent possible transgressions. Realising 
that what is often unfortunately still called “child pornogra-
phy” is actually recorded sexualised acts of violence against 
children can deter those inclined to commit a crime from 
surfing the internet merely out of curiosity and the allure 
of the extreme. Although it will not be possible to reach 
core paedophile perpetrators by means of deterrence, oc-
casional users and people who, for whatever reason, share 
such material can certainly be deterred by means of more 
severe punishment and by the German parliament classify-
ing such acts as a crime. To do so, however, we need to know 
more about the opportunities to commit a crime and the 
profile of potential perpetrators, and not indiscriminately 
lump everything together under general rules. The appro-
priateness of physical proximity depends on the situation 
and  especially on the needs of children and young people. 
For instance, during a German TV news report on the eval-
uation of protection concepts at German day care centres 
by the German Youth Institute for the UBSKM (the Inde-
pendent Commissioner for Child Sexual Abuse Issues in 
Germany), we were shocked to hear a kindergarten director 
proudly state that the teachers no longer put children who 
had fallen down, etc. on their laps and they no longer made 
physical contact to comfort them. In this case, such rules 
regarding distance, created out of a fear of inappropriate 
closeness, lead us straight back to the coldness of educa-
tional institutions in the 1950s. Adequate distance cannot 
be defined in centimetres nor can it be defined  categorically 

for every age group. However, we are sure that every person 
who does not respect distance, every person who breaks 
the rules of personal space for egoistic (e.g. sexual) reasons 
is well-aware of their transgression. Time and time again 
one hears the question (in practice left unanswered) that is 
asked, for instance, by kindergarten professionals: “What 
are we allowed to do in our dealings with children today?” 
This apparent lack of clarity takes the pressure off those 
who have transgressed and implies it is no longer possi-
ble to have proper physical contact. General rules and rig-
id regulations regarding distance do not help in this case; 
it is rather a question of regulating the appropriate close-
ness-distance for the particular development and situation 
in question, based on attitude. This means that, whenever 
someone is in a special position of safeguarding children, 
the issue at stake are the child’s needs in relation to their 
age, as well as the personal suitability of adults in contact 
with children in general. Of course, in this context, it is vital 
to clarify the rules and ensure they are consistently applied. 
It is therefore important for personnel managers and lead-
ers in the Church to know and apply the rules, and to en-
sure that any inappropriate acts that occur are not covered 
up and such behaviour trivialised.

 In the expert opinion published on 18 March 2021 by 
the law firm Gercke Wollschläger on breaches of duty by 
 diocesan officials from the Archdiocese of Cologne in 
dealing with cases of sexual abuse of minors and children 
warded by clergy or other pastoral employees, both  secular 
and ecclesiastical legislation are addressed with regard to 
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 accountability. For example, criminal liability for active 
participation in the principal offence, but above all criminal 
liability for neglect when in a position of protector or custo-
dian, as well as the supervisor-custodian position of those 
holding responsibility in the Church. A church that does 
not make it clear that it takes its responsibility as custo dian 
seriously undermines the fundamental principles of pre-
vention. In its analysis of the files submitted, the law firm 
described the areas it considers to be the essential duty of 
those in a position of responsibility in this context:

 – Duty to clarify: a matter must be investigated, formal 
(preliminary) investigations must be initiated;

 – Duty to report and inform: secular criminal complaint 
and report to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith in Rome;

 – Duty to penalise;
 – Duty of prevention: this is direct crime prevention be-

cause it concerns appropriate actions to prevent the risk 
of a crime being committed;

 – Duty to care for victims, i.e. secondary or tertiary preven-
tion, whose aim is to reduce the damage caused by such 
acts, as far as possible.

The fact that the responsible persons confronted by the Co-
logne law firm all stated they had received no information 
or training on the subject suggests that the Church regard-
ed reappraising its past, meeting victims and prevention as 
something that only concerns others. It was evident that 
those responsible did not acknowledge, or did not want to 

 acknowledge, that exemplary and correct administrative ac-
tion forms part of a coherent prevention strategy. This dest-
abilises the already ambivalent position of prevention officers 
within the ecclesiastical power structure. Hopefully we have 
moved beyond the time when the then Archbishop of Freiburg, 
Zollitsch, demanded that a police certificate of good conduct 
be obtained only for new employees and not for existing staff 
in his environment, but the function of decision-makers at the 
top as role models, especially regarding credible prevention 
work, has obviously yet to take hold everywhere. One posi-
tive note in this regard is the fact that, during the preliminary 
implementation of the prevention regulations5, the manage-
ment level of the Diocese of Rottenburg-Stuttgart, first and 
foremost the Bishop, the Vicar General, the Judicial Vicar, etc., 
went on a two-day retreat to learn about the prevention and 
protection concept from a scientific point of view.

Standards that are to be applied generally in the Church 
must also be implemented by way of example at the very top 
of the hierarchy. Leaders need an understanding of the is-
sues dealt with by prevention and intervention officers “on 
their behalf ”. If those in charge do not face up to this, the 
mission itself becomes ambivalent and untrustworthy.

Some things have been done and some things are still 
being done. Systemic changes, i.e. changes that affect the 

5 Diocese of Rottenburg-Stuttgart and Marchtal Boarding Schools: 
Institutionelles Konzept zum Schutz von Kindern und Jugend-
lichen an den Marchtaler Internaten der Diözese Rottenburg-Stutt-
gart (16.3.2020). At: <https://www.internat-maria-hilf.de/images/
schutzkonzept-marchtaler-internate.pdf>.
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whole system, are being sought. Most people are unaware of 
the fact that the Catholic Church in Germany, and in a num-
ber of countries around the world, has created a nationwide 
network of prevention and intervention centres. Further-
more, not only Church employees of all kinds but also 
volunteers (e.g. for children’s camps, communion or con-
firmation classes) are trained in prevention and interven-
tion issues and have to make a declaration of commitment 
regarding the protection of minors. In some countries the 
Church is the only effective social entity that has introduced 
guidelines for dealing with victims and perpetrators as well 
as prevention measures across the board. Nevertheless, it 
cannot be denied that cases of abuse and their cover-up have 
changed the image of the Church from within and without 
and have led to a double crises (sic): both due to the horror 
of the crimes committed and the failure of its leadership to 
deal with them appropriately. Prevention work within the 
Church has therefore come under particular scrutiny.

The fight against sexual abuse will take a long time and we 
must rid ourselves of the misconception that a solution will 
be found merely by introducing rules or guidelines. Com-
bating sexual abuse in the worldwide Church is a  Herculean 
task in which very many different people, in the Church 
and in society, have to work together. It is about changing 
attitudes. This requires a critical public and the courage to 
change but it also needs a professional, scientifically sup-
ported examination of the subject of prevention in this con-
text through prevention research.

The Church’s framing of prevention work  
in Germany

Prevention – this seemed to be the magic word that was 
supposed to banish the threat of sexualised violence in 
 Germany’s Catholic Church, at the same time making it 
clear that the Church, in all areas such as education, youth 
work, care and support, leisure, family, counselling and pas-
toral work, was making an effort to learn from the so-called 
abuse scandal. Especially at the beginning of the discussion 
of the cases at Canisius College in Berlin, brought to light 
in 2010 by the courageous victims, and the corresponding 
reaction of the then headmaster Klaus Mertes, the Catholic 
Church was at the centre of the debate about abuse in institu-
tions. Much has happened since then. After the failure of an 
initial study project, the MHG study has provided scientific 
insights into the extent of the number of reported cases of 
sexualised violence in the context of the Catholic Church. 
Studies with population-representative samples, carried out 
by Jörg M. Fegert with his colleagues in the Ulm working 
group at the Competence Centre for child protection, point 
significantly to an even larger number of unreported cases.6

While a comprehensive, victim-oriented reappraisal is still 
a long way off, the efforts made to prevent sexualised violence 
in the Catholic Church in Germany can be seen as positive. 

6 Andreas Witt, Elmar Brähler, Paul L. Plener and Jörg M. Fegert: Dif-
ferent Contexts of Sexual Abuse With a Special Focus on the Context 
of Christian Institutions: Results From the General Population in 
Germany. In: Journal of Interpersonal Violence (2019), 1–22.
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Numerous sets of rules, guidelines and standards have been 
adopted and protection concepts have been disseminated 
across the board. At the beginning of 2020, a new “Code of 
Conduct for Dealing with the Sexual Abuse of Minors and 
Vulnerable Adults by Clergy and Other Employees in the Ser-
vice of the Church” and, in particular, the “Framework Reg-
ulation – Prevention of Sexualised Violence against Minors 
and Vulnerable Adults within the Domain of the German 
Bishops’ Conference” came into force in all (arch)dioceses. 
Both documents were adopted by the Permanent Council of 
the German Bishops’ Conference on 18 November 2019.

This framework regulation contains the following defi-
nition: “Prevention in the sense of this regulation means 
all measures taken preventively (primary), supportingly 
(secondary) and subsequently (tertiary) against sexualised 
violence against children, juveniles and vulnerable adults. It 
is addressed to those affected, to the institutions with their 
responsible persons in which work is carried out with chil-
dren, juveniles and vulnerable adults, and also to accused 
persons/offenders”. The concept of sexualised violence is 
also defined in the framework regulation. In this context, it 
includes not only punishable acts according to the 13th sec-
tion of the Penal Code as well as other sex-related offences, 
but also acts according to Church law (Can. 1395 § 2 CIC in 
conjunction with Art. 6 § 1 SST; Can. 1387 CIC in conjunc-
tion with Art. 4 § 1 no. 4 SST, as well as Art. 4 § 1 no. 1 SST 
in conjunction with Can. 1378 § 1 CIC), insofar as they are 
committed against minors or against persons whose use of 
reason is habitually impaired (sic).

Individual acts that fail to meet the threshold of criminal 
liability in the sense of the boundaries of sex-related viola-
tions and assaults are also to be taken into account. First of 
all, it should be noted that secular definitions of criminal 
offences define sexual violence as a violation of the sexual 
self-determination and dignity of those affected, whereas 
Church law has so far defined these acts as violations of the 
Sixth Commandment.7

The “maximum penalty” is dismissal from the clergy. It 
is therefore not surprising that the above-mentioned defini-
tion of prevention is oriented towards categories common 
in crime prevention or medical prevention. On the other 
hand, one finds few interpretations or provisions regarding 
individual procedures and their effectiveness, or even a sys-
tematic, tiered prevention strategy. Prevention regulations 
and protection concepts set down in writing, centrally es-
tablished complaint procedures, the establishment of pre-
vention officers etc. give the impression of a high degree of 
bureaucratic institutionalisation with numerous rules and 
an almost nationwide top-down dissemination. However, 
it is not clear whether and which prevention measures are 
actually behind this and what these theoretically refer to. 

7 In the meantime (before this article was completed), the Code of Can-
on Law was reformed. The authors welcome the change in Title VI 
“Offences against human life, dignity and liberty”. Although §1 para. 
1 CAN.1398 still refers to sexual abuse as an offence against the 6th 
commandment of the Decalogue, for the first time forms of sexualised 
violence against minors are directly addressed and the acquisition, 
storage and distribution of pornographic images of minors are also ex-
plicitly criminalised.
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There is a lot of talk and writing about prevention with little 
clarification regarding what it is, what it is composed of and 
how it works.

A scientific definition of prevention

Clearly the German Bishops’ Conference has based its defi-
nition on the classic division from the healthcare sector into 
primary, secondary and tertiary prevention. Gerald Caplan 
has compared this concept in medicine with the area of 
treatment of the sick.8

Primary prevention starts with the healthy individual 
and is intended to prevent a problem from the outset. In 
the field of German health insurance, for instance, set-
ting-related approaches, school-related prevention, etc. 
are specifically promoted. Caplan, who saw this type of 
prevention as a temporal sequence related to a point in 
time in the course of the disease, even spoke of primordial 
prevention before primary prevention, which aims to pre-
vent risk factors from ever occurring. This area of primor-
dial prevention could, for example, be applied to protec-
tion concepts in institutions.

Secondary prevention refers to early detection and time-
ly containment. In the debate concerning the prevention of 
sexual abuse, very often metaphors were initially used such 
as “look closer”, “don’t look away”.

8 Gerald Caplan: Principles of Preventive Psychiatry. New York (NY) 
1964.

In medicine, tertiary prevention after a problem has oc-
curred is intended to reduce its sequelae and prevent re-
lapse. It was often observed and described how parishes 
seemed to become paralysed and were very much burdened 
down with work after a revelation of abuse in pastoral care. 
Tertiary prevention is applicable when it can be assumed 
that, with the disclosure of the acts and the “removal” of the 
offender from the area, the problem is not solved but rather 
many important questions can and must be asked first. Ter-
tiary prevention in this sense would also necessarily refer to 
the actions taken by those in charge who, as superiors, have 
a duty to avert danger with regard to the future development 
of offenders.

Another term that has become widespread in medicine 
to some extent, but which does not appear in the definition 
of the German Bishops’ Conference, is quaternary preven-
tion, in the sense of avoiding unnecessary measures and as-
sociated damage, e.g. due to overmedication. This question 
is often asked behind closed doors; namely whether, with 
all our prevention regulations and with the institutional-
isation of sets, we are actually throwing the baby out with 
the bathwater, preventing normal age-appropriate behav-
iour in dealings with children a priori and tending towards 
heartless, overly correct care and custody due to a one-sided 
proximity-distance definition that is not supported by de-
velopmental psychology or attachment theory.

In kindergartens, for example, (male) educators are gen-
erally not allowed to hug children, supposedly to prevent 
any ambiguous situation. Such rigidly distant pedagogy, 
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especially with very young children, denies them the close-
ness and comfort they need, for example, after a fall. Mech-
anistic prevention that does not address the attitudes of all 
those involved but attempts to enforce such external rules 
can also lead to harm. The historical reappraisal of cruelty 
in how children were brought up in their homes in the 1950s 
underlines the emotional coldness, harshness and distance 
as emphatic damaging factors, in addition to the numerous 
corporal punishments. Regarding quaternary prevention in 
the area of Church prevention, avoiding such harm would 
necessarily involve the professionally adequate handling of 
children and young people and families in accordance with 
their age. In this respect, especially in Church prevention, 
the potential risks and side effects of (possibly misunder-
stood) prevention measures must also be considered.

Following the suggestion of the Institute of Medicine 
(IOM)9, many fields have moved away from a definition 
based on the medical chain of action, preferring statistical 
risk and target group definitions. Universal prevention ad-
dresses the entire population or universe in question, such 
as “all children looked after at a day care centre”, “all com-
munity members”, etc. Universal prevention is often based 
on campaigns, leaflets etc. and its aim is to make it clear 
that an institution or the state wishes to educate and appeal 
to the population. Actual behavioural change as a result of 
media campaigns is rarely demonstrated. Sometimes, as 

9 Ricardo F. Muñoz, Patricia J. Mrazek and Robert J. Haggerty: Insti-
tute of Medicine report on prevention of mental disorders: Summary 
and commentary. In: American Psychologist 51 (11/1996), 1116–1122.

in road safety, attempts are made to influence behaviour by 
means of emotional deterrents, for example what happens 
in traffic accidents. In general, a distinction can be made be-
tween behavioural prevention, which aims to change the be-
haviour of individuals, and proportional prevention, which 
has a preventive effect by changing the framework condi-
tions. For instance, in the field of preventing addiction, 
raising the price of tobacco was a very successful means of 
proportional prevention, especially among young people. 
Precisely because this target group is particularly important 
in terms of long-term addiction, reducing the proportion 
of young people who are heavy smokers was a measure that 
also had a positive effect in the long term.

 The next level in the IOM definition is selective preven-
tion, which addresses specific target groups identified by 
means of statistical risk. If it is known that children in care 
are also much more at risk of being abused in the institution 
by other young people in care or by the caregivers or during 
parental visits to the family of origin, then it is justified to 
create special sex education and trauma education settings 
for this group, taking this significantly higher risk into ac-
count. In this context, it becomes clear that a framework reg-
ulation or protection concept, irrespective of the base rate 
of abuse events, results in the wrong approach and weight-
ing. Base rate means the frequency with which boundaries 
are overstepped and acts of abuse occur in a given group or 
population. For example, statistically the base rate is signif-
icantly higher for children in care who are placed in an insti-
tution for their protection than for children from families. 
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Ultimately, this means that prevention concepts and also 
pedagogical concepts must be designed differently for such 
institutions than for general child care. Learning about the 
frequency of exposure, the so-called “epidemiology”, and 
research into such base rates therefore make an essential 
contribution to risk-adjusted or risk-adequate prevention. 
For this reason, the “Round Table on Child Sexual Abuse” 
stressed that a risk analysis for the specific situation must 
always precede the creation of a protection concept. There is 
no “one size fits all” as specific risk factors and set-ups must 
be taken into account. These should also be examined, con-
sidered and addressed much more strongly in the Church’s 
prevention work.

The third level in this classification is indicated preven-
tion. In this case, statistical groups are no longer identifi-
able as at risk. For instance, and continuing with the same 
example, this would not address the group of all children in 
care but individual children who have already experienced 
sexualised violence in their family of origin and/or in an in-
stitution or who have themselves attracted attention due to 
abusive behaviour. These persons can be identified as indi-
viduals at risk on the basis of certain criteria and can there-
fore be the target of specific prevention measures tailored to 
them. It is known from intervention research in the health-
care professions that these forms of indicated prevention, 
which often merge into early intervention or are difficult to 
distinguish from it, show the strongest effects in evaluation 
studies, since the extent of the effect can be measured in this 
case, as in the case of therapeutic intervention in the con-

text of evaluation. In this respect, the appropriate type of 
evaluation also depends on the subgroup in question and, 
of course, on the prevention goal.

Target groups and addressees for prevention

The framework regulation of the German Bishops’ Confer-
ence also borrows from crime prevention, distinguishing 
between victim-related, offender-related, situation-related 
and institution-related measures.

 In the debate on the prevention of sexual abuse,  especially 
in schools, the importance of victim prevention through 
self-defence courses, which are supposed to teach children 
that their bodies belong to them and they can defend them, 
or through books and plays, whose aim is to make children 
brave and strong, has certainly been overrated. In the few 
evaluations of such approaches in Germany, negative effects 
were even observed in some cases, such as increased fear 
after potential victims had been targeted by such actions. 
More promising in this area is prevention via “bystander in-
tervention”, i.e. raising awareness among peers and adults 
so that affected children, if they come forward, also receive 
support. Bystander information programmes, staff train-
ing, parents’ evenings, etc. are therefore important victim- 
and situation-related prevention measures.

 Regarding offender-related prevention, the threat of 
punishment for possessing sexually violent images is to 
be drastically increased by upgrading such acts from a 
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 misdemeanour to a felony. When reflecting on the preven-
tive effect of this decision by the legislature10, we must look 
again at the addressees. From a criminological point of view, 
core paedophile offenders with a corresponding personality 
component will not be deterred by more severe punishment. 
However, the major scandals in recent years, uncovering 
networks of thousands of “child pornography” users on the 
Darknet, make it clear that there are also many situational, 
opportunistic offenders who could indeed be deterred by 
the threat of punishment. This has also been shown by vari-
ous criminological analyses of the recidivism rate of such of-
fenders caught and convicted for the possession of so-called 
“child pornography”. In this case, adequate offender-related 
preventive measures that will reduce risk can only be defined 
after a criminological-psychiatric analysis of the offender’s 
personality regarding the actual presence of paraphilia, ac-
cording to the new criteria of the ICD-11 which will limit the 
overly general use of the term “paedophilia”.

Conclusions

Summarising certain further developments that can be 
prioritised, taking into account the risk-based prevention 

10 Federal Ministry of Justice and Consumer Protection: Gesetzespa-
ket zur Bekämpfung sexualisierter Gewalt gegen Kinder beschlossen 
[Legislative package to combat sexualised violence against children 
 adopted] (25.3.2021), at: <https://www.bmjv.de/SharedDocs/ Artikel/
DE/2021/032521_GE_sexualisierte_Gewalt.html>.

 levels and with a view to the potential addressees, there 
should be greater risks for potential offenders when com-
mitting an offence, above all by increasing the likelihood of 
detection and more negative consequences. The references 
in the Gercke report11 from Cologne are helpful here, be-
cause they also mention simple, ultimately easily organised 
administrative procedures such as correct record keeping 
and quality management. Prevention of repeated abuse by 
stopping offenders from being transferred to other poten-
tially dangerous areas and the creation of adequate treat-
ment options and controlled employment opportunities 
are another area that involves indicated prevention for of-
fenders who have already become suspicious or individuals 
who are likely to commit an offence. Indicated prevention 
and early intervention often come together in this case.

 If, in general, a significantly greater awareness and con-
sistency must be demanded of Church leaders, the principle 
of doubt and presumed innocence must also be applied to 
individual criminal law disputes in order to avoid unjus-
tified conviction or prejudgement. However, this cannot 
mean that a custodian only exercises their function when an 

11 Kanzlei Gercke/Wollschläger (Hg.): Gutachten. Pflichtverletzun-
gen von Diözesanverantwortlichen des Erzbistums Köln im Um-
gang mit Fällen sexuellen Missbrauchs von Minderjährigen und 
Schutzbefohlenen durch Kleriker oder sonstige pastorale Mitarbe-
itende des Erzbistums Köln im Zeitraum 1975–2018. Verantwort-
lichkeiten, Ursachen und Handlungsempfehlungen (18.3.2021). At: 
<https://mam.erzbistum-koeln.de/m/2fce82a0f87ee070/original/ 
Gutachten-Pflichtverletzungen-von-Diozesanverantwortlichen-im-
Erzbistum-Koln-im-Umgang-mit-Fallen-sexuellen-Missbrauchs-
zwischen-1975–und-2018.pdf>.
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accused has been clearly and legally proven to have commit-
ted an offence. With regard to crime prevention, the Church 
system must become more sensitive while, at the same time 
and with regard to penalties, the highest degree of specifici-
ty must be demanded of evidence for the crime. If we look at 
the potential targets for prevention activities, it is shocking 
to see what has been expected of children under the maxim 
of “making children strong”.

According to the Constitution,  
everyone is responsible for protecting children

In general, these principles are correct but they relate to 
the whole education and bonding behaviour of children: 
we cannot “make children strong” by means of a single play 
about prevention. Numerous empirical studies on attempts 
to empower children, and especially children with disabili-
ties, have shown that it is difficult to transfer what is learned 
from role plays or the corresponding training to actual oc-
currences in everyday life.

 Largely neglected but promising with regard to poten-
tially affected people is the selective prevention of children 
and adolescents who have already been placed in an institu-
tion due to problems or experiences of sexualised violence. 
Risk research shows there is a particularly high risk of abuse 
by peers, by the family of origin during weekend contact 
time and also by facility staff, teachers and the clergy. Spe-
cial prevention measures and a reflective sexual education 

and sophisticated complaints management system are par-
ticularly necessary in such facilities as their aim is to protect 
children who have already had negative experiences.

 To some extent, this is already an instance of indicated 
prevention as the aim is to prevent children and young peo-
ple who have already been affected in another context from 
becoming victims again. Universal, selective and indicated 
prevention in the Church must always clearly address ques-
tions of responsibility and guilt, in addition to shame and 
self-stigmatisation. So far, bystander education has largely 
been undervalued.12 Article 6 of the German Constitution 
describes the educational privilege of parents based on nat-
ural law. At the same time, however, the responsibility of 
everyone is addressed with regard to the risk to children’s 
well-being with the phrase “... the state shall watch over 
them”. According to the Constitution, child protection is 
everyone’s responsibility, especially when there are strong 
indications that a child’s well-being is at risk. Who do affect-
ed children turn to? Often to their classmates or their par-
ents, to teachers, sports coaches or clergy. Such persons in 
their immediate environment, bystanders, must be trained 
to react more competently when a child confides in them.

 From many reports of those affected, it is clear how many 
parents did not believe them, especially when claiming they 
had been abused by Church dignitaries. Belief in authority 
and the authoritarian attitude of parents in the Catholic 

12 Hans Zollner, Katharina A. Fuchs and Jörg M. Fegert: Prevention of 
sexual abuse: improved information is crucial. In: Child and Adoles-
cent Psychiatry and Mental Health 8 (5/2014), 1–9.
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milieu may play its part here, so that selective prevention 
is particularly important, also via information about chil-
dren’s rights and the importance of a non-violent upbring-
ing.13 In contrast to these areas, a great deal has already been 
done in many Church or charitable institutions in recent 
years on prevention through training and further education 
on protection concepts. However, in some cases the contact 
people assigned are too distant and inaccessible for children 
and young people. There is also a need for low-threshold 
anonymous whistle-blower systems, for example via tele-
phone hotlines, as well as ombudspersons and complaint 
and suggestion management procedures that are not limit-
ed to sexual abuse, so that more children actually dare to ask 
for help when it is needed. One ombudsperson for a whole 
diocese is too far removed from the institution in question. 
There is also a need to practice locally how to complain and 
pass on suggestions to the institution.

 Consequently, if we systematically examine what has al-
ready been carried out in terms of prevention work by the 
Catholic Church from the point of view of prevention re-
search, then on the one hand we can see that much has been 
done and achieved. At the same time, however, an enor-
mous amount still remains to be done, especially in pro-
moting an attitude that sees child protection as an integral 
and integrating part of the Church’s own identity and acts 
accordingly. It would be terrible if the understandable frus-

13 cf. Jörg M. Fegert and Vera Clemens: Autoritarismus, katholische Mi-
lieus und die trügerische Sehnsucht nach der früher angeblich heilen 
Welt. In: Stimmen der Zeit 146 (1/2021), 25–36.

tration and paralysis due to the many difficulties in address-
ing such problems did not lead to the necessary prevention 
of corresponding behaviour today being taken all the more 
seriously. Strong encouragement is needed so that the 
Church’s prevention work can be continued and expanded 
competently and effectively. 
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1 Promotion of a consistent culture of 
 protection: the history on breaking the silence 
and  preventing abuse in the Society of Jesus 

Awakening: breaking the silence

The 36th General Congregation (GC) of the Society of Je-
sus took place in 2016. General Congregations focus on 
the election of a General and/or discussion on the life and 
works of the Society in the world of today. GC 36 did both. 
Needless to say, the abuse crisis became a moment of fo-
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cused conversation. In previous years journalists, the print, 
and social media highlighted violence against children and 
vulnerable adults in different institutions run by State and 
Church agencies. However, much of this media attention 
was focused on cases in the global North. Conversations be-
tween delegates from the four corners of the world helped 
attendees to wake up to the fact that the abuse of children 
and vulnerable adults has no national, cultural, religious, 
caste or ethnic boundaries (Oates et al., 2000). It is neither 
exclusive to the Church nor to the Society of Jesus (Plante, 
2020). Sexual abuse is a global social problem that reaches 
into all sectors of humanity (Barth et al., 2013; Finkelhor, 
1986); it is present in political parties, schools, sports clubs, 
extracurricular activities, nightlife settings, families, etc. 
Therefore, it requires a response and not a denial from the 
Society of Jesus, the Church, and the society at large. In GC 
36, the silence was broken in the universal body of the Soci-
ety of Jesus, and the important harm done to victims of sex-
ual abuse perpetrated by Jesuit priests was acknowledged. 
The damage of sexual abuse by clergy includes the negative 
physical and mental outcomes which are now well studied 
in the scientific literature on child  sexual abuse and sexual 
harassment of adults (Kathryn, 2019; Molnar et al.,2001) 
as well as devastating consequences for the victims’ spiritual 
dimension and faith (Guido, 2008).

In GC 36, discussion continued in small groups on up-
holding the United Nations Convention on Child Rights. 
Inspired by Catholic Social Teaching, we must diligently 
promote the rights of children and vulnerable adults. The 

dignity of all, and especially the dignity of the weakest in 
society, must lead to providing a coherent response to the 
universal protection of children and the vulnerable. 

It was clear that delivering a comprehensive response 
to safeguarding includes developing living policies, train-
ing for all, and protocols for handling complaints and al-
legations. However, building safe places for children goes 
beyond mere compliance to basic standards. Fundamen-
tally, it must lead to a transformation of culture (Guiney & 
Racionero-Plaza, 2023a). The Promotion of a Consistent 
Culture of Protection Project that we present in this chap-
ter invites different cultures to a self-examination of how 
it relates to children and vulnerable adults in their commu-
nities. It is a call to examine how people with power relate 
to the powerless and those on the margins. Fundamentally, 
this means a change in the quality of relationships among 
people – how they live and interact with one another. In the 
language of Pope Francis, promoting a consistent culture of 
protection is a gospel journey needing a gospel response. 

Awareness

In October 2018, a response to the conversations in GC 36 
was launched by the Society of Jesus when it initiated a pro-
ject called the Promotion of a Consistent Culture of Protection 
(PCCP) (Guiney & Racionero-Plaza, 2023b). It located this 
project under the auspices of the Social Justice and Ecolo-
gy Secretariat (SJES), in the General Curia. In doing this, 
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the Society noted that preventing abuse and accompanying 
victims is a justice issue. It is unequivocally part and parcel 
of the mission of justice and reconciliation of the Society of 
Jesus as evidenced through the Universal Apostolic Prefer-
ence 2 (UAP2) Walking with the Excluded (Sosa, 2019): 

“We commit ourselves to help eliminate abuses inside 
and outside the Church, seeking to ensure that victims 
are heard and properly helped, that justice is done, and 
that harm is healed. This commitment includes the adop-
tion of clear policies for the prevention of abuse, the on-
going formation of those who are committed to mission, 
and serious efforts to identify the social origins of abuse. 
In this way, we effectively promote a culture that safe-
guards all vulnerable persons, especially minors”. 

Safeguarding now is understood in the Society of Jesus as 
central to its mission of doing justice and reconciliation. It is 
neither marginal, nor a mere addendum to its work. It is not 
just a question of ticking boxes and merely being compliant 
with external rules. Protecting children and vulnerable adults 
is indeed a prophetic call in our age – a preferential option to 
stand for the voiceless in our society. However, it calls for per-
sonal and institutional conversion. As Pope Francis (2019) 
puts it, it requires ‘a continuous and profound conversion, 
in which personal holiness and moral commitment come to-
gether to promote the credibility of the Gospel proclamation 
and to renew the educational mission of the Church’.

However, it is not sufficient to be awake and aware of 

what needs to be done. Concrete decisions and actions are 
needed to fulfil the desire to help those who have been hurt, 
place victims first, and meet their desire that such abuse will 
never happen again in any Church institution. To create safe 
places for all requires the implementation of basic stand-
ards and the implementation of actions and programs that 
support the transformation of our human relationships, 
something which is a long-term project and mission.

2 Action: toward safeguarding grounded  
in scientific evidence of social impact

After awakening and awareness, action is needed. It is action 
what makes a difference. Part of that action includes devel-
oping policies and protocols for child protection and for the 
protection of all adults in our Jesuit works, among which 
schools are prominent. The first stages of PCCP (2019–2022) 
involved encouraging and supporting all Jesuit Provinces 
and Regions in the world in developing and implementing 
protocols and policies on safeguarding. These protocols 
and policies dealt with diverse indicators of protection, in-
volving, among others, having a safeguarding statement of 
commitment, customised documentation, safe recruitment 
procedures, designated safeguarding personnel, regular risk 
assessments, protocols for reporting and responding, acces-
sible complaints mechanisms, case management support 
structures, accompaniment of victims/survivors, and guid-
ance of alleged/perpetrators, among others. 
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Policies and protocols in educational institutions are 
relevant to set a framework of protection of children and 
vulnerable adults, a framework that informs others of the 
stand of the institution in relation to abuse and the expect-
ed behaviours of its members. All policies need to commu-
nicate clearly that the care of children and the vulnerable 
has primacy. Their safety and their protection when in 
our care are our priorities. This must be communicated 
through all media platforms and displayed on all school 
notice boards. 

A number of key elements must be in each policy, e.g. 
when advertising and recruiting new team members, the 
child protection policy must be clearly communicated. This 
is central, as protection begins with safe recruitment and 
follow up formation. In addition, regular risk assessments 
are crucial to prevention. Regular risk assessments of peo-
ple, places and events need to take place in all Jesuit works 
dealing with children and adults; and they are essential in 
schools and universities. Research is very clear in this re-
gard: where there is violence in human relationships, that 
being in the form of child sexual abuse, sexual harassment, 
bullying, abuse of power, etc, academic excellence is not 
possible. The review of the scientific literature has shown 
that when a child is victim of abuse, it diminishes her or his 
academic achievement, as well as it affects his or her mental 
and physical health (Flecha, Puigvert & Racionero-Plaza, 
2023). The same happens with adults (Kathryn, 2019; Mol-
nar et al., 2001). Best learning can only take place and excel-
lence can only be achieved in safe schools. 

Thanks to this, Jesuit schools all over the world have in 
place safeguarding policies and protocols to protect  children 
and to respond to any case of child sexual abuse. We have 
seen this in schools located in very different contexts, from 
the slums in Nairobi (Masenge & Osabwa, 2023) to schools 
in wealthy areas in Dublin.

Apart from developing and implementing policies and 
protocols, action has also meant the putting in place basic 
training and formation for Jesuits and collaborators, so that 
Jesuit human capital gets the knowledge of what is required 
in safeguarding, and most importantly, the knowledge of 
why it is required. Effective implementation of actions ad-
dressed to contribute to eliminate abuse requires such train-
ing for everyone involved in this global mission of the Igna-
tian family. The Society of Jesus instructs that all Provinces 
and Regions develop induction of all personnel, implement 
training specific to certain roles and responsibilities in 
 Jesuit works, training in leadership and in  management of 

Pictures of two walls in Saint Joseph School, Kangemi, Nairobi. This statement 
can be found a number of times all over the school, always in very visible places. 
Pictures were taken by the authors in April 2023.
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conduct and cases, safeguarding integrated at all stages of 
Jesuit formation, and allocation of human and financial re-
sources to safeguarding training. PCCP supports all Prov-
inces and Regions in these tasks. 

A 2022 Audit conducted in all Provinces and Regions 
of the global Society of Jesus indicated the many advance-
ments done in relation to protocols, policies, and training 
in just 3 years. In the light of the findings from this audit, 
we can say that the universal Society has now moved from 
awakening and awareness to action, and it is the norm al-
most everywhere now that Jesuit schools have become safer 
places in comparison to the past. Despite differences among 
Provinces and Regions, all Jesuit schools are now obliged to 
have procedures in place to protect a child from abuse and 
whenever this may happen to accompany victims. 

Our commitment, guided by UAP2, is to contribute to 
eliminate abuse, and that requires being engaged in safe-
guarding work that makes a difference. It is necessary and 
essential to have policies and protocols in place, and to have 
trained key personnel. The wider community also needs to 
be sensitized on the core elements of safeguarding. Howev-
er, it is not a question of doing safeguarding training but a 
question of doing the right safeguarding right. Therefore, 
our commitment in the Society of Jesus is not doing safe-
guarding, but doing safeguarding that proves to be most 
effective in both mitigating the negative consequences of 
abuse and in fostering relational contexts that are preven-
tive of violent relationships. That is what victims deserve, 
what most of them request, and what every child and adult 

in any Jesuit school or other Jesuit work is entitled to. That 
is the best expression of Cura Personalis, and it is also making 
real that child’s right to benefit from scientific progress to 
improve his life, as it is stated in article 27 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations General As-
sembly, 1948). 

Fortunately, this service in our Jesuit schools is possible. 
Scientific research in the field of sexual abuse prevention 
and response has provided knowledge on principles and 
actions that are key to support victims and to promote pre-
ventive relationships, contexts, and institutions. It is a ques-
tion of using this knowledge to base safeguarding actions in 
them. However, we should make a clarification here. The 
knowledge that will make a difference in preventing abuse 
is not all kinds of scientific knowledge but scientific evidence of 
social impact. These are two different types of evidence, and 
they have different implications for safeguarding in schools. 

Horizon Europe, the European Commission’s Frame-
work Program for Scientific Research, and other interna-
tional scientific research programs have clarified the differ-
ence between scientific evidence and the subset of it that has 
demonstrated societal impact (EC et al., 2018). All scientific 
evidence is relevant, but the one that is indispensable for 
safeguarding in the Church and in society at large is scien-
tific evidence of social impact (Pulido et al., 2018; Racione-
ro-Plaza, 2023). There is, for example, scientific knowledge 
derived from research that describes well how and why 
abuse occurs, but which has not provided information on 
how to contribute to reducing sexual abuse. Perhaps that 
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early evidence will become the basis for further research 
that will produce evidence of social impact. 

What safeguarding delegates as well as all profession-
als working with children and adults in Jesuit and Church 
works urgently need is scientific evidence of social impact, 
which tells them which practices prevent abuse, eliminate 
it, and contribute to creating a consistent culture of protec-
tion, care, and quality relationships. 

3 Successful actions in safeguarding 

Fortunately, the knowledge on what works best in safe-
guarding in schools is available and most of it is open access. 
The best example in this regard is the European Commis-
sion’s  Report  Achieving student well-being for all: educational 
contexts free of violence (Flecha, Puigvert & Racionero-Plaza, 
2023), which examines worldwide programs and actions 
that have proven to overcome violence against children from 
schools. This open access report clarifies that, according to 
the available evidence of social impact, there are 13 programs 
and actions in safeguarding that prove to address abuse, mit-
igate its consequences, and create preventive environments. 
The report also lists programs, some of which are quite pop-
ular in schools -and very expensive-, and for which the data 
published does not show positive impact.  Those programs 
are often part of what has become the ‘safeguarding industry’. 

Importantly, the report analyzes common elements 
among the examined programs and actions that yield evi-

dence of generating improvements. One shared element is 
the whole school approach, meaning that those schools that 
achieve to be protective of children and prevent abuse are 
those that involve parents, other family members, com-
munity members, teachers, students, community services, 
etc, in their actions for a zero tolerance to violence culture. 
A lesson derives from this evidence: the prevention and 
elimination of child sexual abuse must be a community 
concern in our Jesuit schools. Abuse is not the issue that the 
safeguarding person in the schools deals with, but a social 
problem that affects the whole community and requires the 
whole community to act united both to cultivate quality hu-
man relationships that prevent abuse and to respond as up-
standers in front of any aggression. 

Among the list of actions and programs that have proven 
to yield positive change and create and sustain a culture of 
protection, care, and respect, some have shown to achieve 
so in a wide variety of geographical and socio-cultural 
contexts. Those programs are called “successful actions” 
(Flecha, 2015). The successful actions in safeguarding are 
the following: the Zero Violence Brave Club, the Dialogic 
Model of Prevention and Resolution of Conflicts, the Elim-
ination of Isolating Violence, and the Scientific/Feminist 
Dialogic Gatherings. More than 10.000 schools around 
the world that are already applying some of these actions 
achieve transformative results, including the reduction of 
abusive relationships, the development of a new culture 
of care and respect in the classrooms and school, train-
ing  students to be upstanders in the school and beyond, 
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 supporting  friendships, reducing conflicts, and training 
students to effectively address abuse in their life (Burn, 
2009; Duque et al, 2021; Melgar et al., 2021; Moschella & 
Banyar, 2020; Racionero-Plaza et al., 2020; Roca-Campos 
et al, 2021; Salceda et al., 2020; Ugalde et al., 2022). 

As an example, the San José School in Valencia (Spain) ap-
plies the Zero Violence Brave Club since many years (Clara-
munt, 2023). This successful action has been  included in the 
European Toolkit for Schools1 of the European Commis-
sion, as an effective intervention to boost school climate. 
With this successful action, in the San José School:

Every day 800 boys and girls learn to take a stand, and 
 position themselves on the side of the victim and confront 
the aggressor in a peaceful way. In this way, problems are 
made visible, and victims are empowered with a shield of 
friends, which gives them security in front of the aggressor. 
The attractiveness is given to children who are kind, who 
are supportive and, in short, who treat others well. (...) The 
results have been monitored and they show that the school 
climate is getting better and better. The evaluation sur-
veys sent to families have also shown very positive results 
( Partal Montesinos, Educate Magis, November 1, 2019).

1 The European Commission’s toolkit for improving school climate and 
culture can be found here: https://www.schooleducationgateway.eu/
en/pub/resources/toolkitsforschools/detail.cfm?n=5886 

In recognition of these relevant transformations in the fields 
of protection and coexistence, this Jesuit school was award-
ed a “coexistence prize” in 2019 (Partal Montesinos, 2019).

Those achievements are now enjoyed by thousands of chil-
dren and adolescents all over the world who attend schools 
that have opted to implement what works best. Importantly, 
the successful actions in safeguarding yield these positive re-
sults at all educational levels (pre-primary,  primary and sec-
ondary education), and with all students, including students 
victims of sexual abuse, students that belong to vulnerable 
groups (refugee, migrant, LGTBIQ+, students with disabili-
ties, etc), and students from all socio-economic backgrounds 
(Flecha, Puigvert & Racionero-Plaza, 2023). 

4 Training/formation oriented to social impact 

One important finding of the 2022 global audit was the 
need for quality training. Provinces and Regions acknowl-
edged that they had received the basic knowledge on child 
protection, on abuse definitions, on how to develop ba-
sic policies and protocols, yet they needed to move to the 
next stage in practice. Provinces and Regions expressed 
their need for being trained in specific tools to create safe 
environments, a new culture of protection, and to solve 
problems of abuse in the most effective way. Since January 
2023, PCCP has started to respond to this internation-
al request with a scientific and social impact perspective, 
to help Jesuits and lay partners in mission to intervene in 
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Jesuit works in ways that best reduce abuse and create safe 
environments. 

A number of actions have taken place across Jesuit Con-
ferences in this regard. As illustrations, in February 2023 
formation on myths and evidence regarding sexual abuse 
and the Church was given to about 70 Scholastics (Jesu-
its in formation) in the Ateneo de Manila (Phillippines), 
in April 2023, a 7–hour workshop on successful actions in 
safeguarding took place in Nairobi (Kenya), this workshop 
was attended by 25 professionals and collaborators working 
in the Kakuma Refugee Camp, served by the Jesuit Refu-
gee Service. In between, in March 2023, another training 
on successful actions in overcoming abuse was provided to 
the directors of all the organizations that make up the Xa-
vier Network, which unites 14 members, mission offices 
and non-governmental development organizations of the 
Jesuit Provinces of Europe, North America and Australia 
that work to promote justice. The Network intervenes in 
more than 87 countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America. 
The training was framed within the rigorous work of the 
Xavier Network in the field of safeguarding. Other training 
and formation activities have taken place throughout 2023, 
always oriented to achieving social impact. In all these ac-
tivities, participants have gained knowledge of successful 
actions in safeguarding and of the original sources where 
evidence of the impact of those actions can be checked. 

5 Conclusion: a bright horizon ahead 

The global Society of Jesus has broken the silence regarding 
child sexual abuse and the abuse of vulnerable adults. The 
acknowledgement of this social problem in Jesuit works was 
the first step of a diligent journey in all Jesuit  conferences 
across the world. This journey has already implied that up to 
date, most Jesuit works in the 70+Jesuit Provinces and Re-
gions have policies, protocols and training in place. Those 
Jesuit works in the five continents are today safer for the 
people they serve. 

Since 2019 PCCP has assisted all of them in getting it and 
getting it right. We have collaborated with Jesuits and lay 
partners to make real the dream of a world free from abuse in 
very diverse settings. This has been a best expression of safe-
guarding being a community mission of the global Ignatian 
family, a mission which starts with each of us opening our 
eyes, breaking the silence, and taking a stand supporting the 
most vulnerable. Jesuit schools, as central contexts of child 
development, are certainly at the core of this mission. 

Now, we move forward to the next chapters of this dream 
on the shoulders of scientific evidence of social impact. This 
approach is going to shape the training and formation of the 
works of the Society of Jesus in the coming years. In so do-
ing, we meet Fr. Pedro Arrupe’s desire of giving the most up-
dated answers to the most pressing current social problems. 
The horizon is bright: United in this social impact approach, 
 Jesuit schools can, once again, inspire society at large across 
the globe on a cause that is just, noble and most urgent. 
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Why, What for and  
How to Build a System  
of Safe Environment,  
Good Treatment and Care  
in our Institutions

Susana Pradera Salazar

When we discover errors, problems or areas for improve-
ment in our society, mechanisms are put in place to analyse 
what to do to solve or correct them and how to do it. This 
has been the case in recent years with issues such as gender 
violence, climate change, child abuse, etc. Faced with these 
situations, we can have different attitudes that will influence 
the change that needs to be made: you can express refusal 
to recognize the situation as real and worrying, “I do not 
believe it, or I do not see it as serious” (brake/restrained); 
show disinterest in the situation, “I don’t think about it” 
(passive); conviction and motivation to face and overcome 
the situation, “something must be done now, this cannot 
happen, it cannot go on” (involved); simple acceptance of 
the situation and of what “must be done”, “something must 
be done, they tell us from above, it is the politically correct 
thing to do” (compliant). 
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Changing the gaze towards something that hurts us, 
stings us and we do not like, is costly. It is a change of refer-
ences, of culture. It requires a review of the path taken and 
a deep analysis of what is at the base, of what really under-
lies the situation that has occurred, in order to find ways of 
modifying and reversing these situations. And all this takes 
years until progress is made, until the first steps are taken, 
the first answers are given, from which it is necessary to 
learn because there are no valid previous references. In the 
end, what we are talking about is a long process of cultural 
and social change.

In the case of abuse within the Church, of which we are 
a part, which we love and for which we work, it is clear how 
difficult it is to face this painful and hard situation. When we 
learned the first cases, it has been denied on some occasions 
that this really happened, it has not been wanted to be seen 
because it could shake what was part of our security, what 
seemed absolutely incongruous and without place in our 
world. There has been fear, bewilderment, uncertainty, it 
has been minimised, it has been relativised by saying that 
there are more cases outside the Church, we have victimised 
ourselves by saying that we are persecuted... And it has been 
difficult to begin to take responsibility, to recognize sin, to 
listen to pain, to accept crimes...

All this has influenced the attitude we have adopted in 
these situations. And we should ask ourselves, what attitude 
would Jesus ask us to have?

Only by asking ourselves questions can we begin to assess 
what needs to be done to ensure that this does not happen 

again within the Church, and even in society; or at least, 
that we know how to respond in the most evangelical way 
possible when these painful situations occur.

That is why, after thinking about what our attitude should 
be, the first thing we have to do is look for and rely in our in-
stitutions on those who are convinced and involved that this 
cannot go on like this. These people will be the ones who can 
“pull” the institution and who can influence the change of 
attitude of the rest, from their motivation and firm decision.

These are the people who will ask themselves the fol-
lowing questions: why and for what purpose do we create 
a system? Finding the reasons and the meaning to what we 
are going to start building is fundamental to guide not only 
what we do, but how we do it. We don’t want to make a sys-
tem because “we are obliged/forced to do so”, but “because 
we are convinced of it”. That difference is going to be fun-
damental so that we are not mere compliers and we have 
the necessary protocols and the required tools, we can pass 
an audit because we have made a proper “check list”. That 
doesn’t change the culture. Complying with a list of “com-
mandments” is necessary, but it is not enough. It takes a 
personal conversion, an institutional transformation, a 
conviction that the pain of just one person needs our com-
passion and commitment. 

Having made these considerations, which I think are nec-
essary as a frame of reference for everything we will then ad-
dress, I can begin to consider a model of a system adapted to 
my institution (school, Parish, center, network etc.). Choos-
ing the name I want to give it also says a lot about what we want 
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to address. We can stay at the minimum requirements (which 
is a good starting point) or be more ambitious and go further. 
The issue of abuse has begun to become visible through past 
cases, which have occurred in different institutions,  especially 
with minors and by clerics or or religious men or women. 
This has led us to react by focusing on the spotlight that had 
been put on us from the outside (mainly the victims and the 
media). But once we have become aware of these situations, 
we may want to go further, be proactive and take advantage of 
“the unfortunate opportunity” that the pain of these victims 
has offered us, to broaden the focus and commit ourselves to 
seek and eradicate other pains, other abuses that have been 
committed within our institutions. The Pope has asked us not 
only to focus on child sexual abuse, but also to look at abuses 
of power, authority and conscience, both to minors and of any 
adult who at any given moment finds themselves in a situation 
of vulnerability. It is true that we are in the process of clarify-
ing all these concepts which are new and are not fully defined 
or delimited, but it is good that we have them on the horizon, 
because child sexual abuse is the tip of the iceberg and we have 
a lot to see and learn and we should not lag behind. 

Once we have decided on the scope of action of our sys-
tem and we have given it a name that frames it (protection 
and care, safeguarding of minors, good treatment and care, 
safe environments and good treatment ...), we can start to 
focus on the main blocks that we are going to deal with.

In order to guarantee safe spaces, activities and relation-
ships in each institution or work of the Society of Jesus we 
can, we must act along three fundamental lines: 

Awareness-Raising

Awareness is necessary to generate change. It is necessary 
to raise awareness initially in order to be able to prevent 
and also to be able to attend to victims adequately, based 
on what they need at each stage of their process. In order to 
generate a deep awareness, preparatory to the ground that 
has to be sown later, it is of great help to “listen” to the peo-
ple who have suffered abuse, to know and understand their 
pain, the consequences on their lives of what they have lived 
through. In short, to put yourself in their shoes, to touch 
their wounds, as St. Thomas did with the wounds of Christ, 
in order to believe. Cardinal Farrell, of the Dicastery for La-
ity, Family and Life, speaking on this issue to Church asso-
ciations and movements, said that when he began to listen 
to and welcome victims of abuse, he was no longer himself, 
he underwent “a conversion”, the pain of the victims trans-
formed him. This has been experienced by many of us who 
have dedicated ourselves for a long time to listening to and 
welcoming pain. What is more, in my case, I do not want the 
pain that I also feel when I welcome the pain of others to 
cease to make an impression on me. It is a driving force to 
keep the mission entrusted to me alive. 

As part of awareness-raising, in addition to listening to 
real testimonies, actions can be carried out that help to make 
these realities visible: dissemination campaigns on specific 
dates; dissemination of the prevention and intervention 
system itself so that people are aware of how it works, as well 
as the reporting channel (email) or the preventive actions 
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that are being developed; informative posters, videos, talks, 
articles, etc. It is also important that all information related 
to the system and, above all, on the reporting channel, is vis-
ible and accessible on the corresponding web pages.

Prevention

Once we have prepared the environment, so that people are 
more receptive and show a real attitude of welcome and em-
pathy towards these painful situations, we can really begin 
to undertake preventive measures. As those in our institu-
tions or works are becoming aware of what this system en-
tails, they need to do something to prevent things like this 
from happening again. That is why it is necessary and im-
portant to have prevention protocols, which must include 
different steps.

-First, appoint a person in charge or coordinator of 
the system or programme, who will be the reference per-
son within the institution, both for monitoring prevention 
measures, and for receiving queries in the event of possible 
cases or complaints. This person must be known in the insti-
tution as responsible or coordinator and must be someone 
with the sensitivity to listen and welcome delicate and diffi-
cult situations such as the ones we are talking about; he/she 
must be someone who is decisive and proactive in activating 
the necessary prevention or intervention mechanisms; he/
she must be someone who is accessible and should be seen 
and considered as a close and receptive reference for the 

people in the institution, as this makes it easier to overcome 
the complexity of taking the step of dealing with this issue. 

There may be a small team working together on this 
work, depending on the size of the institution. These teams 
should be very well trained and prepared to know how to 
detect, act, deal with, etc., everything related to abuse in 
the institution. In this sense, it is very advisable for the 
teams to be multidisciplinary, as each one brings a different 
and complementary perspective, from their own approach 
and experience.

Precisely, in this line, to ensure that we know how to pre-
vent cases of abuse and properly define good treatment be-
haviours, training is needed. The organisation should have 
highly trained staff who are familiar with the institution’s 
system or programme. These people can then, in coordina-
tion with the person in charge, organise training for the rest 
of the staff (workers, collaborators or volunteers and people 
benefiting from our services in the corresponding mission).

Of course, training has to be designed with the target 
population in mind. The number of hours and the degree of 
depth of the training will also be different in each case. The 
training programmes may come from the institution itself, 
if it has the means and resources to do so, or they may be 
requested from nearby entities, specialized in these issues. 
However, we will always have to provide the specificity or 
charisma of our institution, as well as the precise character-
istics of the programme that we are developing in our case.

A significant population to receive this formation must 
be the novices, seminarians, and all the clergy and religious 
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men and women, who are part of our institutions. To be able 
to have a space, not only to learn and become aware, but to 
share, to dialogue, to reflect and to commit in relation to 
all these painful situations, is indispensable for our insti-
tutions to regenerate themselves from within, so that they 
remain focused on the evangelical message that we want to 
live and transmit.

This training can be organised in face-to-face groups, or 
take advantage of the means that technology offers us to 
reach more people, who, due to scheduling difficulties, re-
mote locations, etc., would not be able to participate. When 
the training has to be in online format, it is important to en-
sure that the message and, above all, the awareness-raising, 
reach the receiver adequately, because it is not a question of 
making a “check list”, but of contributing, as we have been 
saying, to a deeper transformation.

Of this training, which must be continuous and perma-
nently updated, it is recommended to keep records of par-
ticipation, as this guarantees that all personnel involved are 
receiving it, and are trained to at least detect risk situations 
or, in the event of an incident, to know who to refer to. 

It is important to support all this training with good ma-
terials: protocols, good practice guides with indications on 
the most appropriate ways of proceeding to prevent abuses 
and promote good treatment, complete and comprehensive 
manuals, action guides, etc., which include all the informa-
tion necessary to keep up to date with everything needed to 
prevent or act in these situations. These materials must be 
“alive”, in the sense that they must be permanently updated 

and assess the need to expand on new concepts, methodol-
ogies, responses to victims, etc., as we learn along the way. 
Of course, these materials, as well as all documentation re-
lating to the relevant legislation to which we are subject, or 
other documents, such as the institution’s code of conduct 
or code of ethics, must be accessible on our web pages. 

 After receiving the relevant training, it is a good idea to 
be able to ask the people who have received it to sign a com-
mitment to join the programme or system. In the case of 
companies providing services, the company itself may have 
a programme equivalent to ours in the relationship with 
its workers, but if this is not the case, we should consider 
whether they can join the training programmes that our or-
ganisation offers its staff. 

Training should not be experienced as a mere formality 
to be carried out, but should be aimed at generating a real 
interest in joining a programme that wants to bring out 
change. To get involved in something like this is to be an ac-
tive part of that change. Getting involved in it goes beyond 
documents, protocols, manuals, etc., it is to give life and 
make God’s dream come true for the human beings, to live 
in and from love, guaranteeing the well-being, rights and 
happiness of all. It is only through personal responsibili-
ty and involvement that we can advance in this evangelical 
mission, to which we are all called, and even more so in our 
institutions.

Formation must be aimed at becoming aware of how we 
act, how we bring to life the message that Jesus shared with 
us, how we relate to one another and what “footprint”/mark 
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we leave around us. These systems are not focused on penal-
isation, on punishment, but on opportunities to act better, 
to overcome our human miseries and transform them into 
service. In fact, they are a call to take better care of ourselves 
and treat each other better.

-However, in order to achieve this goal, we need to be 
aware of the risks that can keep us away from achieving it. 
For this reason, each place should draw up its risk maps for 
the centre and its activities, identifying the possible risks 
that could lead to an abusive situation. Only by being aware 
of what these risks may be, can we do something to mitigate 
them or make them disappear. Therefore, these risk maps 
must also reflect the possible measures that can be put in 
place to minimize or eliminate these risks. This tool will also 
make it possible to monitor the validity of the actions taken. 
These maps (with risks and measures) must be known by all 
the people who are part of the institution. In other words, 
it is not just another piece of paper to fill in and keep in the 
drawer to justify that we are doing something, but by shar-
ing it, as well as making us all more aware of these risks and 
preventive measures, it is involving each one of us person-
ally, to be responsible for taking care of our environments, 
our relationships and our activities. In this sense, it is very 
important that these maps are not carried out by one person 
as the person responsible for the system or programme, but 
that all the people who are part of the activity or the centre 
in which it is carried out participate (including those whom 
the institution serves – such as pupils in schools). In some 
cases, it can be of great help if, as a result of a previous event, 

someone who has suffered abuse can collaborate by showing 
what other people do not see. In addition, we can use ques-
tionnaires that can help to make them more participatory.

-Coordination between all the agents involved in our works 
is also very important for prevention. Coordination meetings 
with people from different teams help us to put on the table 
difficulties that appear, doubts that arise, new concerns that 
come to light. And berween all of us, we can assess how to re-
spond, how to make progress, in short, how to improve. 

-Another field of action in the field of prevention con-
cerns the recruitment of staff or the use of volunteers in 
our organisations. Certain indications should be taken into 
account in these recruitment processes. It is advisable to 
provide references, questionnaires or materials to be taken 
into account for the selection processes, beyond requesting 
the relevant sex offence certificate. Also to inform those ap-
plying for staff or volunteer positions about the stance and 
culture of prevention and intervention and that procedures 
are in places.

When contracting the services from other companies, as 
indicated above, we have to ask for certain requirements. Ei-
ther provide the protocols that they may have, or give them 
the possibility of subscribing to ours.

Intervention

Another of the fundamental pillars of the protection and 
care systems must be related to the intervention with each 
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person who suffers, or may be suffering, some kind of 
abuse. In order to be able to intervene, we must know that 
there has been a situation of abuse and for this, we must 
have  accessible and visible diverse channels to communi-
cate what happened. An email account, which is treated 
confidentially and discreetly, is essential to be present on 
our websites, posters, videos, etc. The name of the person 
responsible or coordinator in each centre or work of our in-
stitution can also appear. 

Discretion and confidentiality help the person to take 
that first difficult step. In this sense, it is very important 
that the response is warm, close, agile and facilitating the 
next step. Sometimes, the institution prefers to delegate or 
externalize this channel of communication, because some 
people may doubt the true intention of the institution. It 
should be remembered that trust may have been broken 
depending on the victim’s experience. In any case, at some 
point the institution will have to receive a notification and 
this channel is still valid in that case. 

Of course, when an allegation or suspicion of a possible 
“case of abuse” arises, it is necessary to know how to act, 
both in relation to past events and in relation to current 
situations.

In reality, to speak of cases is not entirely appropriate, 
since what is behind each situation are people who suffer. 
Therefore, the first condition for an adequate intervention 
is to have an empathetic, open, welcoming attitude, without 
judging or preconceiving, to have a look full of love, under-
standing and closeness.

This attitude will guide the rest of the steps we need to 
take in our interventions. Believing that what we are being 
told is possible, is real, without categorising or classifying 
it, but simply accepting it, welcoming it, will be a good 
starting point for the team in each centre or work, in a coor-
dinated manner, to assess the best action according to the 
situation presented and take the appropriate decisions to 
begin the process.

The process will include attention to the different “actors” 
that are part of the scene: there is the victim or victims, the 
person or persons who have committed the abuse, the envi-
ronments of both populations and the institution itself. All 
these fronts need to be considered when responding and re-
acting, although not all of them have to be addressed at the 
same time. Diligence in taking action with regard to the per-
son accused and the person who is suffering harm is essential. 

It is clear to all of us that, if there is a minor involved, we 
have the obligation to inform the competent authorities and 
it will be they who will decide on the measures to be taken. 
We must know and be up to date with regard to the protocols 
and legislation at both regional and national level. In fact, it 
is advisable to have established channels of communication 
with the corresponding public entities, at least at the local 
level (social services, children’s ombudsman, educational 
inspectorate ...), so that the processes, if necessary, can be 
carried out more easily and quickly. We can, for example, 
present our protocols or systems to these entities if appro-
priate and thus prior relationship of communication and 
collaboration with these institutions is already established. 
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Of course, the situations in which a person comes to us shar-
ing what they suffered in our institutions in the past, have a dif-
ferent trajectory of intervention and will depend on whether 
the case has a legal limitation period (statute of limitations), i. 
e. is time-barred,or the accused person has died and there is no 
legal route, whether a canonical process must be opened, the 
risk that may still exist, what may be found in the archives, etc. 
But, in any case, the response to the victim will depend on what 
he/she tells us he/she needs in order to advance in the difficult 
process he/she is facing. Taking the step of recognising one-
self as a victim (and also speaking with others in the role of a 
victim) is something very difficult, which, as we already know, 
takes many years and there are even people who do not want to 
take it, who do not want to shake up a life that they have man-
aged, in the best of cases, to centre and balance. 

Welcoming a victim, present or past, means listening to 
what is going on inside, their pain, their suffering, what it 
has meant or means to live with it, facing it, recognising it, 
sharing it ... For this reason, the person who welcomes them 
must be prepared and trained for it. We can count on recep-
tion or listening spaces in our institutions that, without 
re-victimising anyone, can accompany the process, know-
ing all the possibilities of the path that opens when a person 
decides to inform our institution of these facts. Knowing 
the different options that may open up when crossing that 
door is essential in order to be able to accompany without 
creating false expectations.

In relation to victims of the past in particular, the needs 
that are detected are very varied: referral to expert teams for 

psychological help, support during the legal or canonical 
process, restorative justice, reparation protocol, and if ap-
propriate and wished for being asked for forgiveness, sym-
bolic acts, etc. We can consider providing support for these 
requests, from our own institution or by outsourcing the 
support, to be sure that these services are considered “asep-
tic” and neutral. We are learning with them to respond to 
their needs at each moment and situation of their process. 
There are people who only want to be taken into account in 
our reports, that we know about it, that we work so that these 
events do not happen again, etc. But what is fundamental for 
any of them is to be listened to, to be believed, to sincerely re-
gret what they have suffered, to value and recognise the step 
they have taken, for those responsible for the institution to 
take charge, to take in and accept the pain they carry. 

But around these situations, there are people who may 
also be affected.

Attention to the environment of the person who has lived 
through a situation of abuse, is also important, because when 
they are aware of what has happened, they are logically affect-
ed and may have all kinds of needs, as well as being secondary 
victims in some way, they sometimes need tools to know how 
to accompany the person who has suffered the abuse.

We must not forget the close environment that may be 
aware of the situation, the people close to both the person 
who has been accused and the victim’s companions. They 
are other minors, workers, families, etc. They need to know 
what has happened, as rumours can distort the real facts, 
contaminate the investigation and create concern.
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Trying to calm, contain, listen, catalyse this environment, 
can help all the parties involved in the process and it will be 
easier to carry out the steps of that process in an appropriate 
manner. At these moments, having a good communication 
team is key, as they can guide when, how and with what in-
formation a communiqué should be communicated to the 
affected people. The impact on the institution should be 
addressed openly, but without generating unnecessary ru-
mour. The procedures and steps taken should be communi-
cated transparently and understanding is requested that de-
tails cannot be provided for the safety, wellbeing and privacy 
of those involved.

In relation to the accused person, we (safeguarding 
teams) also have obligations beyond the measures to be fol-
lowed from the reference protocols. The first responsibility 
is to try to ensure that a situation of risk is not generated 
again, and this implies being able to carry out different ac-
tions with that person, within the process that begins after 
the accusation. And of course, attend to their environment 
if they require it, as they are also affected and suffer from 
what this situation has generated. 

After all these interventions have been taken into account, 
the processes must be closed in some way. In order to do this 
closure, which in some cases is not definitive, although it may 
be wished for by some and not by others, it is necessary to col-
lect and accredit each step taken. One of the difficulties en-
countered in the investigation processes of the past is the lack 
of documentation recording what was done at the time, both 
with regard to the victim and in relation to the abuser. 

This report will be filed by the person responsible or co-
ordinator of the system so that, in accordance with the data 
protection law, a record is kept of each situation found in 
any institution, centre or work of the institution and the ac-
tions and conclusions of all the steps carried out both with 
the abuser and with the victim and their environment. It is 
also desirable that a copy is kept within the centre where the 
events occurred. Only then will the case be considered to be 
properly “closed”.

Other steps to be taken for the creation and 
maintenance of the system or programme

What I am presenting is one of the many options, depend-
ing on the characteristics of the institution and its needs, 
for a model system or programme to address abuse and pro-
mote good treatment and care in a Church entity, in which, 
of course, our faith and mission, must frame all of the above.

On this path, in which we are constantly learning, as there 
were no previous references on how to do it, constant evalu-
ation is extremely important. We need to evaluate each step 
we take against each other, being ready to rectify and broad-
en our horizons, improving day by day. But we also need an 
external evaluation, a professional and expert view, which 
helps us to see what we do not see ourselves. And even, over 
time, it is advisable to submit ourselves to an audit, which 
in addition to showing us whether we are complying with 
minimum criteria to guarantee that our environments are 
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safe, allows us to set ourselves more ambitious goals and 
challenges to achieve the dream of not only complying with 
requirements, but also transforming the culture.

In this sense, another great contribution to learn and ad-
vance, are the studies or research on the structural causes of 
abuse, and especially, in our case, we have focused on abuse 
in the Church, through the Jordan Project. We hope and 
trust that the fruits of this research will shed new light that 
will broaden not only our gaze, but also the work to be done.

Obviously, so much work in pursuit of a mission, requires 
teams of people both internal and external to the institution. 

The reception and attention teams of the listening spac-
es contribute to being attentive listeners, open hearts, close 
hands, with those who are suffering. They put heart into 
their mission and have been specially trained to accompany 
the processes that a victim may be going through at the mo-
ment he approaches us. They refer to external professionals, 
psychology centers, law firms, etc., which are also necessary 
to adequately address this mission. 

In addition, in our case, we have formed training support 
teams, people to whom we have offered extensive training 
given by experts and who have subsequently been respon-
sible for designing and teaching the formative sessions that 
each center or work needs, according to its characteristics 
and the scope of its mission.

It is also important, as mentioned above, to have a good 
communication team, which supports the communications 
that must be issued, the relationship with the media, the 
dissemination of the system, which generates informative 

campaigns, etc. experts in this field transmit confidence 
and give peace of mind when it is necessary to give agile an-
swers. In addition, they can be a support when addressing 
the impact that the news that appears in the press, have on 
the communities and on the institution and collaborators in 
particular. Collecting that emotional impact and being able 
to share what is being experienced by channeling it towards 
appropriate and evangelical actions is also necessary. 

The entire network of coordinators or those responsible 
for the system in each center, in our case Safe Environment 
Agents, is a great support and a way of working together, 
which is important to not have the feeling that you are alone 
before something that we have not yet “mastered”, and that 
we will probably never achieve at all because each situation 
we face is different from the previous one, both in interven-
tion and prevention. The risks are new and changing, the 
suffering that appears includes new types of abuse... And we 
must be in constant learning and reflection. Doing that path 
accompanied, is more solid and becomes easier.

It has also been fundamental in our case, to have multi-
disciplinary teams, to reflect on the progress and the steps 
we have to take at all times. These teams, both internal, and 
in particular, those in which we have external profession-
als, as in our case, the Safe Environment Council, is being 
decisive to broaden the look, understand the importance 
of each step, approaching other perspectives, in short, to 
continue advancing, correcting, clarifying, rectifying and 
learning  after each meeting. Having professionals who are 
experts in the field of abuse from psychology, law, canon 
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law, restorative justice, theology, security forces, the world 
of communication and of course, a victims’s association, 
has been a path of collaboration and learning, for which we 
are deeply grateful.

Of course, we have the support of the Compliance Com-
mittee, which supports everything that does not correspond 
to the Code of Conduct that the institution has.

And in short, the whole set of people who in our works, 
have wanted to commit and get involved in order to guar-
antee safe spaces, relationships and activities in our insti-
tution and in collaboration with the Church. Our thanks to 
each and every one of these people who discreetly and quiet-
ly, contribute to this change of culture. 

And of course, the network that we form between all 
Church groups, all congregations, religious orders, dio-
ceses, entities that watch over children and their rights, 
etc. Working together, coordinating and collaborating in 
the same direction, will be what really has an impact on the 
Church and on society to achieve the cultural change that we 
want and need.

Finally, within these steps to be taken, there would be 
accountability, the famous Accountability. Accountability to 
victims, members of the institution, the Church and society. 
One of the ways to do that is to be transparent and report 
what we have investigated and what we are doing so that 
these situations do not recur. It is not easy, we are also learn-
ing how to do it. The balance between transparency and con-
fidentiality and respect for those who have already suffered a 
lot along the way, wanting to preserve the dignity of people, 

the difficulty of not generating more pain ... Many of these 
issues are intermingled and complex to handle.

At this point, all I can say is that these processes have been 
a constant learning experience for me, they have confronted 
me as a person and as a believer, they have made me review 
my attitudes and behaviors, they have helped me to focus on 
personal care and others. This experience is a path of humil-
ity, of learning, of challenge to approach all these situations 
with an evangelical attitude, without fear and with confi-
dence. To make this journey from fear to trust, from risk to 
safety, from abuse to care and good treatment, is to begin to 
walk on sacred ground, that of the victims, devoid of a net 
and anything to keep the balance. It is a path to which we 
are called, called to take up the cross out of love and with 
love. May the pain and suffering of the people who have ex-
perienced it in their flesh, transform us and may we allow 
ourselves to be transformed to make fragrant wine from the 
fallen grapes, instead of vinegar. My wish is that we all take 
away our fears, concerns, insecurities and worries and with 
confidence, we walk on the waters, but all together, so that 
we can truly change these realities through love, building 
the world, the safe environment, that God dreams of for 
everyone.
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With this book, we are focusing on the creation 
of a culture of protection of minors in Jesuit and 
Ignatian schools in Europe and the Near East. It 
is a collection of contributions prepared by the 
keynote speakers of our Safeguarding Conference 
in Ludwigshafen (2022). The articles  presented 
here start with outlining the context of the prob-
lem and move on describing specific safeguarding 
issues in detail. Proposed responses to the current 
challenges in this area cover model solutions and 
practical suggestions for their implementation.

We hope that this book will be an impulse for 
further reflection on safeguarding, an inspira-
tion for improving existing policies and protocols 
and designing new prevention schemes. It is our 
objective to sustainably strengthen a culture of 
protection in our Jesuit and companion schools.
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