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An exploratory study of the wishes and fears of pedophiles
- an Eriksonian perspective
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Summary

This descriptive exploratory study examined the nature of the arrest in the psychosocial
development of generally fixated child abusers using the well-known model suggested by
Erikson in 1985. Non-directive interviews with N = 18 pedophiles (N=18) were rated
using the Wish & Fear List (Perry, 1996). Results suggest that the subjects had conflicts
related to stage I (trust vs. mistrust) and stage 1l (autonomy vs. shame and doubt). More
specifically, the subjects wished or needed to communicate needs and be understood, to be
independent and autonomous, and to be near a significant other. They also feared being
controlled or dominated, having distressing feelings, and trusting others.
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One of the most often cited models of child molestation suggests that pedophiles
can be divided into two broad categories. These categories are known as the regressed
abuser and the fixated abuser [1-6]. The regressed abuser considers the child as an
adult. His/her orientation towards children is not primary, and often results from some
form of stress or another. As such, the regressed abuser substitutes a child for adult
relationships which have become unfulfilling or conflictual. On the other hand, the
fixated abuser is generally considered to have some type of arrested psychosocial de-
velopment that leads him/her to identify with children and to seek their company. The
main sexual object of the fixated abuser is the child, and contacts with age-mates are
generally unusual. According to Groth and colleagues [1], the fixated abuser actually
views him/herself as a child.

Although fixated abusers are considered to experience some form of arrested
psychosocial development, few studies have examined their development in terms
of psychosocial stages. One exception can be found in a study by Miner and Dwyer
[5] which has shown that those who molest children are less mature than those who
rape children in terms of psychosocial development. Using the life stages suggested
by Erikson [7], Miner and Dwyer concluded that child abusers struggle with issues
around trust vs. mistrust (stage I) and autonomy vs. shame and doubt (stage II). Aside
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from the findings provided by this study, little is known about the nature of the arrest
or fixation of abusers in terms of psychosocial development.

This exploratory study aims at examining the psychosocial development of child
abusers using the well-known model developed by Erikson [7].

Method
Subjects

The sample included 18 extra-familial offenders. All subjects were between the
ages of 32 and 45 years (M =37 years; SD =5 years) and had been convicted of child
sexual abuse, including sexual exploitation of children, indecent proposal to minors,
sexual abuse involving or not complete intercourse (vaginal/anal penetration), distribu-
tion of pedophilic pornography, and various sexual contacts with children. All subjects
had had repetitive sexual contacts with minors involving full intercourse with vaginal
or anal penetration in 49% of the cases.

Five subjects had abused only boys while eight had abused only girls. The remaining
five had abused both boys and girls. Most victims were between 2 and 11 years of age
at the time of the assault. None of the subjects had ever had significant relationships
with age-mates. Although this was not systematically investigated, the subjects can
be generally considered as mostly fixated and not regressed abusers.

Written informed consent was obtained from all subjects. The interviews, which
lasted approximately one hour and a half, were non-directive [8, 9]. Most subjects
talked about their history, their family, their sexual offense, their victims, and a treat-
ment they had undertaken to deal with their sexual deviancy. The general idea of the
interview was to influence the subjects as little as possible and to let them associate
freely about whatever came to mind. This was done in order to avoid the interviewer
having direct influence on the subjects’ discourse.

Measure

The Idiographic Conflict Formulation (ICF [10, 11]) is an empirical method which
is aimed at describing an individual’s unique conflictual dynamic. Its final version,
which introduced standard categories, allows a quantitative assessment of any form
of interview. The ICF method is divided into 5 levels of interest: 1. the wishes, 2.
the fears, 3. the resultants (symptomatic and avoidant outcomes), 4. vulnerability to
specific stressors and 5. best level of adaptation to conflict. The first two elements of
this method can be regrouped to form a separate method of dynamic assessment: the
Wish & Fear List.

The Wish & Fear List is based on the notion that behavior is motivated. These
motives can be both biologically and psychologically determined in varying degrees
and consist, in their simplest form, of Wishes and Fears [12]. According to Perry [12]
(p-15), “a dynamic Wish differs from a simple desire by playing a causal role in a
variety of behaviors, fantasies and experiences”. A Fear can be defined as “a nega-
tive belief, expectation, or aversive experience which the subject wishes to avoid”
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(p.16). In accordance to psychoanalytical theory, these motives can be partially or
fully conscious or may remain unconscious, and conflicts among these motives are
considered to lead to different problems for the individual. When such conflicts are
salient or frequent and appear to be irresolvable, they often lead to resultant symptoms
or to problematic behavior.

The Wish & Fear List encompasses notions of Erikson’s developmental stages [7]
and of self-psychology and reintroduces an object-relations perspective via an interest
for motives. Such a perspective, although avowedly psychodynamic, has the advantage
of being free of strict psychoanalytic jargon and of not violating any basic propositions
from the learning theory. The method includes 40 wishes and 40 fears assigned to the
eight levels of development suggested by Erikson (see: Table 1). Details about the
validity and reliability of the method can be found elsewhere [10, 11, 13, 14, 15].

The manual provided with the system includes clear definitions of each wish and
fear as well as rating instructions. This method was used to assess the transcripts of
the interviews with the subjects.

Results

Data analysis was exclusively descriptive. More specifically, the proportion of each
developmental stage (8 for wishes and 8 for fears; see: Table 1), and of each individual
wish (x 40) and individual fear (x 40) was calculated.

The most prevalent stage wish was Wish 2 (Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt;
M = 0.36; SD = 0.11), followed by Wish stage 1 (Trust vs. Mistrust; M = 0.32,
SD = 0.15), stage 4 (Industry vs. Inferiority; M = 0.13, SD = 0.05), stage 3 (Initiative
vs. Guilt; M = 0.11, SD = 0.08), stage 5 (Identity vs. Identity confusion; M = (.08,
SD = 0.05), stage 7 (Generativity vs. Stagnation; M = 0.007, SD = 0.001), stage 6
(Intimacy vs. Isolation; M = 0.002, SD = 0.006), and stage 8 (Integrity vs. Despair;
M =0, SD =0).

The five most prevalent individual wishes were Wish 4 (to communicate
needs; M = 0.13, SD = 0.06), Wish 9 (be independent and autonomous; M = 0.09,
SD =0.06), Wish 7 (be near significant other; M = 0.08, SD =0.09), Wish 26 (relation-
ships develop self; M = 0.07, SD = 0.02), and Wish 23 (succeed and achieve goals;
M =0.07, SD =0.04).

For the fears, the most prevalent stage was stage 1 (Trust vs. Mistrust; M = 0.53,
SD = 0.16), followed by Fear stage 2 (Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt; M = 0.33,
SD = 0.13), stage 3 (Initiative vs. Guilt; M = 0.09, SD = 0.10), stage 5 (Identity vs.
Identity confusion; M = 0.04, SD = 0.04), stage 4 (Industry vs. Inferiority; M = 0.05,
SD = 0.02), stage 6 (Intimacy vs. Isolation; M = 0.006, SD = 0.01), stage 7 (Gen-
erativity vs. Stagnation; M = 0, SD = 0), and stage 8 (Integrity vs. Despair; M = 0,
SD =0).

The five most prevalent fears were Fear 15 (being dominated and controlled;
M = 0.17, SD = 0.11), Fear 10 (distressing feelings; M = 0.13, SD = 0.06), Fear 9
(trusting others; M = 0.09, SD = 0.08), Fear 13 (loss of self-control; M = 0.08, SD =
0.06), and Fear 1 (physical harm; M = 0.06, SD = 0.07)
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Discussion

These preliminary findings suggest that fixated child sexual abusers have very
basic motives. For both the wishes and the fears, the two most prevalent stages were
related to issues around trust versus mistrust (stage I), and autonomy versus shame and
doubt (stage IT). Stage I (trust vs. mistrust) is a period where the child, if well handled,
nurtured and loved, develops feelings of trust, security, and basic optimism. On the
other hand, as may be the case in this sample, if the basic physical and emotional needs
of the individual are not met, he may develop mistrust toward the world, especially
toward interpersonal relationships.

Stage II (autonomy vs. shame and doubt) is normally a time for developing au-
tonomy. At this point, the child struggles with a sense of self-reliance and a sense of
self-doubt related to his need to explore, experiment, and test limits. If the parents
promote dependency, the child’s autonomy is inhibited and his capacity to deal with
the world and feel elated with control and pride is hampered, as is the case in this
sample.

The struggle of the abusers with such basic issues can also be seen in their most
prevalent individual wishes and fears. The three most prevalent wishes of the subjects
are related to stages I and II, while the five most prevalent fears are also related to those
same two psychosocial stages. More specifically, the subjects first wished or needed to
actively communicate their needs and be understood (Wish 4). Second, a clear conflict
was seen in the next most prevalent wishes: 1. to be near a significant other (Wish 7),
and 2. to be autonomous and independent (Wish 9). This hesitation in being close or
distant from significant others can also be seen in the subjects’ fears. For instance, their
fears included a fear of being dominated and controlled by others (Fear 15), a fear of
distressing feelings, i.e. being incapable of tolerating distress and of being soothed
(Fear 10), a fear of trusting others (Fear 9), and a fear of being physically hurt or dy-
ing (Fear 1). Finally, the subjects also feared loosing self-control, which was closely
associated to acting-outs involving the sexual abuse of children.

Conclusion

This exploratory study suggests that fixated child abusers have basic core issues
or conflicts with trust vs. mistrust, and autonomy vs. shame and doubt. As such, these
preliminary results shed some light on the nature of the arrest or fixation of abusers in
terms of psychosocial development. They also suggest that the Wish & Fear List is a
potentially interesting instrument for assessing child abusers. Its most obvious advan-
tage is in the way it could help clinicians discern and understand conflicting motives
underlying patients’ complaints and symptoms. The clinician could therefore work with
the patient by making him or her aware of salient motives, conflicts and their effects on
everyday life. The method could also be useful in a long term follow-up perspective.
Because it clearly integrates Erikson’s eight developmental stages, the Wish & Fear
List could be helpful in tracking developmental maturation of motives as well as in
assessing adaptation to existing motives. Finally, the method could potentially help



Wishes and Fears in child molesters 41

clinicians and researchers better differentiate types of child abusers. For instance, it
could be used to examine and compare the motives of fixated and of regressed child
abusers. Clearly, more research is needed on these topics.
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Table 1
The Wish & Fear List standard categories (Perry, 1996)
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(Table 1 continued...)
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