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Abstract
This study identified characteristics in the notifications related to sexual violence (SV) against girls and boys registered in the 
Violence and Accidents Monitoring System (VIVA; SINAN/NET) of  the city of  João Pessoa, between 2017 and 2020. This 
was a documental, descriptive and cross-sectional study. A total of  255 notifications were analyzed. The data showed that the 
majority of  the notified cases were related to pre-adolescents, of  mixed race and female. Most of  the notifications reported only 
one incident. The overall case shows that the abuse took place in the home, with a male abuser, being the victim’s boyfriend. The 
time that elapsed between the incident and disclosing was longer in the cases of  adolescents [t(253)=-2,75, p=.001]; and rapes 
were more observed against girls (χ2=12.305/df=4, p=.015). There was a tendency for repetition when the rape occurred in the 
home χ2(30)=178.74, (p<.001). The cases were referred to various protection agencies, however, there was no close collabora-
tion and coordination between the notifying organizations.
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Estudo documental das notificações de violência sexual contra crianças e adolescentes

Resumo
Buscou-se traçar o perfil das notificações de violência sexual (VS) contra crianças e adolescentes, registrado no Sistema de 
Vigilância de Violência e Acidentes (VIVA; SINAN/NET) da cidade de João Pessoa, entre 2017 e 2020. O delineamento uti-
lizado foi documental, descritivo e de corte transversal. Foram analisadas 255 notificações. Os resultados demonstraram que 
as notificações de VS são mais frequentes em pré-adolescentes do sexo feminino e pardas. A maioria das notificações ocorreu 
uma única vez, em residência domiciliar, com agressor do sexo masculino e namorado da vítima. O tempo entre o episódio 
e a divulgação do abuso foi maior em adolescentes [t(253) = -2,75, p = 0,001] e o estupro foi mais observado entre meninas 
(χ2 = 12,305/gl= 4, p = 0,015). Quando a violência ocorreu em residência, observou-se tendência de os episódios se repetirem 
χ2(30) = 178,74, (p < 0,001). Os casos foram encaminhados para diversas políticas de proteção, no entanto, não se constatou 
articulação e coordenação entre os órgãos notificadores.
Palavras-chave: Violência sexual; Notificação; Criança; Adolescentes; Análise documental

Estudio documental de las notificaciones de violencia sexual contra niños y adolescentes

Resumen
Buscó trazar el perfil de las notificaciones de violencia sexual (VS) contra niñas y niños, registrados en el Sistema de Vigilância 
de Violência e Acidentes (VIVA; SINAN/NET) en la ciudad de João Pessoa, entre 2017 y 2020. El diseño utilizado fue docu-
mental, descriptivo y de corte transversal. Fueran analizados 255 notificaciones. Los resultados demostraron que preadolescente, 
del sexo femenino y pardas brasileñas fueran mas notificadas. La mayoría de las notificaciones ocurrió una única vez, en la 
residencia domiciliaria, con el agresor del sexo masculino y novio de la víctima. El tiempo entre el episodio y la divulgación 
del abuso fue mayor en adolescentes [t(253)=-2,75, p=0,001] y la violación fue mas observado entre niñas (x2=12,305/gl=4, 
p=0,015). Cuando la violencia ocurrió en la residencia, observó la tendencia de los episodios volvieren a repetirse x2(30)=178,74, 
(p<0,001). Los casos fueran enviados a diversas políticas de protección, sin embargo, no se constató articulación y coordinación 
entre los órganos de notificación.
Palabras clave: Violencia sexual; Notificación; Niño; Adolescentes; Análisis documental

Introduction

In previous decades, sexual violence (SV) against 
children and adolescents has become part of  the mal-
treatment category, having become a serious global 
public health problem (World Health Organization, 
1999). With a direct impact on emotional and behavioral 

dimensions, it can be associated mainly with substance 
use and risky behaviors in victims (Broaddus-Shea et 
al., 2020). Notifying the occurrences is necessary to 
understand the dimension of  the phenomenon, expand 
social attention on the subject and prevent future cases.

Epidemiological data guide public policies to 
address the problem, mobilize prevention actions and 
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alert the population to the notification (Ministry of  
Health, 2018). Even though crimes of  a sexual nature 
are far from being eradicated, the increase in the volume 
of  SV notifications in the national and international 
context in recent years has contributed to understand-
ing the problem and planning combat actions (Barth 
et al., 2013; Santos & Costa, 2011; Sena et al., 2018; 
Silva & Roncalli, 2020).

Historically, caresses with sexual connotations 
and lewd acts towards children and adolescents were 
allowed and widespread in different societies. How-
ever, these practices began to be repudiated when the 
Convention on the Rights of  the Child was instituted 
in Geneva (1989) by the United Nations, considered a 
historic landmark in the legal protection for this pub-
lic. This was the first document signed in an agreement 
between 73 countries that sought to define and account 
for children’s rights (Simon et al., 2020).

Subsequently, social movements in defense of  
children and adolescents gained strength, driving 
changes in legislation. For example, in Brazil, the Stat-
ute of  Children and Adolescents (Estatuto da Criança e 
do Adolescente - ECA; Presidência da República, 1990) 
was enacted, which recognized SV as a crime, provided 
protection measures for victims and began to punish 
their aggressors. Since then, obtaining sexual satisfac-
tion through the use of  force and/or power has been 
understood as SV and referred to specialized agen-
cies; examples of  SV are sexual abuse (SA) and sexual 
exploitation of  children and adolescents (SECA). Sex-
ual abuse is characterized by interactions with physical 
contact, including caressing, manipulation of  the geni-
tals, breast or anus, as well as interactions without 
physical contact, such as voyeurism and exhibitionism 
(Krindges & Habizang, 2018).

The SECA, in turn, comprises practices related to 
sexual commercialization (Pereira et al., 2019) and/or 
acts of  a sexual nature involving children and adoles-
cents in which there is some type of  “remuneration” 
for the child/adolescent and/or third parties, who par-
ticipate in a network of  child and adolescent sexual 
exploitation in which children/adolescents are treated 
as goods and sexual objects (Pincolini & Hutz, 2014).

Despite more than 30 years of  advances in legisla-
tion, SV against children and adolescents is considered 
a widespread social problem (Pereda et al., 2009), 
although there is no consensus on its prevalence. How-
ever, a meta-analysis revealed that 8 to 31% of  the 
population of  girls and 3 to 17% of  boys are affected 
by SV (Barth et al., 2013). In addition, the home 

environment is considered the main location for inter-
personal violence provoked by parents and other family 
members (Rates et al., 2015).

In 2019, Brazil received almost 87,000 reports 
of  violence against children and adolescents on the 
Human Rights Hotline (Disque 100), 17,000 of  which 
related to SV cases. It is estimated that seven children/
adolescents are sexually assaulted per hour in the coun-
try, placing them as the group most vulnerable to risk. 
In a meta-analysis focused on Western countries, Assink 
et al. (2019) found that, among the main risk factors for 
this group, the following stand out: 1) previous history 
of  victimization, 2) use of  psychoactive substances in 
the family, 3) low quality of  parental competence, and 
4) physical and mental condition of  the child. In addi-
tion, being a girl, residing in a developing country and 
belonging to less favored socioeconomic classes can 
increase the risk (Russell et al., 2020).

The ramifications and severity of  events vary 
depending on their onset, duration of  episodes, type 
of  relationship with the aggressor, and the support 
received. Early victims of  sexual assault or those 
exposed to successive scenarios of  violence may adapt 
to abusive situations (Alaggia et al., 2017), delaying dis-
closure or making it impractical. Conversely, if  they 
receive maternal support, they feel safe to talk about 
the sexual abuse with non-aggressive parents, teachers 
or someone in the support network (Lange et al., 2020; 
McKibbin, & Humphreys, 2020), this can mitigate pos-
sible harm provoked by the aggression and prevent new 
scenarios from occurring.

Against the background of  prevention, the map-
ping of  occurrences makes it possible to identify 
weaknesses in the Rights Guarantee System (Sistema de 
Garantias de Diretos - SGD; Presidência da República, 
2017) and propose alternatives for its improvement. 
Even though different studies have verified the SV sta-
tistics in the country (Malta et al., 2018; Santos et al., 
2018; Von Hohendorff  et al., 2014), it is not known 
whether the increase in the number of  reported cases 
reflects greater awareness of  people due to the obliga-
tion to report them (Ordinance MS/GM No. 104, of  
January 25, 2011) or whether it is associated with the 
stage of  implementation of  epidemiological surveil-
lance policies in each location (Macedo et al., 2019).

Furthermore, data available from publications 
are mainly concentrated in the field of  public/col-
lective health and come from the South, Northeast 
and Southeast regions (Macedo et al., 2019), the first 
being the region with the most notifications in the 
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country, according to the Disque 100 Report. Analysis 
of  the economic and social condition in a previous 
study showed that the highest rates of  SV notification 
occurred in places with better social and economic 
indicators, justifying the higher numbers in the South 
region (Silva & Roncalli, 2020).

Based on the assumption that the higher fre-
quency of  notifications in a region is most likely due 
to improved surveillance and the commitment of  its 
managers and technical teams who are sensitized to the 
topic (Rates et al., 2015), it is important to identify the 
panorama of  notifications of  SV against children and 
adolescents in the city of  João Pessoa. Regarded as one 
of  the cities with a Human Development Index above 
the country’s average (Programa das Nações Unidas 
para o Desenvolvimento; PNUD, 2010), mapping the 
reality of  SV in João Pessoa can increase the visibility 
of  the problem for other cities in the state and identify 
which combat fronts and/or policies are being imple-
mented. Notifications can be useful for the promotion 
of  health strategies (e.g., prevention of  early pregnancy, 
sexually transmitted diseases, sexual difficulties in adult 
life) and, mainly, to interrupt cycles of  violence, as well 
as for mobilizing the agencies responsible for forward-
ing actions and victim support (Ministry of  Health, 
2018; Moura et al., 2017).

Taking into account the importance of  this infor-
mation for the improvement and formulation of  public 
policies, the aim of  this study was to outline the pro-
file of  SV notifications against girls and boys between 
zero and 18 years of  age, registered in the Violence and 
Accident Surveillance System (Sistema de Vigilância de 
Violência e Acidentes - VIVA; SINAN/NET), in the city 
of  João Pessoa, between 2017 and 2020. This system 
identifies the epidemiological characteristics of  violence 
and accidents in the country, constituting an important 
tool to support the planning and execution of  measures 
of  prevention, care and protection for victims.

Health services continuously collect informa-
tion on violence and forward it to the Epidemiological 
Surveillance sector of  the Health Department of  each 
municipality, who are responsible for disseminating the 
reported data and work towards promoting public poli-
cies to combat the problem.

This was a retrospective study, which specifically 
sought to: (1) compare the time between the episode 
and the reporting of  the abuse among children and 
adolescents; (2) identify whether the type of  sexual 
abuse differs between girls and boys; (3) verify whether 
the place of  occurrence is associated with the number 

of  reported episodes and (4) identify the agencies to 
combat SV to which the victims were referred. The 
reason for investigating the panorama of  children and 
adolescents in a situation of  SV was to identify points 
of  weakness in the support network, regardless of  the 
place of  occurrence, prevalence between the sexes, pro-
file of  the aggressor and circumstances of  the facts, 
aiming to prevent possible situations of  vulnerability 
and reduce the impact of  the violence.

Method

This was a documentary, descriptive and 
cross-sectional study.

Participants
All notifications of  SV against children and adoles-

cents aged zero to 18 years, from João Pessoa, between 
2017 and 2020 were selected. The time frame is justified 
by Law No. 13,431, of  April 4, 2017 (Presidência da 
República, 2017) that regulates and organizes the Rights 
Guarantee System of  children and adolescents who are 
victims or witnesses of  violence, creates mechanisms to 
prevent and curb violence, and establishes articulated 
measures of  assistance and protection in situations of  
violence. Only profiles involving SV were analyzed, 
that is, rape, sexual harassment, indecent assault, child 
pornography and sexual exploitation. Accordingly, 255 
profiles were generated in the analysis.

Instruments
The data were obtained secondarily from the plat-

form for the notification of  domestic, sexual and/or 
other violence registered in the Notifiable Disease Infor-
mation System (SINAN/NET; Ministry of  Health), 
having been accessed through the Epidemiological Sur-
veillance of  the Municipal Health Department of  João 
Pessoa. The compulsory notification form is nationally 
standardized and filled out by healthcare providers.

The information consists of  general data (e.g., 
type of  notification, municipality, reporting unit), indi-
vidual notification (e.g., age, sex, education), residence 
data, data of  the person assisted (e.g., name, mari-
tal status, disability/disorder), occurrence data (e.g., 
location, time, amount), violence (e.g., physical, psy-
chological, torture), SV (e.g., sexual harassment, rape, 
child pornography, sexual exploitation), data on the 
probable perpetrator of  the violence (e.g., age, sex, 
relationship with the victim), referral (e.g., health net-
work, guardianship council, education network), final 
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data (e.g., work-related violence, injury circumstance, 
closing date) and notifier (e.g., municipality, Health 
Unit, name, function).

To fulfill the aims of  this study, information was 
collected on the victims (e.g., age, sex, skin color), per-
petrators (e.g., gender, type of  relationship with the 
victim, and alcohol/drug use), and SV circumstances 
(e.g., year of  occurrence, year of  notification, place 
of  occurrence, type of  SV, number of  episodes, pres-
ence of  other forms of  violence, number of  people 
involved, procedures performed and referral actions).

Ethical data collection protocol
This study complied with Resolutions 466/12 and 

510/16 of  the National Health Council and was approved 
by the Research Ethics Committee of  the Federal Uni-
versity of  Paraíba (CAAE 37475220.7.0000.5188). After 
authorization from the Epidemiological Surveillance 
sector of  the Municipal Health Department of  João 
Pessoa, access to the notification records was obtained. 
A database was generated from access to the inquiries 
into notifications of  violence. Each of  the inquiries was 
checked in order to select only SV cases. Data were col-
lected between October 2020 and January 2021.

Data analysis
The collected data were compiled in a database 

and descriptively analyzed using the SPSS version 21.0 
software. In order to identify the prevalence of  cases 
involving children and adolescents, the aggressor and 
the characteristics of  the violence scenarios, descriptive 
statistics were used (e.g., mean, standard deviation, fre-
quency and percentage). The parametric statistical test 
analysis was carried out, using the t-test for indepen-
dent samples, in order to compare the mean time of  
disclosure of  the SV between children and adolescents. 
Finally, the non-parametric chi-square test (χ2) was used 
to identify whether there was an association between 
the type of  SV in boys and girls and to identify whether 
the place of  occurrence and the number of  reported 
episodes were associated.

Results

A total of  255 notifications of  SV against children 
and adolescents aged zero to 18 years, between 2017 
and 2020, were analyzed. More notifications referred to 
girls (94.1%) than boys (5.9%), with a difference of  up 
to sixteen times more incidence. The distribution of  age 
groups was between 10 and 14 years (58.4%), followed 

by 15 to 18 years (23.5%), 1 to 5 years (9.8%), 6 to 9 
years (5.5%) and, to a lesser extent, babies under one 
year of  age (2.7%). In this study, adolescents (75.17%) 
were victims of  SV three times more often than chil-
dren (24.3%). This and other information regarding the 
characteristics of  the victims are detailed in Table 1.

The children and adolescents were mix race 
(67.0%), White (19.6%), Black (4.3%) and Asian 
(0.4%), in that order. Those who had some disorder/
disability were the minority (3.1%), and it was found 
that the sample largely did not present this character-
istic (90.6%); of  the eight profiles that reported some 
disorder/disability, two were children and six were 
adolescents. The field intended to specify the type of  
disorder was marked with the ‘ignored’ option in all 
cases, and it was not possible to identify which group 
was more susceptible to SV.

Regarding education, there was a predominance of  
girls and boys with complete fourth grade of  elementary 
school (38.0%), followed by complete elementary school 
(15.7%), incomplete higher education (8.0%), incomplete 
high school (7.5%), incomplete 5th to 8th grade of  ele-
mentary school (6.7%), illiterate (5.5%), incomplete 1st to 
4th grade of  elementary school (3.5%) and complete high 
school (2.7%). These data suggest compatibility between 
the mean age of  the sample (M=12 years; SD=5.71) and 
the level of  schooling of  the children and adolescents.

Table 2 shows that the alleged SV perpetrators 
were mainly male (85.5%). Only 4.3% were reported 
to be female, with a smaller number of  both sexes 
(1.2%). The relationship with the victim was variable, 
however, the SV was predominantly perpetrated by the 
boyfriend (29.0%), followed by friend/person known 
to the victim (21.2%), stranger (14.5%), ex-boyfriend 
(2.7%), father (2.4%), stepfather (2.0%), spouse (2.0%), 
brother (2.0%), support institution (0.8%) and care-
giver (0.4%). There was no use of  illicit substances by 
the perpetrator in most reports (58.3%), assuming that 
the cases of  SV occurred consciously and intentionally. 
Substance use was verified in 13.3% of  the sample stud-
ied. Most cases were perpetrated by only one aggressor 
(83.1%) and a small proportion by two or more (7.8%) 
involved simultaneously.

As can be seen in Table 3, the year with more 
notifications was 2019 (29.7%), followed by 2018 
(23.2%), 2017 (21.7%) and 2020 (17.8%). There was an 
abrupt drop between the years 2019 and 2020, coin-
ciding with the emergence of  the global coronavirus 
pandemic (SARS-COV-2) - COVID 19 and isolation 
of  people, culminating in the maintenance of  victims 
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under the control of  the aggressor more easily. Most 
of  the sample (99.0%) lived in the urban area, indicat-
ing that the numbers are a reflection of  greater access 
to information and violence protection services in this 
region of  the city. The SV occurred more frequently in 
the home (41.7%), followed by public streets (8.2%), 
commerce/services (1.6%), collective housing (1.2%), 
schools (1.2%) and other places (0.2%). There was a 
significant association between the place of  the occur-
rence and the number of  episodes. The chi-square test 
showed that if  the violence occurs in the home, there 
was a greater chance of  the episode being repeated 
χ2(30)=178.74, (p<.001), with privacy being a facilitat-
ing factor for new scenarios.

The mean interval between the date of  the epi-
sode and the notification was 41 days. These data make 
sense when taking into account that most of  the cases 
took place in the home, based on the hypothesis that 
if  the abuse happened in a domestic environment, the 
chances of  disclosure by the victim are reduced and, 
therefore, it takes time to report the occurrences. Fur-
thermore, it is believed that they can be kept secret 
longer when they occur only once and when they take 
on more subtle forms. Results of  the t-test showed 
that the adolescents disclosed the abuse more quickly 
than the children [t(253)=-2.75, p=.001]. Most of  the 
assaults occurred once against children and adolescents 
aged zero to 18 years (n=213). However, in 42 cases 

Table 1. 
Victims Profile

Categories Subcategories n  f (%)

Age in years (N=255)

0 < 1 7 2.7%
1 to 5 years 25 9.8%
6 to 9 years 14 5.5%
10 to 14 years 149 58.4%
15 to 18 years 60 23.5%

Age group (N=255)
Child (<12) 62 24.3%
Adolescent (12<x<18) 193 75.7%

Sex (N=255)
Female 240 94.1%
Male 15 5.9%

Race (N=252)

White 54 19.6%
Black 12 4.3%
Asian 1 0.4%
Mixed race 185 67.0%

Disability/Disorder (N=239)
Yes 8 3.1%
No 231 90.6%

Marital status (N=191)
Single 161 62.0%
Married/Stable union 28 11.0%
Widowed 1 0.4%

Education (N=205)

Illiterate 14 5.5%
Incomplete 1st to 4th grade of  FE 2 3.5%
Incomplete 4th grade of  FE 84 38.0%
Incomplete 5th to 8th grade of  FE 10 6.7%
Complete FE 41 15.7%
Incomplete HS 12 7.5%
Complete HS 4 2.7%
Incomplete HE 2 8.0%
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there were episodes of  re-victimization, when the epi-
sode of  sexual abuse was repeated two or more times.

Results of  the descriptive analyses showed that 
the forms of  SV were predominantly configured as 
rape (64.3%), that is, sexual intercourse or lewd acts 
with children under 14 years of  age (art. 217; Presidên-
cia da República, 1990); followed by sexual harassment 
(15.7%), related to verbal, non-verbal or physical humil-
iation in order to obtain sexual advantage or favor; sexual 
exploitation (1.6%), which is subjecting someone under 
18 to prostitution or someone who, due to illness or 
mental disability, does not have the necessary judgment 
to consent to the act (art. 218; Law 12.015/2009); and 
child pornography (0.8%), which comprises actions for 
the purpose of  selling, distributing or publicly exhibit-
ing writings, drawings, paintings, prints or any obscene 
object (art. 234; Presidência da República, 1990).

The fields related to oral, anal and vaginal pen-
etration were not completed, which makes it difficult 
to more accurately identify the type of  abuse or the 
risk of  unwanted pregnancy and STI (Sexually Trans-
mitted Infections). Chi-square analyses showed a 
significant difference between girls and boys regarding 

rape χ2(4)=12.30, p=.015, which was the predominant 
type of  SV in the first group.

Other forms of  violence were identified, including 
polyvictimization, such as psychological/moral violence 
(n=80), physical violence (n=51), self-harm (n=12) 
and torture (n=11). Regarding the types of  aggression 
reported, there was the use of  physical force or beat-
ings (20.4%), threats (16.1%), firearms (4.0%), choking 
(2.7%), sharp objects (2.8%), poisoning (2.4%), blunt 
objects (0.8%) and hot substances/objects (0.4%).

Information about the notifying agency was omit-
ted and it was not known who the person responsible 
for the complaint was (e.g., mother, neighbor, school 
and/or others), which makes it difficult to understand 
the path that leads to the authorities gaining the knowl-
edge of  the facts. However, the procedures performed 
by the notifying agency were reported, which included 
prophylactic procedures (55.2%), blood collection 
(25.2%), emergency contraception (13.0%), collection 
of  vaginal secretions (3.0%), semen collection (1.5%) 
and legal abortion (2.1%). It should be noted that the 
notification form used only has space for recording 
the victims’ physical symptoms (e.g., pregnancy, genital 

Table 2. 
Profile of  the alleged agressor

Categories  Subcategories n  f(%)
Gender of  the abuser (N=276) Female 11 4.3%

Male 218 85.5%

Relationship/Degree of  kinship (N=550)

Both 3 1.2%
Father 6 2.4%

Stepfather 5 2.0%
Spouse 5 2.0%

Boy/Girlfriend 80 29.0%
Ex boy/girlfriend 7 2.7%

Sibling 5 2.0%
Friend/Acquaintance 54 21.2%

Stranger  38 14.0%
Caregiver 1 0.4%

People with institutional relationship 2 0.8%

Suspected Use of  Alcohol by the Perpetrator
(N=184)

Yes 34 13.3%

No 150 58.3%
Number of  people involved (N=255) Only one involved 212 83.1%

Two or more involved 20 7.8%
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Table 3. 
General Aspects of  the Sexual Violence Scenario

Categories Subcategories n f(%)

Year of  occurrence (N=255)

2017 60 21.7%
2018 64 23.2%
2019 82 29.7%
2020 49 17.8%

City area (N=255)
Rural 3 1.0%
Urban 252 99.0%

Place of  occurrence (N=255)

Home 114 41.7%
Collective housing 3 1.2%

School 3 1.2%
Public street 21 8.2%

Commerce/Services 4 1.6%
Others 0.2%

Revictimization/
Polyvictimization (N=255)

Yes 51 2.0%
No 240 94.1%

Type of  violence (N=254)

Harassment 40 15.7%
Rape 164 64.3%

Child pornography 2 0.8%
Sexual exploitation 4 1.6%

Other 67 26.3%

Means of  aggression 
(N=255)

Physical force/beating 57 20.4%
Choking 7 2.7%

Blunt object 2 0.8%
Sharp object 7 2.8%

Hot substance/object 1 0.4%
Poisoning/intoxication 6 2.4%

Firearm 10 4.0%
Threat 41 16.1%
Other 25 9.8%

Procedure (N=333)

Prophylactic procedures 184 55.2%
Blood collection 84 25.2%
Semen collection 5 1.5%

Vaginal secretion collection 10 3.0%
Emergency contraception 43 13.0%
Legal abortion provided 7 2.1%

Referral (N=421)

Health Network 105 41.2%
Social Welfare Network 46 18.0%
Guardianship Council 112 44.0%

Specialized Police Department for 
the Protection of  Children and 

Adolescents

38 15.0%

Childhood and Youth Court 49 19.2%
Others 27.9%
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injuries and virginity), lacking spaces to report social, 
behavioral and subjective aspects that are also important 
for the identification of  other SV formats and for sup-
porting the operationalization of  future interventions.

The children and adolescents were referred to 
various protection network agencies, such as the Guard-
ianship Council (44.0%), Health Network (41.2%), 
Childhood and Youth Court (19.2%), Social Welfare 
Network (18.0%), Specialized Police Station for Chil-
dren and Adolescents (15.0%), and Others (27.9%). 
Despite the variety, the referrals were mainly focused on 
the Primary Care policies recommended by the ECA.

Discussion

This study sought to outline the profile of  SV 
notifications in João Pessoa, based on information 
generated through the SINAN/NET. According to 
the records from 2017 to 2020, female pre-adolescents 
composed the majority of  victims of  sexual violence. 
This finding confirms what has been evidenced nation-
ally and internationally (Alaggia et al., 2017; Leach et al., 
2017; Von Honhendorff  et al., 2012).

One explanation for the concentration of  notifi-
cations in the age group between 10 and 14 years is that 
victims are at a stage of  cognitive development in which 
they are able to distinguish what is right and wrong and 
recognize inappropriate interactions (Von Honhen-
dorff  et al., 2012), therefore they communicate violence 
more easily. In a recent study, children were also found 
to be more likely to report sexual abuse within the 
period they were being abused (McElvaney et al., 2019).

In this study, chi-square analyses were conducted 
to examine the relationship between age and time of  
disclosure. Cases involving adolescents were reported 
faster. This data may reflect the inequity of  the sam-
ple, composed of  few adolescents. However, one 
study suggested an identifiable pattern regarding age 
at the time of  disclosure, with children in early or late 
childhood delaying disclosure more (McElvaney et al., 
2019). Empirical evidence has shown that the effect 
of  age on disclosure may be moderated primarily by 
the severity of  the abuse, child-suspect relationship, 
abusers’ history of  violence, child’s previous disclo-
sures (Leach et al., 2017), opportunity to tell, fear of  
disbelief, and by what might happen after the discov-
ery (Morrison et al., 2018).

The disclosure process was also investigated by 
Santos and Dell’Aglio (2013), who analyzed a sample 
of  Brazilian mothers whose daughters were victims of  

sexual abuse. Among the main variables that delayed 
the discovery were doubts and insecurities regarding 
the children’s statements, the clear presence of  threats 
by the alleged aggressor and uncertainties about the 
family’s future. It is believed that clarification about 
sexual abuse, its consequences and support for families 
could encourage reporting.

It was expected that there would be more reports 
concerning girls than boys. In addition, the type of  
SV was expected to vary by sex. Analysis of  the chi-
square test revealed that rape was the violence most 
experienced by the girls. A previous study suggests that 
vulnerability in female samples is due to the history of  
a patriarchal culture rooted in and notably marked by 
gender violence (Teixeira et al., 2019). There is a ten-
dency to place the man in a position of  power and 
dominance in relation to women, naturalize them as 
exponents of  rape and make them responsible for the 
most varied abuses of  which they are victims.

On the other hand, authors start from the under-
standing that boys are more susceptible to other types of  
violence, such as physical violence, for example (Rates 
et al., 2015). Furthermore, because they feel threatened 
by the stigma of  homosexuality, cases involving male 
victims are more often kept secret (Von Honhendorff  
et al., 2014). Another interpretation is the association 
of  masturbation and pleasure with SV in boys, while in 
girls it may be more related to penetration and feeling 
pain. It should be noted that SV appeared to be mainly 
associated with the use of  physical force or beatings, 
which is compatible with what was found in the lit-
erature (Maria, 2012).

Mixed race victims were more evident in the occur-
rences analyzed, confirming research results in different 
states of  the Northeast (Sena et al., 2018; Teixeira et al., 
2019). This data is discussed as a historical reflection of  
the occupation and process of  marked miscegenation 
in Brazilian culture (Teixeira et al., 2019). However, this 
is not a reality observed across the country. The pro-
file of  White children and adolescents is the one that 
predominates in the South (Macedo et al., 2019) and 
reflects the hegemony of  people with phenotype and/
or light skin tones found in this region.

Although the literature identifies greater vul-
nerability among groups with some disorder and/or 
disability (Byrne, 2018), there were few notifications 
regarding these children and adolescents. The field 
“disability” was checked in only 3.1% of  the cases, 
suggesting that the chance of  reporting is reduced 
depending on the type/degree of  difficulty (e.g., 



Brasileiro, T. C. & Fonseca, P. N.  Reports of  child sexual violence

Psico-USF, Bragança Paulista, v. 28, n. 2, p. 375-388, abr./jun. 2023

383

cognitive, communication and motor skills) and fragil-
ity of  the victim (Von Honhendorff  et al., 2014).

The level of  education was considered compat-
ible with the mean age of  the sample and is above 
average when compared to victims recruited in other 
studies in the Northeast (UNDP, 2010). The aggres-
sor was predominantly male, the victim’s boyfriend, 
and the aggressions occurred only once, in a domes-
tic environment. These findings coincide with those 
of  other authors (Soares et al., 2016) who highlight 
the ease of  SV in this context due to the close con-
tact between perpetrators and victims. There was a 
direct relationship between the place of  occurrence 
and the number of  reported episodes, suggesting that 
if  the episode occurs in the home, there was a greater 
chance of  revictimization.

Violence within the family is a risk factor for date 
violence in adolescents (Borges et al., 2020) and domes-
tic violence by a romantic partner in adult life (Lassri et 
al., 2018). The fact of  being married or cohabiting can 
make reporting difficult, as it is not considered an abu-
sive practice (Bunting, 2008). In this sense, date violence 
prevention programs with adolescents are very useful 
for interrupting the propagating cycles of  violence.

Regarding the number of  perpetrators, few viola-
tions occurred with more than one aggressor or with 
aggressors of  both sexes. Generally, the group of  female 
perpetrators is small, however, they include situations 
of  alcohol/drug abuse and violence, affection and dis-
affection, and loss of  loved ones during childhood and 
adolescence (Bittar & Nakano, 2011). As women are 
usually the caregivers, SV cases can go unnoticed at the 
time of  bathing and changing clothes, for example.

As mentioned, one of  the hypotheses to explain 
the concentration of  notifications in the urban area is 
that there is more access to information and assistance 
agencies in this location. However, SV usually takes 
place in families that are more vulnerable, have other 
problems and have less access to social and material 
resources (Guerra et al., 2019). In other words, they 
are victims stigmatized and marginalized by the State 
itself, disseminating in the collective imagination that 
the aggressions do not affect the middle and high 
income classes, when these cases can be underreported 
and mask the reality.

In this study, it was not known whether the moth-
ers were also victims of  childhood sexual abuse or 
whether they experienced violence concomitant with 
their daughters. This can be considered important data 
to understand the effect of  the continuity of  the victim-
ization cycle on the family (Lange et al., 2020), although 

most women who have experienced violence admit that 
their experiences influenced the desire to protect their 
children from abuse and, therefore, sought to adopt 
protective behaviors (Brittany et al., 2020).

While the SINAM/NET is nationwide, it is a noti-
fication platform with exclusive access for healthcare 
providers (Santos et al., 2018) who are sometimes dis-
connected from education and social welfare networks. 
This fact can be seen as a weakness in the field of  
prevention, considering that the technical recommen-
dations of  the Networks to combat SV suggest that the 
various agencies (e.g., police, Child and Youth Court, 
education professionals) need to articulate to report 
together (Presidência da República, 1990). The aspect 
of  individuality must be discussed and revised within 
the field of  public policies.

Cases are not reported concurrently between the 
agencies and this makes it difficult to find informa-
tion for possible interventions. Some factors that may 
contribute to the fragmentation of  the Network are 
the lack of  professional training, lack of  knowledge 
regarding mandatory notification and ECA precepts, 
lack of  coordination between the network services 
for the adoption of  protective measures, and fear of  
exposure (Bazon, 2008).

Prophylactic procedures were the most used 
resources when assisting the victims, although their 
use was less than the amount of  reported rapes. These 
resources are employed due to the increased risk of  
pregnancy in the pre-adolescent age group. The impor-
tance of  prevention programs is emphasized not only at 
this age, but from early childhood onwards, and school 
seems to be a suitable place for these programs to take 
place (Finkelhor, 2009).

Regarding the consequences for the victims, the 
form only reports physical symptoms, which were not 
completed in any of  the profiles analyzed. For Macedo 
et al. (2019), the absence of  this information can be 
explained by the inadequacy of  the conditions pro-
vided at the time of  data collection, which requires a 
more accurate analysis performed over a certain time by 
trained professionals. In addition, a reorganization of  
the services involved is required for the identification 
and monitoring of  the symptoms reported. The need 
to identify the consequences in order to better target 
the victim assistance services is reiterated.

The cases were forwarded to the various protec-
tion agencies, especially those located in the Defense 
and Accountability Axis of  the National Plan to Com-
bat Sexual Violence against Children and Adolescents 
(2002/2013), which, among its main attributions, 
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aims to update legislation on sexual crimes, combat 
impunity, and provide qualified reporting and respon-
sibilization services.

It was expected that the Guardianship Council 
would be the most used agency, as the ECA (Presidên-
cia da República, 1990) made its mobilization on any 
type of  violence against children and adolescents man-
datory. Almost half  of  the referrals were made to this 
location. Attention is drawn to the fact that there are 
no guidelines integrated among the notifying agencies 
regarding referral, as the frequencies varied consider-
ably among them. The policies implemented in the 
justice, public security, social assistance, education and 
health systems should adopt articulated, coordinated 
and effective actions aimed at accommodating and 
providing comprehensive care to victims of  violence 
(Presidência da República, 2017).

Although the general statistics indicate a trend 
towards growth in the number of  notifications (Santos 
et al., 2018; Silva & Roncalli, 2020), it is assumed that 
the higher rates of  national notifications over the years 
are due to the greater awareness and engagement of  
agencies and policies to confront and combat violence, 
which opened space for national reporting channels, 
such as DISQUE 100 and the Observatório da Criança e do 
Adolescente, fundamental for the visualization of  cases.

In Paraíba, among the most evident protection 
agencies, there is the Network to Combat the Abuse 
and Sexual Exploitation of  Children and Adolescents 
(REDEXI, 2011), which aims to denounce situations 
of  SV, publicize the rights of  children and adolescents 
foreseen in the ECA, formulate and propose changes in 
the legislation, and monitor and encourage the develop-
ment of  municipal plans to confront SV in the state.

In summary, even highlighting a continuum in 
national notifications, this study clearly showed a drop 
in notifications between 2019 and 2020, with this last 
year being the one with the least number of  cases of  SV 
reported in the city. There is no denying the impact of  
the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic as an agent that 
contributed to camouflaging violence in general that 
takes place in domestic environments. However, failure 
to advance convictions against perpetrators or attacks 
and deaths of  witnesses are aspects that can discourage 
victims from making complaints.

Final considerations

This study fulfilled its objective, mapping the pro-
file of  SV notifications against girls and boys reported 

between 2017 and 2020 in João Pessoa. However, the 
results obtained must be interpreted with caution due to 
certain limitations. The first one is the data source: the 
information was obtained in a secondary way, through 
the Sistema Nacional de Agravos e Notificaciones (SINAN/
NET) platform, and not from the experiences of  the 
alleged victims. It is recognized that collecting data 
directly from children and adolescents can generate 
more accurate information.

Secondly, the data was extracted from profes-
sional files, with the quality of  the completion of  the 
files and feeding of  the data into the system being 
questionable. This limitation drives the need to outline 
strategies regarding ways to collect information to facil-
itate future studies. Third, the sample was too small to 
provide confidence in the comparison between groups 
regarding the type of  sexual abuse and the time of  dis-
closure. Fourth, the age at which the abuse ceased at 
the time of  disclosure and whether the violation con-
tinued after the notification was not examined, as this 
data was not available.

This was a similar reality to that found previously 
by the PAIR Expansion Report (Programa de Ações Integra-
das e Referenciais de Enfrentamento à Violência Sexual, 2008) 
on the municipalities of  Paraíba, which drew attention 
to how the documents are being completed, the need 
for training, and the commitment of  the social actors 
involved regarding the follow-up of  the cases. Among 
some limitations that made access to the information 
difficult is the form itself, which is limited only to 
mechanized aspects, lack of  effectuation for the atten-
dance of  cases, and commitment of  the public power.

Furthermore, there was no unity in the data input 
by the different agencies that make up the protection 
network; this can be highlighted as one of  the main 
weaknesses of  the Rights Guarantee System, as it 
makes it difficult for more action fronts to be activated. 
As directions for future studies, it is believed that the 
fact that the school is an agency that gave few notifica-
tions, entering this space to verify the knowledge of  
the professionals and the school’s engagement policies 
could be an important step towards guaranteeing the 
rights of  children and adolescents.
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