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Critique and Elaboration of the Schema Approach

The schema approach to the understanding of cognitive distortions in child
sexual abusers represents advancement over Abels approach. It provides an
overarching framework that organises the distortions and illuminates their
interrelationships, and this is an improvement in terms of internal consistency
although it should be noted that there remains a lack of clarity in terms of how
the schemas may be related to each other and how they emerge in offenders.
The schema model provides a parsimonious and straightforward means of
structuring the various ideas. This framework also allows for superior external
consistency as the theory shows greater compatibility with the general clinical
and forensic literature. Additionally, self-reported empirical research appears to
have con rmed the presence of some offence-related schemas in child sexual
abusers, although it is unclear to what extent they play a causal role. Further-
more, it appears that offence-related schemas are less prominent in child sexual
abusers than in rapists and other violent offenders (see Chapter 4 of this volume).
Evidence suggests that the schemas that are present are somewhat different from
those seen in other offenders. In particular, thoughts of worthlessness are
prominent (Milner & Webster, 2005; Richardson, 2005).

The schema-based approach has yet to be proven fully fruitful in terms of
research; however, it is a relatively new model so requires suf cient time for
further theoretical and empirical research. Certainly the approach is testable,
as demonstrated by Mann and colleagues, but what is more important is to
tease out the exact nature of schema and their role in child sexual offending.
With regard to treatment the schema approach is likely to be useful given the
widespread use of schema-focused therapy (e.g., Young, 1990). In this sense the
schema approach has the advantage of being consistent with an already well
established clinical intervention methodology. In terms of scope, the schema
model appears to be somewhat limited as it does not seem to account for many
of the offence-supportive statements articulated by child sexual abusers. The
implicit theories approach described below appears a little broader in this
regard.

Implicit Theories

Ward and colleagues (Drake et al., 2001; Ward, 2000; Ward & Keenan, 1999) propose
that cognitive distortions in child sexual abusers arise out of a number of underly-
ing implicit theories (ITs). Ward (2000, p. 494) points out that the term schema is
ambiguous:

Schema can refer to an abstract concept or category, a behavioural script
(information about a frequently occurring event capturing its temporal
sequence and actions), a belief (McGinn & Young, 1996), or an explanatory
theory. In all its various senses schemata function to facilitate the encoding,
storage, and retrieval of information, and constitutes a framework that actively
modi es individuals experience of the world.












