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Ethics-related issues are gaining complexity and be-
coming very vital for current-day mental health pro-
fessionals. Yet, these issues are inadequately ad-
dressed in the traditional teaching curriculum of
mental health professionals and in day-to-day prac-
tice. I was glad to see a comprehensive book devoted
to this field. This text is of immense value, not only
for mental health professionals working in the foren-
sic sector, but also for mental health professionals at
large.

Editors of the book have distinguished academic
backgrounds. The contributors include professionals
from the mental health and legal fields. The book
includes 20 chapters neatly organized into four sec-
tions: general principles of ethics, confidentiality and
privilege, ethics standards in clinical practice, and
ethics in teaching, which also incorporates chapters
on ethics in research and publication.

Being a sound mental health professional entails
that the individual be competent, practice her pro-
fession with integrity, be aware of her limitations,
respect the dignity of the client, and understand the
do’s and don’ts of practice from an ethics perspective.
These issues are elaborated in the chapters in the
section on general principles of ethics.

The chapter on informed consent outlines the
components of informed consent and traces the his-
torical antecedents to the current consent proce-
dures. The practitioner has the onus, not only of
providing relevant information about treatments and
procedures, but also of disclosing his own limita-
tions, with regard to his training and expertise, and
his value systems. The chapter on privacy and confi-
dentiality discusses situations in which communica-

tion must be disclosed and instances in which infor-
mation may be disclosed to third parties. I liked the
several legal case examples cited by the authors. The
chapter on Tarasoff and duty to protect provides an
excellent description of the Tarasoff cases (Tarasoff I
and Tarasoff II) and a discussion of their implications
for mental health professionals.

Boundary violations have been a major ethics con-
cern in the mental health profession. The ethics and
legal implications of boundary violations (sexual
contact with patients, misuse of professional influ-
ence) are discussed in the section on general ethics
standards in practice. This section also discusses pro-
fessionals’ responsibilities in maintaining patients’
records.

The chapter on ethics in research, an important
inclusion in the book, is very informative. The au-
thor cites some examples of early research, which by
current ethics standards would be viewed with hor-
ror. (Example: a study of volunteer soldiers who were
injected with blood infected with the virus that trans-
mits yellow fever.) Matters of ethics that arise in the
different stages of the study, ranging from the deci-
sion to conduct the study, to the design of the study,
data collection, and analysis are discussed. The more
obvious as well as the more subtle ways in which
research studies can lend themselves to manipulation
are discussed. The next chapter focuses more specif-
ically on the ethics of publication.

The book includes as appendices two professional
codes: The American Psychological Association’s
(APA) Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of
Conduct (2002) and the Code of Ethics of the National
Association of Social Workers (1999). These are im-
portant references for students and practitioners.
The APA code is frequently referenced in the book
and used as a yardstick for discussions.

The contributors have done a marvelous job of
presenting updated information. I noticed some
overlap of content across chapters. Also, as a psychi-
atrist, I would have liked to see a separate chapter
pertaining to problems in ethics that arise from the
psychiatric profession’s relationship with the phar-
maceutical industry.

Overall, this is an essential book for students in
training as well as for mental health practitioners in
academic and clinical settings. The editors should be
commended for their efforts to sensitize mental
health professionals on ethics and legal issues, which,
despite their importance, are often sidelined.
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An extraordinary amount of information useful to a
variety of audiences is packed into this relatively slim
volume. The focus of the book is on “Groomers” as
opposed to “Grabbers”: in other words, socially suc-
cessful individuals who attain positions of responsi-
bility, trust, and/or power within their communities
and use their positions to gain access to and groom
their child victims. News headlines tend to focus on
the dramatic “snatch and grab” method employed by
the child molesters who take strangers as their vic-
tims. However, the more insidious threat may be the
child molesters who carefully select, groom, and
abuse their victims, sometimes for years, while hiding
under the mantle of coach, pastor, or family friend.
This book shines a light on this type of offender and
offers excellent suggestions for recognizing them, in-
tervening to prevent child molestation, and inter-
viewing and assessing apprehended offenders. It con-
cludes with an excellent discussion of how
individuals and organizations in communities must
work together closely to prevent child sexual abuse.

One of the strengths of The Socially Skilled Child
Molester is that it is written in a jargon-free manner
that is accessible to many different types of readers.
The early sections of the book describe diagnostic
criteria for pedophilia and the addictive mindset and
behavioral patterns often associated with child mo-
lesters. This sets the stage for a description of a variety
of socially skilled child molesters, using imagined
individuals (based on composite case material) in
vivid, highly readable language. Each type of of-
fender is given a moniker (e.g., The Social Psycho-
path is named “Bold Businessman Bob,” while The
Saint is named “Divine Dr. Dan”). The stories, all
presented in Chapter 2, are referred to throughout
the book in a highly effective manner, to illustrate the
techniques used by these molesters to gain access to
children and to groom them for future abuse. There-
fore, the early chapters in particular may be useful to

lay readers (especially parents) who are interested in
learning about how such offenders operate and how
abuse can be prevented or avoided. The author also
presents several composite cases of individuals who
were falsely accused (e.g., “Truthful Tim” and “In-
nocent Isaac”) and effectively discusses how police
officers and treating professionals may be able to dif-
ferentiate such individuals from genuine offenders.

Beginning in Chapter 7, the author moves toward
a more global view of child sexual abuse and discusses
the mechanisms that allow Groomers to elude con-
sequences, in some cases for decades. These include
societal tendencies to silence suspicions for fear of
offending individuals who are “pillars of the commu-
nity”; the reluctance of parents to report abuse in the
interest of sparing their child publicity and the need
to testify; and the tendency of some Groomers to
move around geographically for the express purpose
of avoiding detection. Dr. van Dam also effectively
discusses the fact that many individuals or organiza-
tions may have “pieces of the puzzle” when it comes
to likely child molesters, but because the information
is not shared with anyone, the offender can continue
to operate successfully. Even more chilling, she de-
scribes how some groups (the Catholic Church is one
example) may choose to transfer individuals within
the organization while suppressing complaint infor-
mation to avoid a scandal. The image of an iceberg is
used to help the reader conceptualize the large
amount of knowledge that exists regarding socially
skilled child molesters long before action is ever
taken. The base of the iceberg represents total se-
crecy, a period during which no one other than vic-
tim and perpetrator is aware of the crime. However,
deliberate ignorance and denial may play a role in
how this secrecy flourishes. Level Two is the shock-
and-disbelief stage, during which individuals become
aware of the existence of the molester, usually be-
cause of observations of odd or inappropriate behav-
ior, but silence is maintained because of lack of
knowledge, fear, or disinclination to accuse. During
Level Three, individuals begin to share information,
and the realization fully dawns that there may be a
significant problem. At Level Four, individuals begin
to make complaints to community organizations or
individuals that employ the molesters, such as church
elders or community sports organizations. At Level
Five, individuals or organizations finally begin to
make allegations to the police. Levels Six through
Nine involve the arrest, conviction, sentencing, and
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release-planning stages. The author deftly weaves ex-
amples of the “types” presented in Chapter 2
throughout this discussion, while also providing ex-
amples from psychological theory of the dynamics
that may underlie the collective unwillingness of
community members to recognize socially skilled
child molesters. The whole is a fascinating depiction
of the many factors involved in recognizing, report-
ing, and punishing child sexual abuse.

Chapters 8, 9, and 10 provide detailed practical
information likely to be of particular value to police
officers, prosecutors, and treatment professionals.
Chapter 8 discusses appropriate interview techniques
for use with child molesters, including identification
of lies, phony remorse, creating rapport, and attend-
ing to inconsistencies. Examples are also given of
techniques child molesters may use to thwart the
interviewer, such as sharing too much information or
going on the offensive. Chapter 9 provides a review
of risk assessment instruments and techniques, in-

cluding a good summary of the value of actuarial
versus clinical data. The chapter concludes with a
discussion of the individual risk factors for sex of-
fense recidivism employed by many actuarial instru-
ments. Finally, Chapter 10 discusses the enormous
value of corroborating evidence and information-
sharing within the community to prevent abuse or to
apprehend offenders when abuse occurs. Dr. van
Dam highlights the unique roles played in this en-
deavor by a wide variety of community members,
including judges, police officers, state child protec-
tion agencies, and community organizations.

The Socially Skilled Child Molester will be a highly
useful reference for law enforcement officers, attor-
neys, and treatment providers, while the author’s
readable style, devoid of technical terms, also makes
it an excellent choice for educating parents and other
caretakers on how to recognize, avoid, and report the
sexual offenders who have successfully ingratiated
themselves into communities.
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