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There is a growing body of research examining the criminal prosecution of child sexual abuse 
(CSA). However, there are significant methodological and ethical challenges in the conduct of 
this research. One key component of success is assuring that the efforts involve close research-
practitioner collaboration. This is critical to frame research questions, acquire access to 
confidential case records and trial evidence, understand the prosecutorial decision making and 
outcomes, and reliably code, analyze, and interpret the data so it is useful to the field. This 
session will address how we approached such obstacles and will discuss the findings of this 
collaborative research. 

This research, funded by the National Institute of Justice, takes a child development and justice 
system approach to understand prosecution and the obstacles leading to high attrition rates in 
500 CSA cases from four counties in one state. This case study design captures multiple models 
of prosecutorial response to CSA in real-world context, and we identify concerns with victim 
competency, credibility, cooperation, and evidentiary issues. We discuss the methodological 
and ethical challenges of this type of research. Findings suggest many barriers to prosecution 
and we review the current collaborative approach to making recommendations designed to 
change outcomes for children.  
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Child and Family Policy’s Section on Child Maltreatment. Her research has broadly focused on 
children in the legal system, the effects of trauma on children’s wellbeing, and memory for 
emotional events. Dr. Block has consulted with several district attorney offices and the 
Innocence Project on issues related to children’s eyewitness testimony and their experiences  



in court. She has testified as an expert witness for the State about delayed disclosure 
and children’s memory for trauma in child sex abuse cases. 
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