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What is incest? 
 

 Incest is sexual intercourse between close relatives; this is usually illegal* in the jurisdiction. 
 Incest may include consensual adult incest, parent-child incest, and sibling-sibling incest.   
 It may include other close relatives, step relatives, and those related by adoption or marriage. 
 Most cultures have an incest taboo and most have legal prohibitions against incest. 
 Incest between adults and children, no matter the relation, is child sexual abuse. 
 In some countries outside the United States*, adult consensual incest is illegal. 
 The rates of adult consensual incest are difficult to determine, although there are forums 

representing this type of relationship on the Internet.  
* RI has no incest statute, OH only prosecutes parental figures, and NJ and WI assert it is legal if both parties are over 18.   

 
Who are the victims of incest? 

 

 It is estimated that 15% of the population has experienced at least one sexual contact that 
would be considered incest. 

 46% of children that have been sexually abused were abused by family members. 
 11% of rape victims are raped by their fathers or step-fathers, and another 16% are raped by 

other relatives. 
 It is estimated that 20 million Americans were, as children, subjected to incest by a parent. 
 Oldest and only daughters are more likely to be incest victims. 
 Father-son incest is reported less frequently than other forms, although it is difficult to 

determine if this reflects a lower rate of incidence or a lower rate of reporting.  
 A 2006 study found that many adults who experienced sibling incest abuse have distorted 

beliefs about the abuse and view their experience as normal.  
 

What are characteristics of incest offenders? 
 

 Father-daughter sexual contact was, for many years, the most reported and researched form 
of incest; however, recent studies have shown that sibling incest, particularly older brother-
younger sister sexual contact, is the most common form of incest.  

 Adolescent perpetrators of sibling sexual abuse choose younger victims, abuse for a longer 
period, and use violence more frequently and severely than adult perpetrators of incest. 

 Sibling incest is most prevalent in families where parents are absent or unavailable, with the 
abusive sibling using incest as a method to assert their power over siblings. 

 Absence of the father has been found to be a significant factor in cases of sexual abuse of 
female children by an older brother. 

 Mothers and sisters are incest perpetrators at a much lower rate than fathers, step-fathers, or 
male siblings. 

 Of mothers that engage in incestuous abuse, 63% did so with a male intimate partner. 


