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When You Offer Help, 
People Take It: 
Exploring Help-Seeking 
by Teens with 
Problematic Sexual 
Behaviors and Interests
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THE HELP WANTED PREVENTION 
INTERVENTION

www.helpwantedprevention.org
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THE HELP WANTED PROJECT
Intervention Developers

• Elizabeth Letourneau, Professor, Johns Hopkins University

• Ryan Shields, Associate Professor, UMass – Lowell

• Amanda Ruzicka, Deputy Director, Johns Hopkins University

Collaborators

• Karen Baker, Director, National Sexual Violence Resource Center

• Maia Christopher, Executive Director, ATSA

• Geraldine Crisci, Therapist, Geraldine Crisci and Associates

• Gerald Hover, INTERPOL Crimes Against Children

• Jill Levenson, Therapist and Associate Professor, Barry University

• Kieran McCartan, UVW, Bristol

• Michael Miner, Professor University of Minnesota 

• Daniel Rothman, Psychologist, Forensic Psychological Services

• Joan Tabachnick, President, DSM Consulting
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THE HELP WANTED PREVENTION INTERVENTION
 BACKGROUND

• Sexual interest in children is a clear risk factor for child sexual 

abuse perpetration that few resources directly address

• Many people with sexual interest in children do not offend 

against children and often look for help

• Help Wanted is an online self-help curriculum with two primary 

goals

– Prevent child sexual abuse

– Reduce psychological stressors of help-seekers
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HELP WANTED: THE PATHWAY TO PREVENTION

• Phase 1: Qualitative Interviews to develop well-grounded 

understanding of the needs of youth attracted to children. 

• Phase 2:  Intervention & Outreach Materials designed to 

destigmatize asking for help and providing help.

• Phase 3: Initial Evaluation and Feasibility Study to pilot the 

intervention. 

• Phase 4: Randomized Clinical Trial to rigorously evaluate 

intervention efficacy.
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HELP WANTED: MAJOR THEMES IN INTERVIEWS

• Recognition of attraction occurs in 

adolescence

• Difficulty in dealing with the meaning of 

their attraction, not necessarily keeping 

oneself from acting on attraction

• Need for resources for adolescents

• Scared of or unsure of how to find 

help/therapy

• Online community support is very 

important 
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BUILDING HELP WANTED

• Our qualitative study served as the foundation to the remaining 
project phases

• Using the knowledge gained from these interviews, our team set to 
identify our initial areas of focus

















helpwantedprevention.org

• Beta version of intervention 

released in May 2020

• Approx. 1,350,624 page 

visits (as of Jan 2025)

• Selected by Facebook and 

Google as a featured child 

sexual abuse prevention 

resource

• Selected for CDC funding in 

September 2020 to conduct 

a randomized waitlist- 

controlled trial
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IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

• Consider barriers to therapy:

• Need for trained therapists

• Access to therapists

• Cost

• Confidentiality

• Structure therapy around wellness, not crime prevention

• Avoid language and perspectives that assume sexual abuse is inevitable

• Publicize your willingness to work with this population

• Think about public messaging (and ask for help!)
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FURTHER READING/LISTENING
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THANK YOU!

Ryan T. Shields, Ph.D.

ryan_shields@uml.edu
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When You Offer Help, People Take It: 
Exploring Help-Seeking by Teens with 
Problematic Sexual Behaviors and 
Interests

Stop It Now!

Mission: Prevent the sexual abuse of 
children by mobilizing adults, families and 
communities to take actions that protect 
children before they are harmed. 

• Emphasis on modeling social change  

• Primary prevention – before abuse 

• Shift prevention from children to adults

Our Program Areas

Prevention Education

Help Services
stopitnow.org
whatsok.org

1.888.PREVENT

Training & Technical 
Assistance

Prevention Advocacy

I am 14 years old, I feel a sexual attraction to girls 
younger than me, even 4-year-old girls. I also have 
an attraction to older girls. 

I have searched the internet for information, but I 
have not found anything to help me. I do not want 
anyone to know about this. I hope you can help me.

“

“
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WhatsOK
Sexual abuse prevention for 

youth and young adults

Help Services: WhatsOK

WhatsOK.org is a website and helpline for 
young people (ages 14-21) with questions or 
concerns about healthy sexual behaviors.

• Operated by Now!’s existing Helpline

• Available through email, chat, text, phone

• Age-appropriate information and resources 
via FAQs, a blog and a confidential helpline. 

• Widely shared with youth-serving 
professionals, our networks 

whatsok.org

Text WHATSOK to
1.888.532.0550

Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok: 

@whatsokofficial

WhatsOK Goals

1. Provide relevant, engaging support and resources to 
youth and young adults with concerns about their own and 
other’s sexual thoughts, feelings and behaviors. 

2. Increase awareness, accessibility and use of these 
resources, encouraging help-seeking behaviors. 

3. Address need to examine youth’s sexual behaviors 
through lens other than a criminal justice one
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Youth-focused Microsite

Microsite used to ensure info was trusted by 

and authentic to our audience. This meant: 

• Site and content built for mobile use 

• Content entirely focused on target audience 

• Bright, youthful, engaging colors

• Diverse faces, genders and relationships 

Why a helpline? 

Why a helpline? 

LOW 
OPERATIONAL 

COST
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Why a helpline? 

WIDE 
GEOGRAPHICAL 

REACH

LOW 
OPERATIONAL 

COST

Why a helpline? 

WIDE 
GEOGRAPHICAL 

REACH

LOW 
OPERATIONAL 

COST

EASILY 
ACCESSIBLE

Why a helpline? 

WIDE 
GEOGRAPHICAL 

REACH

LOW 
OPERATIONAL 

COST

EASILY 
ACCESSIBLE

CONFIDENTIAL
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Website Content – FAQs

Website Content – Blogs

Reaching Youth

Social ads are an easy, inexpensive way to 

privately reach our target audience. Whether 

in relationships or via CSAM, young people 

engage in concerning behaviors online. And 

they use their phones to assess their behavior. 

We chose apps that youth said they engaged 

with multiple times a day.

1213
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12 @jcoleman@stopitnow.org When you are talking about the ads, I will mention the social 
media paper that Melissa led and how we can directly track website traffic to ads
Csenge Bodi, 3/18/2025

13 Also, feel free to interrupt my part at any point. I always like presentations where it's a 
back and forth more.
Csenge Bodi, 3/18/2025
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Hello, I am B and I watched 
child porn on Twitter. I want to 

stop my porn addiction and 
stop being curious about  

those things. I am also very 
scared that I will be caught 

because of my acts. I know its 
wrong and I am trying to stop 
this bad habit. I wish I could 

get some help. Thanks
19 y.o.

I'm a Child Predator. Every time i look at a young 
boy I imagine how cute he would be naked. I hate 
myself and think the world would be a better place 

without me.
15 y.o. 

I sent this to discord but essentially a man 
hacked my friends account and threatened 

me. He made me send over personal 
information and made me touch myself on 

camera. Can you please help immediately. i 
am so scared

17 y.o.
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Responding to Needs –
Overcoming Obstacles

Helpline Response – Focus on AccountabilityNeed

Counseling resources, support groups  Professional Support

Identify warning signs and risksSafety Planning

Myth-busting, reporting, healthy sexuality educationInformation

Reduce isolationWitness

Offer respect and compassionConnection

Affirm that happy, healthy, safe lives are possibleHope

NO JUDGEMENT, COMPASSION, STRENGTH-BASED, ACCURATE

Team Science
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Qualitative Analyses

Quality 
Assurance and 

Improvement 
Project

Social Media Marketing 

Evaluation Study

Current Studies 
with WhatsOK

Behavior
o Collaborative safety plan 

identified
o Safety plan implemented 
o Supports to improve safety 

identified
o Services accessed as needed 
o Formal supports used as 

needed
o Informal supports used as 

needed

Emotional burden
o Impact of intrusive 

thoughts on daily life
o Sleep disruption 

secondary to emotional 
burden

o Difficulty controlling 
thoughts

Knowledge
o Healthy and normative sexual development
o Unhealthy/problematic sexual behavior
o Available resources and supports

Perceived norm
o Social norm within society or personal community
o Healthy and normative sexual development
o Unhealthy/problematic sexual behavior
o Use of resources and supports

Perceived resources
o Availability and utility of help resources

Perceived self-efficacy
o Self-efficacy in identifying feelings of attraction to 

people 3+ years younger/below the age of 12 
(whichever is younger), and situational risk

o Self-efficacy in creating and using a safety plan

Attitude
o Desire to seek help
o Desire to change behavior
o Belief that intrapersonal issues can be “helped”

Causing 
sexual 
harm

WhatsOK 
Helpline

What are we measuring?

Provide information
Non-judgmental, welcoming, optimistic, 
and supportive language
Motivational interviewing strategies
Identifying personal strengths and 
external supports
Identifying thinking errors
Referring to resources
Assuring caller that they are not alone
Reducing perceived barriers to seeking 
formal support

14

Who is contacting the WhatsOK helpline?

What is their age?

When are they contacting the helpline?

Quantitative Summary of 
Help-Seeker 

Characteristics
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14 @jcoleman@stopitnow.org Sometimes I have a hard time descitbing exactly how the 
helpline counselors touch on all these different aspects. Feel free to chime in here.
Csenge Bodi, 3/18/2025
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Who is contacting the WhatsOK helpline?

What is their age?

When are they contacting the helpline?

Quantitative Summary of 
Help-Seeker 

Characteristics

“I believe researchers should be 
understanding to the people in this 

situation, as it's an extremely difficult 
and embarrassing topic to talk about.

There's a level of vulnerability that is 
given away by us for the greater good, 
and they should know that many of us 
struggle daily with these feelings and 
many of us feel totally disgusted with 

ourselves.”

What should researchers 
know about doing research 

with youth with potential 
PSB?

Next Steps

● Continued evaluation

● Support development of youth 
prevention resources globally

● Share, Share, Share

● Collaboration and Partnerships 

● Sustainability
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