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Scope 

 
This bibliography provides citations and abstracts to English language literature covering issues 

related to emotional barriers to children’s disclosure of abuse. This bibliography is not 

comprehensive. 

 

 

Organization 

 
Publications are listed  in date-descending order. When possible, the abstracts that were included 

with the original publication are used in this bibliography. Links are provided to open access 

publications.  

 

 

Disclaimer 

 
This bibliography was prepared by the Digital Information Librarian of the National Children’s 

Advocacy Center (NCAC) for the purpose of research and education, and for the convenience of 

our readers. The NCAC is not responsible for the availability or content of cited resources. The 

NCAC does not endorse, warrant or guarantee the information, products, or services described or 

offered by the authors or organizations whose publications are cited in this bibliography. The 

NCAC does not warrant or assume any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, 

completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process disclosed in 

documents cited here. Points of view presented in cited resources are those of the authors, and do 

not necessarily coincide with those of the National Children’s Advocacy Center. 
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Emotional Barriers to Children’s Disclosure of Abuse 
 

A Bibliography  

 

Gemara, N., & Katz, C. (2023). “It was really hard for me to tell”: The gap between the child’s 

 difficulty in disclosing sexual abuse, and their perception of the disclosure recipient’s 

 response. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 38(1-2), 2068-2091. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605221099949 

 

Disclosure of child sexual abuse (CSA) is essential to its mitigation and the protection of children. 

Previous studies have greatly contributed to the understanding of disclosure rates both in childhood 

and adulthood, in addition to delayed disclosure and disclosure barriers. In acknowledging the 

relevancy of the ecological framework, researchers have illustrated how the various systems in the 

children’s lives have a role in their decision to disclose the abuse. The current study was designed 

to delve into the disclosure stories shared by children during their forensic interviews. Fifty 

children, 30 girls and 20 boys, from diverse communities in the Jewish society in Israel (15 secular, 

15 Orthodox and 20 ultra-Orthodox) were forensically interviewed for the first time following 

CSA. Thematic analysis was carried out on their narratives, focusing on two main themes. The 

first was the children’s descriptions of their difficulties to disclose, which were embedded in their 

own perceptions and experiences, their fear of the disclosure recipient’s response, and their 

dynamic with the perpetrator. The second theme provided a glance into the children’s descriptions 

of the disclosure recipients’ responses, which highlighted the children’s central experience of 

loneliness in the context of the abuse. Theoretical and practical ramifications pertaining to these 

crucial gaps will be discussed. In addition, specific religious-cultural elements raised in relation to 

the disclosure will be highlighted. Limitations of the study as well as further recommendations and 

implications will be introduced. 

 

McGill, L., & McElvaney, R. (2023). Adult and adolescent disclosures of child sexual abuse: A 

comparative analysis. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 38(1-2), NP1163-NP1186. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605221088278 

 

The recent attention focused on child sexual abuse (CSA) disclosure pathways has highlighted 

complex psychological processes that influence disclosure  both for children and adults. Some 

authors have suggested that such processes may differ between children and adults yet few studies 

have examined distinct samples within the same study. This paper addresses this gap by exploring 

https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605221099949
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/08862605221088278
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/08862605221088278
https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605221088278
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adolescent (n = 20) and adult (n = 10) experiences of disclosure of childhood sexual abuse. 

Interviews were conducted with both samples, using the same interview schedule and a 

comparative analysis was conducted of the key themes identified from a grounded theory analysis. 

Those themes that were found to be common to both samples included pressure cooker effect, 

telling would make it worse, and self-blame. Themes that were found to be more prevalent in the 

adolescent sample included police/court involvement, concern for other children, being asked, and 

peer influence. It is suggested that such potential differences reflect the changing social context 

over the past few decades which is characterised by increased awareness of sexual abuse as a crime 

and the risks of recidivism of offenders. 

 

 

Ettinger, T. R. (2022). Children’s needs during disclosures of abuse. SN Social Sciences, 2(7), 

101. https://doi.org/10.1007/s43545-022-00397-6 

 

A Narrative Literature Review was conducted providing a comprehensive overview of children’s 

barriers to disclose during investigations of child abuse. Patterns in the literature were categorized 

as themes and include: rapport and relationship with the interviewer, feeling in control and 

prepared, communication, physical abilities, mental health, environment, family dynamics, culture 

and individual uniqueness. Using a combination of a critical analyses approach and drawing from 

personal background experiences and knowledge in working with children during disclosures, the 

themes are expanded upon as a discussion that explores what children may therapeutically need 

during their disclosures of abuse within the forensic interview. Some practice implications are 

incorporated with the intent to generate further thinking about addressing children’s needs during 

investigations of child abuse. Working with multidisciplinary teams in Child and Youth Advocacy 

Centres is discussed and may be a resource for understanding children’s needs during disclosures 

of abuse. 

 

 

Lusky-Weisrose, E., Kowalski, M., Tener, D., & Katz, C. (2022). Child sexual abuse by religious 

authority figures in Germany and Israel: the experiences and perceptions of adult 

survivors. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 37(23-24), NP21749-NP21774. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605211062997 

 

The current study is based on an in-depth thematic analysis of 20 interviews with German and 

Israeli adult survivors of child sexual abuse (CSA) by religious authority figures (RAF). This paper 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s43545-022-00397-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43545-022-00397-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605211062997
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aims to explore survivors’ experiences within the Jewish ultra-Orthodox and Christian 

communities, as well as to draw comparisons between the abusive structures and disclosure in 

these two contexts. The results point to the complexity of CSA by RAF, which is embedded in the 

survivors’ perceptions of themselves as emotionally and cognitively captured by the perpetrators 

who are a symbol of a parent or God and faith. The participants expressed great concern regarding 

disclosing the abuse against the backdrop of familial, cultural, and community inhibitors, such as 

fear of social stigmatization, inability to recognize the abuse, and the taboo of sexuality discourse. 

The survivors’ traumatic experiences were intensified in light of negative social responses to 

disclosure and encounters with insensitive officials. A comparison of the cultures revealed 

differences regarding the nature of community life and educational institutions, which may have 

shaped the disclosure and recognition of the abuse. The study highlights the importance of 

comparative follow-up studies related to this phenomenon in order to examine its universal and 

unique cultural contexts. 

 

Halvorsen, J. E., Solberg, E. T., & Stige, S. H. (2020). “To say it out loud is to kill your own 

childhood.”–An exploration of the first person perspective of barriers to disclosing child 

sexual abuse. Children and Youth Services Review, 113. Advance online publication. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104999 

 

Child sexual abuse (CSA) is a serious threat to a child’s existence and development. Yet, on 

average it takes 17 years before victims disclose their abuse. The purpose of this study was to 

explore barriers to disclose sexual abuse from the perspective of adult survivors of CSA. 12 

survivors of CSA (nine women and three men), aged 18–57 years old. The study was conducted 

in one of the largest cities in Norway where there has been a particular focus on disclosure of 

sexual abuse. We conducted semi-structured interviews, and interview transcripts were analyzed 

using a hermeneutic-phenomenological approach to thematic analysis. Our analysis resulted in 

three themes: Fear of reprisals; CSA stains – Negative implications for self-representation; and the 

complicating effect of ambiguity. Our main finding was that CSA affects self-representation in 

ways that become significant barriers to disclosure. An important and unexpected implication of 

our findings is that society’s focus on informing people about CSA to facilitate disclosure, might 

instead, work as a barrier. Thus, it is crucial to explore this potential effect further when developing 

future interventions to facilitate early disclosure of CSA. 

 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740919312745
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740919312745
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740919312745
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104999
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Kellogg, N. D., Koek, W., & Nienow, S. M. (2020). Factors that prevent, prompt, and delay 

 disclosures in female victims of child sexual abuse. Child Abuse & Neglect, 101. 

 Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2020.104360 

 

Several studies conducted in clinical and non-clinical settings have described why and when 

children disclose sexual abuse. Yet, there is incomplete understanding of how adolescents and 

young children may differ in factors that delay, prompt and deter disclosure that could inform 

strategies for clinical practice and prevention. The aim of this study was to identify factors that 

prevent, prompt, and delay disclosure among pediatric patients presenting for acute and non-acute 

medical evaluations of sexual abuse or assault, and to examine any differences in disclosure 

tendencies among female adolescents and pre-adolescents. A chart review of a consecutive sample 

of pediatric patients presenting to the emergency department or outpatient clinic identified 601 

patients who were diagnosed with sexual abuse and were willing to answer examiner questions 

about their disclosure. Data collection included attainment of patient narratives which were utilized 

to gather information about abuse disclosures. Recursive abstraction was applied to categorize 

patient statements for further analysis, while Pearson chi square and logistic regression were 

utilized for quantitative data. Young age (<11 years) at abuse onset was the strongest predictor of, 

and fear of consequences to self was the most common reason for, disclosure delay in both 

adolescent and pre-adolescent females. Severity of abuse, adult perpetrator, and self-blame 

predicted delays only in pre-adolescent females. Social and moral development during middle 

childhood likely has a strong influence on disclosure tendency. Strategies to promote disclosure 

should consider reducing fear of consequences associated with the adult-child paradigm. 

 

Koçtürk, N., & Bilginer, S. Ç. (2020). Adolescent sexual abuse victims' levels of perceived 

 social support and delayed disclosure. Children and Youth Services Review, 118. 

 Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105363 

 

Similar to disclosure rates, the timing of disclosure may also vary among sexual abuse (SA) 

victims. While some victims immediately disclose the SA, others may hide it until later in their 

adult lives. The main aims of this study were to not only compare the perceived social support 

levels of SA victims who disclosed the abuse immediately versus those who delayed doing so, but 

also evaluate the social reactions to these reports. This study comprised 116 victims who are aged 

between 15 and 18. The Perceived Social Support Scale was administered, and independent 

samples t-test analysis and the chi-square test was conducted for data analysis. We found no 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2020.104360
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105363
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significant difference between victims who disclosed immediately and those who delayed the 

disclosure in terms of the perceived social support levels from families and the surrounding 

community. However, victims who first disclosed the SA to their family members have higher the 

perceived social support than victims disclosing the SA to other people. The most common reason 

for delayed disclosure was a fear of creating domestic problems. In addition, the victims who 

delayed disclosure experienced the most negative reactions from others. In the most negative 

reactions, victims who delayed disclosure were blamed for the SA and were labeled. The findings 

of the study may guide psychosocial interventions. Therefore, professionals working with children 

should interact with families and the community at large to encourage adolescent victims to 

disclose SA and approach these victims in a suitable way following the disclosure. 

 

 

Winters, G. M., Colombino, N., Schaaf, S., Laake, A. L., Jeglic, E. L., & Calkins, C. (2020). 

Why do child sexual abuse victims not tell anyone about their abuse? An exploration of 

factors that prevent and promote disclosure. Behavioral Sciences & the Law, 38(6), 586-

611. https://doi.org/10.1002/bsl.2492 

 

Disclosure rates of child sexual abuse (CSA) to both social supports and law enforcement are 

concerningly low, although more research is needed to understand factors that impact disclosure. 

Thus, the present study examined rates of informal (i.e., to a social support) and formal (i.e., to 

law enforcement) disclosure of CSA, as well as victims' self-reported experiences with telling 

others about their own abuse and their perceptions of the overall advantages and disadvantages of 

disclosure. In all, 76 undergraduate women (who collectively experienced 105 instances of abuse) 

participated in a semi-structured interview regarding their history of CSA. Results revealed that 

approximately 50% of cases involved the victim informally disclosing, and only 10% of cases 

being formally disclosed to authorities. The quantitative and qualitative data shed light on a 

number of factors that lead victims to not disclose, as well as the identification of factors that may 

promote a victim to share their abuse with others. The implications for improved prevention and 

responses to CSA disclosure are discussed. 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1002/bsl.2492
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Alaggia, R., Collin-Vézina, D., & Lateef, R. (2019). Facilitators and barriers to child sexual 

abuse (CSA) disclosures: A research update (2000–2016). Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 

20(2), 260-283. 

 

Identifying and understanding factors that promote or inhibit child sexual abuse (CSA) disclosures 

has the potential to facilitate earlier disclosures, assist survivors to receive services without delay, 

and prevent further sexual victimization. Timely access to therapeutic services can mitigate risk to 

the mental health of survivors of all ages. This review of the research focuses on CSA disclosures 

with children, youth, and adults across the life course. Using Kiteley and Stogdon’s literature 

review framework, 33 studies since 2000 were identified and analyzed to extrapolate the most 

convincing findings to be considered for practice and future research. The centering question 

asked: What is the state of CSA disclosure research and what can be learned to apply to practice 

and future research? Using Braun and Clarke’s guidelines for thematic analysis, five themes 

emerged: (1) Disclosure is an iterative, interactive process rather than a discrete event best done 

within a relational context; (2) contemporary disclosure models reflect a social–ecological, person-

in-environment orientation for understanding the complex interplay of individual, familial, 

contextual, and cultural factors involved in CSA disclosure; (3) age and gender significantly 

influence disclosure; (4) there is a lack of a life-course perspective; and (5) barriers to disclosure 

continue to outweigh facilitators. Although solid strides have been made in understanding CSA 

disclosures, the current state of knowledge does not fully capture a cohesive picture of disclosure 

processes and pathways over the life course. More research is needed on environmental, 

contextual, and cultural factors. Barriers continue to be identified more frequently than facilitators, 

although dialogical forums are emerging as important facilitators of CSA disclosure. Implications 

for practice in facilitating CSA disclosures are discussed with recommendations for future 

research. 

 

 

Morrison, S. E., Bruce, C., & Wilson, S. (2018). Children’s disclosure of sexual abuse: A 

 systematic review of qualitative research exploring barriers and facilitators. Journal of 

 Child Sexual Abuse, 27(2), 176-194. 

 

This study evaluates and synthesizes qualitative evidence addressing factors affecting a child’s 

decision to disclose an experience of sexual abuse. Childhood sexual abuse is a devastating crime, 

with long-term negative impacts. Understanding the factors that affect a child’s decision to 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1524838017697312
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1524838017697312
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disclose is vital. Disclosure enables access to support and protection, both therapeutically and 

legally. A systematic review was conducted focusing on factors affecting a child’s decision to 

disclose an experience of sexual abuse. Seven studies were identified, quality appraisal undertaken, 

and meta-ethnography used to synthesize the studies. Six new super-ordinate themes were 

developed: Fear of what will happen; Others’ reactions: fear of disbelief; Emotions and impact of 

the abuse; An opportunity to tell; Concern for self and others; and Feelings toward the abuser. 

Themes indicated the importance of support, structure, and opportunity to facilitate disclosure and 

should be utilized by agencies to develop practices that facilitate disclosures. 

 

 

Lemaigre, C., Taylor, E. P., & Gittoes, C. (2017). Barriers and facilitators to disclosing sexual 

 abuse in childhood and adolescence: A systematic review. Child Abuse & Neglect, 70, 39-

 52. 

 

Children and young people often choose not to disclose sexual abuse, thus preventing access to 

help and allowing perpetrators to continue undetected. A nuanced understanding of the barriers 

(and facilitators) to disclosure is therefore of great relevance to practitioners and researchers. The 

literature was systematically searched for studies related to child and adolescent disclosures of 

sexual abuse. Thirteen studies were reviewed and assessed for methodological quality. Results of 

the review illustrate the heterogeneous nature of these empirical studies. Findings demonstrate that 

young people face a number of different barriers such as limited support, perceived negative 

consequences and feelings of self-blame, shame and guilt, when choosing to disclose. Being asked 

or prompted, through provision of developmentally appropriate information, about sexual abuse 

facilitates disclosure. The review highlights the need for robust, longitudinal studies with more 

sophisticated methodology to replicate findings. The review identifies the need for 

developmentally appropriate school-based intervention programmes that facilitate children’s 

disclosure by reducing feelings of responsibility, self-blame, guilt and shame. In addition, 

prevention programmes should encourage family members, friends and frontline professionals to 

identify clues of sexual abuse, to explicitly ask children about the possibility of sexual abuse and 

also to respond supportively should disclosures occur. Facilitating disclosure in this way is key to 

safeguarding victims and promoting better outcomes for child and adolescent survivors of sexual 

abuse. 
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Sawrikar, P., & Katz, I. (2017). Barriers to disclosing child sexual abuse (CSA) in ethnic 

 minority communities: A review of the literature and implications for practice in 

 Australia. Children and Youth Services Review, 83, 302-315. 

 

Research on child sexual abuse (CSA) among ethnic minority communities in Australia is 

essentially absent. To begin to address the gap, a systematic literature review was conducted; 

which necessarily borrowed from overseas to help inform the national context. A wide array of 

barriers to disclosure were identified, suggesting that this is a fundamental issue for ethnic 

minorities. The most significant of these barriers appears to be the need to protect family name. 

This also leads to non-supportive and protective responses from non-offending mothers, however 

this experience (although more intense) is shared with the Western mainstream. In comparison, 

fear of stigmatising their whole community is a unique barrier and highlights that racism is a 

significant and additional burden. The findings suggest that service worker training in Australia is 

critical for informing professionals of: the importance of family reputation for collectivist groups; 

the importance of responding supportively and protectively to child victims who have disclosed to 

them first; the cross-cultural complexities that surround construals of ‘child safety’; educating non-

offending mothers about the importance of at least believing their child's disclosure (associated 

with mediating mental illness among victims, but also culturally appropriate because it 

acknowledges the protective role of family cohesion in collectivist cultures and the high motivation 

to avoid social exclusion – the most common reprisal for shaming the family name); exploring 

acculturation as a possible predictor of disclosure; and the risk of racism being overlooked or 

minimised. Overall, it is argued that practice informed by a well-developed national research 

agenda is critical. 

 

 

Münzer, A., Fegert, J. M., Ganser, H. G., Loos, S., Witt, A., & Goldbeck, L. (2016). Please tell! 

 Barriers to disclosing sexual victimization and subsequent social support perceived by 

 children and adolescents. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 31(2), 355-377. 

 

The present study examines barriers to disclosing sexual victimization and perceived social 

support after disclosure from the perspective of children and adolescents. Forty-two children and 

adolescents aged 6 to 17 years participated in semistructured interviews about their history of 

sexual victimization, the delay of disclosure, barriers to disclosure, informal and formal recipients 

of disclosure, as well as abuse-specific social support as perceived by the recipients. The 
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participants disclosed their victimization with a delay of approximately 17 months, ranging from 

immediate reporting to 10 years of nondisclosure. The most frequent reasons to withhold the 

information were feelings of shame and threats by the perpetrator. A majority felt that people 

believed and supported them after disclosing, but a considerable proportion of study participants 

reported a lack of perceived protection against recurring victimization. The results underline the 

importance of educating children and adolescents about sexual victimization and of encouraging 

the immediate reporting of critical incidents. Possibilities to address the barriers identified in this 

study are discussed.  

 

 

Collin-Vézina, D., De La Sablonnière-Griffin, M., Palmer, A. M., & Milne, L. (2015). A 

 preliminary mapping of individual, relational, and social factors that impede disclosure of 

 childhood sexual abuse. Child Abuse & Neglect, 43, 123-134.  

 

Uncovering the pathways to disclosures of child sexual abuse (CSA) and the factors influencing 

the willingness of victims to talk about the abuse is paramount to the development of powerful 

practice and policy initiatives. Framed as a long interview method utilizing a grounded theory 

approach to analyze data, the objective of the current study was to provide a preliminary mapping 

of the barriers to CSA disclosures through an ecological systemic lens, from a sample of 67 male 

and female CSA adult survivors, all of whom had recently received counselling services. The 

current project led to the identification of three broad categories of barriers that were each 

comprised of several subthemes, namely: Barriers from Within (internalized victim-blaming, 

mechanisms to protect oneself, and immature development at time of abuse); Barriers in Relation 

to Others (violence and dysfunction in the family, power dynamics, awareness of the impact of 

telling, and fragile social net-work); and Barriers in Relation to the Social World (labelling, taboo 

of sexuality, lack of services available, and culture or time period). This study points to the 

importance of using a broad ecological framework to understand the factors that inhibit disclosure 

of CSA, as barriers to disclosure do not constrain solely the victims. Results are discussed in light 

of their implications for research, prevention and intervention programs, and social policies and 

media campaigns, as the burden is on the larger community to create a climate of safety and 

transparency that makes the telling of CSA possible. © 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. 
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Easton, S. D., Saltzman, L. Y., & Willis, D. G. (2014). “Would you tell under circumstances like 

 that?”: Barriers to disclosure of child sexual abuse for men. Psychology of Men & 

 Masculinity, 15(4), 460-469. 

 

Although public awareness is increasing in regard to the realities of child sexual abuse (CSA) for 

boys, male survivors often delay disclosure of the abuse for years or even decades. Little is known 

about the factors that impede or obstruct disclosure for sexually abused boys/men. Because 

disclosure is often a prerequisite to help-seeking and accessing resources for healing, the purpose 

of this study was to identify barriers to disclosure of CSA for male survivors. Using content 

analysis, the researchers conducted a secondary analysis of data obtained from a large, nonclinical 

sample of men with histories of CSA (N = 460) who completed an online survey. The data analyzed 

in this study included responses to an open-ended item on disclosure barriers. Our analyses 

identified 10 categories of barriers that were classified into 3 domains: sociopolitical (e.g., 

masculinity, limited resources), interpersonal (e.g., mistrust of others, abuser factors), and personal 

(e.g., internal emotions, naming the experience as sexual abuse). Based on our results, these 

domains were distinct yet interrelated. The implications for policy, clinical practice, and future 

research are discussed. (PsycINFO Database Record © 2014 APA, all rights reserved) 

 

 

Foster, J. M., & Hagedorn, W. B. (2014). A qualitative exploration of fear and safety with child 

 victims of sexual abuse. Journal of Mental Health Counseling, 36(3), 243-262.  

 

Although child sexual abuse (CSA) is a pervasive societal problem that is estimated to affect 1 in 

4 girls and 1 in 6 boys before the age of 18 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2005), 

little is known about CSA from the perspective of the victims themselves. To address this gap in 

the research, this study used a narrative approach to explore children’s perceptions of their abuse 

experiences. Analysis of 21 narratives written during Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy revealed a meta-theme, which was entitled Fear and Safety. Children’s descriptions of 

past and current fears and concerns about their safety and the safety of others were evident in all 

21 narratives. The article delineates counseling interventions that mental health counselors can 

use to target fear and enhance safety.  
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Malloy, L. C., Quas, J. A., Lyon, T. D., & Ahern, E. C. (2014). Disclosing adult wrongdoing: 

Maltreated and non-maltreated children’s expectations and preferences. Journal of 

Experimental Child Psychology, 124, 78-96.    

 

Little is known about the process by which children disclose adult wrongdoing, a topic of 

considerable debate and controversy. In the present study, we investigated children’s evaluations 

of disclosing adult wrongdoing by focusing on children’s preferences for particular disclosure 

recipients and perceptions of the consequences of disclosure in hypothetical vignettes. We tested 

whether children thought disclosure recipients would believe a story child as a truth-teller and what 

actions the recipients would take against the “instigator” who committed the transgression. 

Maltreated and non-maltreated 4- to 9-year-olds (N = 235) responded to questions about vignettes 

that described a parent’s or stranger’s transgression. Older children preferred caregiver over police 

officer recipients when disclosing a parent’s, but not a stranger’s, transgression. Maltreated 

children’s preference for caregiver over police recipients developed more gradually than that of 

non-maltreated children. Older children expected disclosure recipients to be more skeptical of the 

story child’s account, and older children and maltreated children expected disclosure recipients to 

intervene formally less often when a parent rather than stranger was the instigator. Results 

contribute to understanding vulnerable children’s development and highlight the developmental, 

experiential, and socio-contextual factors underlying children’s disclosure patterns.  

 

Murphy, J., Shevlin, M., Adamson, G., Cruddas, S., & Houston, J. (2012). Memories of 

 childhood threat, fear of disclosure and paranoid ideation: A mediation analysis using 

 a nonclinical sample. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma, 21(4), 459-476. 

 

This study investigated whether associations between childhood memories of threat and adult 

paranoia could be partially mediated by factors associated with impeded interpersonal 

communication (concealment and fear of disclosure of personal and distressing information). 

University undergraduates (N = 179) completed a battery of psychometric scales. Mediation 

analysis identified a direct effect between early memories of threat and paranoid ideation (B = 

0.11, 95% CI = [0.07, 0.14], p = .00). A mediated effect between these variables was also 

significant (B = .05, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.07], p = .01). However, although significant associations 

were identified between memories of threat and each of the mediating variables (self-concealment, 

fear of self-disclosure, anxiety, depression) only fear of self-disclosure displayed a significant 

association with paranoid ideation (B = .05, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.07], p = .01).  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4019768/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4019768/
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Malloy, L. C., Brubacher, S. P., & Lamb, M. E. (2011). Expected consequences of disclosure 

 revealed in investigative interviews with suspected victims of child sexual abuse. Applied 

 Developmental Science, 15, 8–19. 

 

The current study explored the expected consequences of disclosure discussed by 204 5- to 13-

year-old suspected victims of child sexual abuse during the course of investigative interviews 

conducted using the NICHD Investigative Interview Protocol. Expected consequences were 

mentioned in nearly half of all interviews, with older children and those alleging multiple incidents 

more likely to do so. Most consequences were mentioned spontaneously by children and most 

consequences were expected to befall the children themselves. The most common consequences 

were physical harm and feeling negative emotions for the child and jail/legal consequences for the 

suspect. Expecting consequences for the child or another family member were associated with 

delaying disclosure, but expecting consequences for the suspect was not related to delay. Results 

provide insight into developmental and socio-motivational influences on children's disclosure of 

negative events and are of considerable practical interest to legal and clinical professionals who 

must interview, treat, and evaluate children alleging sexual abuse. 

 

Hershkowitz, I., Lanes, O., & Lamb, M. E. (2007). Exploring the disclosure of child sexual 

 abuse with alleged victims and their parents. Child Abuse & Neglect, 31(2), 111-123.  

 

The goal of the present study was to examine how children disclosed sexual abuse by alleged 

perpetrators who were not family members. Thirty alleged victims of sexual abuse and their 

parents were interviewed. The children were interviewed using the NICHD Investigative Interview 

Protocol by six experienced youth investigators. The same principles were followed when the 

parents were asked to describe in detail what had happened since the abusive incidents. The 

statements made by the children and parents were then content analyzed. Major characteristics of 

the children's and parents’ reported behaviors were identified by two independent raters. More 

than half (53%) of the children delayed disclosure for between 1 week and 2 years, fewer than half 

first disclosed to their parents, and over 40% did not disclose spontaneously but did so only after 

they were prompted; 50% of the children reported feeling afraid or ashamed of their parents’ 

responses, and their parents indeed tended to blame the children or act angrily. The disclosure 

process varied depending on the children's ages, the severity and frequency of abuse, the parents’ 

expected reactions, the suspects’ identities, and the strategies they had used to foster secrecy. 
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The children's willingness to disclose abuse to their parents promptly and spontaneously decreased 

when they expected negative reactions, especially when the abuse was more serious. A strong 

correlation between predicted and actual parental reactions suggested that the children anticipated 

their parents’ likely reactions very well. 

 

Gilligan, P., & Akhtar, S. (2006). Cultural barriers to the disclosure of child sexual abuse in 

 Asian communities: Listening to what women say. British Journal of Social Work, 36(8), 

 1361-1377. 

 

There is apparent under-reporting of child sexual abuse in Britain’s Asian communities and a 

varied capacity amongst professionals to respond with cultural competence. Professional 

approaches originate in cultural contexts, which are often different from those of most British 

Asians. If the proportion of children and non-abusing carers from Asian communities who access 

relevant services is to increase, professionals need to develop better understandings of cultural 

imperatives which determine behaviour in those communities. Consultations with Asian women 

in Bradford reinforce the view that culturally competent practice and respectful dialogue are 

essential to the protection of children. They also highlight a number of recurring themes. Members 

of Asian communities are aware of child sexual abuse, they recognize that the issue needs to be 

addressed by all communities and they report that many of those affected within their own 

communities have found it difficult to access relevant services. These consultations, like reports 

of similar work elsewhere, indicate that difficulties, which appear to arise from Asian women’s 

fears about how agencies will respond, are frequently compounded by the impact of cultural 

imperatives arising from izzat (honour/respect), haya (modesty) 

and sharam (shame/embarrassment), which have a considerable influence on how many will 

behave.  

 

Malloy, L. C., & Lyon, T. D. (2006). Caregiver support and child sexual abuse: Why does it 

 matter?. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 15(4), 97-103.  

 

Coohey’s paper is a valuable investigation of the substantiation of mothers for failure to protect 

their children from child sexual abuse (CSA). Drawing on concerns regarding the possible 

inconsistency of decisions to substantiate, the author sought to determine the factors relied on by 

CPS investigators in the decision-making process. Multivariate analyses revealed the importance 
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of maternal reactions to abuse, including whether the mother believed the child’s allegations and 

whether she acted in a protective or supportive manner. We will put Coohey’s findings in the 

context of other research that has documented the importance of nonoffending caregivers’ 

reactions to sexual abuse. It is understandable that social workers consider the non-offending 

caregiver’s reactions to the abuse as a means of assessing the child’s family, because of the 

importance of caregiver belief and support in ensuring the child’s future safety and wellbeing. 

However, we would emphasize that caregiver supportiveness is not a static quality that is simply 

subject to measurement but a dynamic quality that may be susceptible to intervention.  

 

Crisma, M., Bascelli, E., Paci, D., & Romito, P. (2004). Adolescents who experienced sexual 

 abuse: Fears, needs and impediments to disclosure. Child Abuse & Neglect, 28(10), 1035-

 1048. 

 

The objective was understanding the impediments that prevented sexually abused adolescents from 

disclosure to their family or to professionals, and analyzing the responses they received when they 

did disclose. In depth anonymous interviews were conducted in Italy through a toll-free telephone 

line with 36 young people who experienced sexual abuse in adolescence. A qualitative analysis 

was carried out of the adolescents’ feelings, fears and needs, and of the help received, if any. The 

main impediments to disclose to a family member were fear of not being believed, shame, and fear 

of causing trouble to the family. The main impediments for not seeking services were ignorance 

of the existence/functioning of protective agencies, wish to keep the secret, lack of awareness of 

being abused, mistrust of adults and professionals, and fear of the consequences of disclosure. 

When they did disclose to professionals, the teens received very limited support. Adolescents need 

to receive proper information about the risk of being sexually abused and about the help they can 

receive from their social network and protective agencies. There is a crucial need for appropriate 

training of professionals. 

 

Goodman-Brown, T. B., Edelstein, R. S., Goodman, G. S., Jones, D. P., & Gordon, D. S. (2003). 

 Why children tell: A model of children’s disclosure of sexual abuse. Child Abuse & 

 Neglect, 27(5), 525-540.  

 

The present study investigated variables associated with delay of disclosure of child sexual abuse 

and tested a model of time to disclosure. Data were obtained for 218 alleged child sexual abuse 

victims whose cases had been referred to District Attorneys’ Offices. Five variables were posited 
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to influence the delay between an abusive event and children’s disclosure of that event to a 

reporting adult: child’s age, gender, type of abuse experienced (intrafamilial or extrafamilial), 

perceived responsibility for the abuse, and fear of negative consequences of disclosure. These 

variables were used to create a model of factors influencing childrens’ disclosure of sexual abuse. 

Results indicated that age, type of abuse, fear of negative consequences, and perceived 

responsibility all contributed to predicting time to disclosure. There was significant support for the 

model, suggesting that children who were older, came from incestuous families, felt greater 

responsibility for the abuse, and feared negative consequences of disclosure took longer to 

disclose. Children’s cognitive appraisal of others’ tolerance of disclosure of child sexual abuse, 

and their own perceptions of responsibility for the abuse, are crucial to the decision to disclose. 

When evaluating children for possible sexual abuse, developmental, cognitive, and socio-

emotional factors need to be taken into consideration. 

 

 

Quas, J.A., Goodman, G.S., & Jones, D.P.H. (2003). Predictors of attributions of self-blame and 

 internalizing behavior problems in sexually abused children. Journal of Psychology and 

 Psychiatry, 44(5), 723-736. 

 

The purpose of the present study was to identify predictors of two potential sequelae of child sexual 

abuse, self-blame attributions and internalizing behavior problems. In the study, detailed 

information was collected on 218 victims of sexual abuse aged 4 to 17, involved in criminal cases, 

about their background, the abuse, and their mother's reaction following discovery of the abuse. 

Increased attributions of self-blame were predicted by the child having a close relationship with 

the perpetrator, experiencing severe sexual abuse (e.g., long-lasting abuse that involved 

penetration), perceiving the abuse as disgusting, and coping with the abuse by pretending it was 

not happening. Similar factors did not emerge as predictors of internalizing behavior problems. 

Results suggest that different child and abuse characteristics predict the two sequelae often 

associated with childhood sexual abuse. Thus, although self-blame attributions and behavior 

problems are often considered similar consequences of sexual abuse, there appears a need to 

distinguish the two types of outcomes following sexual victimization in childhood. 
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Paine, M. L., & Hansen, D. J. (2002). Factors influencing children to self-disclose sexual 

 abuse. Clinical Psychology Review, 22(2), 271-295.  

 

Self-disclosure by victims of child sexual abuse (CSA) is critical to initiate legal and therapeutic 

intervention. Unfortunately, research indicates that lengthy delays in disclosure and even 

nondisclosure are common. A comprehensive review of the clinical and research literature on CSA 

and an overview of related bodies of literature was conducted. Areas addressed include the context 

of sexual abuse as it relates to disclosure, the context and elements of children’s disclosures, 

motivational factors inhibiting disclosure, and models of the disclosure process. Ancillary and 

analogue research on secrecy and disclosure are also reviewed. Implications for future research 

and practice are discussed. 

 

Somer, E., & Szwarcberg, S. (2001). Variables in delayed disclosure of childhood sexual 

 abuse. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 71(3), 332.-341. 

 

In a study of 41 adult survivors (aged 16–56 yrs) of childhood sexual abuse, the level of childhood 

traumatization was found to have contributed to delayed disclosure of the abuse. Other delaying 

variables included: belief in the importance of obedience to grownups, mistrust of people, fear of 

social rejection, and fear of the criminal justice system. Variables such as media attention to similar 

cases and experiences of personal achievement were inversely related to the age at disclosure. 

Recommendations for policy are discussed. (PsycINFO Database Record © 2013 APA, all rights 

reserved) 

 

 

Palmer, S. E., Brown, R. A., Rae-Grant, N. I., & Loughlin, M. J. (1999). Responding to 

 children’s disclosure of familial abuse: What survivors tell us. Child Welfare, 7(2), 259–

 282. 

 

This study is based on the reports of 384 adults who were abused physically, sexually, and/or 

emotionally in childhood by family members. It describes the survivors' attempts, as children, to 

get help by disclosing the abuse to someone who might intervene; those who did not disclose 

explain their reasons. The results indicate that disclosure usually did not bring an end to the abuse, 

and that little action was taken to control the perpetrator, even after disclosure took place. The 

responses received by the children to their disclosure are linked to their levels of self-esteem and 

family functioning as adults. 
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Anderson, J., Martin, J., Mullen, P., Romans, S., & Herbison, P. (1993). Prevalence of childhood 

 sexual abuse experiences in a community sample of women. Journal of the American 

 Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 32(5), 911-919.  
 

Nearly one woman in three reported having one or more unwanted sexual experiences before age 

16 years. A significant number of these experiences (70%) involved genital contact or more severe 

abuse, and 12% of those abused were subjected to sexual intercourse. The abusers were usually 

known to the victim, being family members in 38.3% of cases and acquaintances in another 46.3%. 

Stranger abuse accounted for 15% of all abuse experiences. Most of the abusers were young men, 

disclosure of the abuse was infrequent, and only 7% of all abuse was ever officially reported. 

Prevalence rates showed no urban/rural differences, no cohort effect with subject age, and no age 

differences in disclosure rates. 

 

 

Goodman, G. S., Taub, E. P., Jones, D. P., & England, P. (1992). Testifying in criminal  

 court: Emotional effects on child sexual assault victims. Monographs of the Society 

 for Research in Child Development, 57(5).  

 

Child victims must cope not only with the emotional consequences of criminal acts but also with 

the potentially traumatizing effects of legal involvement. Dramatic increases in the reporting of 

child sexual abuse are bringing greater numbers of children into contact with the criminal justice 

system, raising fears that child victims of sex crimes will be further harmed by the courts. In the 

present study, the effects of criminal court testimony on child sexual assault victims were 

examined in a sample of 218 children. From this sample, the behavioral disturbance of a group of 

"testifiers" was compared to that of a matched control group of "nontestifiers" at three points 

following testimony: 3 months, 7 months, and after prosecution ended. At 7 months, testifiers 

evinced greater behavioral disturbance than nontestifiers, especially if the testifiers took the stand 

multiple times, were deprived of maternal support, and lacked corroboration of their claims. Once 

prosecution ended, adverse effects of testifying diminished. In courthouse interviews before and 

after testifying, the main fear expressed by children concerned having to face the defendant. 

Children who appeared more frightened of the defendant while testifying were less able to answer 

the prosecutors' questions; and later, after the cases were closed, they were more likely to say that 

testifying had affected them adversely. The two most pervasive predictors of children's experiences 

in the courtroom, however, were age and severity of abuse. Despite relevant laws, few innovative 

techniques were used to help the children testify. The results are discussed in relation to children's 
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ability to cope with stressful situations, the interaction of the legal system with the child/family 

system, and debates about the need to protect child victims who testify in criminal court. 

 

Lawson, L., & Chaffin, M. (1992). False negatives in sexual abuse disclosure interviews 

 incidence and influence of caretaker's belief in abuse in cases of accidental abuse 

 discovery by diagnosis of STD. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 7(4), 532-542. 

 

Verbal disclosure of abuse in a specialized interview was studied in a sample of 28 children, ages 

3 to menarche, who presented with purely physical complaints later diagnosed as a sexually 

transmitted disease, in the absence of any known prior disclosure or suspicion of sexual abuse. 

Only 43% gave any verbal confirmation of sexual contact. Fifty-seven percent were “false 

negatives.” Disclosure was strongly associated with the attitude taken by the child's caretaker 

toward the possibility of abuse. Children whose caretakers accepted the possibility that their child 

might have been sexually abused disclosed at a rate almost 3.5 times as great as those whose 

caretakers denied any possibility of abuse (63% vs. 17%). The results suggest that caretaker 

attitude and support is a critical variable in the child's disclosure process and a valuable target for 

intervention and prevention efforts. In addition, it was found that, aside from their STD, many of 

these abused children presented as free from any specifically suspicious abuse symptoms, 

suggesting that reliance on single interviews and identification of “red flags” cannot be expected 

to identify many hidden victims. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


