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Dedication

For my sister Anne

who had the courage, strength and will to survive.

May the nightmares end and you forever live in peace.



Abstract
This study concerns the meaning of disclosure for survivors of intrafamilial sexual abuse.
Four women; Angela, Valeria, Nita, and Monica shared their stories about being sexually
abused as children by a family member. In particular, they shared their experiences about
disclosure. Narrative inquiry was utilized to interpret and to arrive at the personal
meaning of disclosure in these survivors' lives. The varied and complex experiences the
survivors had with disclosure brought a unique meaning to each one of their lives; for

Angela it was closure, for Valeria it was peace, for Nita it was a sense of inner strength,

and for Monica it was self-respect. The overriding goal of this study was not to find
common themes, but rather to understand the complexities and unique experiences that
each individual had in terms of disclosure. These meanings were interpreted through the
stories that the participants shared. In essence, it was found that 'disclosure’ brought

significant meaning to each of the four women's lives.
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Chapter 1
Let's Start From the Beginning

It is important to recognize that all research is framed and influenced by the
researcher's culture, values, experiences, assumptions and beliefs. I have chosen to study
the meaning of disclosure for survivors of intrafamilial sexual abuse because of my own
personal experience with these issues. As Ann Oakley (1992) suggests, "we must claim
the right to pain and passion. In order to do this, we have to begin by examining our own
history" (p.4). My passion for this research study begins with my own experience of being
a survivor of intrafamilial sexual abuse as well as my experiences concerning disclosure. I
have chosen narrative inquiry as the methodology for this study and therefore I think it is
appropriate for me to share my personal experiences in these subject areas through story.
These experiences have essentially framed my study. In particular, I will share my

experiences concerning disclosure because this is the focus of my study.

My Story

My story begins when I was a young child of five years old when my father began
to sexually abuse me. He stopped when I was 12 years old but the aftereffects are still
with me today. When my father first molested me, he broke a sacred trust that can only
exist between a parent and a child and he stole a part of my childhood innocence. In
essence, he changed my life forever. If he had never sexually abused me, I expect my life
would have been different, not necessarily better, but different. For instance, my interest
in studying these issues is largely because of what my father began 21 years ago.

For me, disclosure and 'secrecy’ go together. If there is no secret, then there is
nothing to disclose. I did not tell my mother or my two older sisters, or anyone until I was
20 years old. Thus, I had kept a secret. Because of the secrecy, my feelings of anger,
hurt, guilt and confusion built up inside of me. I tried to eat them away with food but that
only numbed them away for short periods of time. I ended up going through a period of
depression when I was about 19 years old, probably due to all of the feelings that I had
never acknowledged or shared with anyone else. I think this period of depression was an

outlet for me to express the hurt and the anger that I felt, without having to give away the



secret.

Eventually, however, I did disclose to my best friend Angela. I let out the secret
and it felt good. For the first time, my feelings were valued and acknowledged. I had not
planned to disclose but somehow, in retrospect, I feel I must have been ready
psychologically and emotionally to face the challenge. When I told Angela what my father
had done to me, I didn't view this as a disclosure, but rather one friend sharing with
another. I trusted her and therefore I knew subconsciously that what I had to say would
be validated and valued. And it was, Angela was very supportive, always has been, and
continues to be today. I took a risk when I told Angela about my experience, but the risk
paid off. I think the supportive response that Angela exuded gave me the courage and
self-confidence to then disclose to two more of my close friends. Again the response was
positive, and they were both very supportive. I think disclosing to friends is less of a risk
than disclosing to family members because your friends are not usually connected to your
family, therefore they havé no motivation to disbelieve you. Because of the disclosure
their lives will not change. Friends most often do not have emotional ties to the
perpetrator and therefore their interest remains with you.

Although sharing my experience with my friends proved to be a very important
step for me, I also recognized that it bothered me that my family didn't really know me,
largely because of this secret. I felt disconnected from both of my sisters and my mother,
not to mention my father. I felt it was hypocritical to give my dad a father's day card
every year when I despised him for what he had done to me. We played the role of the
perfect family, yet there was this secret that was rocking our very core.

At the age of 21, I went traveling with my sister Anne, 4 years my senior. This
would be the first time I would be away from home for longer than 3 weeks. I had
planned to be away for about 10 months. Anne was already living away from home as she
had moved out when she was 18. I was already 21 years old and still living with my
parents. [ call this year of traveling a turning point for me because what happened during
this time changed my life forever.

Anne and I left in September of 1991, and we spent the first part of our travels in

the South Pacific, including Fiji, Raratonga in the Cook Islands, New Zealand and



Australia. While we were in New Zealand, in October, we had decided to take a 3 week
backpackers' bus trip around both the North and South Islands. It was during this bus
tour that I, for the very first time, disclosed to a family member, Anne. To my surprise,
she also disclosed to me. It was pouring with rain outside and we had just come back
from watching some traditional Maori dancing. We were in our small hostel room and we
were doing laundry. We had to take turns running out in the rain to get to the washers
and dryers in the next building. I don't remember how we started talking about it but
Anne told me that our father had molested her and that he had shown her these
pornographic magazines as a young child and that he had made her perform oral sex on
him. I was shocked. For all these years, I honestly believed that I was the only one. [
then told her about my experiences with him and she was also shocked. Being my eldest
sister, she said that she had always tried to protect me from him. She told me that she
tried to never leave me alone with him. We both cried that night, together, and at last I
felt I was connected to my family, that I was connected to her in a way that we both could
never change.

After we discovered that there were now two of us that had been victimized, Anne
and [ debated over the next 8 months as to whether or not we should tell our mother. We
thought our father shouldn't get away with the abuse but at the same time we didn't want
to destroy our mother's life. We imagined every outcome possible and none of them
seemed very positive.

By July of 1992, I was on my way back to Canada and Anne had decided to stay
abroad for an indefinite amount of time. We still had not come to any conclusions about
whether we should 'tell' or not and so we basically left it up in the air.

I did not know what to expect when I finally went back to Canada. I had gained a
self-confidence in myself over the past year that I had never felt before. I didn't know if [
could just go back home and pretend that nothing had changed, that Anne and I had not
confided in each other. About 2 weeks later, I went out for lunch with my sister, Jane,
two years my senior, and I then asked her if she had been sexually abused by my father.
She said that he had never touched her or molested her, but that she knew he had abused

Anne. I then proceeded to tell her about my experiences of sexual abuse and how Anne



and I had disclosed to each other. Anne and I were perplexed that my father had abused
the two of us and not Jane. Later, however, I learned that it is quite normal for some
siblings to be 'skipped over' in abusive families. Jane was also very supportive. She
disliked my father for her own reasons and she also felt betrayed by our father for what he
had done to Anne and I. I told Jane that I was thinking about confronting our father and
telling our mother about it. She indicated to me that she would be supportive, whatever I
decided to do.

Soon after, I began to get depressed, I missed being away from home and
experiencing new adventures every day. I also realized that living with my father had a
greater impact on me than I had ever recognized before. I began to withdraw into myself
again and I felt I was beginning to lose the self-esteem that I had gained while I was away.
The secret was beginning to eat away at me once again. I decided to seek professional
help and I went to see a psychologist at one of the sexual assault centres. This helped me
a great deal. After a few individual counseling sessions, I then started to attend a group
for survivors of sexual abuse.

At this point in time, I had disclosed to my close friends, both of my sisters and my
psychologist as well as the other members in the group I was attending. The most
important people in my life, my parents, were the ones I was most fearful of telling and
confronting. Telling them was a huge risk because I had the most to gain if the responses
were supportive as well as the most to lose if the responses were not. After attending
approximately one month of group counseling sessions, I made the decision that I would
disclose to my mother and confront my father. I planned the whole thing carefully and I
decided that, in October, I would do it. And I did. One day before 'the day’, I told my
parents that I wanted to meet with them the following evening after dinner in our living
room. I informed them that I had something that I wanted to talk to them about. They
both agreed. The next day my father was very quiet the whole day. I think he sensed
what I was going to do. My friends also knew what I was going to do and they were all
standing by for support. They later told me that they even drove by our house while the
big meeting was taking place, just in case I needed them.

This is how it all went. I asked my parents not to say anything until I was finished



with what I had to say. I told them that it was very important that they not interrupt me.
Then I just told them everything that I was feeling, how I felt betrayed by my father and
how he had really hurt both myself and my sister Anne. Both of my parents respected my
wishes and they sat there in silence. I could see the tears welling in my mother's eyes but
she didn't seem that shocked by my disclosure, which surprised me. She then informed me
that when Anne was a young child my father had confessed that he had touched her once
inappropriately. My mother said that she was upset at the time and that he had promised
her that it would never happen again. When she told me this, the pedestal that I had
placed my mother on for so many years began to crumble. I was so sure that she would
be shocked by the whole thing, but I was wrong. I was angry at her for a long time
afterwards for not taking some action when Anne was a child, but I realize now that she
did the best she could at the time. In those days, sexual abuse was rarely talked about,
especially in the media, and people were ignorant about the harmful effects that sexual
abuse could have on a child. My mother was also married to a man that she trusted and
loved. I cannot begin to understand the pain and the hurt that she had to endure after my
disclosure.

My father cried when I confronted him. He told me that he did it out of love and
that [ was so loving and happy all the time as a child, he was attracted to me. He also
said that he was relieved that it was all out in the open now because the guilt that he had
felt for so many years had been eating away at him. He then started mumbling, through
his tears, that he wanted to commit suicide but that he didn't have the courage to do so. I
felt that I had handled things well until that point but then I bought into his subtle
manipulations, and I came to his rescue and started to comfort him. I was comforting my
father as if he had been the victim and not me. However, one thing I am grateful for is
that he didn't have the audacity to deny that he had sexually abused Anne and I.

The days and weeks that followed 'the day' seemed to proceed as normal. My
parents continued to interact as if nothing had happened. I'm not sure what I expected,
but this was not it. I felt that either my parents had not heard me or that they were just
not able to deal with these issues at the time. The tension in the house was thick as I had

pretty much stopped communicating with my father. I didn't know what to say to him



anymore and somehow him saying 'sorry' was just not enough for me. I was also angry
with my mother because I felt she was being too nice to him. In essence, my mother
continued to play the role of the ‘good wife’. My father did start to seek some counseling
but I knew that he was doing it for my benefit and not for his.

Approximately 3 months after I confronted my father, he left our home and he left
town. He moved far away but he kept in contact with my mother through letters. I think
it was really me he was leaving and not my mother, because I don't think he could face me
anymore. [ was still living with my parents and I believe that if I had not been, he
probably would have never left. I am still angry with the manner that my father handled
the situation, but I am glad now that he did leave. I finally began to feel comfortable in
my own home and the tension had magically disappeared with his absence. I think I finally
felt free. He wrote my mother letters but he had virtually no correspondence with myself
or either of my two sisters.

My parents have been separated now for about 4 years. He has little if any contact
with my sisters or [. I don't think Anne has seen him in about 6 or 7 years and I haven't
seen him in about a year. When I do see him or talk to him on the phone, our
conversations are very formal. I don't really feel connected to him anymore. I have let a
lot of the anger I have had for him go because I felt it was hurting me more than it was
hurting him. I don't love him or hate him anymore. I do care about what happens to him
but right now he's just a presence in the outskirts of my life.

Disclosing in many ways has really changed my life and this is why I have chosen
this topic for my study. I have a new relationship with both of my parents now. I no
longer send my dad father's day cards just because everyone else does. I also see my
mother as a human being now with strengths and faults. I think we have a much more
honest relationship now than ever before. I don't feel I have to be silent anymore, I am
more easily able to share my feelings with other people and I rarely get depressed. I feel
more confident about who I am. I realize that I have also lost a father in the process, but I
have gained so much more. A huge weight has been lifted off of my shoulders. Not only is
my relationship with my mother more real now but my relationship with both of my sisters

is stronger. We support each other, and I feel we are a united front. I think disclosing to



family can be complicated and painful, but also rewarding. Ann Oakley (1992) sums this
up nicely when she talks about the concept of family,

It signals both the most loving and the most hating of relationships, both

the highest degree of liberation and the basest level of oppression. Some

of my best moments have been lived in the family and so have some of

my worst (p.85).

I wouldn't necessarily label my experiences as 'positive' but I am so glad that I did it, I
don't know what my life would be like right now if T hadn't.

Not everyone has the same experiences with disclosure or the same feelings about
it. Some people plan it out and consciously make a decision to disclose, whereas others
may disclose without really thinking about what they are doing. I chose this research topic
because I wanted to know if disclosure has brought as much meaning to other survivors'
lives as it has to my own. I have disclosed to both friends and family and I think there is a
big difference between the two. I wondered if other survivors had the same kind of
experiences. | wanted to find out how other survivors viewed their experiences and if they

were content with the outcome after disclosing.

And so this research story begins...



Chapter 2
An Introduction to Intrafamilial Sexual Abuse and Disclosure

Intrafamilial sexual abuse is a prevalent problem in our society today. In Canada,
sexual offenses against children began to be recognized as a serious problem in the late
1970's. The Parliament in Canada established a committee in December of 1980 to inquire
into the matter more fully and to make recommendations for future action concerning the
sexual abuse of children. The committee found (The Badgley Report, 1988) that
approximately one in two females and one in three males experienced unwanted sexual
acts at sometime during their lives and four out of five of these acts happened as children
or youths. It is estimated that approximately one in four perpetrators as a family member
(Wells, 1990). "Evidence of the widespread nature of the problem is provided by the
growing numbers of adolescent and adult survivors who are seeking treatment. Survivors
regularly report that they did not reveal their sexual abuse as children" (Rogers, 1990,
p-20).

Impact of Intrafamilial Sexual Abuse

Sexual abuse is most commonly defined as bodily contact of a sexual nature
ranging from an invitation to do something sexual, sexually oriented touching and sexual
intercourse, both vaginal and anal. Intrafamilial sexual abuse of a child is defined as
occurring before the age of 14 (in Alberta), by an assailant of any age, who is at least five
years older than the child (Miller, Downs & Panek, 1992; Wells, 1990). The perpetrator
in these situations is described as a relative or person in a position of trust who has a close
relationship to the child (Miller, Downs & Panek, 1992; Wyatt & Mickey, 1987).

Because the child knows and has a close relationship with the perpetrator, the
environment in which the abuse takes place (often the family home) is usually considered a
'safe’ environment by the child (Holstrom, Bergess, & McCausland, 1977). "What makes
incestuous abuse different from other forms of child.sexual abuse is that the abuser lives

in, and is treated as, a member of the household or family. This gives him both easier and



continual sexual access to the girl, as well as other forms of control over her" (Kelly,
1988, p.71). In this environment, the child's trust is violated and his/her innocence is
taken away as someone, for whom he/she probably cares and loves, crosses his/her
personal and generational boundaries. Innocence, as defined by Webster's dictionary
(1993), means purity, or lacking experience or knowledge about something or being
naive. Once a child loses his/her innocence, he/she cannot get it back because the
experience and the knowledge will always be there.

Abuse of any kind always has lasting emotional and psychological effects. In the
case of intrafamilial sexual abuse, the effects can be traumatic as the child ultimately may
lose the trust of someone about whom he/she loves and cares. As indicated by the current
literature, the impact of this phenomenon on a child can have lasting, significant
consequences. Promiscuity, prostitution, eating disorders, alcoholism, substance abuse,
depression, suicide, and poor self-esteem are only a few of the possible outcomes of
intrafamilial sexual abuse (Frawley, 1990; Schatzow & Herman, 1989; Wyatt & Mickey,
1987). The newest threat to survivors of intrafamilial sexual abuse, both children and
adults, is HIV and AIDS. Those that cope with sexual abuse by dealing drugs or by
prostituting themselves are of particular concern. "Among offenders whose behaviour is
compulsive and repetitive it is only a matter of time before the AIDS infection will appear”
(Rogers, 1990, p.21). Thus it can be argued that the consequences of intrafamilial sexual
abuse are not limited to individual, they extend to the community and society as well. The
prevalence of intrafamilial sexual abuse affects us all and it must be understood that there

are traumatic consequences for survivors as well as their friends and families.

Intrafamilial Sexual Abuse And The Power Element

It is important to recognize that the sexual abuse of children is indicative of deeply
rooted societal values, especially values that are related to gender inequity and the misuse
of power. "The social context that has allowed children to be sexually abused for
generations only encourages the perpetuation of the exploitation of power" (Rogers, 1990,
p.81). That fact that in well over 90% of reported child sexual abuse cases, the offenders

are male, is a very clear gender dimension of this issue. Our society continues to evolve
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from a value system that places men in the dominant role and women and children in a
subordinate one (Rogers, 1990). Given the high number of reported cases of child sexual
abuse in Canada, it can be assumed that there are many adults in our society who exploit
power for their own benefit. Intrafamilial sexual abuse is not only a family problem, but
also a cultural, societal and community problem.

It should be apparent that although intrafamilial sexual abuse involves the sexual
exploitation of children, it also involves a significant power element. Just by being older,
a relative, or a person in a position of trust, the perpetrator has a powerful advantage over
the child. This power element is exploited and abused by the assailant as he/she takes
advantage of the child in a sexual manner. Thus intrafamilial sexual abuse is, in essence, a
social and political problem that stems from a patriarchal society's inability to protect its

victims (Barrett, Trepper & Stone-Fish, 1990).

Disclosure and Healing

When incest is present in a family, the preservation of the 'rule of secrecy' may
become the organizing principle of all of the family relationships. Every member of the
family who is involved in or knows about the sexual abuse that is happening in the family,
intuitively knows to keep the secret. The secret is not discussed between family members
or with any outside individuals. This secrecy protects the perpetrator and is often imposed
on the victim with threat or intimidation. "Secrecy is imposed by the perpetrator with
promises and threats, ranging from the gently insidious to the brutally forceful” (Frawley,
1990, p.247).

Secrecy can ultimately compound the trauma of sexual abuse by isolating the
victim and causing self-blame. Because of the traumatic impact of keeping the secret of
incest, the act of disclosure has been described as an important step in the process of
recovery for the survivor, as a child or an adult (Schatzow & Herman, 1989). Disclosure
of sexual abuse is defined as verbal information given by the survivor indicating that they
had experienced sexual abuse (Keary & Fitzpatrick, 1994). "Disclosure occurs when the
need to keep information private subsides and the wish to be open and share this

information becomes more important" (Ben-Ari, 1995, p.158). Disclosure of the abuse
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may also have many impacts within the family. These impacts can be positive, in the case
where family relationships are brought closer together, or they can be negative, when
family members disbelieve the survivor resulting in poorer family relationships. For
example, Roesler and Weissman-Wind (1994) suggest that although disclosure in
childhood may result in support and protection of the child, conversely it can also result in
disbelief, anger and the breakup of a family. However, for the survivor, "unburdening is a
powerful step toward giving up the shame, guilt, and a sense of responsibility for the
abuse that so many survivors feel" (Schatzow & Herman, 1989, p.338).

Disclosure has been viewed as an important step in personal healing as well as
protecting the family in the future from further incidences of sexual abuse. When the
'secret’ is disclosed, it is hoped that family members become aware of the perpetrator's
identity and that the offender is then prevented from continuing to sexually abuse anyone
else. We as a society know little about the survivor's experience of disclosure and the
barriers that may prevent him/her from disclosing earlier. Therefore it is important to

gain a greater insight and understanding of disclosure from the survivor's point of view.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to describe and gain a greater understanding of
the meaning of disclosure(s) to survivors of intrafamilial sexual abuse. When a study
concerns meaning, many questions are possible. How do survivors feel about deciding to
disclose? Was it a conscious decision? What do they think prevented them from
disclosing in childhood? What kind of responses did they receive when they disclosed?
What kind of response would they have preferred from the person(s) they disclosed to?
What is it like to disclose to friends as opposed to family members? What has disclosure
meant to their lives and how important was it to them? These are all questions that will be

considered when looking at the meaning of disclosure from the survivor's point of view.

Potential Contributions of the Study

My main goal in carrying out this research study is to help people better understand
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survivors' experiences with disclosure and to advance knowledge about intrafamilial sexual
abuse in general. It is also hoped that a better understanding of the potential and actual
roles the public have in ensuring healthy family environments for the future will be
attained. I think it is important to encourage further research in the area of intrafamilial
child sexual abuse as it is a prevalent problem in our society. Gaining a greater
understanding of disclosure from the point of view of survivors will perhaps help us, as a

society, to make it easier for other survivors to disclose and begin the healing process.

Organization of Thesis

The first chapter of this thesis is a reflection of the past, the foundation from which the
ideas and questions concerning disclosure have grown. This second chapter is meant to
give the reader a better understanding of the issues concerning intrafamilial sexual abuse
and disclosure as well as a rationale for pursuing this study in particular. Chapter 3
includes a review of literature which provides the research context and it delineates the
current knowledge base for this study. Chapter 4 includes a description of the rationale
for utilizing narrative inquiry as the methodological approach, how participants were
chosen for this study and how the stories that were gathered in this study were
interpreted. Chapters 5 through 8 contain the interpretive stories of the four survivors
who participated in this investigation. Chapter 9 comprises a discussion section which
describes what has been learned from the participants' stories in terms of disclosure and
Chapter 10 includes an exploration of the implications of this study, ideas for further

research as well as thoughts for the future.
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Chapter 3

Literature Review

In order to find out more information about the issues of intrafamilial sexual abuse
and disclosure, I looked at the current (1985-1996) research studies. I discovered that
this body of literature about disclosure covered three main areas, timing issues (childhood
vs. adulthood disclosure), relational issues (family members as confidantes and their

responses), and issues concerning the impact of disclosure on the survivor. I also

discovered that there has been little emphasis or research on the personal meaning of
disclosure for survivors considered from a holistic perspective. Thus the purpose of this
review is to outline the findings and the gaps in the current literature and to shed light on

issues that need further exploration.

Timing Issues

The timing of disclosure in a survivor's life seems to be an issue of concern for
researchers in the area of sexual abuse. Disclosure is often labeled as "childhood" or
"adulthood" and the differences between the two are examined. The following studies
give an indication of the differences between the two and they explore why some survivors
may disclose in childhood verses adulthood. These studies also attest to whom children
and adults are most likely to disclose.

Farrell (1988) investigated factors that were related to the victim's disclosure of
their abuse experience by analyzing the age of the victim, the duration of the abuse, and
the seriousness of the abuse. This research about childhood disclosure focused on two
main categories of reported cases of incest, self-disclosure and non-disclosure (outside
reportings by agencies because of signs or symptoms of abuse). This information was
sought through a questionnaire given to departments of social services between 1985-
1986. The results showed that self-disclosure reports to social service agencies increased
with age up to 17 years. The least serious forms of abuse (no sexual intercourse) were

reported more frequently in both the self-disclosure and non-disclosure categories. From
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these results, one suspects that the younger the victim, and the more serious the abuse, the
less likely it is that the child will disclose.

In addition, Sauzier (1989) conducted a study concerning sexually abused children
and found that if they did disclose, mothers were by far the most likely confidante. The
average age of the victimized children in this study was 10.1 years. The children had
experienced a wide variety of sexual activities but for 28% of the children the most
'serious’ sexual act was either vaginal or anal intercourse. In terms of disclosure, they first
told a parent 55% of the time. "In 17% of cases, the child's initial disclosure of sexual
abuse did not lead to any intervention, either because the child was not believed (%) or
because the responsible adult took no action (8%)" (Sauzier, 1989, p.458). In terms of
the relationship between the child and the offender, it was found that children who were
sexually abused by a 'natural' parent were more likely to keep the secret and to be seen
(treated at the Family Crisis Program) because of accidental disclosures (53%). Children
who were abused by an extrafamilial offender more frequently told right away but still in
only 37% of cases.

In terms of the timing of disclosure (childhood vs. adulthood), the issue of
choosing an appropriate confidante is also considered. Lamb & Edgar-Smith (1994)
discovered in a telephone survey of survivors of sexual abuse that adult disclosures may be
more positive for the victims. Because the abuse has stopped, less direct action is required
from the recipients of the disclosure. Adult survivors may also have the psychological and
emotional maturity to discern who will be supportive in their reactions to the abuse and
thus are more deliberate in their choice of a confidante.

Concurrently, in a study of the psychological adjustment of female undergraduates
after sexual abuse, it was reported that 34 out of 69 women who had been sexually abused
attempted some sort of disclosure. Of those who had disclosed, 27 had a supportive
response and 7 had a negative one. Out of the 27 positive responses, the majority had
disclosed to a friend and of the 7 who had negative responses, all had disclosed to a family
member (Everill & Waller, 1995).

In the case of adult survivors' disclosure of intrafamilial sexual abuse, there may

still be as profound consequences as there are for children in terms of disclosing to their
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family of origin. However, as adults, they have more power to take some control over
the situation and they are more able to survive independently outside the confines of the
family (McNulty & Wardle, 1994).

Timing of disclosure concerns not only timing in terms of the developmental age of
the victim, but it also affects issues related to the response one receives from a confidante.
While age has been the key factor in the study of timing, it is not merely chronological age
that is critical. As children and adults are developmentally at different stages, their ability
to deal with the responses both emotionally and psychologically will differ. The body of
literature that is examined next deals with the relational issues of disclosing in both

childhood and adulthood.

Relational Issues

Whether it is a child or an adult disclosing, there are many relational issues to
consider. These are issues concerned with the relationship between the survivor and the
confidante, the relationship between the confidante and the perpetrator, as well as the past
relationships between all three. All of these relationships will inevitably have an impact on
the survivor's experience with disclosure. Because children most often disclose to their
mothers, it is important to examine the issues that a mother faces as well as her response
to the child. Adults, however, may choose other confidantes such as friends, therapists or
other family members. Questions that may be asked are: what are the emotional concerns
for a confidante? and what kind of issues impact a confidante's response?

In an analysis of father-child sexual abuse case studies, it was found that the
mother in the role of confidante of the child was often faced with a very difficult dilemma,
believing her husband and denying the abuse, or believing the child and acting to protect
her child (Lipovsky, 1991). She most likely had to choose between her husband or
boyfriend and her child. "Common feelings noted by mothers seen in therapy include the
fear of losing their spouse's financial and emotional support, anger toward the husband for
possibly having abused the child, anger at the child for making a report that is difficult to
accept, jealousy, a sense of competition with the child and a sense of inadequacy for not
protecting her child" (Lipovsky, 1991, p.87).
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Concurrently, the probability of maternal support after disclosure was studied by
Everson, Hunter, Runyon, Edelsohn & Coulter (1989). In this study children who had
been sexually abused, predominantly by father-figures (88%), were evaluated by semi-
structured interviews and the Child Assessment Schedule. The intent of this study was to
find out about the history of abuse as well as disclosure and family reactions to the
allegation of abuse. Children were recruited from 11 county social service agencies in
North Carolina over a 28 month period. Out of the 100 children in the sample, 88 were
selected between the ages of 6 and 17 years. The sample was 84% female and the average
age was 11.9 years. The results indicated that the level of maternal support to the child
after disclosure was highly correlated to the offender's relationship to the mother. If the
mother was currently in a relationship with the offender, she was less likely to support the
child in their allegations of abuse. It was also found that the children who received low
levels of support from their mother after disclosure had higher levels of psychopathology
than those who received high levels of support from their mothers.

Also concerned with maternal support following disclosure, this next study
examined factors related to a child's abuse experience and problems in the family that
could have precluded a mother from believing her child (Sirles & Franke, 1989). The data
from this study were taken from questionnaires that were given at intake interviews at the
Washington University Child Guidance Centre (CGC). One hundred and ninety three
child victims of intrafamilial sexual abuse were included in the study. Results indicated
that mothers were most likely (92.3% of cases) to believe the report of abuse if the
offender was an extended family member (grandfather, uncle, cousin, etc.). If the offender
was a biological father, mothers believed their child's report in 85.9% of cases. However,
the proportion of mothers believing the report decreased to 55.6% when the offender was
a stepfather or live-in partner. "In terms of the nature of the abuse, a mother was less
likely to believe the report when the abuse involved genital-genital contact” (Sirles &
Franke, 1989, p.134).

Thus far it seems evident that maternal support in terms of childhood disclosures is
an important research area. The dilemmas that mothers face are complex. Believing and

supporting one's child after disclosure seems to largely depend on the closeness of the






