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SHORT SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The primary themes in this study were to explore the ways in which the gender and age
of victim and abuser affected the meanings and impacts of sexual abuse in childhood in
a non-clinical sample of women and men. Methods used in the project included:
literature review of previous studies; secondary analysis of ESRC prevalence study
data; questionnaires and in-depth interviews. 

Information from previous research 
  The predominant views in literature on sexual abuse are that: 

- sexual abuse of boys and abuse by women are under reported; 
- sexual abuse of boys and abuse by women are 'worse' for the 

victims; 
- at least one fifth of abuse is perpetrated by other children and 

adolescents; 
- 'cycle of abuse' has become a powerful framework, and informs 

work with children and adults; 
- some studies have noted gender differences in definitions of 

abuse, impacts and coping strategies. 

Secondary analysis of ESRC prevalence study data 
 Secondary analysis of our previous prevalence study data revealed: 

- whilst boys were less likely to tell overall, this difference 
disappeared where abuse involved forced sex/rape; 

- men were more likely to report feeling positive at the time of 
incidents than women, and less likely to report feeling victimised 
at the time; 

- a higher proportion of men reported using forgetting as a coping 
strategy, although many women used this too; 

- girls were more likely to use resistance, including physical 
resistance when assaults occurred, but their resistance made less 
difference to the outcome. 

New data collected for this project 
 The new data collected for this project came from 136 women and 25 men. 
 A narrower range of abuse was reported in this study - probably because it was 

presented from the outset as a study of sexual abuse - with almost all incidents 
involving some form of physical contact, and a much higher proportion than the 
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prevalence study including some form of penetration/rape  
 

 A minority of participants endured various forms of organised abuse - with
multiple perpetrators, sexual exploitation (pornography and prostitution) and in
several cases ritualised elements. 

 
 

 All of the men in this study reported feeling victimised at the time, and were in
fact more likely than women to say they felt 'very victimised'. 

 
 Both girls and boys were far more likely to be abused by men. 

 
 Despite strenuous efforts very few women or men who had been abused by

women were found to participate in the study, suggesting that the current
estimates from prevalence studies - that between 5-8% of sexual abuse is 
committed by women - are accurate. 

 
 
 
 

 Most of the women abusers identified in this study were connected to men who
were also abusing the child, and could be defined as the initiators of the abuse. 

 
 There was less ambiguity in definition for abuse by children and adolescents,

where some level of explicit force or coercion was always present.  
 

 The meaning of abuse by children and adolescents was sometimes dealt with
through 'putting it down to experience' or 'experimentation that went wrong'.  

 
 Abuse by adults involved both more ambiguity in terms of definitions and

additional impacts, meanings and consequences; it was much more difficult for 
participants to explain, make sense of. 

 
 
 

Sexual abuse in childhood involves a violation of the body, a profound threat to
the self and a severe disruption in connections with others.  

 The earlier abuse began in childhood the more complex the levels of impact and 
consequences were, since young children had far fewer resources to cope with,
and make sense of, what was happening than do older children and adolescents.

 
 
 

 The most common coping strategies used at the time and over time were forms of
disassociation' - splitting of the mind and body at the time of assaults, creating
afe fantasy worlds and/or imaginary friends, and forgetting incidents or even

whole periods of life. 
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 Over time and currently the coping strategies used tended to focus more on
controlling the impacts and meanings of abuse, and for some when the levels of
distress became intolerable might involve forms of self-harm, alcohol and drug
abuse. 

 The meanings and consequences of abuse were profoundly connected to
gender and sexuality, since women predominantly experienced opposite sex
abuse and men same sex abuse. All had to find ways to negotiate the complex 
implications of this for their own developing gender and sexual identities. 

 
 Media representations of False Memory Syndrome had profound impacts on

many interviewees, creating a sense of insecurity and fear. In their accounts,
rather than searching for a history of sexual abuse, those that had forgotten
resisted this knowledge. One woman reported having disturbing dreams which
she could not make sense of as a young adult. Her mother subsequently told her
of an incident of abuse as a child, which the participant herself had forgotten. 
 

 Many of our interviewees had attempted to confront their abusers as adults (this is
often recommended by counsellors and in self-help manuals). The outcomes were 
seldom those desired or anticipated, and frequently resulted in additional
difficulties, such as the breakdown in relations with family and friends. 

 The power of populist discourses to discount experiential knowledge was very
evident in relation to 'cycle of abuse' theory, since there was minimal evidence to
support it in our participants' lives, yet many of them 'believed' that it was fact. 

 The positioning of children and adults as either victims or survivors was found to
be far too simplistic, with both or neither being seen as relevant by the majority of
our participants. 

 Sexual abuse leaves legacies, both about oneself and one's relationship to others,
what these are and how they are dealt with at the time and over time is far more
complex than much previous research and documentation suggests. 
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LEGACIES OF ABUSE  - "IT'S MORE COMPLICATED THAN THAT": A
QUALITATIVE STUDY OF THE MEANING AND IMPACTS OF SEXUAL ABUSE IN
CHILDHOOD 

Liz Kelly, Sheila Burton and Linda Regan 

Background 
This project had two origins: the initial findings from our ESRC funded prevalence study 
(Kelly, Regan and Burton, 1991) which found a quarter of abusive experiences were
perpetrated by other children or young people and suggested that women and men had
differing responses to childhood abuse experiences; and intimations in much of the 
literature to date that both abuse of boys and abuse by women have not only different,
but also more damaging consequences (Elliot 1993; Furniss 1991; Kempe and Kempe
1984). Gender has been acknowledged as a key variable in the distribution of
victimisation and offending. 

In more recent literature on abuse of boys and abuse by women the predominant
theme has been that there is a persisting failure - in both research and practice -to pick 
up on these more 'hidden' forms of abuse (see, for example Bolton et a11990; Hunter 
1990a, 1990b; McMullen 1991 in relation to abuse of boys; Elliot 1993; Lawson 1993 in
relation to abuse by women). Most studies of women offenders find that between 50-
70% abuse with a male partner (Faller, 1987; Matthews et al 1989; Rudin et aI 1995). 

The impact of abuse on gender identity has begun to be explored in relation to boys
and men, with a longer tradition for girls and women. Sexual abuse is thought to
threaten masculine invulnerability, creating additional barriers to admitting either 
victimisation or harm, and possibly contributing to a stronger tendency to gravitate to
the 'perpetrator role' (see, for example, Hepburn 1994; MendeI1995). 

 
Conversely sexual abuse has been understood as an early lesson in subordination for
girls, confirming - rather than threatening - gender identity (RusseIl, 1986). The 
position of 'victim' rather than perpetrator is overdetermined for females, leading some
researchers to suggest this results in re-victimisation in adulthood (Rand all and 
Haskell, 1995; RusseIl1986). This emphasis on victimisation as paradigmatic of
femininity has been a focus of recent debate, particularly the concept of 'victim hood
feminism' (Roiphe 1993), and subsequent attempts to conceptualise agency within
(and despite) victimisation (Kelly, Burton and Regan 1996; Mahoney 1994). 

Several recent studies explore gender differences in reported cases, focusing primarily
on the relationship between to the abuser, forms and duration of abuse and disclosure
patterns. Levesque (1994) found that girls experienced more physical injury, more
force and threats and were more likely to have resisted. The latter finding reflects one
of the gendered differences in our previous study. 

Studies on the impacts of abuse have predominantly used clinical samples and a 
psychological perspective, measuring health and other outcomes using standardised 
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measures. Relatively few studies have addressed the legacies of sexual abuse from a
sociological perspective - exploring the construction of meaning at the time and over 
time. Even fewer have addressed the differences gender and age - of victim and 
abuser - make. Moreover, the majority of publications in this area are either general
perspectives on the traumatic consequences of abuse (see, for example, Briere 1992) 
or studies based on samples of women or men. Fromuth and Burkhart (1987), are one
of the few exceptions, and they report gendered differences in definitions of abuse,
impacts and coping strategies. 

Recent developments have begun to address the agency of children and adults in 
dealing with experiences of abuse, and the most recent summary of research
concluded that there is currently no evidence to support a specific syndrome or single
traumatic process which is a direct consequence of abuse (Kendall-Tackett et aI1995). 
A number of researchers and practitioners are now exploring the mediatory role that
coping strategies and the search for meaning (the key themes in this project) have in
explaining the variability in impacts of abuse (see, for example, Briere, 1992; Herman 
1994; Klein and Janoff-Bulman 1996). 

An example of gendered approaches to the impacts of sexual abuse in childhood are
two pieces in a 1995 collection (Bagley, 1995a). The paper relating to the sample of
women (Bagley 1995b) addresses only mental health consequences, whereas the one
on men (Bagley, 1995c) subordinates this issue (including in the title) to an exploration
of the "transition from abused child to abusive adult" (p122). 

In summary the issues raised in work to date emphasise: under recognition of abuse of
boys and by women in research and practice; that these forms of sexual abuse have
more negative consequences; that at least a fifth of abuse is perpetrated by children
and adolescents; that there are gender differences in how women and men define 
abuse, cope with and are affected by it. 

The theoretical perspective underlying our work is a materialist feminism. In particular
we intend to develop Eva Lundgren's (1995) concept of gender constitution in future
analysis of the research data. Gender constitution refers to concrete processes
through which gender is shaped and re-created, as a life long project. 

Objectives 
The primary themes in this study were to explore the ways in which the gender and 
age of victim and abuser affected the meanings and impacts of sexual abuse in 
childhood in a non-clinical sample of women and men. 

The specific aims and objectives were to: 

review the literature on the influence of gender and age of victim and abuser
makes to the experience of sexual abuse in childhood; 

 

2



 

 conduct secondary analysis of ESRC prevalence study data to highlight
differences in relation to gender and age; 

 explore these areas through in-depth interviews with adults whose experiences
differ in relation to gender and age; 

 evaluate explanations in light of interview data. 

The literature has been reviewed and is used in both the background and later
sections. The secondary analysis was undertaken and the most relevant findings are
reported in the results section. Considerable difficulties were encountered in generating
the interview sample as set out in the original application, resulting in adaptions to our
methodology. Despite not generating the sample originally envisaged, our data
nonetheless has a depth and richness which complements the previous study. The final
two aims are addressed in subsequent sections in this report. 

Methods 
Our intention was to generate a non-clinical sample, via a screening questionnaire, of 
women and men, varied in terms of whether they were abused by an adult or peer,
someone of the same or different sex. The screening was to be done within a new
university, since this offered both spread in terms of age, gender and ethnicity and a
context in which support could be accessed if needed. Participants were to 'opt in' to 
the coping questionnaire and interview phases of the project, thereby giving informed
consent. 

A protocol was agreed with two new universities which involved asking students to
complete the screening questionnaires in class time, and allocated space for the
research team in which to conduct interviews. Not infrequently the practical
arrangements in relation to class groups and class times broke down. The returns from
groups in which questionnaires had to, be distributed with return envelopes were far 
lower than from groups where it was possible to follow the agreed protocol. 

It became clear fairly early on that many more students were prepared to complete the
questionnaire than were willing to be interviewed. To accommodate this unanticipated 
problem we adapted the questionnaire to include a substantial number of open ended
questions which addressed our research themes directly. 

Twice as many students agreed to interviews than were in the end interviewed: some
withdrew when contacted regarding arrangements; others failed to respond to several
written or telephone contacts. To compensate for our limited interview sample,
particularly of men, and women and men abused by women, we adapted our sampling
approach making contact with projects for, and networks of, survivors (especially those
directed at/involving men). This increased our interview sample of men by 50%, and a
number of women were interviewed who had been abused by men and women. 
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The screening questionnaire contained basic demographic questions, a section on 'sex
play' with other children and a section on unwanted sexual contacts before 18. Open-
ended questions covered how the event was made sense of at the time and over time,
impacts and a later section in which we invited comment on whether gender and age of
victim and abuser - made a difference and if so how, how participants understood the
concepts of 'victim', 'survivor', 'cycle of abuse' and how they explained sexual abuse in
childhood. We also asked about abusive experiences in adulthood. The coping
questionnaire was adapted from one used in the US (Leitenberg et al, 1992) and listed
137 strategies, participants were asked to record whether they had ever used them,
used them at the time of abuse, over time, and still used them. A concluding section left
space for additional strategies to be added, and for the impacts which had been hardest
to cope with to be recorded. The in-depth interview guide focused on the meaning of 
abuse at the time and over time, the impacts it had and how these had been coped 
with. 

All screening and coping questionnaires have been coded and entered onto SPSS-X,
with open ended questions coded for meaning. Each questionnaire where an
experience of sexual abuse in childhood is reported has been made into a text story -
much of it in the participants own words - on NUDIST, including text elements of coping
questionnaires. In depth interviews have all been transcribed and downloaded onto
NUDIST, attached to the text story for that participant. We have, therefore, an extensive
data set, which can be used in a variety of separate and linked ways. 

Initial analysis using SPSS-X has been conducted on three variables: gender of
respondent; age of abuser (child, young person and adult); gender of abuser (same or 
different sex). Themed searches and analysis have been conducted on the NUDIST
data and are continuing as the coding frame is extended. 

Ethics and Confidentiality 
There is no doubt that sexual abuse in childhood is 'a sensitive issue'. Our awareness 
of this, coupled with the fact that we needed participants who were willing to explore
the meaning and impacts of abuse in considerable depth meant that it was
inappropriate to do anything other than have explicit informed consent for the interview 
phase. The approach taken in a number of community studies on sexual abuse, and
violence against women more .generally - to present the research in general terms 
such as women's safety, or current health needs (see, for example, Russell, 1986;
Hanmer and Saunders, 1984; Randall and Haskell 1995) - was not considered ethical 
for this particular study. 

We endeavoured to provide as much control over form and location of participation, in 
order that individuals could opt into and out of elements. This ethical standpoint, 
however, meant that generating the sample was both more difficult than in many 
studies, and more complex than the research team anticipated. 

Copies of interview transcripts were returned to participants, and amendments and
additions which clarified or altered meaning (rather than 'grammar') were entered onto 
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the NUDIST transcript. 

The new universities had concerns regarding confidentiality, and the agreed protocol
specified that we would have no details of students unless and until they chose to give 
them to us. The front sheet of the screening questionnaire contained a guarantee of
confidentiality to participants: that all questionnaires would be kept in locked filing
cabinets and addresses were to be kept separately; all computerised information 
recorded by number; and no-one other than the researchers would see their
questionnaires or interview transcripts. 

Results 
Secondary analysis of the prevalence study data set revealed a number of gendered
differences across the whole sample. However, when more detailed analysis took into
account the forms and frequency of abuse some of these differences declined in
significance. For example, for all abuse experiences women reported more resistance
strategies, including physical resistance, but for incidents involving forced sex/rape 
there were minimal differences between women and men in either amount or forms of
resistance used. 

The most significant differences highlighted by our analysis, which informed the
content of our questionnaires and interview guides were: 

 Resistance made less difference in the outcome of assaults for women. 

 Women were twice as likely to tell someone at the time (usually in their own
network), however there were no differences between men and women in terms
.of being believed or in telling someone later where the assault included rape.
The reasons given for not telling were also similar, but for women the strongest
reason was fear of disbelief, especially for assaults involving adults whereas for
men it was guilt/shame, especially in relation to incidents involving peers. 

 A significant minority of men reported never wanting the sexual activity to stop,
whereas virtually every woman wanted it to stop at some point. 

 A fifth of men reported they did not feel victimised compared to 6% of women;
41 % of women reported feeling very victimised compared to 25% of men; for
both women and men the highest reports of very much victimised were assaults
involving forced sex/rape. 

 A higher proportion of men than women reported the incident/s affecting their 
life at time (55%:44%). However, there were more significant differences in how
they felt at the time with far higher proportions of women reporting fear, hurt and
feeling dirty and men being almost four times more likely to report feeling loved 
and positive. 
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 Almost a fifth of men reported feeling positive at the time compared to 2% of
women, whereas women were almost twice as likely to report feeling negative
about themselves. Men were more than twice as likely to say that they had learnt 
something from the experience. 

 Over one quarter of men reported that the incidents had affected their feelings
for women (with just over half reporting more positive feelings), compared to
0.5% of women, whereas 37% of women and 8% men reported affects on their
feelings in relation to men. A fifth of men reported negative feelings towards gay
men/homosexuality, but there was no similar response from women. 

 A slightly higher proportion of men reported using forgetting as a coping strategy 
(50%:40%) with the next most common strategy for men being 'trying to be
positive' (21%:11%). Women's more common strategies were self-protection 
(26%:14%) and talking/getting support (22%:7%). 

 One third of women and 10% of men reported multiple experiences. 

Some of the most significant gender differences clearly relate to the meaning and
impacts of abuse at the time and over time. 

NEW DATA 
Table One (all tables appear in an attached appendix) lists the number of participants
in the various elements of this study. Two-thirds of those returning screening 
questionnaires were women, one third defined themselves as being black or belonging
to an ethnic minority group, 7% defined themselves as lesbian/gay and 9% reported
having a disability. Over half (57%) of women who returned questionnaires reported
experiences compared to less than a quarter (22%) of men. Of those reporting
experiences 48% of women and 36% of men completed coping questionnaires, 30% of
women and 20% of men agreed to be interviewed. The main reasons for not wanting to
be interviewed were not being ready/willing to talk in depth and time constraints. 

The remainder of this report is based on those who reported unwanted experiences.
Table Two summarises the research findings on selected variables for this group, with
data presented for the whole sample, by gender of participant and whether they were
abused by a child (under 12), an adolescent (13-17) or an adult (over 18). Data is not 
presented separately by gender of abuser, since only 7% of abusers were female -
men were more likely to report abuse by a female and this was more common where
the abuser was an adolescent. 

Unlike the prevalence study the majority of incidents involve contact abuse (only six
being reported where the incident is limited to flashing). Twenty-nine women and six 
men defined at least one of the assaults. on them as rape, although in response to a
question about whether penetration was ever involved more reported this - 38% (n=51 
40% of women, 30% of men). We suspect that this may be a function of making the
topic of research explicit from the outset. Four were victimised by other children, 28 by 
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adolescents, and 104 by adults. A significant minority reported multiple abusers (11 % 
of those abused by adolescents and 8% of those abused by adults). The range of
abuse reported encompassed being strongly pressured to have sex by peers, single
incidents of touching or rape by children, adolescents and adults, ongoing abuse by
known adults, two examples of ritual abuse and two involving other organised
networks. 
In contrast to the prevalence study no men reported not feeling victimised at the time,
in fact they were significantly more likely than women to say they had been 'very'
victimised. One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that when men do locate
themselves as having been victimised they do so in an uncompromising way. Whilst
the sense of victimisation increased where abuse was more frequent, one third of
those whose abuse consisted of single incidents reported feeling 'very victimised' at the
time. 
The importance of meaning in the legacies of sexual abuse in childhood was confirmed
by responses to a question about whether participants' understanding had changed
over time; over two thirds reported that it had and for most this related to finding
meaning - searching for an explanation, why this had happened at all, and to them in
particular. For over half (57%) this shift in understanding had consequences for how
they were affected by the past. 

The remainder of this report focuses on initial findings in relation to the core themes
explored by this project: the gender of victims and abusers; the age of abusers;
meaning, impacts and coping; explanations and identities. 

Gender of victims and abusers 
In this study, as most others to date (Finkelhor, 1994) both women and men are far
more likely to. be abused by men and boys. Whilst this has been acknowledged in
research and commentaries, the implications are seldom reflected in official policy and 
the implications for meaning are frequently either ignored or simplistically
conceptualised. 

Our failure, despite extensive efforts, to uncover more than small numbers of men and
women who were abused by women (the proportions of adult and adolescent abusers 
was virtually the same as in the earlier prevalence study), and the way abuse by
women was defined in some of the screening questionnaires (see also Kelly, 1996)
raise questions about assertions that it is more common than many prevalence studies
reflect. 

Several of the interviews revealed that where abuse by a man and woman was 
reported in the screening questionnaire, this was invariably a father and mother, and 
there were no specific sexual acts by women reported. The abuse these women were 
thought to have perpetrated was either at the level of thinking it had probably 
happened, or defining a mother's 'failure to protect' as sexual abuse. 

To me sexual intercourse was an act of violence. I hated my parents. My father 
for being violent, my mother for being so passive. Up to now I used to see 
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women as whores as a result of not being able to deal with my feelings towards 
my mother. 

I am confused about my feelings towards abusers of opposite sex. I have more 
hatred for the women who participated in the abuse more so than my main 
abuser, my stepfather. 

Now, I actually less blame him totally than my mum. Because before I used to 
blame him totally and I had such a rage at times that I was really, really 
frightened that I would go and kill him. ... More recently and more recent events 
with my mum have made me think again and just seeing what she is like and
what she does and reading my [social work] file and seeing how old my step dad 
was at the time. It was my mum. I firmly believe my mum gave him no option. 

The strong hostility which many who have experienced incest feel towards their
mothers for being unable (or in some instances unwilling) to protect them needs to be
understood in the context of the construction of motherhood and the expectations of
mothers this leads children to have. Whether 'failure to protect' should count as a form
of child abuse is a matter of intense debate. What the interviews revealed was that
some adults were only able to make sense of (or perhaps even justify) their feelings of 
anger and betrayal by labelling their mother an abuser. 

Age of abuser 
We attempted to explore in more detail 'sexual play' with other children before 12 in
order to discover where this common form of childhood activity (71 % recalled at least
one incident of it) shifted into abuse and assault. The vast majority of reports were
exploratory involving children of similar ages who were the same sex or both sexes.
However, 31% involved older children than the participant (most commonly reported by
women) and 17% involved younger children (most commonly reported by men). Whilst
uncertainty at the time and later was frequently reported only ten events were defined
as abuse - all involved combinations of coercion, force and penetration. Lamb and
Coakley (1993) also warn against defining all 'sex play' as normal exploration, noting
that social inequality is often rehearsed in 'play' and that pressure and coercion are
more common in cross-gender contexts. They note the problem of distinguishing
between 'normal', coercive and abusive sexual contact between children. This
ambiguity was reflected in the fact that only incidents involving force were deemed
abuse by our participants. This contrasts sharply with incidents involving adults, and
especially adult women, where ambiguity did not raise similar doubts about definition of
an incident or its meanings. 

Whilst what was defined as abuse by a child or adolescent was more likely to involve
rape (abuse by an adolescent was also more likely to be a single event), many of our 
participants reported in questionnaire and interview that they thought abuse by an
adult, and especially an authority figure was more difficult to deal with. Again
highlighting the importance of meaning, rather than simply content, of events. 
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Sexual experiences between peers are more likely to be exploratory than
abusive/coercive. 

You don't rely on your peers for food, clothing, home etc, at least I could go back 
to my parents whom I trusted with the power they had. I had somewhere safe. 

Both are destructive but in the case of the adult/child there is also a loss of trust 
in adults. 

Abuse by adults had a range of additional impacts, it: increased a sense of
vulnerability; was more likely to result in guilt, embarrassment and confusion; and for
women produced an awareness of the power of men. These were also carried over into
the legacies of abuse, with the addition of greater anger and different patterns of
coping. 
  
 Meaning, impacts and coping 
All human beings seek to find meaning for events that are confusing, frightening and
initially inexplicable. The younger a child is at the time of abuse, the more the
explanations they are offered (if any) create confusion, the more difficult it is to make
sense of reality. Indeed, few of our participants thought that they had been able to
make sense of what was happening at the time. 

I didn't understand what was happening at the time. I knew there was feelings
that I knew something was wrong and it felt very uncomfortable and horrible... I
didn't sort of think that this was wrong then until I was about 12 when I suddenly 
realised that this wasn't happening to my friends. 

I knew I shouldn't have been touched in those places. I don't know how I knew
but you just know those things even as a kid, what's right and what's wrong. I 
know I was scared and upset and I felt guilty. I still feel guilty now. 

It was very much that this was part of growing up. And the most stupid thing was
that when I went to school I said to one of my friends, does your daddy do this. 
This memory sticks in my head and it keeps coming back. Her name was Usa
and I can remember her turning round and saying no but he makes me eat cat 
food when I'm bad. So I thought all parents must do strange things with their
kids. I thought all parents did different things and it was quite normal, and it was 
always something horrible. 

The difference between being a child or an adolescent at the time of the first incident
was access to information and tools with which to make sense of events. This does not
necessarily make a difference in the sense of violation and hurt, but it does provide a
context into which events can be located, and made sense of. 

Coping as a child can be best conceptualised as a 'continuum of disassociation', The
most common was splitting of mind and body at the time of assaults, followed by
creating a safe fantasy world and/or imaginary friends, to the extreme of banishing all 
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memory of traumatic events from conscious memory. The less resources a child had to
cope, the more inexplicable and confusing their experiences were, the more
extensively disassociation was used. All the examples of 'recovered memories' in this
sample related to abuse which began in childhood. 

It makes some kind of sense to me, I don't really know why or where I've got this
from or whatever but that when it stopped happening I just couldn't stand to feel
those - to feel so afraid anymore. So I just forgot it. I just didn't think about it and
not thinking about it just made it go away. 

I don't actually have a lot of memories for the first seven years of my life. I know 
from then onwards, as I got older, I have more. I was terrified. I was scared. I
didn't understand. I thought that I'd made that person change. I couldn't talk to
anyone because of what he said would happen if I did. 

Judith Herman's work on traumatic life events (1994) offers much insight into these
processes. The meaning of 'unspeakable' is something too terrible to say out loud, to
cope it may be banished from consciousness. She also notes that in ongoing abuse 
perpetrators encourage forgetting. Thus repression, disassociation and denial are
common responses to sexual abuse in childhood. 

Herman argues that traumatic reactions occur when action is to no avail, resistance or
escape is not possible. The result is profound and lasting changes in arousal, emotion,
cognition and memory. Memory cannot be integrated with knowledge and emotion. It is
this process which accounts for the commonness of 'flashbacks' - vivid sensations and 
images but with minimal narrative and context. Trauma is only resolved where there is
a route to understanding and sense making (p41). Without this individuals continue to
restrict their life in order to protect themselves from dangerous knowledge, disturbing
reminders, and contexts in which they have limited control. 

Herman is one of the few researchers and practitioners to place central importance on
the damage abuse does to relational life, defining it as a "violation of human
connection" (p54). The consequences are often forms of contradictory feeling and 
behaviour, a central ambivalence driven by fear and need, withdrawing from others
and constant seeking of connection. Many of our interviewees talked of such
apparently paradoxical feelings and behaviour. In Herman's view a positive sense of 
self can only be rebuilt in connection with others: 

Those who recover quickest are those who find meaning beyond personal
tragedy (p73). 
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Gendered meanings 
Abuse by a man is an opposite sex assault for a girl and a same sex assault for a boy1; 
creating different potential meanings and consequences. The implications for emerging
gender identity, sexual orientation and sexuality more broadly have to be negotiated
and at some level resolved. Our participants were divided as to whether and how these
issues made a difference generally (see Table Three), although in interview most
explored ways in which their sense of themselves as women or men and their sexuality
were affected in multiple and complex ways by abuse. 

Those who did not think abuse made a difference offered little explanation beyond 
asserting that 'abuse is abuse'. Those who did countenance differences drew heavily
on the dominant constructions of masculinity and femininity, both in relation to the
impacts on their sense of self and the implications of opposite/same sex abuse. A clear
example of gendered meanings was how the potential responses of others were
discussed, for girls this was likely to result in stigma and labelling, whereas for boys
there was a strong possibility of the event being interpreted positively. 

Women are more likely to be on the receiving end. Peer pressure is enormous
but you can't win - you're a slag if you do, frigid if you don't. 

... young men think they are being grown up rather than taken advantage of. 

... [it's] worse for women who are constantly depicted as sex objects, such 
experiences reinforce this notion. 

... both are abuses of power but it seems boys perceptions are more positive. 

Subsequent analysis will attempt to untangle the complex and cross-cutting issues
involved here. Several contradictions emerged: opposite sex abuse was defined by
some as not 'unnatural', whilst at the same time potentially leading to a questioning of
heterosexuality; experiences of abuse were thought to lead to a questioning of
masculinity for men, whereas for women they affirmed the inferiority of femininity;
sexual abuse by a male figure was thought to create potential aversion to sex with men
for women whereas it might lead men to experiment with homosexual sex/identity. 

Coping with the legacies of abuse, as tapped by the coping questionnaire, revealed
considerable variation in the strategies used, with the strongest concentration in a 

                                                 
1 We use the t rms 'opposite' and 'same' sex abuse rather than the more common 'heterosexual' and 
'homosexual' for several reasons. The latter refer to sexual orientations, but this cannot be inferred for 
offenders from our data. Also for children, whilst 'same' and 'opposite' sex might have salience, the other 
concepts probably would not. At a theoretical level there is an argument that assaults by men on boys and 
other men derive from patriarchal heterosexuality rather than homosexuality per se, whereby the victim is 
positioned as, and becomes, 'feminised' in the interaction 

e. 
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section which focused on controlling impacts and feelings (see Table Four). These self-
protective strategies were ways of attempting to limit intrusive memories,  and reflected
an inability at the time and subsequently to find some resolution at the level of
meaning. Abuse by adults resulted in both more and different coping strategies being 
used, with more reporting of isolation, not coping, promiscuity and distrusting men;
abuse by adolescents was far more likely to be ‘put down to experience’. 

An unanticipated finding was the number of our interviewees who had attempted to
confront their abuser as adults (this strategy is recommended by certain ‘schools’ of
counselling and in a number of self help manuals). Not one reported this event as
occurring in the way they had envisaged and planned for, and whilst many did not
regret their actions hardly anyone thought it has provided any resolution. More
commonly it created a new set of problems which they had to deal with- most often
damaging relationships with others in their network, often but not exclusively, kin.
Whilst the potential of negative responses to disclosure increasing negative impacts
has been noted in relation to children (see, for example, Everill and Waller, 1995), that
this can persist in adulthood has not been given similar attention. Confrontation may
increase distress and decrease support.  

There were differences in how women and men were affected by sexual abuse in
childhood. In one sense this is not surprising, since abuse has both a gendered reality
and gendered meanings. Many of our interviewees found this one of the most difficult 
areas to explore, but much of what emerged in their reflections on how abuse had
affected their sense of self turned on complex aspects of gender and sexual identify.
For example, men tended to talk about being damaged whereas the theme of 
vulnerability predominated for women. 

. 

Me, I wasn’t sure about my boundaries. I wasn’t sure that I was not to let people
Hurt me. When you are told all your life that you are shit and not important you
take this on and allow others to hurt you, for that is the norm for you. 

Basically I think I want to be loved, held, protected but am unclear about
boundaries. I make my vulnerability known and it leaves me open to abuse
which confirms my lack of trust and fuels my need still further. 

Basically I think I want to be loved, held, protected but am unclear about
boundaries. I make my vulnerability known and it leaves me open to abuse
which confirms my lack of trust and fuels my need still further. 
 
I didn’t protect myself – I lived a life in which I was vulnerable to abuse – I was
resigned ….I grew up being beaten by my father. When I was raped when I was
16 it was like a continuation of abuse. My self confidence was very small, so
continued self abuse and abuse from others, from men, just felt like more of the
same thing. 

Sexual assault in childhood takes place when the sense of self is emergent and fragile;
one element of the damage of sexual abuse, and this was particularly the case where
abuse began in early childhood and was perpetrated by an adult, is the developmental
processes. 
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Explanations and identities 
These themes were explored explicitly, asking participants how they explained sexual
abuse, whether they agreed with the cycle of abuse theory, how they defined victim
and survivor and whether they used either or both in relation to themselves (see Tables
Five and Six). 

The most common explanation was that which has become associated with feminist
approaches (see, for example, MacLeod and Saraga, 1988) 'power/
control/dominance'. However, more traditional discourses of individual inadequacy and 
pathology were also evident. Some participants used elements from competing
discourses in their explanations. The predominance of an explanation which
emphasises choice and responsibility was, however, somewhat undercut with the 
extent of support for cycle of abuse models. Here participants ranged from those who
asserted that this had been 'proved', qualified support (often noting that it was not true
for them) to passionate dispute (often pointing to the gendered distribution of 
victimisation and offending, and to personal experience). 

I suspect that men would be more likely to go on to abuse than women. ... 
Simply because masculinity and femininity, aggressor and victim being right at 
the heart of that really, what's expected. 

I just think you perpetuate your own childhood. I think that throughout your life
whatever happened to you throughout your childhood you have this urge to
repeat the experience or to get it right, and I think that is why women go from 
one abusive relationship to another, because they want to get it right this time,
and they don't. 

Well, nobody is making them do that. It really upsets me and makes me angry 
because the media leads us to believe that we should feel sorry for them that
we should feel sorry for rapists and the fact that they may have had a traumatic 
childhood. 

I just think that maybe we ought to be looking at other things instead of victims,
abusers, and this big circle. ... I think that's a really good mechanism that we've
got for denying all kinds of things that are going on. It feels like these people
make choices, I don't think my dad got overcome by feelings of his own abuse
or anything like that and just had to abuse me. 

To explore the re-victimisation thesis - that abuse in childhood makes individuals 
vulnerable to re-abuse as adults we asked participants if they saw connections
between multiple childhood experiences and child/adult experiences (see Table
Seven). There was a clear split between those who did and those who did not see 
connections. Amongst those who thought there was a connection three themes
predominated: a vulnerability in the participant due to prior experiences; that in each
case the abuser was male; situational similarities. These connections were, in many
cases, more complex formulations than either cycle of abuse or re-victimisation. 
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I think childhood experiences lead to low self worth, unable to stand up for 
myself, unable to command respect from others or even feel I deserved it, being 
more likely to be abused by other men. 

They were all male. None of them were able to control their emotions - either 
sexual or anger. 

Inside I was very vulnerable and very scared and I still felt that people could
really do what they wanted and walk over me, no matter how much I shouted
and screamed and stamped. I think I still felt that it could all be taken away, just
like that. I think that this was why I felt that that happened and maybe I felt
foolish as well, because for all the bluster, I couldn't deal with it and I thought I
should be able to. 

Some men think they have the right to have sex whenever and with whoever 
they want at the time... in each experience I was not expecting this to happen 
and [was] very shocked at the time of each experience. 

The conceptual work we had begun during this project on the meanings of victim and
survivor was both confirmed, and extended, by the questionnaire and interview data;
victim carried predominantly negative and survivor predominantly positive meanings.
Hardly any participants identified with victim, over a quarter with survivor, less than a
quarter with both and half (more men than women) with neither. In interviews a more
nuanced and complex position emerged than the apparent total rejection of the term
victim which the questionnaires suggested. 

I see myself as both because I am a victim, I am still a victim because I still feel 
it and am still going through the trauma all the time. It is something I live with
every day of my life. I sometimes slip into depressions and am vulnerable and 
weak and can't cope... Yet I am a survivor at the same time because I am only 
just beginning to survive, just beginning to learn and understand and accept and
deal with it. Not until I feel completely secure - although I don't know if I ever will, 
will I be a complete survivor. Even then though I don't know that anyone can 
ever be just a survivor because you will always be a victim because you have 
been a victim and that won't go. 

Yeah, it's more complicated than that because it's very easy still to become the 
victim in everything and I am a survivor because I am still here and have every 
intention of continuing to be here but I still feel a victim of my past and get very 
annoyed when people presume that ok you've worked through your stuff you
shouldn't be a victim any more because it controls so much of what happens in 
my life or no ... influences more of my life and what I do or don't do or why I do 
it and so the pattern of being the victim is actually very hard to break out of. 
There is the sort of the triangle you know victim, survivor, abuser, that sort of 
triangle and if you are not careful you can become your own abuser by
constantly being the woe is me and that I don't like, but the fact that it does drive
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or control and influence a lot of what I am and do then I am still a victim of my 
past and I think I probably always will be to a certain extent hoping that it will get
a bit weaker as I learn different methods. 

In terms of explanations and concepts, the power of contemporary and popular
discourses was very evident, indeed they were often more powerful than our
participants own experiential knowledge. This is most clearly illustrated by the extent of
support for cycle of abuse explanations, whilst hardly any of our participants either told
about or had considered abusing a child themselves. 

Conclusion 
What emerged very powerfully from both questionnaires and interviews was the
amount of emotional and intellectual labour many of our participants had done, and
were continuing to do, in order to cope with and make sense of their experiences of
abuse and its consequences. For some this had, and in some cases still did,
overwhelm their resources. All resented the energy and time involved, the losses of
connections with others, but many at the same time noted that they valued the 
knowledge, insight and links with others who shared similar experiences and struggles.
This was but one of the many contradictory elements of living with legacies of sexual
abuse. 
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APPENDIX: BASIC DATA FOR SAMPLE REPORTING ABUSE EXPERIENCES 

RESEARCH PARTICIPATIONTABLE ONE: 

 WOMEN MEN 

Screening questionnaires returned 238 115
Screening questionnaires 
reporting   

abuse 136 25
Text stories on NUD*IST 136 25

Coping questionnaires 66 9

I n depth interviews 38 7

67% of those returning screening questionnaires were women 

57% of women reported experiences
22% of men reported experiences 

48% of women with experiences completed coping questionnaires
36% of men with experiences completed coping questionnaires 

30% of women with experiences were interviewed
20% of men with experiences were interviewed 
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TABLE TWO: SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS FOR WHOLE SAMPLE,
BY GENDER OF VICTIM AND AGE OF ABUSER 

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOLADULT

Age at first incident 

Under 10 38% 39% 33% 75% 21% 41%

10-12 17% 15% 29% 25% 18% 17%

13-15 23% 22% 29%  36% 20%

16-17 22% 24% 9%  25% 22%

Forms of abuse 

Flashing 4% 5%   7% 4%

Touching 15% 14% 24%  18% 15%

Attempt 19% 21% 10%  14% 21%

Masturbation 29% 30% 24% 25% 25% 31%

Coerced sex 5% 5%   7% 5%

Rape (all forms) 19% 23% 24% 75% 29% 19%

Sexual exploitation 2% 2% 5%   3%

Frequency of abuse 

Single event 45% 42% 65%  68% 41%

Several times 23% 25% 10% 50% 18% 23%

Often 31% 32% 25% 50% 14% 35%

Sex of abuser 

Male 93% 96% 71% 100% 84% 95%

Female 7% 4% 29%  16% 5%

Age of Abuser 

Under 12 3% 3% 5%    

13-15 10% 10% 9%    

16-17 10% 10% 9%    

Over 18 77% 77% 77%    

[Over 40 25% 24% 24%]    

20



 

TABLE TWO continued: 

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOL ADULT

Relationship to abuser 

Relative 31% 32% 24% 50% 26% 31%

Known 55% 57% 43% 50% 67% 52%

Stranger 14% 11% 33%  7% 17%

Perception of victimisation 

Not at all 8% 10%  25% 11% 7%

A little 21% 22% 19% 25% 36% 17%

Quite a bit 20% 21% 14%  25% 19%

Very 41% 39% 52% 50% 25% 45%

Affected at the time* 78% 78% 82% 67% 70% 81%

Fear/vulnerability 27% 24% 46% 100% 17% 29%

Embarrassed/guilty 18% 20% 8% 100% 28% 15%

Used/Hurt 15% 17%  100% 17% 14%

Withdrawn 14% 15% 8%  6% 16%

Distrust of men 13% 15%   11% 14%

Angry 7% 8%   11% 6%

Uncontrollable 4% 2% 15%   5%

How coped at the time* 
Suppression/distracti
on 35% 34% 43%  37% 36%

Did not cope 12% 11% 14%   15%

Told someone 10% 12%   16% 9%

Isolated self 10% 10% 14%   13%

Ran away 7% 8%    9%
Put down to 
experience 7% 7% 7%  16% 5%

Promiscuity 6% 7%  100%  7%
Self-reliance 3% 1% 14%   4%
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 TABLE TWO continued: 

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOL ADUL
T

Affected now* 68% 68% 67% 100% 50% 71%

Uneasy sex/sexuality 25% 26% 16%  14% 28%

Increased vigilance 19% 20% 17% 33% 14% 19%

Distress 16% 18%  33% 21% 14%

Insecurity 16% 14% 25% 33% 14% 15%

Issues with trust 13% 14% 8%   17%

Issues with power 12% 13% 8%  21% 11%

Contact with abuser 12% 10% 25% 33% 21% 9%

Lack of confidence 10% 12%   7% 11%

How cope now* 

Counselling 19% 17% 33% 33% 17% 19%
Be 
positive/strong/take       

care of self 14% 14% 17%  8% 16%
Increasing own       
awareness 12% 14%   25% 10%
Change attitude to 
sex 12% 12% 8%  8% 13%

Control anger/be 
calm 11% 11% 8% 33% 17% 16%

Talk about it 11% 12%  33% 17% 9%

Try to forget 7% 8%   17% 6%

Understanding changed 
over time* 69% 70% 67% 75% 69% 69%

Implications of abuse 32% 31% 35%  32% 33%

Less self blame 16% 17% 7% 33% 10% 17%

Male power/gender 14% 16%   10% 10%

Blame abuser 13% 15%  33% 10% 12%

Understand abuser 10% 11%   16% 8%

More objective 10% 9% 14% 33% 21% 6%

Through support 8% 7% 14% 33% 10% 7%
Recovered memory 6% 6% 7%   8%
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TABLE TWO continued:  

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOLADULT
Changed understanding 
affected impacts. 57% 54% 77% 100% 42% 59% 

Positive re self/future 20% 20% 20%  37% 19% 

Accept own anger 20% 20% 20% 66%  21% 

Aware of vulnerability 18% 18% 20% 33% 12% 19% 

Less self blame 17% 18% 10%
. 33% 12% 16% 

Seeing importance of       
abuse 17% 18% 10%  12% 19% 

*Note: Sections marked with an asterisk comprise multiple response data so
percentages do not add up to 100. 

TABLE THREE: PARTICIPANTS VIEWS ON THE RELEVANCE OF GENDER 
AND AGE TO SEXUAL ABUSE EXPERIENCES 
(Actual questions asked whether there was a difference. This 
table records only Yes responses.) 

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOLADULT
Early chosen sexual 
experiences are different for 
women and men 

76% 79% 61% 50% 77% 79%

Coerced/pressurised sex is 
different for women and 
men 

59% 58% 65% 25% 58% 60%

Is a difference between a 13 
year old boy with an aunt 
and a 13 year old girl with 
an uncle 

26% 23% 43% 25% 35% 23%

Is a difference between 
abuse 
by peers and by adults 

63% 63% 61% 50% 63% 62%

Is different if abuser 
opposite sex 51% 52% 48% 25% 59% 45%

Is different if abuser is same 
sex 59% 59% 61% 25% 54% 57%
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TABLE FOUR: MOST COMMON COPING STRATEGIES USED AT THE TIME 
AND CURRENTLY 
All in initial listing used at the time by 75% or more. 
Usage decreased overall over time. 
Those marked ** are currently used by 50% or more. 

* ** Stay away from abuser 
 ** Keep feelings to oneself 

**  Try not to let feelings interfere 
** Determined to have positive sexual encounters   
** Distrust some men 

Stay away from people 
** Avoid dangerous situations 

Not take past too seriously 
Get on with life 
Try to forget 
Avoid reminders 
Cry when alone 
Try to keep abuse secret 
 Lie to relations to cover up 

** Tell self normal to feel hurt 
** Try to see it in a different light 
** Compare self to others worse off 
** Decide never to abuse others 
** Work out motivations 

Work out who was to blame 
Work out what self could have done differently 

** Work out how it has influenced life  
Reconstruct what happened 

** Want to have close relationships 
** Decide people have to earn trust 

Additional strategies currently used by over 50% which did not appear in the at the 
time or over time data: 

Try to work out why it happened 
Lock self in room/house 
Do things to make self feel better 
Compare to worse abuse 
Get information 
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TABLE FIVE: EXPLANATIONS OF SEXUAL ABUSE

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOL ADULT

Power/control/dominance 57% 59% 43% 75% 63% 55%

Inadequacy/weakness 24% 26% 9% 30% 22%

Sexual frustration/desire 15% 16% 9% 26% 10%

Sick/unbalanced 13% 14% 9% 15% 14%

Cycle of abuse 11% 12% 9% 15% 10%

Perversion 8% 8% 4% 50% 4% 8%

Agree with cycle of abuse as an explanation 

Yes 36% 33% 55% 75% 39% 32%

Qualified Yes 40% 42% 27% 25% 43% 39%

No 16% 17% 9% 7% 22%
Not sure 8% 8% 9% 11% 8%
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TABLE SIX: VICTIM AND SURVIVOR, MEANING AND IDENTITY 

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOL ADULT

Meaning of Victim 
Suffered at hands of 
others 21% 21% 29% 33% 20%

Abused 12% 12% 10% 25% 4% 13%

Hurt/Trauma 12% 12% 10% 25% 11% 12%

Innocent/powerless 12% 14%  11% 10%

Damaged 10% 11%  11% 10%

Vulnerable/target 9% 9% 10% 4% 10%

Forced/against will 7% 6% 19% 18% 4%

Meaning of Survivor 
Struggling/fighting 
back 24% 26% 10% 25% 15% 29%

Having overcome 21% 23% 5% 25% 26% 19%

Coping 14% 15% 10% 25% 22% 12%
From victim to 
survivor 12% 12% 10% 25% 11% 10%

Come to terms 8% 6% 16% 4% 8%

Gained/learnt from 8% 7% 16% 18% 6%

Inner strength 8% 9% 5% 25% 4% 9%

Alive/escaped 5% 5% 10% 7% 6%

Participant identifies as: 

Victim 1% 2%   1%

Survivor 28% 27% 32% 50% 14% 31%

Both 21% 23% 9% 25% 11% 26%
Neither 50% 48% 59% 25% 75% 42%
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MULTIPLE EXPERIENCES AND WHETHER PARTICIPANTS
SEE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN THEM 

TABLE SEVEN: 

  GENDER OF 
PARTICIPANT AGE OF ABUSER 

 TOTAL WOMEN MEN CHILD ADOL ADULT
Additional unwanted 
experiences before 18 45% 47% 35% 50% 33% 48%

All different 51% 49% 67% 50% 50% 51%

One different 22% 24%   16% 23%
All connected 27% 27% 33% 50% 33% 25%
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