THE RESPONSE FROM DIOCESES AND RELIGIOUS
COMMUNITIES

5.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE REPORTING OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE

Every published empirical study on the disclosure of child sexual abuse indicates that a high
percentage of those child sexual abuse victims who report their abuse to authorities delay
disclosure of their abuse, and that a significant number of children do not disclose the abuse at
alll. The delay between the initial occurrence and the subsequent disclosure of the abuse varies,
depending on a number of factors such as the abused child’'s age at the time of abuse, the
relationship between the perpetrator and the child, the gender of the child, the severity of the
abuse, developmental and cognitive variables related to the abused, and the likely
conseqguences of the disclosure.

Consequently, child sexual abuse is significantly underreported. When victims do report that they
were abused, they often do so years after the abuse occurred. Adult refrospective studies of
childhood sexual abuse underline the delay in disclosure. In a study of 228 adult female victims
of childhood incest who were predominantly abused by males, Roesler and Weissmann-Wind
found that the average age of first abuse was 6 years, and the abuse lasted on average 7.6
years. Only one-third of the subjects in this sample disclosed the abuse before the age of 18, and
the average age of disclosure was 25.9.2  Arata found that only 41% of the 204 female
participants in her study, whose average age at the time of victimization was 8.5, disclosed the
abuse at the time it occurred.? Lawson and Chaffin found that only 43% of their child subjects
disclosed their abuse when they were initially interviewed.4 Lamb and Edgar-Smith conducted a
study with 45 adult female and 12 adult male victims of childhood sexual abuse, and they found
that although the average age at the time of victimization was 10, 64% of the victims disclosed
their abuse in adulthood.? In a study of childhood rape of girls, Smith, Letourneau, and Saunders
found that approximately half of the women waited more than eight years to disclose the
abuse. ¢

If abuse is reported years after it occurred, there may be errors in the accuracy of the report due
to “telescoping”, or the likelihood that an individual will report the event as happening earlier or
later than it actually occurred.7 Several social science studies have tested the telescoping
phenomenon. Several studies found that forward-telescoping, or recalling an event that
occurred prior to the reporting period in question, is more prevalent than backward
telescoping.8 One study showed that memory disorientations, such as telescoping, occur more
often in survey respondents 55 years or older than respondents less than 55 years of age.9
Another study portrayed survey partficipants as showing a tendency to forward-telescope events
that were prominent in their lives.10 In other words, these survey respondents showed a higher
likelihood of recalling significant life events, such as crime victimization, as occurring more
recently in fime than the event actually did. Yet another study examined the existence of
telescoping in crime victimization surveys, and found that non-reported incidents were
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telescoped by respondents to a slightly greater extent than incidents reported to the police.11
This notion reveals a propensity for crime victims to telescope forward victimizations from their
past, particularly if the crime was never reported to the police or criminal justice officials. Though
telescoping has consistently been an issue in temporal reporting of a variety of abuses12, no
empirical studies have examined this problem specifically with sexual abuse disclosure.

The process of disclosing childhood sexual abuse varies, though it is often described within two
axes: as purposeful or accidental and as spontaneous or prompted.’3 DeVoe and Coulborn-
Faller found that child subjects in their study required assistance with disclosure.'# Sorenson and
Snow noted that accidental disclosure was more common in preschool children, whereas
purposeful disclosure was more common in adolescents. They also found four stages of
disclosure in their retrospective study of 630 subjects who were aged three to 17 at the time of
abuse: denial, disclosure (tentative and active), recantation and reaffirmation. These
researchers also found that 72% of their subjects originally denied the abuse; 78% of the subjects
who tentatively revealed their abuse progressed to active disclosure; 22% recanted their reports,
and of those who recanted 93% later reaffirmed the original report.'> Lawson and Chaffin found
that a significant factor in the disclosure process was the belief of the caretaker in the veracity
of the disclosure.!¢ Bradley and Wood's research also supported the notion that the role of the
caretaker is essential. Although recantations of disclosure were rare in their sample, they found
that 50% of children who recanted did so under pressure from a caretaker. 17

One model of child sexual abuse, the Child Sexual Abuse Accommodation Syndrome, is
infended to help explain the hindrance o disclosure (Summit, 1983). This syndrome is not
infended to be diagnostic, but rather as a clinical tool to assist in putting abuse victim behavior
in context. It consists of five components: secrecy (the abuse occurs when the victim and
perpetrator are alone, and the perpetrator encourages the victim to maintain secrecy);
helplessness (children are obedient to adults and will usually obey the perpetrator who
encourages secrecy); enfrapment and accommodation (once the child is helplessly
enfrenched in the abusive situation, he or she assumes responsibility for the abuse and begins to
dissociate from it); delayed disclosure (because the victims who report child sexual abuse often
wait long periods of time to disclose, their disclosures are subsequently questioned); and
retraction (as in the recantation stage described by Sorenson and Snow, the victims may refract
their disclosures of abuse after facing disbelief and lack of support after their disclosure).18 Of
course, not all victims react in predicted ways, but some broad patterns can be discerned.

FACTORS INFLUENCING DISCLOSURE

VICTIM'S RELATIONSHIP TO THE PERPETRATOR

If the perpetrator is a relative or acquaintance, victims of child sexual abuse are less likely to
report the offense, or they are likely to disclose the abuse after a delay.!?

In Arata’s study, 73% of the victims did not disclose the abuse when the perpetrator was a
relative or stepparent, and 70% did not disclose when the perpetrator was an acquaintance.20
Goodman-Brown, Edelstein, and Goodman found that those children who felt responsible for
the abuse, often because the abuse occurred within the family, took longer to report the
abuse.2! Wyatt and Newcomb found that the women who did not disclose their abuse to
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