
There is considerable evidence which links sexual abuse during childhood to later 
victimization and sexual exploitation. (2, 7)  Early disclosure can mediate the long-term 
impact of childhood and adolescent sexual abuse. However, research demonstrates 
there are many barriers that impede sexually abused adolescents from disclosing 
maltreatment. (1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 15, 18) Disclosing sexual abuse is a multifaceted process 
and per McElvaney, Greene, and Hogan (2013), adolescents “both wanted to tell 
and did not want to tell” (p. 928).14  Adolescents may use a variety of disclosure 
strategies ranging from risk-taking behaviors to telling someone about the abuse. 
(13, 17, 18, 21) Understanding the complex, diverse, and individual factors which motivate 
adolescents to divulge maltreatment can inform multidisciplinary teams, providing a 
fuller understanding of a teen’s behavior and aiding in the design of appropriate interventions.

Opportunity: Adolescents often find it difficult to initiate a discussion concerning abuse, and struggle 
with finding an opportunity to tell. External precipitants such as a school program or a television show 
related to sexual abuse can enhance an adolescent’s willingness to disclose because of the opportunity to 
talk and a connection to the topic. (5, 6) Being asked informally or as part of an investigative response about 
possible abuse, or general questions about their well-being also helped adolescents disclose or initiated the 
process that eventually led to disclosure. (3, 11, 12, 13, 14, 18, 19, 21)

Peer Disclosure: The recipients of immediate and delayed disclosure from adolescents are often peers, 
(11, 13, 16, 17, 18, 19, 21) instead of parents or other adults. Explanations for not reporting to parents included a lack 
of trust in the parent’s response, as well as, fear of burdening the parents. (4, 13, 16, 18) Confiding in peers often 
occurs in the context of sharing general information about their lives and when the sharing involves both 
parties. (14) “It may be that targeting adolescents in general (rather than those at risk of abuse) may be a 
powerful prevention tool in encouraging early disclosure” (p. 166). (13) 

Post-Disclosure Support: Having access to adults who will listen and respond appropriately aids 
adolescents in disclosing abuse. Adolescents consider and are sensitive to the expected responses of 
disclosure recipients and a prediction as to whether that person can and will provide support. Expectations of 
negative reactions can make adolescents more reluctant to talk or they may withhold pieces of information 
out of concern for the person to whom they disclose. Hershkowitz, Lane, and Lamb (2007) found that 
adolescents are accurate in predicting their parents’ likely reactions. An ambivalent or negative response 
is positively associated with the severity of psychological symptoms and adjustment in later life. (13, 16, 17, 18, 20)

Definitions, Language, and Community Resources:  Having both the definitions of abuse and the 
language to describe their sexual experiences can assist adolescents in disclosing abuse. (2, 13, 16, 21) Prevention 
programs in schools may assist adolescents in learning definitions and language they can use in describing 
maltreatment, as well as, inform them of community resources to help themselves and others.

Confidentiality and Control: Multiple studies have documented that adolescents desire both 
anonymity (ability to remain anonymous until they wish to be identified) and confidentiality (the right 
to control who knows about their abuse or another person’s abuse).  Adolescents understand that once 
maltreatment is reported, they often have little ability to influence the method in which mandated 
reporters respond. (2, 13, 21) Offering choices to adolescents can restore a sense of control and may increase 
rapport.  Investigators can provide choices by inviting input into the date and time of the investigative 
interview and/or medical exam; offering alternate methods of communicating in the interview (i.e. writing 
answers to questions); and educating the adolescent regarding the overall workings of the investigative or 
prosecutorial process. 

© 2017  National Children’s Advocacy Center.  All rights reserved.    								                  nationalcac.org

Adolescent Disclosure of Sexual Abuse



Supported by Grant #2014-CI-FX-K004 awarded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. Points of 
views or opinions in this document are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice. 

1.	 Alaggia, R. (2010). An ecological analysis of child sexual abuse disclosure: Considerations for child and adolescent mental 
health. Journal of the Canadian Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 19(1), 32-39.

2.	 Collin-Vezina, D., La Sablonniere-Griffin, M. D., Palmer, A. M., & Milne, L. (2015). A preliminary mapping of individual, 
relational, and social factors that impede disclosure of childhood sexual abuse. Child Abuse & Neglect, 43, 123-134.

3.	 Fontes, L. A., & Plummer, C. (2010). Cultural issues in disclosures of child sexual abuse. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 19(5), 
491-518.

4.	 Hershkowitz, I., Lanes, O., & Lamb, M. E. (2007). Exploring the disclosure of child sexual abuse with alleged victims and their 
parents. Child Abuse & Neglect, 31(2), 111-123.

5.	 Lalor, K., & McElvaney, R. (2010). Child sexual abuse: Links to later sexual exploitation/high-risk sexual behavior, and 
prevention/treatment programs. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 11(4),159-177.

6.	 Leclerc, B., & Wortley, R. (2015). Predictors of victim disclosure in child sexual abuse: Additional evidence from a sample of 
incarcerated adult sex offenders. Child Abuse & Neglect, 43, 104-111.

7.	 Lamb, M. E., Hershkowitz, I., & Lyon, T. D. (2013). Interviewing victims and suspected victims who are reluctant to talk. 
APSAC Advisor, 25(4), 16-19.

8.	 London, K., Bruck, M., Wright, D. B., & Ceci, S. J. (2008). Review of the contemporary literature on how children report sexual 
abuse to others: Findings, methodological issues, and implications for forensic interviewers. Memory, 16(1), 29-47.

9.	 Lyon, T. D. (2007). False denials: Overcoming methodological biases in abuse disclosure research. In M-E. Pipe, M. E. Lamb, Y. 
Orbach, & A-C. Cederborg (Eds.), Child sexual abuse: Disclosure, delay, and denial (pp. 41-62). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates.

10.	 Lyon, T. D., & Ahern, E. C. (2011). Disclosure of child sexual abuse: Implications for Interviewing. In J.E.B. Myers (Ed.), The 
APSAC handbook on child maltreatment (3d. ed., pp.233-252). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

11.	 Malloy, L. C., Brubacher, S. P., & Lamb, M. E. (2013). “Because she’s one who listens”: Children discuss disclosure recipients in 
forensic interviews. Child Maltreatment, 81(4), 245-251.

12.	 Malloy, L. C., Brubacher, S. P., & Lamb, M. E. (2011). Expected consequences of disclosure revealed in investigative 
interviews with suspected victims of child sexual abuse. Applied Developmental Science, 15(1), 8-19.

13.	 McElvaney, R. (2013). Disclosure of child sexual abuse: Delays, non-disclosure and partial disclosure. What the research tells 
us and implications for practice. Child Abuse Review, 24(3), 159-169.

14.	 McElvaney, R., Greene, S., & Hogan, D. (2014). To tell or not to tell? Factors influencing young people’s informal disclosures 
of child sexual abuse. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 29(5), 928-947.

15.	 McElvaney, R., Greene, S., & Hogan, D. (2012). Containing the secret of child sexual abuse. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 
27(6), 1155-1175.

16.	 Munzer, A., Fegert, J. M., Ganser, H. G., Loos, S., Witt, A., & Goldbeck, L. (2016). Please tell: Barriers to disclosing sexual 
victimization and subsequent social support perceived by children and adolescents. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 31(2), 
355-377. 

17.	 Priebe, G., & Svedin, C. G. (2008). Child sexual abuse is largely hidden from the adult society: An epidemiological study of 
adolescents’ disclosures. Child Abuse & Neglect, 32(12), 1095-1108.

18.	 Reitsema, A. M., & Grietens, H. (2016). Is anybody listening? The literature on the dialogical process of child sexual abuse 
disclosure reviewed. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 17(3), 330-340.

19.	 Schaeffer, P., Leventhal, J. M., & Asnes, A. G. (2011). Children’s disclosures of sexual abuse: Learning from direct inquiry. Child 
Abuse & Neglect, 35(5), 343-352.

20.	 Schonbucher, V., Majer, T., Mohler-Kuo, M., Schnyder, U., & Landolt, M. A. (2012). Disclosure of child sexual abuse by 
adolescents: A qualitative in-depth study. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 27(17), 3486-3513.

21.	 Ungar, M., Tutty, L. M., McConnell, S., Barter, K., & Fairholm, J. (2009). What Canadian youth tell us about disclosing abuse. 
Child Abuse & Neglect, 33(10), 699-708.

 References


