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Variables in Delayed Disclosure
of Childhood Sexual Abuse
Eli Somer, Ph.D., and Sharona Szwarcberg, M.S.W.

In a study of 41 adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse, Hie level of childhood
traumatization was found to have contributed to delayed disclosure of the abuse. Other
delaying variables included: belief in the importance of obedience to grownups, mistrust of
people, fear of social rejection, and fear oftlie criminal justice system. Variables such as
media attention to similar cases and experiences of personal achievement were inversely
related to the age at disclosure. Recommendations for policy are discussed.

A wide array of social, psychological, and
somatic problems has been connected with
childhood sexual abuse (CSA). These

problems include sleep disorders, eating disorders,
self-mutilation, social withdrawal, antisocial be
havior, sexual dysfunction, injured sense of self,
and disorders of attachment (Bagley & Ramsay,
1985; Briere & Runtz, 1989; Browne & Finkelhor,
1986; Cohen & Mannarino, 1988; Finkelhor, 1987;
Herman, 1981; Roth & Lebowitz, 1988; Young,
1992). The consequences of undetected abuse com
pound the immediate trauma in child victims and
are associated with grave developmental outcomes
typically characterized by impaired capacities for
trust, intimacy, and sexuality, and by a variety of
chronic mental health problems.

Despite the pain associated with childhood
abuse, early confiding of intrafamilial maltreat
ment is fairly rare, and often meets with adverse
responses (Everill & Waller, 1995). Herman (1992)
stated that the main dialectic of emotional trauma
is the conflict between the need to deny unbearable
experiences and the need to give testimony. The
literature suggests that the majority of children do
not disclose until adulthood (Lamb & Edgar-Smith,
1994), if at all (Sauzier, 1989); that up to 40% of
adult survivors had never disclosed their secret be

fore data were collected (Finkelhor, 1987); that the
average age at disclosure of incest is 25.9 years
(Roesler & Wind, 1994); and that 22% of disclos
ing survivors did so at least 15 years following
their last incident of sexual abuse (Somer, 1995).
Personal accounts of CSA experiences by adult
survivors mark a potential shift in the survivors'
ability to form a trusting relationship with another
human being (Harvey, Orbuch, Chwalisz, & Gar
wood, 1991). For people who suffered CSA, con
fiding may signal the beginning of a move from the
role of silent victim to that of indignant survivor.

Because early disclosure by victims may serve to
ameliorate the destructive relationship and mitigate
the deleterious effects of prolonged abuse, we de
signed this study to identify empirically those vari
ables associated with delayed disclosure of CSA.
We constructed a research instrument to assess ret
rospectively those changes in survivors' life cir
cumstances and beliefs that might help to explain
their leap from secrecy to testimony. First, we gen
erated a list of potentially relevant factors and
searched the literature for supportive evidence.
Presented below are the variables that seemed per
tinent. We have distinguished between variables
that potentially delay disclosure (coded "D") and
those that potentially facilitate it (coded "F").
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