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Article Summary

Factors facilitating and delaying
disclosure of child sexual abuse
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Summary

Early detection and intervention of child abuse
and neglect is often dependent on disclosure by
victims. Understanding disclosure dynamics and
factors that can support disclosures can ensure
that supports and services are provided in a
timely manner.

This study explored factors that facilitate or
delay disclosure of abuse and whether these
factors differ by victim age. The authors
reviewed 403 cases of children under 18 years
old who were referred to a CYAC in Turkey
between January 2019 and December 2020. For
each case, data from forensic interview
transcripts, family demographic forms,
medical/therapeutic reports, and forensic exam
reports was analyzed.

In this study, the authors considered a
disclosure delayed if it occurred more than 72
hours after the incident. Factors that facilitated
or delayed disclosure fit within three categories:

* Victim related behaviours or experiences
such as the victim feeling uncomfortable
about what happened and wanting to tell
someone. Other factors included the victim
feeling fear, shame, or not be believed.

e Support systems related behaviours and
encouragement from other people such as
the family choosing to report or not to
report.

» Alleged offender behaviours or factors
related to the incident such as the presence
of witnesses or evidence, receiving threats
or feeling like the victim needed to protect
the alleged offender.

Factors facilitating disclosure

The most common facilitator for disclosure was
the presence of witnesses or evidence, such as
text messages (16.4% of cases). When children
felt uncomfortable with the alleged offender’s
behaviour (e.g., wanting it to stop or feeling like
it was wrong) they were more likely to disclose
or seek support (11.7%). In 6.2% of cases,
multiple facilitators were noted and in 6.7% no
reason was noted.

Factors delaying disclosure

The most common factor for delayed reporting
was threats made by the alleged offender
(18.9% of cases). Fear, shame, and hesitation
about family’s reaction was the next most
common factor (10.7%). In another 10.7% of
cases, multiple factors were reported and 31%
had no reason for delayed disclosure provided.

The authors found that about 75% of victims
delayed reporting, even when they had
previously shared an informal disclosure. Family
members are most likely to receive informal
disclosures however, peers become more
common as victims age. Delays in disclosure
were more frequent in adolescent victims than
in younger aged victims.

Forensic interviews are a core CYAC service
and can offer critical information on what
happened, and how to move forward with
investigations and treatment.
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This study can support multidisciplinary team
members to better understand disclosure
dynamics, including how contextual,
interpersonal, and individual factors shape
disclosure practices. Recognizing common
factors, such as fear of family reactions or
threats from the alleged offender, can help to
prioritize child-focused, trauma-informed
interview strategies that create safety and
trust.

To read the full publication: https://doi-org.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/10.1080/14789949.2024.2388270

Through better understanding factors that
facilitate timely disclosure, multidisciplinary
team members and forensic interviewers can
better tailor practices to support children,
youth and their families.
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