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A QUALITATIVE EXPLORATION OF WOMEN SURVIVORS'
DISCLOSURE OF CHILDHOOD SEXUAL ABUSE

Joanne Dodgson, E4.D.

Western Michigan University, 1996

In clinical literature regarding adult survivors of childhood sexual
abuse, disclosure of abuse is considered a vital aspect of healing (Courtois,
1988; Herman, 1992). Despite the apparent significance of disclosure, few
studies have been conducted to investigate this process. Integrating
feminist and qualitative research perspectives, I sought to explore
disclosure through the stories, language, and perspectives of women
survivors. I was interested in learning about the following issues: (a) the
ways in which survivors' disclosure unfolded, (b) the ways in which
survivors understood and made meaning of their disclosures, and (c) the
ways in which survivors' lives changed through the process of telling
others about their histories of abuse.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight women
survivors. Analysis of the interview data was informed by grounded
theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Member checks (Patton, 1988) were
utilized to elidt participants' feedback regarding my analysis. A research
journal was maintained throughout the study to document my
observations and analytic process.

Disclosure was found to consist of two major components:

survivors' coming-to-voice, or movement from being silent to speaking
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about the abuse; and survivors' meaning-making, or development of
meanings related to their disclosure experiences. Survivors' coming-to-
voice was influenced by: (a) survivors' reasons for disclosing, (b) risks
survivors associated with disclosing, and (c) survivors' prior disclosure
experiences during childhood, adulthood, and/or in therapy. In their
meaning-making, survivors developed meanings about: (a) self, (b)
relationships with the persons told about the abuse, (c) childhood sexual
abuse as a social phenomenon, and (d) disclosure as a healing process.

The results of the study shed light on the inter-relationships among
disclosure experiences, the complexity of survivors' coming-to-voice, the
reconstructions of relationships with self, others, and community which
developed through survivors’ meaning-making, and survivors'
perspectives about disclosure as healing. The results indicate that
therapists need to address issues related survivors' coming-to-voice and
meaning-making, support survivors’ empowerment and ownership of
their voice, and remain aware of their power to influence survivors'

disclosure to family and friends.
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CHAPTER]

OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION

The purpose of my study was to explore women survivors'
disclosure of childhood sexual abuse. In this first chapter, an overview of
the dissertation is provided. The overview includes the following
sections: (a) introduction, including a brief review of related literature and
a rationale for the study; (b) methods, including a summary of methods
employed for participant selection and data collection and analysis; (c)
results, incduding a summary of the research results; and (d) discussion,
including discussion of the study's discoveries about disclosure and
implications for practice and future research. More in-depth description of
the study is provided in the following chapters of the dissertation: (a)
Chapter II, Literature Review; (b) Chapter IlI, Methodology; (c) Chapter IV,
Results; and (d) Chapter V, Discussion.

Introduction

The conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the
will to proclaim them aloud is the central dialectic of
psychological trauma. (Herman, 1992, p. 1)

Childhood sexual abuse occurs at an alarming rate in the lives of
female children, with estimates indicating that 1 out of 3 girls is sexually
abused before the age of 18 years (Russell, 1986). The context of secrecy and
silence, within which abuse occurs and remains hidden, is a significant
aspect of the trauma of childhood sexual abuse (Brown, 1991; Courtois,

1
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1988; Herman, 1992; Russell, 1986). In clinical and research literature, it is
well-documented that secrecy about abuse is often maintained by women
survivors into their adult lives (Courtois, 1988; Frawley, 1990; Lamb &
Edgar-Smith, 1994; Lister, 1982; Roesler & Wind, 1994; Russell, 1986).

A common theme in the clinical literature related to adult
survivors is the significance of "breaking the silence” or disclosing about
childhood sexual abuse (Courtois, 1988; Dinsmore, 1990; Frawley, 1990;
Herman, 1992). Disclosure of childhood sexual abuse is generally
considered a significant aspect of survivors' healing related to their
childhood trauma (Courtois, 1988; Herman, 1992). One study confirms the
healing effects of disclosure (Harvey, Orbuch, Chwalisz, & Garwood, 1991),
although another study reported inconclusive findings regarding the
relationship between disclosure of abuse and adult functioning (Lamb &
Edgar-Smith, 1994).

Some clinical literature also indicates that disclosure may have
disruptive effects in survivors' lives as they may experience guilt and
shame about betraying the family secret (Courtois, 1988; MacFarlane &
Korbin, 1983) and painful emotions related to memories of the abuse
(Gelinas, 1983). Craig McNulty and Jane Wardie (1994) suggest that hostile
and rejecting responses to disclosure may increase survivors'
vulnerability to and experience of psychological distress and
symptomology. A common theme in clinical literature (e.g., Courtois,
1988; Herman, 1992; McNulty & Wardle, 1994) is the need for therapists to
carefully prepare survivors for their disclosure to family members so as to

alleviate the risk for disruptive effects.
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Despite the apparent significance of survivors' disclosure and the
attention which disclosure has received in clinical literature, very limited
research has been conducted to learn about disclosure. Summaries of two
recent studies which provide information about disclosure are provided
below. A more detailed literature review is provided in Chapter II.

Two recent studies are the first to provide some detailed
information about survivors' disclosure process. In their exploration of
the relationship between survivors' disclosure and healing, Sharon Lamb
and Susan Edgar-Smith (1994) conducted telephone interviews with 60
women and men who were survivors of childhood sexual abuse. In the
interviews, the following information was obtained on up to 16 disclosure
experiences for each interviewee: survivors' age at the time of disclosure,
survivors' relationship with person they told, how the disclosure came
about, others' responses to disclosures (based on a checkiist provided by
interviewer), and survivors' numerical rating of the helpfulness of the
persons who they told. A symptoms checklist was also used to measure
adult functioning.

The results of the study indicate that the majority of the survivors
did not disclose about abuse until age 18. Survivors were more likely to
disclose, as adults, to family members other than siblings or parents, to
friends, and to helping professionals. Survivors most commonly
disclosed when they were responding to an evocative experience such as a
television show about abuse and in order to get support. The results
indicate that the number of disclosures, helpful or non-helpful, had no
relationship with adult socioemotional functioning. This research

suggests that repeated disclosures and others’ responses to disclosures
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were not significant mediators of adult functioning. Although the
findings were considered inconclusive regarding the healing effects of
disclosure, this study provides valuable information about when, to
whom, and why survivors tell others about their histories of childhood
sexual abuse.

Thomas Roesler and Tiffany Wind (1994) utilized questionnaires to
survey survivors about their disclosures to the first persons they told
about the abuse. The questionnaires were designed to obtain information
about the identity of the first persons told about the abuse, why survivors
waited to tell, why survivors told, and the responses of the persons who
were told. Based on the information provided by 228 women survivors of
incest, the average age of first disclosure was 25 years. When first
disclosures occurred in adulthood, survivors most often told their friends,
partners, and therapists about their histories of abuse. The most common
reasons for disclosure were wanting to heal, feeling safe in a relationship,
and retrieving memories of the abuse. A scale was used to measure the
supportiveness of the reactions which survivors received to their
disclosures. In comparison with childhood disclosures, adulthood
disclosures were more often met with supportive reactions from those
whom survivors told about the abuse.

These studies provide valuable information about disclosure. Yet, I
sought to learn about disclosure through methodology which focused on
gathering women's stories about disclosure without the use of pre-
determined checklists or standardized measures. I aimed to understand
disclosure through the stories, language, and exnperiences of survivors.

Research (Lamb & Edgar-Smith, 1994; Roesler & Wind, 1994) indicates that
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survivors often disclose to family members and friends, yet clinical
literature (e.g., Herman, 1992) suggests that family disclosures call for
specialized preparation. To better understand how survivors disclose to
significant others in their personal lives, I sought to elicit survivors'
stories and perspectives about telling their family members and friends
about their histories of childhood sexual abuse.

Methods

The design and implementation of the research methods were
grounded in feminist and qualitative research perspectives. Qualitative
methods are effective for uncovering themes and meanings in
individuals' natural language and understandings (Polkinghorne, 1991).
Feminist researchers (e.g., Du Bois, 1983; Reinharz, 1982) posit that
understandings of women's lives need to be grounded in women's
language and lived experience. Integrating feminist and qualitative
research perspectives, I designed this study to explore the following
questions:

1. What is the context (e.g., setting, timing, purpose) and the
content of survivors' disclosure to their family members and friends?

2. How do women survivors make meaning of their adulthood
disclosure experiences?

3. How are survivors' lives impacted by their disclosures?

The research design was approved by Human Subjects Institutional
Review Board (see Appendix A).

In the sections below, the following aspects of the methods utilized
in this study are described: (a) participant selection, (b) data collection and
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analysis, and (c) protection of participants. A more detailed description of
research methods is provided in Chapter III.

Participant Selection

Participants were recruited through therapists who worked in two
counseling agencies located in two midwestern cities. I personally
contacted therapists to elicit their participation in the selection process (see
Appendix B). Therapists who were interested in participating received a
letter (see Appendix C) and written materials (see Appendix D & E) to be
utilized for informing appropriate clients about the study. Clients who
were interested in volunteering for the study completed and returned an
interest form (see Appendix E) to the reception desks at the counseling
agencies. '

Following receipt of completed interest forms, I conducted
telephone screenings with the persons who indicated their interest in the
study (see Appendix F). Eight of the nine persons who returned
completed forms met the selection criteria and were interested in
participating in the study. The following criteria were used to determine
potential participants’ appropriateness for the study: (a) identified as
female and at least 18 years old; (b) identified as survivors of childhood
sexual abuse; and (c) identified as having verbally disclosed about being
survivors of childhood since the age of 18 to at least one person with
whom they had a personal, familial, or social relationship. Women who
were former or current clients of mine were also exempt from

participation in the study.
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The eight participants interviewed for this study included six
Caucasian and two African American women ranging in age from 27 to 46
years. Six women were single/divorced. Two women were partnered,
one in a heterosexual relationship and one in a lesbian relationship. Five
women were parenting children who ranged in age from toddlers to
adolescents. Educational levels ranged from completion of high school
diplomas to master's degrees. Three women were attending college at the
time of the interviews. Five women were employed in either full-time or
part-time positions. All participants were involved in individual and/or
group therapy.

For seven of the women, childhood sexual abuse had occurred on
an on-going basis over the course of a number of years from early
childhood into or throughout their adolescence. For one woman, the
abuse had occurred repeatedly during a period of at least one week. Four
women were abused by more than one perpetrator. The perpetrators of
the abuse included the following (the number of women who identified a
perpetrator in each category is indicated in parentheses): brother (3), uncle
(3), adoptive or biological father (3), male cousin (3), adoptive mother (2),
and son of family friend (1). In addition to the childhood sexual abuse
described above, some participants described being sexually assaulted by
male peers, acquaintances, and partners during childhood and/or
adulthood. Survivors' first adulthood disclosures occurred between

approximately six months and 20 years prior to our interview.
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Data Collection and Analvsis

For this study, the primary data source consisted of the individual
interviews with participants. Additional data were generated through
member checks in which I elicited participants’ feedback regarding my
developing analysis. I also maintained a research journal in which I
documented my observations, thoughts, and reactions related to
participants, interview process and content, member checks,
methodological issues, and the analysis process.

The interviews were audio-taped and ranged in length from 1-1/2
to 3 hours. To conduct the interviews, I utilized an interview guide (see
Appendix H) for each interview. In the interviews, I gathered
demographic information and background information related to
participants’ history of abuse. I asked participants to describe adulthood
disclosure experiences with family members and friends, seeking details
about when and why they disclosed, how the other persons responded,
and how survivors felt and thought about their disclosure experiences. I
also sought information about whether and/or how survivors considered
disclosure to be healing. At the closing of the interviews, arrangements
were made for making the follow-up contact for member checks.
Participants were also given an opportunity to process the interviewing
experience. In each interview, the timing and wording of questions varied
in order to enable each participant’s stories to emerge in her individual
language and style. I also sought to elicit elaboration of particular issues
which may not have been included in the interview guide but which

participants discussed as relevant to their disclosure =xperiences. I
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transcribed the interviews verbatim, including non-verbal expressions
such as laughter, sighs, pauses, and increased volume or emotional
emphasis.

To analyze the interview data, I used coding procedures associated
with grounded theory (e.g.. Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In addition to my
repeated reading and coding of the interview transcripts, I also developed
and coded a chronologically-ordered case summary of each participant's
disclosure experiences. This provided a means of carefully examining
each individual's experience as well as exploring similarities and
differences across the group of survivors. The analysis process also
involved discussion of my emerging interpretations of the data with
members of my doctoral committee and colleagues with expertise in
childhood sexual abuse and/or qualitative research.

Survivors were also included in the analysis through member
checks. Follow-up member checks (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Reason &
Rowan, 1981) were conducted with participants following my completion
of a major portion of the data analysis (see Appendix K). For member
checks, I contacted participants by telephone to elicit their feedback,
reactions, and insights into my developing analysis of the interview data.
With the six participants whom I was able to reach, the audio-taped
member check interviews lasted approximately 30 to 45 minutes. The data
which were generated through the member checks were incorporated into
the analysis. In general, participants supported my analysis and identified
certain issues they found particularly relevant to their experience.

Throughout the study, I also maintained a research journal in
which I documented field notes (e.g., Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Spradley,
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1979), analytic notes (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1984),
and self-reflective notes (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Kirkwood, 1993). The
maintenance of the journal provided a systematic means for recording my
observations, experiences, and analytic processes. The journal was
particularly helpful as I refined codes and categories, as I could refer back to
my initial impressions and earlier analyses of the data. Information from

the journal is incorporated into the results and discussion.

Protection of Participants

To protect participants’ confidentiality during the participant
selection process, only first names were requested on the interest forms
and envelopes were provided for returning the completed forms to me
through the agencies’ reception desks. During the interviews, participants
were asked to select a pseudonym which was then utilized in all written
documents regarding the study. Other identifying information was altered
or limited in the transcripts as well as in this document (e.g., names of
persons survivors told about the abuse were replaced with general
descriptors such as "friend" or "brother;" in the dissertation, demographic
information about survivors was only provided in the group description).
The transcripts were also coded with a number, and a separate master list
was maintained with participants’ names and phone numbers and the
corresponding transcript number. Following completion of the data
analysis, audio-tapes were erased and the master list was destroyed. I will
store the transcripts, signed informed consent statements, and research
journal in a locked, secured file cabinet for five years following publication
of the study.
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Results

The interviews with women survivors yielded many stories about
their disclosure experiences with family members and friends. My
analysis of women's stories yielded a descriptive model of the process of
disclosure. In this overview, a summary of the model is provided. More
detailed description, including quotations from survivors' interviews, is
provided in Chapter IV.

Through women's stories, I came to understand the disclosure
process as consisting of two major aspects {see Figure 1). The two major
aspects of the disclosure process were: (1) survivors' coming-to-voice, or
movement from silence into voice; and (2) survivors' meaning-making,
or development of meanings about their experiences of disclosing to

family members and friends.

Coming-to-Voice

As seen in Figure 1, survivors' coming to voice was influenced by
three issues: (1) survivors' reasons for disclosing, (2) risks survivors
associated with disclosing, and (3) survivors' prior disciosure experiences.
These three influences shaped how survivors thought and felt about
telling family members and/or friends about their histories of childhood
sexual abuse as well as how they actually went about disclosing.

The first influence of coming-to-voice was survivors' reasons for
disclosing. Survivors' reasons for disclosing included internal motivating
factors, such as their heightened inner knowing about the abuse and their

intuitive feelings about the safety or appropriateness of telling in certain
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Coming-to-Voice

R

eInfluenced By Reasons for Disclosing
Internal Motivating Factors

Survivors' Intentions

eInfluenced By Risks Related to Disclosing
Unknowns About Disclosure
Telling Makes It Real
Potentially Painful Responses

eInfluenced Bv Prior Disclosures
In Childhood
In Therapy
In Adulthood

12

N

Meaning-Making

__—

eAbout Self
Questioning Self and Voice
Valuing Self and Voice

*About Relationships
Disrupted Connections
Enhanced Connections

eAbout Childhood Sexual Abuse
as a Social Phenomenon
Personal is Political

e About Disclosure as Healing
Relief From Secrecy
Wholeness
Empowerment

Figure 1. Descriptive Model Illustrating Major Aspects of Survivors'

Disclosure Process.

situations. Survivors' reasons for disclosing also included survivors'

intentions, such as seeking emotional support and protecting others from

abuse. Survivors' reasons were generally strong motivators of their

coming-to-voice. More than one reason often influenced survivors'

coming-to-voice in a particular situation.

The second influence of survivors' coming-to-voice was the risks

they associated with disclosing about their histories of abuse. These risks

associated with disclosure generated hesitancy and caution in survivors'

coming-to-voice. Survivors were concerned about the risks of leaving the

familiarity of silence and moving into the "unknowns” of having voice.
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Survivors were concerned about facing the painful reality of the abuse by
telling others about it. Survivors were also concerned that others may
respond in ways which would be difficult to handle, such as being rejected.

The third influence of survivors' coming-to-voice was survivors'
prior disclosure experiences in childhood, in therapy, and in adulthood
with their family members and friends. Survivors' prior disclosure
experiences had variable influence on their coming-to-voice in subsequent
experiences, sometimes supporting survivors' movement from silence to
voice and sometimes raising uncertainties about that movement.

Survivors' prior disclosure experiences in childhood were painful
experiences in which they felt they were not believed, protected, or
validated by the persons they told. Reflecting their childhood disclosure
experiences, some survivors' coming-to-voice was characterized by doubts
about their own knowledge about the abuse and concerns that others
would respond to their adulthood disclosures with disbelief, protection of
perpetrators, and further victimization.

Survivors' prior disclosure experiences in therapy had mixed
influence on survivors' coming-to-voice. Reflecting some prior
disclosures in therapy in which survivors felt believed and validated,
survivors' coming-to-voice was characterized by a belief in the possibility
of being heard and understood by family members and friends they told
about the abuse. Reflecting some prior disclosure experiences in therapy
in which survivors were assisted and supported in their decision-making
about disclosing, survivors' coming-to-voice was characterized by a sense
of empowerment to make choices about to whom and how they disclosed.

Reflecting some prior disclosure experiences in therapy in which
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survivors felt their trust and safety were violated, survivors' coming-to-
voice was characterized by fears and caution about telling others about the
abuse.

Similar to prior disclosure experiences in therapy, survivors’ prior
disclosure experiences during adulthood with their family members and
friends had variable influence on their coming-to-voice in later adulthood
disclosures. Based on some prior disclosure experiences, survivors'
coming-to-voice was characterized by a sense of comfort as they continued
to disclose to the same and/or other family members and friends. Based
on other prior disclosures in adulthood, survivors' coming-to-voice was
characterized by fears about continuing to disclose and/or modification of
the content of their disclosure (e.g., how much detail they told).

Meaning-Making

As illustrated in Figure 1, the second major aspect of coming-to-
voice was survivors' meaning-making. In their meaning-making,
survivors deveioped beliefs and understandings related to their disclosure
experiences with family members or friends. The following four themes
were evident in survivors' meaning-making: (1) meanings about self, (2)
meanings about survivors' relationships with the persons they told about
the abuse, (3) meanings about childhood sexual abuse as a social
phenomenon, and (4) meanings about disclosure as a healing process.

The first of four themes in survivors’ meaning-making was the
development of meanings about self. In some disclosure experiences,
survivors developed questions about their self-worth and the legitimacy

of their voice (e.g., feeling they should silence themselves to care for
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others). In some disclosure experiences, survivors developed a sense of
valuing of self and voice. Survivors' self-questioning often developed
when they felt they were not heard and believed when they disclosed.
Survivors' self-valuing often developed when they felt supported and
validated when they disclosed. Yet, in some disclosure experiences,
survivors' meanings had less to do with others’ responses to their
disclosure than did survivors' own validation of the importance of
having their voice and speaking about their abuse histories. For example,
responses such as denial of the abuse did not necessarily lead to survivors'
self-doubts or self-blame. Thus, survivors were active in the creation of
their meanings. Their meanings about disclosures were not defined solely
by how others responded.

A second theme in survivors' meaning-making was the
development of meanings about the relationships with the persons to
whom they disclosed about the abuse. Some survivors experienced
disruptions in their relationships with the persons to whom they
disclosed. The disruptions in relationships included tension and strain,
avoidance, and endings of some relationships with family members and
friends. Survivors' meanings about these disruptions reflected
understandings that the loss of closeness and connections with certain
persons was very painful yet perhaps unavoidable or even necessary. In
many cases, survivors were unwilling to hide the abuse in order to
maintain their connections with certain persons.

Some survivors experienced enhanced closeness and connections
with the family members and friends they told about the abuse.

Survivors' meanings about the enhanced closeness reflected
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understandings that certain persons were available for them as significant
sources of security and support. Yet, for some survivors, enhanced
closeness and connection almost meant an increased sense of
vulnerability. Thus, some survivors remained wary and cautious as they
anticipated the possibility of betrayal and loss.

A third theme in survivors' meaning-making was the
development of meanings about childhood sexual abuse as a social
phenomenon. Survivors became aware of the prevalence of childhood
sexual abuse through family members’ and friends’ revelation of their
own abuse history in response to survivors' disclosure. Through learning
from and about other women and men who had been sexually abused,
survivors came to understand their personal experience in the broader
context of childhood sexual abuse as a prevalent social phenomenon. For
many survivors, . this led to a strong conviction about being part of creating
social change and preventing childhood sexual abuse.

A fourth theme in survivors'’ meaning-making was the
development of meanings about disclosure as a healing process. All
survivors in this study considered disclosure, overall, to be healing
although they had some painful disclosure experiences with some family
members and friends. Survivors experienced disclosure to be healing as
they felt relieved from the burden of secrecy and from their isolation in
facing the painful reality of the abuse. Survivors experienced disclosure to
be healing as they experienced a greater sense of wholeness as they no
longer had to hide significant aspects of themselves and their life

experiences. Survivors also experienced disclosure to be healing as they

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



experienced a sense of empowerment which was characterized by greater
self-authority and recognition of having choice.

As illustrated by the arrows in Figure 1, survivors engaged in
coming-to-voice and meaning-making in a cyclical fashion. Coming-to-
voice and meaning-making were experienced by survivors in a cyclical,
recursive fashion as their disclosure experiences unfolded over time.
Survivors' coming-to-voice influenced their meaning-making, and their
meaning-making influenced coming-to-voice in subsequent disclosure

experiences.

Discussion

The results of this study broaden understandings of disclosure
which have been provided in earlier research and clinical literature.
These broader understandings of disciosure are discussed in the first
section below. The second section focuses on implications of the results
for practice. The third section focuses on implications of the results for

future research.

Discoveries Related to Survivors' Disclosure Process

The following four discoveries related to survivors' disclosure
process will be discussed below: (1) inter-relationships among disclosure
experiences, (2) complexity of survivors' coming-to-voice, (3) survivors'
reconstructions of relationships with self, others, and community through
meaning-making, and (4) survivors' perspectives about disclosure as a

healing process. More in-depth discussion is provided in Chapter V.
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Inter-relationships Among Disclosure Experiences

The first major discovery about the process of disclosure was the
inter-relationship among survivors' disclosure experiences. Earlier
research (e.g., Lamb & Edgar-Smith, 1994; Roesler & Wind, 1994) has
tended to examine each disclosure experience as a discrete event tied to a
particular reason and a particular outcome. These studies suggest that
survivors' disclosure to one person is defined by a single event and is
unrelated to survivors' disclosures to other persons. Yet, based on the
experiences of survivors in this study, inter-relationships were found
among repeated disclosure experiences with the same person. For
example, a survivor may disclose to her brother in a series of
conversations in which the content of each disclosure builds upon the
content shared in earlier conversations; earlier disclosure experiences with
her brother also influenced how the survivor felt (e.g., anticipating
support or fearing potential rejection) about continued disclosure with
him.

Inter-relationships were also found to exist among disclosures
which occur in differing relational contexts. Childhood disclosures were
found to influence adulthood disclosures, with the same or differing
persons. Disclosures in therapy were found to influence disclosures to
family member and/or friends. Disclosures with a certain family member
or friend influenced survivors' disclosure to other family members and
friends. These results suggest that disclosure needs to be understood as a
process consisting of inter-related experiences which unfold over time

both with and across persons told about the abuse.
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Complexity of Survivors' Coming-to-Voice

The second major discovery about the process of disclosure was the
complexity of survivors' coming-to-voice. Other research (e.g., Lamb &
Edgar-Smith, 1994; Roesler & Wind, 1994) has identified survivors'
reasons for disclosing, many of which were also identified in this study.
What is unique about the results of the current study is that more than
one reason was often found to have influence on survivors' coming-to-
voice in a particular disclosure experience. Perhaps more significantly,
reasons were found to be just one of three influences on survivors'
coming-to-voice.

As illustrated in Figure 1, survivors' coming-to-voice was found to
be influenced by survivors' reasons as well as the risks which survivors
associated with disclosing and the prior disclosure experiences which
survivors had engaged in during childhood, therapy, and adulthood.
Thus, as they moved from silence into voice, survivors were weighing
their reasons to speak against the potential risks for telling while taking
into account what had happened when they previously told about the
abuse.

To understand survivors' coming-to-voice within a developmental
framework, Mary Belenky, Blythe Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger, and Jill
Tarule's (1986) theory about women's development as a process of gaining
voice offers an interesting perspective. Belenky et al. suggest that
survivors of sexual abuse and harassment who are identifying and
working through their past victimization are often engaged in "subjective

knowing.” Subjective knowing is a position in which women value their
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private, personal knowledge and reject external, often male, authority.
Belenky et al. consider women's discovery and utilization of their
personal knowledge, their "interior voice,” as a significant shift in
development toward greater self-awareness and self-authority: "This
interior voice has become, for us, the hallmark of women's emergent
sense of self and sense of agency and control” (p. 68). Thus, based on
Belenky et al.'s (1986) theory, survivors' coming-to-voice may be
understood as a significant developmental milestone as survivors give
voice to their personal knowledge about their abuse histories. Through
coming-to-voice, survivors were making steps toward greater self-
authority and authenticity. Further discussion of these issues is provided

in Chapter V.

Reconstructions of Relationships With Self, Others, and
Community Through Meaning-Making

The third major discovery related to disclosure was the
reconstructions of survivors' relationships with self, others, and
community which occurred through their meaning-making. Earlier
research has tended to label survivors' disclosures as either helpful or
nonhelpful based on how others responded (e.g., Harvey et al., 1991; Lamb
& Edgar-Smith, 1994). Yet, the results of this study indicate that
attempting to understand survivors' disclosure through dichotomous
labeling based primarily on others' responses is a limited perspective
about the disclosure process. The results of this study offer broader
understandings about how survivors' lives are affected by telling family
members and friends about their histories of abuse and through their
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meaning-making of these disclosure experiences.

As illustrated in Figure 1, survivors made meanings about self, the
relationships with persons told about the abuse, and childhood sexual
abuse as a social phenomenon. In their meanings about self, survivors
developed beliefs and self-understandings which reflected de-valuing and
valuing of themselves. As the disclosure process unfolded over time,
survivors moved towards developing greater self-acceptance and a new
sense of identity as they integrated their abuse survival as an important
aspect of self. In their meanings about relationships, survivors developed
understandings about the disruptions as well as the enhanced connections
which developed with the persons they told about the abuse. Survivors
often diminished or ended their connections with persons whom they felt
were not accepting of them as survivors. Survivors developed social
networks that became increasingly made up of persons with whom they
did not have to hide their abuse histories and with whom they were
comfortable discussing the abuse.

For many survivors, the development of new self-understandings
and of more intimate relationships with certain family members and
friends led to a greater sense of contentment, security, and comfort in their
lives. However, many survivors also described experiencing grief,
depression, sadness, anxiety, and other types of emotional distress in
association with their disclosures. Given the significant changes in
survivors' identity and relational networks which are experienced
through disclosure, I would posit that grief, depression, and emotional
distress are appropriate and expected emotions for survivors to experience

in conjunction with their disclosure process. Understanding such
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emotional experiences as a natural aspect of the disclosure process offers a
contrasting perspective to McNulty and Wardle's (1994) suggestion that
emotional distress may illustrate the inappropriateness of survivors'
disclosures.

I posit that rather than labeling survivors and their disclosures as
dysfunctional due to survivors' experience of emotional distress, we need
to contextualize survivors' disclosure and understand that grief and loss
are natural, expected parts of the process. Regardless of how others
respond to disclosure, survivors are facing the painful reality of the abuse
and integrating their abuse survival into their understandings of who
they are. They were also experiencing the reconstructions of their social
networks, gaining new support persons while also losing connections
with significant others.

In addition to reconstructing relationships with self and the persons
told about the abuse, many survivors developed new types of
relationships and a sense of belonging within their communities. In their
meaning-making about childhood sexual abuse as a social phenomenon,
some survivors came to understand their personal experiences as
connected to the broader sodial issue of childhood sexual abuse. For some
survivors, this led to a sense of belonging and purpose within their
communities as they became involved in prevention and education
efforts related to abuse. Some survivors developed a strong conviction
about being part of creating social change. They were interested in being
active participants in creating a social context in which children could be
safe and in which survivors of abuse were free to speak about their

experiences.
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Survivors' Perspectives About Disclosure as a Healing Process

The fourth major discovery about the process of disclosure was
survivors' perspectives about disclosure as a healing process. The results
offer support to clinical literature (e.g., Courtois, 1988; Herman, 1992)
which suggests disclosure is an important aspect of survivors' healing.
The results also offer support to earlier research (e.g., Harvey et al., 1991;
Silver et al., 1983) which indicates that disclosure is correlated with
survivors' successful coping with the abuse. What is unique about the
results of the current study is that survivors' healing is defined by
survivors, not by external measures or researchers’ evaluations. The
results indicate that survivors considered disclosure to be healing as they
experienced relief from secrecy and isolation, a sense of wholeness, and
empowerment.

The results of the study also revealed survivors' perspectives about
healing as an evolutionary process tied to their overall experience of
disclosing. That is, each disclosure experience was not necessarily defined
by survivors as a healing experience. In fact, some of survivors' disclosure
experiences and eventual losses of relationships with significant others
were very painful. Yet, for survivors, the overall process of discovering
and utilizing their voices to speak about their histories of abuse was found
to generate a deeply felt sense of relief, a growing sense of wholeness, and
empowerment. Survivors understood their healing to be an on-going
process which continued to unfold across time and across their disclosure

experiences.
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Implications for Practice

Based on the results of the study, the following three issues are
important considerations in therapists’ clinical work with women
survivors of childhood sexual abuse: (1) attention to survivors' coming-
to-voice and meaning-making, (2) support of survivors' empowerment
and ownership of voice, and (3) awareness of therapists’ influence on

survivors' disclosure to family and friends.

Attention to Survivors' Coming-to-Voice and Meanine-Making

The first implication for practice is the importance of therapists’
attention to issues related to survivors' coming-to-voice and meaning-
making. The descriptive model of disclosure (see Figure 1) provides
therapists with a way of understanding survivors' disclosure process. The
model outlines issues related to survivors' coming-to-voice and meaning-
making which may be important areas of exploration in therapy. As
survivors are considering and making decisions about telling family
members or friends about their histories of abuse, therapists may
encourage exploration of survivors' reasons for disclosing, the risks they
associate with disclosing, and any prior disclosure experiences which have
occurred in childhood, adulthood, and in therapy.

Although clinical literature tends to emphasize therapists’ need to
discuss with survivors their anticipated disclosures (e.g., Courtois, 1988;
Herman, 1992), the results of this study indicate that therapists also need to
be attentive to the ways in which survivors are making meaning of their

disclosure experiences after they have occurred. Therapists may encourage
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exploration of the meanings which survivors make about themselves,
their relationships with the persons they told about the abuse, childhood
sexual abuse as a social phenomenon, and disclosure as a healing process.
Therapists need to be aware that disclosure leads to significant
reconstructions of survivors' relationships with self, others, and their
communities. Therapists may offer affirmation and encouragement as
survivors develop a sense of empowerment and self-authority in their
lives, and build relationships which involve greater openness and
connection. Therapists can play an important role in facilitating
survivors' grief, loss, and anger which may be associated with disruptions

in relationships with certain family members and friends.

Support of Survivors' Empowerment and Ownership of Voice

The second implication for practice is the importance of supporting
survivors' empowerment and ownership of their voice. By the time
survivors reach adulthood, they have spent much of their lives with
others mandating whether and/or how they speak about their own
experiences. It is essential that therapists not replicate this dynamic by
controlling survivors' voices, even with the intention of being helpful.

Clinical literature stresses the importance of therapists preparing
survivors for their family disclosures and determining survivors'
readiness to disclose (e.g., Courtois, 1988; Herman, 1992; McNulty &
Wardle, 1994; Schatzow & Herman, 1989). The results of this study
indicate that therapists can be helpful by facilitating survivors' decision-
making about disclosure. Yet, the results also indicate that survivors often

disclosed to family members and friends without consulting their
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therapists. Some disclosure experiences occurred rather spontaneously,
without much prior planning. Additionally, survivors disclosed during
periods of time in which they were not in therapy. Thus, survivors
indicated that they did not necessarily feel the need for special preparation
or consultation regarding their decisions to disclose to certain family
members or friends.

Should therapists see their primary role as that of preparing
survivors for their disclosures and determining survivor's readiness to
disclose to family and friends, I am concerned about messages related to
power, control, and self-efficacy which are communicated to survivors.
Such a stance implies that survivors are unprepared for disclosure unless
assisted by therapists. Such a stance implies that therapists need to control
survivors' disclosure because survivors are not be capable of making
appropriate decisions.

Thus, when working with survivors, I would suggest that therapists
remain particularly aware of and sensitive to survivors' empowerment
and ownership of their voice. Therapists can balance their facilitation of
survivors' decision-making, if that occurs in therapy, with reinforcement
of survivors' ability and right to make choices about whether and/or how
to disclose. Therapists need to communicate their trust and support
survivors' of individual pace and decisions regarding their disclosure,
whether or not survivors' dedision-making is directly discussed in therapy
and whether or not survivors act on whatever decisions are made in
therapy. Therapists’ explicit and implicit communication of their trust in
and support of survivors in their disclosure process will enhance

survivors' sense of empowerment and ownership of their voice.
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Awareness of Therapists' Influence on Survivors' Disclosure to
Familv Members and Friends

The third implication for practice is the importance of therapists’
awareness of their potential influence on survivors' disclosure to family
and friends. As described in the previous section, therapists may
influence survivors' disclosure through direct facilitation of survivors’
decision-making. Additionally, therapists’ responses to survivors’
disclosures in therapy were found to both encourage and discourage
survivors' disclosure to their family members and friends. For some
survivors, therapists' validation of their disclosure generated a belief in
the possibility of disclosing to persons outside the context of therapy.
Survivors often then acted on that belief and disclosed to family members
and/or friends. For other survivors, therapists' responses led to a return
to silence about the abuse and a sense of caution about telling others.

The influence of therapists' responses on survivors' continued
disclosure in therapy has been documented (Josephson & Fong-Beyette,
1987). The results of the current study indicate that therapists’ responses
to survivors' therapy disclosures also influenced whether and/or how
survivors disclosed outside the context of therapy. These results point to
the importance of therapists' recognition of their potentially wide-ranging
influence on survivors' voices. Therapists need to remain mindful of
their power, however unintentional, to both support and silence
survivors' voices within and outside of the context of therapy.

Given the potential influence described above, therapists may
choose to explore, when appropriate, how survivors experienced and

made meaning of their in-session disclosures. Particularly if survivors felt
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silenced, therapists' initiation of dialogue about the disclosure may
provide survivors with an opportunity to describe their experience and to
re-gain their voice in the therapeutic context. Given that some therapy
disclosures influenced survivors to disclose to others, therapists may
expect that disclosures to family members and/or friends may begin to
occur following disclosures in therapy.

Survivors' stories indicated that their silence and caution about
disclosing to family members and friends were tied to the following
therapy disclosure experiences: (a) feeling inadequately supported by
therapists during and after a confrontation of the perpetrator in a therapy
session, (b) feeling overwhelmed by a therapist's labeling of childhood
experiences as sexual abuse, and (c) feeling stigmatized and offended by
therapists' suggestions of a causal link between childhood sexual abuse
and homosexuality. These disclosure experiences point to issues which
may necessitate special attention in therapists’ education and training

related to working with survivors of childhood sexual abuse.

Implications for Future Research

Based on the results of the study, I offer the following suggestions
for future research related to survivors' disclosure of childhood sexual
abuse: (a) recommendations regarding methodology, (b) further
exploration of disclosure through research with various participant
samples, and (c) further exploration of relationships between survivors

and those to whom they disclose.
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Recommendations Regarding Methodologv

The interviewing and analysis process used in this study was found
to be an effective method for gathering information and developing
understandings about survivors' disclosure. By gathering women's
stories about their experiences, the complexities of the disclosure process
became evident and expanded understandings about disclosure that were
provided in earlier research. Thus, in future research about disclosure, I
would recommend that researchers continue to utilize methods which
elicit narrative information from survivors about their experiences.
Individual interviews (single or multiple}, group interviews, and open-
ended questionnaires may be effective means for continued data-gathering
and exploration of survivors' disclosure. Given that survivors' disclosure
was found to be a process which evolved over time, it may be effective to
utilize data collection methods which can capture the nature of the
process. Research which involves repeated dzta collection over periods of
time may be meaningful ways of further exploring disclosure.

Based on their inconclusive findings regarding the healing effects of
disclosure, Lamb and Edgar-Smith (1954) suggest that multiple outcome
measures are needed to adequately assess survivors' functioning. Based
on the findings of this study which indicate that survivors' healing is an
evolutionary process involving a range of emotional experience, I
recommend the integrative use of standardized measures with methods
which generate narrative data. Narrative data may serve to contextualize
the results of standardized measures, thus offering more complete

understanding of survivors' healing and/or functioning.
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Further Investigation of Disclosure With Various Participant
Samples

Studies with varying participant samples may generate information
which confirms, refutes, or clarifies the results of the current study. With
further studies involving other participant groups, more complete
understandings about survivors' disclosure may continue to develop.
Based on the results of the current study, the following recommendations
for further research are offered:

1. One of the shared characteristics of the participant group in this
study was their involvement in therapy. Research with a non-clinical
sample may offer some broader understandings about survivors'
disclosure to family members and friends. What similarities and
differences may exist in the disclosure process between survivors who
are/have been in therapy and those who are not/have not been in
therapy?

2. Much of the clinical literature is based on the assumption that
disclosure is essential for survivors' healing. The results of the study also
indicate that survivors considered disclosure to family members and
friends to be a healing process. Research with women survivors who
have not disclosed during adulthood may broaden our understandings
about survivors' healing. Why do some adult survivors chosen not to tell
anyone about the abuse? What is it like to remain silent about the abuse?
Are there ways, other than disclosure, that survivors come to terms with
their histories of abuse?

By nature of definition, survivors who have not disclosed may be a
difficult population to reach. Data collection methods such as anonymous
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questionnaires may be perceived as less invasive than personal contacts

between researchers and participants.

3. In this study, the six women who reported childhood disclosures
all had experiences in which they felt they were not validated, believed,
and/or protected. These early lessons about having voice influenced
survivors' adulthood disclosures as they feared others' responses and
doubted their inner knowing about the abuse. Is adulthood disclosure
different for women who received supportive responses to their
childhood disclosures? Comparative studies could be conducted with
women felt they were supported and those who did not feel supported
during childhood disclosures to examine any related similarities and
differences in adulthood disclosures.

4. In this study, one of the participants had recovered memories of
the abuse a few years prior to our interview. Some aspects of her
adulthood disclosure experiences (e.g., doubting her inner knowing about
the abuse, seeking confirmation of the abuse from others) had unique
meaning as compared with the other survivors who always remembered
the abuse they had experienced. Research which focused on women
survivors with delayed recovery of abuse memories may offer some
understandings of the interaction between recovered memory and
disclosure to family members and friends. Further research may also
explore the influence of the current delayed memory controversy and
survivors' disclosure process.

5. The current study did not directly explore differences across
survivors' disclosure which may be related to race, sexual orientation,

class, age, education, and other identity issues. Multiple studies involving
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more homogernious participant samples (e.g., women of particular
races/ ethnic groups) may begin to offer some comparative understandings
about disclosure across identified groups of women survivors. For
example, are there differences in the meaning of disclosing family secrets
such as abuse which are tied to social/cultural identities? In studies
examining diversity issues and disclosure, it is important to elicit
survivors' views about how their disclosure process is influenced by the
particular identity issue(s) being explored.

6. Results of this study suggest that disclosing as an abuse survivor
may be related to disclosing about other "hidden" aspects of identity.
Further research may explore the relationship of disclosure of childhood
sexual abuse with disclosure of other aspects of identity.

7. The current study focused on disclosure by women survivors.
Research with men who are survivors of sexual abuse is very limited (see
Violato & Genius, 1993). Research regarding disclosure by male survivors
may be an important new area of inquiry. Such research may lead to
understandings related to how male survivors move from silence to
speak about the abuse and the meaning or significance of their disclosure.
Further research with men and women survivors may shed light on

gender-related issues associated with disclosure.

Further Exploration of Relationship Changes Associated With
Disclosure

The results of the study indicate that survivors' disclosure process
involved significant reconstructions of their relationships with the

persons they told about the abuse. Disclosure was often a turning point in
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survivors' relationships with family and friends, leading toward greater
intimacy as well as disruptions and endings. Interview studies which
involve survivors and the persons they told about the abuse would
provide understandings about the relational changes associated with
disclosure from both persons’ perspectives. Adital Tirosh Ben-Ari's (1995)
interview study with a mother and son regarding the son's coming out as
a gay man provides a model for methodology. In this study, the author
asked a mother and son to describe their own experiences as well as their
perceptions of each others' experiences during the son's coming out
process. The development of the mother-son relationship was then
explored through both persons’ experiences and perceptions.

In summary, the current study offers some new understandings
about adulthood disclosure of childhood sexual abuse. The interviews
with eight women survivors revealed that disclosing to family members
and friends is a complex process which generates significant changes in
survivors' lives. Subsequent chapters of the dissertation provide more in-
depth discussion of the study, beginning with a review of related literature
in Chapter II. The remaining chapters include: Chapter IlI, Methodology;
Chapter IV, Results; and Chapter V, Discussion.
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CHAPTER I
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Introduction

Childhood sexual abuse occurs at an alarming rate in the lives of
female children, with estimates indicating that 1 out of 3 girls is sexually
abused before the age of 18 years (Russell, 1986). Central to the trauma of
childhood sexual abuse is the context of secrecy and silence within which
abuse occurs and remains hidden in the lives of survivors. It is well-
documented in clinical and research literature that many female
survivors of childhood sexual abuse maintain secrecy about the abuse into
their adult lives (Courtois, 1988; Frawley, 1990; Herman, 1981; Roesler &
Wind, 1994; Russell, 1986). The powerful dynamics of secrecy and silence
are vividly reflected in the following titles of books written about and by
sexual abuse survivors: The Best Kept Secret: Sexual Abuse of Children
(Rush, 1980); Conspiracy of Silence: The Trauma of Incest (Butler, 1978);
The Secret Trauma: Incest in the Lives of Girls and Women (Russell,
1986); and I Never Told Anyone: Writings By Women Survivors of Child
Sexual Abuse (Bass & Thorton, 1983).

A prominent theme throughout the clinical literature is the
significance of disclosing about childhood sexual abuse, commonly
referred to as "breaking the silence” (e.g., Dinsmore, 1990; Frawley, 1990;

Herman, 1992). Disclosure is generally considered an essential aspect of
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survivors' healing. Yet, despite the significance of disclosure, this is a

phenomenon about which very limited research has been conducted.

In this chapter, I review research and clinical literature regarding
childhood sexual abuse and adulthood disclosure. The first section
regarding childhood sexual abuse includes discussion of literature related
to the prevalence of childhood sexual abuse, long-term effects for adult
survivors, and the context of secrecy and silence. The second section
regarding adulthood disclosure includes discussion of literature related to
definitions of disclosure, purposes of disclosure, effects of disclosure, and

relational contexts of disclosure.

Childhood Sexual Abuse

In this section, research and clinical literature related to the
following issues will be discussed: (a) prevalence of childhood sexual
abuse, (b) long-term effects of childhood sexual abuse, and (c) context of

secrecy and silence.

Prevalence of Childhood Sexual Abuse

In sharp contrast with earlier estimates that only 1 in 1 million
individuals is incestuously abused (Weinberg, 1955), social science
research during the past two decades has revealed that childhood sexual
abuse is "anything but rare” (Courtois, 1988, p. 16). One of the most widely
cited prevalence figures is based on research conducted by Diana Russell
(1986). In this study, incestuous abuse was defined as "any kind of
exploitive sexual contact or attempted sexual contact that occurred

between relatives, no matter how distant the relationship, before the
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victim turned 18 years old” (p. 59). Based on interviews with a
community sample of 930 women, Russell's findings indicate that 16% of
the women were victims of incest before the age of 18 years and 14% were
victims of incest before the age of 14 years. In this study, extrafamilial
child sexual abuse was defined as:

unwanted sexual experiences with persons unrelated by
blood or marriage, ranging from attempted petting (touching
of breasts or genitals or attempts at touching) to rape, before
the victim turned fourteen years, and completed or
attempted forcible rape experiences from the ages of fourteen
to seventeen years (inclusive). (p. 61)

Thirty-one percent of the sample reported being abused by nonrelatives
before the age of 18 years and 20% before the age of 14 years. Combining
the two categories of abuse, 38% of the 930 women reported having
experienced incestuous and/or extrafamilial abuse before the age of 18
years and 28% reported having experienced sexual abuse before the age of
14 years. Russell's findings suggest that over one-third of female children
have been sexually abused by the age of 18 years and over one-fourth of
female children have been sexually abused by age 14.

Other research also documents the high prevalence rate of
childhood sexual abuse. For example, in a study with 482 female
undergraduate college students, 22% reported at least one sexually abusive
relationship during childhood (Fromuth, 1986). In a survey study
conducted by Gail Wyatt (1985), similar prevalence rates were found for
African American and Caucasian women with 62% of 248 women
reporting at least one incident of sexual abuse before the age of 18 years. A

national survey of women and men indicates that 27% of women and 16%
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of men have been sexually abused during childhood (Finkelhor, Hotaling,
Lewis, & Smith, 1990).

Some researchers note that the differences in definitions of
childhood sexual abuse, sample populations, and methodology result in
inconsistencies in prevalence figures and difficulties comparing research
findings (Browne & Finkelhor, 1986; Wyatt & Peters, 1986a, 1986b).
However, experts also suggest that current estimates of child sexual abuse
are likely conservative (Courtois, 1988; Geffner, 1992; Wyatt & Newcomb,
1990). Underestimation may be due to the challenges in researching a
sensitive topic, under-reporting due to survivors' repression, denial,
and/or unwillingness to disclose about abuse, and the varying sensitivity

of measures used and questions asked to collect information.

Long-Term Effects of Childhood Sexual Abuse

In the research literature regarding childhood sexual abuse,
significant attention has been given to the study of the psychological
effects of childhood sexual abuse for female survivors. Two reviews of the
research literature (Beitchman et al., 1992; Browne & Finkelhor, 1986)
indicate that childhood sexual abuse has been found to affect the mental
health and psychological functioning of adult survivors. Multiple long-
term effects have been identified including depression, anxiety, fear,
impaired self-esteem, difficulty trusting others, impaired interpersonal
relationships, feelings of isolation and stigma, substance abuse, suicidal
ideation and behaviors, and tendency toward revictimization. Although
the reviewed research provides a developing clinical picture of the

psychological impact of childhood sexual abuse, the reviewers suggest
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caution in interpreting the above findings as conclusive. Methodological
issues related to sampling, definitions, and varying measures of abuse-
related effects create the need for continued research to further explore
long-term effects.

Research has also been conducted to explore the differential effects
of trauma-related variables (Beitchman et al., 1992; Brown & Finkelhor,
1986). Studies have explored the influence of victims' ages at the onset of
abuse, duration of abuse, sex of victims and perpetrators, types of sexually-
abusive acts and behaviors which occurred, types and degree of force used
by perpetrators, the relationship between perpetrators and victims, and the
occurrence of and responses to childhood disclosures. At this time, the
findings of this body of research are considered preliminary. Some trends
in the research indicate that the following factors may be associated with
greater harm: (a) abuse by fathers or step-fathers, (b) longer duration of
abuse, (c) the use of force, and (d) abuse involving genital contact and
penetration. Further research is needed to explore the complex
relationships which may exist among abuse-related variables and long-
term psychological impact.

Some literature provides perspectives related to therapeutic
treatment and survivors' healing which conceptualize the complex
constellation of psychological effects to be natural, adaptive responses to
victimization (e.g., Bass & Davis, 1988; Briere & Runtz, 1988; Brown, 1986,
1991; Courtois, 1988; Herman, 1992; Janoff-Bulman & Frieze, 1983; Morrow
& Smith, 1995; McCann, Sakheim, & Abrahamson, 1988; Westerlund,
1983). For example, Laura Brown (1986, 1991) posits that a feminist

understanding of the impact and meaning of trauma acknowledges the
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39
interplay of the internal experiences of the survivor and her external

social context:

It is extremely common for therapists who are unaware of
basic issues regarding women's personality development to
assume that the symptoms they observe in women survivors
of trauma are signs of serious underlying pathology, rather
than the result of the unfortunate mixture of female
socialization and traumatic assault. (1986, p. 13)

These perspectives serve to counter the historic misdiagnosis of women
survivors of childhood sexual abuse and to de-pathologize their responses

to the sexual trauma (Brown, 1991; Herman, 1992).

Context of Secrecv and Silence

Childhood sexual abuse occurs and remains hidden in a context of
secrecy and silence. Clinical and research literature regarding the context
of secrecy and silence is discussed in the following sections: (a) effects of

secrecy and silence, and (b) maintenance of secrecy into adulthood.

Effects of Secrecv and Silence

The context of secrecy and silence within which childhood sexual
abuse occurs and remains hidden serves to compound the traumatic
impact of the victimization. Lister (1982) describes forced silence about
abuse as a secondary trauma: "When one is physically vulnerable, fearing
further violence or death, this forced silence necessarily shapes subsequent
reaction to the trauma. It constitutes a secondary trauma of enormous
importance” (p. 872). Similarly, in Brown's (1986) description of feminist

therapy with trauma survivors, she posits that the "rule of silence” (p. 15)
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surrounding trauma, such as incest, concentration camp survival, and

battering, further complicates the psychological impact:

As a feminist therapist, I had had ample opportunity to
observe the negative synergy of trauma and silence, abuse
and secrecy, that would lead women to feel and act crazy,
when in fact it was mainly the context in which they were
forced to operate that was pathological. (p. 15)

The context of secrecy prevents identification of the sexual abuse as
well as others’ validation and witnessing of survivors' experiences and
emotions, thus heightening the impact of the trauma. Based on their
interview research with seven survivors of sexual trauma, Susan Roth
and Leslie Lebowitz (1988) suggest that "without acknowledging the horror
of what has happened and the consequent reasonableness of a traumatic
response, neither the victim herself nor the people around her can
provide the psychological environment necessary to work through the
trauma” (p. 105). When the reality of abuse remains unknown,
mislabeled, and not talked about, survivors' behavior and emotions may
be misunderstood or experienced as inappropriate by others as well as by
survivors themselves.

The context of secrecy surrounding child sexual abuse has been
shown to impact survivors' self-development (Frawley, 1990; Jacobs, 1993).
Mary Frawley (1990) suggests that the silencing of significant life events,
memories, and emotions results in self-development distorted by denial

of one's own experience:

Key aspects of [survivors'] lives are rendered unknowable by
and unshareable with others or sometimes themselves. The
intense affects attached to the incest memories, and the
isolation in which both become enshrouded, alienate the
child/woman from an entire realm of her development,
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resulting in deficits in her sense of relatedness to self and
others. (p.248)

Dana Jack's (1991) research about women and depression offers further
understandings of the psychological impact of secrecy for incest survivors.
Based on her longitudinal study with 11 women experiencing depression,
Jack contends that women who are survivors of child abuse may be

particularly prone to inner silencing and hiding of their authentic selves:

These women enter adult intimate relationships already
encumbered with the belief that they are worthless and
"horrible.” Through brutal childhood experiences of being
devalued and silenced they have learned to conceal their
feelings and needs in order to protect themselves. They
expect condemnation, reprisal, and loss if they reveal their
inner core, so they veil themselves behind the safety of
silence. (p. 138)

Thus, the secrecy surrounding childhood sexual abuse may limit girls’ and
women's ability to fully represent their experiences, express their
emotions, experience empathy, and interact authentically. Over time, for
adult survivors, this pattern may result in the development of a

diminished sense-of-self and relational capacity.

Maintenance of Secrecv Into Adulthood

It is well-documented in clinical and research literature that the
context of secrecy and silence surrounding childhood sexual abuse is often
maintained into survivors' adulthood (e.g., Courtois, 1988; Dinsmore,
1991; Herman, 1981, 1992; Lister, 1982; Roesler & Wind, 1994; Russell,
1986). As described by Frawley (1990), "the imposition of secrecy is usually
effected with such success that the incestuously abused child often reaches

adulthood with the incest secret intact” (p. 248). For example, in her study
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with 82 survivors of father-daughter incest, Frawley (1988) discovered that
56% of the women did not disclose about incest until adulthood. In a
study with 228 adult female survivors of incest, Roesler and Wind (1994)
found that the mean age of survivors' first disclosure was 25.9 years. In
research with 45 women and 12 men survivors of childhood sexual abuse,
Lamb and Edgar-Smith {1994) found that 64% of the participants did not
disclose about the abuse until at least age 18 years.

Several authors provide explanation for adult survivors'
maintenance of secrecy and silence about childhood sexual abuse.
Survivors' silence may be reflective of purposeful guarding of the secret,
confusion about the abuse, or denial of the trauma (Courtois, 1988;
Frawley, 1990; Herman, 1992). In Roesler and Wind's (1994) study, the
most common reasons cited by adult survivors for not telling about the
abuse were fear for safety, shame, and guilt. Memories about the abuse
may also be repressed and thus inaccessible to survivors (Herman, 1992;
Jacobs, 1993; Roesler & Wind, 1994). Early attempts at disclosure may have
been met with disbelief, resulting in survivors' return to secrecy or
retraction of their stories (Courtois, 1988). Family rules and patterns, such
as denial of problems, intense family loyalty, enmeshment, and distrust of
others, may also serve to reinforce silence and secrecy about incest
(Courtois, 1988).

Perpetrators’ threats, intimidation, and use of force may also
reinforce child victims' and adult survivors' secrecy about sexual abuse.
Christine Courtois (1988) describes perpetrators' coercive measures for

silencing their victims as follows:
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Coercion has been found to take many forms, including a
range of threats, from severe physical punishment (death,
mutilation, or battering) to psychological penalties (rejection,
blaming, and abandonment). Some perpetrators threaten to
commit suicide, to harm other members of the family or
family pets, to destroy prized possessions, or to withdraw
privileges. (p. 132)

Utilizing clinical cases for illustration, Eric Lister (1982) suggests that
threats and fears related to telling others about the abuse strongly
influence victims during childhood as well as adulthood. He describes the
power of these threats and fears as "a live and vital force, continuing to
inhibit [victims] long after the trauma had passed” (p. 874). Adult
survivors may continue to fear emotional and physical consequences for
revealing the secret. According to Lister, "if a victim looks for help, or
goes further and recounts the trauma, there is a sense that a "promise’ has
been broken, that retaliation becomes possible or likely or even inevitable”
(p. 874).

Janet Jacobs' (1993) interview research with 50 adult female incest
survivors offers some further insights for understanding fear and
reluctance related to breaking the bonds of silence. She posits that abused
children’s relationships with the perpetrators are primary developmental

attachments and thus significantly shape survivors' sense of self:

The female child comes to experience herself through the
perpetrators’ emotional and physical demands. ... Empathic
responsiveness is structured around nurturing and
caretaking of the perpetrator. ... Under conditions of sexual
violence, the needs of the father are at the center of the
daughter's emotional life, as he imposes his will and his
emotional demands onto the victimized child. (p. 133)

Thus, within the abusive relational bond, the perpetrator’s feelings, needs,

and demands take precedence while the victim's emotional experiences
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are disregarded and silenced. The child victim and adult survivor may
assume responsibility for the abuser's feelings and behavior, which may
contribute to her confusion regarding her responsibility for the sexual
abuse. Feelings of guilt and shame, efforts to protect and take care of
perpetrators, and compliance with perpetrators’ explicit or implicit threats
for secrecy may all serve to reinforce survivors' continued silence about

the abuse.

Adulthood Disclosure

Given the powerful dynamics of secrecy and silence surrounding
childhood sexual abuse, disclosure of the abuse is considered a significant
process for adult survivors. In the following sections, the research and
clinical literature related to adulthood disclosure of childhood sexual
abuse will be discussed: (a) definitions of disclosure, (b) purposes of
disclosure, (c) effects of disclosure, and (d) relational contexts of disclosure.

Definitions of Disclosure

The term "disclosure” is utilized throughout the clinical and
research literature regarding childhood sexual abuse, yet few authors
provide definitions of their meaning or use of this term. Definitions and
descriptions of the disclosure process, as found in the general
psychological literature and the literature pertaining to trauma survivors
are presented below.

In the general psychological literature, Valerian Derlega, Stephen
Margulis, and Barbara Winstead (1987) offer the following description of

disclosure or "self-disclosure”:
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The extent to which individuals reveal to others personal
information about themselves, including their feelings,
thoughts, and experiences. ... Self-disclosure involves
decisions about whether to reveal one’s thoughts, feelings, or
past experiences to another; at what level to reveal personal
information; and the appropriate time, place, and target
person for disclosure. (p. 206)

For survivors of intrafamilial violence, Angela Browne (1991)
suggests that disclosure is an ongoing process which may begin with "an
initial, quite dramatic first step, or it may manifest itself as a series of
tentative revelations, hints, and explorations” (p. 153). Although the term
"disclosure” is generally used to refer to verbal communication, some
authors broaden their use of this term to include other means of
expression and communication (e.g., Dinsmore, 1991; Hodgson &
"Phyllis,” 1990). For example, in describing therapeutic approaches for
facilitating survivors' disclosure, Christine Dinsmore (1991) suggests that
survivors may utilize art form and written form as vehicles of disclosure.

Several authors suggest that survivors' self acknowledgment of
abuse is an integral aspect of survivors' disclosure (Browne, 1991;
Draucker, 1992; Harvey et al., 1991). Browne (1991) posits that identifying
oneself as having been victimized is a necessary condition for most
survivors' disclosure. She (1991) posits that the process of self-
identification as "victim" is particularly complex for survivors of

intrafamilial abuse:

The process of labeling oneself as a victim becomes especially
complicated when the events have occurred within a family
setting, where individuals in direct proximity to the victim
may be the perpetrators of the assault or can at least be
expected to have intense and conflicted feelings about what
has occurred and the potential ramifications of disclosure. (p.
150)
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The process of identifying the victimization may involve significant
alterations in survivors' long-held beliefs about themselves, the persons
who perpetrated the abuse, and their relationships with the perpetrators
(Browne, 1991; Janoff-Bulman & Frieze, 1983).

Dinsmore (1991) describes a survivor's internal acknowledgment of
past abuse as an evolutionary process which may be characterized by
vacillation between believing the abuse occurred and denial and
uncertainty: “she may go back and forth between believing and denying:
one day she believes the sexual abuse really happened, and the next day
she thinks she is making it up” (p. 36). Dinsmore posits that survivors'
internal acknowledgment leads toward telling others, an essential aspect
of healing. She suggests that survivors’ disclosure to others may facilitate
their internal acknowledgment and belief about the abuse.

Based on their research, Harvey et al. (1991) suggest that internal
acknowledgment occurs prior to confiding in others: "in our conception,
account-making typically begins in private reflection and may progress
quite far before it begins to be reported substantially in confiding activity"
(p. 517). The extent to which the privately developed account is shared
appears to be based on a variety of contextual factors. Harvey et al. also
posit that confiding in others about sexual victimization may have a
positive effect on survivors' private account-making. Confiding in others,
who offer caring and support, may assist survivors in developing an

account of the victimization that feels complete and satisfactory.
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Purposes for Disclosure

In the clinical literature, some authors provide descriptions of the
purposes for disclosure by survivors of sexual abuse and other
interpersonal trauma. In her writing about women's healing from
interpersonal violence, Dusty Miller (1990) describes disclosure as "the
sharing of one’s story with others in an effort to establish common ground
and relationship, to affirm and validate one's own experiences" (p. 6).
Browne (1991) suggests that the underlying purpose for disclosure of
intrafamilial violence is a desire for help or relief. Courtois (1988)
identifies the following as common reasons that incest survivors disclose:
(a) to acknowledge the reality of the abuse, (b) to share an important life
experience and the resulting impact, (c) to seek support and validation, (d)
to seek relief from guilt, (e) to vent anger and seeking revenge, (f) to
prevent abuse of other children, and (g) to attempt to reconstitute their
families.

Some research supports and expands these clinical understandings
of the purposes of abuse survivors' disclosure. In Roesler and Wind's
(1994) survey of 228 women survivors of incest, the following three
reasons for disclosure were most commonly reported in response to open-
ended questions: "wanted to heal" (19.2%), "feeling safe in a relationship”
(14.3%), and "retrieved memories” (12.9%) (p. 333). These reasons are
related to both adulthood and childhood disclosures, as approximately
one-third of the sample reported disclosing before age 18. Through
telephone interviews with 57 female and male survivors of childhood

sexual abuse, Lamb and Edgar-Smith's (1994) qualitative analysis of
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survivors' responses revealed the following most commonly reported
reasons for adulthood disclosures: (a) responding to an evocative
experience such as watching a television show related to abuse (45.7%);
and (b) to gain support or help with problems associated with the abuse

(31.4%).

Effects of Disclosure

In this section, research and clinical literature related to the effects
of disclosure will be discussed. The following issues will be addressed: (a)
healing effects, (b) disruptive effects, and (c) relational impact.

Healing Effects

A prominent theme in research and clinical literature is the healing
benefits of disclosing the abuse secret (e.g., Courtois, 1988; Dinsmore, 1991;
Draucker, 1992; Frawley, 1990; Herman, 1992; Laidlaw, Malmo, &
Associates, 1990; Lister, 1982). Two of three studies which have explored
survivors' healing associated with disclosure support the clinical
literature, with one study yielding inconclusive results.

Harvey et al. (1991) found that confiding in empathic others is
linked with survivors’ coping with sexual trauma. Based on their survey
study with 25 women survivors of sexual abuse and assault, Harvey et al.
posit that a helpful response to survivors' disclosure leads to greater
success in coping, less negative affect, and less negative impact of the
trauma on close relationships. These results were based on independent
raters’ evaluation of survivors' written responses to open-ended survey

questions regarding their victimization, disclosure, and efforts to cope
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with the victimization. The researchers suggest that additional research is
needed to further explore the process of confiding in others about sexual
victimization and the extent to which confiding universally represents a
helpful step for survivors.

Roxanne Silver, Cheryl Boon, and Mary Stones (1983) posit that
having someone to confide in about incest may help survivors in making
sense of the trauma. Based on the questionnaires completed by 77 adult
female incest survivors, the researchers found that survivors without
confidants were significantly less likely to develop some understanding
and meaning about their abusive experiences. The researchers suggest
that having the opportunity to talk with someone about the abuse may
facilitate incest survivors' search for meaning in their experiences.

Lamb and Edgar-Smith's (1994) results regarding the healing effects
of disclosure were inconclusive. Based on their telephone interviews
with 57 female and male survivors of childhood sexual abuse, Lamb and
Edgar-Smith found that the number of survivors' disclosures, whether
considered helpful or nonhelpful, had no relationship with survivors’
socioemotional functioning as measured by a symptoms checklist. The
researchers offer a note of caution regarding a common assumption that
more disclosure leads to improved functioning. The researchers suggests
that "the power of the traumatic experience of abuse continues to
overwhelm a person — no matter how helpful disclosure experiences may
have been" (p. 322). Lamb and Edgar-Smith indicate that additional
research is needed to further examine these preliminary findings.
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Disruptive Effects

In addition to the healing benefits described above, there is
indication that disclosure may have disruptive effects for women
survivors. Although no research has been conducted in this area, the
clinical literature offers the following perspectives.

As disclosure counters the deeply ingrained dynamics of secrecy and
protection of the perpetrator, survivors may experience guilt and shame
in response to their perceived betrayal of and disloyalty to their families
(Courtois, 1988; MacFarlane & Korbin, 1983). Following disclosure,
survivors may experience increased psychological symptomology
including self-punitive and self-destructive behavior (Courtois, 1988). As
abusive histories are revealed, survivors may also experience intrusive
memories, flashbacks, and painful emotions associated with the sexual
abuse (Gelinas, 1983).

Breaking the powerful bonds of silence which contextualize the
victim-perpetrator relationships may also result in a sense of grief and loss
(Herman, 1992; Lister, 1982). By speaking about the abuse, survivors may
sever, symbolically and in actuality, their relationship with the
perpetrators (Lister, 1982). Survivors may also grieve the loss of their
wished-for or fantasized relationships with perpetrators or other family
members (Lister, 1982; Swink & Leveille, 1986). In their description of a
feminist approach to therapy in which disclosure of incest is considered
the first stage of recovery, Kathy Swink and Antoinette Leveille (1986)

describe survivors' experience of loss:

To fully accept the reality that this person who was supposed
to love, guide, and protect her actually chose to abuse, use,
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and hurt her requires the breakdown of the fantasy of the
perfect family. The loss of this hope is very painful and
threatening. (p. 133)

McNulty and Wardle (1994) suggest that hostile and rejecting
responses to survivors' disclosure may increase survivors' vulnerability
to and experience of psychological distress. These authors suggest that, in
some cases, disclosure to significant others in survivors' support system
may be detrimental: " a decline into significant psychiatric symptomology
might thus be predicted for a small group of people as a direct consequence
of the act of disclosure” (p. 553).

Relational Impact

Some clinical and research literature suggests that survivors may
utilize their disclosure experiences to make decisions about their
relationships with the individuals to whom they disclose. Others’
responses to survivors' disclosure seem to be a critical issue in
determining whether and/or how the relationship continues. For
example, based on their clinical experiences, Swink and Leveille (1986)
suggest that incest survivors may use disclosure of the incest secret to test
others' trustworthiness: "if a person can hear about the incest without
being disgusted, judgmental, or rejecting, then they must be all right” (p.
127).

Claire Draucker's (1992) interview research with 11 women
survivors offers some additional information about how survivors
experience others' responses to disclosure and how their relationships
may be impacted. For some survivors, the exclusion or inclusion of

individuals in their lives and the degree of cioseness in relationships were
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determined by others’ responses to disclosure. Most participants in this
study describe experiencing positive or supportive responses to their
disclosures. When survivors experienced others' responses as negative or
nonsupportive, those individuals were typically excluded from survivors’
lives. The following responses were described as non-supportive: (a)
expressing curiosity rather than concern, (b) pressuring survivors to heal
quickly, (c) expressing negative views about counseling, (d) pressuring
survivors to forgive perpetrators, (e) giving advice, (f) expressing anger
and blame toward survivors for causing pain by talking about the abuse,
and (g) failing to validate the significance of the abuse.

Draucker's (1992) study also suggests that disclosure influenced
survivors' relationships with other survivors as well as within their
communities. Survivors indicated that the individuals with whom they
experienced greatest closeness were other abuse survivors who "could
truly understand their experiences” (p. 7). Some survivors felt the need to
disclose to and personally reach out to other abuse survivors in an effort
to facilitate others’ healing: "the participants described sharing their abuse
experiences with others, treating others with compassion and
understanding, and providing guidance” (p. 7). Some survivors also
expanded their relationships within their communities. For example,
survivors described becoming actively involved in community sexual

abuse prevention and education efforts.

Relational Contexts of Disclosure

Survivors' disclosure in therapy and to their families (i.e., generally

referring to parents and/or siblings) are the relational contexts most often
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discussed in the literature pertaining to adult survivors. The research and
clinical literature regarding these two relational contexts of disclosure is
the following sections: (1) disclosure in therapy, and (2) disclosure to
family.

Disclosure in Therapv

As the dynamics of childhood abuse support silence and secrecy
rather than disclosure, many survivors begin and sometimes complete
years of therapy without disclosing their abusive histories (Courtois, 1988).
The significance of survivors' disclosure to therapists is a pervasive theme
in the clinical literature. According to Lister (1982), "the unfolding of each
patient's secret is a nodal point in therapy" (p. 872). Courtois (1988)
cautions against considering disclosure itself to be the marker of healing
related to the incest trauma. She posits that "disclosure does not mean
resolution but rather signifies the beginning of the working-through
process” (p. 141) in therapy. Judith Herman (1992) considers "truth-telling
and full disclosure” (p. 148) to be essential for client growth and for
resolution of the trauma.

Though considered essential for survivors' therapeutic work and
healing, disclosure to therapists is a process about which there has been
limited research. One of the few studies in this area was conducted by
Gilda Josephson and Margaret Fong-Beyette (1987). This study offers some
information about the conditions which facilitate survivors' disclosure in
the context of individual therapy. Based on structured interviews with 37
adult female incest survivors, the researchers found that survivors’

disclosure and continued exploration of incest in therapy is fadilitated by
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the following: (a) client readiness, (b) direct questioning by counselors,
and (c) counselors’ behavior which is perceived as accepting, validating,
encouraging, and knowledgeable. Another study conducted by Marilyn
Stinson and Susan Hendrick (1992) involved 300 female and male
university counseling center clients. These researchers found that direct
verbal and written inquiry about childhood sexual abuse increased clients'
willingness to disclose about past sexual abuse.

Clinical and research literature suggest that therapists’' reactions and
responses to disclosure have significant impact. According to Herman
(1992), the therapists’ role is that of witness and ally "in whose presence
the survivor can speak of the unspeakable” (p. 175 ). Lister (1982) suggests
that survivors seek reassurance from therapists: "not only do these
victims of trauma question therapists about the necessity of talking, they
often ask, directly or indirectly, if it is safe. They are asking if affects can be
tolerated and how the therapist will respond” (p. 874). Josephson and
Fong-Beyette's (1987) research indicates that therapists’ responses to
survivors' disclosure have significant influence on how survivors feel
following disclosure in therapy. Survivors reported that therapists'
reactions to disclosure were both negative (e.g., discomfort with disclosure,
minimized the effects and significance of the incest, ignored disclosure,
expressed anger at the clients or offenders) and positive (e.g., calm,
empathic, encouraged continued disclosure). Those who experienced
negative reactions from therapists reported diminished trust in their
therapists, withdrawal from therapy, and lack of further disclosure.
Survivors who experienced positive reactions from therapists reported a

sense of relief and increased trust in their therapists.
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In recent years, a major controversy regarding delayed memories of
childhood sexual abuse, and survivors' disclosure in the context of
therapy, has developed (see Enns, McNeilly, Corkey, & Gilbert, 1995). At
the center of this controversy are questions about the veracity of repressed
memories of childhood abuse, the ethical practice of therapists in
facilitating retrieval of abuse memories and survivors' disclosure, and the
therapeutic, legal and political implications of reported sexual abuse based
on delayed memories of past trauma. The debate has raised important
questions as well as unfortunate polarization within the field of
psychology. Carolyn Enns et al. (1995) offer the following message of hope:
"the delayed memory debate can initiate a renewed commitment to
children and survivors of child sexual abuse if it motivates psychologists
and other mental health professionals to establish strong research,

advocacy, prevention, training, and treatment programs” (p. 263).

Disclosure to Familv

In clinical literature, survivors' disclosure to family generally refers
to their disclosure to parents and/or siblings. Some research suggests that
adult survivors less frequently disclose to their parents and siblings than
to their friends, partners, and therapists (Lamb & Edgar-Smith, 1994;
Morrow & Smith, 1994; Roesler & Wind, 1994). Generally, these studies
indicate that survivors' disclosure often occurs within their family
relationships and their broader social networks.

A common theme in the clinical literature in the need for
therapists to carefully prepare survivors for their disclosures to family

members so as to alleviate the risks for disruptive effects (e.g., Courtois,
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1988; McNulty & Wardle, 1994; Schatzow & Herman, 1989). Preparation
may involve exploring the survivors' purpose for disclosure, expectations
for disclosure, assessing survivors' self-care skills and available support
systems, making decisions about who to tell, the content, timing, and
setting for the disclosure, and rehearsing the disclosure. Survivors may
also prepare for the range of responses to their disclosure which they may
experience, such as anger, violence, denial of the abuse, minimization,
scapegoating, and lack of response or denial of the disclosure. McNulty
and Wardle (1994) suggest that survivors be encouraged not to disclose to
significant others until they are "fully aware of the possible repercussions
of such disclosure, and had developed the necessary social and cognitive
skills to deal effectively with others' responses” (p. 554). One option for
disclosing to family members, as described by Emily Schatzow and
Herman (1989), is to involve the survivor, her therapist, and the family

member(s) in a scheduled therapy session.

Conceptual Framework Grounding Exploration of Disclosure

As evident in the literature reviewed in this chapter, childhood
sexual abuse occurs at an alarming rate in the lives of female children. It
is common for survivors of childhood sexual abuse to maintain secrecy
and silence about the abuse, with disclosure often occurring during
adulthood. Although considered a significant aspect of survivors'
healing, adulthood disclosure is a phenomenon about which limited
research has been conducted.

In this study, I sought to learn from women survivors about their

experiences of disclosing about childhood sexual abuse to their family
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members and friends. I was interested in exploring the following issues
regarding this process: (a) the ways in which survivors' disclosure
unfolded, (b) the ways in which survivors understood and made meaning
of their disclosures, and (c) the ways in which survivors' lives changed
through the process of telling others about their histories of abuse. In
conjunction with the previously reviewed research and clinical literature,
my interest in and exploration of the issues listed above was grounded in
the following perspectives: (a) self-in-relation model regarding women's
development (Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991); and (b)
feminist perspectives regarding silence and voice (Alcoff & Gray, 1993;
Brown, 1994; Hare-Mustin, 1991).

Self-in-Relation Model

The self-in-relation model is a theory regarding women's
development which emphasizes the importance of relationships as the
context in which women develop and experience a sense-of-self. As
described by Janet Surrey (1991), the self is understood to be relationally-

oriented:

For women, the primary experience of self is relational, that
is the self is organized and developed in the context of
important relationships. ... Our definition of relationship
implies a sense of knowing oneself and others through a
process of mutual relational interaction and continuity of
"emotional-cognitive dialogue” over time and space. (p. 52 &
62)

Through on-going interaction and dialogue in their connections with
others, women develop a sense of their competency and self-worth.

Relationships are essential for women's well-being and continued growth.
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In contrast with traditional models of development which
conceptualize development as a process of separation, the self-in-relation
model conceptualizes development as a process of differentiation while
remaining connected. The pathway of development is one of moving
towards greater assertion of a distinct self while in relationship with
others. The pathway of development involves increasing authenticity
within relationships: "the need to be seen and recognized for who one is
and the need to see and understand the other with ongoing authenticity”
(Surrey, 1991, p. 61). There is a seeking of mutuality in relationships: to be
known and to know others; to be understood and to understand. Due to
the significance of connectedness in women's identity, endings of
relationships and experiences of emotional disconnection may lead to
depression and feelings of inadequacy (Kaplan, 1991).

The self-in-relation model informed my exploration of women
survivors' disclosure of childhood sexual abuse in the following ways. I
conceptualized disclosure to be a significant interactional process occurring
within a relational context. As women's identity and sense-of-self are
informed by and shaped through relational experiences, I sought to
understand how disclosure influenced survivors' feelings and
understandings about themselves. I was interested in learning what it was
like for survivors to be more authentic in their relationships by sharing
information about their abuse histories. I wondered how survivors
experienced and made sense of relational changes, with their family
members and friends, which may have occurred when they revealed

information about the abuse.
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Feminist Perspectives About Silence and Voice

Feminist perspectives identify patriarchy as an oppressive force
which silences women and other marginalized groups (Hare-Mustin, 1991;
Brown, 1994). As a system in which male gender and masculinity are
privileged and valued, patriarchy has harmful effects for those who are
not members of the dominant group and whose realities are not
represented in the dominant sodial discourse: "We have been encouraged
not to know ourselves, not to speak the truth, but rather to engage in lies
of silence and disclaim that deception” (Brown, 1994, p. 25). For women,
being silenced and without voice means having their reality not known
and/or valued, by themselves and others, and feeling unsafe to speak
about what they know to be true.

Feminists point out the power of women's voices as disruptive and
transformative (Alcoff & Gray, 1993; Brown, 1994). Feminists speak about
knowledge as power to create social change. Women's voices about their
experiences and perspectives are understood to have the power to disrupt
patriarchal systems by questioning dominant norms and by offering a
differing reality.

Through gaining and utilizing their voices, women may transform
their individual lives. Two perspectives regarding women's development
(i.e., Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Gilligan, 1982) point to
the significance of women's discovery, valuing, and expression of their
voice in their process of psychological growth. Through use of their voice,
women acknowledge and speak about what they know to be true and

move toward greater self-authority and self-definition. Through gaining
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60
and utilizing their voices, women may also transform the broader social

context. Linda Alcoff and Laura Gray (1993) discuss the transformative
power of women survivors' voices as they speak out about sexual
victimization:

Speaking out serves to educate the society at large about the
dimensions of sexual violence and misogyny, to reposition
the problem from the individual psyche to the social sphere
where it rightfully belongs, and to empower victims to act
constructively on our own behalf and thus make the
transition from passive victim to active survivor (p. 261-262).

Alcoff and Gray point to the tie between the personal and political, a
central concept in feminism which illustrates the inter-relationship
between women's personal lives and the broader social context in which
women live. Women's personal lives reflect and have the power to
influence political/social systems; political/social systems reflect and have
the power to influence women's personal lives. Thus, Alcoff and Gray
suggest that survivors' voices empower change within their personal
lives as well as the broader social context.

Informed by feminist perspectives about women's silence and the
significance of gaining. and having voice, I sought to understand how
survivors moved from their silence to speak about their abuse histories. I
also sought to understand what it meant for women survivors to shift
from a place of silence to a place of voice. I was interested in learning how
survivors' lives may have been transformed through the process of
speaking about their histories of abuse. Description of the research

methodology is provided in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER I
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
QOverview

The purpose of this study was to explore the process of adulthood
disclosure, to family members and friends, by women who are survivors
of childhood sexual abuse. The methodology for this study was grounded
in qualitative and feminist research perspectives. I conducted semi-
structured interviews with women survivors to elicit their stories and
perspectives about adulthood disclosure and the meanings and impact of
disclosure in their lives and healing process. To analyze the interview
data, I utilized constant comparative methods associated with grounded
theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Participants’ feedback and suggestions
regarding my developing interpretations, elicited through member checks
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990), were incorporated into the analysis.
The analysis process vielded a descriptive model of women survivors'
adulthood disclosure process as presented in Chapter IV and discussed in
Chapter V.

The research methodology for this study is discussed in the
following sections of this chapter: (a) conceptual framework, which
provides discussion of feminist and qualitative research perspectives as
related to the methodology for this study; (b) researcher-as-instrument,
which provides description of my perspectives and beliefs related to this

study; (c) research questions, which provides a listing of the specific
61
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research questions which were explored in this study; and (d) research
procedures, which provides discussion of the research procedures which
were implemented in this study including the participant recruitment
process and data collection and analysis methods.

As some quotations from survivors' interviews are utilized in this
chapter to describe the research process and methodology, I will introduce
the participants by providing a list of their pseudonyms: Beverly,
Kimberly, Hope, Lisa, Lynn, Robin, Ruth, and Towanda. No other
identifying information is provided in order to protect confidentiality. A
description of demographic and background information of the group of
participants is provided in Chapter IV.

Conceptual Framework for Methodology: Integrating Qualitative and
Feminist Research Perspectives

The research methodology for this study was grounded in feminist
and qualitative research perspectives. In this section, the following issues
will be discussed as related to the conceptual framework and methodology:

(a) research as value-bound, (b) women's stories as data, (c¢) constructed

realities, (d) researcher-participant relationship, and (e) empowerment.

Research as Value-Bound

Qualitative research is understood to be value-bound (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (1994) illustrate the
value-bound nature of qualitative research in the following description of

the research process:
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Three interconnected, generic activities define the qualitative
research process. They go by a variety of different labels,
including theory, method, and analysis, and ontology,
epistemology, and methodology. Behind these terms stands
the personal biography of the gendered researcher, who
speaks from a particular class, racial, cultural, and ethnic
community perspective. The gendered, multiculturally
situated researcher approaches the world with a set of ideas, a
framework (theory, ontology) that specifies a set of questions
(epistemology) that are then examined (methodology,

analysis) in specific ways. (p. 11)

Central to qualitative research is the acknowledgment and examination of
implicit values. Similarly, in feminist research, description and
integration of the "personal” of the researcher is considered vital as this
"involves us in a disciplined, scholarly and rigorous explication of the
bases of our knowledge" (Stanley & Wise, 1983, p. 197). Acknowledgment
and examination of the "personal” of the researcher may be accomplished
by: (a) researchers’ explicit "location of self" through providing personal
description and discussion of their assumptions and beliefs related to the
study (Edwards, 1993); (b) researchers’ documentation and reflexive use of
their emotional responses (Kirkwood, 1993); and (c) researchers’
accounting of their methodological and analytic decisions (Stanley &
Wise, 1983).

In accordance with these views, I have provided a description of
myself and the perspectives and beliefs which I bring to this study as
researcher (see subsequent section "Researcher-as-Instrument”).
Throughout the study, I maintained a research journal in which I
documented field notes, analytic notes, and self-reflective notes.
Information from the research journal was utilized during the process of

data analysis and incorporated into my written report of this study.
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Women's Stories as Data

Utilizing women's stories as the primary source of data to learn
about the process of disclosure fits well with the purposes of feminist and
qualitative research. As suggested by Barbara Du Bois (1983), the primary
agenda for feminist scholarship is "to address women's lives and
experience in their own terms [and] to create theory grounded in the actual
experience and language of women" (p. 108). According to Donald
Polkinghorne (1991), qualitative research is conducted with the purpose of
uncovering themes and meaning structures in individuals' natural
language and understandings. In this study, I designed and implemented
data collection and analysis methods so as to elicit women's stories about
adulthood disclosure and develop understandings that were "grounded in
and guided by the authority of survivors' voices” (Bayer & Connors, 1988,
p- 12).

Constructed Realities

A guiding principle in qualitative research is the constructivist,
multiplistic view of the nature of reality and the importance of
understanding participants' worldviews and perspectives (Hoshmand,
1989; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Feminist researchers indicate the importance
of hearing women's voices and understanding women's lives within the
contexts of their lives (Du Bois, 1983; Klein, 1983). In this study, I sought to
elicit stories about women's experiences and gain understanding of their
perspectives and meanings related to disclosure. The emergent design of

qualitative interviewing allowed for the discovery and exploration of the
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participants’ perspectives as their stories unfolded (e.g., Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Through analysis of the interview data, I attempted to understand
the unique qualities of each woman's experiences as well as the

commonalities of themes and patterns among the eight women.

Researcher-Participant Relationships

Feminist researchers call for researcher-participant relationships
which are nonexploitive, collaborative, and inclusive of researchers' and
participants’ subjectivity (Cook & Fonow, 1990; Du Bois, 1983; Klein, 1983;
Oakley, 1981). Feminist research perspectives about researcher-participant
relationships reflect beliefs about the ethical treatment of persons
involved in research as well as beliefs about gaining knowledge which
counter traditional scientific approaches: "feminist methodology rejects
the assumption- that maintaining a strict separation between researcher
and research subjects produces a more valid, objective account” (Cook &
Fonow, 1990, p. 76). In qualitative research, the relationship between the
researcher and the researched is understood to be characterized by
interaction and mutual influence (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In regards to
research involving human participants, Yvonna Lincoln and Egon Guba
(1985) describe the interdependence of researchers and participants as
follows:

In a very real sense, then, investigator and respondent
together create the data of the research. Each influences the
other, and the direction that the data gathering will take in
the next moment is acutely dependent upon what data have
already been collected, and in what manner. There is in the
investigator-respondent dyad ... a continuous unfolding. (p.
100)
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In this study, I sought to connect and interact with participants so
they felt valued, respected, and engaged in a collaborative process. To
support the development of rapport and lessen the power differential
inherent in our roles, I shared information about myself and the study
and responded openly to participants’ questions. I shared my views of
participants as “teachers” about disclosure and provided limited
structuring of the interviews so that participants’ stories unfolded in ways
that were meaningful and relevant to them. During the interviews, I
shared some of my thoughts and emotional responses related to the
content and process of our dialogue. As indicated by Lincoln and Guba
(1985), it is essential for qualitative researchers to "negotiate meanings and
interpretations with the human sources from which the data have chiefly
been drawn because it is their constructions of reality that the inquirer
seeks to reconstruct” (p. 41). In this study, participants were involved as
interpreters of their own experience during the interviews as well as

through the member checks.

Empowerment

Empowerment is a central issue in feminist research methodology
(Cook & Fonow, 1990; Reinharz, 1992). Feminist researchers indicate that
participants’ personal empowerment is a critical consideration in
planning and implementing research (Bergen, 1993; Kirkwood, 1993).
Catherine Kirkwood (1993) defines personal empowerment as "the process
through which an individual discovers the potency and value of her own
resources and abilities” (p. 33). I sought to conduct this study so that

women participants were empowered by their involvement in the
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research process through sharing their stories in a context of respect,
valuing, and acceptance; through developing enhanced understanding of
their experiences through the interviewing process; and through
contributing to knowledge about women survivors' adulthood disclosure.

Based on survivors' feedback during the interviews and member
checks, survivors generally considered their involvement in the study to
be a meaningful and empowering experience. Through sharing their
stories, survivors validated their own healing. Some survivors felt their
research participation also opened up further areas of personal growth. As
Towanda reported in our member check interview: "This has taken me
off in new directions.” Survivors also felt they had made a meaningful
contribution to the knowledge base about disclosure and hoped that other
survivors might benefit from their contribution.

In addition to participants’ personal empowerment, feminist
research addresses empowerment on broader social and political levels.
Feminist perspectives recognize knowledge as power and a source of
empowerment (Cook & Fonow, 1990; Du Bois, 1983; Klein, 1983). Feminist
research aims to generate knowledge which corrects "the invistbility and
the distortion of female experience” (Lather, 1986, p. 68). With this study, I
sought to contribute knowledge about disclosure which was grounded in
women survivors' language and lived experiences. This study offers
some new understandings about survivore' disclosure. My hope is that
this study offers another voice in the continuing dialogue which I believe
to be essential for diminishing secrecy about childhood sexual abuse,

identifying and addressing misconceptions and gaps in our understanding
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about abuse and abuse survivors, and facilitating healing and social

change.
Researcher-as-Instrument

In feminist research, the "personal” of the researcher is valued and
considered central in understanding research methods and findings
(Stanley & Wise, 1983). In this section, I provide a brief description of
myself and my assumptions and beliefs related to this study. In
conjunction with the previous description of the conceptual framework
for this study, the following description is provided for the reader to
enhance understanding of the "lens” through which I developed and
conducted the study and have given meaning to the data.

Iidentify as a Caucasian woman, a feminist, raised in the midwest,
and in my early-to-mid thirties during the development and
implementation of this study. Pursuit of my doctoral degree in counseling
psychology followed my professional experiences as a special education
teacher and as the director of a women's shelter program. I have been
professionally involved in prevention and intervention efforts related to
sexual victimization through employment as a counselor in a
community-based sexual assault program, university counseling centers,
and a campus rape prevention and education program. Although I have
become aware that assumptions are often made about my life experience
based on my professional experiences and interests, I am not a survivor of
sexual abuse.

My awareness of the issue of sexual abuse began to develop during

my training and professional experiences in special education. Some of
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my students had documented histories of sexual abuse, others disclosed to
me about current or past abuse, and others I strongly suspected were sexual
abuse victims. I was troubled by the reality of sexual abuse in children’s
lives and saddened by the emotional pain I witnessed. I was awed by the
courage of those who dared to tell. I was also very frustrated by the limits
of the educational and mental health systems to address the needs of
victimized children and adolescents.

My awareness of the longer-term impact of childhood sexual abuse
and the prevalence of victimization in women's lives was initially
influenced by my employment in a women's shelter program. Many of
the women who resided in the shelter had been physically and sexually
abused during adulthood, often by male family members and partners. I
was disturbed by the number of women who also described histories of
childhood sexual abuse. I was struck by the legacies of secrecy, shame, and
emotional pain which many women carried.

Through experiencing survivors' disclosures, including clients as
well as friends, colleagues, and acquaintances, I have been challenged to
face the painful reality of sexual abuse within my personal as well as
professional relationships. Through bearing witness to survivors' stories,
I have struggled with my own sadness, anger, sense of violation,
unanswerable questions about humanity and our capacity for violence,
and feelings of powerlessness to make any difference. Bearing witness to
survivors' stories has also left me in awe of their courage to survive the
abuse and to eventually speak about their unspeakable experiences. I have
been inspired and touched by the depth of survivors' spirit and sense of
hope.
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The following is a description of assumptions and beliefs which I
hold in relation to childhood sexual abuse and disclosure. Sources which
have influenced the evolution of these perspectives include my
professional experiences with survivors in individual and group therapy,
feminist writings, my education and training in counseling psychology,
the review of the professional literature for this study, and my personal
relationships with persons who have disclosed about childhood sexual
abuse.

1. Sexual violence against children and women reflects the
dynamics of patriarchy. Sexual violence is a form of oppression.

2. Childhood sexual abuse is a pervasive problem. The silencing of
victims, within abusive families and our communities, facilitates denial
of the problem and perpetuation of the abuse.

3. Childhood sexual abuse is traumatic and disruptive to victims'
psychological development and functioning.

4. There are commonalties as well as individual differences in the
ways survivors are affected by and attempt to cope with sexual
victimization.

5. Maintaining secrecy and silence, sometimes through denial,
suppression, and repression, is an adaptive coping and survival
mechanism commonly employed by survivors of sexual abuse.

6. Disclosure is an interaction involving the sharing of information
by survivors and the responses and reactions of the persons to whom
survivors disclose. Disclosure of sexual abuse may engender changes

within relationships.
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7. Disclosure by survivors may occur through a variety of means,
including verbal communication, letter-writing, poetry, artwork, and
music.

8. Survivors teach us, as individuals and as a society, about the
reality of childhood sexual abuse. It is through hearing their stories that
we may come to better understand the reality of sexual abuse, learn how to
facilitate survivors' healing and growth, and find ways to prevent and
ultimately end sexual victimization.

Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to explore adulthood disclosure of
childhood sexual abuse by women survivors. More specifically, this study
was designed to explore the following questions:

1. What is the context (e.g., setting, timing, purpose) and the
content of women's adulthood disclcsure to persons with whom they
have personal, familial, and social relationships?

2. How do women survivors make meaning of their experiences of
adulthood disclosure?

3. How are women survivors' lives impacted by their experiences

of adulthood disclosure?

Research Procedures

Description of research procedures employed in this study is
provided in the following sections: (a) participant selection, and (b) data
collection and analysis. The research design was approved by Human

Subjects Institutional Review Board (see Appendix A).
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Participant Selection

As the purpose of the study was to learn about adulthood disclosure
through the stories and perspectives of women survivors, the selection
process was developed and implemented to identify women survivors
who had disclosed during adulthood and who were willing to discuss
their disclosure experiences in the context of a research interview.
Prospective participants were informed about the study by therapists.
Therapists were utilized in the selection process for the following reasons:
(a) I considered the involvement of women survivors who were therapy
clients to enhance the clinical relevance of the findings of the study; (b) I
considered participants’ therapists to be important sources of support
should participants wish to further process issues which emerged through
the interviewing process; and (c) I considered that, due to the sensitivity of
the issue of childhood sexual abuse, prospective participants may feel
more comfortable in volunteering for this study if informed by someone
they trusted rather than in response to a flyer or advertisement (e.g.,
Johnson, 1992). I screened prospective participants who indicated their
interest in the study and interviews were scheduled as appropriate. The
participant selection process is described in the following sections: (a)

therapists' role; (b) telephone screenings; and (c) protection of participants.

Therapists' Role

During the months of July through October 1995, prospective
participants were informed about the study by therapists who worked in a

university counseling center and a community agency. Therapists in the
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two agencies were involved in the participant selection process for the
following reasons: (a) therapists in the agencies provided counseling
services for women survivors and thus were able to identify and inform
prospective participants; and (b) I had collegial relationships with the
agencies' staff members which served to enhance the therapists’ interest
in the study and their comfort in informing their clients about the study.

I personally contacted therapists working in the two agencies to
elicit their participation in the selection process (see Appendix B).
Therapists who were interested in being involved received a letter (see
Appendix C) which described the study and their role in identifying and
informing appropriate clients. With the letter, therapists also received
written materials to be utilized for informing clients about the study (see
Appendices D & E). Therapists were instructed to inform clients about the
study based on the following criteria: (a) the therapists’ clinical judgment
that participation in the study would not be counter-therapeutic for the
client; (b) the client identified as female and at least 18 years of age; (c) the
client identified as a survivor of childhood sexual abuse; and (d) the client
reported that she has disclosed during adulthood to at least one individual
with whom she had a personal, familial, and/or social relationship (e.g.,
friend, partner, sibling).

With appropriate clients, therapists were instructed to read aloud
the informational statement regarding the study (see Appendix D) and
distribute an interest form (see Appendix E). The therapists informed
clients that they may complete the bottom portion of the interest form if
they were interested in getting more information about the study and/or

volunteering to participate in the study. The therapists also informed

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

73



clients that I would contact them following my receipt of the completed
interest form. Completed interest forms were returned to the reception

desks at the counseling agencies.

Telephone Screenings

The purpose of the telephone screenings was to assess prospective
participants’ appropriateness for the study based on the selection criteria
and to provide informed consent information (see Appendix F). The
following selection criteria were utilized to determine prospective
participants' appropriateness for the study: (a) individuals identified as
female and at least 18 years old; (b) individuals identified as survivors of
childhood sexual abuse as described below; and (c) individuals identified
as having disclosed during adulthood as described below. Additionally, to
avoid ethical concerns related to multiple role issues (American
Psychological Association, 1992), any clients with whom I had worked at
either agency were excluded from participation in this study. After
discussion of the selection criteria, I shared informed consent information
with prospective participants.

I received nine completed interest forms. Based on telephone
screenings with the nine women who returned interest forms, eight
women met the selection criteria and were interested in participating.
One woman was not considered eligible for the study because she had been
a member of a survivors' support group which I had previously co-
facilitated. Interviews were scheduled with eight women.

The following definition of childhood sexual abuse was utilized for

screening purposes: “childhood sexual abuse involves any exploitive,
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forced, and/or nonmutual sexual contact between an adult and child or
adolescent who is/was below the age of 18." In this definition, "adult"
refers to an individual who was at least 18 years old and/or in a position of
power relative to the child or adolescent (e.g., parent, older sibling,
babysitter). This definition meets the suggested guidelines for definitions
utilized in research regarding childhood sexual abuse (Violato & Genuis,
1993).

The following definition of disclosure was utilized for screening
purposes: "disclosure refers to verbal communication about being a
survivor of childhood sexual abuse; the verbal communication may
include identifying oneself as a survivor, identifying the perpetrator,
describing abusive experiences, expressing feelings about the abuse, and/or
discussing the effects of the abuse.” Two conditions were necessary for
meeting this criteria: (1) the disclosure occurred during survivors'
adulthood, and (2) the disclosure involved at least one individual with

whom survivors had a personal, familial, and/or social relationship.

Protection of Participants

To protect prospective participants’ confidentiality during the
selection process, only first names and telephone numbers were requested
on the interest forms. Envelopes were provided for returning the
completed forms to me through the agendcies' reception desks. Written
materials containing identifying information about prospective
participants (e.g., completed interest forms, schedule of interview
appointments) were stored in a locked file cabinet in a my office and were

destroyed following completion of data collection. During the selection

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

75



process, I had no communication with therapists regarding particular

individuals and their involvement as research participants.

Data Collection and Analvsis

In qualitative research, data collection and analysis are integrated
processes. In this study, the primary data source consisted of individual
interviews with eight women survivors. Data analysis methods
associated with grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) were utilized to
analyze the interview data. Data analysis was initiated during the
interviewing process as I began formulating hypotheses about the stories
survivors shared about their disclosure experiences. Data analysis
continued through my transcription of the interviews. Formal coding and
categorization of the data was conducted after all eight interviews were
completed and transcribed. Member checks (Patton, 1988) were conducted
to elicit participants’ feedback into my analysis. Additionalily, throughout
data collection and analysis, I maintained a research journal to document
my observations and developing interpretations of the data. The
following sections provide further description of data collection and
analysis methods utilized in this study: (a) interviews, (b) data analysis
process, (c) member checks, (d) research journal, and (e) criteria for

validity.
Interviews

Interviews were utilized to gather survivors' stories and
perspectives about their disclosure experiences as described in the

following sections: (a) rationale; (b) interviewing process; (c) researcher's
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and participants' observations and reflections; (d) transcription of
interviews; and (e) protection of participants. First, I describe the rationale
for my use of interviews as the primary data collection method. Second, I
describe the interviewing method, including my use of an interview
guide. Third, I present some of the participants’ and my own observations
and reflections related to the interviewing process. Fourth, I describe the
transcription process. Finally, I describe the methods used to protect

participants’ confidentiality.

Rationale. Qualitative interviewing provides a means for eliciting
rich description of interviewees' experiences, perspectives, and the
contexts of their lives (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mishler, 1986; Patton, 1990).
The purpose of interviewing is to "access the perspective of the person
being interviewed" (Patton, 1990, p. 278). Shulamit Reinharz (1992)

suggests in her description of feminist interview research:

Interviewing offers researchers access to people’'s ideas,
thoughts, and memories in their own words rather than in
the words of the researcher. This asset is particularly
important for the study of women because in this way
learning from women is antidote to centuries of ignoring
women's ideas altogether or having men speak for women.

(p-19

In this study, I sought to gather information about survivors'
disclosure which was grounded in women's language and lived
experience. Qualitative interviews enabled me to gather rich description
of women's disclosure experiences and to explore the ways women have
come to understand and give meaning to their experiences. The use of a

semi-structured interview format provided focus for the interview while
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maintaining flexibility for discovery and exploration of the participants’
experiences and perspectives (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Reinharz, 1992).

Interviewing Process. I approached each interview as a

collaborative process for developing understanding of and searching for
meaning in participants’ experiences (e.g., Mishler, 1986). As suggested by
Carla Castor-Lewis in her description of semi-structured interviews with
incest survivors, I conducted the interviews with the following intention:
“to elicit from the participant what she considers important and relevant
to the topic” (p. 79). Through my interactions with and responses to
participants, I sought to generate interviews in which the participants
were encouraged to share their stories and in which they felt valued,
heard, and understood.

The interviews were conducted in an office in the counseling
agencies which were involved in recruitment. The interviews were audio
taped and ranged in length from approximately 1-1/2 to 3 hours. An
interview guide was utilized to conduct semi-structured interviews (see
Appendix G). The emergent design of qualitative interviews allows for
flexibility in utilization of the interview guide (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Within the content areas identified on the guide, my questions and
responses varied depending upon the context of each interview, the
participant’s style of sharing her story and her use of language, my
emergent understandings of the participant and her experiences, and my
developing 