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Abstract 

Child sexual abuse, and particularly the abuse of boys, is now the focus of significant 
research and attention — especially in light of various inquiries, as many victim-survivors 
come forward years after their abuse to testify to their abuse by clergy and other 
institutions. This article examines what the research to date has revealed about gender 
differences in the dynamics of child sexual abuse and the sequelae for male and female 
victims. These findings are important in understanding: how males and females 
experience, respond to and recover from such abuse; and how to protect, prevent, and 
adequately support both male and female victims of child sexual abuse and their families. 
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Introduction 

Until quite recently, most of the research and discourse related to child sexual abuse focused 
on the abuse of girls, with much less attention on boy victims (Finkelhor 1990; Spataro, 
Moss and Wells 2001). This meant that much of our understanding of child sexual abuse has 
been, and to some extent still is, seen through the prism of victim as female and perpetrator 
as male. More recently, with some early beginnings, the sexual abuse of boys has come into 
increased focus in the literature (see, for example, Briere et al 1988; Black and DeBlassie 
1993; Dorahy and Clearwater 2012; Holmes, Offen and Waller 1997; Pierce and Pierce 
1985; O’Leary and Gould 2010; Romano and De Luca 2001; Tolin and Foa 2006). As a 
result of inquiries in a number of countries that have revealed the extent of abuse against 
boys in church-based institutions and sporting and other recreational settings, it is now clear 
that boys, like girls, experience child sexual abuse at significant rates. In clergy-perpetrated 
sexual abuse, for example, the victims are much more likely to be boys than girls (Disch and 
Avery 2001; John Jay College 2004; Parkinson, Oates and Jayakody 2010).1 There is also 
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evidence that both male and female victims of childhood sexual abuse experience significant 
difficulties in a range of areas that may include mental health problems across their lifetime, 
and this article reviews that evidence in a systematic way. 

Prevalence estimates of child sexual abuse 

Estimating the prevalence of child sexual abuse is not at all straightforward. The main 
difficulty is the unknown ‘dark figure’ of those who never disclose their abuse to anyone, 
including to researchers or in self-reported surveys. Prevalence estimates vary according to 
when the research was conducted; how sexual abuse is defined; who is targeted; and what 
type of survey method is used and the way the questions are worded (Bolen and 
Scannapieco 1999; Pereda et al 2009; Stoltenborgh et al 2011). Table 1 in the Appendix to 
this article presents the findings of a number of Australian prevalence studies, as well as 
several systematic reviews and meta-analyses across a number of studies in different 
countries. Overall, there is a consistent picture of a higher prevalence of sexual abuse 
against girls than boys, despite the variation across studies and definitions of abuse. A 
review of five comprehensive studies based on relatively large community samples in 
Australia since 2001 found, for example, prevalence rates for boys of 1.4–8% for 
penetrative abuse and 5.7–16% for non-penetrative abuse; for girls, the rates were 4–12% 
for penetrative abuse and 13.9–36% for non-penetrative abuse (Scott 2013). On the basis of 
these figures, the Interim Report of the national Royal Commission into Institutional 
Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (2014:99) estimated that ‘one in three girls and one in 
seven boys in Australia have experienced some form of child sexual abuse in their lifetime’, 
on the upper end of the relevant ranges shown in Table 1. It is likely, however, that the 
figures in Table 1 underestimate the ‘real’ prevalence because of the reluctance to disclose 
sexual abuse, especially among males, as outlined later.2  

The dynamics of child sexual abuse 

Teasing out the gender dimensions is challenging not only because of definitional and 
methodological variations in child sexual abuse research generally, but also because there is 
limited research that specifically compares the experiences of male and female victims. We 
now examine two key issues: first, whether there is evidence that the sexual abuse of boys is 
qualitatively different to that of girls; second, whether the sexual abuse of boys tends to be 
seen as less abusive than that of girls. Both have implications for the type and level of 
support that males and females need and receive. 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
Justice’s (2004) large-scale study of sexual abuse of minors in the United States (US) by Catholic priests and 
deacons for the period 1950–2002, over 81% of incidents of reported abuse involved boys.  

2 Evidence from some developing countries and non-Western cultures suggests the prevalence of child sexual 
abuse may be even higher for boys than girls (Chan et al 2013; Frederick 2010; Immigration and Refugee 
Board of Canada 2002). These findings highlight the importance of considering the intersection of gender and 
race, culture and religion in understanding child sexual abuse and victims’ lived experiences and needs 
(Boakye 2009; Lovett 2004). 
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A qualitative difference in the abuse of boys and girls? 

There are several features of the sexual abuse of boys that point to differences with that of 
girls, and others where the research findings indicate little, if any, difference. 

Perhaps the most obvious difference concerns several aspects of sexual identity. For both 
boys and girls, the perpetrator in reported cases is typically male (Dube et al 2005; Spataro, 
Moss and Wells 2001). However, although not common and probably under-reported, boys 
— and especially adolescent boys — are more likely than girls to have a female perpetrator 
(Romano and De Luca 2001).3 The social construction of gender identity for adolescent 
boys carries a different meaning for abuse by both male and female perpetrators. Where the 
perpetrator is female, it may be seen as a ‘rite of passage’, rather than abuse (Peake 1989; 
Spataro, Moss and Wells 2001). Where the perpetrator is male, the same-sex element of the 
abuse carries significant meaning for boys, and a body of research indicates that boys may 
be deeply troubled by the perceived homosexual dimension of same-sex molestation, which 
may manifest in feelings of guilt, shame and confusion about their sexuality (Crowder 1995; 
Dhaliwal et al 1996; Dorahy and Clearwater 2012; O’Leary and Barber 2008; Rhodes et al 
2011; Romano and De Luca 2001). This has implications, both for the disclosure and impact 
of the abuse, outlined later. 

Other critical aspects of the context are the relationship between the perpetrator and the 
child, the setting, and aspects of the abusive acts. While girls are more likely to experience 
abuse involving their biological fathers, step-fathers and other male relatives within the family 
home, boys are more likely to experience extrafamilial abuse in the offender’s home, 
institution or in a public place (Faller 1989; Finkelhor 1990; Gold et al 1998; Gordon 1990; 
Hunter 1991; Kendall-Tackett and Simon 1992; Levesque 1994; Richards 2011; Romano and 
De Luca 2001). In both intrafamilial and extrafamilial abuse where the perpetrators are trusted 
members of the family or trusted members of the church or other institutions, the likelihood of 
disclosure is lessened and the severity of the impact heightened (Brady 2008; Fogler et al 
2008; Kendall-Tackett, William and Finkelhor 1993; Romano and De Luca 2001). 

Another important aspect of the relationship between the victim and perpetrator concerns 
the age gap. A number of studies have reported that boys are more often than girls sexually 
abused by their peers or others closer in age to them, including their siblings, cousins and 
other relatives, and other residents in institutions (Gordon 1990; Hunter 1991; Romano and 
De Luca 2001; Thomlison et al 1991). This is important for two reasons. First, it means that 
prevalence figures that rely on a five-year age gap between the victim and perpetrator are 
likely to underestimate the abuse of boys by peers and age-mates. Second, sexual activity of 
this type may cause some confusion as to the ‘abusive’ aspect of those experiences both for 
the victim, possibly the perpetrator, and also in terms of professional responses to it 
(Holmes, Offen and Waller 1997; Mohler-Kuo et al 2013; Romano and De Luca 2001). 
Where is the line to be drawn between abuse and ‘experimentation’ in sexual activity 
between children and young people? 

In terms of age at the onset of the abuse, a number of studies point to most child sexual 
abuse of boys and girls occurring between the ages of 7 and 10 years of age (Fanslow 2007; 
Romano and De Luca 2001; Steel et al 2004). The findings as to gender differences are, 
however, mixed and not definitive, with some studies confounding age of onset with the 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
3 In Dube et al’s (2005:434) US study, for example, 40% of men (cf 6% of women) reported female 

perpetration. Similarly, Newcomb, Munoz and Carmona’s (2009) study of high school students found that  
53% of male victims of child sexual abuse reported a female perpetrator.  
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duration of the abuse, and also with age at disclosure or reporting of the abuse.4 While there 
is some indication of a link between the age of onset and the extent of emotional and 
behavioural disturbance, this needs to be separated from the duration of the abuse, which is 
also linked to greater psychological distress (Bennett, Hughes and Luke 2000; Crowder 
1995; Maikovich-Fong and Jaffee 2010; Rodriguez et al 1998; Romano and De Luca 2001; 
Steel et al 2004). Girls have been found to be more likely to experience sexual abuse over a 
longer period of time than boys, possibly related to the opportunities provided both for 
grooming and continuing contact in intrafamilial abuse (Kendall-Tackett and Simon 1992; 
Thomlison et al 1991). 

In terms of the type of abuse, there is some evidence that the sexual abuse of boys may 
involve more violence and physical harm, and that adolescent boys are more likely than girls 
to be victimised by multiple perpetrators (Dhaliwal et al 1996; Fogler at al 2008; Gordon 
1990; Maikovich-Fong and Jaffee 2010; Pierce and Pierce 1985; Romano and De Luca 
2001; Steever, Follette and Naugle 2001). In some studies, boys have been found to be more 
likely than girls to experience repeated penetrative acts, oral intercourse, anal-genital contact 
and masturbation (Bilginer, Hesapçioglu and Kandil 2013; Coohey 2010; Pierce and Pierce 
1985; Romano and De Luca 2001; Thomlison et al 1991). Both the presence of violence or 
threatened force and abuse involving more invasive acts have been linked to greater 
psychological distress and more adverse mental health outcomes (Browne and Finkelhor 
1986; Cutajar et al 2010; Easton 2014; Kendall-Tackett, William and Finkelhor 1993; 
Molnar, Buka and Kessler 2001; Romano and De Luca 2001). 

These findings indicate that the sexual abuse of boys and girls appears on some indices to 
be qualitatively different. How these differences might affect male and female victims is 
more difficult to answer, as the sequelae of child sexual abuse, discussed later, is the result 
of a complex interaction of a number of factors; the nature and context of the abuse are only 
part of this. It is clear, however, that many of the abuse characteristics that are common in 
child sexual abuse perpetrated against boys are linked with adverse outcomes. 

Is sexual abuse of boys perceived to be less abusive? 

This question is important as a backdrop for research that suggests that males are less likely 
than females to disclose sexual abuse, take longer to do so, and are less likely to access or be 
identified by support services (Foster, Boyd and O’Leary 2012). In an early study, Baker 
and Duncan (1985) found that men were significantly less likely than women to say they 
had been damaged by their abuse: 4% of men compared with 13% of women stated that the 
experience had caused permanent damage, and 57% of men stated the experience had no 
effect compared with 34% of women. Widom and Morris (1997) found men were much 
more reluctant to label child sexual experiences as ‘abuse’ than women (16% compared with 
64%). Fondacaro, Holt and Powell’s (1999) study of male prison inmates also found that 
41% of those who met the criteria for contact child sexual abuse did not consider their 
experiences as ‘abusive’, though they had higher rates of alcohol problems than those who 
did; rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and obsessive compulsive disorder were, 
however, greater for those who saw their experiences as abusive. Other research that has 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
4 Romano and De Luca (2001) have claimed that findings from retrospective studies seem to indicate that the 

average age for onset of abuse for boys is slightly higher than for girls, whereas data from cases reported to the 
authorities suggest that the mean age of onset of abuse is lower for boys than girls. The age of onset of abuse 
by clergy may also be older for boys than girls (John Jay College 2006).  
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linked men’s identification as a survivor of child sexual abuse to higher levels of 
psychological distress suggests that perceiving early sexual experiences as non-abusive may 
be a form of protective denial for men shielding them against painful memories (O’Leary 
and Gould 2010; Steever, Follette and Naugle 2001). This may mean that ‘nondisclosure is 
actually more adaptive for males than is disclosure’ (O’Leary and Barber 2008:135). On the 
other hand, there is evidence that men often repress memories of abuse or resort to 
substance abuse as a form of denial in order to cope with painful memories and suppress 
distressing thoughts and feelings (Alaggia and Millington 2008). 

The tendency for the sexual abuse of boys to be seen as less serious by male victims, and 
even as non-abusive, takes several forms. First, for boys, it is argued, sexual experiences 
with an adult may be culturally defined as an early introduction to sexual prowess and 
‘manhood’ (Holmes, Offen and Waller 1997:76). Accordingly, ‘male socialization tends to 
encourage males to define sexual experiences as desirable’, as a ‘rite of passage’ so long as 
there is no homosexual involvement. This is consistent with research findings that male 
victims of child sexual abuse perpetrated by a female tend not to report such experience 
unless coercion was involved (Allen 1991; Condy et al 1987; Deering and Mellor 2011). 
There is evidence also that professionals tend to see sexual abuse by female perpetrators as 
serious, but as ‘less damaging, and ... less likely to be considered worthy of intervention, 
and judicial action than cases involving male offenders’ (Mellor and Deering 2010:432). 

Second, a boy’s physiological reaction during acts of abuse (ie an erection and possible 
ejaculation), may lead them to view their abuse as something they invited or desired 
(Holmes, Offen and Waller 1997; Watkins and Bentovim 1992). Feelings of being a willing 
participant may be exacerbated by ‘grooming’ processes preceding and throughout the 
abuse. Grooming is used to cultivate an emotional relationship between the perpetrator and 
make the victim compliant (Craven, Brown and Gilchrist 2006; Kaufman et al 1998; John 
Jay College 2006; Smallbone and Wortley 2001; Terry 2008). This may make it difficult for 
the victim to recognise and/or acknowledge the abusive nature of the relationship (Holmes, 
Offen and Waller 1997). 

Third, cultural notions of ‘traditional’ masculinity may explain the perception of the 
sexual abuse of boys as less abusive than that of girls, and even as non-abusive by the victim 
himself. These norms of masculinity include being in control and proud of sexual prowess; 
they eschew vulnerability, victimhood and homosexuality (Easton 2014; Spataro, Moss and 
Wells 2001). These perceptions are also likely to underpin the consistently reported pattern 
of differences between males and female ‘victims’ in disclosing sexual abuse. 

Disclosure of child sexual abuse 

The disclosure of child sexual abuse and the response the victim receives are integral to how 
a victim experiences the aftermath of abuse, and to their recovery (Lovett 2004). While 
there are some similarities in the patterns of disclosure for males and females,5 most notably 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
5 A consistent finding is that a majority of child sexual abuse victims withhold disclosure (Collings, Griffiths 

and Kumalo 2005; Hébert et al 2009; Smith et al 2000). Estimates suggest that 60–80% of victims of childhood 
sexual victimisation never disclose or delay disclosure (Alaggia 2005). Those who do disclose, often do so 
many years after the abuse and often as adults (Arata 1998; Alaggia 2004, 2005, 2010; Bell and Belicki 1998; 
Elliot and Briere 1994; Goodman-Brown et al 2003; Lovett 2004; Pipe et al 2007; Priebe and Svedin 2008; 
Roesler and Wind 1994; Tang, Freyd and Wang 2008). Based on a representative sample of adults from 
Quebec, Hébert et al (2009) reported that almost 58% of the victims of child sexual abuse delayed disclosure 
for five years or more, and 20% never disclosed.  
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a tendency towards non-disclosure and delayed and indirect disclosure, the research also 
points to some significant gender differences. 

The main differences are that males are less likely than females to disclose child sexual 
abuse at the time of abuse, and that when they do disclose, they take longer to do so, and 
make fewer and more selective disclosures (Gries, Goh and Cavanaugh 1996; Hébert et al 
2009; Hunter 2011; O’Leary and Barber 2008; Priebe and Svedin 2008; Schoen et al 1998).6 
It is not uncommon for men to take more than 20 years to disclose their abuse or talk to 
anyone about it (Easton 2013; O’Leary and Barber 2008). O’Leary and Barber (2008), for 
example, found that nearly two-thirds of the women who had been sexually abused prior to 
the age of 18 disclosed the abuse at or around the time it occurred, but only one in four of 
the males did so.7 The men also took significantly longer than the women to discuss their 
sexual abuse experiences, with 45% of men compared with 25% of women taking in excess 
of 20 years to do so.8 

Similar patterns are also evident in relation to church-related abuse, with males taking 
significantly longer than females to disclose their abuse (Parkinson, Oates and Jayakody 
2010). Parkinson, Oates and Jayakody (2010) reported a mean average delay in disclosure 
by men of 25 years (compared with 18 years for women). The majority of men waited until 
they were in their 30s or 40s to report their childhood victimisation. Indeed, several studies 
have found that the rate of non-disclosure among boys increases with their age at the time of 
the abuse (Boudewyn and Liem 1995; Paine and Hansen 2002; Roesler and McKenzie 
1994), whereas the opposite is the case for girls (Williams and Banyard 1997). 

For those victims who do disclose or attempt to do so in childhood, both boys and girls 
most commonly disclose to a peer (Priebe and Svedin 2008; Schonbucher et al 2012; 
Shackel 2009a) or parent (Levesque 1994; Schonbucher et al 2012). However, it has been 
estimated that up to 80% of victims do not purposefully disclose before adulthood (Alaggia 
2005), with women more likely than men to do so purposefully in adulthood. Again, they 
were more likely to tell a friend, rather than a parent (Hunter 2007; 2010; 2011; Roesler and 
Wind 1994; Shackel 2009b). 

Why might boys and men find it more difficult to disclose their experience of child 
sexual abuse than girls and women? Various theories of disclosure point to victims 
balancing the ‘risks and rewards’ or ‘advantages and disadvantages’ in their decision to tell 
or not tell or partly tell, often in a ‘carefully measured process’ (Alaggia 2005:455), rather 
than ‘a single static event’ (Gries et al 2000:33; Lovett 2004; Sorensen and Snow 1991). If 
the perceived risks/disadvantages of disclosure are deemed to be greater than the 
benefits/advantages of telling, then disclosure is less likely (Fisher et al 1988). On the one 
hand, disclosure can serve to bring the abuse to an end and/or help the victim to gain 
support. On the other hand, disclosure may open the victim up to being disbelieved or 
blamed and may lead to feelings of shame, embarrassment and guilt (Palmer et al 1999; 
O’Leary and Barber 2008). 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
6 Hébert et al (2009) reported that more than 20% of women, but only 10.5% of men, disclosed within 24 hours; 

a further 5.6% of the women and no men disclosed within a month of the abuse. 
7 The respective figures in this Australian study were 63.6% (n = 96/151) of the women, but only 26%  

(n = 73/143) of the males. 
8 Similarly, Easton’s (2013) study of a large purposive sample of 487 male survivors found that, on average, 

men delayed disclosing abuse for 21.4 years and discussing the abuse for 28.2 years. 
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While similar factors may come to bear on male and female decisions around disclosure 
(such as the fear of negative consequences), there appear to be differences between males 
and females in how they think about, rationalise and weigh up the likely impact of such 
factors. Men may be especially inhibited by the fear of being labelled ‘homosexual’ 
(Alaggia 2005; 2010; Alaggia and Millington 2008), by a belief that boys do not get 
sexually abused (Alaggia 2005; Easton 2014), and that boys who have been sexually abused 
are likely to become sexual abusers (Cashmore and Shackel 2013; Richards 2011).9 Men’s 
fear of stigmatisation, further victimisation, and of being ostracised by other men and the 
target of unfair treatment (Alaggia 2010:37) is substantiated by research that reveals that 
men generally are likely to view victims of child sexual abuse negatively (Harter et al 2009). 
Men may be further inhibited from disclosing due to concerns that they will not be able to 
access male-centered support services (Alaggia 2005). 

In contrast, girls are more likely to be inhibited in disclosing due to their feelings of 
responsibility for possible family breakdown and the repercussions for others (Alaggia 
2005, 2010; Goodman-Brown et al 2003). They more often fear being blamed (eg for not 
stopping the abuse) or disbelieved (Alaggia 2005, 2010). All these fears are commonly a 
source of manipulation by the abuser to silence both male and female child victims (Malloy, 
Brubacher and Lamb 2011). 

There is also reason to think that disclosure may be more beneficial for female than male 
victims.10 In general terms, the findings on the impact of disclosure are mixed — some have 
reported a positive effect (Arata 1998; Gries et al 2000), some a neutral effect (Nagel et al 
1997; Ruggiero et al 2004; Sinclair and Gold 1997) and other studies suggest that disclosure 
may have an adverse effect on the victim’s mental health (Berliner and Conte 1995; Elliot 
and Briere 1994; Lamb and Edgar-Smith 1994; O’Leary and Barber 2008; Roesler and 
Wind 1994). A confounding factor in much of this research, however, is timing of 
disclosure, which is generally more delayed for males than females. 

A potentially powerful influence on the disclosure experience and the sequelae of child 
sexual abuse, however, is the reaction of the person to whom disclosure is made and the 
availability of positive social support and assistance (Arata 1998; McElvaney, Greene and 
Hogan 2012; Palmer et al 1999; Roesler 2000; Ullman 2003). Girls and women generally 
receive more positive social reactions and are likely to receive more social support from 
their families than men (Stroud 1999; Ullman and Filipas 2005). Even when boys do 
disclose, they are significantly less likely to receive counselling and other professional 
support on disclosure than girls (Foster, Boyd and O’Leary 2012; Holmes, Offen and Waller 
1997). There is also some evidence that it is not uncommon for men’s stories of sexual 
abuse not to be believed or taken seriously, even in therapy (Alaggia and Millington 2008). 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
9 The research reviewed by Cashmore and Shackel (2013:18) indicates:  

 that most victims of child sexual abuse do not go on to offend sexually or in other ways, although the 
risks are higher than for those in the general population who were not sexually abused. Although the 
Ogloff et al. (2012) study clearly indicated that victims of child sexual abuse are at greater risk of 
subsequent offending behaviour, most child sexual abuse victims (77%) did not have a criminal 
record. (emphasis in original) 

10 The weight of research involving women survivors seems to suggest that disclosure of abuse ultimately is seen 
as positive by most female victims and tends to have a beneficial effect (Arata 1998; Palmer et al 1999). Arata 
(1998) reported that women who disclosed had fewer intrusive and avoidant symptoms compared with women 
who did not disclose. Palmer et al (1999) similarly found, in a study of 384 adults with a history of child sexual 
abuse, that most women were glad they revealed the abuse. The benefits of disclosure described by women 
included unloading a burden, resolving inner conflicts, being believed and ending the abuse. 
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Sequelae of child sexual abuse 

A large body of research since the 1980s presents a consistent picture of significant links 
between a history of child sexual abuse for many victims, irrespective of gender, and a range 
of adverse outcomes both in childhood and adulthood (Browne and Finkelhor 1986; 
Cashmore and Shackel 2013; Gershon, Minor and Haywood 2008; Gilbert et al 2009; 
Mullen and Fleming 1998). These cover social, sexual and interpersonal functioning, as well 
as mental and physical health outcomes, and poorer economic and educational outcomes 
(Cashmore and Shackel 2013; Larsen et al 2011; Mullen et al 1993; 1994; Nugent, Labram 
and McLoughlin 1998; Robst and Smith 2008). Survivors of child sexual abuse, and 
particularly women, also face heightened risk of re-victimisation of diverse kinds (not just 
sexual re-victimisation) during their lifetime (Classen, Palesh and Aggarwal 2005; Elliot, 
Browne and Briere 2004; Spatz, Czaja and Dutton 2008; Messman-Moore and Long 2003; 
Swanston et al 2002). Not all victims experience these difficulties, however, and 
determining causality and any mediating links between child sexual abuse and later 
outcomes is far from straightforward. A range of other factors including other adverse 
childhood experiences, individual characteristics, subsequent life circumstances, and 
community and societal attitudes and responses need to be taken into account and may play 
a role in buffering or boosting the likelihood of adverse outcomes (Fergusson et al 2013; 
McMillen, Zuravin and Rideout 1995; Russell 1986). 

Gender differences in sequelae of childhood sexual abuse 

The role that gender may play as a possible mediating or moderating factor in how victims 
respond to and recover from child sexual abuse is also not straightforward. Gender 
comparisons are complicated because boys are less likely to disclose abuse in childhood, so 
the immediate effects of sexual victimisation on boys are more difficult to identify and trace. 
This means that much of what is known about the impact of child sexual abuse on boys has 
been revealed through self-reports by adult males of their childhood experiences and adult 
lives with some of the associated difficulties of retrospective reports (Hardt and Rutter 2004; 
Holmes, Offen and Waller 1997). Their greater reluctance to disclose may also mean that 
they tend to do so only when their level of distress is high, and requiring professional 
intervention; this may then skew the severity of their problems relative to females who 
disclose more readily (Spataro et al 2004). 

Despite these difficulties, there is an increasing body of evidence in more recent rigorous 
studies and meta-analyses and systematic reviews that provides some useful insights into the 
commonalities and differences in the lived experience of child sexual abuse and the sequelae 
for male and female victims (Gold et al 1998; van Roode et al 2009). Table 2 in the 
Appendix to this article presents the findings of a number of studies in Australia, New 
Zealand, the United Kingdom (UK), and US, as well as several meta-analyses and 
systematic reviews11 that have specifically examined whether male and female victims of 
childhood sexual abuse differ in the extent to which they present with a range of problems, 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
11 Systematic reviews involve a comprehensive search strategy to reduce bias in the selection and critical appraisal 

of relevant studies on a particular topic. They may include meta-analysis, a statistical method of pooling the data 
from individual studies to provide a weighted average or summary effect size (Akobeng 2005). Both types of 
review, however, rely on their selection processes and the quality of the studies that they include. 
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both in the short and longer term.12 The studies that are included in Table 2 provide an 
indication of the more recent rigorous large-scale studies with strong sampling 
methodologies that have examined gender differences. These include several longitudinal 
and twin studies, and a number of meta-analyses and systematic reviews. 

Overall, the picture, especially from the meta-analyses, is that for the most part, there is 
no significant difference or ‘moderating effect’ of gender in the mental health and 
psychosocial functioning of male and female survivors of childhood sexual abuse.13 One, a 
systematic review of 16 school-based studies, found that the association between child 
sexual abuse and suicide attempts was considerably stronger for boys than girls across 
studies in various countries, especially after taking account of a range of related factors 
(Rhodes et al 2011). Another very controversial meta-analysis by Rind, Tromovitch and 
Bauserman (1998) found more negative psychosocial outcomes for females than males, with 
mixed findings for males according to whether the ‘abuse’ was ‘wanted’ or ‘unwanted’.14 
Hillberg, Hamilton-Giachritsis and Dixon (2011:44–5) review of four review studies that 
included gender comparisons for a range of adult mental health difficulties and 
psychopathology concluded that ‘[t]he evidence suggests that there is no gender difference 
between victims’ assessed level’ of adult mental health difficulties’ though ‘female victims 
of CSA perceived themselves to have suffered greater psychological harm from these 
experiences than male victims’. As Hillberg, Hamilton-Giachritsis and Dixon (2011:45) 
point out, ‘[t]hese findings indicate that although the adult victims score within the clinical 
range’ of adult mental health difficulties, ‘they may not perceive themselves to have been 
psychologically harmed from the traumatic experiences’. This is consistent with the research 
(outlined earlier) reporting that some male victims of child sexual abuse in particular do not 
see themselves as victims, and that disclosure may work very differently for male and 
female survivors. 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
12 These studies were drawn from a systematic search of online databases, reference lists, and particular journals. 

The search was conducted using the following terms: child sexual abuse (‘CSA’) (child maltreatment, child 
abuse); impact and effect; adult psychopathology (disorder, mental health difficulties, pathology, etc), gender 
(gender, male or female) and study type (research study, systematic reviews, meta-analysis). The following 
electronic sources and databases were searched for the period from 1985 for research and reviews (restricted to 
English-language publications): Science Direct; PsycINFO; Web of Science (SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, 
A&HCI, CPCI-S, CPCI-SSH, CCR-EXPANDED, IC); Social Services Abstracts; Sociological Abstracts; 
Social Service Information Gateway; Medline; The Campbell Collaboration; The Cochrane Library; and with 
particular attention to several abuse speciality journals such as Child Abuse & Neglect, and Journal of Child 
Sexual Abuse. Studies were included if they (1) appeared in peer-reviewed journals; (2) were published in full; 
(3) examined the psychological, behavioural, sexual, or other health problems for male and female victims 
associated with childhood sexual abuse; (4) reported sufficient primary data derived from longitudinal, cross-
sectional, case-control, or cohort studies with reliable measures and strong sampling methodology. Hillberg, 
Hamilton-Giachritsis and Dixon (2011:41) reported that: ‘Only sample size and sample source were 
consistently found to moderate the relationship between CSA and AMH difficulties in the primary studies that 
were included in the meta-analyses they reviewed’. 

13 The finding of no gender differences is important in itself and several of the meta-analyses took account of the 
‘so-called “file-drawer effect” (the probability that unpublished null results would eliminate the obtained 
results: the “fail-safe N” (FSN)’ — see Maikovich-Fonga and Jaffee 2010; Tolin and Foa 2006. 

14 Hillberg, Hamilton-Giachritsis and Dixon (2011) outlined the major issue in the Rind, Tromovitch and 
Bauserman (1998) controversy: 
 In terms of the moderating properties of assumed “level of consent,” Rind et al.’s (1998) meta-analysis 

is highly controversial and has received major criticism. Similar criticism can be made of the earlier 
meta-analysis by Rind and Tromovitch (1997). In both of the meta-analytical reviews, the authors’ 
description of information regarding conceptualization of CSA events, in which the victim was 
considered “willing,” was poor and lacks internal validity as adult victims who reported giving their 
“consent”‘ to be sexually abused in childhood were never measured in the primary studies included 
(Dallam et al., 2001; Dallam, 2002; Ondersma, Chaffin and Berliner, 1999; Ondersma et al., 2001). 
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Looking at some of the individual studies in different countries (Australia, New Zealand, 
the UK, and the US), male survivors, compared with women survivors and non-abused men, 
have been reported to be particularly at risk of anxiety-related symptoms and disorders, 
including increased suicidality (Garnefski and Arends 1998; Garnefski and Diekstra 1997; 
Martin et al 2004; Molnar, Berkman and Buka 2001; Spataro et al 2004; van Roode et al 
2009). On the other hand, Cutajar et al (2010) found that female sexual abuse victims were 
at higher riskof suicide and affective and borderline disorders, while men were more likely 
than women who had been abused to have antisocial disorders. Other studies reported no 
difference by gender. Dube et al’s (2005) retrospective large-scale cohort study of 17,337 
adults in the US found that a history of suicide attempts was more than twice as likely 
among both men and women who had a history of child sexual abuse than their non-abused 
counterparts. Similarly, Nelson’s (2002) study of twins in Australia also found a 
significantly increased risk for suicide for both men and women twins relative to their 
non-abused twin. So also in the series of articles on the Christchurch prospective 
longitudinal study in New Zealand, Fergusson and his colleagues (1996, 2003, 2008, 2013) 
have fairly consistently reported higher rates of various mental health disorders in 
association with childhood sexual abuse but at rates that were similar for men and women. 

Conclusion 

It seems clear, then, that male and female victims and survivors of child sexual abuse 
experience the aftermath of sexual abuse, both in terms of disclosure and the short and 
longer-term outcomes, in ways that are both similar and different. Sexual abuse occurs in 
a ‘gendered’ social context on a number of dimensions (Ullman and Filipas 2005:768). 
Gender can influence an individual’s risk of being sexually abused, by whom, the nature 
of and circumstances of the abuse, the decision to disclose and the process of telling, and 
the likelihood of receiving support and counselling. Understanding the differences 
between the lived experiences and sequelae for males and females affects how as a society 
we address child sexual abuse and ensure protection and support for both boys and girls, 
and men and women. In particular, these differences may well be critical in how survivors 
are supported through the disclosure process, any investigation and prosecution that might 
follow, and access to appropriate services for those who have and have not told anyone of 
their abuse. Assumptions about males being less affected by child sexual abuse and in less 
need of services need to be challenged. However, the focus and type of services for men 
may need to be quite different from those for women given the gender identity issues that 
such abuse raises. 
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