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SPOTLIGHT ON PRACTICE

HOW DO CHILDREN TELL? THE DISCLOSURE
PROCESS IN CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE

APRIL R. BRADLEY AND JAMES M. WoOD

Department of Psychology, The University of Texas at Fl Paso. El Paso, TX. USA

Abstract—Children’s disclosure of sexual abuse has been described as « quasi-developmental process that includes
stages of demial, reluctance, disclosure, recantation. and reaffirmation (Sorenson & Snow. 1991, Summit. 1983). It
has been reported that nearly 75% of sexual abuse victims initially deny abuse. and that nearly 25% eventually recant
their allegations (Sorenson & Snow. 1991). The present study examined disclosures in 234 sexual abuse cases
validated by Protective Services in El Paso, Texas. Denial of abuse occurred in 6% of cases. and recantation in 4%
of cases in which a child had already disclosed abuse. Four of the eight victims who recanted appeared 10 do so in
response to pressure from a caretaker. The Child Sexual Abuse Accommodation Syndrome described by Summit
(1983) seems to be infrequent among the types of cases seen by child protection agencies. The present findings do
not support the view that disclosure is a quasi-developmental process that tollows sequential stages.
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INTRODUCTION

RESEARCH INDICATES THAT 15% to 40% of females, and up to 10% of males, are victims
of child sexual abuse (Salter, 1988). In a large proportion of validated sexual abuse cases,
the victim’s statement constitutes the only evidence that abuse has occurred (Rieser, 1991).
According to some reports, abused children commonly deny that abuse has occurred. or later
recant their allegations (Sorenson & Snow, 1991: Summit. 1983). Such denials and recanta-
tions tend to compromise the child’s credibility and complicate the legal response 1o sexual
abuse allegations (Myers, 1992).

Theorists and researchers have attempted to explain why sexually abused children deny or
recant sexual abuse. Koverola and Foy (1993) have reported that victims of sexual abuse
often display symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). According to Koverola
and Foy (1993), children suffering from PTSD often enter an ““avoidance phase.”” in which
they deny abuse or recant because they cannot cope with the anxiety aroused by traumatic
memories. According to Koverola and Foy (1993). anxiety about court appearances or a
change in the home environment may lead to denial or recantation.
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Rieser (1991) has suggested that children may recant if they feel isolated from their natural
support systems. Other writers speculate that recantation and denial may be a way for victims
to “‘make it all go away’’ (Gonzalez, Waterman, Kelly, McCotd, & Olivert, 1993). In a
summary of anecdotal evidence from psychotherapists, Fontes (1993) found that certain cul-
tural groups may recant more often than others due to cultural taboos regarding sexual abuse.
Research suggests that loyalty to family members, or fear of their reaction to abuse allegations,
may also contribute to some denials, recantations, and reluctance to disclose (Farrell, 1988;
Lawson & Chaffin, 1992; Sauzier, 1989).

Some authors have argued that denial and recantation are part of a process experienced by
many victims of sexual abuse (Sorenson & Snow, 1991; Summit, 1983). In an influential
article, Summit ( 1983; see also Summit, 1992) has described the disclosure process as the
““Child Sexual Abuse Accommodation Syndrome’” (CSAAS). The CSAAS consists of five
stages: (1) secrecy; (2) helplessness; (3) entrapment and accommodation; (4 ) delayed, uncon-
vincing disclosure; and (5) retraction. According to Summit ( 1983), children retract their
statements as part of a process of dealing with sexual abuse victimization.

Summit (1983) did not present research to support his description of CSAAS. However,
an empirical study of the disclosure process by Sorenson and Snow (1991) has produced
findings consistent with Summit’s (1983) views. Sorenson and Snow (1991) examined 117
cases in which a finding of sexual abuse was supported by medical evidence, perpetrator
confession, or criminal conviction. Sorenson and Snow (1991) found that most disclosures of
abuse were accidental (74% ) and that many victims (22%) recanted their statements only to
re-affirm them later (93% of recantations). Seventy-two percent of victims initially denied
abuse, and 78% were reluctant to discuss the abuse.

Sorenson and Snow (1991, p. 14) concluded, ‘‘These findings may reinforce the importance
of viewing disclosure as a process with phases that, like developmental tasks, can be resolved.”
According to Sorenson and Snow (1991), the disclosure process includes five stages: (1)
initial denial that the abuse occurred; (2) tentative disclosure or reluctance to discuss the
abuse; (3) active disclosure or a complete statement about the abuse; (4) recantation of the
allegations; and (5) reaffirmation of the allegations.

Other researchers have also reported on the rate of recantations in sexual abuse cases. Jones
and McGraw (1987) found an 8% recantation rate among 309 reliable sexual abuse cases seen
by a child protection agency. Gonzalez and colleagues (1993) found a substantially higher
recantation rate of 27% among 63 sexually abused children in therapy. However, the subjects
of Gonzalez and colleagues (1993) were younger children (mean age = 6.5) who had been
identified as victims of ritual abuse, and therefore were not typical of the victims seen by
child protection agencies and therapists.

At present, research findings regarding disclosure of sexual abuse are scanty and inconsistent.
Only one study (Sorenson & Snow, 1991) has examined the frequency with which victims
deny or are reluctant to report abuse to interviewers. The three studies that have examined
recantation have yielded rather discrepant results. ranging from an 8% recantation rate (Jones &
McGraw, 1987) to a 27% rate (Gonzalez et al., 1993). Clearly more research is needed before
theories about disclosure can be accepted or rejected on a scientific basis. The present study
set out to shed additional light on patterns of disclosure in child sexual abuse.

METHOD

Subjects

Two hundred forty-nine validated sexual abuse cases from the years 1992 and 1993 were
selected from the files of the Department of Protective and Regulatory Services (DPRS) in
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El Paso, Texas. Some files from those years were unavailable for the study because (a) the
cases were still open for services; (b} in accordance with state law. the files had been destroyed
when the victim reached 18 years of age: or (¢) the files could not be located for other reasons.
The cases in the present study constituted 67% of the DPRS-validated cases for 1992, and
569% for 1993.

Demographic Variables and Case Characteristics

Demographic variables and case characteristics recorded from case files included the follow-
ing: (a) age, gender, and ethnicity of the victim. caretaker and perpetrator: (b} the nawre of
the current allegations and any past allegations of abuse: ¢¢) duration, frequency. and types
of abuse: (d) any disclosures by the child prior to contact with DPRS or police: (¢) frequency
and types of DPRS and police contacts with the vietim: (1) DPRS services provided to the
victim or his/her family: (g) information regarding the safety of the child after the case was
opened.

Cases studied by Sorenson and Snow (1991 met at least one of the tollowing three strict
inclusion criteria: (1) positive medical evidence: (2) contession by the perpetrator: or (3
criminal conviction. These variables were also scored in the present study, and a subanalysis
was performed on cases that met the Sorenson and Snow « 1991) inclusion criteria.

Scoring of the Disclosure Process

The crucial issue in this study was the nature of the disclosure process. Each interview of
the victim by DPRS or the police was scored for the following disclosure events: ( L) denial:
{2) general reluctance and specific reluctance ( Sorenson and Snow’s (1991 ““tentative disclo-
sure’”): (3) first disclosure and new disclosure ( Sorenson and Snow’s (1991 ) ““active disclo-
sure’”): (4) repetition of the same information: (5) total recamtation and partial recantation:
(6) re-atfirmation: (7) DPRS or police contact without anv other disclosure event.

Operational definitions of each disclosure event are listed in Appendix A. DENIAL was
scored if a victim denied that abuse took place. RELUCTANCE-GENERAL and RELUC-
TANCE-SPECIFIC were scored if the victim was reluctant to discuss the general topic of
abuse or specific details of abuse incidents, respectively. DISCLOSURE-FIRST was scored for
the interview in which the victim first disclosed sexual abuse to a DPRS or police interviewer.
and DISCLOSURE-NEW was scored for any interviews in which the victim reveuled new
details about the abuse after the first disclosure. REPEAT was scored if the child repeated
previous disclosures of sexual abuse. for example, when making statements to the police.
RECANTATION-ALL and RECANTATION-PART were scoved if the victim recanted all previ-
ous disclosures of sexual abuse or specific details of the abuse. respectively. REAFFIRMATION
was scored if the victim reaffirmed a previous allegation. following recantation. NONE was
scored for an interview in which no other disclosure event occurred.

A hypothetical abuse case may illustrate the scoring system. Consider a hypothetical 13-
year-old victim who has recently been diagnosed with genital warts by her physician. DPRS
is contacted and an interview conducted. In the first interview, the victim denies any sexual
abuse and says she does not know how she contracted the sexually transmitted disease ( DE-
NIAL). A second interview is conducted 3 days later by DPRS and the victim refuses to
discuss the subject of sexual abuse in any manner (RELUCTANCE-GENERAL). She states
that she does not want to talk and asks DPRS to leave her alone. Four days later the victim's
mother brings her to the DPRS office and the victim states that her father has been fondling
her unclothed genitals for 2 years (DISCLOSURE-FIRST ). The next day DPRS comes to the
victim’s home and asks her how she thinks she contracted the genital warts. At this time the
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victim states that her father has been having intercourse with her for 1 year (DISCLOSURE-
NEW ). DPRS contacts the police and the victim is brought to the police station to make a
statement. During the police interview, the child states that she was never abused (RECANTA-
TION-ALL). She states that she lied because she was angry with her father. Later in the same
interview, the child admits that her father did sexually abuse her, and that everything she
told DPRS was true (REAFFIRMATION). However, she refuses to give details of the abuse
(RELUCTANCE-SPECIFIC). One week later DPRS re-interviews the victim. She states that
she does not want to discuss intercourse with her father. However, she does describe him
fondling her (RELUCTANCE-SPECIFIC). Toward the end of the same interview, the victim
again describes intercourse with her father (REPEAT ). One month later the case worker makes
contact with the victim to see how she likes counseling (NONE).

In this hypothetical abuse case, there are 10 disclosure events and eight interviews. All
disclosure events occur in this case at least once.

The measurement tool used in the present study allowed raters to record which disclosure
events occurred, and in which interviews they occurred. Raters were the first author and
three advanced undergraduate assistants. The first author provided one-on-one training to the
assistants and monitored their adherence to the scoring rules throughout the project.

RESULTS

Demographics

Case files were scored for 249 victims. Fifteen victims had not been interviewed by DPRS
or police, usually because the child was too young or had moved to another locale. These
cases were eliminated from the analyses, leaving a sample of 234 (82% female; 18% male).

Twenty percent of victims were 1 to 5 years old, 36% were 6 to 10, 36% were 11 to 14,
and 7% were 15 to 18 (mean age = 10.0; SD = 3.8). Seventy-six percent of victims were
Hispanic, 15% were non-Hispanic White, and 9% were either African American or a member
of another ethnic group. Victim ethnicity was approximately representative of the population
of El Paso.

In 96% of the sample, the primary caretaker was an immediate family member, most often
the mother (92%). Annual family income was between $0 and $8,999 in 38% of cases,
between $9,000 and $17,999 in 33%, between $18,000 and $33.999 in 23%, and between
$34,000 and $62,999 in 7%. Most households contained three to five members (88% ). Most
families in the sample would be considered lower middle class or just above the poverty level.
Additional information regarding demographics and other case characteristics is provided in
Bradley (1995).

Characteristics of the Sexual Abuse Allegations

Most cases involved one victim (78%) and/or one perpetrator (95%). No case involved
more than two perpetrators. The number of abuse incidents was one in 19% of cases, two to
five in 26%, six to nine in 16%, and 10 or more in 40%. The perpetrator was a member of
the household (residing with family for more than 6 months) in 59% of cases. The perpetrator
was an immediate family member in 34% of cases, and an extended family member in an
additional 32%.

Forty-nine percent of cases involved penetration (anal, vaginal, oral, or unspecified). Fond-
ling of unclothed genitals was the most common type of abuse (55%) and fondling of clothed
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genitals the second most common (36% ). Percentages do not add to 100% because some
cases involved more than one type of sexual contact.

In 27% of the sample there was evidence that the victim had not been effectively isolated
from the perpetrator while the case was open. This figure inciuded cases in which the perpetrator
was present in the home during unexpected home visits by the case worker. or the victim
reported contacts with the perpetrator after the case was opened.

Disclosures Prior to DPRS or Police Contact

Very few victims (6%) directly contacted DPRS or police to make the initial report of
abuse. However, most victims (72% ) had disclosed abuse to someone else prior to contact
with DPRS or police. Victims most often made a first disclosure to an immediate tamily
member (35%), extended family member or friend (16% ). or school official (13%). Case
files did not indicate whether the victims’ initial disclosures were accidental or intentional.

Frequency of Disclosure Events

Ninety-six percent (226) of victims in the present study made a partial or full disclosure
of abuse during at least one interview with DPRS or police. Eight cases were validated without
a disclosure by the victim.

Six percent (13) of victims initially denied to DPRS or police that abuse had occurred. This
figure was significantly lower (Zprop = 13.1, p < .001) than the 72% rate of initial denials
reported by Sorenson and Snow (1991). In over one-half of the cases involving denial. the
victim made a complete disclosure of abuse within the same interview as the denial. or in the
next interview.

Ten percent (24) of victims in the present study displayed reluctance to discuss the topic
of abuse, or specific aspects of the abuse, during one or more interviews with DPRS or police.
This figure was significantly lower (Zprop = 12.7. p < .001) than the 78% reluctance rate
( “‘tentative disclosure’”) reported by Sorenson and Snow (1991).

Three percent (8) of victims in the present study recanted their allegations to DPRS or
police. This figure was significantly lower (Zprop = 5.5. p < .001) than the 22% recantation
rate reported by Sorenson and Snow (1991). When the eight victims who never disclosed
(and therefore could not recant) were eliminated from the analysis. the recantation rate was
4%, a figure significantly lower (Zprop = 5.4, p < .001) than the rate reported by Sorenson
and Snow ( 1991). Each of the eight cases of recantation i« described in detail below.

Chi-square analyses were performed on the relation of denial. reluctance. and recantation
with perpetrator confession or conviction, medical evidence. victim age. type of abuse. use of
threats, and primary caretaker protectiveness. No statistically significant results were found.
perhaps because of the rather low frequency of denial. reluctance. and recantation in the present
sample.

Cases Meeting the Inclusion Criteria of Sorenson and Snow ( 1991)

One hundred twenty-one (52%) of the present cases met the inclusion criteria employed
by Sorenson and Snow (1991). Specifically, (a) in 14% of the 234 cases. medical evidence
indicative of abuse was present; (b) in 33% of the cases, the perpetrator gave a full or partial
confession to DPRS (38% of confessions), police (14% ot confessions). or other individuals
(47% of confessions); and (¢) in 9% of the cases, the perpetrator was convicted in a criminal
court. These figures do not sum to 52% because some cases met more than one inclusion
criterion.
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Disclosure events were analyzed for the subset of 121 cases that met the inclusion criteria
of Sorenson and Snow (1991). In this subset, disclosures occurred in 95% (115) of cases,
initial denials occurred in 7% (9) of cases, reluctance in 12% (15), and recantations in 3%
(4). Six of the 121 victims never disclosed, and therefore could not recant. When these six
victims were eliminated from the analysis, the recantation rate was 3%. None of these figures
were significantly different from those for the entire sample of 234 subjects.

Description of Cases Involving Recantation

Victim 1. This was a 14-year-old, Hispanic female who was fondled and digitally, vaginally
penetrated by a 57-year-old perpetrator, her stepfather, who lived in the home. After a full
disclosure of abuse, the victim recanted all allegations in two subsequent interviews, stating
that she had made them up.

During the DPRS investigation the stepfather had been living in a hotel. Following the
investigation and validation of the abuse allegations, however, DPRS allowed him to move
back into the home. It was after the stepfather’s return that the child recanted. The mother in
this case repeatedly told DPRS that the stepfather’s absence from the home was financially and
emotionally destructive to the family. The case worker suspected that the mother encouraged the
daughter to recant her allegations. No legal action was taken against the stepfather.

Victim 2. This was a |3-year-old non-Hispanic White female who was fondled by a 38-year-
old perpetrator, her father, who lived in the home. The victim was interviewed by DPRS and
gave a full disclosure of abuse in the DPRS office. She then stayed in a waiting room with
her family while her sister was interviewed. After the sister’s interview, the 13-year-old victim
recanted the allegations she had made shortly before. When asked why she had changed her
story, she stated that her mother had told her to. Apparently the mother, frightened by possible
repercussions to her husband, had pressured her daughter to recant. This victim reaffirmed the
allegations within the same interview that she recanted. No legal action was taken against the
perpetrator.

Victims 3 and 4. This case included two African American sisters, ages 10 and 13, who were
fondled and digitally, anally penetrated by a 36-year-old perpetrator, their stepfather, who
lived in the home. Both victims were interviewed by DPRS and gave a full disclosure of
sexual abuse. They subsequently repeated the allegations to police. The mother had made the
initial report to DPRS. However, when the stepfather was forced to leave the home, she
expressed great dissatisfaction with the arrangement. When military investigators later inter-
viewed the victims, both recanted. It is possible that the victims may have been pressured to
recant by the mother, or even by the military investigators. Allegations of abuse in the military
require legal action, and the superior officers of an alleged perpetrator may sometimes be
reluctant to pursue charges.

In this case, the mother repeatedly allowed the stepfather to have contact with the victims,
contrary to DPRS mandates. The 10-year-old victim reaffirmed the abuse in the next DPRS
interview following the recantation. The 13-year-old victim refused to discuss the topic further
with DPRS. The perpetrator was eventually convicted in criminal court and sentenced to a
military prison.

Victim 5. This was a 4-year-old Hispanic female who stated that she had been fondled by an
unidentified perpetrator. The child had been found to have a sexually transmitted disease { warts
on the anus) and was referred to DPRS by her doctor. She initially denied abuse, then disclosed
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abuse, then recanted all allegations. No perpetrator was identified by DPRS. However. the
victim did identify a teenage boy living across the street as the perpetrator. There had been a
previous allegation of sexual abuse of an older sister in the same family. but the perpetrator
in that incident was in jail at the time of the current investigation. The alleged teenage
perpetrator and all males in the victim's home were tested for sexually transmitted diseases.
All tests were negative. No legal action was pursued.

Victim 6. This was a 10-year-old Hispanic female who was fondled and digitatly, vaginally
penetrated by a 39-year-old perpetrator, an extended tamily member not living in the home.
This was a case of partial recantation. The victim did not deny her previous allegations. but
claimed that she could not remember two of the incidents disclosed earlier. The victim real-
firmed the abuse in the next interview following the partial recantation. Although an arrest
warrant was issued for the perpetrator. the case file contained no information regarding subse-
quent prosecution.

Victim 7. This was an l1-year-old African American female who was fondled and genitally,
orally penetrated by a 32-year-old perpetrator, her stepfather who lived in the home. The
victim made a full disclosure to DPRS and the police. One month later, she recanted all
allegations of abuse. According to the victim, her mother hud suid that there was no medical
evidence, and that she did not believe the allegations. which were ruining the stepfather’s life.
After reassurances from DPRS and the police. the victim reaftirmed her allegations during the
same interview that she had recanted them. Although an urrest warrant was issued tor the
perpetrator, the case file contained no information regarding subsequent prosccution.

Victim 8. This was a 14-year-old Hispanic female who wus genitally. vaginally penetrated by a
31-year-old perpetrator, her mother’s boyfriend. who lived 1a the home. This case included a
validated allegation of physical abuse and the victim was removed from the home and placed with
her grandparents. In the first DPRS interview the victim stated that the perpetrator had put a gun
to her head and raped her. Three months later DPRS was notified that the victim was pregnant.
At this time the victim recanted her allegation that the perpetrator had used a gun. and stated that
the sexual contact had been voluntary. The victim was removed from DPRS counseling by the
grandmother and married the perpetrator. Because the mother gave permission tor the marriage
and did not want to press charges, DPRS reluctantly closed the case.

DISCUSSION

Six findings in the present study seem particularly notable. First. the present results indicate
that the Child Sexual Abuse Accommodation Syndrome (CSAAS) described by Summit
(1983) may be rather infrequent, at least among cases seen by child protection agencies (see
also Jones & McGraw, 1987). In the present study. recantations, which are characteristic of
CSAAS, occurred in only 3% of all cases. and in 4% ot cases involving disclosure. Partly due
to the influence of Summit (1983) himself, general awareness of child sexual abuse has
increased in the years since he proposed CSAAS. As adults have become less skeptical, perhaps
young victims feel less pressure to recant. Alternatively. perhaps CSAAS and recantations are
characteristic only of a particular subset of victims. such a~ teenagers who have been abused
repeatedly over many years by an immediate family member.

Second, although recantations were rare in the present study. tour of the eight victims who
recanted apparently did so in response to pressure from a caretaker. This finding is consistent
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with (a) Summit’s (1983) view that ‘‘retraction’’ is often a response by the victim to pressure
from adults; and (b) Lawson and Chaffin’s (1992) finding that denial of abuse by the victim
is more likely if the caretaker is unsupportive.

Third, in one case of recantation (Victim 6) the child reported that she could no longer
remember some of her allegations. It is possible that this victim was in the ‘‘avoidance phase”’
of PTSD, as described by Koverola and Foy (1993), although other explanations of the
memory lapse are also possible.

Fourth, denial of abuse occurred in 6% of validated cases. As this finding indicates, denial
does not constitute definitive evidence that a child has not been abused. If a child initially
denies abuse, aaditional interviewing may still be appropriate, especially if there is reliable
independent evidence of abuse. In such circumstances a supportive, nonleading approach by
the interviewer seems desirable.

Fifth, reluctance to disclose abuse was recorded in 10% of case files. However, a child’s
reluctance to describe abuse can be brief and expressed nonverbally, and thus may not be
reflected in case notes. In all likelihood, the 10% figure for reluctance underestimates the
frequency with which children hesitate or show discomfort before disclosing abuse.

Sixth, the present findings do not support the view that disclosure is a quasi-developmental
process with “‘stages’’ that can be ‘‘resolved’’ (Sorenson & Snow, 1991, p. 14). Stage theories
of development, such as those of Kohlberg and Piaget, involve the assumption that children
pass through an invariant sequence of stages, without ‘‘skipping” any of them (Loevinger,
1976). In the present study, however, most children (78% ) entered the active disclosure stage
at the first interview and never ‘‘progressed’’ to any other stage. Denials and recantations did
not appear to follow any particular temporal or sequential pattern, as proposed by Sorenson
and Snow (1991) and Summit ( 1983; but see Summit, 1992).

Seventh, whereas the findings of Sorenson and Snow (1991) indicate that denials and
recantations are quite common among sexual abuse victims, the results of the present study
suggest that these events may be rather unusual among victims seen by child protection
agencies. We cannot say with certainty why the present results differ from those of Sorenson
and Snow (1991). However, four reasons may be identified:

Subject characteristics. In some respects the subjects in the present study resembled those of
Sorenson and Snow (1991). Specifically, both samples were of comparable age and composed
primarily of intrafamilial abuse cases. However, the two samples differed markedly in ethnic
background and religion. Most subjects in the present sample were Hispanic and in all likeli-
hood Catholic (although religious background was not recorded in case files). By contrast,
the subjects of Sorenson and Snow (1991) were predominantly nonHispanic White and Mor-
mon (B. Snow, personal communication, June 18, 1995). It is possible that the different
disclosure patterns in the two studies reflect divergent cultural or religious responses to child
sexual abuse allegations.

Selection artifacts. The present sample consisted only of validated sexual abuse cases. Although
it is likely that some victims who denied abuse during their initial DPRS interview were
“‘screened out’” by the validation process, there are two reasons that this artifact probably
does not account for the discrepancy between the present findings and those of Sorenson and
Snow (1991).

First, it appears that the sample studied by Sorenson and Snow (1991) also consisted of
validated sexual abuse cases, and thus would have been subject to the same kind of “‘screening”’
effect described here. Second, denial of abuse by a child does not lead to ‘‘automatic’” case
closure by El Paso DPRS. The agency continues its investigations if there is other reliable
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evidence that abuse has occurred (e.g.. medical evidence, disclosure by the victim to a reliable,
third party). In files that we reviewed, the DPRS caseworkers sometimes responded to an
initial denial by scheduling additional interviews or arranging for the child to see a counselor.

It is also possible that a second selection artifact affected the present results. Specifically.
only a subset of validated cases from 1992 and 1993 were examined in the present study. The
remainder were unavailable, usually because the cases were still open for services. It is possible
that the rate of denial, reluctance, and recantation was different for open and closed cases.
However, a review of available files did not reveal a relationship between disclosure events
and the length of time that cases were kept open.

Settings. The present study examined denials, reluctance. and recantations in the setting of
child protection or police interviews. By contrast, Sorenson and Snow (1991) examined these
disclosure events in the setting of psychotherapy. It is possible that the frequency of denials
or recantations differs from one setting to another. or is affected by different social expectations
or interviewer approaches in the two settings. For example. an abused child who is willing to
discuss abuse during an initial DPRS interview may become reluctant to continue the discussion
during multiple therapy sessions. Alternatively, it may be thut over the course of therapy there
are times when children recant briefly and then reaffirm.

It should be noted that Jones and McGraw (1987) examtned recantations of sexual abuse
in the setting of a child protection agency and reported a recantation rate of 8%, a tigure close
to the 3—4% in the present study. By contrast, Gonzalez and colleagues ( 1993) examined
recantations in a therapy setting and reported a recantation rate of 27%, a figure not much
higher than the 22% reported by Sorenson and Snow (1991). Perhaps the disclosure process
ditfers from one context to another. This may be an issue worthy of further research.

Data sources. The present study relied on data from DPRS case files, whereas the study of
Sorenson and Snow (1991) relied on psychotherapy notes supplemented by the personal
recollection of therapists (B. Snow. personal communication. June 18. 1995). Both data sources
present potential problems.

On one hand, the DPRS case notes in the present study are problematic because they may
have been written under time pressure or with an eye to legal considerations. Thus. they may
have systematically under-reported the denials, reluctance. or recantations of sexual abuse
victims. We would not be surprised, for example, if case workers often failed to record
instances in which a victim showed only briet reluctance or embarrassment about discussing
abuse. On the other hand, a reliance on therapists™ recollections. as in the study by Sorenson
and Snow (1991), is also problematic. As is generally recognized. retrospective reconstruction
of facts can lead to errors and bias in scientific data.

In conclusion, we must confess that we are not sure why our results differ so strikingly
from those of Sorenson and Snow (1991). Sorenson and Snow (1991) entitled their article,
“*How Children Tell.”” By contrast, the title of the present article poses a question: ““How Do
Children Tell?’” In our opinion, this question cannot yet be answered with any certainty. When
research findings conflict, as they do in the present case, the differences can be resolved only
through additional research with careful methodology. Neither the present study nor that of
Sorenson and Snow (1991) provides a definitive answer to the question of how children
disclose sexual abuse.
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Résumé—La divulgation d'une agression sexuelle suit un cheminement quasi-développemental qui comprend les
étapes de la dénégation, de I'hésitation, de la divulgation, de la rétractation puis de la ré-affirmation (Sorenson et
Snow. 1991; Summit, 1983). On rapporte que 75 p.c. des victimes d'agressions sexuelles le nient dans un premier
temps et que pres de 25 p.c. rétractent éventuellement ( Sorenson et Snow, 1992). Cette étude s’est penchée sur 234
cas de divulgations qui avaient été authentifiées par les autorités de la protection des enfants de El Paso, au Texas.
Il'y a eu négation dans 6 p.c. des cas et rétractation dans 4 p.c. des cas ol I'enfant avait déja dévoilé une agression,
Quatre des huit victimes qui ont rétracté semblent I'avoir fait sous pression des personnes dont ils étaient la charge.
Le syndrome de I'accommodement des agrfessions sexuelles que décrit Summit en 1983 semble peu fréquent parmi
les cas de protection de I'enfance. Les constats de cette étude n’appuient pas ['opinion que la divulgation est un
processus quasi-développemental constitué d’étapes séquentielles. L.’ étude débouche sur trois profils de risque distincts:
les enfants qui ont des troubles de comportement, ceux qui sont issus de foyers dépourvus et ceux dont les parents
sont chdmeurs. Chacun des groupes s’accompagne d'interventions particulieres. Les auteurs discutent des questions
de gestion de cas qui découlent de ces constats et proposent des recherches futures portant sur le risque et la gestion
de cas.

Resumen—La revelacion del abuso sexual por parte de los nifios/as ha sido descrita como un proceso cuasi-evolutivo
que incluye las fases de negacion, renuencia, revelacion, retractacion y reafirmacién ( Sorenson & Snow. 1991, Summit,
1983). Se ha informado que cerca del 75% de las victimas de abuso sexual infantil niegan inicialmente el abuso, y
que con el tiempo cerca del 25% se retractan de sus alegaciones (Sorenson & Snow, 1992). El presente estudio
examind las revelaciones en 234 casos de abuso sexual infantil confirmados por los Servicios de Proteccion Infantil
de El Paso, Texas. La negacion del abuso ocurrié en el 6% de los casos, y la retractacion se produio en un 4% de
los casos en los que un nifio/a habfa revelado previamente haber sufrido abusos sexuales. Cuatro de las ocho victimas
que se retractaron parecian haberio hecho en respuesta a la presion de uno de sus padres/tutores. El **Sindrome de
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Acomodacion al Abuso Sexual Infantil’” descrito por Summit ( 1983 ) parece ser infrecuente entre los tipos de casos
que llegan a los Servicios de Proteccién Infantil. Los resultados obtenidos en el presente estudio no apoyan la opinion
de que la revelacion es un proceso cuasi-evolutivo que sigue fases secuenciales.

APPENDIX A
SCORING RULES FOR EACH DISCLOSURE EVENT DURING
DPRS OR POLICE INTERVIEWS

Disclosure Events

DEN-—Denial. Victim states that he/she has not been sexually abused. A :lenial that occurs after “"DIS-Ist”™ should
be coded as recantation (see below).

REL-GEN—Reluctance. Victim is reluctant or refuses to discuss the general topic of sexual abuse.
REL-SPECIFIC —Reluctance. Victim is reluctant or refuses to discuss certain details or topies that scem related to
sexual abuse.

DIS-1st—Disclosure: First time. Victim states that he/she has been sexually abused. or describes events that constitute
sexual abuse. Scored only once per victim.

REPEAT—Victim repeats allegations of sexual abuse or repeats prior details regarding abuse in a new interview.
(a) REPEAT is typically scored if the victim repeats in a ~*New Interview™ what he/she said in a previous interview.
(b) REPEAT is NOT scored it the victim repeats the same information twice in the “"Same Interview.”

(¢) REPEAT in NOT scored if victim re-states an allegation that has been recanted. Re-statements of recanted
allegations are always coded as REAFF.

DIS-NEW -—Disclosure: New. All four of the following must be present th score this category:

(a) Victim describes events that constitute sexual abuse,

(b) The case file docs not indicate that the victim has described these events to DPRS or police before.

(<) The child has made at least one disclosure before, and

td) Either the new disclosure is made during a4 “new interview™ or the ~icum has denied. recanted. or refused to
discuss a prior disclosure.

REC-ALL—Recants all sexual abuse. After having disclosed. the victim denies ever having been abused or denies
all events that have been previously disclosed.

REC-PART—Recants only part of alleged sexual abuse incidents. Atter having disclosed that sexual abuse occured.
the victim denies that a particular incident or type of abuse occurred. but dees not deny evervthing that has been said.
or make general statement that he/she has never been abused.

REAFF-—Vicum reatfirms an allegation that has previously been recanted. Must include (a) and thy:

(a} The victim already disclosed the information (i.e., it was scored as DIS-1st or DIS-NEW

(h) The victim later recanted the same information (1.e.. it was scored as REC-ALL or REC-PART)

In addition. the following rules are relevant:

(¢) REAFF is NOT typically scored more than once in the “"Same interview.”” For example. if a victim reaftirms
allegations twice in the same interview, REAFF is usually scored only once.

(d) REAFF may be scored more than once for the same interview only it the victim has recanted or been reluctant
since the prior scoring of REAFF in the same interview. For example, if a child reaffirms. then recants. then reattiems
again. all in the same interview, the scoring would be REAFF. REC-ALL. REAFF for that interview.

(¢) It a child reaffirms an allegation in one interview and then reatfirms the same allegation in a sceond interview.,
the first interview is scored as REAFF and the second interview ix scored as REPEAT.

NONE—None of 1-9. Score only for a new interview with child in which none of 1 -9 applies.

Ist Interview —First interview is the first interview child has with DPRS or Police.

SAME INTERVIEW —If an interview Is not the first interview or o new interview. then it iy the same interview.
NEW INTERVIEW - — An interview is considered new if it:

G involves a new interviewer,

OR

th) was done by the same interviewer. but not on the same day

OR

t¢) was done by the same interviewer on the same day. but the vicum has been interviewed by another irterviewer
in the meantime.
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