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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to determine if being sexually abused as a child would 

result in a lower self-concept, compared to those who had not been sexually abused.  

Sixty participants, ages 15-40, were asked to complete a Self-Description 

Questionnaire.  An independent t-test was used to evaluate the data.  Results showed 

that participants who had been sexually abused as children had a lower self-concept 

than those who had not been sexually abused.  Implications are to inform teachers, 

practitioners, and even friends of the long-term effects survivors of childhood sexual 

abuse endure.  Future research should focus on comparing groups of elementary 

school students to the elderly to see if rates of a lower self-concept decreases with age.  

word count= 117

key words= long-term effects, sexual abuse, self-concept

SEXUAL ABUSE ON SELF-CONCEPT  2



Longitudinal Effects of Child Sexual Abuse on Self-Concept

 Childhood sexual abuse is a growing social problem.  The negative emotional 

effects of child abuse can last a lifetime.  Sexual abuse can cause a hindrance in 

peopleʼs lives, and can derail the person from reaching his or her potential.  Child 

sexual abuse has been reported up to 80,000 times a year, but the number of 

unreported cases is much higher (HealthyPlace). The abused can feel shame and fear 

as the probable repercussions that might occur if they were to tell an authoritative 

figure.  Childhood sexual abuse has long term psychological effects and can create 

emotional maladjustment and a lower self-concept.  Creating awareness can lead to 

prevention, and the abused can have access to resources that can aid with the coping 

process.  The social issue of childhood sexual abuse provides a rationale for the study 

because the purpose was to identify the various ways that suffering from sexual abuse 

as a child can effect self-concept later in life.

 Canton-Cortes and Canton (2010) investigated the psychological effects of 

sexual abuse with the use of coping mechanisms.  They also examined the outcomes of 

coping techniques regarding people suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, as a 

result of the prior sexual abuse.  The effect of coping strategies with post-traumatic 

stress disorder had two groups: non- child sexual abused and sexually abused victims.  

They also wanted to determine if avoidance of coping strategies was related to having 

post-traumatic stress disorder.  After participants completed a questionnaire, the results 

showed that child sexual abuse victims rated much higher on the post traumatic stress 

disorder scale that the control group.  Post traumatic stress disorder had a positive 

relationship with avoidance of coping strategies.  
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 Ullman, Najdowski, and Filipas (2009) conducted a study to determine the effects 

of female child sexual abuse related to post-traumatic stress disorder and substance 

abuse connected to re-victimization.  They found child abuse can contribute to a victim 

becoming more prone to post- traumatic stress disorder.  The symptoms of post-

traumatic stress disorder can involve re-experiencing past instances and passiveness 

regarding dealing with what had happened (Canton-Cortes & Canton, 2010).  Also post- 

traumatic stress disorder can lead to re-victimization and drinking problems later in life 

in child sexual assault victims (Ullman, Najdowski, & Filipas, 2009).  Child sexual abuse, 

post-traumatic stress disorder, and substance abuse were all found to be predictors of 

re-victimization in adult sexual abuse survivors. 

 Child sexual abuse can also be a risk factor for problems such as binge eating 

and substance abuse (Sarin & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2010).  Child sexual abuse creates 

children to become constantly stressed and unable to cope in the appropriate manner.  

Victims are not able to effectively cope because they continually think about the 

traumatic events that have happened to them (Canton-Cortes & Canton, 2010).  

Researchers conducted a study to test the theory using 603 participants and two groups 

(Sarin & Nolen-Hoeksema).  One group included non- child sexual abuse participants 

and the other group were participants that are sexual abuse survivors.  Both answered 

interviews and self- reports about sexual abuse, distress, and coping.  There was a 

higher level of distress and consumptions of drugs amongst the child sexual abuse 

survivors.  The results showed a relationship between using consumption to cope and 

dwelling over the abuse.  Also the results showed that survivors may use these coping 

methods to deal with the negative psychological effects.  
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 In the book Slut!, Janenbaum (1999) discussed that when young teens and 

children are sexually assaulted they can be become depressed, and become teased by 

their peers.  She spoke about a teenage girl who went to a boys house and engaged in 

sexual acts.  She felt pressured and that the circumstance was against her will.  When 

the young lady went back to school she was made fun of by her peers.  On the other 

side, the boy who was involved with the sexual acts with her was praised.  This lead to 

her having self esteem issues.  Even though she did not fully consent to the sexual acts, 

she was still viewed as the promiscuous one.  Negative rumors spread throughout her 

school about her.  This event ruined her reputation and made her feel terrible about 

herself.  She then viewed sex as something forbidden, and not something to even 

speak about.  

 Children that are sexually abused are often afraid to tell anyone (HealthyPlace).  

As a result of their silence many cases go unreported, causing inaccurate statistics.  

The issue of sexual abuse needs to be addressed, and the victim needs to receive help 

from a professional.  This can allow the significant long term psychological implications 

of childhood sexual abuse to be dealt with more appropriately.  A child that is abused 

will develop negative views of themselves, and have a poor understanding and feelings 

regarding sex.  They may experience thoughts of suicide and have conduct problems.  

Parents can help lower the chance of sexual abuse by talking to their children about 

what is correct and incorrect boundaries with their bodies.  Children can then avoid 

certain situations or tell their parents when they feel that something is not right.  

Treatment for children who have been sexually abused is crucial and should happen as 

soon as possible.  
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 There are several forms of sexual abuse.  Sexual abuse can involve touching, 

rubbing, kissing, voyeurism, and pornography (Schub & Caple, 2010).  Survivors of 

sexual abuse may have feelings such as guilt, shame, and anger later in life.  Reactions 

of sexual abuse may consist of blaming oneself, self-hatred, denial, and development of 

insecurity issues (Janenbaum, 1999).  Risk factors for child sexual abuse can be 

parents who are not involved in their childrenʼs lives, history of substance abuse in the 

family, and abuse in general in the household (Schub & Caple, 2010).  Signs of sexual 

abuse from a clinical point of view include psychological effects, behavioral problems, 

sexual confusion, and physical injuries.  To begin assessing a child of sexual abuse, 

patient history needs to be obtained.  Assessments are composed of particular history 

regarding self- mutilation, any suicide attempts, and substance abuse.  Treatments 

should incorporate psychological therapy along with emotional support from family, 

friends, and others that may experienced similar traumas.  

 The purpose of this study was to examine the long-term psychological effects of 

adults who have been sexually abused during childhood.  Specifically this study was 

conducted to investigate the ways self concept is negatively altered as a result of being 

sexually abused as a child.  Therefore, the two main variables of the study were sexual 

abuse and effects on self concept.  It is crucial to study this issue because more 

children than accounted for are being sexually abused and will undergo a life long stain 

in their character.   By allowing people to find out more information regarding child 

sexual abuse, there is a higher chance for prevention of these horrible instances from 

occurring.  

SEXUAL ABUSE ON SELF-CONCEPT  6



 There have been many studies that analyze the long term effects of childhood 

sexual abuse, but this particular study was narrowed down to the topic of self-concept.  

The focus was on negative views of self-concept as an effect of childhood sexual 

abuse, and specifically participants from ages 15-40 were researched.  Perspectives 

from teenagers were received, as well as adults who have been sexually abused as 

children.  The findings were then compared to the control group of non-sexually abused 

participants.  Other studies primarily focused on middle age to the elderly, making this 

study unique.  The hypothesis for this study is children that have been sexually abused 

are more likely to experience a long-term lowered self-concept compared to children 

who have not been sexually abused.  

Methods

Overview

 The purpose of this study was to try to establish if being sexually abused during 

childhood made it more likely to have a lowered self-concept later in life.  The type of 

research design used was quasi-experimental.   This design was appropriate for this 

study because no manipulation was done on variables, and two groups were formed 

naturally.  It would be unethical for there to be any type of arrangement with sexual 

abuse, also known as “post-hoc” research.  A quasi-experimental design allows topics to 

be researched that could not be with any other design.  The two variables used in this 

study were sexual abuse and self-concept.  The independent variable was sexual abuse 

and the dependent variable was self-concept.  Ordinal measurements were used for 

both variables: sexual abuse and self-concept.  Sexual abuse was a grouping variable 

that fell into two different groups: sexually abused and non-sexually abused. 
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Participants

 Sixty participants were used in this study, and were placed into two different 

groups: non-sexually abused or sexually abused.  There were 30 participants in each 

group.  The non-sexually abused group comprised of 50% males (N=15) and 50% 

females (N=15).  Amongst this group of participants, 20% were Caucasian (N=6), 30% 

African American (N=9), 23.3% Hmong (N=7), 16.7% Mexican (N= 5), and 10% of 

participants marked “other” (N=3).  The sexually abused group included 53.3% male 

(N=16), and 46.7% female (N= 14).  With the sexually abused group 20% were 

Caucasian (N=6), 23.3% African American (N=7), 10% Hmong (N=3), 23.3% Mexican 

(N=7), and 23.3% “other” (N=7).  Ages for the non-sexually abused group ranged from 

15-40 years old, with a mean age of 25.03.  The sexually abused age range was 16-42 

years old, and had a mean age of 26.27.  The general geographic region of the sample 

of participants were drawn from North America. 

 Non-probability sampling was used in this study.  This is appropriate because it is 

impossible to randomly chose who has been sexually abused as a child and who has 

not.  Therefore, groups from this variable were formed naturally, not randomly.  The 

participants had lower class to middle class income levels.  Informed consent was 

obtained by contacting Child Protective Services to find participants that were sexually 

abused, and asking if they were willing to participate in this study.  For the non-sexually 

abused group a flyer was put out around college campuses for a control group, which 

explained the study briefly.  An incentive of a ten dollar gift card to target was used to 

obtain participants for each group.  There were 30 participants in the sexually abused 

group and 30 participants in the non-sexually abused group, with no one dropping out of 
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the study.  Since this study was conducted using a quasi-experimental design it has a 

high external validity because the groups were already formed.  This study can be 

generalized to others that have been sexually abused.  There is not much internal 

validity due to lack of control with the variables. 

Measures

 Demographic information of the participants was established with a Demographic 

Questionnaire that was given prior to the study.  The questionnaire was a qualitative 

measure, was constructed using a fixed format, and included three questions regarding 

the participants age, gender, and ethnicity. 

 Marsh, Smith, and Barnes (1983) created a Self Description Questionnaire that 

was used in this study to determine the effects of child abuse on self-concept.  The 

questionnaire is a fixed format and is a quantatative measure.  The fixed format 

contains a response scale ranging from 0-5 which 0=false, 1=mostly false, 

2=sometimes false, sometimes true, 4=mostly true, and 5= true.  The original 

questionnaire referred to younger children, so it had be be slightly revised for this 

particular study in order to relate to 15-40 year olds.  The questions revised were 

numbers 3, 4, 10, 13, 18, 20, 27, 28, 36, 42, 56, 63.  Some revised questions included 

changing “Most kids have more friends than I do” to “ Most people have more friends 

than I do”.  Another example is “ I get along with other kids easily” was revised to “I get 

along with others easily”.  Subsets of this questionnaire consist of physical abilities, 

appearance, relationship with others, and relationship with parents.  

 The range of scores can fall between 70-350.  The smaller the score meant the 

participants had a lower self-concept.  The greater the score was indicated that the 
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participants comprised a higher self-concept.  Questions included, “I am good looking”, 

and “I have a lot of friends”, and the participants marked what level they agree or 

disagree.  There are 66 questions on the questionnaire.  The questionnaire has a high 

validity because the questions are directly related to evaluating self-concept.  

Furthermore, the questionnaire might not have a high reliability because participants 

may not have the same opinions as they did the first time, if they for some reason 

happen to take the questionnaire again.  

Procedure

 First, in order for this study to have took place, approval from the Institutional 

Review Board was attained from California State University at Chico.  Participants then 

had to be found for the two research groups.  Child protective services were contacted 

to obtain records from children who have been sexually abused.  After records were 

received, individuals were contacted explaining the study, and were offered a ten dollar 

gift card to target with their participation.  The group of non sexually abused participants 

were obtained using a flyer, and also included an incentive of a ten dollar gift card to 

Target.  After finding the groups, informed consent was received by participants 

agreeing to partake in the study.  The participants in each group were told that the study 

was being conducted to determine if a lowered self-concept is more likely to occur later 

in life with individuals who have been sexually abused as children.  Manipulations were 

not applicable, and groups were formed naturally.  A questionnaire was then given to 

each person in each group.  The same questionnaire was used within the two groups.  

Each participant had as much time as they needed to finish the questionnaire, but most 

only took about 25 minutes.  All the responses took about a month to acquire.  
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Participants data was kept confidential, and locked securely in a file cabinet.  After the 

questionnaire was completed by everyone, results were obtained.  

Results

 The research hypothesis for this study was children that have been sexually 

abused are more likely to experience a lower self-concept later in life than those who 

have not been sexually abused.  This hypothesis was supported by conducting an 

independent samples t-test on the data obtained.  An independent samples t-test was 

used because the means of two different groups were compared.  The scores for the 

non-sexually abused group ranged from 130-346, and 70-120 for the sexually abused 

group.  The mean score for the non-sexually abused group was 229.27, with a standard 

deviation of 61.09.  For the sexually abused group the mean score was 91.97, and the 

standard deviation was 14.24.  See Table 1 (Appendix) for means and standard 

deviations.  The test was statistically significant because the observed probability level 

for this test is p=.0005, which is less than the alpha level of p = .05.  The alpha level is 

used to determine if the results are due to factors other than just chance, and p = .05 

means that the significance level has to be below that number in order for the test to be 

statistically significant.  The independent samples t-test demonstrated a significant 

mean difference between the two groups, t (58)= 11.99, p < .0005.  The results of the t-

test displayed a lower mean score for the sexually abused group compared to the mean 

score of the non-sexually abused group.  This indicated that the participants in the 

sexually abused group had a lower self-concept than the non-sexually abused group.
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Discussion

 Children that have been sexually abused are more likely to experience lower self- 

concept later in life compared to children who have not been sexually abused.  The 

results of the independent samples t-test showed that the findings were statistically 

significant because the mean score for the sexually abused group was much lower than 

the non-sexually abused group.  This demonstrates that the participants from the 

sexually abused group had a lower self-concept than the non-sexually abused group.  

There was a extensive difference between mean scores of the non-sexually abused 

group and the sexually abused group.  This indicates that the hypothesis of this study 

was supported.  

 The results of the study can be applied to teachers, practitioners, and even 

friends that work with or are around a survivor of childhood sexual abuse.  This can 

allow them to have a better understanding and compassion for those suffering from 

long-term effects of sexual abuse, such as issues with self-concept.  By having better 

understanding professionals can more effectively treat their patients and teach their 

students, and non-professionals can help their friends.  Practitioners would be able to 

come up with self-concept building activities during intervention.  Also curriculum in the 

classroom can work on strengthening self-concept with all students.  Teachers could 

incorporate activities of interest, which would create a sense of success and 

accomplishment amongst students.  This would serve as a self-esteem booster which in 

time may help build up there view of self-concept.  Friends can offer accurate ways to 

communicate with their friend that has been sexually abused and be supportive in the 

best ways possible.  This study creates awareness and by doing so prevention 
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programs can be more productive in promoting coping mechanisms regarding the 

specific effects of self-concept.  With a higher self-concept individuals can feel better 

about themselves, and be happier overall. 

  While performed, this study came across a few strengths and limitations.  A 

strength of this study was that it was highly statistically significant, therefore making the 

results more applicable.  Another strong point was that this study was different than 

other studies because it focused specifically on self-concept and how aspects of a 

survivor can be affected for a long time after the sexual abuse had occurred.  A 

limitation of this study is that only four main races were studied along with an “other” 

category: Caucasian, African American, Hmong, and Mexican.  Also another weakness 

was the study only used participants from North America, therefore the sample may not 

be strongly represented amongst individuals from other parts of the world.  

 A suggestion for further research would be to focus on age groups that 

differentiate highly in age, such as comparing elementary school students to the elderly 

(65 and up).  After collecting data from these two groups, researchers should determine 

if a sense of lowered self-concept is decreased over time with age.  This would allow 

research to see if time helps the healing process regarding self-concept for sexual 

abuse survivors.  Another suggestion could be to study other regions of the world on the 

subject of self-concept to see what the difference in mean scores would be.  This would 

enable researchers to possibly find out why mean scores of self-concept would be lower 

or higher with participants from different areas of the world.  
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Demographics Questionnaire 

 Participants were directed to provide answers to a demographics questionnaire 

prior to the study.  Fixed format was used in the questionnaire, and three questions 

were asked regarding demographic information of the participants.  

1.  Please state age on line below:

_____

For the following two questions please circle what answer applies:

2.  GENDER:

Male           Female

3.  ETHNICITY:

Caucasian       African American       Hmong       Mexican       Other
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Table 1

Mean Scores for Effects on Self Concept for Non-Sexually Abused and Sexually Abused 
Participants

__________________________________________________

                Non Sexually Abused                     Sexually Abused

__________________________________________________

M                            229.27                                      91.97

SD                          61.09                                        14.24

__________________________________________________

Note.  N=60,  p < .0005.
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