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The purpose of this pamphlet is to report the results of a qualitative study describing
the experience of non-abusing fathers with a child victim of sexual abuse (SA). Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 17 fathers recruited from specialized
centers where the children received assistance services (Centre d’expertise Marie-
Vincent (CEMV); Centre d’intervention en abus sexuels (CIASF)) or using media
advertisements. These interviews addressed the emotional, cognitive and behavioral
responses of fathers following the disclosure of SA, as well as the intra and
interpersonal repercussions.

Experiencing the disclosure of your child's sexual abuse:
a painful ordeal

1. Psychological shock: upset fathers (n=14)

Psychological shock caused by disclosure (n=9)

Various psychological manifestations specific to a psychological counter shock are reported.
Several fathers say they are stunned, destroyed, in shock, frozen, helpless, stupefied or even
collapsed following the disclosure.

Progressive awareness: protect oneself from the violence of the shock (n=9)

Some fathers had difficulty integrating the child's revelations as a real event. Temporarily, fathers
question their child's word and receive their revelation not without difficulty. Dissociative
symptoms allowing to detach themselves from this reality experienced as unbearable are identified
in some fathers (n=4).

Overwhelming feeling of betrayal and disappointment (n=7)

As fathers realize that their children have been victims of SA, feelings of betrayal and
disappointment surface. The bond of trust with the perpetrator is broken, even more so if the
latter is a family member.

2. Anger: towards the perpetrator and his actions (n=17)

Enraged and frustrated fathers: an unbearable hurt (n=17)
The fathers evoke the anger and rage felt during the disclosure of the sexual abuse. Feelings of
helplessness, frustration, feelings of disgust and embarrassment are identified.

Desire for revenge towards the perpetrator: from words to deeds (n=11)

Anger is directed at the perpetrator, and aggressive thoughts concerning the perpetrator surface
for most fathers. Anger is then dominated by a desire for revenge towards the perpetrator. Many
stick to words, some evoke nightmares. In six of them, the beginnings of acting out are reported,
such as prowling around the property of the perpetrator.
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"The four main
stages that fathers
seem to go through
following the
disclosure of their
child’s SA are:
shock, anger,
psychological
distress and
acceptance."”

Desire for revenge and awareness of the child needs: fight against oneself (n=6)
Becoming aware of their child's needs seems to have helped fathers to control their desire for
revenge. Their testimonies reflect this struggle against oneself and the needs to support their child
following the disclosure.

3. Fathers' psychological discomfort: the multiple faces of distress (n=14)

Signs of post-traumatic stress (n=9)
More than half of the fathers report experiencing various symptoms similar to symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder about their child's SA experience.

Sadness, depressed mood and suicidal thoughts: witnesses of suffering (n=12)
Fathers report various emotions that resemble depressive symptoms, ranging from sadness to
depressed mood. Two fathers report having had suicidal thoughts. Depressive symptoms can be
accompanied by symptoms of anxiety and pathological behavior (such as excessive alcohol
consumption). The disclosure of the SA and the associated psychological repercussions can lead to
professional, marital or even family difficulties.

Feelings of guilt:

guilty and responsible for the acts experienced by the child (n=9)

More than half of the fathers mentioned feelings of guilt. They blame themselves; put forward
their own responsibility as parents and experience the disclosure as a personal failure. They may
also feel guilty for not having lived up to the protective role generally attributed to fathers. Some
believe that with more vigilance and attention, they could have prevented such an abuse from
taking place. For some fathers, the guilt is so great that they lose their self-esteem.

1. Fathers facing obstacles that hinder acceptance and healing (n=10)

Resurgence of anger at the lack of recognition of the severity of the acts committed
(n=10)

Being faced with a perpetrator who does not admit the acts committed or even being confronted
with court decisions deemed disconcerting once again awakens in fathers an intense feeling of
anger and hatred towards the aggressor or the justice system.

Intrafamilial sexual abuse: bitterness and disappointment towards a family member
(n=6)

Among fathers for whom the perpetrator is a family member (n = 12), half of them tend to blame a
non-abusive family member (own mother, sister, ex-spouse), often judged accomplice by the
fathers. This creates bitterness, disappointment and anger towards this person.

2. Fathers who try to find some inner peace (n=17)

Return to a fragile balance despite resentment (n=15)

Although according to several fathers, rage is still present, the desire for revenge latent and
forgiveness difficult to envisage, their testimonies however seem to reflect a gradual decrease in
anger and resentment. Fathers try to find reasons to justify or give meaning to the events.

To calm down by trying to live with the event and continuing to invest one’s life (n=7)
For some participants, the beginnings of an appeasement of anger are observed. They talk about
the possibility of forgiving the perpetrator; some begin to share their experiences. Others plan to
find inner peace and reinvest in their lives. However, the fathers' testimony shows that they
oscillate between moments of well-being and resurgence of anger, suggesting that the process of
appeasement is characterized by back and forth.
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