Health & Wellness

Finding a Light in the Shadows—
Childhood Sexual Abuse in the LGBTQ Community

By Alison C. Smith, Ph.D.

There are some issues
that are just uncomfort-
able to think about. The
reality of childhood sexual
abuse is certainly one of
them. Childhood sexual
abuse is a crime that oc-

different about you. Your
friends are developing ro-
mantic relationships but
you recognize that you are
more attracted to people of
the same-sex. For some,
this realization feels like a
natural step in their per-
sonal development. For

curs far more frequently
in our culture than we would like to be-
lieve. Research has found that between
12% to 17% of women and 5% to 8%
of men have experienced abuse. These
numbers mean that it is likely there are
people you know who have had this
experience. It could be your brother,
your friend, or your coworker but it is
likely that you won’t ever know be-
cause for many survivors it is a secret
that simply stays hidden. It often re-
mains a secret because of the shame,
confusion, embarrassment, anger, and
self-blame survivors can experience as
aresult of the abuse.

Now imagine living with the reality
of surviving this type of abuse and also
realizing there is something else that is

Self-Care

The following information has been
drawn from suggestions offered by
RAINN (Rape, Abuse, and Incest Na-
tional Network—www.rainn.org):

e Utilize social support by spending
time with supportive friends and fam-
ily member.

e Join a support group for
Survivors.

e Learn about and mindfulness prac-
tice and meditation.

¢ Make sure you get adequate nutri-
tion. People are often so busy that they
don’t have time to eat regularly or sub-
stitute fast food for regular meals.

e Exercise, even if it's just a quick
walk at lunchtime, to help combat
feelings of sadness or depression
and prevent chronic health problems.
It is one of the most overlooked
forms of self-care but the CDC rec-
ommends at least 30 minutes of ex-
ercise 5 times a week.

e Sleep is an important form of self-
care. Everyone has different needs
but most people need between 7-10
hours of sleep per night.
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others, however, it can be
experienced as shameful and undesir-
able, leaving them feeling socially iso-
lated and unhappy with themselves.
Most people who go through this stage
of identity development eventually
move on and reach self-acceptance.
However, those who have been sexu-
ally abused are likely to have an even
greater struggle coming to terms with
their sense of self. Survivors may ques-
tion “his/her” true sexual orientation. If
the perpetrator was of the same sex,
does that mean that the experience
“made” the victim gay/lesbian? Al-
though there is no empirical support
for this idea, LGBTQ survivors are
often placed in the unenviable position
of questioning almost everything they
thought they knew about themselves.

Regardless of sexual orientation, re-
search has shown that individuals who
have experienced childhood sexual
abuse are at higher risk for issues such
as depression, anxiety, low self-esteem,
and symptoms of posttraumatic stress
disorder. Depending on one’s level of
sexual orientation identity develop-
ment, being gay or lesbian may leave
the survivor feeling an even greater
level of stigma, making it less likely
that they will seek help. It is clear that
different people are affected in differ-
ent ways by sexual abuse and there is
no one perfect solution for everyone.
There are, however, things that can
help survivors find that light in the
shadows.

1) Education— Survivors can bene-
fit from becoming educated about sex-
ual abuse. Education can help them
understand that they are not alone in
their experience; other survivors have
reacted to abuse in a similar manner
(e.g., having constant vigilance over
one’s environment.) They can also
learn coping techniques that have been
helpful to others.

2) Counseling—Counseling can
provide a safe environment in which
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Individual and Couples Therapy

Psychological Assessment—Learning disabilities, ADHD,
Differential Diagnosis, etc.

Consultation Services— Specialized in evaluating assessment needs,
reviewing reports, and answering questions about psychological assessment.

Insurance—Tricare and most BCBS plans

survivors can examine the impact that
their experiences have had on them. It
can also help them to develop better
coping skills and feel less isolated.

3) Medication — When used in con-
Jjunction with counseling, medication
may be useful for symptoms like de-
pression and anxiety.

4) Self-care—Self-care is an essen-
tial part of the healing process for
trauma survivors. See the sidebar on
the left for more information.
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