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Disclosure of Sexual Assault Among Sexual
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Literature Review
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Abstract

Sexual assault is common in sexual and gender minority (SGM) individuals, but few studies have examined SGM victims’
disclosure experiences. This systematic review identified |3 studies through searches of research databases on SGM pop-
ulations with sexual victimization. These studies showed wide variation in disclosure rates, various barriers to disclosure, and
psychological impacts of social reactions to disclosure on SGM individuals. Bisexual women were more likely to disclose to
formal (e.g., police, healthcare providers) and informal (e.g., friends, family members) sources than other women, and SGM
victims disclose to mental health professionals at particularly high rates. Sexual and gender minority victims also reported
numerous barriers to disclosure, including those unique to SGM individuals (e.g., fear of being outed). Impacts of negative social
reactions appear to be more negative on psychological symptoms of SGM victims, whereas positive reactions are helpful to
recovery. Future research is needed taking an intersectional perspective to studying disclosure and social reactions to SGM
individuals from both college and community samples, by examining both sexual minority and racial/ethnic identities in the
context of intersectional minority stress theory. Studies are needed of both correlates and consequences of disclosures to
both informal and formal support sources to better understand SGM individuals’ reasons for telling and not telling various
support sources and the impacts of their disclosure experiences on their recovery. Such data is also needed to inform
interventions seeking to identify and intervene with support network members and professionals to reduce negative social
reactions and their psychosocial impacts and to increase positive social reactions and general social support from informal
support sources.

Keywords
sexual assault, disclosure, LGBTQ+, sexual minority, gender minority

Sexual assault, which includes unwanted sexual contact,
sexual coercion, incapacitated assault, and attempted and
completed rape, is a public health crisis that disproportionately
impacts sexual and gender minorities (SGMs). Indeed, re-
search shows that, in their lifetime, 75% of bisexual women
will experience a sexual assault compared to 46% of lesbian
women and 43% of heterosexual women (Walters et al., 2013).
Further, 47% of bisexual men and 30% of gay men will
experience a sexual assault in their lifetime compared to 21%
of heterosexual men (Walters et al., 2013). Specific to rape,
46% of bisexual women will experience a rape in their lifetime
compared to 17% of heterosexual women and 13% of lesbian
women (Walters et al., 2013). While less studied, there is an
increasing body of literature documenting that trans and other
gender diverse (TGD) individuals have especially high rates of
sexual assault victimization. For example, research suggests
that 43—-50% of TGD individuals report experiencing a sexual
assault (Clements-Nolle et al., 2006; Risser et al., 2005;

Stotzer, 2009). Finally, research suggests that SGM individ-
uals experience higher rates of childhood sexual abuse
compared to heterosexual, cisgender individuals (Friedman
et al., 2011; Roberts et al., 2012). This may be because SGM
individuals are perceived as different from and, therefore,
more vulnerable than other youth to potential perpetrators due
to behaviors that do not adhere to heterosexist and cisgendered

'Educational Psychology, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, NE, USA
2Department of Sociology, Mississippi State University, Mississippi State, MS,
USA

3Department of Criminology, Law, &, Justice, University of lllinois Chicago,
Chicago, IL, USA

Corresponding Author:

Katie M. Edwards, Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth,
Families, and Schools, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 160 Prem S. Paul
Research Center at Whittier School, Lincoln, NE 68583-0858, USA.
Email: Katie.Edwards@unl.edu


https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/15248380211073842
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/tva
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1888-7386
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5566-5849
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7877-0975
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9530-5389
mailto:Katie.Edwards@unl.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F15248380211073842&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-10

TRAUMA, VIOLENCE, & ABUSE 0(0)

norms and because of disproportionate involvement in poten-
tially dangerous contexts and situations (e.g., homelessness,
juvenile legal system, foster care) (Roberts et al., 2012; Saewyc
et al., 20006).

In addition to documenting the alarmingly high rates of
sexual assault among SGMs, research demonstrates the
myriad short- and long-term outcomes (e.g., mental and
physical health outcomes) of sexual assault victimization
(Campbell et al., 2009; Walters et al., 2013). Indeed, rape is
estimated to cost US$122,461 per victim in the US, attributed
to impaired health, lost productivity, and criminal legal costs
(Peterson et al., 2017). Some research also suggests that
outcomes associated with sexual assault victimization are
worse for SGM victims than heterosexual, cisgender victims
(Mitchell et al., 2014; Sigurvinsdottir & Ullman, 2016; Smith
etal., 2016), which could be due to concerns about health care
providers’ ability to provide affirming, culturally grounded
services as well as concerns about reifying negative stereo-
types about the LGBTA+ community (Coston, 2019; Donne
et al., 2018; Ollen et al., 2017).

Research with mostly heterosexual, cisgender victims
suggests that negative outcomes associated with sexual assault
victimization are not inevitable (Dworkin et al., 2019). Indeed,
a robust predictor of better recovery outcomes for victims of
sexual assault is social reactions to disclosure (Dworkin et al.,
2019). This research suggests that most sexual assault victims
disclose their experience. A recent review of studies showed
sexual assault disclosure rates of 0-16% to formal sources
(e.g., police, healthcare providers) and 41-100% to informal
sources (e.g., friends, family) (Sabina & Ho, 2014). Sexual
assault victims are more likely to disclose to informal supports
than formal supports (Sylaska & Edwards, 2014; Ullman,
2010). When victims of sexual assault disclose their experi-
ences, they can receive negative (e.g., treating the victim
differently, controlling and/or distracting the victim) and/or
positive (e.g., providing tangible and/or emotional support)
social reactions (Ullman, 2010). A recent meta-analysis found
that negative social reactions were related to deleterious
mental health outcomes, but positive social reactions were
unrelated to mental health outcomes (Dworkin et al., 2019).
Although an important contribution the field, the Dworkin
etal. (2019) article did not specifically examine SGM victims’
experiences with sexual assault disclosure and social reactions
to these disclosures. Another recent review of correlates of
social reactions to sexual assault disclosure identified no
studies specifically focused on correlates of social reactions to
disclosures in SGM samples (Ullman, 2021). Thus, Ullman
(2021) suggested that such research is needed from an in-
tersectional, social-ecological perspective to understand social
reactions to individuals and their impacts according to gender,
race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation identities.

Although the vast majority of research on disclosure of
sexual assault and social reactions to these disclosures has
been conducted with samples of predominantly heterosexual,
cisgender victims of sexual assault, researchers have recently

turned their attention to SGM victims. To date, however, there
is no systematic review on disclosure and social reactions to
these disclosures of sexual assault among SGM victims. As
such, the purpose of this systematic literature review is to
summarize the extant literature on sexual assault disclosure
among SGM individuals. First, we discuss the rigorous
methodology by which studies were identified. Second, we
summarize and critically evaluate existing studies on sexual
assault disclosures by SGM individuals. Third, we outline an
agenda for future research and provide practice- and policy-
based implications of the extant literature.

Methodology

The protocol for this review was registered with the PROS-
PERO systematic review protocol registry.

Study Inclusion Criteria

To be included in the systematic review, the study must have
(1) been written in English, (2) presented empirical data, (3)
been published in a peer-reviewed journal article (4) been
exclusively focused on SGM or include SGM-specific ana-
lyses, (5) focused on sexual assault in childhood, adolescence,
and/or adulthood (or have these analyses presented separately
from other forms of victimization), and (6) met reporting
standards for qualitative research (Levitt et al., 2018). Finally,
to be included, a study must have also included a search term
for (1) sexual assault (or related term), (2) disclosure (or
related term), and (3) SGM (or related term; see Table 1).

Search Strategy

Research studies were found by searching international
electronic databases, including Academic Search Premier,
Anthropological Literature, APA PsycArticles, APA Psyclnfo,
Business Source Complete, Communication & Mass Media
Complete, Educational Administration Abstracts, Family &
Society Studies Worldwide, Gender Studies Database, His-
torical Abstracts, Humanities International Index, Interna-
tional Political Science Abstracts, Legal Information
Reference Center, LGBTQ+ Source, OpenDissertations,
Primary Search, and Psychology and Behavioral Sciences
Collection. The search was conducted in November 2020 and
all relevant studies ever published to date were included.

Search Outcome

An initial search resulted in 122 peer-reviewed articles. Ab-
stracts and titles of all studies identified by the search strategy
were reviewed by the first four authors and were either in-
cluded or excluded based on the inclusion criteria. Of the 122
articles, 112 studies were excluded because they did not meet
inclusion criteria. Next, the authors reviewed the reference list
of the 10 studies that met criteria. This produced two



Edwards et al.

Table I. Boolean Search Terms.

Sexual Assault Terms (in alphabetical order)

Alcohol facilitated rape OR anal rape OR child sexual abuse OR child sexual assault OR childhood sexual abuse OR childhood sexual assault
OR forced sex OR grooming OR molestation OR rape OR sex trafficking OR sexual abuse OR sexual assault OR sexual battery OR sexual
coercion OR sexual exploitation OR sexual revictimization OR sexual trauma OR sexual victimization OR sexual violence OR sexual

violence victimization OR sodomy OR unwanted sexual contact
AND
Disclosure terms (in alphabetical order)

Disclose OR disclosing OR disclosure OR disclosure recipient OR formal reporting OR help-seeking OR informal reporting OR institutional
betrayal OR police reporting OR reporting OR secondary victimization OR self-disclose OR self-disclosure OR self-reporting OR social

reactions OR social support OR support seeking
AND
SGM terms (in alphabetical order)

Agender OR aromantic OR asexual OR bigender OR bisexual OR demiboy OR demienby OR demigender OR demigirl OR demisexual OR
female-to-male OR FtM OR FTM OR gay OR gender diverse OR gender expansive OR gender identity OR gender minority OR gender
non-conforming OR gender questioning OR gender variant OR gender-diverse OR genderfluid OR genderqueer OR GLB OR GLBT OR
gray romantic OR homosexual OR intersex OR lesbian OR LGB OR LGBT OR LGBTQ OR LGBTQ+ OR LGBTQIA OR LGBTQIA+ OR
male-to-female OR MSM OR MtF OR MTF OR multi-gender OR non-binary OR panromantic OR pansexual OR queer OR questioning OR
sexual identity OR sexual minority OR sexual minority youth OR sexual orientation OR SGM OR TGD OR TGN OR TGNC OR third
gender OR trans masculine OR trans OR transfeminine OR transgender and gender non-conforming OR transgender and gender-diverse
OR transgender female OR transgender male OR transgender OR trigender OR two-spirit

additional articles. During the peer review process, a reviewer
indicated that we were missing a relevant article (Starzynski
etal., 2007). Of note, the Starzynski et al. (2017) article did not
emerge in our search given that their article did not include any
SGM-specific keywords. Thus, 13 studies were included in the
current review.

Results

The 13 articles presented data on SGM sexual assault victims
including: (1) rates of disclosure; (2) barriers and facilitators of
disclosure; (3) actual and anticipated social reactions to dis-
closures; and (4) outcomes associated with social reactions to
sexual assault disclosures. These findings are presented below.
See Table 2 for a summary table of articles and Table 3 for a
review of key findings. Although limitations of the extant
body of literature are delineated in the discussion section, it is
important to note that only a handful of studies reviewed
herein had large samples (only one of which included na-
tionally representative data) and that a third of studies had 20
or fewer participants. Further, all studies relied on cross-
sectional data, limiting our understanding of how disclosure
processes may unfold over time. It should also be noted that
three studies were designed to assess perceptions of barriers to
disclosure within the LGBTQ+ community rather than per-
sonal experiences of disclosing a sexual assault. Also, except
for two, all studies were conducted in the US. Existing studies
have largely relied on measures of sexual assault, disclosure,
and social reactions developed on female heterosexual victims
of male perpetrators. Those measures likely did not fully
capture sexual assault experiences and responses to disclo-
sures experienced by SGM individuals (Schulze et al., 2019).

Finally, formal supports refer to individuals to whom victims
disclosed to in professional capacities such as police and
health care providers (e.g., doctors, therapists), and informal
supports refer to individuals such as friends, family members,
classmates, and other individuals to whom the victim told not
within a professional capacity.

Rates of Disclosure

Rates of disclosure varied widely across studies, from 1 to
100% (Jackson et al., 2017; Langenderfer-Magruder et al.,
2016; Long et al., 2007; Moschella et al., 2020; Priebe &
Svedin, 2012; Richardson et al., 2015). The study that found
disclosure rates of 1% was drawn from a sample of Swedish
high school seniors where they asked all students, not just
those with sexual assault experiences, about disclosure (Priebe
& Svedin, 2012). The study that found disclosure rates of
100% required that participants had disclosed to at least one
individual to be eligible to participate and consisted of 18
participants (Jackson et al., 2017). Sexual and gender minority
sexual assault victims were more likely to disclose to informal
sources than formal sources. Across studies, 9 to 44% of SGM
individuals had disclosed their assault to an informal source of
support compared to 4 to 21% disclosing to a formal source.
Among studies that provided information on both sources of
support, results consistently demonstrated higher rates of
disclosure to informal versus formal sources of support by
SGM individuals (Jackson et al., 2017; Long et al., 2007;
Moschella et al., 2020; Richardson et al., 2015). Moreover,
Langerderfer-Magruder (2016) found that, among a sample of
LGBTQ participants, reporting to the police did not
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Table 2. (continued)

Findings

SGM Measurement

Disclosure Measurement

Sample Characteristics and Recruitment Procedures

Author(s)

Barriers to disclosure of sexual assault for members of the LGBTQ community

No specific measurement described.

The focus group interview included eight questions

The study was part of the “Engaging Change” (EC) community engaged

Todahl

centered around LGBTQ needs, service availability,

project and utilized four semi-structured focus groups (n = 14). Focus

etal.

and prevention specific to sexual assault in the local

community

group participants were recruited with purposive strategies, including an

(2009)

invitation to participate at the end of the survey and via nomination by the

EC Advisory Coalition members. Six (43%) identified as men, eight (57%)
as women, and two (14%) as transgender. Five (36%) identified as lesbian,
three (21%) as bisexual, six (43%) as gay, and four (29%) as queer. Age
ranged from |9 to 76 years (mean age = 4| years). Thirteen (93%)

identified as White, one (7%) as Native American, and one (7%) as Latino
(one selected two race identity categories). Frequencies were not

provided for income or education level.
Note: only sexual minority groups participated in the focus groups and thus

* Victims of sexual assault are not believed because of myths that sexual

assault only occurs between men and women.
* Concerns about the degree of out-ness and transition stage for

only themes specific to those groups are reported. Personal

communication with Todahl in May 2021 indicated that participants

transgendered people can impact willingness to disclose
* Participants reported guilt for sharing. Disclosure of sexual assault can also be

could select multiple identities which is why the percentages of gender
identities, sexual orientations, and racial/ethnic identities exceed 100%.

inhibited by secrecy and difficulty talking about sexual assault in the LGBTQ
community because of the need to protect the image of the community.

* Note: Being a victim of a sexual assault was not a requirement for

participation in the focus groups

significantly differ between transgender participants, cis-
gender men, or cisgender women.

One study compared disclosure between all SGM par-
ticipants and heterosexual, cisgender participants
(Richardson et al., 2015), and found that SGM individuals
were less likely to disclose to both informal (44% SGM vs.
61% heterosexual, cisgender) and formal sources of support
(4% SGM vs. 14% heterosexual, cisgender). However,
among two studies that compared disclosure by sexual
identities among women and by specific disclosure recip-
ient (e.g., friend, law enforcement) (Langenderfer-
Magruder et al., 2016; Long et al., 2007; Moschella
et al., 2020; Richardson et al., 2015), bisexual victims of
sexual assault had the highest rates of disclosure to both
informal (24-77%) and formal sources (9—71%) compared
to lesbian or heterosexual women. Further, lesbian women
had similar rates of informal disclosures compared to
heterosexual women (lesbian: 9-65%; heterosexual: 13—
62%) but were generally more likely to disclose to formal
sources of support (lesbian: 9-63%; heterosexual: 4-58%).
It should be noted that these studies both found no sig-
nificant difference in disclosure to a friend among bisexual,
lesbian, and heterosexual women. Long et al. (2007) also
found no differences in reporting to several formal sources
(e.g., clergy, medical personnel) or to family by sexual
identity. No studies compared rates of disclosure between
heterosexual individuals and men identifying with specific
sexual or gender identities. Moreover, SGM victims seem to
disclose to psychologists/counselors at especially high rates
(14-81% compared to 7-70% for cisgender, heterosexual
victims), which in part may be since SGM individuals seek
counseling at higher rates than heterosexual, cisgender
individuals (something that was not generally accounted for
in analyses) (Jackson et al., 2017; Long et al., 2007;
Moschella et al., 2020).

Only one study (Felix et al., 2020) used nationally
representative data of adults in the US, which likely pro-
duces the most reliable and valid estimates (compared to
studies with small sample sizes and convenience samples).
The Felix et al. (2020) study found that LGB individuals
reported sexual assault to formal sources more frequently
(60% greater odds). Further, LGB individuals were less
likely to tell specific informal sources (e.g., friends 30%
lower odds, family 50% lower odds, respectively), except
for intimate partners who they were more likely to tell. In
terms of specific formal sources, LGB individuals were
twice as likely to report to mental health professionals, but
not to police, medical personnel (e.g., doctors, nurses), or
hotline sources (Felix et al., 2020). Other studies found that
SGM rates of disclosure were as follows: friends/peers (39—
83%), family (9-28%), partner (9-77%) police (9-21%),
health care provider (33%), rape crisis center (17%), and
clergy (22%) (Jackson et al., 2017; Long et al., 2007;
Moschella et al., 2020; Richardson et al., 2015).
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Table 3. Summary of Critical Findings.

* Studies examining sexual and gender minority (SGM) individuals’ disclosure of sexual assault experiences revealed that SGM victims tend to
disclose to informal sources of support, but are more likely than heterosexual, cisgender victims to disclose to formal sources of support,

particularly mental health professionals

* SGM individuals report many barriers to disclosure, many of which are related to navigating minority stressors.
* While SGM victims often anticipate negative social reactions to disclosure, few studies have examined the impact of sexual orientation on

social reactions and the findings from those studies are mixed.

* Our review found that few studies of SGM disclosure of sexual assault include trans and other gender diverse individuals.

Barriers and Facilitators of Disclosure

Barriers and facilitators of disclosure were mostly consistent
across studies, although three of the four studies that focused
on barriers and facilitators had samples that may have included
non-victims. Regarding sexual minority men, gender roles
(e.g., that men should be strong), male rape myths (e.g., that
men cannot be raped), concerns about trustworthiness,
potential for discrimination, and cost and confidentiality
(especially in small towns) were often impediments to help-
seeking and disclosure (Donne et al., 2018; Jackson et al.,
2017). Sexual minority men also mentioned that intersectional
identities (e.g., being gay and a racial/ethnic minority) im-
pacted their willingness to utilize support services due to the
double stigma associated with being a man who experienced
sexual assault and a racial/ethnic minority individual seeking
help (Donne et al., 2018; Jackson et al., 2017).

Further, SGM victims of sexual assault reported that they
were reluctant to disclose due to (1) not wanting to shed a
negative light on the LGBTQ+ community, (2) past experi-
ences of discrimination and/or negative experiences coming
out, (3) stereotypes that sexual assault happens only between a
man and a woman, (4) occupying multiple marginalized
identities, (5) concerns about the extent to which services
would be affirming and culturally grounded, (6) being
“outed,” (7) being blamed by others and/or self-blame, (8)
believing it was not that serious, (9) feeling ashamed, (10)
thinking that what happened was a private matter, (11) con-
cerns about getting in trouble for drinking at the time of the
assault, (12) not labeling the experience as a sexual assault,
(13) not knowing that formal sources existed or perceiving a
lack of SGM-specific services, (14) concerns about not being
believed, (15) intimidation by police/campus authority, (16)
fearing marginalization by the sexual minority community,
(17) concerns about losing social support, (18) difficulty
navigating minority stressors, and (19) feelings of embar-
rassment and shame (Donne et al., 2018; Jackson et al., 2017;
Ollen etal., 2017; Richardson et al., 2015; Todahl et al., 2009).
Interestingly, in one study, researchers found that fear of being
blamed as an impediment to disclosure was higher among
SGM victims than heterosexual, cisgender victims but that
other reasons for non-disclosure (e.g., believing that what
happened was not that serious) were equivalent between SGM
victims and heterosexual, cisgender victims (Richardson et al.,
2015).

Further, SGM victims of sexual assault who had previously
received positive reactions to their disclosures were more
likely to disclose in the future (Jackson et al., 2017). In another
study, researchers found that SGM college student sexual
assault victims felt that SGM victims would be more likely to
disclose their experiences if there was greater awareness on
campus about sexual assault as something that impacts SGM
students, and resources were inclusive, so that formal supports
were perceived as more approachable (Ollen et al., 2017).

Social Reactions to Disclosure

Sexual and gender minority victims of sexual assault reported
receiving both positive and negative social reactions to their
disclosures (Jackson et al., 2017). Whereas one study found
that bisexual women reported more positive social reactions to
sexual assault disclosure than heterosexual, cisgender women
(Sigurvinsdottir & Ullman, 2016), another study found that
bisexual women reported less positive social reactions to
disclosure than heterosexual, cisgender individuals (Long
et al.,, 2007). Further, two studies found that bisexual
women receive more negative social reactions than hetero-
sexual, cisgender women (Sigurvinsdottir & Ullman, 2015,
2016). Conversely, other research suggests that there are no
differences among victims regarding negative social reactions
as a function of sexual orientation (Long et al., 2007), although
lesbian and gay victims anticipate more negative social reac-
tions than heterosexual victims (Moschella et al., 2020).
Research on sexual minority women of color victims
showed that negative social reactions had greater impact on
PTSD symptoms among both bisexual and lesbian women
than heterosexual women (Sigurvinsdottir & Ullman, 2015).
This study also found that Black sexual minority women had
more negative outcomes (e.g., depressive symptoms,
PTSD, problem drug use) overall than White sexual mi-
nority women. More specifically, Black bisexual women
reported more problem drinking compared to White bi-
sexual women and Black lesbian women reported more
problem drinking and PTSD symptomology compared to
White lesbian women (Sigurvinsdottir & Ullman, 2015).
Closely related to social reactions to disclosure are per-
ceptions of helpfulness. This was explored in a single study
which found that lesbian women (71%) reported that
medical providers were helpful compared to only 38% of
bisexual women (Long et al., 2007). Perceptions of
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helpfulness did not vary as a function of sexual orientation
for other formal supports (e.g., clergy, police) or informal
supports (Long et al., 2007).

Outcomes Associated With Social Reactions
to Disclosure

One study found that among SGM victims of sexual assault,
receipt of negative social reactions was related to more del-
eterious outcomes, specifically PTSD and depression
(Sigurvinsdottir & Ullman, 2015). Further, in this same study,
deleterious outcomes of negative social reactions were more
pronounced for sexual minority women, particularly bisexual
women, than heterosexual, cisgender women (Sigurvinsdottir
& Ullman, 2015). One study found that SGM individuals also
reported feeling retraumatized by other individuals’ responses
to their disclosures (Jackson et al., 2017). However, in this same
study, researchers found that SGM victims of sexual assault
who received positive social reactions to their disclosure re-
ported that it helped them to process the sexual assault expe-
rience in ways that supported their recovery and increased their
likelihood of disclosing in the future (Jackson et al., 2017). One
study found that anticipated social reactions were unrelated to
well-being outcomes (Moschella et al., 2020).

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to conduct a systematic lit-
erature review on disclosure of sexual assault victimization
among SGM individuals. Previous research (Walters et al.,
2013; Clements-Nolle et al., 2006; Risser et al., 2005; Stotzer,
2009) suggests that SGM individuals experience high rates of
sexual assault, especially when compared to heterosexual,
cisgender individuals. There are various reasons that SGM
victims may or may not disclose their sexual assault, and, if
they do, they may face a variety of social reactions to their
disclosure. However, to date, there is no systematic review of
the literature on SGM victims’ disclosure of sexual assault and
the social reactions to their disclosure. Therefore, we reviewed
the literature and found 13 studies that fit our criteria for
review.

Sexual and gender minority victims of sexual assault seem
to disclose more to informal sources rather than formal
sources. When disclosing to formal sources, they typically
choose to disclose to a psychologist or counselor. Various
barriers of disclosure were discovered, including gender role
incongruency, rape myths, confidentiality concerns, past
negative experiences, heteronormative stereotypes related to
rape and sexual assault, occupying multiple marginalized
identities, or fears of the reaction or cultural sensitivity of the
person being disclosed to. Subsequently, facilitators of dis-
closure included a prior positive experience or a greater
awareness of sexual assault in the disclosure recipient and
readily available resources. Furthermore, SGM individuals

tend to anticipate a negative social reaction to disclosure.
Indeed, SGM victims of sexual assault tend to receive mixed
social responses with bisexual women typically receiving
more negative social reactions compared to cisgender, het-
erosexual women. These negative social reactions influence
deleterious outcomes for SGM victims, such as feeling
retraumatized.

Limitations of Extant Literature

Despite some progress in better understanding disclosure of
sexual assault among SGM victims, the extant literature is
riddled with numerous methodological limitations. First, with
the exception of one study that was representative of sexual
assault victims in the US (Felix et al., 2020), all other studies
included in this review relied on small, convenience samples.
Further, despite the importance of qualitative research in
amplifying the voices of victims, few studies used rigorous
quantitative or mixed methods. What is more, all studies
included in this study were cross-sectional which limits
temporal understandings of relationships between social re-
actions to disclosure and negative health outcomes. This is
especially important considering longitudinal research with
heterosexual, cisgender women suggesting that psychological
distress prospectively predicts negative social reactions
(DePrince et al., 2014; Ullman & Peter-Hagene, 2016)

Also, despite our search terminology to include childhood
sexual abuse, all studies focused on sexual assault in ado-
lescence or adulthood. Further, studies included in this review
often focused only on cisgender, sexual minorities and did not
include trans and other gender diverse individuals. What is
more, some studies used outdated items to assess for sexual
orientation and/or gender identity. Relatedly, whereas the
Social Reactions Questionnaire (Ullman, 2000) is considered
the gold standard in assessing social reactions to disclosure,
the measure has not been validated with SGM populations and
also does not include social reactions that may be specific to
SGM populations (e.g., myths regarding sexual minority
men’s sexual promiscuity, blaming an SGM victim specifi-
cally because of their sexual orientation and/or gender identity
status (Schulze et al., 2019). Additionally, few studies ex-
amined the ways in which multiple marginalized identities
impact SGM victims’ disclosure experiences. Although often
present in qualitative studies, no quantitative study examined
the ways in which distal and proximal forms of minority stress
impacted disclosure experiences (e.g., barriers to help-
seeking, correlates of social reactions).

Research Agenda

The current review highlights several important areas for
future research (see Table 4 for a summary). As noted, the
research reviewed here has largely been cross-sectional and
overwhelmingly homogenous in terms of diverse identities
and cultural backgrounds. Efforts to recruit more broadly
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Table 4. Implications for Practice, Policy, and Research.

+ Conduct longitudinal research to examine processes of disclosure and social reactions to illuminate how disclosure and help-seeking impact
long-term outcomes and change as a result of sociopolitical changes regarding SGM rights and sexual violence.
* Recruit more broadly to include more diverse identities and cultural backgrounds in research on SGM victims’ disclosure and social

reactions.

» Take intersectional approaches to studying disclosure and social reactions for SGM victims of sexual assault to further understand the
disclosure and social reactions experiences of SGM victims who hold multiple marginalized identities.
* Further explore how disclosure and reactions vary based on the context and form of sexual assault experienced by SGM victims

Interventions are needed to train informal and formal disclosure recipients how to respond in affirmative ways to SGM victims.

* Efforts are needed for SGM victims to buffer against deleterious impacts of negative social reactions to disclosure.

would help add to both the breadth and scope of the literature
as well as increase the feasibility and utility of understanding
between and within group differences. Longitudinal research
may also leverage more methodological rigor and empirical
efficacy, may be particularly useful for examining the oc-
currence of sexual violence among SGM people through the
lifespan, and, importantly, illuminate the processes of
change that led to disclosure, social reactions, help-seeking,
resilience, and healing. Likewise, longitudinal approaches
to this population may help to understand how changes in
disclosure and help-seeking may change during and/or
through socio-political changes regarding sexual violence
and other important movements of resistance against var-
ious oppressions.

This review of the small amount of current literature on
disclosure among SGM individuals is void of an intersectional
approach. Most of the research that was examined utilized
unidimensional measurement for disclosure of sexual vio-
lence, social reactions, and barriers to help-seeking. Specifi-
cally, existing work neglects the myriad ways in which
disclosure of sexual violence and social reactions to disclo-
sures are complicated by the multiple social identities that
SGM people hold. From this review, there is some indication
that intersectionality may allow researchers to better under-
stand barriers individuals face when choosing to disclose or
report their experiences. For instance, individuals with mul-
tiply marginalized identities may experience dual stigma that
obviates the desire or motivation to disclose experiences of
sexual violence and/or seek professional help from various
services (Donne et al., 2018; Jackson et al., 2017). Given these
qualitative findings demonstrating dissonance around help-
seeking based on cultural background (Donne et al., 2018), it
is necessary that future work consider how barriers to dis-
closure, social reactions to disclosure, and the impetus for
help-seeking are compounded across multiple axes of op-
pression (e.g., sexism, cisgenderism, racism, ableism) and
reflect how social reactions may be determined by the victim’s
various social positions.

Compared to quantitative approaches, qualitative research
is more capable of eliciting respondents’ own conception
regarding the interplay of various axes of their identity in
relation to disclosure and social reactions. Moreover, the
review revealed that studies using a quantitative focus did not

employ an analytical approach that considered intersection-
ality. More sophisticated approaches such as the use of hi-
erarchical linear models (or multilevel models), with particular
attention to additive and multiplicative approaches, may better
address both complexity and variation within SGM and TGD
groups as well as differences between LGBTQ+ individuals
and their heterosexual and cisgender counterparts

As our understanding of sexual violence continues to grow,
s0, too, does the need to consider and employ an intersectional
approach, particularly in our efforts to further explicate the
nuances and complexities of sexual violence based along
multiple dimensions of identity and axes of power. Research
efforts that work toward a future without sexual violence
necessitate that researchers examine—and respond to—the
complex and layered reality that centers the lives of those who
are most marginalized, often along multiple axes of social
positioning. For example, normative societal constructions
that support inequality based on sexual orientation and
gender—hegemonic masculinity, a stringent adherence to
gender roles, acceptance, or dismissal of violence against
those with subaltern statuses—may not only perpetrate sexual
violence but also engender homophobia and transphobia.
Accordingly, it would be advantageous to examine how
multiple forms of oppression impact SGM’s experiences of
disclosure and help-seeking and, perhaps, how minority stress
may act as a mechanism of constraint.

Moreover, to date, little research has examined how dis-
closure and reactions may vary based on the context sur-
rounding sexual assault (e.g., victim-perpetrator relationship,
alcohol use), or the form of sexual assault experienced (i.e.,
coercion, incapacitation, force). Considering such, research
should modify and expand questions used to ascertain de-
mographic information about victims of sexual violence and
the measures and scales used to capture their experiences of
disclosure, social reactions, barriers to help seeking, and other
important socio-political considerations that impact SGM
people.

Implications

Despite limitations of the extant literature on disclosure of
sexual assault among SGM victims, several implications can
be gleaned from existing research (see Table 4 for a summary).
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First and perhaps most importantly, there is an urgent need to
address systems of oppression that perpetuate discrimination
and victimization of SGM populations. Racial/ethnic minority
individuals and other multiply marginalized individuals face
additional forms of stigma (e.g., specific forms of LGBTQ+ bias
in racial/ethnic minority communities, concerns about help-
seeking among those with precarious citizenship status) and
greater barriers to help seeking (e.g., concerns about racism) that
likely impact their recovery from sexual assault (Coston, 2019;
Donne et al., 2018). Similarly, hegemonic masculinity must also
be addressed as this serves as barrier to disclosing sexual assault
among sexual minority men (as well as heterosexual, cisgender
men) (Donne et al., 2018; Ralston, 2012).

Moreover, interventions are needed to train informal and
formal supports on how to respond in ways that are affirming
and validating to SGM victims of sexual assault and reduce
homophobic/biphobic/transphobic attitudes that likely in-
crease risk for negative social reactions. Another related av-
enue might be to include more information about sexuality and
gender identity in sexual education efforts for youth, espe-
cially given evidence that many victims disclose to friends or
peers (Jackson et al., 2017; Richardson et al., 2015). More
knowledge about LGBTQ+ identities and relationships may
help to foster more inclusive environments (e.g., schools,
workplaces) and decrease concerns about negative responses to
coming out upon disclosure. Although one evidence-based in-
tervention, Supporting Survivors and Self (Edwards et al., 2020),
exists to reduce negative social reactions to disclosure, this
program does not specifically focus on training individuals in
how to respond to SGM victims. At the same time, interventions
are needed to help foster resilience in SGM victims of sexual
assault to buffer against potential negative social reactions re-
ceived during a sexual assault disclosure. Also, creative strat-
egies (e.g., online support groups) are needed to provide
affirming support to SGM victims of sexual assault especially
those living in rural areas where resources for support are scarce.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the present study finds that a majority of SGM
victims of sexual assault disclose their experiences to both
formal and informal supports. SGM victims perceive nu-
merous barriers to disclosure, including difficulties navigating
minority stressors. Further, experiences of negative social
reactions to sexual assault disclosure are associated with partic-
ularly deleterious outcomes for SGM individuals. On the other
hand, positive social reactions to disclosure not only promote
future disclosure but can also help them process their experience.
Therefore, more research is needed to understand the unique
experiences of SGM individuals who choose to disclose, partic-
ularly those who occupy multiple marginalized identities. Finally,
given the potential benefits of experiencing positive social reac-
tions to disclosure, interventions should seek to provide formal and
informal sources of support with greater understanding of how to
effectively respond to SGM victims of sexual assault.
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