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Abstract 
This study describes Latina’s experience of sexual assault disclosure. This study contributes Lati-
nas’ voices to the literature on sexual assault disclosure, about feelings experienced during the 
initial disclosure—regret, shame, and negative judgment of self, and about consequences experi-
enced from the disclosure—feeling spoiled for marriage, silenced, and disbelieved. It points to the 
need for further research on social interventions to empower Latina sexual assault survivors. Al-
though the literature review identified some research in the area of sexual assault with Latinas, 
there has been a limited amount of research conducted on feelings and consequences experienced 
specifically by Latinas during a sexual assault disclosure.  
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1. Introduction 
The Latino population is expected to increase to over 30% of the United States population by 2050 (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2008). Latinas are a diverse population with a variety of levels of acculturation, different immigration 
histories, and different family systems, socioeconomic levels, and attained educational levels (Comas-Diaz & 
Greene, 1994). Latino culture is complex and creates the context for differing responses to victimization among 
Latina sexual assault survivors.  

In all the studies reviewed, only 6% to less than 50% were Latino participants. In searching the published lit-
erature about interpersonal victimization, Cuevas and Sabina (2010) found that only approximately 1% focused 
on Latinos. Although the literature review identified some research in the area of sexual assault with Latinas 
(e.g., Ahrens, 2006; Morrissey, 1998; Ramos-Lira, Koss, & Russo, 1999; Romero, Wyatt, Loeb, Carmona, & 
Solis, 1999; Sorenson, 1996), there has been a limited amount of research conducted on feelings and conse-
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quences experienced specifically by Latinas during a sexual assault disclosure. And the studies that do exist are 
based on comparisons with other ethnic groups, such as African Americans and non-Latinos White Americans.  

Latinas have shown higher rates of nondisclosure of sexual assault than other women from other ethnicities 
(Arellano, Kuhn, & Chavez, 1997; Romero et al., 1999). Other research indicated that sex, rape, and abuse are 
rarely discussed among Latinas (Adames & Campbell, 2005; Ahrens, Rios-Mandel, Isas, & del Carmen Lopez, 
2010). Furthermore, traditional beliefs about marriage contribute to this reluctance of Latinas to report their 
sexual assault abuse. With regard to what cultural themes will be beneficial to the current study, a review of cur-
rent literature on Latinas and sexual assault revealed themes such as the high value placed on virginity (Morris- 
sey, 1998; Ramos-Lira et al., 1999); the likely desire for revenge on the part of a male family member (Bachman, 
1998; Fisher, Daigle, Cullen, & Turner, 2003; Morrissey, 1998; Ramos-Lira et al., 1999); the fear of family 
shame (Ahrens et al., 2010; Morrissey, 1998; Ramos-Lira et al., 1999); self-blame (Lefley, Scott, Llabre, & 
Hicks, 1993; Ramos-Lira et al., 1999); and the shame and embarrassment that accompanies the taboo of discuss- 
ing topics of sexual relations (Adames & Campbell, 2005; Ahrens et al., 2010; Romero et al., 1999). 

Several studies show that negative social reactions were more likely received by sexual assault survivors dis-
closing to formal support sources than informal ones (Ahrens, 2006; Campbell, Wasco, Ahrens, Sefl, & Barnes, 
2001; Filipas & Ullman, 2001; Starzynski, Ullman, Filipas, & Townsend, 2005; Ullman, 1996a; Ullman, 1996b; 
Ullman & Filipas, 2001). A majority of sexual assault survivors are more likely to disclose to informal support 
sources than formal ones such as the police (Ahrens, Cabral, & Abeling, 2009; Bachman, 1998; Filipas & Ull- 
man, 2001; Fisher et al., 2003; Golding, Siegel, Sorenson, Burnam, & Stein, 1989; Smith, Letourneau, Saunders, 
Kilpatrick, Resnick, & Best, 2000; Starzynski et al., 2005; Ullman, 1996a; Ullman & Filipas, 2001). This re-
flects the reality that they receive more emotional support from friends and family members than that from for-
mal support sources (Ahrens et al., 2007; Ahrens, Campbell, Ternier-Thames, Wasco, & Sefl, 2009; Sudderth, 
1998; Ullman, 1996b).  

Several studies identified that between two thirds and four fifths of sexual assault survivors disclose the as-
sault to at least one person (Ahrens et al., 2007; Fisher et al., 2003; Golding et al., 1989; Starzynski et al., 2005; 
Ullman, 1996b; Ullman & Filipas, 2001). Three of the research articles addressed how receiving negative reac-
tions from others during a disclosure may lead to additional psychological trauma (Campbell et al., 2001; 
McAuslan, 1998; Ullman, 1996b). In addition, self-blame contributes to poor recoveries (Ahrens et al., 2007; 
Eadie, 2000; Campbell et al., 2001; Routbort, 1998). 

After in-depth analysis on narratives given by eight rape survivors (five African American and three non-La- 
tina White) who initially disclosed their sexual assault, but then were silenced for a significant period of time, 
Ahrens (2006) found that the participants experienced four similar types of negative reactions. These were: “1) 
being blamed; 2) receiving insensitive reactions; 3) experiencing ineffective disclosures; and 4) receiving inap-
propriate support” (p. 269). Romantic partners were the most likely to blame the victim and attempt to control 
the situation, while providing the least tangible aid and providing only moderate emotional support. However, 
friends and counselors were more likely to provide the most emotional support and tangible aid with not as 
many negative reactions.  

In another study exploring the recovery process, Sudderth (1998) explored women’s decisions to delay dis-
closure or to talk about the rape through a qualitative analysis of 30 survivors’ reflections. The author also ex-
plored how others’ reactions affected these women’s subsequent willingness to discuss the rape. Sudderth found 
a mixture of reactions experienced by most of the participants to some degree; these were distributed into four 
categories: supportive, inconsistently supportive, silence or avoidance, and hostility. The two most important 
forms that hostile reaction took were to blame the victim/survivor and to believe that the incident was consen-
sual. In a study that interviewed 102 adult women rape survivors through snowball sampling conducted in urban 
settings (Chicago metropolitan area) about the social reactions they received from family members and friends 
after rape disclosure, Campbell, Ahrens, Sefl, Wasco, and Barnes (2001) found that negative reactions may im-
pede survivors’ recoveries more than positive reactions. It may be much more beneficial for survivors not to re-
ceive any support than to receive negative reactions from others that can lead to hurtful effects on psychological 
and physical health outcomes.  

With regard to feelings experienced, anger has been found to be the most common emotional reaction identi-
fied in prior research. Depression, anxiety, fear, guilt, and feeling of being dishonored or spoiled were the other 
emotional reactions experienced by the sexual assault survivors (Morrissey, 1998; Sorenson & Siegel, 1992). 
McAuslan (1998) identified several findings, but only those that relate closely to the consequences of disclosure 
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and to the present study are reviewed here. McAuslan’s study, the final sample size was 320 female participants, 
undergraduates from Wayne State University, most of the participants were African American (46%) or Cauca-
sian (39%), and seventy-two percent (n = 229) of the sample had experienced a sexual assault. With regards to 
the findings, McAuslan found that participants who received more negative social reactions when they disclosed 
experienced higher levels of somatic and psychological symptomatology. Next, the study showed that greater 
expression of emotions during a disclosure was associated with increased experience of anxiety and depression 
by the sexual assault survivor. Furthermore, Latinas were found to experience higher levels of psychological 
distress than other ethnicities studied, but were less likely to speak to a psychotherapist about their incident than 
the non-Latino participants (Lefley et al., 1993; Morrissey, 1998; Sorenson & Siegel, 1992).  

It is in recognition of such limitations, data from 13 Latina sexual assault survivors were analyzed to engage 
and critique what feelings and consequences are experienced during initial disclosures. Although a number of 
fairly consistent themes, such as those summarized here, have emerged from prior research, the relevance to the 
actual experience of sexual assault disclosure can be understood by asking Latina women to narrate their ex-
periences of disclosure. Therefore, this study was designed to use qualitative, semi-structured interviewing tech-
niques to address the following question: What feelings and consequences do Latinas remember experiencing 
during their initial disclosure?  

2. Method  
2.1. Recruitment Procedures  
Data was gathered in two waves from Latinas at a women’s center for domestic and sexual violence and a center 
for psychotherapy services. All thirteen Latina participants had been sexually assaulted at least once throughout 
their life. First data set of seven interviews was gathered in 2005. This initial round of interviews was conducted 
under a research protocol approved by Hope College’s Human Subjects Review Board (HSRB). During 2010- 
2011, another six Latinas were recruited to participate in the current study. This phase of the process followed 
the new research protocol approved by the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board (HSIRB) of Western 
Michigan University and HSRB of Hope College. At the same time, the data set of the first wave of seven inter-
views was reapproved for analysis. Recruiting the new set of participants allowed me to add more questions to 
the interview to further clarify interpretations of decisions to disclose. The participants for the research were fe-
male, 18 years and older (the actual participants ranged in age from 18 to 40), Hispanic/Latina (two were Mexi-
can/Mexico-born citizens with United States residency, nine were Mexican American, two were Tejanas/Texas- 
born Mexican American), and English and/or Spanish speaking. 

The participants were recruited through poster announcements and informational flyers that were distributed 
through the Center’s staff counselors, case managers, and in a couple of cases by research participants of this 
study. Two participants for the second wave were recruited through snowball sampling via referrals by former 
research participants. As a token of appreciation, each participant received a $25 gift card for her participation in 
the research.  

2.2. Procedures 
Semi-structured in-depth interview data were collected for 13 Latinas in the study. The interview schedule used 
in 2005 was extended in 2010 to focus on feelings and consequences associated with the process of disclosure, 
at the time of disclosure and in retrospect. The final interview protocol used 25 questions along with gathering 
the participants’ demographics.  

Once participants expressed an interest and it was clear that they met qualifications for the study, an interview 
was scheduled. Sessions were made available on different days and times throughout the week to provide par-
ticipants with suitable options. All interviews were conducted by this researcher and they took place where each 
of the participants were recruited from, which was either the women’s center for domestic and sexual violence 
or the center for psychotherapy services. Only one interview took about three hours. The others were completed 
in an hour or two.  

Prior to signing a consent form, the potential participants read the consent form either in English or Spanish or 
had it read to them in English or Spanish. The consent form indicated that they were not required to participate; 
if they did participate, they were told they would be allowed to withdraw from the study at any time without 
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penalty. Furthermore, they were informed orally and in the consent form that their interviews would be au-
dio-recorded and transcribed into verbatim written documents to be analyzed by the researcher. Participants 
were all given the option to request to hear the interviewing questions and to reply to them in English, Spanish, 
or to alternate between both languages. All participants were fluent in either or both Spanish and English, and 
none of them were ineligible for the study.  

2.3. Analysis Procedures 
As stated earlier, audiotapes were transcribed into verbatim written documents. Most interviewees spoke English 
throughout their session. However, there were two participants that alternated between speaking English and 
Spanish. Only one of the two spoke more Spanish than English. On that note, Spanish words, phrases, and/or 
sentences were italicized and translated into English in parentheses. There is no identifiable information on the 
written documents of any of the transcribed interviews (i.e., none of the transcribed interviews can be linked to 
an individual’s name). The names used throughout this document and in any future publications are pseudo-
nyms. Prior to analyzing the data, the transcripts were compared to the original tapes and edited for accuracy 
and readability. A phenomenological method was employed in analyzing the participants’ transcripts, primarily 
by using a constant comparison approach to discern recurrent significant themes that emerged throughout the 
interviews. These emergent themes were then combined or divided to create the most relevant thematic catego-
ries. The process of categorizing served to highlight similarities and differences between the transcripts. 

The formal process of data analysis began with documenting detailed field notes immediately following each 
of the interviews. These field notes provided accounts of the verbal exchanges between the researcher and par-
ticipants, observations made by the researcher during each of the interviews, and connections made among and 
about participants’ behaviors. All of the points identified in the field notes were taken into consideration as data 
were reduced, displayed, and analytical themes began to emerge and define themselves more clearly and defini-
tively.  

In terms of identifying the themes, a naïve reading was conducted. The interview transcripts were read 
through from start to finish. No written notes were made during this initial, naïve reading; only mental notes 
were taken. The transcripts were then re-read and a number of beginning themes, which appeared as important 
ones were ascertained.  

After obtaining initial themes, constant comparison between the data from all the interviews was used to con-
firm these themes and identify new ones. Constant comparison with the literature was also used to interrogate 
the data for possible themes identified by others. Once themes and patterns were established, they were tested 
through an active search of disconfirming data in the form of negative examples, rival explanations, and excep-
tions to the patterns. In other words, constant comparing occurred back and forth between the literature sources 
and interviews. The documented themes in the transcripts were color coded. After re-iterating everything, third 
and subsequence readings were done to flesh out the main themes in the second reading. Saturation of the cate-
gories occurred through refining each category by seeking examples of it until no new information yielded addi-
tional meaning. Table 1 provides the transcription conventions used in this study. 

3. Results 
Before addressing the research questions, vignettes are used to introduce the respondents and summarize their 
sexual assault experiences in order to contextualize their personal stories and provide basic demographic infor- 
mation. Pseudonyms are used throughout the vignettes and personally identifying descriptors are avoided, al- 
though the ethnicities of the participants are identified using their descriptions. For example, if a participant is 
identified as Mexican, this means that she described herself as Mexico-born. The term Tejana is used for any La- 
tina who described herself as a Texas-born Mexican American. The term Hispanic/Mexican American is used for 
 
Table 1. Transcription conventions.                                                                          

Spanish Words and Phrases Italicized 

English Translations In Parentheses 

Interviewees’ Pauses Ellipses 
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any Latina who indicated that she was born in America. Mixed ethnic roots (e.g., Mexican-Scottish American) 
are reported in similar fashion. As stated earlier, most of the participants chose to communicate in English, 
which might not have been the individuals’ native language. Only Adriana chose to alternate between both lan-
guages and Raquel used Spanish a few times to clarify her answers. The seven participants from the existing 
data obtained in 2005 are introduced first; then, the six new participants from the data in 2011 are introduced.  

With regard to the types of sexual assault analyzed, it is important to state here that the term sexual assault is 
interpreted differently by a variety of sources. For the purposes of this dissertation, Michigan’s Penal Codes on 
Sexual Conduct were used to explain the severity level of sexual assault. A CSC I is the most severe sexual as-
sault. This category involves both force and penetration of any type (vagina, anus, or mouth) with a penis, finger, 
or object such as a pencil (Legislative Council, Act 328 of 1931, 750.520b). The second most severe type of 
sexual assault is known as a CSC III. This category includes a person engaging in sexual penetration with an-
other person who may have given consent, but did not have the legal right to do so (Legislative Council, Act 328 
of 1931, 750.520d). The third most severe type of sexual assault is known as a CSC II. This type of sexual as-
sault includes molestation, pornography, and exploitation of children (Legislative Council, Act 328 of 1931, 
750.520c). Finally, the least severe category of sexual assault is known as a CSC IV. It includes a person engag-
ing in sexual contact with another person through a direct or indirect sexual assault such as through indecent 
exposure (Legislative Council, Act 328 of 1931, 750.520e). 

3.1. Vignettes of Participants’ Sexual Assaults 
Sandra 
Sandra was an 18-year-old, single Mexican American who was raped (CSC I) by her mother’s stepfather 

(step-grandfather) when she was 10 years old, while living in Texas with her mother. During a confrontation, 
Sandra’s brother asked Sandra what was leading her to date older men. Sandra was scared, crying, and yelled out 
that her Grandpa had raped her. It appears that she was only raped once. No other specific details were given 
about the assault besides that she was penetrated orally and anally. She was 14 years old at the time of the dis-
closure. Here is what she said about that disclosure: 

Well I moved up here (from Texas) when I was 14, and my sister-in-law had me go out with older men, 
and, I umm… my brother found out and he asked me what was leading me to do this, and that’s when I told 
him… that night, that Grandpa had raped me.  

Araceli 
Araceli was a 32-year-old, married and college-educated Tejana. She was a mother of two, who was molested 

by her grandfather (CSC II) at the age of 7 and raped by two college male acquaintances that she did not know 
well (CSC I) when she was 18 years old. Araceli did not disclose the first incident until a psychotherapist was 
completing a psycho-social assessment with her when she was 32 years old. She expressed unclear memories 
about the exact circumstances that led to the disclosure. Here are her comments about her encounter with the 
psychotherapist who completed her psycho-social assessment:  

I don’t know if she (psychotherapist)… I don’t know if she was the one who brought it up, or not. I don’t 
know how she brought it up… because of my husband, or something… then she started talking about what 
has happened during my past or whatever, and it came out. 

The second incident was disclosed to a police officer soon after the assault, but then Araceli did not disclose 
that incident again until she met the psychotherapist mentioned above to have her assessment completed. With 
regard to this assault, Araceli was raped (CSC I) by two college male acquaintances. A male detective gave 
Araceli the impression that everyone, including her parents, would find out about the assault if she pursued 
pressing any charges. She explained the reasons for her discomfort in the following way:  

He (the detective) told me that that if I wanted to do that (press charges), that I can do that, but he said “if 
you tell, you’re dead” (it appeared that Araceli felt as if she would die if anyone, her parents, would find 
out about the rape); more like… “If you charge them, everyone’s gonna know, it’s gonna be in the paper, 
and it’s gonna be, this is”, he said “this is gonna be something that pretty much everyone will know. Your 
parents will find out”. Then, I just decided “no”.  
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Araceli stated a couple of times throughout her interview that she had no intention of disclosing her sexual 
assaults again because of how she was treated by the police officer. At the same time, she did disclose to her 
psychotherapist and this researcher. 

Dominga 
Dominga was a 31-year-old, single, college-educated Tejana who was molested by her biological father (CSC 

II) at the age of 11 and raped by a male college acquaintance (CSC I) when she was 19 years old. The first inci-
dent was not disclosed until Dominga was 26 years old. She disclosed it to a psychotherapist in treatment, then 
to her mother and brother at a later time. No specific details were provided to the interviewer about the assault or 
what exactly she disclosed to her psychotherapist, mother, or brother. The only thing she said that she disclosed 
to anyone was the following: “The incident with my dad, just that he did something, I’ve never told”. 

The second incident was disclosed soon after the assault. She was 19 years old when a male college fraternity 
acquaintance raped her (CSC I) and took her virginity. Dominga and her perpetrator were both at a party cele-
brating his 21st birthday. After the party, several individuals, including Dominga and her perpetrator, went back 
to the perpetrator’s apartment. Before she realized what was going on, she was upstairs in his bedroom, which 
was where the rape occurred. Here is her description of what occurred in the perpetrator’s bedroom:  

I was at a party, drunk, and it was his (the perpetrator’s) 21st birthday. We went back to his apartment, 
where he lived with three other fraternity brothers. Other sorority sisters of mine went with us… And then, 
people started leaving slowly, and before I knew it, I was up in his bedroom, but his brother and the other 
sorority girl were in the room next to us… All I remember is passing out, in and out, in and out, and just 
remembering people laughing, things happening, clothes coming off, and I kept saying: “stop, stop…” And 
then I’d pass out, wake up to something else, and I remember his other two roommates laughing, and 
crawling in and out of the room. I was yelling and crying and screaming and he wouldn’t stop. I don’t know 
how I got home. I remember the next day, I told him; I called him. I called him and said: “Could I be preg-
nant? Am I pregnant?” And, he didn’t know what to say. And I remember him saying, “Were you a virgin?” 
and I said, “Yeah”, but I never told him that he raped me. I never said it was a rape. I was just worried 
about being pregnant.  

Feliciana 
Feliciana was an 18-year-old, single, Mexican American who was raped (CSC I) by a male acquaintance in 

her home when she was 13 years old. Feliciana reported only knowing the perpetrator for a couple of weeks. 
Disclosure occurred quickly to her parents and the perpetrator was prosecuted and incarcerated. Most of Felici-
ana’s answers to the interviewing questions were quite short. She regretted disclosing because she did not want 
to experience the court procedures. In other words, Feliciana was uncomfortable sharing her experience in court.  

Gabriela 
Gabriela was an 18-year-old, single Mexican American who was raped (CSC I) more than once within a cou-

ple of months by a male relative when she was 10 years old. No other details were provided about this perpetra-
tor or the sexual assaults that she experienced except that they were rapes. Gabriela recalled that the disclosure 
occurred within a few months after the assault, at a time when she felt emotionally supported by a female cousin. 
When describing her reason for disclosure, Gabriela indicated an awareness of the possible positive value of 
telling someone. She said:  

After talking to my cousin (female cousin), and her being there with me, I had to make it, do it, and it was 
hard, but you have to deal with it sooner or later, or it’s going to eat at you for the rest of your life. 

Adriana 
Adriana was Mexican and a 34-year-old mother of three (2-year-old triplets), who was raped (CSC I) by an 

uncle when she was 10 years old. It took Adriana about 20 years to make her first disclosure, and she disclosed 
to her boyfriend because he wanted to have a sexual relationship with Adriana. Below, is how she explained 
what led to her disclosure: 

Porque (Because) my boyfriend been asking me when was I going to have sex with him. That’s when I told 
him what happened 20 years ago and after I told him that thing; he was more, mas malo (he was meaner).  

After this disclosure to her boyfriend, she indicated that she was blamed and mistreated by him. Here is an 
excerpt of her description of her boyfriend’s reaction to the disclosure: 
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I told him what happened and after I told him he said, “I don’t want to do sex with you cause you’re gross; 
you have sex with your uncle, yuck”. I didn’t go into detail… He (boyfriend) abused me psychologically. 

Teresa 
Teresa was a 34-year-old, mother of two, Mexican and Scottish American who was molested (CSC II) by an 

older biological brother when she was 10 years old. It took her about 4 years to disclose. The disclosure oc-
curred upon his return home from the Marines. Teresa felt that she had to tell a friend what he had done to her 
when she was 10 to protect herself. Below, she explained her brother’s home coming and what led to her first 
sexual assault disclosure:  

My stepfather died all of a sudden and everybody was talking about how my brother was coming home. He 
was in the Marines. I had to prepare for him to stay at our house. And I… I didn’t want him there. I was so 
glad when he left. And I… it was hard… I had a friend of mine; he was kind of like a brother to me. He was 
older than I am. And, I confided in him, but he didn’t believe me. He went and told my mom about it. Of 
course, my mom didn’t believe me either. So, my mom called my brother in California. There, where he 
was stationed and asked him about it. Thankfully for him, he was going to church and stuff. He admitted to 
it. When he came home; he didn’t stay at the house. 

Veronica 
Veronica was a 21-year-old, single, college-educated Mexican American who witnessed an indecent exposure 

incident (CSC IV) by a stranger when she was about 10 or 11 years old and working as a school safety guard. 
Disclosure occurred within minutes and the perpetrator was prosecuted.  

Raquel 
Raquel was a 20-year-old, single, college-educated Mexican American who had been raped several times by 

two former boyfriends. The first rape (CSC I) occurred when she was 12 years old. The first perpetrator was a 
family acquaintance, possibly a distant relative that resided with the family during migrant seasons (October- 
April). He was an illegal alien from Mexico who had pursued an intimate relationship with her prior to the rape. 
This first perpetrator was identified to a physician when she was 13 years old in the course of a routine examina-
tion. With regard to the second perpetrator, he assaulted Raquel several times when she was 18 years old during 
their relationship. Raquel reported feeling pressured every time they had sex, but she did not really know how to 
advocate for herself.  

Magdalena 
Magdalena was a 20-year-old, single, college-educated woman, who identified herself as Mexican. She re-

ported being molested (CSC II) several times by an older male cousin when she was 6 or 7 years old. Magdalena 
has not disclosed these assaults to anyone except this researcher. It was important for her to know that this in-
formation would remain confidential. Here are her comments on confidentiality of the disclosure:  

It’s just like I feel like… I, um, that I feel like I can talk to you and I can actually let you know and it’s go-
ing to stay just between us. 

Cynthia 
Cynthia was a 22-year-old, single, college-educated Mexican American who was molested (CSC II) by an un-

cle by marriage when she was 13 or 14 years old. She has only disclosed these incidents to her fiancé, college 
roommate, and to this researcher. Cynthia recalled two sexual assault incidents that she experienced by her uncle. 
He uncle rubbed his hand down Cynthia’s body from her shoulder down to her knee, but never actually touched 
her breasts, buttocks, or vagina. At the same time, Cynthia stated that she felt uncomfortable and possibly vio-
lated. Cynthia’s maternal aunt is no longer married to the perpetrator (Cynthia’s uncle by marriage).  

Gloria  
Gloria was a 36-year-old, married, mother of two, college-educated Mexican American who had experienced 

three different sexual assaults. Gloria decided to participate in the current interview to disclose an assault as a 
first step toward healing. The first incident occurred when she was about 5 or 6 years old; an older Latino male 
in the neighborhood molested her (CSC II). This incident was not disclosed until the day she was interviewed 
for this study. She met with her Godmother prior to the interview and practiced sharing her stories.  

The second incident occurred when she was 6 years old; an African American male used vulgar language to 
verbally assault her (CSC IV). Gloria disclosed within minutes, but her biological mother ignored her. They 
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were all at a neighbor’s house party. From this incident, Gloria was silenced for about 30 years.  
She did not disclose the third set of assaults until a night of drinking with her older sister. As she revealed to 

the current researcher, the final set of incidents occurred when Gloria was between the ages of 10 and 14 years. 
Her mother’s boyfriend molested her over a period of several years. The disclosure occurred after her older sis-
ter shared with them (Gloria, younger sister, and their mother) that their stepfather (their mother’s former boy-
friend) raped her (CSC I).  

Leticia 
Leticia was a 40-year-old, divorced once, but currently married, mother of five. She is a Mexican American 

who was not only molested (CSC II) several times between the ages of 10 to 14 years but raped (CSC I) once 
when she was 14 years old by her first stepfather. The abuse was reported to the police when she was about 15 
years old. Leticia’s mother informed Leticia that she (Leticia) refused to follow through with testifying for the 
prosecution. Leticia did not recall the court proceedings, but her mother informed her about how she walked out 
of court after stating, “I wasn’t doing it”. It appeared that Leticia chose not to testify against her perpetrator (her 
first stepfather), but has repressed that memory. Here is what she said when she refused to testify against her 
stepfather in court:  

I guess I went into the courtroom and I don’t know, I froze, she said and I walked out, said I wasn’t doing it. 

3.2. Demographic Characteristics of Participants 
Table 2 provides a short description of each of the participants for reader reference. It identifies their pseudo-
nyms, ethnicity, age at the time of first assault, age during the interview, and year interview was conducted. The 
women’s ages at the time of the interview range from 18 to 40 (M = 26.5). Two of the women identified them-
selves as Mexican (Mexico-born), two as Tejanas (Texas-born Mexican Americans) and the other nine identified 
as either or both Hispanic and Mexican American.  

Table 3 presents aggregate findings of the descriptive information for the 13 Latina participants in the current 
study. Most of the participants were single at the time that the interviews were conducted (n = 8; 61%). In addi-
tion, Table 2 reveals that the majority of the participants’ first sexual assault incidents happened when they were 
young children between the ages of 6 and 11 years old (n = 10; 77%). Only three (23%) of the participants were 
sexually assaulted as adults. A very low percentage of the participants (n = 2; 15%) made their first disclosure of 
any of their assaults to professionals including enforcement officials. In 10 cases (77%), the participants/survi- 
vors made their first disclosure to either a friend, including significant other, or a family member. In addition, 
two participants (15%) who had disclosed at least one of their sexual assault incidents had never disclosed a 
sexual assault incident(s) until they agreed to participate in this study. In other words, while describing their ex-
perience of disclosing a sexual assault, Araceli and Raquel disclosed additional assaults they had not talked to 
anyone about. The majority of the participants (n = 12; 92%) knew their perpetrators. Furthermore, nine (69%)  

 
Table 2. Description of participants at age at time of first assault and time of interview.                                  

Pseudonyms Ethnicity Age at the time of first assault Age at the time of the interview Year interviewed 

Sandra 
Araceli 

Dominga 
Feliciana 
Gabriela 
Adriana 
Teresa 

Verónica 
Raquel 

Magdalena 
Cynthia 
Gloria 
Leticia 

Hispanic 
Chicana/Tejana 
Latina/Tejana 

Hispanic 
Hispanic 
Mexican 

Mexican-Scottish American 
Mexican American 
Mexican American 

Mexican 
Mexican American 
Mexican American 
Mexican American 

10 years old 
7 years old 
11 years old 
13 years old 
10 years old 
10 years old 
10 years old 

10 or 11 years old 
12 years old 

6 or 7 years old 
13 or 14 years old 

5 or 6 years old 
10 years old 

18 years old 
32 years old 
31 years old 
18 years old 
18 years old 
34 years old 
34 years old 
21 years old 
20 years old 
20 years old 
22 years old 
36 years old 
40 years old 

2005 
2005 
2005 
2005 
2005 
2005 
2005 
2011 
2011 
2011 
2011 
2011 
2011 
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Table 3. Demographics and selected characteristics of participants and sexual assault incidents.                          

Demographics 
Existing data from 2005 (n = 7)  Data collected in 2011 (n = 6)  Total (n = 13) 

n %  n %  n % 

Marital status at the time of interview         

Single 4 57  4 67  8 61 

Married 2 29  2 33  4 31 

Divorced or separated 1 14  0 0  1 8 

Age at the time of the first assault         

Early childhood (1 - 5 y/o) 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Childhood (6 - 12 y/o) 6 86  4 66  10 77 

Adolescent (13 - 17 y/o) 1 14  1 17  2 15 

Adult (17+) 0 0  0 0  0 0 

Assaulted as an adult after first assault         

Yes 2 29  1 17  3 23 

No 5 71  5 83  10 77 

Person to whom first disclosed         

Professional 1 14  1 17  2 15 

Survey 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Friend 2 29  1 17  3 23 

Family member 3 43  2 33  5 39 

Significant other (Boyfriend) 1 14  1 17  2 15 

Severity of most severe assault         

Mild severity (CSC IV—No Contact) 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Moderate severity (CSC II—Molestation) 1 14  3 50  4 31 

Average severity (CSC III—Penetration) 0 0  0 0  0 0 

Most severe (CSC I—Penetration) 6 86  2 33  8 61 

Perpetrator of first assault         

Stranger 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Date or acquaintance 1 14  2 33  3 23 

Family member 6 86  3 50  9 69 

Significant other (Boyfriend) 0 0  0 0  0 0 

Time of disclosure for first assault         

<24 h after the assault 1 14  1 17  2 15 

1 day -< 1 month 0 0  0 0  0 0 

1 month -< 1 year 1 14  0 0  1 8 

1 year - 5 years 2 29  2 33  4 31 

6 years - 10 years 0 0  1 17  1 8 

> 10 years after the assault 3 43  2 33  5 38 

Number of assaults         

1 assault 4 57  1 17  5 39 

2 assaults 2 29  1 17  3 22 

3 or more assaults 1 14  4 66  5 39 
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of the participants identified their first perpetrator as a family member. More than half (n = 10; 77%) of the par- 
ticipants took over a year to disclose their first sexual assault incident, whereas two of the other three partici-
pants disclosed within 24 hours. Feliciana was raped by an acquaintance in her home. She disclosed the incident 
to her parents right after he left the residence. Veronica experienced a incident exposure; she was flashed a penis 
by a stranger while working as a safety guard by a school street corner. She disclosed the incident to a teacher 
right away, within minutes. Fewer than half of the participants (n = 5; 39%) experienced only one sexual assault, 
but eight participants (61%) experienced two or more sexual assaults, some by different perpetrators at different 
points in time. 

4. Phenomenological Analysis: Common Experiences and Central Themes 
The previous vignettes provided short, contextualized descriptions of each participant’s sexual assault experi-
ences. The common experiences and central themes of the current study have been organized addressing the re-
search question guiding this study. They are presented below through tables and with selected quotes for illustra-
tion. 

Research Question: What feelings and consequences do Latinas remember experiencing during their initial 
disclosure? 

In this section, feelings and consequences experienced by Latina sexual assault survivors during their initial 
sexual assault disclosure were identified. The data reduction phase identified nine types of feelings experienced 
by the participants in this study: regret, shame/embarrassment, negative judgment of self, worry, fear, anger, re-
lief, depression, and hatred. As can be seen in Table 4, regret was the most often felt feeling (n = 7; 54%).  

In Araceli’s case, she regretted contacting the police soon after her rape for two reasons. First, she felt unsup-
ported by the police officer that took her statement. It appeared that Araceli was convinced not to press charges 
because she was informed that her parents would find out, which scared her because she did not want her par-
ents to judge her. Second, Araceli regretted that the police officer took her to an emergency room (ER) for a 
sexual assault examination. Araceli expressed that it was a very uncomfortable examination to experience. Here 
are the two sections of her interview in which she described feeling regret: 

Interviewer: What led you to disclose? 
Araceli: I was scared. I didn’t know. I was thinking; I was thinking about, um, what if I was going to 

have a baby? Or, if I had gotten a disease? I was thinking that··· That was a bad thing that they did. I didn’t 
think it was right··· So, I had to call them (the police). I didn’t know who else to call. I did feel like I 
needed to tell them. But then when I did call, and I did go through with it, I thought, maybe I shouldn’t 
have called someone. They wouldn’t have taken me to the emergency··· 

Interviewer: They took you to the emergency room? That’s where they did all the examination, collected 
all the evidence? That’s why they cut your clothing? 

Araceli: Yeah. 
 
Table 4. Feelings experienced during initial disclosure.                                                           

Themes 
Existing data from 2005  Data collected in 2011  Total (n = 13) 

n %  n %  n % 

Regret 2 29  4 67  6 46 

Shame/Embarrassment 4 57  1 17  5 39 

Negative judgment of self 1 14  2 33  3 23 

Worry 2 29  1 17  3 23 

Fear 1 14  2 33  3 23 

Anger 0 0  2 33  2 15 

Relief 0 0  2 33  2 15 

Depression 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Hatred 0 0  1 17  1 8 
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Interviewer: Do you regret anything about the disclosure? 
Araceli: No and yes. I regret calling the police, but I don’t regret telling my psychotherapist. I’m glad I 

told her because somebody listened. 
Interviewer: Feeling heard? 

Araceli: Yeah. My mom probably wouldn’t understand like my psychotherapist does. She would think 
badly of me. My mother would probably… I don’t know. I think she would have thought or something… 
She would have thought… You know? Like, I was dumb or something. I don’t know. I always thought, be-
cause I’m the only one who went to college. I should have known all that, right? My psychotherapist, be-
cause, I don’t think she’s gonna tell me anything and she hasn’t… Isn’t judging me or… 

The next four most often felt feelings were shame/embarrassment (n = 5; 39%), negatively judging them-
selves (n = 3; 23%), worry (n = 3; 23%), and fear (n = 3; 23%). The only positive feeling identified by two par-
ticipants (15%) was relief. With regard to shame/embarrassment, Araceli was taken to the emergency room by a 
police officer soon after she was raped by two college male acquaintances. She reported that the emergency 
room visit was an embarrassing experience for her and wished she would not have been taken there. Here, she 
clearly expressed her feelings of shame and embarrassment: 

I wouldn’t, I wouldn’t have gone… Cause it was, embarrassing, I felt like, I don’t know, something to ex-
amine, I felt really gross, and I didn’t want people looking at me. They were all looking at me··· And 
checking me, and I wouldn’t have gone if I knew that, but it was, I just kind of stood there and let them do 
what they did because it was embarrassing. And to know what they knew… Kind of makes you feel like, I 
don’t know. 

With regard to consequences, mistreatment was the most often experienced consequence (n = 4; 31%), a sense 
of feeling spoiled was the second most often experienced consequence (n = 3; 23%), and the lack of support was 
the third most often experienced consequence (n = 2; 15%). A sense of being ignored, feelings of negative self- 
worth, an increased sense of being self-guarded, a sense of being silenced, a feeling that one was not believed, 
and a lack of confidentiality were also experienced. As can be seen in Table 5, the other seven consequences 
were each identified only once. In Gloria’s case, her older sister verbally assaulted Gloria for not disclosing her 
sexual assault incidents by their mother’s boyfriend earlier. Gloria’s sister was angry because their mother did 
not believe that she was assaulted as an adolescent, but if Gloria would have also discussed her assault when 
Gloria’s older sister did, then maybe their mother would have believed them. This is how Gloria explained her 
older sister’s reaction to her disclosure: 

She was angry because she felt like if I would have said something before, my mom might have listened to 
her before and got us out of the situation. So, she blamed me for not speaking up.  

Feeling spoiled for marriage or a significant relationship was the second most identified consequence experi-
enced during an initial disclosure. In Dominga’s case, once she lost her virginity, she reported feeling like dam-
aged goods. Here is what she said about how no one may want to marry her: 

Fear that I wouldn’t have been believed, that I would be blamed, that a man wouldn’t want to be with me, 
that I was no longer seen as a good girl because I lost my virginity to the rape. I’m Catholic. I feel like I’m 
damaged goods, I don’t know if anyone will ever marry me.  

There was no elaboration on this topic. Dominga simply stated feeling spoiled for marriage. At the time of the 
interview, she was single and had had very little dating experience.  

5. Conclusion 
This phenomenological study identified a number of themes based on the actual stories of sexual assault disclo-
sures given by 13 Latina survivors. Regret and shame/embarrassment were the most often experienced feelings 
during initial disclosures identified by the Latinas; these were followed by negative judgment of self, worry, fear, 
anger, relief, depression, and hatred. With regard to consequences, nine themes were identified. Feeling mis-
treatment, having a sense of feeling spoiled for marriage, and sensing a lack of support were the most often felt 
consequences. Other consequences experienced were a sense of being ignored, feelings of negative self-worth, 
an increased sense of being self-guarded, a sense of being silenced, a feeling that one was not believed, and  
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Table 5. Negative consequences experienced during initial disclosure.                                               

Themes 
Existing data from 2005 (n = 7)  Data collected in 2011 (n = 6)  Total (n = 13) 

n %  n %  n % 

Mistreatment 3 43  1 67  4 31 

Spoiled for marriage 2 29  1 17  3 23 

Lack of support 2 29  0 0  2 15 

Ignored 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Negative self-worth 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Self-guarded 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Silenced 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Wasn’t believed 0 0  1 17  1 8 

Lack of confidentiality 1 14  0 0  1 8 

 
fearing a lack of confidentiality.  

6. Discussion 
In working with Latina women, it is important to understand and gain awareness about the potential commonal-
ities they may have with other women in their communities, while being open to each individual’s unique narra-
tive and life story (Comas-Diaz & Greene, 1994). Ahrens, Isas, and Viveros (2011) recommended that more 
qualitative and participatory methods of collecting data and conducting research with Latinas would reduce iso-
lation and empower Latina survivors of sexual assault than quantitative methods. This study fills the need iden-
tified by Ahrens and colleagues. 

6.1. Interpretation of Results 
6.1.1. Nature of Assault and Circumstances of First Disclosure 
The qualitative data yielded several themes that both support and expand on previous findings regarding the na-
ture of assaults and disclosure. First, most of the women were sexually assaulted for the first time before the age 
of 13 years (77%). The median age at the time of the first sexual assault for Latina victims was about 10 years. 
These results are consistent with findings reported by Romero et al. (1999) suggesting that childhood rape and 
childhood sexual abuse may actually be higher than reported in other studies of Latinas.  

In the current study, 7 (54%) participants disclosed their sexual assault for the first time to a family member 
or a significant other (current boyfriend) and only 2 of the 13 informants had first disclosed their sexual assault 
to a professional. This may mean that they also are unlikely to seek counseling and assistance from a mental 
health professional. Indeed only 5 of the women (Dominga, Feliciana, Adriana, Teresa, and Leticia) had sought 
psychotherapy following their disclosure. This number may actually be high as the recruitment of participants 
occurred through a counseling center this number might be artificially high. One other interesting occurrence in 
this study was that 2 (Araceli and Raquel) of the participants chose to use the research interview as an opportu-
nity to disclose incidents of sexual assault that they had never shared with others, however, they had already dis-
closed at least one sexual assault incident prior to their interviews. The research interview was perhaps per-
ceived as a safe place and/or a reason to disclose the information.  

In this study, 2 of the 13 participants (15%) were victimized as college women by male college acquaintances. 
Only 1 participant, Araceli, disclosed the incident to the police. Araceli was raped by two college male ac-
quaintances. She reported feeling ignored about the situation. The police officer scared her into not pursuing le-
gal charges by informing her that everyone would find out about the assault, including her parents. Araceli was 
afraid of how her parents would react. She thought they would negatively judge her. In retrospect, Araceli re-
gretted her disclosure in part because the police officer transported her to an ER for a sexual assault examination. 
This experience led Araceli to feel embarrassed. She also regretted her decision to disclose because she felt mis-
treated by the police officer. Fisher et al. (2003) reported that only a very low percentage of sexually victimized 
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college women in their study reported their incidents to the police and that these victimizations were later dis-
closed to others.  

6.1.2. Feelings and Consequences Experienced during Initial Disclosure 
As shown in the literature, Sorenson and Siegel (1992) reported that 59% of their participants experienced anger 
as their most common emotional reaction to a sexual assault. Depression (43%), anxiety (40%), fear (35%), guilt 
(32%), and feeling of being dishonored or spoiled (29%) were the other emotional reactions experienced by the 
participants. However, this current study collected data on feelings experienced during initial disclosures, which 
is not the same as feelings experienced due to the sexual assault. McAuslan (1998) found that greater expression 
of emotions during a disclosure was associated with increased experience of anxiety and depression by the sex-
ual assault survivor. 

In contrast to these other articles, the current study found that regret was the most common emotion experi-
enced during the initial disclosure. Regret was experienced by more than half of the participants (n = 6; 46%). 
Shame/embarrassment (n = 5; 39%), negative judgment of self (n = 3; 23%), feeling spoiled for marriage (n = 3; 
23%), worry (n = 3; 23%), fear (n = 3; 23%), anger (n = 2; 15%), relief (n = 2; 15%), depression (n =1; 8%), and 
hate (n = 1; 8%) were the other emotions experienced by the participants.  

The difference that exists between the current study and the published literature with regard to what feelings 
are experienced following sexual assault disclosure may be due to when the respondents are asked about their 
emotional reactions. I specifically looked at the feelings felt during the initial disclosure, whereas Sorenson and 
Siegel (1992) may have referred to how their respondents felt soon after the assault instead of after the disclo-
sure. In all, there are some similarities, but this study expanded the range of feelings described by Latina sexual 
assault survivors.  

As shown in Table 4, 11 of the 13 participants (85%) took at least a month to make their first disclosure. 
Emotional reactions to a sexual assault may be very different from the emotional reactions to the disclosure of it. 
Some individuals need time to deal with their initial feelings of anger, shock, or confusion from an assault first 
by keeping to themselves instead of showing their true feelings to others. In other words, these individuals dis-
appear into their own “caves” and cope with their initial feelings, then, once they have gained the strength and 
courage to disclose, they do. Feelings felt during the disclosure would then be different than the initial feelings 
experienced.  

With regard to consequences experienced during initial disclosure in this study, mistreatment had the highest 
occurrence. Four participants (31%) experienced some type of mistreatment. Adriana was rebuked by her boy-
friend; Araceli was treated harshly by the police; Dominga was treated unfairly by her sorority sisters; and Glo-
ria was ignored by her mother. Ahrens et al. (2007) found that those who disclosed their sexual assault to a for-
mal support, such as the police, were more likely to receive a negative social reaction than a positive one. Con-
versely, those who disclosed to an informal support, such as a friend, were more likely to receive a positive so-
cial reaction than a negative one. In this study, of the three who reported to the police, only Araceli received a 
negative social reaction or felt mistreatment. The other two did not report any mistreatment. The reason the two 
participants, Feliciana and Veronica, received positive social support from the police may have been because 
they were children during their disclosure, while Araceli was a young adult and was more harshly treated by the 
authorities. The authorities may have blamed Araceli for the rape she experienced.  

Campbell et al. (2001) recommended in their study of adult sexual assault survivors that families, friends, and 
significant others of sexual assault survivors should be taught how to avoid negative reactions when attempting 
to provide support. They felt that it was better to provide no support than to react negatively. Ullman (1996b) 
found that 63% of her participants reported being blamed and 62% reported that they were discouraged from 
talking about their sexual assault. The discouragement came most often from their physicians or the police. In 
the current study, two individuals (Araceli and Dominga) were discouraged from talking about their assaults, but 
only one (Araceli) was discouraged by a police officer. The other was discouraged by a psychotherapist em-
ployed by the college she attended.  

6.2. Limitations of the Current Study 
Despite significant findings that contribute to the literature, a few limitations to the current study need to be 
stated. As a qualitative analysis, these results may point to some possible important issues for Latinas, however 
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they should not be used to generalize to the broader population of Latinas in the United States without further 
confirmation. In addition to this basic issue, the small sample size (n = 13) and the recruitment process show ad-
ditional limitations. The percentages included while reporting the qualitative analysis were reported on a very 
small set of participants and should not be viewed as quantitative findings. The study was conducted in a par-
ticular area of Michigan and, therefore, results should be applied cautiously to other places. Participants were 
referred from only two agencies that provided psychotherapeutic treatment programs to Latina women who self- 
selected. Although the group of women who participated in the current study had relatively wide diversity in 
terms of education, age at the time of interview, marital status, and types of assaults experienced, it is only a 
small representation of Latina rape survivors, which further curbs the generalizability of the findings. In other 
words, the women who chose to participate in this study may differ from the general population of Latina rape 
survivors. The youngest participants, the three 18-year-olds, gave restrained responses during their interviews. It 
may be beneficial to conduct more qualitative research with this population to get a fuller understanding of their 
experience.  

Second, the sensitivity of the topic may have been a limitation to who would be willing to be respondents. 
Some potential participants may have chosen not to participate in this study due to their emotional state of mind 
and fear of retraumatization. Third, only qualitative interview data were analyzed, which may have led to mean-
ings that were specific to this participant group or to implications about the broader population that are un-
founded with interpretation of the data collected from the interviews. Other types of data might have produced 
different results. Thus, although participation was voluntary, the validity of the study may be limited by the bias 
inherent in the interview items as well as the recruitment and data collection methods used. 

6.3. Directions for Future Research 
This study has begun to fill the gap that exists in the literature on Latina victims of sexual assault. It also pro-
vides ample justification for future qualitative, quantitative or mixed studies. The topic of sexual assault and 
culture among female victims has relevant implications for the psychotherapy, human services, and medical 
fields. Violence against women should be treated as a significant social, mental, and physical problem, and sex-
ual assaults should be viewed as a transgression against children as well as adults (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). 
Medical personnel and psychotherapists need to be aware of all the services that are required to provide crisis 
and clinical services to sexually assaulted women in order to minimize further trauma and re-victimization. Cul-
turally sensitive training in the best treatment of sexual assault victims needs to continue, and it is essential to 
provide women of different ethnicities with adequate services.  

The results of the current study also have implications for research on other factors that may lead to sexual 
assault disclosure or non-disclosure or delayed disclosure for Latinas. Even though the literature on sexual as-
sault disclosure for Latinas has been limited, what has been found is that keeping silent has been a consistent 
theme among Latinas who are sexually assaulted (Ramos-Lira et al., 1999). These authors also found that many 
Latinas blame themselves for the sexual assaults, especially if they place a high value on their virginity.  

Questions recommended for future research include: What is it that needs to be in place to allow a Latina to 
feel safe about disclosing a sexual assault? Who needs to be available to help Latina victims? What can be said 
about support systems among Latina sexual assault victims? What are the differences that exist among compari-
son groups of sexual assault female victims? This last question may lead to a clearer understanding of the degree 
to which my findings are culture specific.  
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