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Introduction 
 
In the past much has been written on the effects of sexual abuse on female victims. 
Significantly less time and research has been committed to exploring the effects of sexual 
abuse on men and boys. In part this is likely because the statistics of sexual abuse among 
women are higher than in men (though a literature review by Thomas and Kopel, current 
estimates show that over 27% of men and over 32% of women have been sexually victimized at 
some point in their lives.1) Additionally, the shame of sexual abuse and cultural stigmas often 
silences men and keeps them from speaking about their experiences. 
 
The majority of men who are sexually victimized are between the ages of 20-30, and in 
vulnerable situations, such as in prison or intoxicated.2 There is often significant violence 
involved in the assault. A study of US sexual abuse cases in children showed that boys are 
abused by both males (45.6%) and females (54.4%).3 
 
The impact of male sexual abuse 
Many of the effects of sexual abuse impact men and women in the same way. All tend to ask 
questions of whether they could have stopped the abuse or if it were their fault. However, men 
tend to experience some effects particularly strongly. Shame is one such area. Culture implies 
males are supposed to be strong, capable of defending themselves and others, and incapable 
of being overpowered or manipulated. When a boy is sexually abused, they may feel weak and 
like they should have been able to protect themselves. Even at a young age, boys may have 
developed these ideas based on messages they have received from their parents, culture, or 
peers. This may at times lead boys as they grow to focus more on lifting weights and building 
strength as an attempt to fight back against the feelings of shame and weakness, potentially 
leading to expression of “toxic masculinity” or to be future perpetrators of abuse and domestic 
violence to ensure they never feel victimized again and restore the sense of power lost.4 Living 
with shame is often associated with a sense of helplessness and hopelessness, as if the shame 
cannot be lifted, which increases risks for suicidal thinking and attempts.   
 
Men with a history of sexual abuse tend to experience long-term issues interpersonally. A 
secure attachment can be damaged by sexual abuse, especially with repeated encounters. 
Men may struggle to trust others enough to develop deep friendships. There is often a fear that if 
he trusts someone too much or lets someone into his life beyond just a surface level, they will 
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hurt him. This is especially true in the case of incest or where the abuser was grooming the boy 
and building a sense of safety before violating that safety and trust. 
 
Sexually abused men will likely experience significant impacts on their spiritual life. For men 
who experienced abuse at the hands of someone who claims to be a Christian or is a Christian 
leader, or if the voice of the victim is silenced by the church, their view of God will most likely be 
severely impacted. They may grow up asking questions such as: “if there is a God, how could he 
possibly be good and allow me to be hurt this way?” or “maybe I shouldn’t have been so sinful 
and this wouldn’t have happened to me. I deserved what I got, and it was just punishment for 
my behaviour”. They may grow up with many questions about faith as they have to reconcile 
what they hear from the pulpit or in the Bible about a loving God who hates injustice with their 
experience. They may also have significant animosity towards God or Christians, perhaps 
becoming an outspoken atheist or critic of Christianity.  
 
Men who have been abused are also more likely to struggle with sexual compulsions, such as 
obsessive hypersexualised behaviours - and sexual dysfunction, such as premature 
ejaculation, erectile dysfunction, and impotence. These have the potential to damage 
relationships. 
 
Supporting men who have been sexually abused  
 
First, those who seek to help must attend to their own false assumptions about sexual abuse 
committed against men. Research shows that misconceptions are common, even among 
counsellors.5 Counsellors must attend to their underlying beliefs that men can prevent their 
own victimization were they to simply “try to fight back”.  
 
Next darkness needs to be brought into the light. This does not mean forcing someone to 
disclose before he is ready - or go deeper than he is willing. It does mean educating our clients 
about the truths of sexual abuse and dispelling myths. We can speak against the lies that “it 
wasn’t so bad because it was done by a female” or that they enjoyed it because they were erect 
or ejaculated during the abuse. We can reveal as a lie that “had they been stronger or tougher, 
the abuse wouldn’t have happened to them”. We can show great levels of compassion and 
empathy, encouraging the tears as healthy and a needed expression of releasing some of the 
trauma and grief stored within and not a sign of weakness. We can be patient, knowing that the 
healing from the shame and moving through the stigma may take even longer than for women.  
  
The church must be perpetuators of the often-countercultural view that just as Jesus expressed 
emotions of grief, sorrow, righteous anger, anxiety in the Garden of Gethsemane, men too can 
express emotions and shed tears in an expression of biblical manhood. The church must be 
involved in speaking out against sexual abuse of all forms and create a safe environment for 
males of all ages to share their abuse stories and the church must help give them a voice and 
assist in seeking justice when desired, not perpetuating misconceptions and furthering 
victimization. More awareness and training must also be involved for the medical and mental 
health professions in understanding male sexual abuse and ways to care for victims.  
 
Men in relationships may need couples counselling and potentially counselling with a sex 
therapist given the high incidence rate of sexual dysfunction among men, such as impotence 
and anxiety surrounding intercourse.6 Partners will likely be struggling as well when working 
through the anxiety, hyposexual or hypersexual tendencies, insecurity, erectile dysfunction, 
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and many of the other effects beyond just intimacy issues resulting from past trauma. Spouses 
may have their own story of abuse too, creating further interpersonal difficulties for the couple 
which may be improved through couples therapy. This makes use of healthy coregulation within 
a marriage and can reduce stigma in the marriage for both parties that it is the abused male that 
is the cause of all the problems in the relationship.  
 
Keeping in touch with medical professionals can be important. A multidisciplinary approach is 
appropriate when walking alongside men. There may be somatic symptoms, such as 
headaches, gastro-intestinal issues, and constitutional symptoms involving weight, appetite, 
and sleep. An addiction specialist may be called upon to help address the various addictions 
men may struggle with through an attempt to numb the pain of the past or the result of 
reenactments of the abuse and instead replace unhealthy coping strategies with healthy coping 
strategies. Group therapy would provide an ideal support group of men who can help combat 
the shame of abuse, although identifying and assembling a group of men who can be open 
about their abuse may be difficult.  
 
Care for the spiritual state of males can also be provided by the church. Victims may have 
distorted beliefs about themselves and their identity as well as who they believe God to be. 
Wise supporters can address the shame and negative self-talk victims experience with the 
biblical view that, as believers, they are children of God, valued by the King of the Universe. 
Helping them express their pain through lament, admitting their anger towards God for allowing 
the abuse, and reminding them of God’s heart for justice and that one day all wrongs will be 
made right are all critical for a victim to heal.  
 
Support people in these ways may be difficult, take patience, time, and prayer, and may at 
times feel overwhelming - but the reward may have enormous impact for the men in our 
churches and the generations that follow.  God’s heart breaks for victims of sexual abuse and, 
as believers, so should ours. While we may not be able to change our culture, we can play a 
pivotal role in slowly changing the culture of the church to care well for male sexual abuse 
victims.  
 
 

 

 

 


