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A message from the men who have 
contributed to this booklet
Research tells us that one in six young males have been sexually abused. You 
might have picked up this book because you might be one of them. Not talking 
about sexual abuse hasn’t helped anybody and we want to make it really clear 
that it is okay to talk about being sexually abused.  It is important to understand 
that you are not alone. There are others travelling this road who will walk with  
you and help relieve the loneliness and isolation that you may experience.

Picking up this book might be your first step in changing your life. Or you might 
be well on your way to already changing your life.  Whatever the case, it is a brave 
step and it is worth recognising the courage you have shown in taking steps to 
change your life.

You might see that there are things not going right in your life. You might be 
asking yourself questions like ‘Why am I angry?’ or ‘Why do I feel the way I do?’  
This book can help you answer those questions and may help you to better 
understand what you are feeling and experiencing.

We know from our own experience that it is possible to move beyond the abuse 
and the effects that we experience.

We encourage you to read this book. However, if you’d rather talk to someone, 
please refer to the back of this book for contact details of services that can help 
and support you as you take this journey.
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Finding your own way through: staying 
connected to what you value in life

Noticing that you are more than the effects of abuse
The ‘effects’ of abuse often started as ways and strategies that young people used 
to cope with the confusing, frightening and painful things that were being done 
to them. The ways young people resisted and coped with sexual abuse shows 
that they were doing the best they could in a situation where they had very little 
power or control over what was happening to them. 

Young people may have adopted different behaviours aimed to keep them safe 
from further abuse. These behaviours eased some of the pain of the effects of 
abuse and were a way to try to let other adults know that there was something 
wrong. Sadly, because people don’t know that abuse is happening, these 
behaviours are often named or understood as other things. 

 For example, if someone is 
missing school in order to get 
away from an abusive teacher or 
using alcohol or drugs to cope 
with painful feelings, they may 
be labelled as ‘troubled’ or 
‘delinquent’. The following are 
some of the labels men who 
contributed to this booklet had 
been given when they were 
younger: weird, a problem child, 
disturbed, disordered, naughty,
ill-mannered, oddball, shy, a loner. 

 I would disrespect 
adults that were doing 
the wrong thing

“

a

Appreciating my mother
who believes that there is hope for me.
Who understands the pain I’m going 
through and the barriers I throw up
and knows I am not a bad person.
Who knows how I lived my life 
over a period,
who taught me to love and enjoy giving
and gave me a greater appreciation 
for what life is about.

Or having my brother,
who always believes I’ve got a future,
that I can have a life as well.
I’ve turned to him when I was upset
and I inspire him to be a good father.

My Dad who is supportive, 
I see in him the ideas of integrity, 
acting fairly.
It makes me happier
and it helps him stay connected to his
fathering instincts,
completing him in some way.

Parenting children,
giving guidance, support,
helping them to grow into a person 
of substance
opens me up, helps me understand myself.
Giving them space to be, 
while giving them safety.

Offering compassion, 
being there for other people.
Giving and getting positive support
helps get my feet back on the ground.
My abusers never had any compassion,
so I want to have compassion,
I want to be different.

This is the power, strength, support
abusers never wanted us to have.
The more we speak up the less power 
they have.
The strength that lies within, 
and the strength of working as a team.
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       I was allowed to get 
away with stuff, like I stole 
so much and I didn’t really 

want to steal anything. I 
just wanted people to ask 

why I was doing it. I know 
that the whole time I was 
doing it, I hated myself

In talking about these labels, 
men sometimes realised that 
as teenagers and adults they 
had taken on these labels about 
themselves. 

“



This is reflected in:

• The way people choose to live their lives
• The types of lives they have built
   with other people, or 
• The hopes and dreams for their future
   lives. 

Men reflected on how these 
negative labels often came to 
speak the ‘truth’ about them 
as people. It’s important to 
realise that these labels are 
not the truth but a 
misinterpretation of 
behaviours. 

These were often ways young 
people tried to stand up 
to abuse or its effects. For 
example, one man was called 
a ‘problem child’ because he 
refused to do anything his 
stepfather asked him to do. 
This man spoke about how 
this refusal was about not 
respecting this man because 
he was sexually abusing him.

Despite the painful and 
isolating effects of sexual 
abuse, many men have never 
given up on their desire or 
dreams for a different life. 
Even though the effects of 
abuse are often strong and 
painful, men have managed 
at different times to act in 
ways that takes them closer 
to the life they would prefer 
to have. 

I was always being naughty and wanting 
someone to ask what was wrong“
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The idea of being a survivor
Some people who have experienced abuse use the word survivor to describe 
themselves. In doing so they do not think about themselves as only a victim of 
abuse. In a way, ‘survivor’ is saying there are always two stories about sexual abuse 
and its effects. 

One story describes the way power is used against young people to trick, force 
and trap them into abuse. This story talks about the power of the adult and the 
powerlessness of the child. The other story is about the way young people found, 
and as adults continue to find, ways to resist both the abuse and the effects of 
abuse. These stories often have not been told and are an important part of 
recovering from the effects of abuse. 

People have found the story of survival important. It helps them to remember that 
even though the abuse and its effects can feel overwhelming, the abuse could not 
control or defeat all of them. The part that could not be controlled or defeated  
was there as a child. It also continues to be there as an adult. 

Even through hard times, people held on to what was important for them in their 
lives.

The journey of resistance, protest and survival is often hard to see. It is easy to 
look back on our childhood through ‘adult eyes’ and forget what it was like to be  
a young person.

In the first part of this booklet we talked about adults using many different forms 
of power to manipulate a young person. We also looked at how tactics of abuse 
aim to psychologically manipulate young people to think they are responsible or 
willing participants in the abuse. 

When as adults 
we forget about 
this use of power 
it can be easy to 
think thoughts 
like ‘I did 
nothing to stop 
it’ or that what 
you did was not 
‘good enough’ or 
‘silly’ because it 
didn’t stop the 
abuse. 
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     The survivor focus is empowering. 
It has me focusing on what I have 
achieved. What I have achieved to get this 
far in life. I thought I would be dead by 21. 
It has me focusing on 
what I’ve done, like 
doing TAFE 
courses

“

Another aspect that makes the story of survival hard 
to remember is that abuse occurs in secret. There is no 
one around to see how the young person tried to stop 
the abuse. Behaviours like crying, going tense, 
freezing, going numb or cleaning yourself afterwards 
are powerful ways young people are saying no to 
abuse. Perpetrators of abuse will often ignore or 
minimise these responses which can have young
people feeling unimportant, pathetic, weak 
or confused. 

         It changes all the 
time, your position 
changes, you might be 
really on top of it one week 
and then all of a sudden 
what you’ve learnt has  
just turned bad and you 
just turn to a little piled 
heap on the ground and it 
can change rapidly. But you 
change your stance, you 
go from being a victim to a 
survivor, which gives you a 
bit more empowerment a 
bit more agro to be able to 
deal with it

A victim I think, to me, is someone who 
has suffered a gross injustice and when I 

was introduced to the whole process of 
calling myself a survivor it just helped 

me have a little victory over the 
perpetrator and it helped me have more 

positive thoughts about my overcoming 
the situation
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While there are many painful effects of sexual abuse, it is important to remember 
that it is possible to heal these effects and live more of the life you would like to 
lead. As we said earlier, dealing with the effects of abuse is often a slow process 
that requires courage, patience and perseverance. This doesn’t have to be a 
journey on your own and we hope that this booklet supports you in feeling that 
you are not on your own.

Remembering that you are not alone

“ Talk with supportive 
people about what 
you are doing

It may be helpful during 
tough times to remind 
yourself that the men you 
have heard in this booklet 
have experienced and are 
still experiencing similar 
struggles to what you may 
be. These men want you 
to know that they have 
also gone through ups and 
downs. You might want to 
think about some of the 
things you have in common 
with these men. It might be 
some of their values, their 
desire to change, the ways 
they have survived sexual 
abuse or something else.

    I don’t think you ever get over it, 
but you get a different perspective. It 
doesn’t change that it happened, or 
the feelings about it but you realise 
it was just a moment or moments 
in time and you can choose to not 
let it define you. I know it sounds 
simple and if someone had told me 
that before I would have been angry 
and told them to get stuffed. But 

it’s not like that, one day I decided 
I wouldn’t let it affect me anymore, 
not let it control my life anymore
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You might find it helpful to talk with someone about the ideas in this booklet or 
what it has had you thinking about. Or you may want to share this booklet with 
someone you trust. We understand that talking is not for everyone but this is 
what some men have said about talking to counsellors or other men about sexual 
abuse.

      I fully believe that if I hadn’t been abused, 
there’s no way I’d be thinking the way I am now. 
Like having a sense of humour, having empathy 

for others, knowing what is really important 
in life. I’d probably just be looking after number 

one, not caring about other people. 
But because I have been abused, I look at other 

things differently, I look at other people 
differently, I look at animals differently. It has 

changed me in a lot of aspects towards the good 
rather than towards the bad, which I have had 

my fair share of in the past

“

 Since I’ve been 

talking about the abuse I 

feel more at one with 

myself and I’m not 

clinging to an idea about 

myself as a victim. I’m 

reminding myself it’s 

over and beginning to 

trust men again

It’s probably the greatest task watching these kids 
grow up to be decent human beings. Knowing 
that I have done that and they won’t experience 
what I went through. Watching these kids grow 
that haven’t been part of any abuse or neglect
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Talking to my 
counsellor helped 
me realise I’m not a 
kid anymore and this 
helps me in thinking 
about different ways 
of reacting to people 
and things that are 
challenging. I am 
feeling softer and 
more open to other 
people and ideas

“ “



Self care: managing the effects 
of sexual abuse
People have told us they have found it helpful and important to try and think in 
advance about how they might manage the effects of abuse when they know 
they might be strongly reminded about the abuse (for example in reading this 
booklet). 

Below are suggestions from other survivors of ways to look after yourself when 
the effects of abuse have felt particularly painful:
 
• Acknowledging or reminding yourself that you are a survivor and feeling            	
   proud of surviving what happened to you

• Connecting to things about yourself that have supported you through hard   	
   times in the past

• Talking with supportive people about what you are doing

• Having someone to talk with before and after reading this booklet  

• Preparing for the possibility that you may feel tired, exhausted, physically unwell    	
   or have a loss of appetite after reading parts of this booklet

• Making sure you’ve got something planned, like rewarding yourself, or doing 	
   something special after you have spent time thinking and reading about sexual 	
   abuse and its effects

• Congratulating yourself on 	
   what you have achieved and 	
   reminding yourself it takes 	
   courage to be willing to face 	
   these painful issues

• Linking in with groups such 	
   as the men’s group running 	
   through Relationships 
   Australia (SA) - see the 
   Respond SA website
   www.respondsa.org.au

• Talking to a counsellor for 	
   support - refer to page 45 
   for contact numbers.
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Ideas for coping with flashbacks 
1  Tell yourself you are having a flashback and that this is okay and very normal  	
in people who were traumatised as children (or as adults).  

2  Remind yourself that the worst is over. It happened in the past and it is not 
happening now. The ‘child’ inside you who was abused is giving you these
memories to use in your healing and, however terrible you feel, you survived the 
awfulness then. This means you can survive and get through what you are 
remembering now.  

3  Call on the ‘adult’ part of yourself to tell your ‘child’ that he is not alone, not in 
any danger now and that you will help him to get through this. Let your child self 
know it’s okay to remember and to feel what he feels and that this will help him in 
healing from what has happened to him. However hard it is for you, he is commu-
nicating in the only way he can. 

4  Try some of these ways of ‘grounding’ yourself and becoming more aware of 
the present:

• Stamp your feet, grind them around on the floor to remind yourself where you 	
   are now 

• Look around the room, noticing the colours, the people, the shapes of things 

• Listen to the sounds around you: the traffic, voices, the washing machine, etc 

• Feel your body, the boundary of your skin, your clothes, the chair or floor 
   supporting you 

• Have an elastic band around your hand that you can ‘ping’ against your wrist        	
   and feel on your skin 

• Tell yourself that feeling is in the now, the things you are re-experiencing were   	
   in the past.

5  Take care of your breathing. Breathe 
deeply down to your diaphragm; put your 
hand there (just above your navel) and 
breathe so that your hand gets pushed 
up and down. Count slowly to five as you 
breathe. When we get scared we breathe too 
quickly and shallowly and our body panics. 
This causes dizziness, shakiness and more 
panic. Breathing slowly and deeply will stop 
the panic.  
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6  If you have lost a sense of where you end and the rest of the world begins, 
rub your body so you can feel its edges, the boundary of you. Wrap yourself in a 
blanket, feel it around you.  

7  Get support if you would like it. Let people close to you know about 
flashbacks so they can help if you want them to. That might mean holding you, 
talking to you, helping you to reconnect with the present, to remember you are 
safe and cared for now.  

8  Flashbacks are powerful experiences which drain your energy. Take time to 
look after yourself when you have a flashback. You could have a warm, relaxing 
bath or a sleep, a warm drink, play some soothing music or just take some quiet 
time for yourself. Your ‘child’ and you deserve being taken care of, given all you 
went through in the past. 

9  When you feel ready, write down all you can remember about the flashback 
and how you got through it. This will help you to remember information for your 
healing and to remind you that you did get through it (and can again).  

Remember you are not crazy. Flashbacks are normal and you are healing. 

Adapted from Bristol Crisis Centre for Women - Ideas for coping with flashbacks

    Flashbacks are normal and mean        	
    you are healing“
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Where can I get help?
Relationships Australia (SA) / Adelaide (08) 8223 4566 / Berri (08) 8582 4122 / Hindmarsh  
(08) 8340 2022 / Marion (08) 8377 5400 / Ridgehaven (08) 8396 4237 / Salisbury 
(08) 8250 6600 / www.respondsa.org.au

UnitingCare Wesley Adelaide / Childhood Sexual Abuse Counselling Team 
(08) 8202 5190

Centacare / Adelaide (08) 8210 8200 / Salisbury (08) 8250 3694

SHineSA - Sexual Health Information Networking & Education 
Woodville (08) 8300 5301 / Morphett Vale (08) 8325 8164 / Davoren Park (08) 8252 7955

Local Primary Health Care Services
Southern Primary Health 
Clovelly Park 	 (08) 8277 2488 
Woodcroft 	 (08) 8325 8100
Noarlunga 	 (08) 8384 9266
Seaford 		  (08) 8392 4500
Aldinga		  (08) 8557 9500

Eastern Primary Health 
Enfield 		  (08) 8342 8600 

For young people
Salisbury Shopfront Youth Health & Information Service / (08) 8281 1775

Southern Primary Health - Marion Youth / Warradale (08) 8377 1055

Southern Junction Family Services Centre / Christies Beach (08) 8326 2955

The Second Story Youth Health Centre 
24 Hour Service 1300 131 719 / Adelaide (08) 8232 0233 / Elizabeth (08) 8255 3477   
Christies Beach (08) 8326 6053 / Woodville (08) 8268 1225

Private practitioners
Some private practitioners who have worked with Respond SA in the past are listed on  
its website www.respondsa.org.au
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Northern Primary Health 
Playford 		  (08) 8252 9900 
Salisbury          	 (08) 8281 7644 
Tea Tree Gully	 (08) 8263 1155

Western Primary Health  
Port Adelaide 	 (08) 8240 9611
Parks   		  (08) 8243 5611
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booklet. As a society, we are still 
learning how to talk about childhood 
sexual abuse and its effects. As 
professionals we are still learning how to 
work with men around this issue. In many 
ways it is the men who have the courage 
to speak out about their experiences that 
are helping this knowledge develop to as-
sist other men in the future.

We would also like to thank the 
South Australian Government Department 
for Families and Communities for funding 
this booklet.  A special thanks needs to 
go to Relationships Australia (SA) for their 
commitment to bringing this issue to the 
fore and to the workers from Respond SA, 
in particular Andrew Groome, Sue Mann 
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“Congratulate 
yourself on what 
you have achieved
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There is this road, a straight stretch of road, with a right hand 
at the end of it. There are all these trees along it, and when they 
are in full bloom it’s like an overhead canopy, it’s beautiful. A  
couple of times when I had suicidal tendencies I’d drive along that 
road and think this would be the way to go, the perfect place to 
do it. But then I thought why destroy that beauty and let those 
bastards win. Because that’s what happens if you kill yourself. 
You don’t win, they win and I don’t want to let them win. If I can 
help kids in my life, if I can stop suicidal tendencies then I’ve 
won. They might have beaten me when I was a kid, but they 
won’t beat me as an adult

“
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