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The impact on individuals
The following may be the consequence of abuse. 
The impact will be different for different people 
and vary according to the type and extent of the 
abuse. Assumptions cannot be made that abuse, 
which we might assume to be ‘less serious’, has 
had a less damaging impact on someone. 

There is some evidence that the impact of abuse 
can be especially severe when the abuse has 
occurred within the church and been justified by 
religious concepts. In particular survivors can 
feel betrayed both by the abuser and by God. 

 physical harm; serious injury; failure to 
thrive

 loss of trust in others
 low self esteem 
 the crushing of people’s spirit 
 anger: not only to the abuser but to others 

who did not protect them.
 sleeping and eating disorders
 depression
 difficulties in relating to other people 
 mental health difficulties including drug or 

alcohol problems 
 difficulty in concentrating
 feelings of loss 
 feelings of betrayal
 feelings of powerlessness 
 obsessional behaviour
 post-traumatic stress disorder.

But also
 increased awareness of risk for self/others
 increased commitment to promoting safety 

for others
 enhanced personal resilience if the trauma 

can be ‘worked through’.

The impact on families 
The following may be the consequence of abuse. 
The impact will be different for different families 
and be related to family relationships and 
dynamics. 

 distress: that their loved one has been 
harmed

 guilt: that they did not prevent it happening
 loss of confidence: in their ability to protect
 divisions: factions within families can 

develop
 fractured relationships 
 feelings of loss
 feelings of betrayal
 feelings of powerlessness. 

The impact on Churches 
The following may be the consequence of abuse. 
The impact will be different for different churches 
at different times. 

 loss of confidence in its role 
 loss of trust in church members, leaders 

and the structures of the church
 anger towards the perpetrator and towards 

those who did not prevent the abuse
 denial of the abuse or the seriousness of 

the abuse
 potential divisions: factions in support of 

the abuser and the person who has been 
abused can develop

 feelings of betrayal by the abuser
 feelings of loss of the ability to have 

confidence in one another 
 feelings of powerlessness to effectively 

carry out its role. 

This cross-references to section 5e, Responding 
Well to the Congregation
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Additional resources 

* Glasson, B (2009) A Spirituality of Survival 
Continuum International 

* Kennedy, Margaret (2000) Courage to Tell: 
Christian Survivors of Sexual Abuse Tell Their 
Stories of Pain and Hope Church House 
Publishing

* MACSAS (Ministry and Clergy Sexual Abuse 
Survivors) www.macsas.org.uk/

* NAPAC (National Association of People Abused 
in Childhood) www.napac.org.uk

* One in Four www.oneinfour.org.uk

* Sanderson, Christiane (2010 )The Warrior 
Within One in Four

* Sanderson, Christiane (2011) The Spirit Within 
One in Four

* The Church of England (2011) Responding Well 
to those who have been sexually abused: policy 
and guidance for the church of England Church 
House Publishing www.churchofengland.org 

* Time for Action (2002) Churches Together in 
Britain and Ireland

* Tracing Rainbows Through The Rain (2006) The 
Report of the Time for Action Monitoring Group 
to the Methodist Conference


