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The Impact of Childhood Sexual Abuse on Interpersonal Relationships: A Cross-Sectional
Study in Trinidad

By Bernadette Marson!

Abstract

Child sexual abuse (CSA) is a pervasive social problem that can have long-term effects on
women’s relationships because it makes them vulnerable to revictimization. Girls are more
vulnerable than boys to be victims of CSA, and those abused by someone they trust are at higher
risk of experiencing increased trauma and interpersonal problems. This quantitative research study
investigated the association between CSA and interpersonal relationships. Participants completed
anonymous surveys exploring these two variables. Results showed that among other
vulnerabilities, women who reported sexual abuse within the family reported overall greater
interpersonal problems compared with non-abused participants. Given the prevalence of
intrafamilial and other types of CSA and its impact on interpersonal relationships, providing an
environment where girls are safe from abuse is important. Research, education, policy, and
educational programs can help prevent CSA and its consequences.

Keywords: Women, Interpersonal relationships, Trinidad, Child sexual abuse, Adult survivors

Introduction

Childhood sexual abuse (CSA) has been characterized by researchers as a preventable
violation of the evolving child (Finkelhor et al., 2014). CSA is a global crisis of epidemic
proportions with major short-term and long-term consequences (Finkelhor et al., 2014; Leventhal,
1998; Rojgaard Nielsen et al., 2018). It is also a public health problem because of the life-long
physical and mental health effects, which in turn results in an economic burden on the survivors
(Fix etal., 2021). In their international study comprising 22 countries, Pereda and associates (2009)
found that approximately 19.7% of women and 7.9% of men experienced CSA. Other studies
examining gender and CSA show that the prevalence in boys was lower (10%) when compared to
girls at 12.5% (Finkelhor et al., 2009). In contrast, Barth and associates (2013) reported an
estimated 8-17% of men and 8-31% of women experience CSA worldwide.

For the purpose of this research study, CSA is characterized as any involvement of children
under the age of 16 in sexual touching and non-touching and children under the age of 18
experiencing sexual penetration (International Center for Missing & Exploited Children Trinidad
& Tobago, 2021). Children who are sexually abused experience several types of sexual abuse
categorized as non-touch and touch. Non-touch abuse includes photographing a child in sexual
positions, exposure of genitals, voyeurism, trafficking/prostitution, and pornography. Touch
sexual abuse includes oral sex and fondling (Vaillancourt-Morel et al., 2016).

Women who are CSA survivors may experience complex effects on interpersonal
relationships alongside a wide range of further problems and vulnerabilities (Godbout et al., 2009;
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Gewirtz-Meydan & Lassri, 2022). According to Sullivan and associates (2019), an interpersonal
problem is any kind of relational difficulty that characterizes typical functioning in social settings.
These interpersonal problems include lack of trust, marital dissatisfaction, diminished
relationships, interpersonal problems in intimate and sexual relationships, problems initiating and
maintaining stable relationships, less skillful parenting, anger or hostility towards others, and
problems at school and work or with friends and family (Paridis & Boucher, 2010; Quilty et al.,
2013; Talmon & Ginzberg, 2018; Hailes et al., 2019; Zamir, 2021). Research has also shown that
CSA is also associated with long-term psychological problems such as disassociation, anxiety,
depression, sexual problems, self-mutilation, somatization, obsessions and compulsions, and post-
traumatic stress (Easton, 2019). Additionally, CSA survivors are more likely to attempt suicide,
become substance abusers, and/or experience sexual re-victimization.

When compared to non-abused men and women, adult sexual revictimization (ASA) is two
to three times more likely to occur in adults with a history of CSA (Rejgaard Nielsen et al., 2018).
Women who experience CSA are at greater risk of facing challenges due to the poor-quality
relations resulting from the abuse. Research shows that building trusting relationships decreases
the likelihood of poor relationships often associated with CSA survivors (Barker et al., 2022;
Mullen et al., 1994). Research has also been done on the effects of CSA on men. For example,
Valente (2005) conducted research on the sexual abuse of boys, and the effects were the same as
it is for women. Thus, it is important to understand the correlation between interpersonal
relationships and CSA to appropriately address the trauma and decrease the high rates of
interpersonal difficulties and other related problems, including sexual activities and attitudes.

In Trinidad, CSA is widespread. Since 1995, there has been an increase in the number of
sexual offense cases, including rape and incest. According to Rampersad (2021), reports from the
Central Statistical Office (CSO) showed that 309 cases were reported in 1995. Statistics from the
Child Protection Unit (CPU) of the Trinidad and Tobago Police showed 1,800 reports of child
sexual abuse between January 2020 and September 2021 (Rampersad, 2021). In their 2019 Annual
Report, the Children’s Authority of Trinidad and Tobago (CATT) (2022) reported that 22.6% of
the reported childhood abuse and maltreatment cases were sexual abuse cases. Since 2017, CATT
(2022) reported a decrease in the number of reported cases. The years 2017 and 2018 showed a
decrease from 26.8 to 23.1% cases respectively. Despite the decrease in reported cases during this
period, CSA remains the highest category in all of the child maltreatment cases reported in
Trinidad by CATT. During 2018 and 2019, women were 10-57% more likely to be sexually abused
than men. Though CATT did not break down the category of sexual abuse by geographic location,
this research study was conducted in two areas in the central part of the country.

There is evidence that abused children show emotional, behavioral, physical, and
interpersonal difficulties in adulthood (Arsenault et al., 2011; Avery et al., 2000; Bulik et al., 2001;
Fergusson et al., 2008; Jonson-Reid et al., 2012). A combined study of the Eastern Caribbean,
Trinidad and Tobago, and Barbados showed an alarming 70-80% of CSA victims were girls and
approximately 50% of the victims were abused by an individual who resided in the same home as
the child (Perrault, 2011). Sexual penetration has been identified as the most prevalent form of
CSA in Trinidad, and in most instances, the abused knows the perpetrator. Even though CSA is a
serious issue, it is framed as a social taboo, resulting in many CSA survivors showing an
unwillingness to report such occurrences (Sharma & Gupta, 2004; Baboolal et al., 2007). This
could also be due to the deep-seated cultural sanctions that are associated with CSA. There are
occurrences where there is the risk of further abuse and violence when the child speaks out. Jones
& Trotman Jemmott (2009) characterized several other interlocking aspects, such as poverty, the
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socio-economic dependency of women on men, patriarchal values that protect the status and
privilege of men above that of the child, the disesmpowerment of children, and implicit social
sanctioning, especially when the perpetrator is in a position of power.

Object relations theory and psychoanalytic theory maintain that trauma from CSA could
develop into a variety of problems in adult relationships. The long-term consequences of trauma
are identified in both theories. Aligned with the insight of post-structuralist theorist Foucault, this
research views CSA as a manifestation of power, which is asserted as a practice instead of a
possession (Foucault, 1991). This study used a cross-sectional approach because it allowed for the
comparison between participants without a history of CSA and those with a history of CSA.

Purpose of the Study

This study explores CSA and its long-term impact on interpersonal relationships. Despite
studies contributing to the understanding of the negative life-long impact of CSA in adulthood,
research in Trinidad has not previously been conducted on this issue. Only two known studies have
been identified in the country, conducted by Rollocks (2006), who assessed depression and post-
traumatic stress among boys who were physically and sexually abused while in residential care,
and Baboolal and associates (2007), who investigated CSA among women and men patients in an
outpatient psychiatric clinic.

As the research noted above shows, CSA victims are more likely to experience a lifetime
of poor adult relationships and interpersonal problems. Moreover, a high-quality relationship
contributes to relationship satisfaction and is a key contributor to an individual’s emotional and
physical happiness (Lambert et al., 2012). Given the difficulties adult survivors of CSA may
experience by having poor-quality relationships, developing trusting relationships and positive
responsiveness in their adult relationships is key for CSA survivors to improve their happiness
(Barker et al., 2022). The current study addressed this gap by investigating the correlation of
interpersonal problems and CSA among 103 women, using self-report questionnaires.

Childhood Sexual Abuse and Feminist Perspectives

Considering the high prevalence and the harmful long-term effects experienced by many
CSA victims, it is fundamental that a precise understanding of CSA underlies prevention and
treatment policies. Given that societies are stratified, not only in terms of gender but also in terms
of class, race, sexuality, religion, geography, and ability, there are several feminist theories that
can be drawn on to increase understanding. Feminist standpoint theory, inspired by Nancy
Hartsock, provides such understanding and offers an explanation for the sexual abuse of women.
According to Hartstock (1983), men’s domination of women can be explained by
patriarchal ideology. She believed that sexism coexists with economic and class relations.
Hartstock posited that women’s lived realities differ significantly from men’s because of the
structural differences and modes of power that arise in relationships.

Poststructuralist feminism explains how the landscape of reality is constituted through the
relationships between power and knowledge. Research has shown that men are the majority of
CSA offenders. This suggests that an examination of gender can provide an explanation for such
abuse. Feminists have put forth a variety of opposing viewpoints on CSA. While there
are many differences among them, many of them share the idea that men’s predominance in our
society is the cause of CSA. For instance, according to Marxist feminist theories, gender and
class inequality are the main causes of CSA (Rennison, 2014), while radical feminist
theory concludes that patriarchy is the root cause of gender inequality and CSA (Whisnant, 2017).
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Feminist theory proposes a gender-based analysis of the patriarchal social order that
enables men to hold greater privilege and power over women in a social hierarchy (Ward, 1984).
In comparison to psychoanalytic theory’s emphasis on family systems, individual experience, and
attachment perspectives, feminist theory situates the sexual abuse of children inside the broader
cultural milieu of patriarchy. Violence against children, perpetrated by men, is a result of deeply
rooted patriarchal structures that require and thus foster vulnerability in women and entitlement in
men. When masculinity is socially constructed as synonymous with aggression and dominance,
sexual violence against women and children by men develops as a means through which power
can be exerted. Childhood sexual abuse perpetrated by women is also about power and control,
but it is outside the purview of this study.

Methods

In this research study, a quantitative, cross-sectional descriptive design was used to test the
hypothesis that there is a relationship between CSA and interpersonal problems for women
survivors of CSA. A cross-sectional design was used because it is frequently used in studies of this
nature to provide information on the prevalence of the issue being studied. The participants were
selected because there is a higher incidence of CSA among women than men.

Participants

Participants in this study included 103 women, some of whom had a history of CSA and
some of whom had no history of CSA. 45% of the participants (n=46) reported a history of CSA
whereas 55% (n=57) indicated no history of CSA. Data was collected from participants ranging in
age from 18-60 years old, with an average age of 33.97 years (SD = 12.60). About 99 % of the
participants were heterosexual and 1% were bisexual. Most of the participants were married
(44.7%), 11% indicated they were divorced or separated, 4.9% were widowed, 29.1% indicated
they were single/never married, and 10.3% reported living with someone. Of the sample, 62.1%
were Afro-Trinidadians, 19.4% were Douglas (the mixture of Indo-Indian and Afro-Trinidadian,
which is similar to being biracial), and 18.4% identified as Indo-Trinidadians. In terms of religion,
Pentecostals accounted for 19.4%, Catholics 21.4%, and Christians 44.7%. A total of 12.6% of
participants completed college, whereas others reported some college (28.2%), technical school
(2.9%,), primary (1%,), and secondary school education (55.3%).

Measures

The Early Sexual Experience Checklist (ESEC) was an instrument used in this study to
measure CSA. This instrument was developed by Miller and Johnson (1998). The Inventory of
Interpersonal Problems (ITP-64) (Horowitz et al., 1988) was used to assess interpersonal problems.
The IIP-64 is a 64-item self-report instrument that is widely used to assess an individual’s most
dysfunctional patterns of interpersonal difficulties. The instrument is divided into eight scales,
categorized as domineering/controlling, vindictive/self-centered, cold/distant, socially
inhibited/avoidant, non-assertive, overly accommodating/nurturant, self-sacrificing, and
intrusive/needy. An example of a measurable statement from the [IP-64, which uses a 5-point scale
ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (extremely), is “It’s hard for me to show affection to others.” A
demographic questionnaire, which included questions related to sex, age, educational level,
relationship status, religion, and sexual orientation, was developed for this study.
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Procedure

Participants were recruited via flyers and snowball sampling. The flyers were distributed
in the community, mainly among churches. Those who expressed interest in participating in the
study were asked to share the information with others in the community. Hard copies of the surveys
were handed out or mailed to the participants along with stamped return envelopes. All of the
participants signed informed consent forms. To ensure confidentiality, a unique ID number was
assigned to each participant. All study procedures were reviewed by the university’s institutional
board.

Results

Among the women who were subjected to CSA, many of them were between 7 and 15
years old when the abuse first occurred. In comparison, the perpetrators were aged 11-47 years. A
vast majority of CSA survivors in the subject group (31 of the 46, or 67.4%) were abused by
relatives, while a smaller percentage of the CSA survivors were abused by acquaintances or friends
(19.6%) and by strangers (8.7%). Of the CSA survivors, 8.7% reported that the perpetrator was
their brother, compared to 10.9% who experienced abuse at the hands of their fathers. 36.9% of
the victims of CSA in our study were abused by their cousins. The percentages for these types of
perpetrators is reflected in Table 1 below; percents are given of the total group (all 103 women)
and for just the CSA survivors (46).

Table 1. CSA Perpetrators

Relationship % of 103 total women | % of 46 CSA
survivors

Father 5 4.8 10.9
Brother 4 3.9 8.7
Cousin 17 16.5 36.9
Uncle 1 1.0 2.2
Stepfather 1 1.0 2.2
Stepbrother 2 1.9 4.3
Brother-in-law 1 1.0 2.2
Acquaintances/Friends | 9 8.7 19.6
Strangers 4 3.9 8.7

Extent of Childhood Sexual Abuse, Familial Perpetrators, and Age of Onset

Most of the abuse survivors (52.2% of the CSA survivors or 23.3% of the total sample of
women) experienced CSA five or more times. Those who experienced the abuse only once were
only 15.2% of the CSA survivors (6.8% of the total women). Another 34.8% of the CSA survivors
(15.5% of total women) indicated that the CSA was carried out for 1 year or more while 41.3% of
CSA survivors reported that the abuse continued for several months. Important in studies of CSA
is the age of onset of the abuse. The age of onset for CSA had a positive association with the level
of force used. This outcome shows in early onset cases of CSA where there was a consistent
increase in interpersonal problems, as the level of force also increased over time. Significantly
related to early CSA was intrafamilial abuse. Family members were more likely to be the
perpetrators of early CSA (Table 2).
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Table 2. Regression Coefficients to Test Early Childhood Sexual Experiences

Predictor AR? Adj. R? | AF B SEB | B t p
Variable

Step 1 .669 .662 97.14%*:x*

Intrafamilial 1.12 300 300 3.73 .000#**
abuse
Victim’s age 179 025 583 7.25 000%**

Step 2 .089 751 34.91 %%

Intrafamilial 597 273 .160 2.19 031%*
Abuse
Age of 130 .023 424 5.72 .000%**
victim

Level of 745 126 405 5.91 .000%**
force
Total R? 758 751
Note: *p < .05, ***p <.001.

The results revealed a correlation between the level of force and CSA. It is notable that this
finding is consistent with a prior study (Reppucci & Hauggard, 1989). Significantly related in this
study were CSA frequency and the age of onset. Prepubescent young children are at greater risk
of being sexually abused because they may not be knowledgeable of the fact that they are being
abused and will not engage in resistance. Sharon and associates (2012) found that a higher
incidence of CSA correlated with a younger age of onset. As indicated earlier, in this research,
the age of onset for participants was 7-15 years old. Feerick and Snow (2005) conducted a
research study on 313 undergraduate women, and the results showed that 9.85 years old was the
average age of onset for CSA. The findings of a study conducted in Trinidad showed that 72% of
survivors first experienced CSA between 9 and 12 years old, for controlled cases (those whose
CSA experiences were unknown to the researchers) (Baboolal et al., 2007). In the same study,
when non-controlled cases (those whose CSA history was known to the researchers) were
assessed, the age was between 4 and 8 years old. Some CSA characteristics, such as age of onset,
are viewed as probable predictors of adult functioning (Feerick & Snow, 2005).

Data collected in this research study show a direct association between intrafamilial abuse
and CSA (p <.001). The questionnaires revealed that 9% of CSA was perpetrated by strangers and
19% by acquaintances or friends. A similar conclusion was reached by Hornor (2010) who found
that the most common form of CSA was intrafamilial. It is also consistent with what has been
found in previous studies where a similar pattern of results showed that the perpetrator was known
by the victim (Hauggard & Reppucci, 1988; Finkelhor, 2009). However, contrary to findings of
Hauggard & Reppucci and Finkelhor where the brother or father were the main intrafamilial
perpetrators of abuse, the findings of the present study demonstrated that the most common
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perpetrator was a cousin. A similar conclusion was reached by DeJong (1989), whose research
findings showed that CSA committed by fathers was at a comparable rate with CSA where the
cousin was the perpetrator. Others have shown that CSA by siblings is the most prevalent form of
intrafamilial abuse (Seto et al., 2015). In contrast, Baboolal and associates (2007) found that the
most prevalent perpetrator of CSA was a family friend. However, it can be speculated that the
potential differences in these findings could be attributed to the small sample size in each study
and the range of demographic areas in which their research was conducted.

Interpersonal Problems

The present findings confirm that CSA has a strong direct effect on interpersonal problems.
A t-test was conducted to explore whether there was a difference between women who did not
report CSA and those who reported CSA in relation to interpersonal problems. In those who
reported no history (M = 63.56, SD = 35.51), #(101) = 5.82, p < .001), two-tails reported
significantly fewer interpersonal problems than those who identified as CSA victims (M = 109.02,
SD = 43.74). The purpose of a two-tailed hypothesis test is to determine if the sample mean is
significantly higher or lower than the population mean.

Descriptive statistics were computed for interpersonal relationships. The findings reveal
that the “cold” scale received the highest scores (M = 12.13, SD = 7.60) among participants,
followed by “exploitable” (M = 11.75, SD = 6.37). “Overly nurturant” was next (M = 11.53, SD
= 6.41), followed by “non-assertive” (M = 11.52, SD = 7.65), “avoidant” (M = 10.27, SD =7.21),
“vindictive” (M = 9.45, SD = 6.80), “domineering” (M = 9.02, SD = 6.37), and “intrusive” (M
=8.19, SD = 6.00). In their clinical interpretations of the eight scales, Wongpakaran and associates
(2012) suggested that individuals who obtain high scores on the cold scale tend to find it difficult
to maintain and make long-term commitments and show little affection or attention to others.
These individuals exhibit social anxiety, embarrassment, and shyness in social settings. Those who
are exploitable may be at risk of being abused by others. They tend to be extremely agreeable and
are inclined to sacrifice their interest for other people, often being generous, friendly, and helpful.
Many of those within the exploitable group struggle to be assertive. Overly nurturing individuals
are often people-pleasers who generally are very helpful to the extent that they prefer to do things
collectively and smother others. Non-assertive individuals are self-doubting and show a severe
deficiency in self-esteem and self-confidence.

In line with the findings of Meiselman (1978), in this study, there is a significant correlation
(p=.380,¢t=3.40, p=.001) between the age of the first onset of CSA and interpersonal problems.
These findings are consistent with an earlier study (Hailes et al., 2019) that reported similarly that
individuals with a history of CSA are known to be at risk for dissociative symptoms when
compared to individuals who did not experience CSA. Preliminary research suggests that women
who reported higher confirmed diagnoses of borderline personality disorder (BPD) were victims
of early onset of CSA (McLean & Gallup, 2003). There is growing evidence that a predictor for
interpersonal problems is BPD (Menon et al., 2016).

The evidence from this study suggests that the level of force is closely related to
interpersonal deficits in survivors of CSA. This result is consistent with previous research (Menen
et al., 2016) that found that adult survivors of CSA, where force was imposed during the
experience, showed a higher incidence of extreme fears of sexual relationships, sexual shame,
sexual dysfunction, and sexual avoidance. These findings also lend support to other CSA studies,
which found that when force was used by the perpetrator, CSA victims disclosed experiencing
more severe interpersonal problems (Feiring & Taska, 2005; Finkelhor, 1979; Menen, 2016). In
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adulthood, these women exhibit higher levels of interpersonal impairment. Another study
conducted by Testa and associates (2005) put forward evidence that dissociation and post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms were associated with exposure to force during early
onset CSA.

The present findings confirm there was a positive relationship between the level of force
(p <.001) and the age of onset of CSA. An ancillary analysis was performed to assess if there was
any presence of interpersonal problems in abused and non-abused women. From the results, it is
clear that a history of CSA significantly correlated with deficits in interpersonal relationships. This
study found that there was an association between the age of first experience and intrafamilial
abuse. Rates of interpersonal problems were significantly higher when the level of force was
increased. The current results converge with prior existing research (Labadie et al., 2018) which
suggests that abuse by a family member is directly associated with interpersonal problems, as
outlined in Table 3.

Table 3. Key Demographic Variables and Interpersonal Problems

Predictor Variable AR? | Ad;. AF B SEB | B t P
R2
Step 1 43 | 413 18.80**
7 %
Highest level of education 578 17.04 |.06 |.82 |.141
5 4
Intrafamilial abuse 10.7 | 10.7 | .39 |1.0 |.319
Age of victim 1 0 4 0 .049%*
1.78 | .891 | .22 | 2.0
3 0
Level of force 19.1 |4.99 |.39 |3.8 |.000%*
5 4 4 *
Step 2 45 | 425 2.93
3
Highest level of education 547 |5.09 |.06 |.78 | .435
1 4
Age of victim 892 | 1.02 | .11 | .87 |.386
Early childhood 524 |3.06 |2 1 .090
experiences 23 | 1.7
1
Level of force 16.2 | 522 | .33 | 3.1 |.002%*
Intrafamilial abuse 6 109 |5 1 .563
6.32 |0 .06
5
Total R? 45 | .425
3

Note: *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p < .001.

Women who did not experience CSA recounted fewer interpersonal problems, while more
interpersonal problems were reported by women who experienced intrafamilial abuse. This finding
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is at variance with those of Behera and associates (2020) who found interpersonal problems at
much higher rates, particularly in the realm of separation, divorce, and discontent in the
relationship, which is significantly associated with intrafamilial abuse. This is consistent with
Conger and associates (2000) and Labadie and associates (2018), who noted that when a family
member is the perpetrator of CSA, there is a likelihood for higher occurrences of difficulties in
adult couple relationships.

According to Banyard and associates (2004) and to the present study’s findings as well,
family members are more likely to be the perpetrators of CSA. Girls are more likely to be exposed
to intrafamilial abuse (Muratoglu et al., 2018). Talmon and Ginzburg (2018) reported that women
survivors of intrafamilial CSA experience more negative long-term interpersonal consequences
depending on the closeness of their relationship to the offender. In the literature, it has been
reported that victims of CSA exhibit high rates of insecure attachments (Alexander et al., 1998;
Menen, 2016). When this occurs, there is the likelihood of lower levels of intimacy. Similarly, it
impacts emotional intimacy and feelings about sex. When the victim of CSA is emotionally close
to the perpetrator, research suggests that insecure attachment occurs (Labadie et al., 2018). These
authors purported that the result is often the CSA victim’s avoidance of committed and trusting
relationships. Such avoidance can be exhibited in the CSA survivor avoiding relationships
altogether or engaging in frequent short-lived sexual encounters with little emotional intimacy
(Labadie et al., 2018).

Overall, the findings from this research study are in accordance with findings reported by
other researchers. The incidence of interpersonal problems is elevated among women who
experienced intrafamilial CSA. Banyard and associates (2004) examined intrafamilial abuse in the
context of gender and intimate relationships, and they reported that intrafamilial abuse could lead
to the woman’s use of physical force or the lack of power in relationships. Even though negative
outcomes are linked with all classes of CSA, intrafamilial CSA is linked to higher incidents of
interpersonal problems in adult couple relationships (Labadie et al., 2018). These findings are not
surprising because Banyard (1997) reported that mothers who were victims of incest were found
to display inadequacy in their parenting or other interpersonal problems.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine whether there was a relationship between CSA
and interpersonal problems in women who experienced CSA in Trinidad, as little is known about
the impact on interpersonal problems in the country. The findings showed that there were
numerous associations between sequelae of interpersonal problems and CSA. This supports the
hypothesis that there is an association between interpersonal problems and CSA in women. As
predicted, findings did show that women survivors of CSA showed increased levels of
interpersonal problems. This finding is similar to research conducted with adult survivors of CSA
(Hailes et al., 2019; Finkelhor, 1979). Similar findings of research conducted with CSA adult
survivors found that couples reported experiencing higher levels of relationship problems (Hailes
etal.,2019; Mullen et al., 1994). The significant association found between interpersonal problems
and CSA is concerning because it predicts the likelihood of relationship and marital problems and
other kinds of discord.

Results showed that interpersonal problems were common among those who experienced
CSA at an early age. Other studies discovered similar findings (Feerick & Snow, 2006; Meiselman,
1978). Similarly, McLean & Gallup (2003) found that women who reported an early onset of CSA
were also diagnosed at much higher rates for BPD, which is also directly associated with a
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reduction in relationship satisfaction. Based on the magnitude of the association between
interpersonal dissatisfaction and an early age of onset, which has also been reported to result in
higher degrees of dissociative symptoms (Hailes et al., 2019), it is important to implement
intervention strategies to reduce the prevalence of CSA and its impact on young children.

Another key finding was the direct effect of force upon later interpersonal problems. For
CSA survivors, where force was used by the perpetrator, there were notably higher levels of
interpersonal problems (Finkelhor, 1997). These women are more susceptible to experiencing
substantial difficulties in adult functioning. Given that victims of CSA who experienced force
exhibit higher levels of sexual dysfunction, excessive fears of sexual relationships, and sexual
avoidance, such outcomes may be similar for the participants in this study who experienced force,
although this research did not find such a correlation. Of additional importance is past research
that has reported an association between coercion in CSA and symptomatology of PTSD and
dissociation (Testa et al., 2005). Overall, these mental health problems have the potential for
difficulties in relationships, which could potentially lead to interpersonal problems.

Intrafamilial abuse was seen as a predictor for interpersonal problems. This is in
accordance with previous findings which confirmed this fact (Behera et al., 2020). For survivors
of CSA where intrafamilial abuse occurred, Behera and colleagues reported that factors such as
marital separation and relationship dissatisfaction were found in victims of intrafamilial CSA
(Behera et al., 2020). Studies conducted on CSA perpetrated by family members reported higher
occurrences of relationship problems with adult couples (Conger et al., 2000; Labadie et al., 2018).
Lastly, no link between race/ethnicity and CSA was determined. These findings are similar to other
literature (Mennen & Meadow, 1995) that reported no association.

This study contributes to the accumulation of data that establishes a clear connection
between interpersonal relationships, adult functioning, and CSA. If this knowledge can be
disseminated to the wider population and society, this would be an important evolution in this area
of research. Furthermore, many myths continue to surround CSA such as the misguided focus on
caution around strangers, when in fact patriarchal CSA is widespread in families. While feminists
have been influential in challenging victim blaming and powerlessness, there is still much to be
done to protect children from the harmful effects of child sexual abuse.

Limitations

While the findings of this study offer contributions to the literature, some limitations should
be noted. First, the sample did not look at a diverse community to include men victims as well as
women victims. The exclusion of men limits generalizability. Further, participants in the study live
primarily in two areas of the country, further limiting generalizability. Since the abuse happened
many years in the past, participants may have inaccurate recollections of the negative occurrences
or may inaccurately recall the traumatic experiences.

Conclusion

The negative impact of CSA is lifelong. Because it seriously impacts health, mental health,
and the overall well-being of future generations, it should be considered a public health concern.
This study provided valuable insight into the relationship that exists between CSA and
interpersonal deficits, and it is the only one to focus on these issues in Trinidad. The present
research expanded on previous research and despite the limitations, there are empirical and clinical
implications. It provides support for the hypothesis that there is a relationship between
interpersonal problems and CSA. This study demonstrates the need for attention to be placed on
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developing preventive measures to prevent the widespread occurrence of CSA and improving post-
treatment methods. Individuals, families, communities, and professionals should be educated
about the long-lasting negative effects of CSA on adult functioning and interpersonal relationships.
School-based education on the prevention of CSA could be seen as a protective approach. For
example, children could attend workshops geared toward sexual abuse prevention. These
prevention programs could focus on role-playing and simulation, where children learn to practice
self-defense and safety steps in addition to identifying body parts, boundary violations, and safe
and unsafe contact.

This social change effort could be accomplished by increasing the awareness of CSA and
its negative life-long effects through the development of educational programs. Additionally, more
stringent policies and interventions to address sexual harm before rather than after it occurs are
needed. Feminist theologians, such as Elizabeth Johnson and Margaret Farley, have postulated that
institutional reforms are needed to eradicate the structure of underlying sexism and the silencing
of women (Haker, 2023). According to Labadie and associates (2018), identifying survivors of
CSA who are at risk of experiencing interpersonal difficulties in relationships and identifying
different approaches to support them in maintaining more satisfying, stable, and meaningful
relationships would have fundamental public health and economic benefits.
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