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Seeking Support: The 
Voice of Young Men 
Who Have Experienced 
Sexual Harm During 
Their Life Course

Tess Patterson1,2, Linda Hobbs1 ,  
Gareth J. Treharne1, Louise Dixon3,  
Alannah Corson Keogh1, and Melanie Beres1

Abstract
The sexual abuse and assault of boys and men is not uncommon, and seeking 
support is useful in reducing negative outcomes. However, male survivors 
are less likely than women to seek support. Gendered norms and myths 
persist with several gender-specific barriers to seeking support existing for 
men. The present study is guided by three research questions: (1) What are 
men’s support needs in relation to their experience of sexual harm? (2) What 
are men’s experiences of seeking support in relation to their experience 
of sexual harm? (3) What are the barriers that hinder men from seeking 
support? Interviews were conducted with 14 men (19–37 years old) attending 
one of two universities in New Zealand, who had experienced sexual harm. 
The interviews included a discussion of the men’s experiences of seeking 
support and were conducted as part of two broader projects. The young 
men experienced a complex and multifaceted journey in seeking support 
and described a range of informal and formal avenues that they had reached 
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out to. Three prominent needs were highlighted: (1) increased awareness of 
male survivors, (2) a need for clarity around formal support services, and (3) 
a need for a diverse range of support modalities. The men described a variety 
of barriers encountered, including individual-level barriers such as difficulties 
in recognizing their experiences as sexual harm, a reluctance to acknowledge 
a need for support, preconceived notions about what seeking help might 
be like, as well as several overarching social and contextual influences such 
as living situations, cultural norms, religious beliefs, and family dynamics. 
These findings underscore the need for a holistic approach to supporting 
male survivors that addresses gender norms and myths about male survivors, 
acknowledges the diversity among male survivors, and addresses both 
individual-level and broader systemic barriers to support seeking by young 
men who have experienced sexual harm.

Keywords
sexual abuse of men, sexual assault of men, male survivors of sexual abuse, 
sexual harm of men

Introduction

Estimated prevalence rates indicate that as many as 3% to 17% of men expe-
rience childhood sexual abuse (Barth et al., 2013), and 3.8% to 15.6% experi-
ence adult sexual assault (Peterson et al, 2011). In Aotearoa New Zealand 
(NZ), it has been reported that 12% of men have experienced one or more 
incidents of sexual harm (including any type of forced or coerced sexual 
contact, assault, harassment, or behavior that happens without consent) dur-
ing their lifetime (compared to 34% of women) (NZ Crimes and Victims 
Survey; Ministry of Justice, 2020). More specifically, prevalence rates sug-
gest that between 3.2% and 28.7% of university-aged men have experienced 
sexual harm while a student (Eisenberg et  al., 2021; Jouriles et  al., 2022; 
Luetke et  al., 2021; Patterson et  al., 2022). Within the NZ context, Beres 
et al.’s (2020) study found that 13.2% of NZ university student men reported 
experiencing sexual victimization while at university.

Like female survivors, male survivors also suffer significant negative sequela 
following harmful sexual abuse (Petersson & Plantin, 2019), with adverse out-
comes documented for both men and women in terms of mental health (Burch 
& Zepeda, 2023; Zarchev et al., 2022), physical health (Maniglio, 2009), and 
relational difficulties (Easton, 2012). Male survivors may also be at an increased 
risk, compared to female survivors, of experiencing post-traumatic stress 
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disorder (PTSD) (Burch & Zepeda, 2023; Easton, 2012), suicidal ideation or 
suicidality (Easton et al., 2013; Nicholas et al., 2022), sexuality issues (O’Leary 
et al., 2017), and maladaptive coping behaviors such as alcohol or substance 
misuse, aggression and engagement in risk-taking behaviors (Burch & Zepeda, 
2023; Easton, 2012; Rice et al., 2022).

It is well recognized that current prevalence rates likely underestimate 
actual rates of sexual harm experienced by males as many cases of sexual 
abuse or sexual violence, including those experienced as a university student, 
are never officially reported (Jouriles et al., 2022; Luetke et al., 2021).

While understanding the prevalence rates of those experiencing sexual 
harm is useful, more recently researchers and service providers have sug-
gested a shift away from a sole focus on the number of men who have experi-
enced sexual harm toward research that provides a better understanding of 
men’s experiences and support needs (Dixon et  al., 2023; Wingender & 
Olesen, 2023). Seeking support, intervention, and treatment is shown to be 
helpful in reducing the long-term negative effects of sexual harm (Oosterbaan 
et al., 2019; Rapsey et al., 2020). Delayed disclosure or non-support from oth-
ers may worsen detrimental outcomes (Burch & Zepeda, 2023). It is therefore 
important to more fully understand the barriers that hinder disclosure and sup-
port seeking for male survivors (Easton et al., 2014; Machado et al., 2016).

There is, however, a paucity of research examining the support and treat-
ment needs (Burch & Zepeda, 2023; O’Gorman et al., 2024) or support-seek-
ing behaviors for men who have experienced sexual harm, especially 
university students (Beres et  al., 2020; Carlisle & Schmitz, 2022; Dixon 
et al., 2023; Wingender & Olesen, 2023). The limited research conducted to 
date indicates that support seeking by males is less likely to occur compared 
to females. For example, a U.S. survey indicated that university students per-
ceived there were barriers that hindered men from disclosing sexual harm and 
seeking help (Allen et  al., 2015). In a study of NZ university students, 
Patterson et al. (2022) found that male students are less likely than female 
students to seek support and men who do seek support are less likely than 
women to seek it from formal services.

Research has identified some barriers that may explain these low rates of 
male help-seeking for experiences of sexual harm, including some that are 
gender-specific (Dixon et al., 2023; Lowe & Belfour, 2015; Murphy-Oikonen 
& Egan, 2022; Rapsey et al., 2020). Identified barriers include fear of nega-
tive consequences, shame, and self-blame (Burch & Zepeda, 2023; Dixon 
et al., 2022; Pijlman et al., 2023), masculine norms, difficulty understanding, 
and labeling their experiences as abusive (Artime et al., 2014; Weare et al., 
2024), and a lack of awareness about relevant support (Weare et al., 2024).
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One gender-specific barrier to seeking support for sexual harm that has 
been discussed is that of hegemonic masculinity and how a man is typically 
defined by social constructs of society and culture (Burch & Zepeda, 2023; 
Weare et al., 2024). In NZ, persistent masculine norms suggest the way in 
which boys and men are expected to think and act. This includes being self-
reliant and demonstrating strength, toughness, and power over others (Burch 
& Zepeda, 2023). Reaching out for support is often contrary to these mascu-
line norms (Andersen, 2013). As a result of societal expectations and gender 
norms that dictate what it means to be masculine, boys’ and men’s masculin-
ity can often be reinforced through shame. From a young age, boys are social-
ized to “toughen-up” and suppress emotions, vulnerability, and expressions 
of pain, as these qualities are often associated with weakness and femininity 
(Mejia, 2005). This suppression can lead to a deep sense of shame and silence 
when boys and men experience trauma or challenges, including instances of 
sexual harm (Easton et al., 2014). Often the experience of sexual harm con-
flicts with or undermines these masculine norms, values, and identities 
(Carlisle & Schmitz, 2022; Kia-Keating et al., 2005; O’Gorman et al., 2024). 
These conflicting messages may not only result in gender-specific challenges 
(e.g., higher rates of PTSD or suicide ideation compared to women) but also 
in gender-specific barriers that hinder men from seeking help or support 
(Andersen, 2013; Monk-Turner & Light, 2010).

Many male survivors fear judgment, disbelief, or ridicule if they disclose 
their experiences (Weare et al., 2024), as there is a prevailing stigma surround-
ing male victimhood. Moreover, societal expectations dictate that men should 
be strong, stoic, and able to protect themselves, making it difficult for them to 
admit vulnerability or seek help (Andersen, 2013). In addition, the powerless-
ness experienced during sexual abuse or sexual violence may be replayed dur-
ing interactions with healthcare or judicial systems (Gallo-Silver et al., 2014; 
Machado et  al., 2016). Research focused on female survivors suggests that 
many also experience secondary victimization during interactions with health-
care or judicial systems where they may encounter unresponsive interactions or 
may be required to replay their negative experiences numerous times (Campbell 
& Raja, 1999). This is likely the case also for male survivors (Jackson et al., 
2017; Thomas & Kopel, 2023), with those who sought help endorsing greater 
distrust of support providers (Pijlman et al., 2023) than non-help-seekers.

Furthermore, persistent myths surrounding male sexual harm perpetuate 
harmful misconceptions and alongside traditional masculine norms hinder 
both recognition and support for male survivors (DeJong et  al., 2020; 
Turchik & Edwards, 2012). For example, one prevalent myth suggests that 
men cannot be victims of sexual harm, as it is often perceived as a crime 
primarily affecting women (Depraetere et  al., 2020; Easton et  al., 2014; 
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Hammond et al., 2017). Similarly, male survivors often experience feelings 
of helplessness, shame, and silence because of the myth that sexual abuse 
implies weakness or emasculation (Kia-Keating et al., 2005). Another per-
sistent myth is that male survivors are automatically gay. As a result, male 
survivors may struggle with feelings of confusion and shame, fearing judg-
ment and ridicule from others (Widanaralalage et al., 2022). Additionally, 
there is a myth that male survivors are more likely to become perpetrators 
themselves, despite evidence to the contrary (Burton et  al., 2002; Kia-
Keating et  al., 2005; Salter et  al., 2003). These persistent myths not only 
invalidate the experiences of male survivors but also discourage them from 
seeking help and speaking out about their trauma, perpetuating a cycle of 
silence and suffering.

Persistent societal masculine norms and myths result in difficulty for men 
contextualizing their experience as “abusive” and reject the idea that males can 
be “victims” (Burch & Zepeda, 2023; Carlisle & Schmitz, 2023; Depraetere 
et al., 2020). Compared to women, men are less likely to self-identify as vic-
tims or recognize their experience as abusive (Andersen, 2013; Carlisle & 
Schmitz, 2022; Depraetere et al., 2020; Easton et al., 2014; Machado et al., 
2016) or that their experience was not normative (Willis et al., 2014).

Overall, past research has indicated that men who have experienced sexual 
harm may encounter a great number of barriers when reaching out for support, 
many that stem from gendered norms and persistent myths around male sexual 
harm (Rapsey et al., 2020). There is, however, a paucity of research that exam-
ines the support needs, experiences and barriers encountered when young men 
who have experienced sexual harm reach out for support (Wingender & 
Olesen, 2023). A better understanding of these needs, experiences, and barri-
ers encountered can better inform service providers and future research in 
ways to better support men who have experienced sexual harm.

The present study aims to explore the support needs and experiences of 
seeking support from a group of university student men. This study is guided 
by three research questions: (1) What are men’s support needs in relation to 
their experience of sexual harm? (2) What are men’s experiences of seeking 
support in relation to their experience of sexual harm? and (3) What are the 
barriers that hinder men from seeking support?

Method

Study Design

A qualitative approach was chosen as the most appropriate method for explor-
ing the complex dynamics inherent in sexual harm research (Gibson & 
Morgan, 2013). The University of Otago Ethics Committee (Institutional 



6	 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 00(0)

reference 19/065) and the Victoria University of Wellington’s Human Ethics 
Committee (project number 28954) gave approval for the two studies that 
were combined in this analysis.

Sample Characteristics

Participants selected for this analysis who were attending university and had 
been interviewed as part of one of two broader projects: (1) the Campus Climate 
Survey (CCS) 2019 (Beres et al., 2020), and (2) the Male Survivors of Sexual 
Violence and Abuse (MSSVA) project in Wellington and Otago (Dixon et al., 
2023). All participants had completed an in-depth semi-structured interview 
that included a discussion of their experience of sexual harm and of seeking 
support. Those who participated in the CCS had experienced sexual harm since 
enrollment at university and those who participated in the MSSVA study had 
experienced sexual harm as a child and/or as an adult. Prior to participation in 
the semi-structured interview, information was given that emphasized that par-
ticipation was entirely voluntary, and individuals provided written consent.

A total of 14 (3 from the CCS; 11 from the MSSVA study) interviews with 
young adults who identified as men and had experienced sexual harm were 
included. Interviews were with men aged between 19 and 37 years 
(Mage = 26 years; SE = 1.38), 11 of the men identified as New Zealand 
European, 2 as New Zealand Māori, and 1 as “other” ethnicity. Four men 
reported they had experienced sexual harm in childhood, six reported they 
had experienced harm during adolescence and four during adulthood (some 
experienced harm during more than one phase of their life; data not available 
for three men); two reported they had experienced one harmful sexual event, 
three reported they had experienced more than one event by the same person, 
and six reported experiencing more than one event by different people (data 
not available for three men); six men reported the person who engaged in the 
harmful behavior was male, two reported it was a female, and three reported 
experiencing harm from both a male and female (data not available for three 
men); and three men reported an intra-familiar connection with the person 
who sexually harmed them (data not available for three men).

Analytic Approach

NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software package, was used to assist with 
the identification and classification of themes. Reflexive thematic analysis 
(RTA) was employed to explore participants’ experiences. RTA is a bottom-
up thematic analysis method and thus is not used to test hypotheses but to 
understand the meaning that individuals in a particular context make from 
their experience (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Smith & Osborn, 2015). It is an 
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iterative process that involves multiple readings and immersion in the text to 
confirm that the themes and interpretations are supported by the data. The 
process of thematic analysis is not a discrete step but continues throughout 
the analysis and write-up phases. RTA acknowledges that a participant’s 
account during the interview is an attempt to make sense of their personal 
world and social experience (Larkin et al., 2006). It is also acknowledged that 
the interviewer interprets the participant’s account through the lens of their 
own attitudes and experiences (Smith & Osborn, 2015). Thematic analysis 
and identification of themes were guided by the three research questions. 
Differences were discussed by the team to formulate a consensus on themes.

Results

Question 1. What Were the Men’s Support Needs in Relation 
to Their Experience of Sexual Harm?

Throughout the interviews, the men provided insights into their support needs 
and how well their needs were met. We identified three themes that illustrate 
the men’s descriptions of their support needs: (a) increased awareness of 
sexual harm experienced by men; (b) a need for clarity around what services 
are available, what they offer, and who is welcome; and (c) a need for a range 
of modalities of support. Figure 1 provides a summary of these themes. Each 
theme is illustrated with quotes from the men.

Increased Awareness of Sexual Harm Experienced by Men.  The men talked 
about a need to have more information and knowledge about what sexual 
harm looks like for men.

“So, I would think even just seeing words or hearing a sound, that someone’s 
speaking these words, ‘This happens to men. Men get raped. Men get abused,’ 
and even just normalising that would promote or at least contribute towards 
promoting a speak up culture within men that have been affected and are 
affected by it.” [Participant 21]

They suggested that this may help them realize that they are not the only 
person that this has happened to, that they are not alone and it is ok to ask for 
help or to tell someone about their experience.

“.  .  . also the visibility thing of just realising it’s normal would have helped a 
lot as well. Just having any sort of something I can relate it to that didn’t make 
me feel so isolated .  .  . that would make it a lot easier for me to talk about it.” 
[Participant 30]
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Clarity Around Service Availability, What They Offer and Who Is Welcome.  The 
men talked about a need for services to be clear about what they offer and 
whether they are welcoming to men who have experienced sexual harm.

“Be explicit about it. If you are welcoming to male victims of sexual violence, 
say so.” [Participant 1]

“so I feel weird about groups that cater for women and other gender minorities 
because it’s pretty much they’re like for everyone except for cis guys. .  .  . and 
I don’t really feel like I fit there.” [Participant 27]

Many voiced a hesitancy to contact a service with a fear that the service 
may not cater for men who have been sexually harmed.

“if I weren’t able to ask someone questions about the structure, about the content, 
about how it goes for the session; I just don’t think I would have . . . been able to 
book a session myself . . . it’s just kind of that’s what it was for me, was being 
able to prepare myself, by knowing what to expect.” [Participant 10]

Access to a Range of Support Functionalities and Modalities.  Throughout the 
interviews, the men expressed a wide range of needs, these included needing 
support to move out of a harmful living situation, support dealing with legal 

•

•

•

Figure 1.  Support needs of men who have experienced sexual harm.
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systems, and needing someone to talk to about their experience. The men 
talked about a need for a number of support functionalities to match these 
needs, such as those that provide practical support and advocacy (e.g., help 
with moving out of a harmful living situation or dealing with legal systems), 
those that are there to listen and to hear about their experience (e.g., support 
groups and talking therapies) and those that are there to do something about 
the situation (e.g., the Police). The men also suggested that a single service 
format may not suit all and that there is a need for a range of formats that 
include talking therapies (with a psychologist/counselor), anonymous 
helplines, and support groups.

“.  .  . access to a range of modalities, I think.” [Participant 1]

“I do think I would be more inclined to go to some kind of service if there was 
maybe like an anonymous helpline, or like a call thing where I don’t have a 
face, and I don’t have a case manager or whatever. .  .  . flexible options of going 
when you feel like it and was free.” [Participant 30]

“I know somebody who went to the [name of support service for women] and 
they help organise counselling and I think they do legal fees as well and they 
can help with furniture and stuff. I feel like that would be helpful if there was a 
thing for guys.” [Participant 27]

Question 2. What Were the Men’s Experiences of Seeking 
Support in Relation to Their Experience of Sexual Harm?

Across the interviews, the men described a range of people and services that 
they had reached out to for support. This was not limited to formal support 
services; support avenues were talked about as multifaceted, including 
friends, family, formal supports such as counseling and health services, and 
legal reporting processes such as to the Police. We identified five themes that 
describe the men’s experiences of seeking support: (a) the process of decid-
ing to seek support resulted in an ongoing personal inner conflict; (b) there 
are a variety of temporal aspects to seeking support; (c) telling someone 
about their experience resulted in sense of personal relief; (d) seeking support 
provided context for their experiences; and (e) a realization that telling some-
one is just the beginning of a process. Figure 2 provides a summary of these 
themes. Each theme is illustrated with quotes from the men.

The Process of Deciding to Seek Support Resulted in an Ongoing Personal Inner 
Conflict.  Throughout the interviews, men voiced an ongoing inner conflict as 
to whether they wished to seek support or not.
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“It (seeking support) was intense, and I didn’t want to do it, but I wanted to do 
it because it was like, well if we can work out how damaged I am we can work 
out how much help I need.” [Participant 27]

While acknowledging that seeking support was helpful or useful, some of 
the men expressed a want to get through their distress on their own without 
the help of others, whereas other men suggested that they didn’t want to think 
about what had happened and that seeking support would force them to think 
about it.

“Although there was support there; I didn’t really take it. I didn’t want it. I 
pushed it away. There was a part of me that thought I could get through it by 
myself. I didn’t want anyone else’s help.” [Participant 36]

There Are a Variety of Temporal Aspects to Seeking Support.  Men reported that 
they sought support not only from a variety of sources (e.g., peers, parents, 
formal health services) but also at various time points after the harm, often 
not immediately.

“it was ongoing I think for a couple of years before I told my family and then 
we went to the police about it.” [Participant 1]

“Probably about in three or six months is where I place it, when I talked about 
it.” [Participant 10]

•

•

Figure 2.  Experiences of seeking support for sexual harm.
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The men described that support from formal avenues (e.g., counseling) 
that addressed their experiences of sexual harm often came about when they 
accessed support for other “life” issues separate from the sexual harm.

“It just came up; yeah. It wasn’t like I was there to talk about the sexual abuse. 
It was just part of my up-bringing, and it just came up. What I was initially 
there to talk about was my historical injuries that I had suffered from a car 
accident.” [Participant 35]

Telling Someone About Their Experience Resulted in a Sense of Personal 
Relief.  Several of the men expressed a sense of relief in telling someone about 
the sexual harm they had experienced. This relief was often talked about in 
the context of fear of telling someone or of the weight of having carried a 
secret for some time.

“I remember feeling quite relieved to have told someone .  .  . there was real fear 
about getting the words out, but it felt good to not be carrying this secret.” 
[Participant 1]

“It was nice for it just not to be this dark secret that I had anymore.” [Participant 6]

Seeking Support Provided Context for Their Experiences, It Labeled the Harm 
Experience.  The men reported that seeking support and telling someone about 
their experience placed the experience in context and provided the experi-
ence with a concrete label. Placing their experience in context and labeling it 
was a positive aspect of seeking support.

“it (seeking support) has helped to contextualise what happened to me. I think 
it has been good in terms of it’s very easy to become defined by a traumatic 
event or traumatic events and seeing those memories in a larger context.” 
[Participant 1]

The men expressed that talking about their experience may help shift self-
blame for the harm or help survivors define themselves in ways that are not 
solely based on the traumatic events that they have experienced.

“it was actually one of the nurses at [university healthcare service], that kind of 
said like ‘yeah you were sexually assaulted’ um which I, yeah I hadn’t thought 
of it like that before then. .  .  . it did help me stop blaming myself for what 
happened.” [Participant 4]

A Realization That Telling Someone Is Just the Beginning of a Process.  The men 
also described that seeking support or telling someone about their 
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experiences often was the beginning of a process and that the process may 
extend to other experiences beyond that directly related to the sexual harm 
event. Some of the men referred to secondary victimization where the experi-
ence of seeking support was also traumatic and induced its own long-term 
impacts. The men also talked about the disempowerment and re-traumatiza-
tion they experienced throughout legal processes.

“I wanna call it um secondary victimisation where for me that was like part of 
the response for complaining, were more traumatizing than the initial event and 
has had more lasting impacts I would say.” [Participant 26]

“I think I felt very disempowered. I did not feel that I had agency over the 
experience. It felt very impersonal, and it compounded the trauma because 
being asked to describe in excruciating detail the abuse that I had suffered in a 
courtroom.” [Participant 1]

Some described disruption to their family that was brought about by dis-
closure of their harm and by ongoing legal court processes, which for some 
included a complete breakdown of family dynamics and relationships.

“My younger sister still I don’t think has really forgiven me (emphasis on me) 
for what happened. As far as she was concerned there was nice Uncle [name] 
who she saw every day and suddenly she wasn’t allowed to see him anymore 
and everything went very strange.” [Participant 1]

In addition to describing the impact of the negative reactions to their seek-
ing of support the men also described positive reactions they received from 
seeking support.

“I find it very easy to talk to her because of those similarities in terms of our 
world view, and her, I guess empathy and compassion.” [Participant 10]

Question 3. What Are the Barriers Encountered by the Men 
That Hindered Reaching Out for Support?

Throughout each interview, the men described a wide range of barriers that 
had held them back from seeking support for their experiences of sexual harm. 
It is pertinent to recall that the men described a wide range of people and ser-
vices that they reached out to for support; similarly, they talked about a wide 
range of barriers that often related specifically to a certain type of support 
(e.g., peers, family, Police, and formal counseling). We identified six themes 
that describe the barriers to seeking support encountered by the men: (a) not 
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recognizing that their experience was sexual harm; (b) not recognizing a need 
to seek support or to reach out to formal support services; (c) having precon-
ceived ideas about what reaching out would be like; (d) a range of emotional 
responses; (e) the possibility of sexual harm having been experienced by the 
men was not considered by others; and (f) limited accessibility to services and 
cost. Additionally, we describe an overarching theme that includes a number 
of social contextual influences that the men also talked about in terms of bar-
riers to seeking support. The men talked about how these social influences 
interacted with each of the six themes. Figure 3 provides a summary of these 
themes. Each theme is illustrated with quotes from the men.

Not Recognizing That Their Experience Was Sexual Harm 
or Not Identifying as Someone Who Had Experienced Sexual 
Harm

When discussing barriers to seeking support, the men talked about not recog-
nizing that their experience was sexual harm and underplaying the experi-
ence as something that wasn’t “major” and didn’t require reporting or 
reaching out for support.

“I wasn’t sure whether what I’d experienced counted as sexual assault.” 
[Participant 11]

“Early on I didn’t really think it did happen to men so that’s probably why I 
never sought help for it, I was uncomfortable by it, but I didn’t think it was bad 
in anyway.” [Participant 6]

“.  .  . also I wasn’t even sure if it was a thing or not. I was trying to work out if 
I was just being dramatic or if it was actually not okay.” [Participant 27]

As part of this men also talked about not having the language or knowl-
edge to talk about their experiences as a barrier to seeking support.

“I think men need to know that it happens to them and it’s just as valid as for 
women. I think that’s the biggest deterrent is we just don’t know that what is 
going on is an offence and we just need to deal with it.” [Participant 6]

“just really not having the vocabulary .  .  . to be able to process this trauma.” 
[Participant 1]

“I was 14 by the time I realised that I’d been raped. I knew exactly what had gone 
on, but when I was 14 and I heard the word ‘rape’ for the first time, when someone 
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told me what it was, . . . I went years without realising what a word was because 
I was so sheltered, and even though it had been happening to me every week for 
years. So, even just in terms of language, just is important for education.” 
[Participant 21]

Not Recognizing a Need to Seek Support or to Reach Out to Formal Support Ser-
vices.  The men talked about not recognizing that they needed to seek support 
or that they felt that they already had family support or the skills to deal with 
it or could figure it out themselves and didn’t need to reach out to formal sup-
port services.

“It’s always been in me a sense that I can figure it out by myself. And I think 
that’s a large part of what has prevented me [seeking support].” [Participant 16]

Having Preconceived Ideas About What Reaching Out for Support or Support 
Services Would Be Like.  The men described preconceived ideas that they held 
about reaching out for support. They described a belief that formally report-
ing their harm would be unlikely to be taken seriously or unlikely to result in 
any further action being taken against the perpetrator so therefore was not 
something they wanted to pursue.

Figure 3.  Barriers encountered to seeking support for sexual harm.
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“There’s no evidence to begin with, so I don’t see it going further. And from 
what I’ve understood is it’s not really taken seriously even for women often, so 
the police force is quite a hyper masculine thing, so if you go reporting sexual 
assault as a man, is it going to be even taken seriously at all? Are they going to 
take the piss out of you, something like that?” [Participant 6]

They also described that a lack of understanding of the process for for-
mally reporting a sexually harmful experience held them back from report-
ing. The men also described a hesitancy to seek counseling support that was 
often based on previous negative experiences that they had had with similar 
services.

“that experience of about a year or so when I was seeing that counsellor did 
nothing for me, so I was basing every other service, mental health service, I 
was basing it thinking it’s going to be the same as that. So, I think that actually 
if that was the only reason why I didn’t actually say, ‘Well yeah, actually, I will 
see someone.’” [Participant 21]

A Range of Emotional Responses Can Be a Barrier.  Men talked about a wide 
range of emotional responses that hindered them in seeking support. The men 
talked about feelings of shame, embarrassment, and their fear of not being 
believed, of being blamed, of not being seen as masculine, and fear of pos-
sible disruption to their current life.

“Shame. Embarrassment. Definitely embarrassment. A feeling that no one 
would understand or relate.” [Participant 21]

“I think the biggest thing if I speak for myself was the fear of being scared; of 
being judged; of what people would say; of not believing you; of thinking 
you’re someone different.” [Participant 36]

“It [to tell someone] felt like a lot of pressure. It felt like too much of a cost to 
tell someone about it and the cost being that I would be blamed rather than 
actually anybody listening to me.” [Participant 21]

“Although that abuse was going on I still had a pretty good life from what I was 
having beforehand. I didn’t want to lose that. You’d lose all of this if you were 
to tell anyone so I didn’t tell anyone.” [Participant 36]

Men also talked about being hesitant to reach out for support because of 
the stigma associated with being labeled as a man who had experienced sex-
ual harm, a desire to not appear weak (in needing help or as a result of expe-
riencing sexual harm), and a need to protect their pride and mana.
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“Like I said I had a reputation. I had pride. I had all this mana all for the wrong 
reasons but I still chose to hide that; mask it and just bury it so that; if I buried 
it and masked it; hid it away from everyone; no one would know. I wouldn’t 
have to speak about it. I’ll be the big macho man.” [Participant 35]

“I just don’t want people to know even if they’re in a place to help me, and even 
if it’s my therapist. I just don’t want these sort of labels attached to me .  .  . I just 
don’t want people to know that about me really, because I don’t see it as part of 
my identity. I don’t want people to associate me with that.” [Participant 30]

“It’s like booking into see a counsellor makes me feels like I’ve failed to keep 
my own emotions in check, and I’m seeking help, because seeking help is a 
weakness” [Participant 10]

The Possibility of Sexual Harm Having Been Experienced by the Men Was Not 
Considered by Others.  Men talked about instances in their life where they 
felt that had they been directly asked about sexual harm in relation to their 
current situation and behavior (e.g., in relation to not attending school and 
drinking to excess as an adolescent) they may have talked about it 
earlier.

“.  .  . had anyone questioned why I wasn’t attending school, what was going on 
in my life here that had made me just go off the rails and never be at school, 
always be drunk, had an adult come in at that time and sat me down and tried 
to get to the bottom of what was going on, something there would have been 
great. But I was just seen as just another youth that was off the rails and 
disregarded.” [Participant 6]

“No, they didn’t [ask me]. .  .  . Maybe if they’d asked me straight, as in, ‘Are 
you actually bringing up some form of abuse from the past?’ If they’d asked me 
directly, just knowing how I’m like, I probably might have said. But they were 
just hitting all the wrong spots.” [Participant 21]

Limited Accessibility and Cost of Formal Support Services.  In relation to seeking 
support from formal support services the men talked about limited accessibil-
ity to relevant services for men and the often-prohibitive expense of access-
ing formal support services.

“also there not really being support out there for guys, there’s the Women’s 
Refuge who help people with lots of side of things, and lots of things, but there 
isn’t a Men’s Refuge.” [Participant 27]
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“The psychologists or psychiatrists are far too expensive. I would never be able 
to afford any long-term treatment there, or even short-term.” [Participant 6]

“I did benefit from counselling in high school and um they do have counsellors 
at Student Health that I’ve been offered by my GP’s a couple of times um but 
they’re actually not that easy to access.” [Participant 9]

Overarching Social Contextual Factors: Social Circumstances 
That Interacted with Each of the Identified Themes

In addition to the six themes discussed above, the men also talked about a 
number of overarching social and contextual factors that hindered them from 
seeking support. The men talked about how these overarching social and con-
textual factors influenced and interacted with each of the themes outlined 
above. The men talked about their living situation (e.g., debt and lack of 
financial freedom and feeling they had no means to leave an abusive situa-
tion), cultural influences (e.g., negative peer group influences that reinforced 
feelings of shame and weakness around sexual harm), religious influences 
(e.g., lack of acceptance of sexuality and transgender men by the church com-
munity), family and friends beliefs and acceptance of sexuality, transgender 
men and the occurrence of sexual abuse occurring within a family. The men 
also talked about how the perpetrator hindered them reaching out for support, 
this included threats from the perpetrator and the perpetrator shifting blame 
onto the men.

“The reason it took me so long to go forward to them was I was deeply in debt 
and I needed to pay off this debt before I did anything or could go anywhere.” 
[Participant 5]

“Q: At this time, did you ever think about reporting, seeking help from any sort 
of support service? A: No. I was living under her roof, she gave me alcohol and 
I just had to deal with whatever came out of that.” [Participant 6]

“I knew as well, or at least there was a part of me that knew that I was gay or at 
least interested in men, so there was that compounding of being outed and 
having that connection of other people knowing that or at least suspecting that, 
and especially being in that religious community, that could have cost me my 
family, and it did.” [Participant 21]

“I told my Nana the next day and once she called me a liar, I didn’t want to tell 
anyone ever again. I told the person that was closest to me and they called me 
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a liar so if I told someone that’s not close to me they’ll probably think the same 
so I’m not going to tell anyone.” [Participant 36]

“You got told growing up while it was happening that if you told anyone your 
life would be ruined.” [Participant 36]

“Well he [the perpetrator] made me feel like it was my fault.” [Participant 11]

Discussion

Seeking support, intervention and treatment have been demonstrated to be 
crucial in mitigating the long-term effects of sexual harm (Burch & Zepeda, 
2023; Oosterbaan et  al., 2019). Delayed disclosure and inadequate support 
may exacerbate detrimental outcomes for survivors (Burch & Zepeda, 2023). 
In the present study, the process of seeking support emerged as a complex and 
multifaceted journey for the young university men interviewed, characterized 
by ongoing personal inner conflict, temporal considerations, emotional relief 
upon disclosure, contextualization of their experiences, and recognition of the 
ongoing nature of the healing process (Manay & Collin-Vézina, 2021; 
Wingender & Olesen, 2023). Across the interviews, the men described a range 
of services and people that they had reached out to. Supports sought were 
talked about as multifaceted and included family, friends, formal support ser-
vices such as healthcare providers, and legal avenues such as the Police 
(Patterson et al., 2023; Wingender & Olesen, 2023). The men described that 
they had reached out for support at various time points during and/or after 
their sexual harm experiences, and that interaction with formal support ser-
vices often came about via presentations not directly related to their experi-
ence of sexual harm (Dixon et  al., 2023; Wingender & Olesen, 2023). 
Additionally, men reported that the act of telling someone signaled the begin-
ning of an ongoing process and some described experiencing secondary vic-
timization where the experience of seeking support was traumatic. The men 
also talked about the disempowerment and re-traumatization they experienced 
throughout the legal process (Jackson et al., 2017; Thomas & Kopel, 2023). 
The interviews conducted shed light on the diverse support needs of the young 
men who had experienced sexual harm, highlighting three prominent themes.

Firstly, there is a clear need for increased awareness of sexual harm expe-
rienced by men (Carlisle & Schmitz, 2023; Wingender & Olesen, 2023). This 
should include information about what sexual harm looks like for men 
(Carlisle & Schmitz, 2022; Patterson et al., 2022), recognition of its manifes-
tations, and assurance that others have undergone similar experiences. These 
findings underscore the importance of dispelling myths and providing 
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societal education to help men reframe their abuse experiences and realize 
they are not alone. A heightened awareness of sexual harm experienced by 
men may help encourage men to seek support for their experiences of sexual 
harm and may also better prepare those more informal support givers (such 
as friends and family) and clinical healthcare providers with the tools to sup-
port those men who have experienced sexual harm.

Secondly, the young men interviewed articulated a need for clarity around 
formal support services (such as walk-in clinics and telephone helplines), 
including what services are available, what they entail, and whether they are 
inclusive of male survivors (see also Pijlman et al., 2023). This points to the 
necessity for awareness, transparency, and outreach efforts from support 
organizations to alleviate hesitancy among men who have experienced sexual 
harm to seek assistance.

Lastly, the interviews underscored the need for a diverse range of support 
modalities to address the multifaceted needs of men who had experienced 
sexual harm, encompassing practical support, therapeutic interventions, and 
advocacy services (Patterson et al., 2023). This highlights the importance of 
tailoring support options to individual needs and preferences (Dixon et al., 
2023; Pijlman et al., 2023).

Throughout each interview, the young men talked about a variety of barri-
ers that hindered them from seeking support or help (Easton et  al., 2014; 
Machado et al., 2016; Pijlman et al., 2023; Rapsey et al., 2020; Weare et al., 
2024). These barriers included difficulties in recognizing their experiences as 
sexually harmful, a reluctance to acknowledge a need for support, precon-
ceived notions about what seeking help might be like, a range of emotional 
barriers including shame embarrassment and fear of not being believed, lack 
of consideration of previous (or history of) sexual abuse experiences, and 
limited accessibility to services.

In addition to these individual-level barriers, a number of overarching social 
and contextual influences further complicated the support-seeking process for 
these men (Easton et al., 2014; Machado et al., 2016). The young men dis-
cussed how factors such as living situations, cultural norms, religious beliefs, 
family dynamics, and perpetrator factors interacted with and exacerbated exist-
ing individual-level barriers. For instance, financial constraints and debt tied 
individuals to abusive environments, while cultural and religious influences 
reinforced feelings of shame and suppressed disclosure. Moreover, threats and 
blame-shifting tactics employed by perpetrators further deterred survivors 
from seeking assistance. Addressing these barriers may help increase the num-
ber of men seeking support for their experiences of sexual harm.

The findings of this study need to be considered in light of its limitations. 
The interviews were from a self-selected group of university students from 
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specific regions of NZ. To broaden the understanding of men’s experiences of 
seeking support the experiences of a more diverse range of men, such as non-
university men and older men, need to be included. The results reported here 
do however provide important insights that are relevant to the provision of 
sexual harm support services to men, especially those for university students, 
in NZ. This supports past research demonstrating the need for specific sexual 
violence prevention efforts for students (Graham et  al., 2021; Mushonga 
et al., 2021). We have focused on the barriers encountered by men as they 
sought support. Future studies could also examine the enablers that encour-
age men to seek support, which often mirror barriers but can also provide 
specific solutions (Dixon et al., 2023). Here we have taken an inclusive defi-
nition of “support seeking” that includes seeking informal support from ave-
nues such as friends and family, seeking clinical help such as psychological 
support from healthcare professionals, and disclosure to legal services such 
as the Police. Future research needs to tease these apart and examine the bar-
riers and enablers to support seeking from each of these formal and informal 
avenues.

The interviews with the young men in this study suggest that formal sup-
port services need to consider gender-inclusive and gender-sensitive pro-
cesses beyond services for female survivors of sexual harm such as 
accessibility, marketing, and clinical practices (Dixon et  al., 2023; Lowe, 
2018; O’Gorman et al., 2024; Wingender & Olesen, 2023). Moreover, not all 
those who have experienced sexual harm reach out to formal support services 
so there is a need to consider how to support and inform the potential support-
ers (e.g., family and friends) of those who have experienced sexual harm 
(Liddle et al., 2021; Patterson et al., 2023). In addition, these findings under-
score the need for a holistic approach to supporting male survivors of sexual 
harm (Bach et  al., 2021; Dixon et  al., 2023) that addresses gender norms, 
myths about male survivors, acknowledges the diversity among male survi-
vors and their complex lived experiences, and that addresses both individual-
level barriers and broader systemic factors, to create an environment 
conducive to support seeking for men.
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