
The Elephant in the Room: 
Sexual violence victimization 

and gender 

Christine Wekerle, Ph.D. 
@DrWekerle 

Pediatrics & Offord Centre for Child 
Studies 

McMaster University 
Editor-in-Chief, Child Abuse & 

Neglect 
wekerc@mcmaster.ca 

Lead, CIHR Research Team in Boys’ and Men’s Health 

“Understanding health risks and promoting 
resilience in male youth with sexual violence 

experience” 

#CIHRTeamSV Newsletter: http://in-
car.ca/pdfs/2017/CIHRTeamSV.pdf 

 

The Boyhood of Raleigh 
By Sir John Everett Millais 
Tate UK Museum 

mailto:wekerc@mcmaster.ca


 X

 

- Why Focus on Adolescent 
Health Outcomes? 

- “Triple Dividend” for youth 
mental health now, in 
adulthood, and potentially as 
parents (disrupt ACEs cycle) 



System never completely 

‘shuts off’

Triggers a state of arousal 

in the body – a heightened 

state of alertness and 

fearfulness for one’s safety.

Cortisol

Chronic 

adversity

Increases in stress hormones

Decreased regulation of the stress system

Cascading effect on other systems

Cellular changes in the 

brain

Changes in immune 

function

Changes in gene 

expression

The Biology of Toxic Stress 





mhGAP Assessment Tree: Child Maltreatment



Adolescent Sexual Violence WHO Guidelines 
 

• > likely to delay 
seeking 
medical care  

•  > likely to have 
used alcohol 
and other 
drugs  

•  > most do not 
disclose to 
anyone 

• American Academy of Pediatrics: Crawford-
Jakubiak,  J.E. Alderman, E.M., Leventhal, J.M., 
& COMMITTEE ON CHILD ABUSE AND 
NEGLECT, COMMITTEE ON ADOLESCENCE 
(2016). Care of the Adolescent After an Acute 
Sexual Assault. Pediatrics, 139(3), e20164243 

• WHO - Responding to Children and 
Adolescent Abuse Guidelines: 
https://gallery.mailchimp.com/16139938184
201082124b0a34/files/b4f07b6c-bc86-4938-
86c1-
e145cc860f54/HRP_Responding_to_abuse_v
7_web_version_final_interactive_Oct_17_20
17.pdf 



CYCC Network

Wisdom2Action 
#W2ATR 
March 24th, 2017 |  Ottawa, ON

Tr auma to Resil ience

W2A Trauma to Resilience Report at: http://in-
car.ca/pdfs/2017/W2A-Trauma-to-Resilience-
05182017.pdf 





 What about the boys? 
• #CIHRTeamSV Research Project  

• Follow Project on ResearchGate 

• https://www.researchgate.net/project/Unde
rstanding-health-risks-and-promoting-
resilience-in-male-youth-with-sexual-
violence-experience-CIHR-Team-Grant-TE3-
13830   

• See CIHRTeamSV Newsletter on www.in-car.ca 

• Videos – see Youtube Channel, ResilienceInYouth 

• Reference:  Wekerle, C., & Black, T. (2017). Gendered 
violence: Advancing evidence-informed research, practice and 
policy in addressing sex, gender, and child sexual abuse. Child 
Abuse & Neglect, 66. 166-170. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2017.03.010 
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Figure 2. Example of cluster distributions on a human static image (Old Woman Dozing, Nicolaes Maes, 
1656). 

Savazzi F, Massaro D, Di Dio C, Gallese V, Gilli G, et al. (2014) Exploring Responses to Art in Adolescence: A Behavioral and Eye-Tracking Study. 
PLOS ONE 9(7): e102888. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0102888 
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0102888 

- Adolescents need to integrate their 
psychological and physical changes into a 
coherent sense of self 

- Adolescents have attentional patterns that are 
impacted by emotion or evocative stimulus 

- “adolescents may show a proclivity to judge 
several aspects of their life in terms of 
pleasantness in an unmediated and pre-
reflective way” 

- Adolescent visual exploration - The face 
receives the most attention when there is 
emotional context otherwise the limbs are 
orienting for teens (more focused on actions) 

- Neglecting emotional aspects requires high 
cognitive effort 

http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0102888


Toxic Stress: Differential Impact on Genders? 

Stress Desensitization Hypothesis  

Higher threshold for stress 

Better problem-solving coping 

Stress Sensitization Hypothesis  

Lower threshold for stress  

Higher levels of avoidance coping 

Toxic Stress ->  
Higher risk for stress reactivity 
vs. responsivity 
- Adolescence is a critical 
window of risk and resilience 

Fight Flight Freeze Faint 





Areas of health & service gap: 
Child Sexual Abuse Prevention 

Do you like 
#CIHRTeamSV’s 
message of hope and 
change? 
 

Watch the Video: 
Https://www.yout
ube.com/watch?v
=klqvzGhOWU4 
 

Targeting  
• Gender & 

trauma in 
services 

• Adverse 
Childhood 
Experiences 
(ACEs) 

• Sustainable 
Development 
Goals (SDGs),  

• Non-
communicable 
Diseases 
(NDCs) 

• Resilience in 
Youth 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=klqvzGhOWU4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=klqvzGhOWU4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=klqvzGhOWU4


Family 
Peer 
School 
Community 
Therapists 
 

Mental Health/ 
Coping 
Dating/Consent 
Sexual Health 
Active Lifestyle 
Sleep Hygiene 

ACEs – CSA 
Sexual Violence 
Dating 
Violence 

ADOLESCENTS 
Adapted from:  
Center on the 
Developing Child at 
Harvard University 
(2017). Three 
Principles to Improve 
Out- comes for 
Children and 
Families. 
http://www.developi
ngchild.harvard.edu  

Three Core 
Resilience 
Strategies for 
Adolescents 





Lancet 
Commission on 
Adolescent 
Health (Patton et 
al., 2016) 



NCDs Targets for Youth: 
>Suicide/Self-Harm 
>Depression 
>Substance Abuse 
>Sexual Health (STDs) 

SDG Targets for Youth:  
>Reduce by 50% 15+ 
females’ dating/partner 
violence victimization 
>Reduce by 50% 
population prevalence of 
physical/sexual violence 
> Reduce by 50% child 
sexual violence among 
18-29 year olds 

 

Implementation Target Setting 

GENDER TRAUMA 



 
 
 

Research-Community Participatory Action Partnership 
Community Readiness to Change 

WHO mhgap Behavioural Consultants Approach 
Professionals’ Network for Continuous Quality Improvement  

e.g., MAPChiPP Open Access suite of modules 
  
 
 

Implementation Target-Setting 
 Policy  (% decrease in problem; increase in resilience) 

 Epidemiology (% sub-population prevalence) 
 Systematic reviews 

 Cost of implementing vs. cost of not implementing 
 Repeated monitoring and evaluation 

Mental Health Promotion Education (mHoPE) Package of Interventions 
Technical Assistance for Train-the-Trainer 

Whole-School Healthy Lifestyle (Resilience App) 
Peer-to-Peer Mentoring Network 

SURPS-targeted School-based 2-Session Preventure Program 
Referral to specific evidence-based treatment/Trauma-focused CBT 

Collaboration 
Engagement 
% Trained 
% Meeting Pass 
Standard 
% Participation 
in Network 

Collaboration 
Engagement 
% Youth receive 
Interventions  
% Participation 
in Peer 
Network 
% Achieve 
Targets 



4-Factor Personality Vulnerability 
Model 
- Measured by the Substance Use 

Risk Profiles Scale questionnaire 
(SURPS; Woicik et al., 2009) 

- Predicts stylistic coping problems 
 

Sensation-seeking & Impulsivity to 
seek to increase positive affect 
(hedonic)  
- Will have challenges with 

response inhibition 
 

Anxiety-Sensitivity & Hopelessness 
will seek to reduce negative affect 

 



Preventure: Personality-
targeted interventions 

•   Psychoeducational 
Component 

•Motivational 
Component 

•Behavioral 
Component 

•  Cognitive 
Component 



Summary of Findings 

• (1) Preventure with youth who are 
already drinking increases abstinence 
and reduces binge drinking (Conrod et 
al., 2006) 

• (2) Earlier age application delays 
growth of adolescent drinking and 
binge drinking (Conrod et al., 2008) 

• (3) Effects on alcohol problems durable 
at 2 yrs post-Tx (Conrod et al., 2011) 

• (4) Effects extend to mental health 
outcomes (Castellanos & Conrod, 2006) 

• (5) Prevents other substance misuse 
beyond alcohol (e.g., Mahu et al., 2015)  

Illicit drug use frequency scores in adolescents randomized 
to control or intervention conditions.  
(from Conrod et al., 2010; Archives of General Psychiatry) 



Mattering & Social 
Mattering 

Open Access at http://in-car.ca/ijcar/issues/vol4/2016/6-
IJCAR_V4_1_2016_Flett,%20et%20al,%2091-102.pdf 

N=218, Grade 5 students, 11-12 year olds  
Anshan school 
 
The General Mattering Scale (5-items; Rosenberg & 
McCullough, 1981):  
How important are you to others? 
How much do people pay attention to you? 
How interested are other in what you have to say? 
 
Girls & Boys similar on Mattering Total Score 
Mattering  - Self-Esteem (r=.37) 
Mattering – Depression (r= -.30) 
 

Depression predicted by lower 
Mattering, lower Self-Esteem 
> Mattering may be a protective 
factor for adolescent depression 



 

 X

Target #3 - Increasing Day-to-Day Resilience 

POSITIVE  
EVENTS

SELF-
REGULATION

COMPASSION MATTERING

Positive Social 
Connections

Wake/Sleep 
Routines

Social Approach 
(vs Avoidance) 
Orientation

Valued in family

Positive Mood 
Tracking

Physical Activity 
(150 min/week) 

Growth Mindset Valued in school

Social Hope/ 
Optimism

Planning for 
Trauma Triggers

Loving-Kindness 
Mindfulness

Valued in 
community

Gratefulness Ensure Physical /
Psychological 
Safety

Self-Compassion 
Self-Talk/ 
Meditation

Adolescents as a 
group are valued

Resilience 
Targets 
For Youth 



Canadian 
Associatio
n of 
Pediatric 
Health 
Care 
Centres 
(CAPHC) 
Webinar 
dSeries 



TARA Training for Awareness Resilience and Action (Blom 
et al., 2017) 

• 4 Targets: 

• (1)Increase vagal afference – promote vagal and sensory afferences through 
breathing practices and slow synchronized movement (Week 1-3); See also 
Waechter, Wekerle et al. 

• (2) increase ability to shift neural activation to reduce negative self-referential 
processing (rumination, worrying) via noticing sensory awareness and 
identifying, labeling, expressing emotional processes (Week 4-6) 

• (3) increase managing of emotions during social interactions  (recognizing 
triggers, empathic listening, compassion communication) (Week 7-9) 

• (4) Increase behavioural activation guided by intrinsic reward, using Acceptance 
and Commitment Therapy techniques (challenge experiential avoidance, 
Increase committed action, managing distress) 

 

 



Thank you for your attention! 

Questions or Comments?   
 wekerc@mcmaster.ca 

Open Access Evidence-Based Learning: 
 
TED Ed LESSONS:  
(1) Adverse childhood experiences and 
child maltreatment 
http://ed.ted.com/on/iOyQVfhd   
(2) Risk and resilience in youth 
suicidality   
http://ed.ted.com/on/6nReRcN0 
More resources: www.in-car.ca 

http://ed.ted.com/on/iOyQVfhd
http://ed.ted.com/on/6nReRcN0
http://ed.ted.com/on/6nReRcN0

