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The process of acceptance by parents of ﬁ
children with special needs who are

victims of sexual violence at an early age

Article

Wahyunnisa Aisy Agustini”), Sri Ernawati, Anniez Rachmawati Musslifah
Psychology Study Program, Sahid University Surakarta, Surakartal,2,3

ABSTRACT
Cases of sexual violence against children with special needs (CWSN) in
Indonesia continue to rise, placing parents under layered psychological
pressures that remain poorly understood. This study aims to analyze
how parents construct self-acceptance through emotional dynamics,
the reconstruction of caregiving roles, and the use of social-spiritual
support after their children experience sexual violence in early
childhood. The research employed a qualitative method with a case
study approach. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with
four parents in West Java whose children were identified as victims, and
were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring experiential
Keywords: patterns. The findings reveal three main themes: (1) initial emotional
turmoil characterized by shock, anger, fear, and intense guilt; (2)
reconstruction of caregiving meaning, including role adjustments and
. . heightened protective responses as part of restoring parental identity;
Emot1.01.1al coping and (3) psychological strengthening through social and spiritual
CAREENITE ro le support, which forms the foundation for developing self-acceptance.
Recpnstrpgtlon The results indicate that self-acceptance in this context is
Social spiritual support multidimensional and shaped by relational factors as well as cultural
values. This study offers novelty by highlighting the unique
characteristics of self-acceptance among parents of CWSN who are
victims of sexual violence. Its implications provide an essential basis for
developing psychosocial interventions that are more sensitive to the
trauma experienced by CWSN families.
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Introduction

Sexual violence against children is a form of human rights violation that creates long-term physical,
psychological, and social impacts (Ali et al., 2024; Hillis et al., 2017; Walker-Descartes et al., 2021).
This phenomenon can occur to anyone, regardless of age, gender, or any specific conditions the child
may have. Reports of child sexual violence have continued to rise in recent years, raising deep concern
within society (Ferrara et al., 2019; Wessells & Kostelny, 2021; Wolf et al., 2019). Such violence is
experienced not only by typically developing children but also by children with special needs, who
may have physical, intellectual, emotional, or social limitations (Collins, 2020; Fang et al., 2022;
Njelesani, 2019). These limitations make children with special needs more vulnerable due to
difficulties in communication, understanding situations, and protecting themselves from threats.
Studies by Klebanov et al. (2023) indicate that children with special needs are two to four times more
likely to experience sexual violence compared to children without developmental barriers, making
this phenomenon an important issue that requires attention from various parties, including
academics, practitioners, and policymakers .
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When a child with special needs experiences sexual violence, the impact is felt not only by the
child but also by the parents as the primary caregivers (Fong et al., 2017; van Duin et al., 2022;
Warrington et al., 2023). This traumatic situation creates significant emotional strain, marked by
reactions such as shock, anger, fear, sadness, and disbelief, which often emerge simultaneously. Many
parents are overwhelmed by feelings of guilt for believing they have failed to protect their child, even
though the incident was entirely beyond their control. Parenting challenges that were already
demanding become even more complex when the child is also coping with traumatic experiences.
This layered emotional burden can lead to feelings of helplessness, loss of control, and doubt about
one’ s abilities as a parent. These conditions affect how parents make sense of the event, carry out
daily activities, and interact with their child during the recovery process (Anggraini et al., 2018;
Cardoso et al., 2025; Zimba et al., 2017).

In facing such circumstances, each parent has a different way of accepting and adjusting to the
reality they encounter (Borelli et al., 2019; McElvaney & Nixon, 2020; Reddy et al., 2019). Some are
able to gradually recover, understanding that the incident was beyond their control, and strive to find
ways to support their child’ s healing. However, others encounter difficulties in this process, such as
declining psychological functioning, withdrawal from social environments, or challenges in
rebuilding self-confidence. The process of self-acceptance becomes an important yet complex aspect
because it involves not only how individuals positively accept their own condition, but also how they
reinterpret their role as parents in a highly stressful situation (Kacan et al., 2023; Mansur et al., 2022;
Nawantara & Atrup, 2022).

Previous studies on parental self-acceptance have tended to focus on the child’ s disability without
positioning the traumatic experience of sexual violence as a variable that complicates this acceptance
process. Lei et al. (2025), Guo et al. (2025), and Keleynikov et al. (2023) show that parents experience
emotional cycles such as denial, guilt, and confusion when accepting the condition of a child with
special needs. However, these studies have not examined how the self-acceptance process changes
when disability intersects with sexual violence, which has the potential to create layered trauma for
both parent and child. International literature likewise tends to discuss the impact of sexual violence
on children or general parental coping strategies, rather than focusing on the dynamics of self-
acceptance in a dual-trauma situation.

This knowledge gap underscores the importance of the present study. To date, there has been no
in-depth research integrating two critical aspects simultaneously—the status of a child with special
needs and the experience of sexual violence—in exploring parents’ self-acceptance processes.
Moreover, dimensions of self-acceptance such as self-awareness, reconstruction of parenting roles,
the ability to manage guilt, and spiritual or social adaptation mechanisms have not been
comprehensively analyzed in the context of sexual violence against children with special needs. In
fact, a deeper understanding of these dimensions is essential for designing effective psychosocial
interventions for families.

The urgency of this study grows stronger given that self-acceptance serves as the primary
foundation for parents to provide stable emotional support to their children. Without a healthy self-
acceptance process, parents risk experiencing emotional exhaustion, withdrawal, and difficulties in
assisting their child’ s recovery. Therefore, academic exploration of the dynamics of self-acceptance
in the context of sexual violence against children with special needs is not only theoretically relevant
but also has significant practical implications for support services, family counseling, and child
protection efforts.

This study offers novelty by integrating two traumatic contexts that are rarely examined together:
the condition of having a child with special needs and the experience of sexual violence in early
childhood, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the parental self-acceptance process. Using a
qualitative approach grounded in parents’ direct experiences, this study presents new insights into
emotional stages, reconstruction of parenting roles, and the influence of spiritual and social factors
in shaping their psychological resilience.
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Based on the above explanation, this study aims to analyze the self-acceptance process of parents
whose children with special needs have become victims of sexual violence at an early age, by
examining emotional stages, subjective meanings, coping strategies, and the social-spiritual factors
that influence this process. The findings are expected to provide a clearer picture of how parents build
psychological resilience, how they reinterpret their parenting roles, and how they draw strength to
accompany their child’s recovery process. These findings not only enrich the literature on self-
acceptance in the context of layered trauma but also provide a stronger empirical basis for developing
psychosocial support models that are more sensitive to the needs of families of children with special
needs who are victims of sexual violence.

Methods

This study uses a qualitative approach with a case study design, chosen because it allows the
researcher to explore in depth the subjective experiences of parents facing sexual violence
experienced by a child with special needs. This approach is relevant for examining a complex
phenomenon involving emotional, social, and spiritual dynamics, enabling capture of meanings
constructed by participants within their life contexts. The case study design is used to understand
holistically the self-acceptance process in a dual-trauma situation and to identify recurring patterns
of experience across the cases studied.

Research Location

The study was conducted in two cities/regencies in West Java, namely the residential locations of the
informants and the working areas of the Regional Technical Implementation Unit for the Protection
of Women and Children (UPTD PPA) that handled the cases. The sites were selected purposively to
ensure informants had direct experience with accompaniment of sexual violence cases so that the
data obtained would be rich and relevant to the study objectives.

Informants and Sampling Technique

Informants were selected using purposive sampling with the following criteria: parents or guardians
of a child with special needs; the child is a victim of sexual violence under the age of 18; the case has
been handled by an official service agency; the parent is willing to be interviewed and is able to
verbalize their experience.

Four parents participated and were recruited via recommendations from UPTD PPA caseworkers.
The researcher made initial contact through the accompanying counselor to ensure informants’
ethics and comfort prior to the interviews.

Instruments and Data Collection Procedures

The primary instrument was a semi-structured interview guide covering the following aspects:
parents’ initial reactions, emotional dynamics, meanings constructed about the event, the self-
acceptance process, social and spiritual support and adaptation strategies.

Interviews were conducted face-to-face at locations chosen by the informants, lasted between 60
and 90 minutes, and were audio-recorded with participant consent. The researcher used open-ended
questions with flexibility to probe deeper into experiences considered important by informants. Field
notes were used to record nonverbal expressions, situational context, and the researcher’ s initial
reflections.

Data Analysis Technique

Data were analyzed using Braun & Clarke’s thematic analysis approach through six stages:
(1) Familiarization with the data by re-reading transcripts thoroughly; (2) Generating initial codes
based on units of meaning emerging from the transcripts; (3) Grouping codes into categories that
describe patterns of experience; (4) Developing main themes, such as emotional stages, self-
reflection, and external support; (5) Reviewing themes by checking consistency across data and
categories; (6) Defining and naming themes, which subsequently produced three stages of self-
acceptance.
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The analysis process was iterative to ensure depth of interpretation and alignment of themes with
participants’ actual data.

Trustworthiness

To maintain credibility and integrity, several validity strategies were employed: (1) Source
triangulation by comparing interview data, field notes, and information from caseworkers;
(2) Member checking, where the researcher confirmed summaries of findings with informants to
ensure interpretive accuracy; (3) An audit trail, i.e., systematic documentation of the analysis process
from coding to theme development; (4) Researcher reflexivity, conducted via a reflective journal to
minimize bias during interpretation.

Research Ethics

The study adhered to qualitative research ethical principles, including informed consent,
confidentiality of identities, and the informants’ right to stop the interview at any time. All names
and locations were anonymized to protect the privacy of the families and children.

Results and Discussion

Table 1. Summary of Research Findings

Main Theme Subtheme Description of Findings Supporting Quotes
Initial Emotional Emotional Parents experienced shock, “I was confused...
Turmoil chaos anger, fear, confusion, and kept crying... it felt
loss of control after learning like I failed as a
that their child was a victim parent.” (R1)
of sexual violence.
Self-blame Parents blamed themselves “I keep thinking this
(guilt) for the incident, felt wouldn’ t have
negligent, and repeatedly happened if I had
thought about how the been more careful
situation might have been earlier.” (R3)
prevented.
Efforts to Although overwhelmed by “[ must be strong; |
regulate intense emotions, parents cannot stay sad
emotions gradually tried to control because S needs me.”

Reconstruction of

Re-evaluating

themselves in order to
continue supporting their
child.

Parents reflected on the

(R2)

“Now I must be more

Parenting the parental meaning of their role, attentive; I cannot be
Meaning role including a renewed sense of  the same as before.”
responsibility to help their (R2)
child recover.
More Parenting patterns became “I keep watching over
protective more cautious, strict, and them; I cannot leave
parenting structured as a form of them alone.” (R1)
ongoing protection.
Social Some parents avoided social “I feel embarrassed
withdrawal environments due to shame, when people ask... so |
due to stigma stigma, and fear of people’s prefer being alone.”
judgment. (R4)
Social Support & Spiritual Prayer, surrendering to God, “[ believe God helps...
Spirituality coping and religious beliefs helped this is how I stay
strategies parents calm themselves and strong.” (R4)

’.?.\ vy
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Main Theme Subtheme Description of Findings Supporting Quotes
regain psychological
strength.
Support from Assistance from family, UPTD “The counselor
family and PPA counselors, helped a lot.. so |
institutions psychologists, and didn’ t feel alone.”
community members (R1)

provided emotional support
and information.
Hope for the Social and spiritual support “I believe... my child
child’ s future strengthened parents’ still has a future.”
optimism that their child still ~ (R1)
has a bright future.
Source: Processed Research Data (2025)

Table 1 shows that all parents experienced very intense emotional reactions immediately after
learning that their child had become a victim of sexual violence. The emotions that emerged were not
singular, but layered—a mixture of shock, anger, sadness, fear, and loss of self-control. This condition
reflects the psychological instability commonly found in the initial phase of a traumatic event. Self-
blame appeared as a painful form of reflection. Parents blamed themselves and felt that they had
failed to protect their child. At this stage, guilt emerged not only as a spontaneous emotion but also
became part of the internalization process of the event. In addition, efforts to regulate emotions began
to appear. Despite being overwhelmed by internal turmoil, some parents started attempting to
compose themselves in order to continue supporting their child. These findings illustrate an early
transition from emotional instability toward attempts at self-recovery, although still very limited.

In the second theme, parents’ experiences shifted from emotional reactions to a process of
reorganizing roles and responsibilities. The findings show that they began to reflect on their parenting
duties and question the effectiveness of their previous roles. A more protective style of parenting
emerged as an adaptive response. Parents increased their vigilance, tightened supervision, and
structured their child’ s activities more carefully. This reflects the need to regain a sense of control
and to ensure that similar incidents do not happen again. Another behavioral pattern revealed a
tendency to withdraw from social environments. Feelings of shame, fear of judgment, and concern
over stigma caused some parents to limit social interactions. This indicates that the impact of the
event is not only personal but also influences social relationships and the daily functioning of the
family.

The third theme illustrates how parents began to find sources of strength outside themselves.
Spirituality emerged as an important element that helped alleviate emotional pressure. Prayer, faith
in God, and the belief that they were not entirely alone provided calmness and hope. In addition to
spiritual factors, social support from family, relatives, and assisting institutions such as UPTD PPA
played a significant role in the adaptation process. This support not only provided information and
practical solutions but also offered a sense of safety and emotional reinforcement. Both forms of
support contributed to the development of optimism that the child still has a promising future. These
findings show that parents’ recovery process does not rely solely on internal strength but is also
greatly influenced by the presence of external support.

Initial Emotional Turmoil: Reactions to Layered Trauma

The findings show that all parents experienced highly intense emotional reactions upon learning that
their CWSN had become a victim of sexual violence. Reactions such as shock, anger, sadness, fear, and
confusion not only reflect a typical shock response but also mark the presence of layered trauma. The
first trauma relates to the child’ s disability, while the second arises from the sexual violence. This
explains why the emotional turmoil identified in this study was far stronger than in previous research
that focused solely on parents’ reactions to disability (Aksakal Kuc & Kelesoglu, 2020; Embang, 2024;
Fernandez-Alcantara et al., 2016; Kolemen et al., 2021).
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In addition to intense emotional reactions, the findings also illustrate the emergence of strong self-
blame. Parents felt they had failed to protect their child and considered themselves responsible for
the incident. This phenomenon can be understood as an early stage of the self-acceptance process
described by Kurniawati (2024), where individuals are confronted with painful realities before
developing an attitude of acceptance. However, in this context, self-blame is not merely an emotional
reaction but is also shaped by cultural norms surrounding familial moral responsibility, which adds
to the psychological burden.

These findings enrich the literature by showing that the self-acceptance of parents of children with
special needs who are victims of sexual violence cannot be understood linearly. The intense emotional
turmoil at the initial stage indicates the need for intensive psychological support during the early
phase of disclosure, while emphasizing that the process of self-acceptance begins at a point of deep
emotional crisis.

Reconstructing Parenting Meaning: Reorganizing Identity and Responsibility

The second findings reveals that after moving through the initial emotional stage, parents entered a
phase of role reflection and parenting reorganization. Parents began to reassess their roles as
protectors and caregivers and reconceptualized the meaning of parenting in a post-trauma context.
Changes toward more protective, strict, and structured parenting patterns indicate a strong drive to
prevent similar incidents from recurring. This aligns with previous findings on adaptation strategies
among parents of children with special needs; however, this study extends those findings by showing
that such changes are motivated not only by the developmental needs of the child but also by the
parents’ efforts to recover from the collapse of their moral identity as caregivers. Parents attempted
to rebuild their sense of competence and protective ability, which had momentarily “collapsed”
when the incident was revealed (Arif et al., 2021; Bayrak et al., 2024; Chen & Yu, 2024; Ozkan et al.,
2024; Salsabila & Adrian, 2025).

Within framework of psychological well-being (Jambekar et al., 2018), these behavioral changes
reflect elements of environmental mastery efforts to regain control over the caregiving environment
and purpose in life, where parents rediscover their purpose as companions in their child’ s recovery.
Thus, reconstructing the meaning of parenting represents an important phase in the restoration of
parental identity after trauma.

These findings contribute new insights to the literature by demonstrating that the reconstruction
of parenting roles serves as a bridge between the initial emotional crisis and the subsequent stages
of self-acceptance. It is at this point that the process of self-acceptance begins to take concrete form
through caregiving actions and daily role adjustments.

Social Support & Spirituality

The third findings shows that social support plays a crucial role in facilitating the self-acceptance
process. Support from immediate family, relatives, neighbors, caseworkers from UPTD PPA, and
psychologists helped stabilize parents’ emotional conditions. The presence of caseworkers provided
not only procedural information and legal assistance but also a sense of safety and validation for the
parents’ psychological state.

These findings align with Arslan (2018), Kavanaugh et al. (2020), and Serin (2018), who
emphasized that social support is a key determinant of self-acceptance among parents of children
with special needs. However, this study identifies a more complex form of support because it relates
to recovery from sexual trauma, in which formal institutional support becomes just as important as
support from the family. The involvement of professional caseworkers also provides a space for
parents to understand that their experiences are not personal failings but situations that must be
addressed systemically. This helps reduce the guilt experienced in the early stage and accelerates
psychological recovery.

Furthermore, spirituality emerges as a key element in the self-acceptance process. The findings
show that parents used prayer, surrender to God, and religious beliefs as primary mechanisms to
relieve emotional distress. Spirituality functions not only as a coping strategy but also as a source of
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meaning that helps parents reinterpret traumatic experiences and find renewed strength to continue
caregiving.

The role of spirituality reinforces view Karaca & Konuk Sener (2021) and Pandya (2017) that
developing positive meaning from experiences is a vital part of self-acceptance. In Indonesia’s
religious and cultural context, spirituality serves as a psychological foundation that accelerates
identity reconstruction and provides a sense of calm and hope for the child’ s future. This study makes
an important contribution by demonstrating that self-acceptance is not only psychological and social
but also deeply spiritual. This expands theoretical understanding of self-acceptance by incorporating
a strong religious dimension within the local cultural context.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that the process of self-acceptance is a gradual psychological
journey involving three essential dimensions: intense initial emotional turmoil, the reconstruction of
parenting meaning as a form of parental identity recovery, and psychological strengthening through
social and spiritual support. Together, these dimensions show that self-acceptance is not merely an
individual emotional response but a relational process shaped by layered traumatic experiences,
family dynamics, cultural values, and the surrounding support systems.

Substantively, this study highlights that self-acceptance within the context of child sexual trauma
has unique characteristics: a deeper sense of guilt, a stronger need for role reconstruction, and a
greater reliance on external support compared with parents of children with disabilities who have
not experienced sexual violence. Thus, this research makes an important contribution to
understanding the dynamics of self-acceptance in situations of layered trauma and expands
theoretical perspectives on self-acceptance, which have thus far emphasized intrapersonal aspects.

The findings also carry implications for psychosocial services and child-protection policy. First,
interventions must be multi-dimensional: in addition to individual therapy, support programs should
include family-based assistance, community interventions to reduce stigma, and culturally and
religiously sensitive approaches. Second, service institutions (such as UPTD PPA) play a crucial role
not only in legal or medical aspects but also as facilitators of emotional support and information for
families. Third, training for caseworkers should include competencies in helping parents reconstruct
their parenting roles and modules for addressing self-blame.

This study has inherent limitations, including a small sample size (n = 4) and a geographically and
culturally specific context, which reduces generalizability. The sensitivity of the topic may also
influence the depth and honesty of participants’ disclosures. Future research is recommended to
conduct comparative studies with larger samples, incorporate cultural variations and different post-
trauma time frames, and employ longitudinal methods to capture the dynamics of self-acceptance
from the initial phase through the long term.
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