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Abstract 

 

Sexual violence is a traumatic event that often has a long-term impact on physical and mental 

condition. The existing research primarily focuses on the prevalence and general impacts of sexual 

violence however, there appears to be a paucity of research investigating the specific long-term 

effects of sexual violence on women. The aim of this literature review is to described the relation 

between sexual abuse and the risk of Chronic Illness. This study employs a thematic literature review 

methodology utilizing the Onwegbuzie & Frels Seven Step model, which is particularly suitable for 

qualitative research literature reviews; however, it is sufficiently flexible to be applied to other 

research paradigms. In this study, literature was selected incorporating both qualitative and 

quantitative studies. Journal articles were identified and selected through the EBSCO and SCOPUS 

web bases. Twenty papers were then selected according to the following criteria: study conducted 

on the topic of sexual violence and its effects on chronic illness and health. Due to the thematic 

methodology employed, articles were subjected to critical appraisal, with particular emphasis on the 

study's objectives and findings. Three major themes were concluded from the study: the tendency to 

develop high-risk behaviors; the occurrence of trauma and stress; and the presence of conditions 

with somatic and physical symptoms that lead to chronic disease. The themes resulting from this 

study show a link between sexual violence and its relationship with behavioral and lifestyle changes 

that ultimately have a physical impact.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Sexual violence is described as an act that begins with verbal harassment, 

forced penetration and various forms of violence ranging from social pressure to 

intimidation using physical force, committed by an intimate partner or someone 

else (World Health Organization: Claudia Garcia-Moreno, 2012). The World 

Health Organization (WHO) in its 2000-2018 report stated that 641 million women 

aged 15 and over were physically or sexually abused by their partners and 245 

million of them happened in the last 12 months (World Health Organization, 2021). 

Data recorded by UN Women identified that by 2023 an estimated 736 million 

women in the world have been subjected to sexual violence, with sexual violence 

most common in sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia (UN Women, 2023). The 

Indonesian Ministry of Women ' s Empowerment and Child Protection stated that 

in 2024 there have been 7189 cases of sexual violence with 6292 cases occurring 

among women with the highest locations occurring in the region of East Java, West 

Java and Central Java (Kementerian Pemberdayaan Perempuan dan Perlindungan 

Anak (KPPA), 2024). 

Sexual violence disproportionately affects certain vulnerable populations, 

including women, children, and marginalized groups. Research on intimate partner 

violence (IPV) reveals varying prevalence rates of sexual abuse across different 

studies and populations. In Thailand, a study found that 15% of women had 

experienced psychological, physical, and/or sexual violence in their lifetime, with 

sexual violence being reported by 62-63% of those who experienced IPV within the 

past 12 months (Chuemchit et al., 2018). In conflict situations, females are 

systematically sexually assaulted on a large scale (Denov, 2015). Children, 

especially girls, face increased risk of sexual abuse. Global prevalence rates range 

from 8-31% for females and 3-17% for males. In India, 69% of girls are victims of 

physical, emotional, or sexual abuse (Geetha, 2021). The most vulnerable age group 

for sexual assault survivors is 11-18 years old (Prapanna et al., 2023). Marginalized 

groups face additional barriers in seeking post-assault care. These include 

immigrants, black women, and homeless youth (Lucea et al., 2024; Synovec & 

Terry, 2023).   
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Sexual violence is a traumatic event that often has a long-term impact on 

physical and mental condition. Previous research have demonstrated that 

individuals who have endured sexual violence in the past are more inclined to 

engage in high-risk activities like drug, alcohol, and smoke usage. Studies of 

victims of sexual abuse in some countries report a greater prevalence of depression 

and stress that leads to eating disorders, self-harm, anxiety and drinking habits of 

alcoholic beverages as well as opioid use (Anderson, Tsuyuki, Desoto, & 

Stockman, 2022; Bhuptani, Orchowski, Forkus, Newberger, & Weiss, 2023; Malet-

Karas, Bernard, Piet, & Bertin, 2022). This study aimed to seek understanding in 

the relation between the occurrences of chronical diseases with the trauma which 

occurs after sexual abuse. This literature review intended to clarify the intricate 

relationship between psychological trauma and physical health outcomes, 

potentially guiding the development of targeted interventions and preventive 

measures for vulnerable populations. 

METHODS 

The study employed the thematic literature review method utilizing the 

Onwegbuzie & Frels Seven Step model. Step 1, Exploring beliefs and topics: In this 

study, research into the topic was conducted through background in-depth searching 

for data on the current state of sexual violence and related research that has been 

conducted globally. Step 2, Initiating the research: In this step, journal articles were 

identified and selected through the EBSCO and SCOPUS databases using the 

keywords: sexual violence or rape or sexual trauma or sex violence AND chronic 

illness or chronic disease or chronic sickness or chronic disorder or chronical 

condition. Twenty articles were subsequently selected and critically evaluated 

based on the following criteria: the research addressed the issue of sexual violence 

and examined its relationship to or impact on health and chronic diseases. 

Step 3, Storing and organizing information: During this step, a table in Excel 

format was prepared with a category column. The categories extracted from each 

article included the title of the article, the researcher, the publication details, the 

research methodology, and the research findings. Step 4: Selecting/Deselecting 
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Information. The deselection process initially yielded 285 articles from EBSCO and 

58 articles from SCOPUS using keyword searches. Applying filters for full articles 

published between 2014-2024 in English resulted in 159 papers. Subsequently, 20 

articles were selected based on the following criteria: research conducted on issues 

of sexual violence and studies examining the relationship/impact on health and 

chronic disease. Step 5: Expanding the search. An in-depth search was conducted 

through scanning and schematizing each selected article. At this stage, no further 

in-depth search through other methods, such as researcher interviews, was feasible. 

The search expansion involved evaluating the journals referenced in the linked 

materials. Step 6: Analyzing/Synthesizing Information. The categorized data were 

subsequently analyzed. Keywords were identified from data categories, and sub-

themes and themes were generated. Step 7: Presenting the report. 

 

Figure 1. Flowchart of literature review 
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RESULTS 

Three major themes concluded from the study are: The tendency to develop high 

risk behaviors; Occurrence of trauma and stress; and the presence of conditions with 

somatic and physical symptoms that leads to chronic diseases.  

 

Table 1. Generating themes 

 

 

The tendency to develop high risk behaviors 

There are 14 out of 20 articles resulted with this theme (Aceros et al., 2023; Basile 

et al., 2016; Clark, Everson-Rose, et al., 2014; Clark, Spencer, et al., 2014; 
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Clemente-Teixeira et al., 2022; Davies et al., 2016; Kimoni et al., 2023; Mason et 

al., 2017; Pengpid & Peltzer, 2018; Santaularia et al., 2014; Tung et al., 2018; Tutty 

et al., 2021; Williams et al., 2020; Wondie et al., 2023). Subthemes that emerge 

from this theme were: Mental affected behavior which comprises of keywords such 

as feeling disconnected, nightmare and chronic isolation; High risk behaviors lead 

to chronic illness which comprises of keywords such as smoking, addictions to 

narcotics, antidepressant consumption, eating disorder and alcohol use; and life-

threatening acts which comprises of keywords such as suicide attempts and self-

harm.  

 

Occurrence of trauma and stress 

There are 15out of 20  articles resulted with this theme (Aceros et al., 2023; Basile, 

Smith, Chen, & Zwald, 2021; Basile et al., 2016; Clark, Everson-Rose, et al., 2014; 

Clark, Spencer, et al., 2014; Kimoni et al., 2023; Mason et al., 2017; Mellar et al., 

2023; Nimmo-Smith, Brugha, Kerr, McManus, & Rai, 2016; Santaularia et al., 

2014; Sommer, El-Gabalawy, & Mota, 2019; Tung et al., 2018; Tutty et al., 2021; 

Williams et al., 2020; Wondie et al., 2023). 

Subthemes that emerge from this theme were: Stress and depression which 

comprises of keywords such as Stress and depressions, anxieties and Poor mental 

health; and Trauma.  

 

The presence of conditions with somatic and physical symptoms that lead to 

chronic disease 

There are 14 out of 20 articles resulted with this theme (Aceros et al., 2023; Atwoli 

et al., 2016; Basile et al., 2016, 2021; Bonomi et al., 2018; Clark, Everson-Rose, et 

al., 2014; Clemente-Teixeira et al., 2022; Kimoni et al., 2023; Nimmo-Smith et al., 

2016; Pengpid & Peltzer, 2018; Santaularia et al., 2014; Tung et al., 2018; Tutty et 

al., 2021; Wondie et al., 2023) 

Subthemes that emerge from this theme were: Diagnosed to have Chronic Illnesses 

which comprises of keywords such as Asthma, Hepatitis C, HIV, Hypertension, 

Cancer, Anemia and Sexual Transmitted Disease; Occurrences of somatic 

symptoms which comprises of keywords such as Pain and discomfort, Chronic 
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Fatigue Syndrome, Weakness, Sleeping Disturbances, Head Aches and Sexual 

disfunction; and Chronic illness symptoms which comprises of keywords such as 

poor general health, high cholesterol and Irritable bowel syndrome.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The tendency to develop high risk behaviors 

Experiencing sexual violence can have profound and varied effects on 

individuals. This study showed that in most of the case, sexual violence seems to 

leave a profound trauma to its victim. Smoking, alcohol consumption and eating 

disorder have become distractive ways that are chosen to pressure the 

uncomfortable feelings. Emotion dysregulation such as impulse control, difficulties 

in focusing towards goal, decreasing skills in managing feelings and controlling 

emotions are shown as the expression of trauma where high risk behaviors such as 

alcohol consumptions mostly involved in the effort of controlling the emotion  

(Tripp et al., 2015). Several studies concludes that woman have more tendency of 

depressions that leads to smoking and alcohol consumption behaviors; becoming 

less social and for students respondence they become to have less motivation to 

study and start to skip classes (Bonomi et al., 2018; Clarke et al., 2023) 

Some individuals may turn to high-risk behaviors, such as substance abuse, 

self-harm, or risky sexual behaviors, as a way to cope with the trauma they've 

experienced. These behaviors might provide a temporary escape from emotional 

pain or a sense of control in situations where they feel powerless. Additionally, 

some survivors may struggle with feelings of low self-worth or a lack of trust in 

others, which can also influence their behavior. Nurses role is essential in 

addressing the findings related to the effects of sexual violence on individuals. It is 

imperative that nurses possess the requisite skills to assess and plan interventions 

that support and provide sensitive, trauma-informed care to victims of sexual 

violence, acknowledging the profound trauma experienced by survivors. Nursing 

interventions should aim to promote psychological well-being and mitigate the 

psychological sequelae in individuals who have experienced sexual violence. A 

scoping review on nurses' interventions for reducing negative effects after sexual 

violence trauma encompasses psychoeducational sessions, personal journaling, and 
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facilitated discussions regarding the traumatic events experienced (Yosep et al., 

2022). In their capacity as healthcare professionals, nurses play a pivotal role in 

providing comprehensive care to those affected by sexual assault, addressing the 

multifaceted needs of survivors. 

Occurrence of trauma and stress 

All of themes that resulted from this study are reflecting mental health 

disturbance, difficulties in living their regular life and going back to their role seems 

to be a hard thing to do. Study towards health managements after the sexual 

violence incidents of South East Asia woman in New York resulted in the facts that 

only 27.6 % had reported the assault to receive services and even lower with victim 

who have moderate to severe depression  (Lim et al., 2022).  Moreover, besides 

having hard times in getting the help they need, the 2017 Risk behavior survey to 

14.638 high school students in the USA resulted in surprisingly fact that 5,2% of 

sexual violence victims experienced the abuse twice or more in the last 12 months. 

Among them 31,5% reported to feel helpless and sad; and 17,2% attempted suicide 

(Nelon et al., 2019) 

Nurses play a crucial role in addressing the mental health disturbances and 

life difficulties faced by sexual violence survivors. Nurses frequently serve as the 

initial point of contact for survivors, providing immediate emotional support and 

ensuring survivors feel secure and validated while mitigating the risk of PTSD. 

Furthermore, many survivors do not report the assault or seek assistance, and nurses 

are obligated to educate survivors about their rights and advocate for accessible, 

culturally sensitive support systems. Nurses can collaborate with occupational 

therapists and counsellors to assist survivors in regaining their ability to perform 

daily activities and return to work or education. For those experiencing difficulties 

with reintegration, nurses can offer tailored support programs focused on resilience 

and empowerment, as these interventions have been demonstrated to increase 

positive outcomes over time for victims of sexual abuse . 
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The presence of conditions with somatic and physical symptoms that lead to 

chronic disease 

Physical and sexual abuse are few of factors that contributes to the somatic 

symptom’s syndrome. Somatic symptoms describe as physical symptom such as 

pain, shortness of breath that are become significant suffering for the person 

experienced it. A study case by Sardesai et al resulted in the fact that when a person 

experienced distress somatic symptoms for more than six months mostly have more 

frights and worry and tends to have pessimist view on their health situation 

(Sardesai et al., 2023). Sardesai also concludes that the longer of the somatic 

symptoms happen to individual, the higher risk they have on the significant health 

deterioration. This fact is also concluded in several researches on the sexual 

violence which resulted in Chronic Illness such as Asthma and Hypertension that 

occurs later in the victim’s life (Atwoli et al., 2016; Basile et al., 2021; Pengpid & 

Peltzer, 2018; Santaularia et al., 2014) .  

Pain and other somatic symptoms can significantly impact an individual's 

quality of life, prompting researchers to explore various approaches for their 

management. Several studies have investigated different methods that can be done 

by nurses to alleviate these symptoms, offering valuable insights into potential 

interventions. For instance, Counter pressure deep back massage has been shown 

to be effective in reducing pain intensity during the first stage of labour (Nusaibah 

et al., 2023). Additionally, mindfulness-based interventions have demonstrated 

promising results in decreasing pain perception and associated distress, this 

concluded from an observation on the use of thought stopping method to increase 

the level of pain on teenagers dysmenorrhoea which concluded the decreased level 

of pain to most of respondents (Hartati & Laela, 2024). These approaches are 

adaptable enough to be implemented for various types of pain and other physical 

symptoms. Moreover, exercise-based interventions, particularly tailored physical 

activity programmes, have been found to be beneficial in managing pain and 

improving overall well-being (Kjellberg Olofsson et al., 2023). These diverse 

approaches highlight the multifaceted nature of pain management and the 

importance of considering individualized treatment strategies to effectively reduce 

pain and other somatic symptoms. 
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CONCLUSION  

The themes resulting from this study show a link between sexual violence 

and its association with changes in behavior and lifestyle that ultimately have a 

physical impact. High risk behavior towards health resulted from stress and 

depression are forms of distraction from trauma and ways to seek psychological 

comfort. Due to the lack of publications on sexual violence and its relation to 

chronic illness in particular area, this study doesn’t limit the research location, and 

it became the limitation of this literature review.  

It's important to approach this topic with sensitivity and understanding, 

recognizing that each survivor's experience and response are unique. Providing 

support, resources, and access to therapy can be crucial in helping survivors heal 

and develop healthier coping mechanisms 
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