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Child Sexual Abuse: A Guide for Parents/Guardians/Care Givers

One out of three girls and one out of five boys will be sexually assaulted before their eighteenth birthday. Both boys and girls may be victims of sexual abuse and children as young as six months have been abused. Victims of child sexual abuse perpetrators know no social or ethnic boundaries. Perpetrators are employed in every sort of occupation or profession, and are often widely respected in their communities. The overwhelming majority of them are male. They range from adolescents to older men, but most are under 50 years old. 

No one likes to think about sexual attacks on children; but if parents face the reality of the problem, they may be able to help their children escape the guilt, anxiety, and fear experienced by many boys and girls who are sexually abused.

How Can I Protect My Children From Sexual Abuse?

It is difficult to protect your children from abuse by family members and close friends, but you can be alert to many other potentially dangerous situations.

· Be aware of where your children are and what they are doing. Your mindful supervision is their best protection against sexual abuse. Of course, you won’t be with them all the time. Ask another responsible adult to watch them when you aren’t there to care for them yourself. If you can’t find adult supervision, arrange for them to walk or play in a group.

· Know who is with your children. If you are hiring a babysitter for the first time, ask for references and be sure to check them. Inquire about people who offer your son or daughter a job, particularly if it involves working in their home. Get to know your children’s friends, especially those who are a few years older than your child. 

· Teach your children to watch out for their own safety. Remind them not to accept money or favors from strangers. Warn them never to accept a ride or go anywhere with someone they don’t know. Talk about what your children can do if someone approaches them.

What Can Children Do If Someone Approaches Them?

· Tell your children to seek help immediately if an adult makes them feel uneasy or afraid. Tell them to run away and scream for help. Explain that it’s all right to attract attention and create a scene in these situations.

· Remember that many children are abused by adults they know. Tell your children that they don’t have to agree to demands for physical closeness. Assure them that it’s all right to say no—even to close friends and relatives. 

· Encourage your children to tell you or another adult immediately if anyone touches or talks to them in a way that seems strange or makes them uncomfortable.

How Can I Talk To My Children About Sexual Abuse Without Scaring Them?

You have already taught your children many safety rules – how to cross busy streets, what to do when they get hurt, and so on. Precautions relating to sexual abuse can be a natural part of your discussion of safety in generally. Set rules that are appropriate to each child’s age and development, and change them as the child grows up. You don’t have to tell very young children about sex when you discuss these rules if you don’t want to. Simply explain that some adults may try to take off children’s clothes or touch them in a way that makes them feel uncomfortable. Be sure to use words your children understand. Answer questions fully, and let your children know that they can come to you at any time to talk about anything that is puzzling or upsetting. Your calm, matter-of-fact manner will reassure your children that they can share their concerns with you in the future. 

Won’t My Child Become Suspicious And Mistrusting Of All Adults?

Children know that some adults cannot control themselves, for example they may drink too much or lose their tempers, and children know that some adults make mistakes. Your children can understand the sex offender in this context. You can help them remember molesters are the exception rather than the rule by providing opportunities to be with adults who are warm and understanding. Show your children safe ways to relate to strangers while you are there to protect them.

How Do Children React to Sexual Abuse?

Children’s reactions to sexual abuse differ with their age and personalities and with the nature of the offense. Sometimes children are not upset even by crimes, which may seem very serious to their parents. Often, children are frightened or confused by sexual abuse. 

Many children are afraid to tell anyone about the incident for fear of being blamed or punished. In other cases, children remain silent because they don’t want to ‘make trouble’ for the offender. Older children may be too embarrassed to describe the incident. These problems are especially common when the offender is someone close to the family.

Even if your child doesn’t tell you about the abuse, you may be aware that something is wrong. Changes in appetite or sleep patterns may be a clue, or your child may seem unusually withdrawn. Your child may be very upset whenever you leave or when the offender is nearby. Be sensitive to changes in your child’s behavior and try to find out what’s behind them.

If My Child is Sexually Abused, Will He/She Be All Right?

Permanent physical damage as a result of sexual assault is very rare. Your physician can discuss any injuries with you. Your child’s emotional recovery will depend, in large part, on your response to the incident.

If My Child is Sexually Abused, What Are My Rights in the Legal Process?

· You have the right to ask how things are being handled and when events will occur.  

· You have the right to see your DHHS case file.  For the protection of your child and the file, only a judge can grant an order permitting anyone, even, in cases of incest, the non-offending parent, to see the file.  Speak to your case worker to initiate this process.  

· You have the right to expect that the lives of you and your child to be kept private (except where information is needed for hearings and trial).  However the offender’s name may be released when court decisions are rendered.  

· You have the right to know when an investigation has been conducted and on what grounds, in cases of incest, DHHS recommends that your child be placed in protective custody.  

· You have the right of contact with your child in foster care during the time they are in foster care.  The child may call home to talk with members or DHHS caseworkers may arrange visits.  

Help, Hope, and Healing


