Handling Disclosure:

Hints for Talking to Children About Sexual Abuse

Talking to children about sexual abuse is not easy.  Children are often afraid to tell an adult what has happened to them.  This may be because they have been threatened by their abuser or are afraid that they will be blamed for the abuse.  Talking about abuse is often difficult for adults.  Sometimes an adult was also abused as a child or is worried about “saying the right thing.”  The most important thing for adults to remember is to carefully listen to what the child says and remind her or him that what happened is not the child’s fault.

Children may disclose or tell you about their abuse in many different ways.  The differences in the way they share information are due to their age and developmental level, how comfortable they feel with you and the situation when they are telling you.

Children often tell about their abuse in 3 ways:

· Indirect Hints

“My brother wouldn’t let me sleep last night.”

“Mr. Jones wears funny underwear.”

“My babysitter keeps bothering me.”

            Children may talk in these terms because they don’t know the words to express what is happening to them.  They may feel too ashamed or embarrassed to talk more directly or they may have promised the abuser that they would not tell anyone.

              Gently encourage children to be more specific, within the limits of their vocabulary, but bear in mind that in order to take further action and support the child, you do not need to know exactly what form the abuse has taken.

· Disguised Disclosure

“I know someone who is being touched in a bad way.”

              Here children might be talking about a friend or sibling, but they are just as likely to be talking about themselves.  Encourage them to tell you what they know about the “other child.”  It is probable that children will eventually tell you who they are talking about.

· Disclosure with Strings Attached

               “ I have a problem, but if I tell you about it, you have to promise not to tell anyone else.”

          Most children know that some negative consequences will result if they break the secret of abuse;  often the offender used the threat of these consequences to force the child to remain silent.

           Let children know that you want to help them and that he or she did nothing wrong.  Tell the child that you may have to tell one other person to get the help that the child needs.  Remind the child that you want him or her to be safe and that you will try to help as much as you can.

When a child begins to tell you about her or his experiences, try to take the following steps:

· Find a private place to talk

· Do not panic or express shock

· Express your belief that the child is telling the truth

· Try not to talk to the child using words he or she may not understand

· Remind the child that it is not his/her fault and that s/he is not bad

· Determine the child’s immediate need for safety.  What actions can be taken to keep the child safe and prevent this from happening again?

· Let the child know that you will do your best to protect and support her/him

· Let the child know what you will do

· Report to the proper authorities

· Do not make promises that you cannot keep.  It is very important that the child trusts you

When a child tells about the abuse that they have experienced, it is important that you stay calm and have your feelings under control when you are talking to the child.  The effect that sexual abuse has on a child depends in part on your reaction.  If you become overly upset and angry, a child may think that s/he is bad and did something wrong.  When adults act in a concerned, caring, supportive and loving manner, the child feels more of a freedom to express feelings about what happened.

As a support person, you may have to put aside your feelings in order to help the person who has been hurt.  However, you probably will have your own intense reactions to this traumatic event.  If you would like to talk to someone about it, you can call your local sexual assault crisis center or the Statewide Virginia Family Violence and Sexual Assault Hotline.  1-800-838-8238
