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When you are dealing with children there are no hard and fast rules. A child’s ability to understand safety rules 
and to put them into practice depends on a number of things including how old the child is, how the child has 
been educated or even how confident the child is. To help a child learn any set of rules it is important to go 
through them and explain why you want the child to remember them. There is no ‘one-size-fits’ all but here are 
a few suggestions. 
Secrets. These can be good fun, but if they make us sad or confused it’s best to check them out with mum or 
dad or someone else you trust. Mates. Take someone with you when you are going somewhere and stay 
together. Always tell your parents, guardian or someone else you trust where you are going, who you are with 
and when you will be back. Respect your body and remember it is private. No one has the right to touch you on 
your private areas (those covered by your swim suit). Tell your parents, guardian or someone else you trust if 
someone or something makes you feel uncomfortable or frightened. 
 
 
Secrets These can be good fun, but if they make us sad or confused it’s best to check them out with Mom or 
Dad or someone else you trust. 
Mates Take someone with you when you are going somewhere and stay together. 
Always tell your parents, guardian or someone else you trust where you are going, who you are with and 
when you will be back. 
Respect your body and remember it is private. No one has the right to touch you on your private areas (those 
covered by your swim suit). 
Tell your parents, guardian or someone else you trust if someone or something makes you feel uncomfortable 
or frightened. 
 

 



 

SMART rules for parents and guardians 
Child sexual abuse is something adults would rather not think about or talk about – but the best way of 
protecting children from harm is for adults to do just that! By not being afraid to talk about the issues, with each 
other and with our children, we become much better able to understand the steps we can take to keep our 
children as safe as possible. There are no hard and fast rules, but here are a few suggestions on things to think 
about and how to start these important conversations with your family and friends. Knowing where to start can 
be hard. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all' approach but these tips are a good starting point: 
Secrecy. Sexual abuse thrives in secrecy. Children find it very difficult to tell anyone that they are being abused 
by an adult or another child. Talking to and listening to your child is the best prevention. Monitor your child for 
signs that they are not happy. Be alert to the warning signs that they may be being abused. Attention. Be aware 
of who is paying attention to your children and who their friends are. Don’t ignore any unease you feel about 
people showing interest in your child. Respect your child’s wishes if they don’t want to be with someone or to 
stay somewhere. Discuss with them why they feel this way. Talk openly to your children about keeping safe; 
and if your child does confide in you, listen calmly and be re-assuring. 
 
 
Secrecy Sexual abuse thrives in secrecy. Children find it very difficult to tell anyone that they are being 
abused by an adult or another child. Talking to and listening to your child is the best prevention. 
Monitor your child for signs that they are not happy. Be alert to the warning signs that they may be being 
abused. 
Attention Be aware of who is paying attention to your children and who their friends are. Don’t ignore any 
unease you feel about people showing interest in your child. 
Respect your child’s wishes if they don’t want to be with someone or to stay somewhere. Discuss with them 
why they feel this way. 
Talk openly to your children about keeping safe. If your child does confide in you, listen calmly and be re-
assuring. 
 

 

 

 



 

When a Child Tells About Sexual Abuse 

What protective adults need to know 

Three quarters of children who are sexually abused do not tell anyone about it and many keep their secret all 
their lives. Sexual abusers are more likely to be people we know, and could well be people we care about; after 
all more than 8 out of 10 children who are sexually abused know their abuser.  They are family members or 
friends, neighbours or babysitters – many hold responsible positions in society. The closer the relationship 
between the abuser and the victim, the less likely they are to talk about it. 
Children often show us rather than tell us that something is upsetting them so being aware of the signs is vital. 
However, children may give vague hints that something is happening. Their information may not be clear and 
they may not have the words to explain what is happening to them. The way adults respond to this is vital to 
ensuring the child’s safety. 
 
Respond with care and urgency 
If you think a child is trying to tell you about a sexually abusive situation, respond promptly and with care. The 
police and children's social services have joint working arrangements for responding to suspected child sexual 
abuse. They are experienced in this work and will deal sensitively with the child and family. 
 
Believe the child 
If a child trusts you enough to tell you about abuse, you must remember that they rarely lie about such things. 
Although it may be hard to believe that someone we trust or care about is capable of sexually abusing a child, 
it's highly unlikely that a child would deliberately make false accusations about adult-like sexual behaviours. 
The pressures on the child to keep silent are enormous. It takes tremendous courage to talk about abuse. A 
child's claim that sexual abuse did not happen (when it actually did), or taking back a disclosure of abuse are 
common. Sometimes the child's account of what happened changes or evolves over time. This is a common 
pattern for disclosure and should not invalidate their story. 
 
Be supportive 
It is important that they feel supported – don’t dismiss their claims or put them off talking about it. 
 
Stay calm 
If they are talking to you about it, don’t get angry. Stay calm and steady. If you get angry the child may think 
you are going to punish them – this will play into the hands of the abuser who warned the child not to tell. 
 



Be caring 
Make sure the child knows you love them and that they have done nothing wrong – and keep telling them. The 
child will need to see that adults believe them and they are doing all they can to protect them. Make sure the 
child knows they were right to talk about it and that you are glad they came to you. 
 
Face the problem 
When the abuse is known, adults must face the problem honestly, protect the child at all costs and place 
responsibility appropriately with the abuser. 
 
Re-establish safety 
Do what is necessary to protect the child from further harm. Put into place a family safety plan. 
 
Get help 
Get help from professionals who can help guide you towards safety and healing.  
 
Do not despair 
Children can and do recover from child sexual abuse. It is incredibly difficult to hear that someone you love has 
been hurt in such a way but help to recover is available. 
 

What the child may be feeling 
Fear 
Afraid that the person who abused them will reject or harm them or those they love. Scared that no one will 
believe them. Anxious about what will happen next. Confused and conflicted Unsure about whom they can 
trust. Feels protective and/or loving toward the person who abused them. Regrets having told (may even take 
back the disclosure). 
 
Guilt and shame 
Believes they are responsible for the abuse. Feels guilt about upsetting the family by telling. Feels ashamed if 
they experienced positive physical sensations. 
 
Hope and relief 
Is relieved that the burden of secrecy has been lifted. Feels hopeful that the abuse will now stop. 
 
Sexual abuse or incest within the family 
When a child is abused by another family member, each family member is affected. Typically, the help of 
outside specialists is needed to address the emotional toll on the family and to assist the healing process of each 
individual. 
 



Contradictory feelings 
When sexual abuse takes place within families, the pain we experience can include conflicting and confusing 
emotions.  We may feel extreme anguish over what was done to the child, while still feeling love and concern 
for the family member who committed the abuse. 
 

What protective parents and caregivers may be feeling 
 
Anger 
Rage toward the person who abused for harming the child, betraying our trust, deceiving and manipulating 
us. Anger at the child for not telling sooner. 
 
Guilt 
Self-blame for not having seen what was happening in time to protect the child (even when the person 
responsible for the abuse did all that they could to keep it hidden). 
Guilt over loving or caring about the person who abused the child. 
 
Fear 
Afraid about how the abuse will impact the child. Fearful about the family's future and the consequences for the 
person who abused the child. 
 
Loneliness and loss 
Grieving for the loss of the life we had, or thought we had, before we knew about the abuse.  Feeling extreme 
sense of isolation. 
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How to support your child following a  
disclosure of sexual assault 
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When a child is sexually abused or assaulted, or after they tell about the abuse, you may see changes in their 
emotional state or behaviours. It's important to recognize that these changes usually have nothing to do with 
you personally. They're often completely normal human responses to an experience that may have caused 
considerable emotional -- and sometimes physical -- trauma. Your child may need help to sort through their 
emotions at this time.  Your daughter or son's experience may have happened very recently, or she/he may have 
chosen to share this after suffering in silence for a long time. Either way, what matters is that your child needs 
your parental love, strength and support as never before.  Whether you're parenting with a partner or 
individually, these suggestions may be of help to you:    
 
Tell your child you believe them.    
One of your child's biggest fears may be that their parent(s) won't believe their story. Through calm, accepting 
and encouraging responses, you'll demonstrate that you're prepared to take what your child tells you as the truth. 
Minimizing, denying or mistrusting their experience is damaging to them. It also may cause them to retreat into 
silence or even to recant their story. They will be much less likely to deal positively with the trauma if they 
experience disbelief from you.   
 
Tell your child that this was not their fault.    
Talk to your daughter or son without judgment or analyzing their experience. Reassure them that whatever they 
may have done at the time, it was the right choice. By always putting TOTAL responsibility on the offender, 
you help your child to reduce feelings of guilt, denial and self-blame. SEXUAL ABUSE AND ASSAULT ARE 
NEVER, EVER THE SURVIVOR'S FAULT.   
 
Ask before you touch.    
One of the most important teachings parents can give children is the message that their body is their own. They 
need to know that they don't have to give or receive touch with anyone they don't want to, including you. In 
some cases, children may not have a clear sense of their own boundaries after sexual abuse. These children 
need lots of encouragement to pay attention to their feelings about being touched, to say no when they don't 
want it and to ask when they do.  Other children may feel hypersensitive to touch after sexual abuse. These 
children also need messages about the importance of boundaries, but over time may need help to feel safe with 



loving touch. It's up to your child to decide whether hugging or holding will be comforting or stressful, so 
respond according to their words and body language. Try your best not to take their reactions personally.   
Be a rock.    
Your daughter or son needs someone solid and dependable to hang onto, both emotionally and physically. 
Provide plenty of reassurance that your feelings of love haven't changed. Tell your child that you believe in 
their ability to recover fully from the experience. Try to instill a sense of hope. If this is hard for you to do, then 
seek help for yourself and ensure your child has someone in their life they can talk to about this.   
 
Listen well.    
Encourage your child to express the confusing spectrum of emotions she or he is experiencing, with freedom to 
determine when and how she can do this. Whenever your child opens up to you, just listen. Don't interrupt or 
inject your own feelings, and don't suggest what they should be feeling. Expect both positive and negative 
emotions. If the perpetrator was someone your child knows well or they have provided affection or nurturing to 
them in the past (such as a family member, close friend, or coach/mentor), they may have mixed feelings about 
what's happened.   
 
Only share your own feelings when it's appropriate to do so.    
It may be OK to share your own feelings of grief, sadness or even anger with your child when it's clear to the 
child that the abuse was wrong. In some cases children are confused about their experience, and they may care 
deeply for the person who has abused them. It's most important that your response be respectful of the child's 
feelings and where they are in their healing.  Messages to the child that what happened to them was wrong and 
that the person who did it shouldn't have are important. Messages that you'll do everything you can to protect 
from this ever happening again are important too, but if you share too much of your own feelings, your child 
may start feeling guilty about causing you pain, or choose to protect you by holding back their own emotions. If 
this starts to happen, you can seek support for yourself (AASAS member agencies can help you).   
 
Validate the impacts of their experience.    
Sexual abuse is very hard for anyone to talk about, and even more so for a child. They may have been 
frightened or threatened into silence, or they may not have realized it was wrong, and they may have originally 
experienced it as positive affection.  It's important to realize that whatever their age was at that time, your child 
coped with their experience in the best way they could. As they move forward in their development, they may 
attempt to link that event with the effects they're coping with today, or in the future. Nobody else can measure 
exactly how the assault has affected them; your child will need to work this out on their own.   
 
Encourage your child to continue doing things they like, and encourage them to spend time with others.    
Even if your child is young, it's important for them to regain age-appropriate feelings of competence and 
control in their life. You need to resist the powerful urge to overprotect your daughter or son, and to offer 
positive support for things they choose to do.   
 



Accept that you won't be able to "fix" it.    
No matter how much you care and how hard you try, you can't remove the impact of the abuse. Some emotional 
suffering may be inevitable. Sometimes, the hardest -- but best -- thing to do may be to do nothing at all. Your 
most valuable support may simply to be a loving, understanding and eternally patient mom or dad that your 
child knows will always be there when needed.  It's also really important to know that children are resilient, that 
many children come through sexual assault or abuse extremely well. This often has to do with the positive and 
loving support they get from family and others, and it also has to do with the incredible inner strength that 
children possess. Try to stay positive, and believe that your child can heal from their experience.   
 
Know your own limits.    
You naturally want to comfort, heal and protect your child in the aftermath of a traumatic experience, but your 
own physical and emotional energy isn't limitless. If you try to give too much of yourself throughout the 
recovery process, you may find yourself resenting or withdrawing just when your child needs you most. No one 
person -- not even a parent -- can give a child all the support they need, so you should help your child to spend 
"quality time" with other people who care about them and can support their recovery.  It's important that you 
get to talk about how you are feeling as well. Choose a trusted person who can help you "download" your own 
stress and express your own feelings about what's happened. This could be a friend, support group or a 
professional counsellor.  
 
Take care of yourself, too.    
Try not to completely immerse yourself in supporting or worrying about your child. No matter how much you 
love and care about your family, you also need to consciously set aside time for your own needs. Find 
diversions that will lighten your emotional load and recharge your ability to give support. Get engrossed in your 
favourite sport or hobby, go for a walk, see a movie, read a book. If you have a spouse, partner or other children, 
spend time with them. Eventually, plan "date nights" or family outings like you would have done before. It's 
OK to have fun, and to demonstrate to your child that there is life beyond what has happened. This is positive 
role modeling for them in their recovery and growth, and it's healthy for you too.   
 
Be patient, stay positive.    
Have faith that the immediate crisis will pass. Your child's healing and recovery can't be rushed and will 
proceed at its own pace. Cherish your child, recognize the small victories, and celebrate them all. 
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Additional possible links that may provide further information that may assist 
parents, guardians, caregivers in talking with their children: 

 
v Documents with suggestions on how to talk to your child(ren) about sex and sexuality in a healthy 

way,  and in age-appropriate terms: 
http://www.sexualityandu.ca/  
⇒ http://teachers.teachingsexualhealth.ca/wp-content/uploads/TSH-Parent-Package-0-7-2013.pdf 
⇒ http://teachers.teachingsexualhealth.ca/wp-content/uploads/TSH-Parent-Package-7-12-2013.pdf 
⇒ http://teachers.teachingsexualhealth.ca/downloads/TSH-Parent-Package-13over-2013.pdf 
⇒ http://teachers.teachingsexualhealth.ca/downloads/Sexual-and-Development-Disablity-Guide-2013.pdf 
⇒ http://library.catie.ca/pdf/ATI-20000s/26289_B_ENG.pdf 

 
v Documents that: 

o Discuss common signs and symptoms of sexual abuse. 
o Discuss Internet safety. 
o Describes what to do when child abuse is suspected. 

http://littlewarriors.ca 
⇒ http://littlewarriors.ca/info/signs-symptoms/  
⇒ http://littlewarriors.ca/info/internet-safety/  
⇒ http://littlewarriors.ca/help/disclosing-reporting/ 
 

v Documents that: 
o Help parents, guardians, caregivers teach your child a strategy to help protect them from abuse. 

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/  
⇒ http://www.nspcc.org.uk/help-and-advice/for-parents/keeping-your-child-safe/the-underwear-rule/the-

underwear-rule_wda97016.html  
 

v Documents that: 
o Address or answer common questions about Child Sexual abuse. 
o Discuss some common myths, realities, and misconceptions of Child Sexual abuse. 

http://aasas.ca/  
⇒ http://aasas.ca/index.php/main/page/faq-child-sexual-abuse-2010-11-02-07-11-57 
⇒ http://aasas.ca/index.php/main/page/myths-realities-societys-misconceptions-2010-11-02-12-11-02  

 
v Documents to assist parents, guardians, caregivers with: 

o Talking to their child(ren) if you suspect that they are being sexually abused 
o How Can I Protect My Child From Sexual Assault? 
o Safety planning. 
o Computer safety. 

http://www.aacap.org  
⇒ http://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/Home.aspx 



 


