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“Prevention Work
with your Child”

At SSAIC, our vision is to see a world without sexualized violence in it. Sexualized violence 
is an umbrella term that encompasses sexual assault, sexual harassment, and sexual abuse 
of all kinds, including child sexual abuse and grooming. Though it is not the intended victim’s 
responsibility (much less a child’s) to end child sexual abuse, we have created this resource 
to best prepare you (and subsequently, your child) to notice and avoid any attempts of sexual 
abuse before they can happen or stop them before they can proceed further. 

This guide will equip you with the tools and language to discuss sexual abuse with your child, 
as well as educate you about child sexual abuse so as to notice the early warning signs. It is 
important to note here that even in a perfect family, children are still at risk for sexual abuse, 
and it is not the fault of the parents or child if sexual abuse occurs. The more we can equip 
both ourselves and our children with skills and knowledge, the safer they will be.

WHAT IS CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE? 
Child sexual abuse refers to any sexual misconduct that is committed against a child or 
adolescent by someone in a position of power or perceived authority. This could be an adult 
or another young person.

Sexual abuse includes manipulating, threatening, or forcing a child into any sexual activity, 
which might include sexualized touching or kissing, intercourse, or sex trafficking. However, 
not all sexual abuse involves physical touch. Behaviours such as exposure, using a child in the 
making of or viewing of pornography, and grooming are also abusive.

WHAT IS GROOMING?
Grooming is a process of manipulation and trust-building that a perpetrator will use to create 
an atmosphere where they can exploit a child. Grooming is often very subtle and difficult to 
name by other adults; typically a perpetrator will seem like a loving and attentive adult in that 
child’s life. The child’s reactions to this attention are the most telling indicator as to whether 
or not they are comfortable. Grooming often takes place before the act of sexual abuse, or 
throughout the period of abusive behaviour.

It is important to note that perpetrators of child sexual abuse are often found in positions 
of trust and authority (e.g. family members, family friends, leaders of after-school activities, 
teachers) and are often very socially adept and charming; the act of grooming includes not 
only winning the trust of the child, but of their parents or caregivers as well.
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Grooming typically happens in six stages:
1.  Targeting the victim. 

The offender targets a victim by sizing up the child’s vulnerability—emotional neediness, 
isolation, and low self-confidence. Children whose families are experiencing multiple 
challenges, where parents or caregivers are unable to supervise or be fully present due to a 
number of possible circumstances may make them a more likely target.

2.  Gaining the victim’s trust. 
The offender gains trust by watching and gathering information about the child, getting to 
know his/her needs and how to fill them.  In this regard, sex offenders mix effortlessly with 
responsible and positively motivated caregivers because they generate warmth and genuine 
concern for the child. The offender may work on gaining the trust of parents or caregivers, 
and identifying their burdens/challenges in order to exploit them to gain access to the child.  
Parents are often relieved to have “help” and/or to see their child connect with a caring 
adult so they can deal with other pressing challenges or basic needs.

3.  Filling a need. 
Once the sex offender begins to fill the child’s needs, that adult may assume noticeably 
more importance in the child’s life and may become idealized. The adult could be providing 
the child with special attention that only they can give such as coaching, mentoring, or 
specialized treatments. Gifts, extra attention, time, and affection may distinguish one adult 
in particular and should raise concern and greater vigilance.  This stage can also involve 
breaking rules the child’s parents/caregivers have set (e.g. allowing the child to smoke or 
drink, buying the child items the parents won’t allow the child to have) in order to create the 
foundation for secret keeping and threats.

4.  Isolating the child. 
The grooming sex offender uses the developing special relationship with the child to 
create situations in which they are alone together. This isolation further reinforces a special 
connection and allows them to avoid oversight and scrutiny from others. Babysitting, 
tutoring, coaching and special trips all enable this type of isolation. A special relationship 
can be even more reinforced when an offender cultivates a sense in the child that they 
are loved or appreciated in a way that others, not even parents, provide. Parents may 
unwittingly feed into this through their own appreciation for the unique relationship 
between the child and the other adult.

5.  Sexualizing the relationship. 
At a stage when sufficient emotional dependence and trust have been created, the offender 
progressively sexualizes the relationship. Desensitization occurs very slowly and are often 
portrayed as innocent encounters. “Accidentally” walking in on the child or having the 
child walk in on them when one is naked or in a stage of undress, or creating situations 
(like going swimming) in which both offender and victim are less clothed or naked. There 
is usually a gradual pushing/intrusion of physical boundaries as well (e.g. games involving 
tickling, rough-housing, having the child sit on a knee or cuddle under a blanket). Touching 
progresses slowly to see what the child does and how they react; this is how the offender 
determines whether or not to keep pushing further. At that point, the adult takes advantage 
of a child’s natural curiosity, using feelings the child might think are “good” or “pleasurable” 
to make the relationship more sexual.
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6.  Maintaining control. 
Once the sexual abuse occurs, offenders commonly use the child’s affection, secrecy, blame, 
and threats (and sometimes violence) to maintain the child’s continued participation and 
silence—particularly if the child to attempts to withdraw from the relationship. Children 
in these entangled relationships confront threats from the perpetrator that no one will 
believe the child or that the child was the aggressor.  The perpetrator may try to normalize 
the acts by reassuring them that “this is what all uncles do!” As a result, the child may 
come to believe that the abuse is “normal” and ignore any unsafe feelings they may have. 
The offender may threaten to end the relationship and to end the emotional or other 
benefits they associate with the relationship. The offender may use the fact that if the child 
tells someone the offender will be harmed as a means of preventing the child from telling 
others. The child may feel that exposing the relationship will humiliate and isolate them 
from others, making them feel less worthy and even more unwanted.

BREAKING THE CYCLE
Sexual predators are extremely capable, charming, and manipulating. They are often successful 
in their attempts with multiple victims before they are caught, and while parents and 
caregivers often feel to blame for what happened, it is neither the fault of the child or the 
caregiver. Blame lies completely with the offender.

There are several ways to help empower children, leaving them less 
vulnerable to predatory behavior:

1.  From an early age, teach your child that their body is their body and it belongs to them. 
Explain that they have the right to say “no” if they don’t want to be kissed or hugged by 
someone. In a greeting situation, encourage your child to offer the person a high-five or 
a handshake (or, with people they know well they could blow them a kiss instead). Other 
adults may be offended by your family’s stance on this issue, but the best option is to 
explain your family’s reasons behind this practice. Keep in mind it is our job as parents and 
caregivers to empower our children, not worry about the approval of relatives.

2.  Help your child to create a safety network. A safety network is made up of three to five 
adults that your child trusts. These are adults your child could tell anything to and they 
would be believed. The people who have the honor of being in your child’s safety network 
should be adults who will listen to your child’s concerns, who will always believe them, 
and who are accessible. Remember, it is your child’s choice who they place in their safety 
network.

3.  Talk to your child about their early warning signs. Explain that if they feel worried or unsafe, 
their body will let them know. Their early warning signs may include feeling sick in the 
stomach, feeling shaky, their heart racing, etc. Explain to your child that if they feel any of 
their early warning signs, they must tell an adult in their safety network right away.

4.  Always call your child’s private parts by their correct names (e.g. penis, vagina vulva, breasts, 
testicles). By teaching your children the correct names, they will be better prepared to 
tell an adult in their safety network exactly what happened. Using terms like “noodle” or 
“cookie” can be confusing for children who experience abuse, and predators can use this 
misinformation to their advantage. Explain that no child, teenager or adult can touch their 
private parts, that they should never touch another person’s private parts even when asked, 
and that they should not view images of private parts.



5.  Discourage secrets. Explain that your family has “happy surprises” instead of secrets because 
happy surprises will always be told. Explain that if someone does ask them to keep a secret, 
they should tell that person that they don’t keep secrets. Reinforce that if someone does 
ask them to keep a secret that makes them feel unsafe or uncomfortable, they must tell an 
adult in their safety network straightaway.

6.  Explain that if any of these things happen, they have the right to say “no” or “stop,” and then 
they must tell an adult in their safety network right away. If that person is not available, they 
will need to tell another person in their safety network. Reinforce that your child needs to 
keep telling until they are believed, and that they are absolutely not to blame whatsoever for 
the abuse they’ve experienced (this point cannot be emphasized enough; perpetrators will 
attempt to convince the child that they are somehow to blame for what has happened, so 
it’s important to convince them that this is not true). 

EXTRA TIPS FOR THE WHOLE FAMILY:
1.  Decide on a “family word” (for example, “pickles”). So if your child is in a situation where 

they don’t feel safe saying “no” or “stop”, they can call or shout out “pickles.” This will alert 
you to the fact that they feel unsafe and need to be removed from the situation immediately.

2.  Educate yourself on the signs of child sexual abuse and the grooming process. Both 
processes are much more subtle than many parents realize. Remember, sexual predators 
groom both parents and children.

3.  Encourage your child’s school to teach about child sexual abuse and bodily autonomy! By 
scheduling their “I’m the Boss of Me” show and teaching the accompanying lesson plans, 
they are already on track.
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SIGNS OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE
For a variety of reasons, children may not always tell an adult in their safety network that they 
are being abused. Educating yourself about the warning signs of child sexual abuse will help 
you notice when something is “off” with your child, and potentially begin a conversation with 
them about their safety.

Children who have been sexually abused may act out (e.g. express feelings or sexual impulses 
that are odd, excessive, aggressive, or explicit). Although no one specific sign or behaviour 
proves that sexual abuse has occured, the following are examples of potential warning signs 
of abuse.Office: (306) 244-2294

Younger 
Children

•  Imitation of sexual acts 
with toys or other 
objects, such as stuffed 
animals

•  Behavior of a much 
younger child, like wetting 
the bed or sucking a 
thumb

•  Refusal to take off 
clothing at appropriate 
times (e.g., bathing, going 
to bed)

•  Sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs), especially 
in children who have not 
yet started puberty

Older Children & 
Youth

•  Unhealthy eating patterns 
or unusual weight gain or 
weight loss

•  Anxiety or depression

•  Changes in self-care or 
paying less attention to 
hygiene

•  Self-harming behaviors or 
suicidal thoughts

•  Alcohol or drug use

• Running away

• STIs or pregnancy

•  High-risk sexual behavior

•  Suddenly having money 

Both Children & 
Youth

•  Explicit sexual knowledge 
beyond the child’s 
developmental stage

•  Sexual fixation indicated 
by language or drawings

•  Nightmares, trouble 
sleeping, or fear of the dark

•  Sudden or extreme 
mood swings (e.g., rage, 
fear, anger, crying, or 
withdrawal)

•  References to a new, 
older friend

•  Unexplained avoidance of 
certain people, places, or 
activities

•  Pain, itching, or bleeding in 
genital areas

Again, these signs do not always indicate that your child has experienced sexual abuse. Rather, 
these behaviours may reflect an underlying issue, such as physical or emotional abuse or 
unintentional exposure to sexual content. Regardless, a trained professional who specializes 
in working with children who have been sexually abused should assess whether there is an 
underlying concern. 

As parents, educating yourself about healthy sexual development in children will also give you 
better insight into your child’s behaviours and development. By understanding what’s typical 
for their age and abilities, you can sooner notice if something seems “off” and address it with 
your child. Understanding healthy sexual development can also help calm your nerves if you 
feel your child is being “too sexual” or “inappropriate”. 
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Younger Children Older 
Children and Youth

•  Curiosity about their bodies, occasional 
masturbation in public and private

•  Consensual, playful exploration of their 
bodies with children of similar age

•  Questions about sexuality, such as 
“Where do babies come from?”

•  Lack of inhibition about nudity, particularly 
under age 5

•  Use of slang to describe body parts and 
jokes about bodily functions 

Older Children 
and Youth

•  Adherence to social norms around 
masturbation, likely occurs in private

•  Shared sexual behaviors with peers of a 
similar age may take place

•  Interest in adult bodies on TV or in the 
media

•  Understanding of pregnancy, HIV, and 
other STIs

•  Capacity to learn about intimate, long-
term, loving relationships and healthy 
versus unhealthy relationships

COMMON SEXUAL DEVELOPMENT BEHAVIOURS 
FOR CHILDREN AND YOUTH

WHAT TO DO IF YOU THINK A CHILD IS 
BEING ABUSED
If you find out or suspect that your child (or any child) has been sexually abused, it can take a 
toll on you as a parent. It’s important to find a way to manage your feelings, so you can focus 
on creating a safe environment for your child that is free from harm, judgment, and blame. It is 
imperative that if your child discloses to you, you continue to repeat the following messages 
through both your words and your actions:

• “I love you.” 

• “What happened is not your fault.”

• “I will do everything I can to keep you safe.”

See our other parent handout, “Parenting a Child that has been Sexually Abused”, for more 
information on how to support your child if they disclose abuse to you.

HELP FOR A PARENT WHO WAS SEXUALLY ABUSED

If you were (or suspect you may have been) sexually abused as a child, parenting a child 
or youth who also has been sexually abused may be particularly challenging. Reading this 
factsheet may have also brought up difficult thoughts and feelings. Resources are available for 
you, and it’s not too late to start them now. Contact SSAIC to speak with a counsellor, or 
inquire about other resources and supports available.



Office: (306) 244-2294
24-Hour Crisis Line: (306) 244-2224

Email: info@ssaic.ca
Booking: intake@ssaic.ca

Hours:
Monday - Friday, 9am - Noon & 1pm - 5pm

(closed daily from Noon - 1pm)

For more information, please contact us
or visit our website at ssaic.ca

SOURCES:
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huffpost.com/entry/help-protect-your-child-from-sexual-abuse_b_5878261be4b03e071c14fbc8?platform=hootsuite&guccounter=1

Learning & Resources Page (SSAIC website, 2020) 
https://ssaic.ca/learning-resources/

Parenting a child or youth who has been sexually abused: A guide for foster and adoptive parents (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2018)
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/f_abused.pdf

Child Sexual Abuse Information Package (“I’m the Boss of Me” program, SSAIC, 2019)


