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“Parenting a Child that has
been Sexually Abused”
As the parent or caregiver of a child that has been sexually abused, you may be feeling a
variety of strong emotions: confusion, anger, fear, guilt, and likely uncertainty on how to move
forward. It is critical to understand that this was not your fault (nor your child’s), and that
your child has the potential to recover fully and live a happy, successful life. Rest assured: most
children that are sexually abused DO NOT go on to sexually abuse others. All children who
have experienced abuse require a loving home and supportive network in order to heal, and
as their caregiver, you will play a central role in your child’s healing process.
This guide will equip you with the tools and language you will need to help your child heal
from their trauma as much as you can. It will help you understand the impacts of child sexual
abuse and grooming, validate some of your feelings, and suggest some next steps for you and
your child.

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 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.
As such, parents of victimized children are often left feeling betrayed and guilty that they didn’t
see what was happening. It’s important to remember that the blame for the abuse should be
placed on the offender, not the child or caregivers.

2

WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU LEARN THAT YOUR
CHILD HAS BEEN ABUSED
If you find out or suspect that your 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 when your child discloses to you (or you learn of the abuse in another way), 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.”

IMPACTS OF CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE
The effects of sexual abuse vary from person to person. The process of healing from sexual
abuse can take a long time, and it’s understandable to feel frustrated as a parent. Survivors of
child sexual abuse can react in a wide variety of ways. Some of these reactions could cause
you discomfort or take you by surprise.
• Being angry at you for not protecting them
• Being angry at you for removing the perpetrator from the home
• Confiding in someone who isn’t you
• Not talking about it at all
• Talking about the abuse all the time
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Several things will influence the impacts that your child may experience
after being sexually abused:
1. The relationship between the child and the offender. The closer the
relationship, the higher the risk of trauma and inability to trust others – and less likely that
they will talk about it. There is often a fear of loss of the relationship and loss of affection.
2. T
 he age that the abuse began and for how long it continued. An on-going
abusive relationship is often more damaging to a young person.
3. The type of sexual activity involved in the abuse.
Sexual acts where no physical contact occurred may be less traumatic than contact forms
of abuse. All abuse is damaging to children.
4. The degree of force used to coerce, pressure, or manipulate the child
into the act. Increased levels of violence increase the trauma.
5. H
 ow others responded to the child’s disclosure. If they weren’t believed, were
blamed for the abuse, were met with anger, or if the person they told about the abuse
didn’t respond at all, then there is increased trauma. In comparison, when a disclosure is
met with support and understanding, the risk of causing more trauma is minimized and the
child can move forward.
6. W
 hen support people are available to a victim following the disclosure.
As above, where a victim is met with support and care there will be less of a traumatic
impact. Where no supports are available, a victim often feels isolated and alone, and suffers
feelings of low self-esteem and sense of worthlessness.
The specific impacts are varied, but may include:

Children

Family

• Pain / STI’s

• Pain / STI’s

• General stress / worry

• Withdrawal

• Pregnancy

• Increased protection

• Anger / Aggression

• Deficits in overall IQ

• Overly sensitive / moody

• Onset of learning
disabilities

• I ncreased supervision /
rules for all children in
family

• Delays in development
• Loss of trust
• Fear of adults
• Fear of punishment
• Inability to regulate
emotions and impulses
• Discomfort with affection
• Age-inappropriate
sexuality
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Youth

• Isolation
• Depression / Anxiety

•M
 ore open / frequent
conversations regarding
sexuality / sexual issues

• Poor self-esteem

•P
 arents may experience
impacts if they are
survivors themselves

• Increased fear, self-blame,
guilt, and shame

• S iblings may be impacted
in various ways

• Fear of retribution

• Maladaptive social skills
• Hypersexuality

RESILIENCE
Resilience can be defined as the ability to adapt or cope in a positive way to adversity,
including trauma, tragedy, threats, and significant stress. It involves behaviours, thoughts,
and actions that can be learned over time and nurtured through positive relationships with
parents, caregivers, and other adults. Resilience in children and youth who have experienced
sexual abuse enables them to thrive despite this traumatic event.
Ways to help your child build resilience:
• Model a positive outlook. Children will learn from your ability to bounce back from
hardships. When faced with a challenging situation or difficult emotions yourself, model an
“I’m capable of handing this” attitude. Remind yourself and your child that their current
feelings are only temporary and will lessen with time.
• Build confidence. Comment frequently on what your child does well, and validate them if
they are having a tough day.
• Build connections. Create a strong, loving family and encourage your child to make healthy
friends. This will help ensure that they have plenty of support during tough times.
• Encourage goal-setting. Teach children to set realistic goals and work toward them one step
at a time. Even small steps can build confidence and resilience, and children will also learn
how to adapt their goals over time (another strong resilience skill).
• Teach self-care. Many challenges are easier to face when we eat well, get enough exercise
and sleep, and generally take care of ourselves. Self-care can also mean taking a break from
worrying or relaxing and having some fun.
• Help others. Empower your child by giving them opportunities to help out at home or do
age-appropriate volunteer work.

HOW AM I SUPPOSED TO FEEL?
There is no “right” way to feel when you hear that your child has been sexually abused.You
may experience a wide range of emotions and feelings such as:
•A
 nger. You may feel angry at the abuser for hurting your child or even frustrated with
your child for not telling you. It’s also possible to feel angry at your child for disclosing the
abuse. It’s not easy news to hear, but it’s important to remember it is not your child’s fault.
•A
 nxiety. You might be anxious about responding in the “right” way to your child or
navigating the other relationships in your life, especially if you have a relationship with
the abuser.
• Fear. Depending on your family circumstances, you may be afraid that the abuser will find a
way to harm your child again or be concerned about taking care of your family on your own.
• Sadness. You may feel sad for your child, for your family, or for yourself. When a child
discloses sexual abuse, it will cause changes in your life. It’s okay to be upset over the
changes in your life that may result from this disclosure.
• Shock. If you had no idea that the harm was occurring, you may be very surprised to hear
what has happened.
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It is important to keep in mind that there is no one “right” way to feel, and that all feelings
and responses are normal. Having both you and your child talk to a professional about these
thoughts and feelings can help sort through these issues. Professional support can also result
in healthier long- and short-term results for both you and your child.

HOW DO I MANAGE THESE FEELINGS?
Your child is counting on you for support. In order to put your child’s safety first, it’s
important to take care of yourself too. That means finding a way to work through your feelings
and reactions to the abuse that doesn’t interfere with your child’s welfare. It may not be easy,
but with the right support it is possible.
• Consider talking to a counselor one-on-one. Individual counseling gives you the
chance to focus entirely on you and your concerns, without needing to worry about how
your child will react to those thoughts. SSAIC is a strong resource with counselling support,
as well as countless private counsellors that specialize in sexual trauma.
• Develop your support system. It might be family and friends you trust, or it might be
a support group that you didn’t have a connection with before.
• Set limits. Dealing with these emotions can be time- consuming and draining. Set aside
time for activities that don’t revolve around the abuse.
• Practice self-care to keep your mind and body in healthy shape.

WHAT IF THE PERPETRATOR IS PART OF MY FAMILY?
Finding out that your child was hurt by someone you know and trust can present some
additional challenges as a parent.You may be faced with a range of emotions specific to this
situation that others can’t relate to. No one has the right to invalidate the way you feel, but
it’s important to find a way to manage these emotions in order to prioritize the safety of your
child. Some experiences of non-offending parents may include:
• Anger towards the child for disrupting your family, especially if the perpetrator is
your partner.
• Anger towards the perpetrator for hurting your child and betraying your trust
• Guilt that you didn’t know the abuse was occurring or for still having feelings for the person
who hurt your child.
• If the person who harmed your child was another one of your children, you may feel
conflicted about how to provide support to the child who was harmed while still trying to
protect your other child.
• Losing faith in your judgement or abilities as a parent.
• Practical fears about finances and day-to-day life that may change when the family member
who caused harm is removed from the family circle.
• Sense of loss for the family member who hurt your child as you begin to cut ties.
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Here are some tips to handle this particularly difficult situation:
•F
 irst and foremost, protect your child. Your primary goal is to ensure your child’s
safety, meaning doing whatever makes them most comfortable and protects them from
any more harm.You might feel like your loyalties are divided; trying to protect one family
member could require hurting another. Facing these decisions isn’t easy, but make your child
your number one priority. Comfort your child and communicate that you’re there to protect
them.
•A
 ccept the reality of what’s happening. It’s tempting to ignore the situation or
rationalize the perpetrator’s behavior.You might tell yourself that a misunderstanding has
occurred or the abuse happened accidentally. Work to be honest and realistic about what’s
going on, as hard as that can be.You can’t address a situation that you refuse to acknowledge.
•T
 ake care of yourself. Parents who find themselves in this situation can experience
strong and confusing emotions. Seeking out a mental health professional for yourself as well
as your child is a common and healthy route. Contacting SSAIC can be a great place to start
getting that support.

REPORTING CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE
Difficult though it may be, all citizens have a legal obligation to report known or suspected
child abuse to your local police or RCMP detachment as soon as possible. This duty arises out
of the Child and Family Services Act of Saskatchewan and applies to everyone.Your child may
request that you keep their secret, or you may feel torn about reporting a family member to
police. It is important in these cases to remind the child (and perhaps yourself) that reporting
may help or stop the person from doing any more harm to them or anyone else.
If you wish to remain anonymous in your report, you can request that your name not
be disclosed by the social worker or police officer taking your report. In the event that
proceedings move to trial, if you have provided your name, you may be required to give
evidence in court. There are no legal consequences for a report made in good faith even if
you end up being wrong about your suspicions.

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 brought up difficult thoughts and feelings. Resources are available for you,
and it’s not too late to access them now. Contact SSAIC to speak with a counsellor, or inquire
about other resources and supports available.
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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
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