
SEXUALLY abused chil dren often know instinct ively that what’s happened to them isn’t right.
But they usu ally don’t tell any one at �rst.

Their beha viour changes though, and par ents should be sens it ive to these changes.
“Some times adults are hes it ant to take a close look (at pos sible abuse), because they wouldn’t
know what to do or how to handle it,” says social edu cator Tanja von Bodelschwingh, exec ut ive
board mem ber of NINA, a Ger many-based info and advice centre for child and adoles cent
sexual abuse.
To help, she’s answered some import ant ques tions:
How can you recog nise child sexual abuse?
“There aren’t any typ ical injur ies or signs that clearly point to it,” she says, but adds that par -
ents should take notice if a child’s beha viour changes markedly – sud denly becom ing very
anxious or aggress ive, for instance.
Par ents of sexu ally abused chil dren who call the the NINA helpline report signs such as di�  -
culty con cen trat ing, hav ing prob lems at school, becom ing with drawn or con stantly com plain -
ing of head aches and stom ach aches.
Other chil dren delib er ately cause them selves pain, or develop eat ing or other dis orders. Par ents
should be espe cially alert if their child dis plays sexual beha viour bey ond their years, “for
example if they dis ap pear with other chil dren under a blanket and get them to sim u late adult

there are signs that all par ents should recog nise when it comes to child sexual
abuse.
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beha viours,” von Bodelschwingh says. Some times teach ers become sus pi cious if a child is often
so tired that they fall asleep at school.
“Some chil dren are so exhausted because they’ve got to be awake and vigil ant at night and
hardly sleep,” she points out.
All of these “signs” could have other causes, of course. “That’s why it’s import ant to talk with
the child,” advises the Ger many-wide help portal Sexual Abuse.
What should you do if you sus pect that your child has been sexu ally abused?
The right strategy is to build trust, take time, do something together and tact fully ask the child
how they are by say ing something like, “I’m wor ried about you. You look sad and have
changed,” says von Bodelschwingh, adding that you shouldn’t press the issue and can bring it
up later if need be.
Another approach might be say ing, “Not everything adults do is good for kids. Then it’s OK to
talk about it.” You could also explain that some secrets don’t feel good keep ing, and so you’re
allowed to reveal them.
The Sexual Abuse help portal dis cour ages ask ing ques tions that can be answered with a simple
“yes” or “no,” such as, “Did the per son hurt you?” Open-ended ques tions are bet ter, such as,
“What did you do together?”
But here, too, avoid any pres sure. Oth er wise the child may com pletely clam up – you mustn’t
for get that per pet rat ors of child sexual abuse typ ic ally make their vic tims prom ise to say noth -
ing about it.
May I be miss ing veiled cries for help?
Be it out of shame or feel ings of guilt, it’s di�  cult for a sexu ally abused child to put what’s
happened into plain words.
Von Bodelschwingh says for example, a child may com plain to her mother that she was asked to
do something by a known, older rel at ive and she doesn’t like it.
The mother, caught up in every day stress, may fail to recog nise the words’ true mean ing and
dis miss the com plaint by say ing, “Then just tell him you don’t like it!” As simple as that.
“For the child, this ends the mat ter,” von Bodelschwingh says from exper i ence.
“They think, ‘Well, I’ve told Mama, so now she knows what’s going on. And I won’t tell her
again.’” The penny often drops for the par ent later.
How should you react if your child con �des sexual abuse to you?
“If your child tells you they’ve been sexu ally abused,” says von Bodelschwingh, rule num ber
one is to “let them know that you believe them and are stick ing by their side.” Be there for them
and don’t try to have the alleged per pet rator brought to book.
Rule num ber two is not to ask for details. “That should be left to the spe cial ists,” she says. She
also warns against bela bour ing the mat ter by say ing, for example, “Tell me again exactly what
happened!”.
The Sexual Abuse help portal advises that you take time to con sider what steps to take.
You tell the child you’ve got to think about the right thing to do to help them.
When you’ve decided, you let them know.
It’s import ant not to prom ise the child that you’ll keep everything to your self, since it would
then be impossible to help.
What you should do, though, is to write down all of the child’s obser va tions and state ments. –
dpa
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