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The CSA Centre

We are the Centre of expertise on child sexual 
abuse (CSA Centre). We want children to be 
able to live free from the threat and harm of 
sexual abuse.

Our aim is to reduce the impact of child sexual 
abuse through improved prevention and better 
response.

We are a multi-disciplinary team that works 
closely with key partners from academic 
institutions, local authorities, health, education, 
police and the voluntary sector 
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Looking after yourself

Sexual abuse can be difficult to think about and talk about.  Thinking 

about it  and talking about it will affect us all in different ways, at 

different times.  

It is important that we…

• Be aware of the feelings and experiences of other delegates

• Be kind to ourselves (personally and professionally)

• Respect each other’s learning journey
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What we’ll be talking about
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Setting the scene - the practice context

What makes communication about child sexual abuse 
difficult

Start to understand how children communication about 
sexual abuse

Preparing and how to respond when a child tells us about 
sexual abuse 
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Setting the scene
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“I don’t know why it 
started, and I don’t 
know why it stopped…I 
still don’t know really, no 
one ever spoke with me 
about it”.  

(Survivor, aged 41)
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Key messages

✓ Child sexual abuse thrives in secrecy and silence. You can work to break the silence, by talking 
about sexual abuse – if you don’t, you are colluding unintentionally with those who rely on it 
remaining secret

✓ Anyone who works with children and families has the skills to communicate with children about 
sexual abuse. If not you, then who? 

✓ If you are worried about a child, there is far more that you can say to them than you should 
avoid saying, even when a criminal investigation is under way. Supporting the child’s welfare is 
always the primary consideration. 

✓ If you listen to children – however they are communicating – and you are authentic and honest 
in your responses; it is very unlikely that you will get it wrong. 

✓ While you may worry about ‘opening a can of worms’, asking about what has happened and how 
you can help is very unlikely to make things worse. 

✓ All children can communicate, and it is our job to support them to do this in whichever way works 
for them. 

✓ To give a child the best opportunity to communicate with you, it’s essential for you to find out 
about and adapt to their individual communication style
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Who was told at the time
Rape or penetrative abuse
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(ONS 2020)
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Who children told
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In 72% of reviews there was evidence 

that the child had told someone 

about the abuse, sometimes on 

multiple occasions

The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel - I wanted 

them all to notice

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67446a8a81f809b32c8568d3/CSPRP_-_I_wanted_them_all_to_notice.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67446a8a81f809b32c8568d3/CSPRP_-_I_wanted_them_all_to_notice.pdf
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“I wanted them all to notice” 
11

Not hearing children’s voices and understanding 
their needs

Understanding parents’ and carers’ contexts, 
vulnerabilities and needs

Challenges in identifying signs, understanding risk 
and raising concerns

Issues in responding to concerns of intrafamilial 
child sexual abuse

The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel - I wanted 

them all to notice

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67446a8a81f809b32c8568d3/CSPRP_-_I_wanted_them_all_to_notice.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67446a8a81f809b32c8568d3/CSPRP_-_I_wanted_them_all_to_notice.pdf
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Recommendation 5:  Talking to children

Government should ensure that practitioners understand that 
they can and should talk directly to children, and families, 
about concerns of sexual abuse. 
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What makes communicating about sexual 
abuse difficult for us?
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What makes it difficult for us?

What challenges do 

you face in talking to 

children about sexual 

abuse?
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What if I am wrong?

It’s a difficult conversation to 
have 

What will I say?

What if I open a can of worms – 
how will I deal with it?

What do I say? What if I say the 
wrong thing?

Maybe the cause for my concern 
is ‘just part of the families culture’

What stops us talking to children about sexual abuse? 

It is outside the remit of my role

It should only be done by 
someone in a specialist role

What if I contaminate evidence?

How will the child’s parents 
respond? What will I say to 
them?

What if I teach a child something 
they don’t already know

It feels scary and emotional
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What makes it difficult for children to tell?
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Why is it hard for children to tell?
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Lacking language

Don’t recognise it as abuse

Shame or embarrassment 

Threat or manipulation 

Fear of the consequences

Feeling responsible
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Barriers based on ethnicity, including language 
barriers
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Experiences of racism

Fear that the information will not remain confidential.

Translations

Communicating through an interpreter

Fear of ostracism
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Disability and special educational needs
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Disabled children face higher levels of risk of all forms of harm and abuse including 
sexual abuse 

Their voices and experiences are far less heard

They receive a less effective response when their abuse is recognised

They are less visible in research

Gaps in understanding their needs and the increased risks are reflected in gaps in 
policy

Many mainstream workers and managers have had little training in understanding 
disability or the needs of disabled children
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Understanding how children communicate 
about sexual abuse 
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“When someone noticed the signs and 
impact of abuse and asked about it” 

Giving children the confidence to talk to you

It is a very powerful motivator for young people to talk about their experiences 
of abuse if an adult takes notice of their struggles and asks them.

22

(Allnock and Miller, 2013)
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Children need help to tell

We think about disclosure as the act of a child telling someone (as a one-way process.)

This one directional view does not recognize the relational and social-interactional context 
of disclosures.

Sender Message Receiver



Centre of expertise

on child sexual abuse

Dialogical nature of disclosure

Instead, disclosure develops through an interplay between children’s signs and expressions 

and the reactions of the adults around them.

Children receive information on how adults respond to them, they process and evaluate this 

information, and they base their reactions on this.

Message

Response

Sender Receiver
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Poppy clip 2
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Improving children’s experiences of talking to us

Children say that their experience of 

talking to someone about sexual 

abuse was positive when: 

✓ They were believed

✓ Action was taken to protect them

 

✓ Emotional support was provided
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Preparing for a conversation with a child
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“There were so many times when I thought about 
telling someone, but it was just like, how do you 

bring it up? How do you just walk into a room and 
go to someone, ‘oh by the way this happened’?” 

Making Noise. Female, aged 18

28



Centre of expertise

on child sexual abuse

Preparation
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What considerations do you want to make in preparing to 

talk to a child about possible sexual abuse?
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Working with interpreters 

Interpreters facilitate oral communication, converting spoken language 
from one language to another in real time. 

✓ It is vital to check that any interpreter you use is appropriately trained

✓ Professional interpreters are trained in conveying tone, emotion and nuance – this 
is essential for the type of conversation you are having, as a child may express 
themselves non-verbally or use phrases that require sensitive interpretation

✓ Ask the interpreter if they have experience and training in trauma-informed care, 
and especially in working with children who have experienced abuse

✓ Verify their qualifications, looking for certifications or specific training in areas such 
as child safeguarding, trauma-informed communication, and handling sensitive 
topics with vulnerable populations.

✓ You should avoid having family members, neighbours, or friends 
translate/interpret for or speak on behalf of a child
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What if a trained interpreter is not available? 

Give the following advice to the interpreter

✓ Maintain neutrality –translate verbatim without adding personal interpretations

✓ Avoid influencing the child’s narrative

✓ Respect the child’s pace – the interpreter should not rush the child to speak or 
pressure them for details. Let the child guide the conversation

✓ Avoid judgment – the interpreter must remain non-judgmental and sensitive to the 
child’s emotions

✓ Support confidentiality – ensure that the interpreter understands the importance of 
protecting the child’s privacy throughout the conversation. 

✓ Be prepared – the interpreter needs to be ready for the sensitive nature of the 
conversation
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Giving the child the confidence, and 
opportunity, to communicate with you
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Opening a door 

• Comment rather than interpret – “I notice you crying”

• Open a door – “I am here”

• Be aware of your body language

• Give the child time “I’m going to come and see you again next week and we 
can talk a bit more about this if you would like to”

• Use resources -  “I’m going to show you an online resource so that if there is 
something that is worrying you, you can work out how to get some help”

• Give them an alterative - Suggest a third person example and talk about that 
person.  E.g. If you had a friend who was experiencing something difficult, 
what do you think would stop them telling?  Or help them tell? 

And…..
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Let the child know what will happen if they tell

“The only grown up that 
spoke to me about what 
would happen if I spoke 
about my abuse was the 
person who was abusing 

me.”

(May Baxter-Thornton)
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Taking a graduated approach 
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“I have noticed you don’t 

seem yourself at the 

moment”

“I notice you are very quiet 

at the moment”

“I have noticed you crying” 

“Help me 

understand”

“Can you tell me 

more about that”

‘Sometimes we worry about 

what may happen if we tell 

someone what is going on 

(e.g. that we’ll get into 

trouble/that we’ve been told to 

keep it a secret/that we’ll 

upset people) – can you tell 

me what you are worried may 

happen if you tell someone 

what is going on?’

‘Sometimes things happen that 

children find really difficult to talk 

about”

“I have noticed 

X and would 

like to 

understand 

more about 

that”
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Responding to children when they tell us 
about sexual abuse

36
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Responding to children
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“Help me 
understand”

“Tell me more 
about that…”

“I hear you 
telling me…”

“Can you tell 
me…”

“Talk to me 
about…”
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Asking specific questions

To ensure the child’s safety, you may need to ask them specific questions, particularly 
questions beginning with ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’ and ‘when’: 

Typical questions might be 

• “Who will be at home when you go home later?” 

• “What else happened?”

• Can you tell me where they touched you?”

• “Tell me when that last happened.” 

If the child has told you they have been hurt by someone but hasn’t given you enough 
detail to know who the person is, you may ask, “Can you tell me who that is?
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Questions beginning with ‘why’ should 

be avoided as they can sound blaming 

to the child and can be interpreted as 

accusatory

 

If you want to understand more about 

the reasons for a child’s fear of going 

home, for example, ask instead: “What 

is it you are afraid will happen if you 

go home?”

Avoiding the ‘why’ question
39
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Next steps

Ask the child what they hope, or fear will happen next: This will enable you to address 
these expectations. 

You may not be able to fulfil the child’s wishes, and you must be honest about that, but 
this should not stop you from asking. Some questions that may be useful are: 

• “What is it like for us to talk about this?” 

• “Is there anything else you are worried about?” 

• “Is there anything making you feel unsafe at the moment?” 

•  “How can I help you feel safe?” 

• “Is there anyone else you are worried about?” 

It is important that you then tell the child what you are going to do next and 
explain the process to them as much as you are able. 
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• Stay calm 

• Take a stance of belief. This may 
involve telling the child “I believe 
you” 

• Accept “a child’s feelings without 
judgement” (Baker et al 2019:7) 

• Communicate clear messages that 
what has happened to the child is not 
Ok. 

Remember, children rarely lie about 
sexual abuse 

Taking a stance of belief 
41
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“The stigma of sexual abuse and trauma of 
disclosure should never be underestimated and 
the damage caused to children when they are not 
believed is immeasurable.”

Taskforce (March 2010)
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Communicating with children in different 
contexts
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Checking in on the child’s welfare

Whatever context the child is in, we should always 
maintain a focus on their wellbeing 

“How are you?” 

“How are you feeling?” 

“How are you sleeping?” 

“How are you eating?” 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” 

“Is there anything you need?”

“Would you like to talk to someone about how you are 
feeling?”

What about family relationships or friendships?

Guide in the child sexual abuse response pathway
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Key messages on pre-trial therapy

✓ Therapists and victims are encouraged to jointly agree on what type of therapy is best and 
when is the right time for such therapy. Neither the police nor the CPS may decide this.

✓ If a victim decides therapy would be helpful for them, it should not be delayed for any reason 
connected with a criminal investigation or prosecution. 

✓ The CPS guidance explores the benefits of therapy for victims engaging in the criminal 
justice process. 

✓ Certain therapeutic approaches are not recommended due to the impact they may have on criminal 
proceedings. 

✓ Therapy notes can be requested by the police or prosecution if justification is given that they form 
part of a reasonable line of enquiry and with the consent of the victim (or their parent/carer).

✓ Therapists, investigators and prosecutors must comply with data protection legislation when 
processing therapy notes. 

✓ Only in exceptional circumstances can a court order the release of notes against the wishes of 
the victim (or their parent/carer). 

Bluestar_Pre-trial-Therapy-Protocol_S4V1.pdf (bluestarproject.co.uk)
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Taken from the Bluestar project

https://www.bluestarproject.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Bluestar_Pre-trial-Therapy-Protocol_S4V1.pdf
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The Child Sexual Abuse Response Pathway

• The Response Pathway sets out how to respond 

to concerns of child sexual abuse at key 

points: from first concerns and early help 

safeguarding through to child protection and 

criminal justice. Throughout, the Response 

Pathway focuses on meeting the needs of children 

and their families.

• It is designed to empower professionals to 

understand the role they, and their colleagues, can 

play to best protect and support children. It doesn’t 

just tell professionals what to do, it helps them to 

understand how to do it.

46

An interactive online resource to guide professionals through how they can protect and support 

children and their families when there are concerns of sexual abuse.

http://www.csacentre.org.uk/response-pathway
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Resources for practice 
47

All resources are free to download on our site. With 12 short videos covering key themes: 

http://www.csacentre.org.uk/knowledge-in-practice/practice-improvement/
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If you are affected by anything discussed today…
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08088 010 818

https://www.thesurvivorstrust.org/

0808 500 2222  

www.rapecrisis.org.uk

0808 801 0331

https://napac.org.uk/

https://www.survivorsuk.org/

The Survivors Trust - Helpline: 08088 010 818

Find help, support and advice in your area:

https://www.thesurvivorstrust.org/ 

Rape Crisis helpline 0808 500 2222 (24 hours) 

www.rapecrisis.org.uk 

National Association for People Abused in Childhood 
0808 801 0331 

https://napac.org.uk/

SurvivorsUK 

Online help for male survivors of sexual abuse and rape.

https://www.survivorsuk.org/

tel:08088010818
https://www.thesurvivorstrust.org/
tel:0808%20802%209999
tel:0808%20802%209999
http://www.rapecrisis.org.uk/
tel:0808%20801%200331
https://napac.org.uk/
https://www.survivorsuk.org/


Centre of expertise

on child sexual abuse

Stop It Now! helpline 

If you are worried about your own thoughts or behaviours or are 

worried about the behaviours of someone around you, you can 

contact the Stop It Now! helpline for free, confidential advice:

0808 1000 900
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Tanners Lane

Barkingside, Illford

Essex IG6 1QG

info@csacentre.org.uk

csacentre.org.uk

14 May 2025@CSACentre

Thank you!

For more information please contact:

info@csacentre.org.uk
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