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How to talk to your Kkids about
child sexual abuse

Tell your kids that it is not okay to have any “body secrets” at any time,
and that if someone threatens them, then they definitely need to talk to
a trusted adult (educator/ parent/ volunteer) freely without any fear of
being reprimanded. But then, it also then becomes your bounden
responsibility as an adult to honor and uphold that trust of a child. This
resource offers simple pointers on how this conversation can be
initiated.
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Protsahan’s vision is that all girls living in situations of
vulnerability, grow up empowered with access to education and
healthcare in safe spaces, with greater freedom from all forms of
abuse and violence; and those who experienced abuse or violence,
benefit from greater access to healing, care, support, gender justice
and other services needed to ensure physical, mental and social
well-being.

The vision is achieved by using The HEART model which is a unique
empathy-based model developed by Protsahan in 2010 of working
with children and adolescents at-risk or who have experienced
traumatic events. It strives to break the inter-generational cycle of
violence and abuse against children and adolescents through
Holistic healing (of abuse and trauma), Education, Art
interventions for life skills training, Recovery and Technology.
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“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men (and
women)." - Frederick Douglass, statesman

With two out of three children in India facing abuse or the risk of
abuse from someone they know and trust, unpleasant as it may
be, talking to the children in your care about sexual abuse is as
essential as enrolling them in a good school. Here are a few
pointers that can help parents and educators on how to talk to
kids about sexual abuse.

Start the conversation early

he earlier you start talking to them, the better it will be
later in life when you want them to share their thoughts
and feelings with you freely. The best thing you can do
for your kids is to make them believe that no matter how little a



thought they wish to share, it is important for you to hear that
with reflective listening with interest. Teach them about healthy
boundaries, about what is appropriate and what is not.

Mention body parts without shame

Tell them the correct names of the body parts (viz. penis, breast,
vagina, chest hair, pubic hair..etc.) and let them know that their
bodies are normal. Answer their questions about bodily
functions and sex in a normal manner without associating any
shame to their curiosity. Never force them to sit on someone’s
lap or give hugs and kisses. If they’re not comfortable, don’t
make them do it.

Let them express themselves freely

Never discourage them to talk to you by punishing them for
telling the truth. When you do that, you are sending negative
reinforcement related to truth, and they will start hiding things
from you. Instead, encourage them to tell the truth and talk to
you freely, so that when the need arises, they always let you in
on the complete picture without hiding any facts from you.
When they do, listen to them and act on their inputs, never
brush aside their fears and apprehensions, especially if those are
related to a person your child interacts with frequently without
your supervision.

Talk about safety and privacy

Tell them that they are the only ones allowed to touch their body
parts, especially sexual body parts, except when a doctor or
someone approved by parents needs to examine them for health
or hygiene related reasons. Let a child know that their private
parts are not meant to be shown to anyone else, no matter what,
and if someone forces them to do so, they need to tell you
immediately. It is equally important to tell them that it’s not okay



to look at someone else’s private body parts either, and if
someone forces them to see it, then too they need to tell you
about it.

Explain safe touch vs unsafe touch

Talk to them from an early stage about inappropriate touch.
Anything that makes them
uncomfortable is not okay at
any stage. It is important for
them to know that no one has
the permission to touch them
whether they are wearing
clothes or not. It may not feel
inappropriate or hurtful to
them when someone touches
them, and it may even feel
good in the moment. A child
may not talk about it if he or
she feels that they are to blame
for feeling that way. It is
important to tell them
otherwise, and that if any
adult, whether from within the
family or a stranger touches
them, makes them feel
uncomfortable or not, they
should tell you about it
immediately.

No body secrets, ever

It happens frequently that the perpetrators threaten or bribe the
children with gifts to keep their acts secret, telling them that it
was “just play”. It might involve a direct threat to the safety of



the child or the family, or that the “play” was the child’s idea and
other people will not allow appreciate that. Tell your kids that it
is not okay to have any body secrets from them at any time, and
that if someone threatens them, then they definitely need to talk
to you freely without any fear of being reprimanded.

Explaining birds and bees, reproductive health

Children are curious by nature, and as parents or educators, we
should not try to suppress that curiosity. Instead, give them age-
appropriate information about sexual reproduction and
reproductive health using illustrated books and science based
comics or resources whenever possible. Masturbation is a taboo
subject, but with children, it is important to make sure they have
the correct information about it, instead of letting them to rely
on myths and feeling ashamed about it. Let them know that
rubbing genitals may feel good, but must be done in an
absolutely private place when no one is around. Because of your
shame, don’t prejudice a young person’s understanding with
misinformation at any point, or worse, make them feel shameful
because of wrong notions you carried as an adult.

Teach them to ‘say no’

Don’t encourage them to do
anything just because
anyone tells them to. Teach
them to say a clear ‘no’ if
they feel uncomfortable in
any situation. Rehearse
saying things like “stop it or
I’ll tell my mom/dad/
teacher” with them
frequently. Teach them
alternatives as well, like




saying “my parents are coming to pick me up”, or “I have to go
to the bathroom” whenever they feel that they can’t say a direct
‘no’ in a particular situation. Teach children that saying ‘no’,
doesn’t make them unpopular. Safety and comfort before
popularity.

Validate their decision to seek your help

Always validate their decision to seek your help in any situation.
This will ensure that the child’s trust in you is strong, and that
when he or she or they come to you asking for help, you will
surely listen to them. It is crucial for them to feel this way,
because only then will they be able to speak freely with you
about anything and everything that will keep them safe from
predators.

Create an atmosphere of trust at home & at school

Rehearse if you must, but while talking to the child, make sure
that you do not exhibit any shyness or inhibition to talk about
sex/sexual abuse because children pick up on those signals that it
is not okay to talk about the issue. This will come in the way of a
fruitful conversation with them in the future as well. If they do
not respond, let them know that the conversation can be
continued later. Be ready for their questions, and address each of
them in a calm, composed, and confident manner. If you do not
have answers for them, look them up, but always provide them
with the correct information.

Drill the message, clearly

Don’t let the conversation die down after bringing it up once or
twice. With children, it is of utmost importance to keep talking
to them, and keeping them engaged so that they never feel as if
they need to wait for the ‘right moment’ to talk to you when you
start the conversation again. Find opportunities to talk to them



about body safety, pick up examples from the television or from
the newspapers, but keep talking to your children regularly.

Believe them when
they share

Always believe in
your child when he
or she tries to tell you
something. Don’t ask
them to hurry up
when they seem to
falter and beat
around the bush in
sharing something
with you. Make them
feel comfortable, and
let them know that
you will believe whatever they have to say. Tell them it’s okay to
feel overwhelmed in a situation, and that they are not alone in it,
they have your unconditional support.

Child sexual abuse is a scourge of our society, and it can affect
children from every age group, gender, and socioeconomic
background. The perpetrators can be adults or other children as
well. In more than 50 percent cases, the perpetrator is
known to the child or is a close family associate. That’s why
it is important that the conversation on sexual abuse becomes a
part of everyday conversation parents have with their children.
However, with kids, the key is to make sure that these
conversations start at an early age, and are reinforced regularly
to ensure that the information you share with them is retained
for longer. Parents & educators must speak freely and teach the
children to do the same as well, because the only way to protect



children is to empower them with correct knowledge about child
sexual abuse and break the silence around prejudices and
shame.

“Children are one third of our population and all of our future.”

- Select Panel for the Promotion of Child Health, 1981



