How to Handle Child Abuse Disclosures
It is not uncommon for a small number of children to disclose abuse after a classroom presentation about child abuse
or personal safety. As your child will have the opportunity to participate in the Speak Up Be Safe program that
address personal safety and child abuse, it is important to know what to do if your, or another child, tells you about
an abusive experience. Remember, as an adult you have the responsibility to keep children safe.
Types of Disclosure: Disclosures can be direct or indirect. Most likely a disclosure will be indirect, which can mean the
child does not share the details of the abuse without being prompted, or does so in a round‐about way. An example
of this is, “Sometimes my step‐dad keeps me up at night.” A disclosure can also be disguised, for example: “I have a
cousin who is being abused.” In other cases the disclosure can be through hints or gestures, or even through another
child “My friend told me…” The child is hoping that a caring parent or caregiver will get the “hint” they are offering.
Recognize the Clues: It is important to recognize the possible clues so that further questions are asked. Most children
who disclose want the abuse to stop. When the disclosure is “missed” they may continue with additional hints, or not.
For many abused children, a class presentation on child abuse prevention is the first time they realize that what
happens to them does not happen to everyone. Some children may try to protect the abuser, especially when the
abuser is someone they love.
Supporting the Child: If a child does disclose abuse never forget how hard it is for him or her to tell someone about
abuse. It is hard to hear your child has been abused, and your initial reactions may be to not believe or show shock
or horror, but it is important to support the child and help him/her to disclose. Acknowledge his/her courage in
speaking out. Have a plan for supporting a child who discloses to you through the reporting period and in the days
that follow. Regardless of how the child discloses, recognizing the possibility the child is being abused, believing the
child, and discussing the situation with him or her further will, in most cases, bring out further details.
During the Disclosure
1. Avoid denial. A common reaction to a child’s disclosure is denial. Respect your child by listening to what he/she
has to say and taking what your child says seriously. Believe what your child is telling you.
2. Provide a safe environment. Make sure the setting is confidential and comfortable. Avoid communicating with
shock, horror, or fear about anything said, even though what you are hearing is likely shocking and horrifying. Your
child may interpret your reaction as your being shocked and horrified by him or her and shut down. The child needs
you to be confident and supportive. Speak slowly and maintain a calm demeanor. Tell your child he/she is doing the
right thing and that you will do what you can to help them.
3. Reassure your child. Reassure your child that he/she did nothing wrong and that you believe him/her.
4. Listen and don’t make assumptions. Listen more than you talk, and avoid advice giving or problem solving. Don’t
put words in your child’s mouth or assume you know what he/she means or are going to say. Let your child use
language they are comfortable with. Let your child set the pace, don’t rush them.
5. Do not interrogate. Don’t ask the child a lot of questions, especially leading questions, which means a question in
which you provide a possible answer ‐ Did this or that happen? Were you at school? Did your uncle hit you on the

NATIONAL HEADQUARTERS
15757 North 78th Street Suite B ∙ Scottsdale, AZ 85260 ∙ T 480‐922‐8212 ∙ F 480‐922‐7061 ∙ www.childhelp.org/SpeakUpBeSafe
Disclosures for Parents‐July 2011

leg? This can be confusing for your child and he/she might shut down. Don’t ask your child for details. This can make it
harder for your child to tell you about the abuse.
Listen to the child, letting them explain what happened in his or her own words. Don’t stop your child in the middle of
the story to go get someone or do something else. Limit questioning to only the following four questions if the child
has not already provided you with the information:
•
•
•
•
•

What happened?
When did it happen?
Where did it happen?
Who did it?
How do you know them? (If the relationship of the abuser is unclear)

6. Make no promises. Don’t tell your child that you won’t tell anyone what they tell you. Your child will have fears
about what will happen next, so tell your child what you are going to do, what is going to happen next, and who else
they will need to talk to. This will help your child to feel some control over what happens next within the boundaries
of the law.
7. Document exact quotes. It may be helpful to write down exact quotes of what your child said in case of the
involvement of other parties, such as school or child protective services.
8. Be supportive, not judgmental. Don’t talk negatively. Even though your child may be disclosing terrible things that
may have happened at the hands of a family member or friend, the child may still loves that person and may only just
be beginning to recognize that he/she was being abused. Reassure the child that he/she is not at fault and have done
nothing wrong. Don’t ask questions that might imply the child was at fault –
•
•
•
•
•

Why didn’t you tell me before?
What were you doing there?
Why didn’t you stop it?
What did you do to make this happen?
Are you telling the truth?

9. Have an understanding about abuse and neglect. Know the four kinds of child abuse: physical, emotional, sexual,
and neglect. For more information on abuse and neglect, click here.
10. Report any suspicion of child abuse and neglect. If you suspect that your child or another child is being abused,
report it to the proper authorities. When reporting child abuse to the appropriate authorities, it is important to have
the following information: what happened, when it happened, where it happened, who did it and their relationship to
the child. You will be asked for some identifying information such as your name, address, where you work, and how
the child disclosed. All of your identifying information will be kept confidential.
Remember, it is the responsibility of adults to take action and keep children safe.
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