Addressing Difficult Behaviors 

How can caregivers help a child feel safe, not over-controlled and not guilty? There are common behaviors of sexually abused children that frustrate caregivers. Excessive masturbating in public, lack of boundaries, and sexually playing with toys are a few of the behaviors. These are "learned" behaviors and can be replaced with more appropriate ones if patiently taught by caring foster or adoptive parents. But this isn't one person's job: it is the treatment team's responsibility to do this together. 

Ways to Help 

1. Be friendly but clear with your household rules. Develop a plan that spells out how to live in your home. Don't assume children know these things. This can be helpful if anyone questions your lifestyle.  

2. Listen to the child when he or she is disclosing; don't tell the child how to feel or what to say. Children don't always need advice, but they do need to vent. Let them use their own words, even if they are offensive to you. You can help them replace their offensive words with more acceptable ones later when they aren't opening their souls up to you. Trust can be built here. Do not promise not to tell anyone what is shared. Rather, say, "I won't share the information unless I feel there is someone who can help. I will tell you who I feel we need to share this information with." 

3. Don't talk badly about the child's birth family. A child's family is part of her identity; these connections are vital to the outcome of the child's life. If she is currently separated from the non-offender and her siblings, she may feel isolated and afraid. Helping the child to visit her family will help build the child's trust in you. You aren't judge and jury of the child's birth family—others on the treatment team are responsible for this. If you take this position you may not be in place to help. 

4. Record any information, such as birth parents' behavior with child, signals of sexual abuse of the child, and disclosures from the child or family. Report these to the child's social worker immediately. Report your reactions to what you observed. Keep a copy of everything you submit. 

5. Let the child talk about his feelings about his family, including the offender. "Regardless of how we feel about them, incest perpetrators are still very important to the families they have betrayed. In psychological terms they are still `central attachments' for the family" (McMahon, 2000). You might want to tell the child, "There are different ways parents can show children `love' and that is what the social workers and doctors are trying to teach your parents." 

6. Teach the child some of the other ways parents can show children caring and love. This is another reason why foster and adoptive parents have to be friendly and clear with boundaries so the child can learn. Remember, repeating the rules and expectations will be necessary until the child can create new positive habits. This is an opportunity to work on enhancing the child's self esteem by spending quality time with her. Have fun, laugh, and play. This may be the first time the child has freely experienced this type of interaction. 

7. Create a "life book" with the child so she can put her life into perspective. With stories and pictures, the child can look at her past, present, and future. It will help alleviate her confusion and leave her with time to laugh and play. Social workers and therapists can use the life book as a therapeutic tool in counseling the child.

8. Spend time with the child and teach the child how to laugh and play. Give them power in their lives and help them to understand that they are not at fault. This could be life changing for a sexually abused child.
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