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1. One such factor would be whether the child's affect and actions are consistent with 
an allegation of abuse:  
 

a. When the child welfare professional observes a fearful, confused, sad, 
angry, or withdrawn child, it is consistent with an allegation of abuse.  

b. Indications that the child is experiencing guilt over participating in the 
sexual activity, being disloyal, disrupting the family and demonstrating an 
initial reluctance to talk about the sexual abuse may also be present in 
child victims.  

c. Excelling in school in order to be in control somewhere, being a leader 
among their peers to ensure their own safety, being sexually active at a 
young age or in excess (countermorphic behavior), experiencing frequent 
stomach or abdominal pains after incidents of intercourse and seeming to 
have little/no emotion while describing what occurred in order to avoid 
negative consequences are also consistent with allegations of sexual 
abuse.  
 

2. A second factor is the amount of detail about the sexual abuse experience that the 
child could recall, especially if it is knowledge that a child that age would not normally 
possess.  This may include:  

a. how sexual contact takes place;  
b. how persistent the sexual behaviors are, evidence of “grooming” 
 (progression in regard to nature or frequency of sexual activity from less 
 intrusive to more intrusive behaviors); and  
c. distinguishing characteristics of persons targeted for sexual activities (e.g., 
“he likes to take pictures of my friends who have long blond hair”, “she  likes it 
best when me and another girl do it” or “he does it with all the boys in my Cub 
Scout troop that don’t have any dads at home.”  

 
The child may include other contextual and sensate details, such as what the wallpaper 
looked like, or what sounds or smells accompanied the incident.  The disclosure 
generally will have a beginning, a middle and an end, although it may not be told in that 
order, with consistent amounts of detail throughout; however, if the child has 
suppressed the information, was under the influence of drugs or alcohol or dissociated 
during the incident, he/she may be able to provide some details.  If the child is able to 
communicate details of the experience, such as the room/place where the abuse took 
place, what the child did before and after, what the perpetrator was wearing, who was 
home at the time, what the perpetrator’s genitalia looked like, what they were 
thinking/feeling during the incident, and other types of knowledge specific to the abuse 
that would not generally be known, this increases the veracity of the child’s statements.  
 
3. A third factor used to assess a child's credibility is age-inappropriate knowledge of 
sexual behaviors, such as young children who can describe erections, ejaculation, 
penetration, and other sexual behaviors in their own language/terminology.  
Additionally, the presence of developmentally appropriate errors lends credibility to the 
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child's story, such as when a child says that her step-father had smeared “mayonnaise” 
on her private parts, further describing that the step-father “peed” in his hand to make it 
come out (referring to seminal fluid and ejaculation).  This factor can also be essential 
when evaluating statements by children with developmental delays or who have been 
sheltered from influences outside their family/religious community. 
 
4. Finally, the child's consistency over time is important.  Children who have been 
sexually abused tend to share more and more information over time but the original 
allegation remains consistent.  Details may be added and additional abusive behaviors 
shared but the basic content of the disclosure remains consistent. 
 
5. The participant should also consider if there is consistency with the 
environment/sexual abuse dynamics : 
 

a. Is the child's environment highly sexualized? Does the child have frequent 
 access to erotic literature, sexually explicit videotapes, magazines, sexual 
 toys and aids, or witness adults or teens engaged in various forms of 
 sexual activities? 
b. Did the perpetrator have access to the child during the time(s), and at the 
 place(s) the child alleges the abuse occurred?  
c. Did the child describe multiple incidents that progressed from less 
 sexually intrusive to more sexually intrusive behaviors over time?  Note: 
 Not all sexual abuse is progressive in nature. 
d. Are there any problems that might cause a child to be coached into an 
 allegation?  Exploring the nature of the child's relationship with the 
 perpetrator and the status of the parental marriage/divorce/custody issues 
 is always important to consider. 
e. What is the social relationship between the persons involved? Ex-
 boyfriend/-girlfriend, new step-father who the child wants to get in trouble 
 (secondary gain), highly respected pastor/religious leader? 

 
6. After ruling out any language barriers/possible misunderstandings on the part of 
the interviewer or child, possible outside influences affecting the child’s 
statements/actions, clarifying possible inconsistencies, and evaluating any 
corroborating statements/evidence, it is essential to evaluate if the child might have 
any secondary gain arising from the making of sexual abuse allegations.  Secondary 
gains might include gifts or presents, reestablishment of an important relationship 
with a parent/significant other, removal of a threat to family stability, or monetary 
gain.  These same items or situations could also hinder disclosure if offered by the 
alleged perpetrator.   

 


