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Interviews associated with allegations of child sexual abuse are likely to be traumatic for family 
members. Child welfare professionals must remember this and be empathetic. The ways in which the 
investigation might affect the family including the following: 
 

• The investigation itself is hard because it opens the family up to outsiders. This can be particularly 
hard on families who do not trust Law Enforcement Officials or child welfare professionals. 
Members of oppressed minorities, in particular, might fear an unfair investigation, permanent 
removal of children, or other harsh penalties. 

• Reports of alleged child sexual abuse create a crisis within the family system. Crises upset the 
family's environment. Initially, the resulting chaos might throw family members off balance 
enough that they are more agreeable/less protectively resistant to outsiders. This becomes a 
window of opportunity for child welfare professionals who, during this time, might find family 
members more willing to work towards change within the family. 

• Unfortunately, denial often follows the immediate crisis stage. Denial is the family members' 
attempt to regain their balance (they might fear public humiliation, possible loss of financial 
support, incarceration of a family member, etc.). This can lead to a family system that blames 
the child for the family’s problems and puts pressure on the child to withdraw the allegation. 
The family might try actively to focus on suppressing further disclosure. 

• System-induced trauma is the term that refers to the problems that result directly from the 
investigation itself. While child sexual abuse might be prevented because of the investigation 
and subsequent case plan, family members might have to endure many relating hardships. 
Some of these hardships might include being separated from one another; negative impact on 
family income; the child and Non-Offending Parent might feel guilty and regret their actions; 
family members might feel further traumatized by the courts; and, family members might feel 
hopeless, as though life will never return to normal. 

 
This trauma, which is not purposefully created but is nonetheless likely to result, can be reduced: 
 

• Through a collaborative child welfare professional/family relationship  

• By using services like Family Group Decision Making (FGDM) in which families are engaged and 
empowered by children and youth agencies to make decisions and develop plans that protect 
their children from experiencing further abuse 

• By careful investigative planning 

• By securing necessary services for the family (substance abuse treatment, therapy, etc.)  

• By educating the family about the offender’s responsibility for the abuse 

• By believing that the family can work toward changing for the better 

 

 


