
Engaging Non-Offending Parents 
 

The Pennsylvania Child Welfare Resource Center 203 Remote: Overview of Child Sexual Abuse 

Rev. 11/27/2020                                                                                                                                 Handout #11, Page 1 of 4 

Research clearly reveals that a protective/supportive non-offending parent is critical to the resiliency 
of the child; and, your role in helping the non-offending parent to believe and support the child is 
crucial. To do this, you must: 

• Accept the client, but not any abusive or neglectful behaviors. 

All non-offending parents are individuals whom you can try to engage to help protect the child 
from further abuse. Therefore, accept the parent, value her/him as an individual that will likely 
serve as a resource to protect the child; and, work to effectively engage the non-offending 
parent in the decision-making process. Understand that many are going through a process 
similar to grief: Shock/Denial, Guilt/Recrimination, Anger at the Perpetrator, and finally 
Acceptance. You must help the parent through this process to allow her/him to get to a place 
where she/he can begin to focus on protecting their child. Try to be empathetic and connect 
the parent with helpful resources. 

• Remember that the non-offending parent might be in shock. 

Use the interactional skill of Tuning in to Others to consider the thoughts and feelings that the 
parent likely experiences. This is a difficult time to think, reason, and make decisions. Yet, we 
ask the parent to do this despite the trauma experienced. Taking more time initially to allow 
non-offending parents to get their bearings can result in relationships that are more productive. 

• Avoid placing blame. 

The parent likely already places a great deal of blame on her/himself. Placing additional blame 
on the parent decreases the chance of a productive child welfare professional/non-offending 
parent relationship that moves further toward protecting the child. 

• Actively listen and reflect on what non-offending parents say. 

When you actively listen, reach for feedback, reflect on what is said (and sometimes by what is 
not), and put perceived feelings into words, you increase the possibility of establishing a 
productive relationship. 

• Allow non-offending parents to vent feelings. 

Non-offending parents experience many feelings regarding the disclosure of abuse. Until those 
feelings are exposed, it is unlikely that the parent will be able to focus entirely on protecting the 
child. 

• Universalize (normalize) feelings and beliefs. 

Help the parent to understand that the denial and the feelings experienced are normal. Doing 
so allows the parent to begin to move away from unproductive thoughts and behaviors toward 
being able to focus on protecting the child from further abuse. 

• Use firm, but kind, confrontation. 

Situations will likely arise where non-offending parents offer inconsistencies in their statements 
or behaviors. For instance, a parent might say “I believe that my husband sexually abused my 
son; but, if my husband did it, then what do I do?” The child welfare professional must discuss 
this inconsistency with the non-offending parent to discover the reason for it and what must be 
done to address the reasoning behind it.
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• Summarize feelings after extended listening. 

After parents express their feelings and beliefs about the disclosure, summarize these feelings 
and beliefs. Doing so allows her/him to see that you actively listened to what was said. In 
addition, summarizing allows both the non-offending parent and you to consider the 
information in manageable pieces and formulate next steps in ensuring the child’s safety. 

• Partialize concerns (breaking into several smaller issues). 

It is likely that the parent has many concerns resulting from the allegations. In addition, there 
could be other concerns in the home in addition to the abuse. Partializing helps the parent to 
see concerns in a manageable manner and prioritize how to address concerns. It is important 
when discussing events and related concerns, to discuss events logically, in a concise and 
organized manner. 

• Educate or inform about forthcoming events, community resources, etc. 

The parent is likely experiencing shock and disbelief concerning: a) that this could happen to 
anyone and, among other considerations, b) that this could happen to their child – with or 
without their knowledge. Ensure that the parent is clear about the events that brought her/his 
child to the agency’s attention as well as the events that will unfold because of the allegations. 
Again, connect the parent with resources (such as support groups and therapy, if necessary) 
to help the parent come to terms with the situation and move forward in helping her/his child. 

• Set boundaries and limits on behaviors and contract on acceptable alternatives. 

Non-offending parents must understand, now that they are aware of the allegations and the 
agency’s involvement, that they and you agree to set boundaries limiting behaviors that 
support abuse occurring again and that all parties will contract to set acceptable alternatives 
which the parent agrees to follow to ensure the child’s protection from further abuse. In 
addition, the parent must be aware of the agency’s legal charge to protect the safety of the 
child. 

• Reframing statements or behaviors to find the positive aspects. 

When first finding out about the allegations and throughout the life of the case, non-offending 
parents will likely see situations from a perspective based on their own previous experiences. 
Such experiences could include their own sexual abuse and could negatively affect the 
working relationship. Reframing client statements, such as “It happened to me. I can’t believe I 
didn’t see the signs” to “Mrs. Smith, in many instances, those that sexually abuse children are 
very good at keeping those close to the child in the dark about the abuse. Many mothers, who 
care a great deal about their children, simply don’t know that the abuse is occurring. What is 
important here is that you expressed to me that you care about your child’s safety and that you 
are willing to allow us to work together to ensure that she continues to be safe. I would like to 
commend you for that.”, allows parents to see positives where they likely believe none exist. 
Seeing these positives and sharing them with the parent shows that you are willing to find the 
strengths in a negative situation and will try to offer hope and help where they see none. 

 
 
Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration on Children, Youth and Families. (1994). Crisis 

intervention in child abuse and neglect: User manual series (1994). Author: Child Welfare Information Gateway. 
Retrieved from the World Wide Web on June 2, 2008 @ 
http://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/usermanuals/crisis/crisise.cfm.  

http://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/usermanuals/crisis/crisise.cfm
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The Schulman Interactional skills discussed in Charting the Course help child welfare professionals to 
engage clients and others in general during casework. These skills apply to engaging non-offending 
parents during the course of a sexual abuse case. Some of the interactional skills with which child 
welfare professionals need to be familiar and use include: 

• Tuning in to Self 

Getting in touch with potential feelings/concerns/beliefs about the non-offending parent that the 
worker him/herself might bring to the helping encounter (e.g. tuning in to potential personal beliefs 
that the non-offending parent allowed the abuse to happen) 

• Tuning in to Others 

Getting in touch with actual and potential feelings and concerns that the non-offending parent 
might bring to the helping encounter (e.g. what might the non-offending parent be feeling about 
the disclosure and how the child welfare professional can address those feelings to move forward 
productively) 

• Clarifying Purpose, Function, and Role 

Stating the helping professional’s role/function at the agency, specifically as it relates to the 
identified problem or issue at hand, including a simple, non-jargonized statement by the helping 
professional about the general purpose of a meeting/session 

• Reaching for Feedback 

Encouraging the non-offending parent to respond to the helping professional’s explanation of why 
a meeting is occurring, his or her role/function at the agency, etceteras; confirming a client's 
understanding of or thoughts/feelings about anything spoken or done 

• Dealing with Issues of Authority 

Using communication that invites and assists expressions of concerns and complaints about the 
helping professional’s power or the client’s sense of vulnerability in the helping process: 

o Dealing with anger, hostility, fear, or other powerful emotions 

o Allowing for “venting” of these emotions 

• Questioning 

Making requests for information as to the nature of the problem/situation to get a fuller picture of 
the concern expressed by using: 

o Open-ended questions for stimulating conversation, without limits (e.g. “Can you please tell me 
about what you think about your daughter disclosing that X sexually abused her and your role 
in supporting her?”) 

o Closed-ended questions to elicit specific information by restricting the answer to one or several 
words. ("What is your birth date?") There is only one correct answer to a closed-end question. 
Forced choice questions require a "yes" or "no" or some other choice option as an answer. 
("Do you believe that your boyfriend sexually abused your daughter?”) 

o Probing questions when an issue needs clarification at progressively deeper levels (“Tell me, 
thinking back since you met your boyfriend, has he increasingly expressed an interest in 
spending time alone with your daughter? If so, how often? Did your daughter ever seem 
worried about these times before or after they occurred?”) 
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o Directiveness to tell the other person what information is needed or what course of action is 
expected, without being authoritarian or bureaucratic (e.g. “We can best help your daughter if 
we know some specific information. I will ask you some questions, and I’d like for you to 
answer them as best you can.”) 

o Redirection to interrupt and refocus if the information given is unproductive or not relevant (e.g. 
“Now I need you to give me some specific information about your daughter’s relationship with 
your boyfriend.”) 

• Reaching Inside Silences 

Exploring the meaning of silence by putting possible feelings into words. (“I’m wondering what you 
are thinking about as you sit there quietly?”) 

• Communicating Information 

Sharing important information or clarifying issues about the casework process including mutual 
expectations, goals and services, legal issues, timelines, court processes, and next steps, while 
giving the non-offending parent the opportunity to ask questions and express feelings. 

• Summarizing 

Identifying the main themes of the discussion during a session/meeting as a way of closing that 
part of the work, including: 

o Recapping the key points 

o Identifying the next steps 

o Closing the session or ending the client relationship 

 

 

 

 

 

 


