
Family Dynamics 
 

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

Rev. 11/27/2020                                                                                                                                                                   Handout #13, Page 1 of 2 

As families come together as a unit, they develop a unique system for coping with 
family issues. While families are diverse, common concerns tend to develop in 
cases of child sexual abuse of which child welfare professionals must be aware. 

• Perpetrator: 

o In some families where incest between a father and daughter occurs, it 
is not uncommon to find that the father is a strong patriarch in charge 
of the family 

o Tends carefully to control family members, often forbidding contact 
with others outside the family 

o Sometimes isolates immediate family from extended family and 
community supports. 

o Is sometimes a batterer and controls the family through violence and 
threats of violence. 

o Is often the chief disciplinarian in the family, meting out the 
punishments and the rewards. 

o If a juvenile, they tend to punish and reward the siblings for their 
compliance with their rules. 

o Might manipulate the family by, among other methods, isolating the 
non-offending parent, which reduces the non-offending parent’s 
influence with the children, portraying the non-offending parent in a 
variety of negative ways: weak, sick, cold, un-nurturing, or unloving of 
the children, particularly the victim. 

• Non-Offending Parent: 

o Might be/feel powerless in the family, a victim of battering or sexual 
abuse, or isolated from the children and any sources of support. 

o Might also lack supervisory authority or interest, not be protective of 
the child or children in general, and not have formulated strong 
emotional bonds with the child or children. 

• Children (Victim and Non-Victim): 

o Might also be isolated from one another emotionally, perhaps 
manipulated by the perpetrator to be so because it serves their 
interests. 

o Might face rigid child-rearing practices, resulting in children getting 
little support as well as a great deal of criticism and/or emotional 
neglect. 

• Other Issues: 

o Many times the abuse occurs with other issues in the family – such as 
substance abuse, Mental Health concerns, etceteras. Careful 
investigation is necessary to identify, address co-occurring issues, 
and/or eliminate them as a possible factor associated with the abuse. 



Family Dynamics 
 

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

Rev. 11/27/2020                                                                                                                                                                   Handout #13, Page 2 of 2 

Either in positive or negative manner, the family system can affect the chances of 
the child disclosing or maintaining the sexual abuse secret. The family system 
can also affect whether the sexual abuse continues immediately and/or occurs 
again in the future. Since denial is a frequent coping mechanism used by some 
families (to alleviate guilt/shame feelings), child welfare professionals will have to 
be prepared to confront the denial and ensure that families get the support they 
need to work through the situation and the associated denial. They will have to 
engage the family in finding appropriate service opportunities that help the family 
to work toward admitting that child sexual abuse or other issues exist and that 
the child needs the family’s help to work through the situation. 

 

In addition to services such as counseling or group therapy to help with denial, 
other services to help the family will prove critical. An example could include 
drug and/or alcohol treatment, as research tends to show that, in many families 
where child sexual abuse occurs, alcoholism or substance abuse, a known risk 
factor for general child neglect/abuse, is common. Without proper intervention 
services, even if the child sexual abuse stops for now, the child might remain at 
risk of the further abuse occurring. 

 


