
How to support a child or young 
person who has experienced 

sexual abuse

A guide for all practitioners



Child sexual abuse is a subject that all practitioners, particularly those who do not work in sexual 
abuse specialist services, can find worrying. Working with children and young people (CYP) 
who have been sexually abused comes with challenges, and there is a clear role for specialist 
services. However, there are many things practitioners can safely do to ensure that the client’s 
healing journey starts early and to avoid further deterioration whilst they await support and 
help from a specialist. All practitioners have an important opportunity to respond to and 
support CYP that have been sexually abused. 

This guidance will address these concerns and help professionals and agencies understand how 
they can continue to provide support for clients who have disclosed sexual violence.

This guide is tailored for counsellors 
and practitioners dedicated to 
working with children and young 
people. 

This involves forcing or enticing a child to 
take part in sexual activities, whether or not 
the child is aware of what is happening. It 
may include physical contact (e.g. assault by 
penetration, masturbation, kissing, rubbing 
and touching) or be non-contact (e.g. 
children looking at/watching sexual images or 
grooming a child for abuse).

Who is the guide for?

What is the guide about?

What is Child Sexual Abuse?

We have produced 
an animated video 
that accompanies 
this resource.

Animated Video

https://www.newpathways.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Final-CSA-Video-1080p-240108.mp4


We don’t know exactly how many children in the UK experience sexual abuse. However, 
research with 2,275 young people aged 11-17 about their experiences of sexual abuse suggests 
around 1 in 20 children in the UK have been sexually abused.

Sexual abuse is usually hidden from view. Adults in the child or young person’s life may not 
recognise the signs of sexual abuse and the child may be too young, too scared or too ashamed 
to tell anyone what is happening to them.

There are a number of different sources of information, including data from services which 
work with children and research into children’s and adults’ self-reported experiences of abuse, 
which help build up a picture of the scale of abuse:

How common is Child Sexual Abuse in England and Wales?



• Engage in traumatic play in which a 
child re-enacts some aspects of the 
experience.

• Signs of stress (stomach pain 
or headaches, frequent illness, 
excessive worrying, nail biting, 
changes in eating habits, difficulty 
concentrating)

• Not wanting to be left with a 
particular individual.

• An increase in oppositional or 
withdrawn behaviour or tantrums. 

• Nightmares/ sleeping difficulties.

• Sexual knowledge, language, and/or 
behaviours that are inappropriate for 
their age.

• They might describe their body as 
being ‘hurt’ or ‘dirty’.

• Sudden change of behaviour

• Withdrawal from social activities

• Secrecy about online interactions

• Receiving inappropriate gifts

• Expressing discomfort about certain 
online conversations

• Anxiety

• Depression

• Angry outbursts

• Withdrawn behaviour

• Sexual knowledge, language, and/or 
behaviours that are inappropriate for 
their age.

• Suicidal ideation 

• Substance abuse

• Feelings of shame and guilt

• Isolated post-traumatic symptoms 
such as flashbacks, nightmares, and 
panic attacks

• Self-harming

• Sexually Transmitted Diseases

• Pregnancy

• Eating Disorders

Common signs in young children:

Some signs of online 
sexual abuse include:

Common signs in adolescents:

CYP who have been sexually abused may display a range of emotional, physical and 
behavioural reactions, many of which are characteristics of CYP who have experienced other 
types of trauma.

Signs of sexual abuse



CYP’ face various barriers that prevent them from disclosing sexual abuse. Some common 
factors include:

What prevents a CYP from disclosing sexual abuse?

 

• Fear and Intimidation:   
CYP may be afraid of the consequences 
or retaliation if they disclose their abuse. 
They may fear being called liars, being 
blamed, or facing further harm from the 
abuser. The power dynamics involved in 
these abusive relationships can create 
a sense of intimidation that inhibits 
disclosure.

• Confusion and lack of understanding: 
CYP may not understand the nature of the 
abuse or that it is wrong or harmful. They 
might be unfamiliar with the appropriate 
boundaries, making it challenging for 
them to recognise and disclose the abuse, 
especially if the abuser is another child.

• Developmental Factors:   
Younger children, especially those in the 
early stages of language development, 
may struggle to articulate their 
experiences or may lack the vocabulary 
needed to describe what happened to 
them.

• Manipulation and Grooming: 
Offenders of sexual abuse often employ 
manipulative and grooming tactics to 
gain the CYP’s trust and keep them silent. 
They may also exploit or threaten them to 
maintain secrecy.

• Cultural and Societal Factors:  
Cultural and social norms can impact 
a CYP’s willingness to disclose their 
abuse. Stigma, fear of judgement, 
cultural taboos, or beliefs that prioritise 
maintaining family reputation can create 
barriers to disclosing sexual abuse.

• Shame and Guilt:    
CYP often experience feelings of shame 
and guilt associated with sexual abuse. 
They may wrongly believe that they are 
to blame for the abuse or that they have 
done something wrong. These feelings 
can make them reluctant to disclose their 
abuse for fear of judgement or additional 
shame.



While consulting with practitioners as part of the research for this guide, it became apparent 
that there are some common barriers to CYP receiving timely and effective help that could be 
overcome with relatively small shifts in practice. These barriers are:

Addressing barriers to support young people who 
have experienced sexual abuse

• The perception that working with sexual abuse always requires specialist skills. 

• Practitioners’ discomfort working with CYP who are involved in legal proceedings. 

• A tendency to terminate support and quickly refer CYP to specialist services when sexual 
abuse is disclosed.

In working with children and young people who have experienced sexual abuse, it’s essential to 
recognise that while specialist support is valuable, practitioners with a solid understanding of 
trauma-informed care can contribute significantly. Stabilisation is a key component, emphasising 
the importance of creating a secure and supportive environment. 

Practitioners, through their empathic approach and skilful guidance, can play a vital role in 
stabilising CYP, fostering resilience, and laying the foundation for their journey towards recovery. 

Does working with CYP around sexual abuse 
always require specialist skills?



Many of the skills practitioners already use on a regular basis can be used to support a CYP who 
has been sexually abused. Even if there are some areas where you feel less confident, it’s very 
likely that with an openness to trying new approaches, they are within your reach. Here are 
some ways practitioners can apply their skills:

Utilising existing therapeutic skills to support a 
CYP who has been sexually abused

Practitioners can utilise therapeutic skills 
to create a safe and trusting environment 
for the CYP. This involves actively listening, 
showing empathy, and building rapport. 
They can continuously reinforce their sense 
of safety and reassure them that they are 
in a supportive environment. Building this 
collaborative relationship involves recognising 
the CYP’s right to be heard and involved in 
decision-making as well as honouring their 
inherent skills and abilities. It provides the 
necessary emotional and psychological 
support for them to heal, develop resilience, 
and regain a sense of control over their lives.

Practitioners can validate the CYP’s feelings and experiences related to the abuse. They can 
normalise the CYP’s reactions to help them understand that their responses are understandable 
and valid. This can help reduce any feelings of shame or self-blame that they may experience.

Practitioners can provide age-appropriate psychoeducation about 
sexual abuse, its impact, and the healing process. They can help the 
CYP understand the dynamics of abuse, boundaries, and healthy 
relationships. Psychoeducation can empower the CYP with knowledge 
and give them control over their own healing process. We have many 
psychoeducational resources on our website-Resources - New Pathways, 
including self-help booklets, podcasts, and voices of lived experiences.

Establishing Safety and Trust

Validation and Normalisation

Psychoeducation

https://www.newpathways.org.uk/resources/


Practitioners can teach the CYP emotional regulation techniques and coping strategies to 
manage distressing emotions. Practitioners can help them identify and express their feelings in 
healthy ways and also provide tools and strategies that they can use to deal with their emotions 
and cope with triggers.

For most CYP, the quality of support from caregivers in their day-to-day lives will have 
a profound impact on their healing, regardless of the professional support they receive. 
Obviously, there are some home environments that are dangerous and will not apply. For this 
reason, working with the CYP and the non-offending parent (or main caregiver) to ensure that 
the relationship is psychologically safe and supportive, will have the greatest impact. 

This work could involve:

• Developing a shared understanding with the caregiver about how trauma shapes a CYP’s 
behaviour and emotional reactions; and how this understanding, in turn, can help the 
caregiver respond in ways that are useful and supportive. 

• Strengthening the relationship between the CYP and the non-offending parent. The 
relationship can be destroyed by the tactics of the offender and/or by the CYP feeling 
unsafe, possibly because they tried to report the abuse, but they weren’t heard or 
believed. 

Practitioners should assess the CYP’s 
immediate safety needs, develop safety 
plans, and collaborate with relevant 
agencies, such as child protective services, 
or G.P., to ensure their wellbeing.

Emotional regulation and coping skills

Strengthening relationships in the CYP’s life

Safety Planning



Pre Trial therapy is a form of counselling or mental health support provided to individuals 
before a criminal trial, or whilst there is an ongoing investigation. This help might include 
supporting a CYP with their feelings about the legal process and about what has happened to 
them. 

Following pre-trial therapy guidelines is essential when supporting CYP, so as to not adversely 
affect the outcome of their court case. Nobody should be denied the help and support that 
they need just because there is a police investigation or upcoming trial. Please ensure that if 
you are working with CYP in these circumstances you are familiar with the guidance- Pre-Trial 
Therapy | The Crown Prosecution Service (cps.gov.uk) and Bluestar_Therapists-Guide_S4V1.
pdf (bluestarproject.co.uk).
 
Specialist pre-trial therapy training is available from New Pathways at Bespoke Training - New 
Pathways

Working with a CYP who is involved in legal proceedings.

Do be aware that any notes or records may be used as evidence as 
part of criminal proceedings. The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) 
provides guidance on note-taking to ensure accurate and comprehensive 
documentation.

Bluestar-Guide-to-notetaking.pdf (bluestarproject.co.uk)

Note Keeping

Pre-Trial Therapy
- CPS

Therapist Guide 
- Bluestar

Bespoke Training 
- New Pathways

https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/pre-trial-therapy
https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/pre-trial-therapy
https://www.bluestarproject.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Bluestar_Therapists-Guide_S4V1.pdf#:~:text=New%20Pre-Trial%20Therapy%20guidelines%20were%20published%20by%20the,in%20the%20Attorney%20General%E2%80%99s%20Guidelines%20on%20Disclosure%202022.
https://www.bluestarproject.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Bluestar_Therapists-Guide_S4V1.pdf#:~:text=New%20Pre-Trial%20Therapy%20guidelines%20were%20published%20by%20the,in%20the%20Attorney%20General%E2%80%99s%20Guidelines%20on%20Disclosure%202022.
https://www.newpathways.org.uk/bespoke-training/
https://www.newpathways.org.uk/bespoke-training/
https://www.bluestarproject.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Bluestar-Guide-to-notetaking.pdf


It is important to strike the balance between immediate referral for the CYP’s safety and 
ensuring that appropriate support is in place during and after the referral process. That may 
involve providing clear explanations, preparing the CYP for the transition, maintaining a 
supportive relationship, and ensuring a co-ordinated approach between professionals involved 
in the CYP’s care.

CYPs are often best supported by people they know and trust. There is no need to stop working 
with someone whilst they wait for specialist abuse support. Here are some key benefits of 
continuing support:

A tendency to immediately refer cases to a specialist.

• Emotional validation and normalisation: 
Ongoing support provides the CYP with an 
opportunity to express their feelings, fears, 
and concerns related to the abuse.

• Development of coping strategies: 
They can learn healthy ways to manage 
their emotions, handle triggers, and build 
resilience. 

• Empowerment and self-advocacy: 
Consistent support empowers CYPs to 
become active participants in their healing 
journey. They can develop a sense of 
agency and self-advocacy; they learn to 
assert their boundaries, communicate their 
needs, and make informed decisions about 
their own safety and wellbeing.

• Rebuilding trust and securing 
attachments:     
Ongoing support allows CYPs to develop 
trusting relationships. It provides a stable 
and secure environment where they can 
rebuild trust, address attachment issues, 

• Prevention and future abuse:  
By addressing a CYP’s needs, empowering 
them, and educating them about their 
personal safety and healthy boundaries, 
practitioners can help reduce the risk of 
future targeting by abusers.

• Safety and protection:   
Continued support ensures that the 
CYP remains in a safe environment. 
Regular support sessions also provide an 
opportunity for practitioners to monitor 
the CYP’s wellbeing and address any 
emerging concerns or risks.

• Healing:      
Continued support enables the CYP to 
work through their emotions, gain insights 
into the impact of the abuse, and develop 
copying strategies to navigate the healing 
process. It allows them to address the long-
term effects of the abuse and gradually 
work towards recovery.



Access to supervision is an important part of effective practice across all specialities, and not 
just when working with sexual abuse. However, working with child sexual abuse and other forms 
of abuse, especially where it is severe and deeply entrenched, can affect both the practitioner’s 
resources and their ability to cope.

It is important to have someone, ideally a supervisor, to talk with about personal emotions and 
reactions that can arise while working with a CYP around sexual abuse. It can also be beneficial 
if there is team or colleague to discuss decision-making strategies. Practitioners should also 
prioritise their own self-care and seek ongoing professional development to enhance their 
skills in supporting CYPs; this will contribute to their effectiveness and wellbeing. For further 
information, New Pathways are always available to provide informational support.

Access to supportive colleagues and supervision

In the challenging aftermath of sexual abuse, practitioners are instrumental in providing 
unwavering support to children and young people. By prioritising their well-being, offering 
empathic guidance, and fostering a safe space for recovery, practitioners not only contribute to 
healing but also underscore the enduring importance of ongoing support.

Summary



1 New Pathways Rape crisis and sexual abuse support services.

2 Referral Forms - New Pathways

3 Resources - New Pathways - Self Help Booklet, Podcasts, Voices of Lived Experiences

4 Safeguarding Wales

5 Home - CSA Centre

6 Shame and Child Sexual Abuse | Carolyn Spring

7 What is Trauma - All Wales Traumatic Stress Quality Improvement Ini (nhs.wales)

Related Projects at New Pathways

TIPS Parenting Programme: Supports non-
abusing parents and carers whose CYP have 
been sexually abused.

Compass Project: provides assessment and 
support for children and young people at risk 
of sexually harmful behaviour.

For further information on any of these 
projects please contact enquiries@
newpathways.org.uk.

Parent / Family Member Counselling: provides 
counselling and support to the parents/carers 
and families of New Pathways clients.

1 2 3
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75

Further Resources

https://www.newpathways.org.uk/
https://www.newpathways.org.uk/referral-forms/
https://www.newpathways.org.uk/resources/
https://safeguarding.wales/en/
https://www.csacentre.org.uk/
https://www.carolynspring.com/blog/shame-and-child-sexual-abuse/
https://traumaticstress.nhs.wales/children-and-young-people/what-is-trauma/


www.newpathways.org.uk

01685 379 310

enquiries@newpathways.org.uk
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