Trainee Content for Day 1, Segment 2
Personal Difficulties in Dealing with Sexuality & Victimization

Emotional reactions to child sexual abuse is normal and to be expected. However, it is important to recognize our emotional reactions to prevent them from impairing our professional judgment or performance of our duties as child welfare workers. Despite education and training, which specifies how to perform our professional roles, it is normal for each of us to have personal reactions to our work. Child sexual abuse probably arouses more personal reactions than many of the problems we encounter. Although these may become less intense over time, they do not disappear. Initially, the enormity of sexual abuse is likely to engender one of two opposing responses—disbelief or belief accompanied by an intense desire for retribution. 

Gender

The gender of the professional is likely to influence reactions to cases of child sexual abuse. Both male and female professionals have empathy for victims. However, it is possible that gender identification causes each to be more sensitive when the victim is of his or her own gender.  Professional reactions to sexual abuse may differ by gender because men and women experience living in society differently.

Life Experiences

Many life experiences can intrude upon professional practice, and working in sexual abuse can intrude upon a professional’s personal life. Three personal issues that seem particularly salient are: having been sexually victimized, being a parent, and sexuality.

Sexual Victimization 

A professional who has been sexually abused her/himself or who is part of a family in which there has been sexual abuse must cope with this personal issue as well as with the other stresses of work associated with working with sexual abuse survivors.  Persons who have sexual victimization in their background bring special sensitivity and experience that can be of great value in their work. Nevertheless, professionals who have personal experiences of sexual abuse need to have addressed these in therapy, be especially aware of countertransference issues, and be alert to the importance of protecting their own mental health.

Warning signs that the professional’s own victimization is impeding performance can include: 

· Feeling so overwhelmed by fear, anxiety, disgust, or anger that the victimization interferes with sound decision making or intervention or evokes the strong desire for retribution; 

· Experiencing intrusive thoughts or having flashbacks at work; 

· Recalling previously repressed memories of victimization when involved in cases of sexual abuse; 

· Displaying overly punitive responses to the non-offending parent or offender; and/or

· Minimizing or not seeing the safety issues involved in a case, or the severity of the effects on a child. 

Being A Parent

The experience of parenthood can affect one’s reaction to a case of sexual abuse, and working with sexual abuse can influence parenting. Parenthood can make the professional more appreciative of the risks as well as more appalled at the transgressions of the parenting role. Parents are confronted with many situations in which the child’s behavior (e.g. wanting to sleep in bed between the parents) and parenting responsibilities (the need to assist the child in bathing, toileting, and understanding the differences between male and female anatomy) can present risks for sexual activity. 

Sometimes, professionals who are parents are less willing to label client behaviors as sexually inappropriate because of their over-identification with the client as a parent. For example, a professional who is a father may minimize genital contact between an alleged offender father and his daughter, accepting the explanation that the daughter was being helped to learn about “wiping herself.”

Conversely, certain biological drives and normative proscriptions inhibit sexual activity with children for parents. Because of these personal experiences, parents may be more censorious than non-parents when these boundaries are crossed. Individual families will have differing norms for what are acceptable personal boundaries or privacy, male and female roles in parenting behaviors, and acceptable discussions around perceived or real sexual matters.

In terms of work influencing parenting, a common effect of professional involvement with sexual abuse cases is for the parent to become quite concerned about the risk of his/her own children being sexually abused or exploited. Parents may be hypervigilant to behavioral or physical indicators exhibited by their own children, such as urinary tract infections, masturbation, enuresis, and sleep disturbances.

Comfort and History with Sexuality

Being familiar and comfortable with all aspects of sexuality is essential in working in the field of child sexual abuse. For the professional, this means being able to talk freely about all types of sexual issues.

Professional involvement with cases of sexual abuse very frequently has an impact on personal sexuality. 

Coping with Personal Issues

The best way to prevent personal reactions from undermining the quality of professional work is to be aware of their existence. Once these reactions are identified, several methods can be used to help to mitigate them, including:

· Self-talk, in which the professional reminds him/herself of personal biases and reactions.
· Talking about, acknowledging and processing personal reactions and feelings about cases with a supervisor, mentor, or trusted colleague.  (Note: Remember that all case information is confidential; child welfare workers need to request time with someone within the agency, such as your supervisor, to discuss any detailed information.)  

· Using established guidelines and research to guide decision-making.

· When possible, using collaborative decision-making with colleagues involved in the case.

· When the above suggestions are not sufficient, talking about, acknowledging and processing personal reactions and feelings about cases with a counselor or therapist.

Avoiding Burnout
There is no denying that work in the field of sexual abuse is extremely stressful and may lead to burnout. There are several characteristics of cases that make the work potentially
Common Core | Child Maltreatment Identification, Part 2 | Trainee's Guide
Version 1.15, January 2009

