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Aim:

This fact sheet supports practitioners to strengthen how they engage parents and carers
when working with children and young people who have displayed harmful sexual behaviour
(HSB). It translates findings from the CHANGE research into practical guidance to help
practitioners recognise barriers to family participation, respond effectively to families in
crisis, and support safe and meaningful involvement in therapeutic work.

Problem Statement:

Engaging parents and carers as therapeutic partners in HSB responses is essential because
they are the most powerful ecological influence on children’s development and can become
a key protective factor and agent of change (Campbell et al., 2020; Shields et al., 2020;
Yoder, 2014; Yoder & Brown, 2015; Yoder & Ruch, 2015). Previous Australian study indicates
that less than half of surveyed HSB practitioners (36-44%) work with the family system,
demonstrating an ongoing gap (Quadara et al., 2020).

Parents and carers experience the discovery of HSB as an acute crisis that destabilises
family functioning and, particularly in sibling HSB, may require urgent practical changes
(e.g., living arrangements) alongside ongoing therapeutic support to understand HSB,
address family and environmental contributors, and support children through treatment
(Cain et al., 2026; Campbell et al., 2020; Hackett & Masson, 2006; Lewin et al., 2025).

Funded by the National Centre for Action on Child Sexual Abuse, the research project
CHANGE - Curtailing Harm and Navigating Growth, Evidence for change pathways of young
people who displayed harmful sexual behaviour, is conducted by the University of
Wollongong (UoW), in partnership with New Street Services, an NSW Health specialist
therapeutic service for 10-17-year-olds who have displayed HSB.

CHANGE found that young people whose parents or carers participated in the counselling
program with them were much more likely to complete counselling than those without
parent or carer participation (Kor et al., 2026). This suggests that parent and carer
engagement is strongly linked to whether counselling is sustained long enough to make a
difference.



Barriers to parents/carers participation:

What is often described as parent or carer “reluctance” to engage commonly arises from
stigma, shame and fear of judgement, highlighting the need for non-judgemental, flexible
responses that are tailored to families’ immediate needs and contexts (Hackett & Masson,
2006; Hackett et al., 2015; Kor et al., 2023; Quadara et al., 2020).

In CHANGE, parents described:

Feeling shocked, overwhelmed, and “an out of body experience” after being told about
their children had engaged in HSB.

Feeling blamed by statutory services such as child protection or police.

Significant impacts on mental health, including depression and burnout.

An experience of trauma that impacted across generations

Some parents described how their own histories of abuse shaped their reactions:

“l didn’t realise that | was projecting what had been projected on me as
well... as a parent, to not take it personally and to realise that this
behaviour can have many complexities.”

Enablers to parents/carers participation:

Recognise reluctance as often rooted in shame, stigma, trauma, or prior negative
experiences with services Work actively to engage parents and carers as partners, not
as bystanders.

Offer practical support (flexible appointment times, transport, clear communication) to
facilitate participation.

Use non-stigmatising, developmentally appropriate, trauma-informed language and
practice.

Provide emotional support to parents and carers in their own right, not only as
extensions of the child’s counselling.

Attend carefully to safety, especially where domestic and family violence (DFV), abuse
by a parent/carer, or complex family dynamics are present.

Actions for practice:

Do not exclude children from counselling when parents/carers are initially fearful,
reluctant, or unable to participate.

Carefully assess parents/carers capacity to engage in counselling with their children.
Parents/carers can be engaged in different ways (e.g., having a dedicated counsellor for
them, joint sessions with the child, individual sessions, and home visits).

Engage parents/carers in safety planning to enhance safety within the family/home
environment.

They should also be involved in goal setting and other interagency work, recognising
them as the expert of their children.

Recognise that parents/carers, with the right support, can be both protective factors
and agents of change.



= Meaningful parent/carer participation must be carefully planned in the context of
domestic and family violence and gendered dynamics, with services prioritising safety
foryoung people and adult victim-survivors, rigorously assessing DFV-perpetrating
carers’ readiness, deliberately engaging often “invisible” fathers and male caregivers.

Reflective questions for practitioners and services:
= When a parent or carer appears reluctant, how could this be explored in a respectful,
non-judgemental way?

=  What practical supports (transport, flexibility, childcare, etc.) could your service offer to
reduce barriers to participation?

= How does your current practice attend to the needs of siblings and the wider family
system, notjust the child who harmed?

= |nwhatways could your service better support fathers or male caregivers to engage
safely and meaningfully?

= How do you currently assess safety when domestic and family violence or other harmful
family dynamics are present?
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