
Child Abuse 
Investigations



The
Work



You will be remembered for 
your work--The question is, 

how do you want to be 
remembered?



why are
child abuse

investigations
so difficult?



Your family





Challenges



Three things you must confront

Child Victim Belief Hard to prove motive



Beliefs
about
child
punishment





There is 
always 
evidence!



There is always evidence 
100% of the time in all 

child abuse cases!



“a reason for doing something,
especially one that is hidden or

not obvious

Motive



In most other crimes the 
investigation is centered 

around the accused. Yours 
will be centered around 

the victim.



FEAR



Obstacles



A common
mistake made
in child abuse
investigations: 
Look for abuse;
rather than
listen for it!



Who in 
this 

room is 
bias?



Don't be an obstacle!



Be careful 
with the 
wording 
of your 
reports.

1. suspect

2.Perpetrator

3.non-offending parent

4.sex-offender



Instead use the 
word accused.



The Keys to Successful
Child Abuse Investigations



Be Curious!



Engage with your cases

Curious

Compassion

Connection

Communication

Curious

Compassion

Connection

Communication



Types of Abuse



Sexual
Abuse



Different Types of Abuse

Sexual

Physical

Emotional/Psychological

Neglect



Different types of sexual abuse

• Touch

• Intercourse

• Sodomy, aggravated sodomy

• Rape

• Child Molestation



Disclosure



Treat your disclosure as your most 
important piece of evidence

Disclosure

Build around disclosure

Close out case



the disclosure is
to the SVU

detective what
the surveillance
video is to the

homicide
detective.

Det. Kevin McNeil



Delay



some reasons victims/delay or do not disclose

• Fear of accused

• Don't want to break up family

• Fear of not being believed

• Does not want anything to 
happen to accused



Listen to the disclosure!



Use Time

1. Any STI's, pregnancy

2. any sudden behavioral changes since accused came into 
picture

3. Was accused and victim in same location?

4.was accusation made before



Allow the victim's allegation 
to lead our investigation.

1. Allegation

2.Forensic Interview

3.Locations

4.Observations

5.Colloborations



Section 1: The Problem

understanding
victims



When there is no 
tangible evidence, look 

for signs of trauma



The victim does not live in isolation

• School

• Relatives/Siblings

• Neighbors/friends



Flow-your investigation
flows where the child goes!

F Family and Friends

L Last Location

O Observation

W Witnesses of Past
Activity

S Show and tell (photos)



Get to know 
your school 
resource 
officer.



Some Behaviors Sexual Abuse Victims 
May Exhibit



Children
are always

communicating



How Trauma Can Affect 
Victims

COGNITIVE

Slowed language development

Attention problems (ADD/ADHD) •

Speech delay •

Poor verbal memory/recall •

Loss of brain matter/IQ SOCIAL •

Aggression & violent outbursts •

Poor self-control of emotion

• Can’t modify behavior in response to social cues

• Social isolation—can’t navigate friendship

MENTAL HEALTH

• Poor social/emotional development

• Alcohol, tobacco and other drug use, often “early initiation”

Adolescent & adult mental health disorders: Depression, suicide, dissociative disorder, borderline personality disorder,

PTSD

Washington State FAMILY POLICY COUNCIL A Family, Community, State Partnership Families Thrive With Uswww.fpc.wa.gov



Victim may have used other ways to disclose

• Social Media

• Journal

• unintentionally to a friend or relative



Behavior



EXAMPLE OF AN UNINTENTIONAL DISCLOSURE



If you have DNA 
evidence, GET IT 

TESTED!



MEETING 
WITH 

FAMILIES.



ENGAGE AND EXPLAIN

Who are you? What is your 
role?

Best way to 
contact you.

Explain the process Introduce your team



Preparing the 
parent/caregiver!



Ask 
questions 

about your 
victim!



Establish The 
Relationship



Ask the Caregiver to explain interactions 
or ask indirect questions.

• Explain when you may have had to say something about their 
interaction.

• What good things do they say about each other?

• When they are angry, what do they say to or about each other?



Information to Seek

• Access

• Attitude

• Action



What was the current 
accessibility status at 
the time of disclosure.



Some Questions to Consider

1. Has the accused had contact with victim or caregiver since 
disclosure?

2. Has the accuse attempted to make contact?

3. Has anyone questioned the victim about the disclosure?

4. Has the victim discuss the incident since the disclosure?



Where does the child go 
when you have to work or 

cannot be home?



The Forensic 
Interview



Thing We Can Do Before The 
Forensic Interview

• Contact Social Services

• Find out what school victim attends

• Begin looking into accuser background

• Think about getting necessary warrants for photos and DNA

• Organize a file so any investigator can pick it up and continue 
where you left off---



ATTENTION!

The forensic interview is 
the victim's account of 
what happened, not 
proof that it did 
happen!



DURING THE 
Forensic Interview-

Put away
distractions



Important details

1. Any item mentioned

2.Threats made

3.promises made

4.time of day

5.time of year/season

6.clothing

1. specific items 
mentioned: ie, lotion

2.Noises

3.others present at 
location?

4.any expression of 
emotion

5.questions



If it is mentioned during forensic interview, 
you must investigate or collaborate it.

• Date, time, location

• Items, witnesses

• Statements or threats made



After the Forensic Interview

1. Collaborate, collaborate, collaborate

2.Was anything mentioned that needed to be 
collected from the incident location: ie: 
clothing, lotion, toys

3.obtain necessary warrants, seek out additional 
witnesses

4.contact accused



Think like a 
defense 
attorney!
If you were defending the accused what questions would you 
ask?



Possible 
Defenses--how 
will attorney 
fight my case?



Questions your investigation should answer?

Jurors want to know:



Remember the jury is 
going to want a MOTIVE 

(WHY?)--If you do not 
give them one the 

defense attorney will!



Child does 
not like 
accused.



The child wants attention!









Recantations!



Reasons victim may recant

• What has changed since initial 
outcry?

• Maybe it did not happen!

• Social workers and victim 
advocates can assist with this 
information!



The Suspect
Interview



Accused Behaviors in Child Sexual 
Abuse Cases

1. Overly Protective/Jealous

2.Shows favoritism

3.Inappropriate boundaries

4.Interested in who the child shares information with

5.Gives child gifts



The goal is to get suspect to talk

1 Focus on suspect relationship to
victim

2 Don't seek confession, engage in
conversation

3 Stay away from accusatory language

4 Ask Open ended questions

5 Record conversation instead of writing



REMEMBER KEEP THE 
VICTIM THE CENTER OF 
YOUR INVESTIGATION!



SOME THINGS TO CONSIDER

1 RELATIONSHIP TO VICTIM 2 ACCESS TO VICTIM

3 RELATIONSHIP WITH 
VICTIMS 
CAREGIVER/SIBLINGS

4 ACCUSED TRAVELS



The investigation Model

Police

CPS

CAC

Family

Victim

Witness

Medical

Child Advocate



A.B.U.S.E

Allegation Build Utilize Show Evidence



Build



Who 
can 
help 
me?



Utilize Your 
Team



Show us 
your work!



A.B.U.S.E

Allegation Build Utilize Show Evidence



Thank
You



CONTACT  US

K m c n e i l @ t h e t w e l v e p r o j e c t . c o m

A t l a n t a ,  G e o r g i a

6 7 8 - 6 7 0 - 0 8 2 1

w w w . t h e t w e l v e p r o j e c t . c o m
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