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Many parents find themselves in a 
difficult situation when their child 
accidentally sees them having sex. 

These patients may ask us, as their clini-
cians, if they should discuss the incident 
with their child, and if so, what to say. If 
parents do not address the subject appro-
priately, their child might be confused and 
uncomfortable with his/her interpreta-
tion of the encounter.1 Some older research 
suggests that after witnessing their par-
ents in a sexual encounter, children may 
have difficulty with affectional love, fears 
of being alone, or feelings of vulnerabil-
ity.2,3 Clinicians may find themselves at a 
loss when parents ask them how to handle 
these situations. Although there are no 
evidence-based guidelines to consult, con-
sider the following suggestions:

Relax. For patients who have not yet 
experienced this situation, tell them it is 
important not to panic if their child wit-
nesses them having sex. They should cover 
their bodies and calmly respond to their 
child’s presence. Calm responsiveness is 
a key to diffusing this awkward situation. 
Otherwise, children may sense their par-
ents’ embarrassment and conclude that sex 
is shameful. Parents should gently explain 
to their child that they are having a pri-
vate, adult moment. They should ask their 
child if something is needed immediately, 
or if it could wait.  

Accept that it happened. Parents should 
not avoid discussing the incident, but 
should promptly follow up with their 
child at an appropriate time and place. 
Waiting for a child to raise the topic puts 

the responsibility on him/her, instead of 
on the parent. Although some forthright 
children may ask questions, others may 
feel too ashamed or nervous to broach the 
topic and will prefer their parents to take 
the lead. 

Discuss what happened. Tell parents to 
explore their child’s impression of what 
he/she saw. Tailoring the discussion to 
the child’s age is important. For example, 
a 3-year-old might wonder if anyone was 
harmed, and might need reassurance, 
whereas a 12-year-old is likely to have  
a better understanding of sex but still 
feel uncomfortable. Educational conversa-
tions about sexuality might be appropri-
ate for children age 8 to 12. The parents’ 
goal should be to answer questions hon-
estly without oversharing, and to leave 
the door open—so to speak—for future 
conversations. 

Recommend that parents use plain, 
factual language to answer any questions 
their child asks. Statements such as “We 
were having a private, adult moment” 
can be helpful. Parents can categorize sex 
as a universal activity that is not harm-
ful or scary by telling their child some-
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thing such as, “This is what all parents do.” 
Parents should avoid providing unneces-
sary information or answering questions 
their child is not asking. The Table4 offers 
guidance on how parents might handle 
such conversations.

Consider potentially positive outcomes. 
Although parents may feel guilty or describe 
this as a terrible situation, remind them that 
there are some potentially healthy outcomes. 
For example, such incidents may help reas-
sure the child that their parents love each 
other, which might give him/her a sense of 
happiness and security. 

Take steps to prevent this from happen-
ing again. Advise parents to lock the door 
when having sex. Remind them to consider 
the proximity of rooms because their child 
might hear noises and become curious. 
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Parents should 
tailor the 
discussion to the 
child’s age and 
answer questions 
honestly without 
oversharing

 Table 

Child sees parents having sex: How parents should respond
Age Do’s Don’ts

3 and  
4 years 

Keep in mind that most won’t understand 
what they see

Give simple explanations (eg, “We were 
hugging”)

Don’t assume the child saw everything

Don’t provide too much detail or long, 
clinical explanations, which might confuse 
the child

5 years 
and older

Give the child an age-appropriate 
explanation

Remember how differently (and simply) a 
child perceives situations

Hold a reassuring conversation soon after 
the incident (ideally, the following day). 
Initiate the conversation

Discuss the matter factually and 
comfortably

Let the child know he/she did nothing 
wrong by walking in

Don’t immediately fumble through  
an explanation 

Don’t avoid the topic or wait for your child 
to bring it up

Don’t feel overly guilty or embarrassed, 
because your child may sense these 
reactions and conclude that sex is 
shameful

Source: Reference 4


