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Looking after yourself – health warning
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Centre of expertise

on child sexual abuse
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The prevalence of Child Sexual abuse



Prevalence 
of Harmful 

Sexual 
Behaviour
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Definition



“Young people do not wake up on their thirteenth 
birthday, somehow transformed into a sexual being 
overnight. Even young children are sexual in some 

form.”

Heather Coleman PhD & Grant Charles PhD.

University of Calgary, Alberta, Canada & The University of British Columbia, 

Vancouver 



Continuum of behaviours (Hackett, 2010)

Normal

• Developmentally 
expected

• Socially 
acceptable

• Consensual, 
mutual, reciprocal

• Shared decision-
making

Inappropriate

• Single instances

• Socially 
acceptable in 
peer group

• Context for 
behaviour might 
be inappropriate

• Generally 
consensual and 
reciprocal

Problematic

• Developmentally 
unusual

• Socially 
unexpected

• No overt 
elements of 
victimisation

• Consent issues 
may be unclear

• May lack 
reciprocity or 
equal power

• May include 
levels of 
compulsivity

Abusive

• Victimising intent 
or outcome

• Misuse of power

• Coercion or force

• Intrusive

• Absence of freely 
given informed 
consent 

• May include 
elements of 
expressive 
violence

Violent

• Physically violent

• Highly intrusive

• Instrumental 
violence which is 
physiologically or 
sexually arousing 
to the perpetrator

• Sadism
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Brandon’s story

Think about the factors that may have had 

an impact on Brandon’s healthy Child 

Development. 



- Maternal mental health difficulties

- Disrupted care

- Exposure to domestic abuse

- Non-contact sexual abuse through exposure to adult sexual 

activity and pornography.

- Access to inappropriate games and films

- Maternal rejection

- Poor self esteem

- Lack of positive sensory experiences, e.g. appropriate kisses and 

cuddles

- Poor social skills/limited peer relationships

- Anxiety without appropriate ways of managing this
10

Recognising: Brandon’s Story- Activity



A study by Hackett et al (2013) of children and young people with harmful sexual 

behaviour suggests that two-thirds had experienced some kind of abuse or 

trauma such as:

•physical abuse

•emotional abuse

•sexual abuse

•severe neglect

•parental rejection

•family breakdown

•domestic violence

•parental drug and alcohol abuse.

Around half of them had experienced sexual abuse.
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Recognising: Brandon’s Story- Activity

https://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-abuse/child-abuse-and-neglect/harmful-sexual-behaviour/#pageref17176


Risk and Need 

• Natural to be “pulled” to one end of the continuum

• Importance of attending to both

• Children and young people may need to have their needs met to 
be able to address concerns about their behaviour

• Important to think about language
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Recognising: Contributing Factors

For younger children (under 12) to display problematic/ harmful 

sexual behaviours it is likely that their natural healthy sexual 

development has been disrupted in some way. For example:

• They may have been exposed to inappropriate sexual content through 

media and social networking.

• They may live in highly sexualised environments.

• They may have been sexually abused.

(AIM, 2014, NSPCC HSB framework 2016)



14

Recognising: Contributing Factors, Learning Difficulties 

Additional factors that may be linked to children with learning 

difficulties/disabilities in displaying problematic or harmful sexual 

behaviour:

• A lack of appropriate sex education and fewer opportunities for healthy 

sexual / social expression. 

• Appear to have fewer grooming strategies – more impulsive and 

opportunistic. 

• Indifference/lack of understanding around sexual behaviour and/or social 

norms.

• May relate on a psychosocial level to younger children whose functional 

age is similar to their own.

• Harmful behaviours may be minimised or justified because of their 

learning needs. 



Technology assisted harmful sexual behaviour 

(TA-HSB)

• Developmentally inappropriate use of pornography

• Making sexual threats

• Online grooming

• Exposing other children & young people to 

pornography

• Sextortion

• Sending, or being pressured to send, nude and 

semi-nude photographs or videos (‘nudes’)

• being sent or shown solicited or unsolicited online 

explicit material, such as pornographic videos



Everyone’s Invited

16

• “From age 5 to 8 there were 2 boys in my class 
and often they were accompanied by 2-4 more 
and on a daily basis the 2 boys would pull up 
the skirts of the girls in the class to look at 
their knickers and in time it progressed to 
pulling down girls knickers”

“At age 10, whilst on the playing 
field at junior school, I was chased & 
held down by 6 boys. They undid my 
clothing & touched me everywhere. 
One of the boys tried to have sex 
with me, but couldn't get a proper 
erection and so, only managed to 
touch up against me with his penis. 
They all left me lying there & ran off 
laughing. I felt dirty & embarrassed 
and never told anyone at the time”



The problem 

• Young people experience and display harmful 
sexual behaviours (HSB) in schools

• In the US, Turner, Finkelhor, Hamby, Shattuck, 
and Ormrod (2011)) revealed 72% of sexual 
harassment, 25% of sexual assaults and 17.5% 
of rape experienced by adolescents occurred 
within school as opposed to elsewhere.

• Girlguiding (2017) found 64% of girls aged 13–
21 had experienced sexual harassment in 
school or college in the last year in the UK.

• Schools 2nd most common setting for HSB in UK



Ofsted: Review of sexual abuse in schools and colleges (2021)
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Boys Girls

Unwanted touching 24 64

Feeling pressured to do sexual things they did not want to 27 68

Sexual assault of any kind 38 79

Unwanted or inappropriate sexual comments 55 80

Rumours about sexual activity 53 81

Sexist name calling 74 92

Percentage of children who said these things happen ‘a lot’ or ‘sometimes’



Impact

• Student perceptions of safety inform how 
they navigate schools, in some cases 
increasing weapon carrying within school 

• Lowered self-esteem and confidence to 
participate in class by girls

• Falling grades and attendance 

• Poor mental health, self-harm, 

• anxiety and depression 



Why in schools? 
Occurrence of sexual abuse and violence in 
schools is not coincidental

• physical layout

• student body 

• or staff training and conduct. 

Social rules within schools that both enabled 
HSB and failed to challenge the norms that 
underpin it.

• Language staff and students use and hear

• Staff and student attitudes to disclosure

• Levels of exposure to HSB in schools

• Staff and student approaches to 
addressing non-consensual sharing of 
sexually explicit material









NSPCC HSB 
in schools 
podcasts



This tool supports schools to self-assess their response to harmful 
sexual behaviour. The toolkit includes a traffic-light table, self 
assessment scorecard and five webinars on how to carry out the 
assessment. 
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Beyond Referrals



For individual schools



A note on zero 
tolerance 
policies –some 
unintended 
effects

‘zero tolerance’ is interpreted to 
mean that any form of sexual harm 
may receive a sanctions based 
response – for example an exclusion

unintended consequences might be; 

• treating all forms of sexual harm in the same 
way 

• individualise the issue

• failure to recognise the needs and 
vulnerabilities of children that instigate the 
harm of others 

• burden of decision making can fall upon 
victims and not staff



Guidance for Multiagency partnerships

https://www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/publications/



Future 
Prevention

Interventions are 
often reactive

Need to;

Disseminate 
interventions

Change the 
physical 

environment 

Develop robust 
policy 

frameworks



Basically….

Lack of 
consistency 

of…

Training and 
development

CJ and CP 
responses

Availability 
and quality 
of service 
provision

Response 
(even if 
there is 

provision)

Awareness 
and 

knowledge

Policy





Key Points: 

HSB is an umbrella term for a range of sexual behaviour displayed by children 
and Young people and exists upon a continuum

Balance of risk and need: too much focus on risk ignores the child and their 
experiences, vulnerabilities and needs. However, if work is all 
needs/vulnerabilities focussed, you can become unsighted on risk and need for 
safety planning 

There are up to date free resources and tools to help you further 

• understand HSB and your role in recognising, responding, recording and 
referring

• Support schools and multi-agency responses around schools

• influence at a systems level to help your local area/ regional respond 
consistently to HSB



Sign up to CASPAR 
Subscribe to our safeguarding child 

protection newsletter

Current awareness newsletter for practice, policy and 
research delivers free weekly email alerts to keep you 

up-to-date with all the latest safeguarding and child 
protection news

pat.branigan@nspcc.org.uk

Laura.randall@nspcc.org.uk

mailto:pat.branigan@nspcc.org.uk

