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Topic: What is ‘Harmful Sexual Behaviour’ or ‘Peer-on-

Peer abuse’? 
 

Children can abuse other children. This is generally referred to as ‘peer-on-peer abuse’ and 

can take many forms. Peer-on-peer abuse can happen both inside and outside school. All 

school staff are undergoing training to recognise different types of 

peer-on-peer abuse and how to respond to it. Peer-on-peer abuse can 

include: 

- bullying including cyber-bullying 

- abuse in intimate personal relationships between peers 

- physical abuse which causes physical harm 

- sexual violence 

- sexual harassment  

- consensual or non consensual sharing of nude or semi nude images 

- upskirting - taking a photo under a person’s clothing without their permission 

 

 

Spotting the signs of peer-on-peer abuse: 

- absence from school or disengagement from school activities 

- physical injuries 

- mental or emotional health issues 

- becoming withdrawn and lacking in self esteem 

- lack of sleep 

- alcohol or substance misuse 

- changes in behaviour 

- inappropriate behaviours for age 

- abusive towards others  

 

 

 

How do we define Harmful Sexual Behaviour ‘HSB’? 
 
‘Sexual behaviours expressed by children and young people under the age of 18 that are 

developmentally inappropriate, may be harmful towards self or others, or be abusive towards 

another child, young person or adult.’ (Hackett, 2014) 
It is worth noting that HSB can also take place (or be instigated / encouraged) online for example 

the sharing of nude or semi nude images.   
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What are we doing in schools to 

combat HSB? 
 

- Staff receive regular 

safeguarding training led by the 

school team of DSLs (Designated 

Safeguarding Leads) 

- DSLs receive regular supervision 

from Academy safeguarding leads 

- Rigourous programme of RSHE 

(Relationships, Sex and Health 

Education) taught in schools. Right 

from EYFS, this content provides 

children with an emerging 

understanding of consent and 

respect.  

- Challenging of gender stereotypes. 

The OFSTED review was clear in 

its insistence that schools and 

colleges must not dismiss 

inappropriate language as ‘banter’ 

but must challenge, educate and 

sanction 

- Acting promptly and in line with 

school and academy policy if HSB 

is seen, heard or disclosed 

- Schools Behaviour Policy has been 

amended to reflect the 

consequences of any HSB 

occurring in school and promotes 

positive relationships 

- Teaching, through the computing 

curriculum and other curriculum 

areas, about e-safety and helping 

children stay safe online 

What can you do at home to combat 

HSB? 

 
Harmful Sexual Behaviour - Parent_s 

guide.pdf (barnardos.org.uk) 

The above link will take you to a document 

from Barnardos which gives helpful advice on 

how to respond if your child exhibits 

inappropriate behaviour. 

 

- Be aware of your language at home. 

Staying away from gender 

stereotypes ‘tough boys, caring girls’ 

is helpful in allowing children to 

express their feelings. Adults showing 

respect to each other at home will 

have a positive impact on children. 

The following link takes you to the 

Children’s Society website where 

there are many interesting 

articles on topics such as ‘toxic 

masculinity’  
- Toxic Masculinity In Childhood | 

The Children's Society 

(childrenssociety.org.uk) 

- Children's Gender Roles & 

Stereotypes | The Children's 

Society (childrenssociety.org.uk) 
- Support school. Support your school’s 

programme of RSHE and reinforce 

the messages at home. 

- Communicate with school. If you have 

any concerns, have a conversation 

with your school’s DSL team. 

 

Helpful links: 
How to tell if a child’s sexual behaviour is age appropriate - Stop It Now 

 

Protecting children from harmful sexual behaviour | NSPCC Learning 

https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Harmful%20Sexual%20Behaviour%20-%20Parent_s%20guide.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Harmful%20Sexual%20Behaviour%20-%20Parent_s%20guide.pdf
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/blogs/how-toxic-masculinity-affects-young-people
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/blogs/how-toxic-masculinity-affects-young-people
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/blogs/how-toxic-masculinity-affects-young-people
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/blogs/how-gender-roles-affect-young-people
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/blogs/how-gender-roles-affect-young-people
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/blogs/how-gender-roles-affect-young-people
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/concerned-about-a-child-or-young-persons-sexual-behaviour/how-to-tell-if-a-childs-sexual-behaviour-is-age-appropriate/?utm_source=bing&utm_medium=ad&utm_campaign=stop-trafficlight
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/child-abuse-and-neglect/harmful-sexual-behaviour
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Review of sexual abuse in schools and colleges - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

 

 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges

