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Information about problem sexual
behaviours in children and adolescents
This fact sheet is designed to provide information and advice to parents, carers and professionals about
problem sexual behaviours in children and adolescents.
For more information about problem sexual behaviours within families, see our fact sheet ‘Information for
parents and carers: problem sexual behaviour within families’, available on our website or by contacting us.

Problem sexual behaviour (PSB) is defined as behaviour
in children and adolescents that is outside the
behaviour considered ‘normal’ according to their age
and level of development. For information on what is
considered developmentally ‘normal’ sexual behaviour,
see True’s (formerly called Queensland Family
Planning) fact sheet 'Sexual Behaviours in Children and
Young people: A guide to Identify, Understand and
Respond to Sexual Behaviours', also available on the
SASS website. PSB may be socially inappropriate, and
may cause harm to the young person displaying the
behaviour or to others. When harmful behaviour is
directed at others it is called sexually abusive behaviour
(SAB).

Important points to remember:
• Child or adolescent sexually abusive behaviour
does not necessarily lead to adult sexual offending.
• It is however still important to ensure that the
young person gets help to change their behaviours.

Children and adolescents engaging in problem sexual
behaviour or sexually harmful behaviour are not the
same as adult perpetrators of sexual violence.
The cause of the behaviour can be complex, and can be
a result of past trauma, feelings of anger, confusion,
anxiety or poor impulse control. This type of behaviour
is usually meeting a need the child or adolescent has,
albeit in an unhealthy way. When a child or adolescent
tries to meet their needs in a way that harms
themselves or others, it is important for adults around
them to take charge, identify these problems and
discuss them calmly, negotiating a solution in a
respectful manner.

What to do if you witness a child or adolescent
displaying problem sexual behaviour:
1. Stay calm.
2. Clearly and calmly ask the child or adolescent to
stop the behaviour.
3. For younger children, you can redirect the child to
a different activity.

• Professional support can make a big difference in
helping children and adolescents make positive
behavioural changes – particularly when parents
and caregivers are actively involved in this.

4. Talk with the child or adolescent in private about
the behaviour and explain why it is not okay.

• The earlier a young person gets support to manage
their behaviour, the higher the chance of their
being able to make positive behavioural change.

5. Seek professional support – SASS counsellors are
experienced in this area and can answer any
questions you may have.

As well as the above things to do, there are some
reactions to avoid:
• Shaming the child or adolescent: it is very easy to
unintentionally shame the child or adolescent by
tone of voice, body language or what you say.
Shaming responses include dealing with the
situation in public, responding in an angry or overly
emotional way, or blaming or threatening the child
or adolescent. Shame has been linked to potentially
increasing the occurrence and/or severity of PSB.
• Ignoring or covering up the problem sexualised
behaviour: even though it can sometimes be
confronting to seek out support, the behaviour is
unlikely to go away by itself.
As confronting as you may find the behaviour, it’s
important to understand how the child or adolescent
may be feeling as this will help you to support them.

Emotions the child or adolescent may be
experiencing:
• Shame – they may feel shame about their
behaviour because they know what they did was
wrong.

• Embarrassment – they might feel embarrassed by
their behaviour and the idea of having to discuss it
with others.

• Confused and guilty - by what their body might
have been feeling during the harmful behavior.

• Anger – they may feel angry towards others for
disclosing their behaviour and/or wanting to
address their behaviour.

• Sadness and depression – they may experience
negative feelings associated with the disclosure of
the behaviours, which may leave them feeling
overwhelmed and struggling to cope.

• Confusion and uncertainty - in knowing what the
appropriate sexual behaviour is for their age and
development.
Even though children and adolescents with sexual
behaviour problems are much like those with other
types of behavioural problems, people may react more
strongly to these problems because they are sexual in
nature.
The child or adolescent may have made a poor decision,
but he or she can learn to make good decisions. Like all
problematic behaviours in young people, positive
change can be made.

Professional support
Professional support can be really helpful for the child
or adolescent displaying the behaviour, the child
targeted by the behaviour, other family members who
are affected by the behaviour and professionals such
as teachers or family support workers who are involved
with the family.
Professional support might include options such as:

• Behavioural change counselling for the young
person;

• Counselling for the child targeted by the
behaviour and other family members who are
affected by the behaviour;

• Support for families in creating safety plans for
the home and other settings or activities;

• Support for school staff in understanding and
managing the child or adolescent’s problem
sexual behaviours, and in creating safety plans
for the school context and related activities;

• Support with referrals to other relevant services
the family might need to access.

Remember that it is the behaviour that is the
problem, not the child or adolescent.
The child or adolescent is able to learn different
behaviour.
If you are unsure about how to manage a child or
adolescent’s behaviour seek professional help and
support.
If you would like further information please contact
SASS on 6231 0044 (9am–5pm Monday to Friday).
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