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Welcome to the training!
This training pack helps police, educators and other professionals create effective policies and practices 
for preventing and addressing harmful sexual behaviours (HSB) in schools, prioritising young people’s safety 
and wellbeing. It includes a slide deck and this guidance document to support delivery in individual or 
group settings.

The training can also be adapted for sessions with young people, using case studies to explore key issues 
and spark discussion. Guidance for facilitating these discussions is provided below.

We hope you find this training valuable. For further questions or support, please feel free to get in touch 
with us: emily.setty@surrey.ac.uk

Using the training
This guidance is designed to complement existing statutory policy and guidance on safeguarding, child 
protection and the prevention of HSB in schools and educational settings. It provides a practical framework 
for understanding, preventing and responding to incidents, with the aim of informing specific strategies for 
addressing the nuanced peer dynamics that contribute to HSB. 

It is intended to be used as a training resource for school professionals, including teachers, pastoral staff 
and safeguarding leads, as well as professionals with a remit to work in and around schools, such as police 
officers, youth workers, social workers and other frontline practitioners. It equips these professionals with 
the knowledge and tools to support effective interventions, create healthier school environments, and 
navigate the complexities of peer relationships that may contribute to HSB.

We recognise that professionals have competing demands on their time, so this training is designed for 
flexibility. You can complete it as a single session or select sections that address your specific needs.

The slides and this guidance are organised by key issues. We recommend cross-referencing relevant slides 
and guidance pages as you work through each topic.

This training is intended to guide your policy and practice for preventing and responding to HSB incidents 
and broader HSB cultures. Revisit the materials to reflect on past events or support ongoing cases as 
needed. 

For further context, please refer to our report on the policing of HSB in schools, which details the research 
behind this training. Note that this research focuses primarily on adolescents in secondary schools and is 
most relevant for professionals in that setting.

SLIDE 2
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Contents of the training
This training covers the following issues:

·	 Group incidents involving young people

·	 One-to-one incidents

·	 Digital and online HSB incidents and cultures

·	 Gender norms and sexual scripts in HSB

·	 Peer relationships and dynamics around HSB

·	 Professional values and assumptions about HSB

The guidance includes principles for preventing and responding to HSB and presents 13 case studies 
based on real incidents. These case studies address HSB in both offline and online contexts, often 
reflecting complex situations. Each case explores different gender and sexual dynamics, levels of 
consent ambiguity, and safeguarding concerns.

For each case study, you’ll find key issues, discussion questions, immediate response advice, 
and preventive strategies. All recommendations are evidence-based, informed by research and 
professional practice.

SLIDE 4
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Objectives of the training
This training supports educators, police and professionals in reflecting on their responses to HSB incidents 
and preventing counterproductive outcomes. 

This guidance supports schools in fostering a positive, respectful culture where students are encouraged 
to develop healthy relationships with themselves and others. It builds upon existing strengths in wellbeing, 
inclusion and achievement, empowering students and staff to work towards a supportive and inclusive 
school environment.

The guidance aligns with OfSTED’s personal development and safeguarding goals by identifying what is 
desired in student development, such as empathy, responsibility and self-awareness. It is, therefore, about 
healthy relationships but also wider benefits in the form of improved attendance and engagement and a 
calm, supportive school environment. Young people who feel safe and respected are more likely to attend 
and engage, contributing to personal and academic success and wellbeing. 

The goals include:

·	 Adopting relationship-based practice 
This approach emphasises trust-building and dialogue with young people—”calling them in” rather 
than “calling them out”—and avoiding solely punitive responses. Immediate actions should be 
followed by restorative measures to address underlying issues, equipping professionals to manage 
incidents robustly while enabling long-term prevention. 

At the heart of this guidance is a commitment to relationship-based practice, where trust and mutual 
respect are prioritised. This approach is not just about responding to incidents but about cultivating 
a school environment where all students feel respected and valued, contributing to lifelong positive 
outcomes. It is not just about preventing harmful behaviours but also about promoting a shared vision for 
what healthy, respectful relationships look like in practice. Schools are encouraged to engage students, 
professionals and parents in building a culture of mutual respect and accountability that benefits everyone 
in the school community.

·	 Embedding ‘sexual citizenship’ 
Sexual citizenship prioritises young people’s safety and wellbeing through a framework of mutual 
rights and responsibilities. This approach promotes understanding of consent and boundaries, 
focusing not only on what young people should avoid but also on how to be safe, responsible and 
ethical citizens. 

These goals relate to nurturing the social and emotional development of students, addressing:

·	 Empathy: Understanding and respecting the perspectives and feelings of others. Through 
discussions about consent, boundaries and bystander responsibility, young people can practice 
empathy and support their peers.

·	 Responsibility: By addressing rights, consent and accountability, this guidance emphasises 
responsible decision-making and ethical behaviour. It supports students to understand their roles 
and the importance of responsible conduct and decision-making, with the objective of promoting 
ethical interactions, not just avoiding risk and harm.

·	 Self-awareness: Recognising values, needs and boundaries enables young people to reflect on their 
motivations and choices, navigate social interactions responsibly, and develop a positive self-image 
and supporting their personal growth. 

SLIDES 5–6
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The guidance aims to create a culture of mutual respect and positive relationships, contributing 
to safer school environments through open dialogue and reduced stigma around seeking help and 
reporting concerns. The guidance recommends a whole-child approach that prioritises students’ holistic 
development. Schools can use this framework to help students gain the personal, social and emotional 
tools they need to thrive, contributing to both immediate wellbeing and long-term success.The guidance 
includes principles for preventing and responding to HSB and presents 13 case studies based on real 
incidents. These case studies address HSB in both offline and online contexts, often reflecting complex 
situations. Each case explores different gender and sexual dynamics, levels of consent ambiguity, and 
safeguarding concerns.

For each case study, you’ll find key issues, discussion questions, immediate response advice, 
and preventive strategies. All recommendations are evidence-based, informed by research and 
professional practice.

Underlying principles for preventing 
and responding to HSB incidents and cultures
It is important to note that HSB does not emerge in isolation but is often influenced by social norms, media 
messages and peer expectations. This guidance helps address not only specific behaviors but also wider 
attitudes and beliefs that shape them, giving students tools for critical engagement with these influences.

This training promotes the following key principles:

·	 Healthy adolescent sexuality and development 
Adolescents have rights to autonomy and sexual citizenship. Acknowledging this is essential, even 
if it feels challenging for adults. Sexual exploration is a normal part of development, while digital 
interactions are not inherently risky or harmful.

·	 HSB incidents and cultures 
HSB is a gendered cultural issue, shaped by broader social contexts that influence young people’s 
peer and intimate relationships. This training addresses both specific HSB incidents and the wider 
cultures that contribute to them.

Through acknowledging healthy adolescent sexuality and development, we envisage the guidance as 
supporting positive behaviours. Rather than just stopping certain behaviours, it is important to articulate 
a clear, shared vision of the behaviours and values that young people should develop and practice. These 
include respect, confidence, empathy, self-control and responsibility—qualities that should be felt and 
demonstrated by students, staff and the community. This guidance is, therefore, proactive, promoting a 
future-oriented vision for young people’s behaviours and relationships, not just a reactive framework for 
stopping HSB. 

It is intended to inform and align with whole-school approaches to developing a calm, respectful 
environment. We recommend that everyone involved – professionals, young people and their parents/
families – are included to ensure they understand and appreciate the vision of the positive school culture, 
with this guidance acting as a supportive tool for all parties to engage with the school’s goals.

SLIDE 7
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Continuum of HSB
HSB exists on a continuum, with some incidents falling under legal frameworks and others not. Certain acts 
may be harmful but not illegal, or the legality may be unclear, making prevention and response a complex, 
multifaceted task that goes beyond legal solutions.

Immediate responses should include safeguarding and appropriate consequences, alongside remedial 
actions that support learning and address underlying issues. Given the ambiguity and ambivalence that 
may be present in young people’s interactions and experiences in their relationships and peer cultures, 
it is important to focus on opportunities to develop healthy and positive outlooks, not just risk and harm 
avoidance. 

Continuum of consent

The law on consent requires informed consent freely given with capacity at the time of the sexual activity. 
For young people, however, consent can be ambiguous, reflecting a ‘continuum’ where experiences are 
defined differently by those involved and feelings about consent may change during or after an encounter. 
While the law requires proof of reasonable belief in consent, this training emphasises the need for wider 
educational and restorative responses that also focus on empathy, perspective-taking and mutual respect.

Professionals are encouraged to approach HSB as:

·	 Involving both interpersonal and cultural dynamics in group or individual incidents.

·	 Extending beyond strictly legal definitions of sexual conduct.

·	 Including cases of legal ambiguity.

·	 Encompassing various levels of compromised or absent consent.

The sections that follow provide more detailed guidance on these points.

SLIDE 8

What is the role of police in tackling 
HSB incidents and cultures in school?
Reflect on your expectations and experiences regarding police involvement in preventing and 
responding to HSB in schools. Consider:

·	 Realistic roles: How can police contribute to educating young people about HSB, preventing 
incidents, and responding effectively when incidents occur?

·	 Limitations: What roles may be beyond the police’s capacity or remit?

·	 Partnership needs: What aspects of HSB prevention and response require a coordinated, 
holistic approach with educators and other professionals?

SLIDES 9–10
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Police perspectives on preventing and responding to HSB
The quote on this slide from a police officer raises key issues for reflection. Regarding messages to 
young people, consider: 

·	 What message do we, as professionals, want young people to receive about reporting harmful 
sexual behaviour?

·	 How can we ensure that the reporting process is not only accessible but also encourages young 
people to come forward without fear of their concerns being dismissed?

Regarding building trust through communication:
·	 How can we improve communication with young people after they report incidents of HSB to 

ensure they feel supported and informed throughout the process?

·	 What steps can be taken to ensure young people understand the complexities of the criminal 
justice process, including why certain actions may not be pursued, while still feeling heard and 
respected?

There is also a need to address the gap between reporting and response:
·	 In what ways can we bridge the gap between young people’s reports of HSB and the outcomes of 

those reports? How can we manage expectations to ensure young people feel that their concerns 
are taken seriously, even if they don’t lead to immediate criminal justice outcomes?

·	 What could we do differently to maintain a dialogue with young people after they have reported 
an incident? How can we ensure that they are aware of the process and any barriers to action?

There are evidential challenges to address in educational and other messaging to young people:
·	 How can we better educate young people about the role of evidence in HSB cases, and the 

importance of collecting and preserving evidence without leaving them feeling overwhelmed or 
blamed?

·	 How can we better manage situations where evidence is insufficient or unclear, ensuring that 
young people don’t feel their cases are being unduly dismissed?

There may, in turn, be improvements to be made to reporting systems:
·	 What changes could be made to the reporting and response process that would help 

professionals provide more transparent, supportive and constructive feedback to young people 
after they report HSB incidents?

·	 How can we ensure that all professionals involved in responding to HSB have a shared 
understanding of how to effectively communicate with young people about their reports, and 
how to manage their expectations in a way that builds trust?

SLIDE 11
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“Lawful but awful”: Untangling legal framings, 
preventative strategies and remedial responses
This training seeks to address the root causes of HSB in constructive, inclusive ways, while enabling 
young people to develop healthy and positive relationships. Recognising the limits of legal interventions 
alone, we highlight the need to distinguish between unlawful conduct and actions that may be “lawful but 
awful” – behaviours that, while not necessarily illegal, cause harm or are unethical or irresponsible. We 
also recommend focusing on a positive vision for conduct in relationships, not just avoidance of harmful 
and illegal conduct. Recognising the boundaries and limitations of the law in guiding these considerations 
is vital.

Educating on legal nuances: 
Young people need both an understanding of illegal sexual conduct and the realities of criminal justice 
procedures, including public interest and evidentiary requirements. While some adults may fear that 
transparency diminishes the law’s deterrent effect, overreliance on the law may discourage reporting 
if young people fear repercussions or distrust the process and/or the outcomes when ‘no further 
action’ is taken. Clear education on legal nuances encourages perspective-taking, empathy and mutual 
respect, while enabling trust in reporting processes and realistic expectations if and when an allegation 
is made. It is important for young people to know that legal outcomes do not imply ‘truth’ or ‘false’ 
regarding an allegation. 

Encouraging reporting: 
Building trust and dialogue is essential for encouraging reporting of HSB incidents. Avoiding zero-
tolerance or punitive approaches reduces reluctance to report. Regarding intimate image sharing, the law 
states that all imagery of children is illegal to produce, disseminate and store. However, it also important 
to support young people to understand that not all consensual image-sharing among peers is likely to 
result in criminal action, helping victims to report abuse without undue blame.

Supporting peer-led prevention: 
Young people should be empowered to recognise and address peer norms that may facilitate HSB. 
This includes understanding dynamics like sexual shaming, which can intensify harm for victims, and 
recognising that not all incidents will be resolved through formal legal channels.

Responding to incidents: 
Professionals must differentiate between illegal and “lawful but awful” actions, keeping young people 
informed about legal distinctions. Regardless of criminal outcomes, incidents offer learning opportunities 
rather than rigid victim/perpetrator labels, allowing young people to move forward positively and learn 
from incidents.

Safeguarding and risk management: 
When allegations arise, the common practice of excluding the accused from school can hinder long-
term resolution. Instead, managing risk by keeping all pupils in school—with structured distancing and 
monitoring—protects educational access, reduces resentment and enables a more restorative outcome.

Post-incident education: 
Remedial actions after incidents should avoid spotlighting specific students, as this can lead to stigma. 
For example, a general assembly on online image-sharing risks re-traumatising those involved; instead, 
embedding ‘lessons learned’ into regular interventions promotes awareness without re-victimisation.

SLIDE 12
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Gender, sexuality, and HSB incidents and cultures
Reflect upon your understanding of the role and impact of gender and sexuality on the enactment and 
experience of HSB.

What are the wider social norms and cultural dynamics that affect young people and how both young 
people and adults define and respond to incidents of HSB?

Do we treat young people of different genders and sexualities the same? Are our understandings and 
responses to HSB shaped by gender, sexuality or any other factors?

Gendered social scripts and HSB incidents and cultures
HSB is shaped by social and cultural norms, which is why this training addresses both incidents and 
broader cultures. Gender and sexuality influence how HSB is experienced and enacted:

·	 Girls and young women are more likely to experience HSB.

·	 Boys and young men are more likely to enact HSB, particularly in heterosexual interactions.

·	 Girls are often implicitly or explicitly blamed for HSB, e.g., with questions about their clothing or 
suggestions they were ‘asking for it.’

·	 Harmful behaviours by boys are frequently explained by views of the ‘male sex drive’ or the idea 
that ‘boys will be boys.’

However, gender and sexuality dynamics are complex and not limited to heterosexual norms:

·	 Boys and young men can also enact HSB from girls or other boys, often linked to shame and stigma 
around masculinity.

·	 Girls and young women may also perpetrate HSB, either towards boys or other girls, driven by 
assumptions about boys’ consent or as a form of sexual shaming.

·	 While language like calling girls ‘sluts’ is recognised as harassment, comments about boys—such as 
calling them ‘pervs’ or mocking their bodies—are often trivialised as banter, overlooking the harm 
they cause.

These culturally ingrained gender norms may prevent incidents from being recognised or responded to as 
harmful.

LGBTQ+ young people are also vulnerable to HSB, including homophobic abuse and sexual shaming. Low-
level homophobic language should never be dismissed as ‘banter’ but challenged consistently to prevent 
escalation.

Prevention and response should not reinforce gendered stereotypes about HSB, such as assuming 
that only girls are vulnerable or that boys are predisposed to harm. Instead, young people should be 
encouraged to understand the diverse gender and sexual dynamics of HSB, as illustrated in the case 
studies in this training.

SLIDE 13
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Image-based sexual harassment and abuse
Reflect upon and discuss your understanding of these forms of image-based sexual harassment and abuse.

What do these behaviours involve? What does the law say about these behaviours?

What, if anything, are the young people you work with being taught about these behaviours?

Digital intimacies, online HSB incidents and cultures, and the law
The internet is central to how young people form relationships, learn about sex and experience sexual 
development. Adults often view online interactions as risky, focusing on the dangers of sexual content and 
relationships online, while young people identify both risks and opportunities for intimacy and learning 
in digital spaces. This disconnect has led to inadequate responses to online HSB, including sexual image 
sharing, and a failure to effectively identify and address the impacts of pornography.

Existing laws, such as the Protection of Children Act 1978, intended to protect minors from adult offenders, 
have been used to criminalise young people sharing sexual images of themselves or peers. However:

·	 Criminal action is unlikely for consensual image sharing between similarly aged young people, with 
police focusing on abusive sharing.

·	 Warnings about criminalisation have not reduced image sharing but discourage reporting, due to 
fears of punitive adult responses.

·	 Treating all image sharing as illegal, without distinguishing abusive from consensual sharing, has 
resulted in missed opportunities to address consent and ethical digital cultures.

It’s important to challenge the framing of consensual adolescent image sharing as ‘indecent images of 
children.’ While legally correct, it overlooks the normative nature of adolescent sexual development: a 
15-year-old sharing images with a peer is vastly different from an adult possessing such images.

Education should address various types of abusive image sharing, including:

·	 Non-consensual sharing of intimate images/films (so-called ‘revenge porn’).

·	 Non-consensual taking of images/films (‘upskirting’/ ‘downblousing’).

·	 Sending images/films without consent (‘cyberflashing’).

·	 Coercion and threats to release images/films (‘sextortion’).

·	 Deepfakes – AI generated images and videos made to look real (while varying in their veracity, these 
images can be humiliating regardless).

SLIDE 16
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Professionals must stay informed about digital sexual offences and police practices, particularly diversion 
strategies for consensual sharing between peers. It is crucial to improve the willingness of victims to report 
abuse and challenge misconceptions arising from terms like ‘revenge porn,’ which frame the offence as 
‘revenge’ rather than a form of coercion and control. Similarly, the term ‘cyberflashing’ needs to recognise 
that harm occurs when consent is absent, regardless of intent.

There are also gender disproportionalities in abusive image sharing. Girls and young women are more 
likely to be victims and face victim-blaming, while boys may be rewarded for engaging in harmful practices. 
However, some boys also experience victimisation and social shaming. Education should address these 
diverse gender and sexuality dynamics.

To reduce harm, young people should be aware of tools like STOPNCII, a service that helps identify and 
remove non-consensually shared images online.

When addressing young people’s access to sexual content online, including pornography, a balanced 
approach is necessary. While online content can present risks, it should be understood within the broader 
socio-sexual development context. It should not be assumed that online content consumption will always 
result in harm but considered alongside other contributing factors in responding to HSB.

Sexual citizenship
Before exploring how the issues addressed in this training play out in hypothetical incidents of HSB and how 
they can be tackled in terms of prevention and response, it is essential to understand the concept of sexual 
citizenship.

Sexual citizenship refers to the rights, responsibilities and social recognition of individuals in relation 
to their sexuality, including the right to make informed choices about sexual expression, intimacy and 
relationships. For young people, developing sexual citizenship means gaining knowledge, skills and 
confidence to navigate their sexual identities, desires and relationships in a safe and consensual manner, 
while also understanding and respecting the rights of others. It involves not only being able to say ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ but also understanding the complexities of consent, power dynamics and ethical sexual behaviour.

Adults play a critical role in supporting young people’s sexual citizenship by creating environments where 
they can learn about healthy relationships, challenge harmful stereotypes and understand their own sexual 
rights. This includes providing education that encourages open discussions about consent, boundaries and 
respect, while also addressing issues like gender inequality, peer pressure and social norms.

In the context of HSB, sexual citizenship plays an essential role in prevention and response. By creating 
a culture that values mutual respect, equality and consent, young people are more likely to engage in 
healthy, ethical sexual behaviour and therefore be less susceptible to harmful incidents. Furthermore, 
understanding sexual citizenship empowers both young people and adults to recognise, report and respond 
to HSB in ways that uphold the dignity and rights of all involved. It challenges harmful cultural norms that 
may justify or excuse abusive behaviours and promotes a more comprehensive, rights-based approach to 
addressing and preventing HSB.

SLIDE 19
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Sexual citizenship – Reflection
Reflect upon and discuss your initial understanding of this term – what does it mean for young people to 
develop and achieve sexual citizenship? How can adults, like yourselves, support them to do so? 

What is the role of sexual citizenship in preventing and responding to HSB incidents and cultures?

Challenges of sexual citizenship
Acknowledging and supporting young people’s sexual citizenship can be challenging for adults. The sexual 
rights and agency of young people have long been contested, and the boundaries of what is deemed 
appropriate for them remain a complex issue. It is crucial, therefore, to critically examine our own beliefs 
about what young people should or should not experience and the impact these beliefs have on their safety 
and wellbeing.

As this training has highlighted, protecting adolescents through warnings about risks, harms and 
punishments is only a partial—and potentially counterproductive—approach. Instead, addressing HSB 
incidents and cultures requires an approach that both safeguards young people and supports their right to 
engage in positive, healthy and consensual relationships. Central to this is the need to emphasise not only 
their rights but also their responsibilities, with the aim of creating an environment where young people can 
navigate their sexual development in a way that promotes mutual respect, understanding and equality.

Case studies of HSB incidents and cultures
This section introduces 13 case studies aimed at prompting reflection on the dynamics of HSB and the 
implications for prevention and response. These case studies cover a range of incidents, including one-to-
one and group behaviours, and encompass both online and offline forms of HSB. They explore gender and 
sexuality-related dynamics, as well as the complexities and ambiguities surrounding consent. Additionally, 
some case studies are specifically designed to challenge professional values and assumptions, encouraging 
critical thinking about how we approach the prevention and response to HSB.

SLIDE 20
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Recommended usage of the case studies:

For professionals: The case studies are designed to stimulate small group discussions or individual 
reflection, focusing on specific issues highlighted by the tags on each case study. If time allows, work 
through each case study in turn. Alternatively, consult cases relevant to current concerns. 

Suggested questions for discussion and reflection:

1.	 What is the harm?

2.	 Consider the perspectives of each actor in the case study:

o	 What do you think their understanding of the incident is?

o	 Do their perspectives align?

o	 What might their motivations be?

o	 Does this change how you might respond to the incident?

3.	 What should be the response to the incident?

o	 Consider both immediate and remedial responses.

o	 Reflect on your organisation’s current policy and its effectiveness.

4.	 What could be put in place to prevent similar incidents in the future?

o	 Are there any learning opportunities that could have mitigated the incident?

Using the case studies with young people: These case studies can also be effective for class discussions 
with young people. The questions below can be used to encourage young people to engage critically with 
the incident and its dynamics.

Suggested questions for young people:

1.	 What is the harm?

2.	 What do you think each person was thinking during the incident?

o	 What was their motivation?

o	 Do you think they both experienced the incident in the same way?

3.	 What do you think would help resolve the incident?

4.	 What advice would you give the young people involved in and affected by the incident?

By engaging with these questions, both professionals and young people can gain a deeper understanding 
of HSB, its impact, and the steps needed for effective prevention and response. For young people, 
professionals should adopt a facilitative role to encourage them to consider the complexities of gender, 
sexuality, the law and HSB. This process can also help professionals better understand young people’s 
perspectives and needs within their local contexts.
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CASE STUDIES

Case study Tags Significant features Implications for prevention and response

A year 10 girl has told a friend 
that she felt pressured to 
engage in unwanted sex with her 
boyfriend (also a year 10 pupil 
at the school) at a party over the 
weekend. Both the girl and boy 
had been drinking alcohol at the 
party and the girl told her friend 
that while she fancied him, she 
wasn’t ready to have sex, but 
after agreeing to go to the room 
with him, she felt he expected 
her to do so. When he started 
kissing and touching her on the 
bed, she initially liked it, but 
when he pushed things further, 
she said, ‘not here’ and tried to 
push him away, but after he said 
that he really liked her and was 
turned on, she felt she had to 
‘go along with it’. The boy has 
since told friends about them 
having sex.   

Individual/one-to-one

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions 

Gendered scripts and social expectations: The 
incident may reflect broader societal norms about 
male and female roles in sexual interactions. 
For example, how might peers perceive the 
boy’s actions if he went upstairs and nothing 
happened? Would the girl be labelled negatively 
(e.g., a ‘cock-tease’) for leading him on, even if she 
did not intend to engage in sex?

Ambivalence of the girl: The girl exhibits 
conflicting feelings – she is not ready for sex but 
does experience some pleasure from ‘kissing 
and touching.’ This highlights the complex nature 
of her feelings, which may not neatly fit into 
categories of ‘consent’ or ‘non-consent.’

Invisible dynamics of pressure: The girl may 
have felt a sense of obligation to comply after 
agreeing to go to the bedroom. The concept of 
‘expectation’ that follows an agreement to go to 
a private space can be difficult to identify, yet it 
significantly influences the girl’s response.

Coercive behaviour from the boy: Despite 
being told ‘not here’, the boy continues to push 
boundaries. His statement, ‘I really like you 
and am turned on’ might be seen as a coercive 
tactic. Why might the boy think this behaviour 
is acceptable? Societal expectations might 
normalise this dynamic – the assumption that the 
girl’s role is to resist sex, while the boy’s role is to 
persist until she ‘gives in’.

Validity of consent: The girl’s eventual 
compliance (‘going along with it’) raises questions 
about whether this constitutes valid consent. Was 
her choice made freely, with informed consent, 
or was she acting out of a sense of obligation or 
coercion?

Impact of alcohol: Both parties were intoxicated, 
which may have heightened the intensity of 
the situation and impaired their ability to 
communicate clearly. This complicates the issue 
of affirmative consent – is it reasonable for the 
boy to believe she consented if communication 
was muddied by alcohol?

Prevention

Consent education along a continuum: Education 
on consent should highlight that it is not a binary 
choice but exists along a continuum. It is crucial 
to address not just the legal aspects of consent, 
but also the ethical and emotional dimensions, 
including coercion, expectation and obligation. 
For instance, while the girl’s agreement to go 
upstairs may not meet the legal threshold of 
non-consensual sex, it still represents a violation 
of her autonomy due to the pressure she 
experienced.

Understanding pressure and coercion: Encourage 
young people to explore the many forms of 
pressure and coercion they may face – both 
subtle and overt – and to understand that 
respecting boundaries is a responsibility that 
goes beyond the legal framework. A useful 
question to pose is: ‘Just because something may 
not be illegal, does that make it acceptable?’

Deconstructing gender dynamics: It’s essential 
to address the gendered expectations that shape 
both the girl’s and boy’s actions. Young people 
should be guided to reflect on why girls may feel 
pressured into compliance and why boys may 
enact this behaviour. Encourage them to consider 
who gets blamed in these situations and how we 
can reframe these dynamics to focus on rights, 
respect and informed consent.

Response

Acknowledge the ambiguity of the situation: 
While there may not be enough evidence to 
pursue a legal case, the pressured consent in 
this situation must still be acknowledged and 
addressed. Both parties should be supported in 
processing the experience.

Safeguarding the girl: It is critical that the girl is 
supported with empathy and emotional care. 
She should not be blamed for the situation (e.g., 
‘Why did you go upstairs?’). Instead, the focus 
should be on the fact that she felt unable to resist 
the boy’s advances, which reflects a failure of 
autonomy under pressure.

Supporting the boy: While the boy should be held 
responsible for pressuring the girl, his actions 
should also be approached as an opportunity for 
learning. He should be encouraged to reflect on 
the pressures and assumptions that shaped his 
behaviour and how he can respect boundaries in 
future interactions.

Promote collective reflection: There is a need 
for wider educational action within the school 
community to help young people understand 
consent as a continuum and the importance of 
respecting each other’s boundaries. Discussions 
should focus on non-legal frameworks for 
responsible conduct and the importance of 
creating an environment where both genders feel 
empowered to assert their boundaries without 
fear of judgment or reprisal.
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A group of 15-year-old girls at 
a sleepover decide it would be 
‘funny’ to ‘catfish’ a girl they go 
to school with, who they deem 
to be ‘unpopular’ and ‘weird’. 
They pretend to be a boy from 
school and message the girl 
saying that ‘he’ fancies her and 
would they like to exchange 
nudes. After several increasingly 
sexualised exchanges, the girl 
sends a nude image. The group 
then reveal their identity to the 
girl and post her image and the 
messages on social media. The 
girl feels suicidal and refuses to 
leave her bedroom following the 
incident.  

Digital

Group

Gendered 

Friendship 

Gender dynamics and peer victimisation: This 
case highlights the gendered nature of the 
abuse, with the targeted girl being victimised by 
her peers, particularly in relation to status and 
popularity. The social hierarchies at play within 
the peer group shape the targeting, making the 
incident not solely about a sexualised act but 
about social power dynamics, where the girl's 
position within the group influences the nature of 
the abuse.

Intersection of sexualisation and peer processes: 
The incident blurs the line between sexualisation 
and peer group interactions. The dynamics 
involve not only sexualised behaviour but also 
broader social processes, such as jealousy, 
rivalry and bullying, that influence how the girl 
is targeted and the subsequent impact of the 
abuse. This highlights the need to address both 
the sexualised and the social dimensions of peer 
victimisation.

Digitally mediated abuse: While the abuse is 
digitally mediated through nude imagery and 
social media, it is important to recognise that 
the factors driving the incident are rooted in 
non-digital dynamics – such as peer pressure, 
status, and manipulation – which must also be 
addressed. The digital element exacerbates the 
harm but does not exist in isolation from these 
social forces.

Vulnerabilities and safeguarding needs: The 
targeted girl exhibits significant vulnerabilities, 
which necessitate a safeguarding response. She 
should not be blamed for sharing the image 
but rather supported through appropriate 
safeguarding measures that address her 
emotional, psychological, and social needs. The 
focus should be on supporting and protecting her 
rather than criminalising her actions.

Consent and deception: The incident raises 
important questions about consent, as the girl 
‘agreed’ to share the image but was misled or 
coerced under false pretenses. This compromises 
her informed choice, as the decision to share the 
image was not made with full understanding or 
autonomy. Therefore, the act of sharing the image 
cannot be seen as valid consent in the context of 
deception and manipulation.

Prevention

Reinforcing supportive messages: While 
acknowledging the law on imagery of children, 
young people should be reassured that if they 
experience these behaviours, they are not to 
blame and should report them to a trusted 
adult. It is vital to create a culture of support and 
accountability where young people feel safe to 
speak out.

Educational interventions on nude image sharing: 
Education should address the different forms 
of abusive image sharing, including deception 
and catfishing, highlighting the harm caused by 
these behaviours. It is important to avoid victim-
blaming and instead focus on why such actions 
are harmful and unethical.

Exploring social norms and peer dynamics: 
Young people should critically explore the social 
norms and peer group dynamics that fuel these 
behaviours. In this case, the victimisation of a girl 
by other girls and the peer bonding that occurs 
at her expense must be examined. Young people 
should be encouraged to reflect on the damaging 
effects of violating someone’s rights and safety to 
bond with others or ‘have fun.’

Challenging fatalism around digital devices 
and social media: The incident is not caused by 
digital devices or social media alone. Fatalistic 
views among young people, which suggest that 
technology is inherently harmful, should be 
challenged. The core issues lie in interpersonal 
and social motivations that drive these 
behaviours, and addressing these is essential to 
preventing harm.

Response

Support for the victim: The girl who was targeted 
should not face legal action or censure , even 
though the law can be explained. Safeguarding 
should be the primary response, ensuring she 
receives appropriate emotional and psychological 
support. There should be immediate referrals to 
support services and a clear plan to address any 
safeguarding concerns.

Image removal: Requests for image removal 
should be promptly sent to social media 
platforms. Resources such as StopNCII (Stop 
Non-Consensual Image Sharing) should be utilised 
to help remove the images from the internet and 
prevent further harm.

Reflective support for those enacting HSB: 
The girls who enacted the abuse should be 
encouraged to reflect on their motivations and 
the harm they have caused. This reflection 
should be framed in terms of understanding the 
impact on the victim and the social factors that 
influenced their behaviour. The girls should also 
be made aware of the potential police action that 
may be taken in response to this behaviour.

Challenging shaming and victim-blaming: 
interventions should challenge the shaming and 
victim-blaming that often surround cases like 
this. It is important to communicate that abuse is 
wrong, and victims are never to blame, even in 
cases where they share images – especially under 
deceptive or manipulative circumstances.

Deconstructing stigma: Any attempts to shame or 
blame the victim should be critically examined. 
Young people should engage in discussions about 
the stigma that often accompanies victimisation, 
reflecting on why victims are shamed, the 
injustice of these processes, and how these 
harmful narratives can be challenged.
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Two 13-year-old girls are 
spending time together in one 
of their bedrooms, chatting and 
listening to music. They start 
talking about boys they fancy 
and one of the girls says that 
she is worried about having her 
first kiss. She says to the other 
girl that they should ‘practice’ 
on each other first, but the other 
girl says she doesn’t want to. 
The girl then tells her to lighten 
up and proceeds to try to kiss 
her. The girl’s mother walks into 
the room and is confused about 
what is happening. 

Gender

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Individual/ one-to-
one

Gender dynamics and sexualisation: This case 
raises key issues surrounding gender dynamics, 
particularly the complexity of whether and to 
what extent the interaction can be considered 
sexualised. The broader question is how 
societal expectations and peer norms shape the 
interpretation of such interactions between young 
people.

Dynamics of consent: Consent remains a key 
element, as the violation of bodily autonomy 
and integrity is evident. In this case, the girl's 
initiation of the kiss may have been downplayed, 
but it does not erase the need for clear, 
ongoing consent, particularly in moments when 
boundaries shift or are ambiguous.

The girl-girl experimentation dynamic: The case 
highlights a girl-girl experimentation dynamic, 
which can often be framed as less serious or less 
harmful. This framing risks underestimating the 
emotional and psychological harm caused when 
boundaries are crossed, even in contexts that are 
considered exploratory or non-sexual.

Compromise of a safe friendship: The situation 
underscores how a potentially positive and safe 
friendship can become compromised. When 
trust is violated, even within an intimate context 
like friendship, it can have lasting impacts on the 
emotional wellbeing and perceptions of safety 
within the relationship.

Prevention

Education on boundaries and bodily integrity: 
Young people need to be educated about the 
different ways boundaries and bodily integrity 
can be violated. Not all violations are explicitly 
sexual, and the focus should be on how 
interpersonal dynamics can result in harm, 
regardless of whether the situation is perceived 
as sexual or not.

Exploring gender and sexuality: The role of 
gender and sexuality should be thoroughly 
explored, particularly how girls may experience 
HSB from other girls. These experiences may not 
always be framed as sexual but can still involve 
violations that should be addressed in terms of 
consent and personal rights.

Encouraging responsibility in all contexts: 
Young people should be encouraged to 
recognise that even sexualised behaviours in 
platonic contexts can involve serious violations. 
Emphasis should be placed on the importance 
of respecting boundaries and acknowledging 
that all interactions – whether seen as sexual or 
not – require the same rights and responsibilities 
around consent.

Response

Treating the incident seriously: The fact that 
the incident involved experimentation between 
two girls should not minimise its seriousness. 
This should be treated as any other case of non-
consensual behaviour, with no assumption that it 
is less harmful because of the gender dynamics 
involved.

Support and reflection: It is important that both 
girls are spoken to about the incident, and their 
thoughts and feelings are considered. The girl 
who experienced the unwanted kiss should be 
offered appropriate support.

Reflection on consent: The girl who initiated the 
unwanted kiss should be given the opportunity to 
reflect on the importance of consent, recognising 
that the dynamic of friendship or experimentation 
does not negate the need for clear, mutual 
consent. This reflection is crucial in understanding 
that consent should be respected in all contexts, 
regardless of the perceived nature of the 
interaction.
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A 16-year-old girl discloses to 
a friend that she was physically 
forced into performing oral sex 
on her boyfriend after he had 
been drinking. The girl’s friend 
reacted angrily and said that the 
boy is ‘out of order’ and ‘can’t 
get away with it’. The friend 
then shared a post on social 
media stating that the boy is a 
‘rapist’ and ‘makes her sick’. 
Other young people online are 
commenting on the post and 
spreading rumours about what 
may have happened. The boy is 
now being threatened by some 
young people at the school 
and is worried that he may be 
attacked, so isn’t leaving his 
house.

Individual / one-to-
one

Friendship

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Absence of consent and seriousness allegation of 
harm: This case involves a rape allegation, where 
there is a clear absence of consent. The gravity 
of the incident is not in question, as the victim has 
disclosed the assault, making it crucial to handle 
the case with care and seriousness.

Friend's response and potential harm: The 
friend's response to the disclosure plays a 
significant role in shaping the outcome of the 
situation. While the friend may believe they 
are being supportive by ‘standing up’ for their 
friend, their response can be counterproductive. 
A reactionary or impulsive response could 
exacerbate harm for both parties, potentially 
complicating the investigation and further 
entrenching misunderstandings.

Importance of measured responses: The case 
underscores the importance of measured 
responses when an incident is disclosed. Those 
told about the assault should prioritise the best 
interests and safety of all involved, acting in ways 
that protect the integrity of the investigation and 
prevent the escalation of harm. A supportive but 
thoughtful response can help ensure the victim's 
well-being while respecting the rights of the 
accused.

Safeguarding the accused: The case also 
highlights the need for safeguarding the accused. 
Allegations made public can have significant 
consequences for both the victim and the 
accused, requiring a balance between ensuring 
the victim's safety and protecting the accused 
from undue social harm. Safeguarding principles 
should be applied to both parties to prevent peer 
victimisation or retaliation.

Peer division and social abuse: When allegations 
are made public, there is a risk of peer division 
and the social abuse of either parties. These 
dynamics can worsen the situation, creating 
further distress for both individuals. It is critical 
to manage allegations in a way that mitigates the 
harmful impact on both parties' social lives and 
mental health, ensuring that peer pressure or 
stigmatisation does not occur.

Prevention

Bystander intervention education: Education 
should focus on the nature of bystander 
intervention, emphasising the importance of 
mindful and supportive reactions when witnessing 
or hearing about an incident. In this case, the girl’s 
friend needs to understand that while emotions 
may run high, antagonistic responses can 
escalate the situation, potentially causing harm to 
both parties. The focus should be on supporting 
the victim and ensuring that responses do not 
inflame the situation further.

Exploring peer dynamics: Education should also 
address peer group dynamics that influence 
responses to allegations, such as the tendency 
to take sides. Peer reactions can quickly 
become divisive, with young people aligning 
themselves with either the victim or the accused, 
exacerbating the emotional tension within the 
group. The role of social media in amplifying 
these dynamics should be discussed, as it 
provides a platform for peer divisions to be 
played out publicly, increasing the pressure on all 
parties involved.

Tools for positive response: Young people should 
be equipped with tools to respond effectively 
to such situations. This includes understanding 
what supportive responses look like, as well as 
learning how to navigate the social and emotional 
dynamics that arise when allegations are made. 
Teaching empathy, critical thinking and conflict 
resolution skills will help mitigate the negative 
impacts of bystander intervention and peer group 
dynamics.

Response

Safeguarding both parties: Both the boy and the 
girl must be safeguarded throughout the incident 
and investigation process. While it may seem like 
an immediate response is to suspend the boy 
and remove him from the school environment, 
this action risks presuming guilt and may harm 
his right to education and the presumption of 
innocence. A more measured approach would 
consider the long-term consequences for both 
parties, ensuring that neither is unjustly treated or 
ostracised based on the allegations alone.

Impact of suspension and school climate: 
Removing the boy from school can send a 
message to the school community that he is guilty 
before any investigation is complete. Conversely, 
if no charge is brought against him, the school 
community may then flip to believing the girl 
“must have lied.” This scenario creates a toxic 
school climate. Instead, a restorative approach 
should be considered, allowing both students to 
continue their education while maintaining safety 
and dignity for both parties.

Support for the girl: The girl who experienced 
the assault must receive support tailored to 
her emotional and psychological needs. This 
includes understanding the potential impacts of 
the incident, both immediate and long-term, and 
ensuring that she has appropriate support during 
any legal processes, including investigation and 
trial if applicable.

Safety planning for the boy: If the boy is allowed 
to remain in school, appropriate safety planning 
must be in place to ensure that both students 
can attend school without fear of retaliation or 
harassment. Measures should be taken to protect 
both parties well-being in the school environment, 
ensuring that peer dynamics do not escalate into 
further harm.
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Two 16-year-old boys were 
having sex at a party. They were 
in a relationship but had only 
told a few close friends that they 
were gay. The sexual activity at 
the party was consensual and 
took place in a private room. 
However, some other young 
people at the party saw them 
and filmed them without their 
knowledge. The video has since 
been posted on social media, 
with other young people from 
the school and some anonymous 
internet users posting 
homophobic comments under 
the video. Both boys are now 
scared to come into school.

Digital

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Seemingly consensual sex, but non-consensual 
filming and sharing: This case involves seemingly 
consensual sexual activity between two boys, but 
the HSB arises from the non-consensual filming 
and subsequent sharing of the video. The incident 
highlights the serious nature of digital sexual 
abuse, as it involves the violation of consent 
after the act. The sharing of the video extends 
the harm beyond the initial incident, amplifying 
the violation and subjecting the boys to further 
victimisation.

Sexuality and stigma: There are significant 
issues around the sexuality of the boys, with 
the motivations for sharing the video potentially 
driven by shaming and stigmatising their sexual 
orientation. 

Role of digital devices and social media: The 
incident is digitally mediated, with the non-
consensual act of filming and sharing facilitated 
by digital devices. The film's potential for rapid 
and widespread circulation through social 
media increases the reach of the abuse, making 
it harder for the victims to regain control over 
their privacy. However, the root causes and 
consequences of the abuse are shaped by 
broader social factors and attitudes surrounding 
sexuality rather than by the digital medium alone.

Safeguarding concerns for the victims: Following 
the incident, the boys involved in the filming 
and sharing of the video experience significant 
safeguarding concerns, including emotional 
distress and fear of attending school. The public 
nature of the incident, especially if it circulates 
among peers, has led to feelings of vulnerability 
and alienation, impacting their ability to feel safe 
in the school environment.

Rights to privacy and sexual identity: The case 
raises important questions about the rights of the 
boys, particularly their right to privacy regarding 
sexual experiences and the right to make their 
own choices about how they express their sexual 
identity. The non-consensual sharing of intimate 
moments violates these rights, raising the need to 
respect individuals' autonomy and privacy in the 
context of sexual activity.

Factors leading to the incident: It is also 
important to consider why two gay teens who are 
not ‘out’ may feel compelled to find opportunities 
for intimacy in private settings. These young 
people may not feel safe or comfortable 
expressing their sexual identity. This adds an 
additional layer of complexity to the situation, 
highlighting the pressures LGBTQ+ teens face in 
navigating their sexual identities within potentially 
hostile environments.

Prevention

Broadening understandings of consent: Education 
should broaden the concept of consent to include 
not just the interpersonal dynamic between 
partners, but also the role of other parties 
involved in the incident. In this case, the filming 
and posting of the video are key components 
of the abuse, and the individuals who took and 
shared the video must be held accountable for 
their actions, as they too are violating consent.

Framing the act as abuse: The filming and sharing 
of the video should be framed clearly as a 
non-consensual act of abuse, emphasising that 
consent extends beyond physical interactions and 
includes the control over one's own image and 
how it is shared. This shift in perspective is crucial 
in combating digital sexual abuse.

Challenging sexual norms and stigma: The 
sexual norms and stigma that may underpin 
the motivations for the enactment of such an 
incident need to be actively deconstructed and 
challenged. Educating young people about the 
harm caused by shaming and stigmatising others, 
including related to sexual identity, is vital in 
preventing these kinds of abuses.

Response

Safeguarding the victims: The boys affected by 
the incident should be prioritised for safeguarding 
and support, but it is important that they are not 
made to feel shamed or responsible for the abuse 
they experienced. This should be framed as a 
violation that was not their fault, ensuring they 
are given the emotional support and safe spaces 
they need to process the incident.

Removing the video: Efforts should be made 
to take down the video from all social media 
platforms. This can be done through direct 
requests to social media providers and through 
the StopNCII platform (https://stopncii.org/), 
which helps in removing intimate images shared 
without consent.

Investigation and intervention for perpetrators: 
If the individuals who filmed and posted the 
video are identifiable, an investigation should 
be conducted to determine their identity and 
police action taken as needed. If identified, 
remedial intervention should focus on addressing 
the underlying causes of their behaviour, such 
as the sexual stigma and societal norms that 
contributed to the abuse. This intervention 
should work to deconstruct harmful attitudes 
and behaviours related to sexuality and privacy 
and engender empathy and respect for others' 
boundaries.

https://stopncii.org/
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A 15-year-old boy is hanging out 
with some friends at a party and 
his friends start talking about 
the girls they have had sex with. 
They ask the boy for his ‘stories’ 
and the boy looks embarrassed 
and doesn’t say anything. They 
start teasing him for being a 
‘virgin’ and point out girls at 
the party who may have sex 
with him. They call over to one 
of the girls and there is some 
sexualised ‘banter’ between 
them all. Later, after consuming 
a lot of alcohol, the girl says 
to the boy that she’s ‘up for it 
if he is’ and that it’d be a good 
idea for him to just get ‘losing 
his virginity’ out of the way. 
They go upstairs to a bedroom 
and the boy feels increasingly 
anxious. He proceeds to engage 
in kissing and sexual touching 
upon initiation by the girl, but 
then struggles to maintain an 
erection. The girl laughs at him 
and goes back to the party 
telling everyone that he has a 
‘micro dick’ and ‘can’t get it up’.  

Group

Gender 

Friendship

Masculine peer group dynamics and ‘virginity’: 
This case highlights the influence of masculine 
peer group dynamics, where virginity is 
stigmatised and sexual accomplishment is seen 
as a key measure of male identity. Boys are often 
pressured to view sex as a goal to be achieved, 
with virginity framed as a negative label, which 
can lead to feelings of inadequacy and shame for 
those who have not yet had sex.

Objectification of girls and assumed consent: The 
peer group also engages in objectification of girls, 
seeing them as potential sexual conquests for the 
boy in question. There is a prevailing assumption 
that boys want to have sex and that certain girls 
are available to fulfill this perceived need. This 
assumed consent denies the boy’s autonomy and 
choice, suggesting that he should want sex with 
girls who are considered ‘appropriate’ for this 
role, disregarding his own wishes.

Lack of consent and social pressures: Despite 
the social pressure to conform to these norms, 
the boy in this case did not freely consent to the 
sexual act. His lack of consent was overridden 
by both his peers' expectations and the girl’s 
actions, who did not take his consent into 
account. The gender dynamic here involves an 
assumed consent based on harmful stereotypes 
of masculinity that equate masculinity with sexual 
conquest and desire.

Anxiety and further shaming: The boy’s anxiety 
surrounding the situation was compounded by 
the lack of control over the situation, leading 
to further shaming. His lack of consent and the 
violation of his boundaries were seen as a failure 
of masculinity, reinforcing the idea that men and 
boys must always desire and seek sex to prove 
their masculinity, further marginalising those who 
do not conform to these expectations.

Prevention

Deconstructing ‘virginity’ and gender 
norms: Education should focus on critically 
deconstructing the concept of ‘virginity’ and the 
harmful gender norms that underpin pressures 
about ‘losing one’s virginity’, particularly those 
related to masculinity. It is important to challenge 
the idea that male identity is defined by sexual 
conquest and that not engaging in sex is a failure 
of masculinity.

Social pressures and peer responsibility: Young 
people should be educated about the social 
pressures that compromise genuine, free, and 
informed consent, highlighting the role peers play 
in shaping these pressures. Peer responsibility 
should be emphasised, encouraging young 
people to create environments where consent is 
respected and not coerced or influenced by peer 
expectations.

Recognising compromised consent in boys: 
Education should include discussions on how 
boys' consent may be compromised in ways that 
are often overlooked due to the normalisation 
of masculine norms around sex. A key part of 
this is reinforcing the rights of boys to consent, 
emphasising that they should not feel pressured 
to conform to societal expectations about sex.

Respecting privacy and addressing verbal abuse: 
Young people should be encouraged to reflect on 
why individuals may laugh or make unpleasant 
comments about others, including boys, and 
the responsibility to respect people’s privacy. 
Educating about the harm caused by verbal 
abuse and the consequences of making someone 
feel ashamed about their sexual experiences is 
essential.

Response

Supporting the boy’s emotional and social 
wellbeing: While this case may not involve a 
clear illegal violation of consent, the boy still 
requires support to address the personal and 
social consequences of the incident. This includes 
acknowledging the emotional harm caused by 
the situation and offering appropriate resources 
and care.

Addressing peer pressure and verbal abuse: 
The young people involved, including the friends 
and the girl, should be engaged in conversations 
about the impact of peer pressure and verbal 
abuse. It is important for them to understand their 
role in enacting harmful behaviours and be held 
accountable for creating an environment that 
respects boundaries and consent.
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A group of 15-year-old girls at a 
sleepover decide that it would 
be ‘funny’ to trick a boy in their 
class for nudes. One of the girls 
pretends to be on her own and 
starts to flirt with him saying 
that she fancies him and after 
several increasingly sexualised 
exchanges, they ask him to send 
a picture of his penis. He obliges, 
the group laugh and share the 
picture amongst themselves and 
laugh about the size of his penis 
and call him a perv who sends 
unsolicited dick-pics to girls.

Group

Digital 

Gender

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Exploitation of friendship group bonding: This 
case highlights how friendship group dynamics 
can be exploited to entrap and abuse an 
unsuspecting boy. The social pressure within the 
group contributes to a situation where the boy 
is manipulated into sharing an image under false 
pretenses.

Deceptive circumstances and lack of informed 
consent: While the boy may have volitionally 
shared the image, the absence of informed 
consent is central. The boy's decision was made 
in deceptive circumstances where the girls 
manipulated the situation to exploit his trust.

Gender-based shaming and sexualised abuse: 
The girls further abuse the boy through 
sexualised and gender-based shaming related to 
the image. While the image was not unsolicited, it 
was framed and treated as if it were, and the boy 
is blamed for the situation by the girls.

Role of digital devices in facilitating abuse: 
The digital device serves as a tool that enables 
the abuse, but the motives and consequences 
of the abuse are rooted in social and cultural 
norms about gender, sexuality and the dynamics 
of friendship groups. The use of technology 
exacerbates the impact, amplifying the harm.

Reframing the situation to blame the boy: The 
girls reframe the boy's decision to share the 
image as ‘unsolicited image sharing’, thereby 
portraying the boy as the perpetrator rather than 
the victim. This gendered reversal complicates 
the boy’s ability to seek support or justice, as it 
shifts the focus away from his victimisation.

Prevention

Deceptive image-sharing as abuse: The act 
of enticing someone to share images through 
deception should be framed as a form of abuse. 
Education should focus on the harms of coercion 
and manipulation within peer relationships, 
particularly in digital contexts where individuals 
may be misled into sharing private content.

Non-responsibility of the victim: While the law 
on imagery of children can be acknowledged, 
the person who shares an image as a result 
of deception should not be portrayed as 
blameworthy or responsible for the abuse. The 
cause of harm lies in the deceptive actions and 
subsequent verbal abuse, not in the victim’s 
compliance, highlighting the need to challenge 
the narrative that individuals who share content 
under duress or deception are at fault.

Deconstructing gender dynamics and 
motivations: The underlying motivations for 
such abusive actions should be identified and 
deconstructed, particularly focusing on the 
gender dynamics involved. In this case, the abuse 
is shaped by masculine norms (e.g., girls using 
flirtation to exploit boys) and peer group bonding 
through shaming (e.g., body shaming related to 
masculinity). Addressing these dynamics can help 
prevent future incidents and encourage healthier 
peer interactions.

Response

Non-blameworthy victim: The boy should not 
be considered blameworthy, responsible or 
deserving of punishment. His lack of consent and 
the manipulative circumstances should be clearly 
understood, ensuring he receives the support 
needed to manage the personal and social fallout 
from the incident.

Action on the girls’ behaviour: The girls involved 
should be directed to delete all copies of the 
image immediately. They should also be informed 
that their actions constitute abuse and may be 
unlawful, which can lead to legal consequences 
and further educational intervention.

Support for the boy: The boy should receive 
appropriate support to address the personal and 
social consequences of the incident, including 
assistance with handling any peer backlash and 
stigmatisation that may arise.
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A group of boys are coming out 
of the changing rooms on to the 
field ready to do PE. They see 
one of their classmates in front 
of them and run up behind him 
and debag him (pull his jogging 
bottoms down). As a result, his 
genitals and bottom are exposed 
to not only his ‘friends’ but also 
the girls in his year who are 
coming out of their changing 
rooms at the same time. 
Everyone laughs at him, and 
he is mortified that everyone 
has seen him, but feels he has 
to laugh along and shrug it off 
otherwise he will be ridiculed 
even further for not being able 
to take a joke.

Group

Gender

Friendship

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Gendered HSB framed as ‘banter’: This case 
involves a debagging incident, a form of gendered 
HSB, where non-consensual exposure is framed 
as playful ‘banter’. The term banter obscures the 
non-consensual nature of the act and trivialises 
the violation, especially within the context of 
masculinity norms. The boy is pressured to 
accept the situation as a joke, but this dynamic 
conceals the real harm caused.

Social pressures and masculinity norms: The 
boy experiences the violation, yet is under 
social pressure to tolerate the act, as it is tied 
to cultural capital and the ability to ‘take a joke.’ 
His reluctance to accept the humiliation could 
result in ridicule or being perceived as weak. 
The gendered norms that frame the incident 
as a joke contribute to the normalisation of 
non-consensual behaviour. These dynamics 
are linked to masculinity testing and policing 
within peer groups, where showing vulnerability 
or not ‘tolerating’ such acts undermines one’s 
masculinity.

Humiliation and shame: The humiliation and 
shame caused by the act are central to why it 
is perceived as ‘funny’ in the peer context. The 
ridicule of the boy is framed as a form of social 
bonding, but it reinforces harmful dynamics 
where non-consensual acts are minimised 
or dismissed as acceptable forms of testing 
masculinity. The act itself becomes a mechanism 
to assert dominance and control, while the victim 
is pressured into accepting their marginalisation.

Normalisation of non-consensual behaviour: 
Through incidents like debagging, non-consensual 
behaviours are normalised and perpetuated. The 
pressures on victims to tolerate the act enable its 
continuation, embedding it within social spaces 
as a way of maintaining and policing masculine 
identity. The boys enacting abuse gain social 
capital by asserting power over the victim, 
reinforcing masculine norms at the expense of the 
victim's autonomy and dignity.

Prevention

Framing debagging as abuse: Education should 
address debagging as a form of non-consensual 
abuse, regardless of how it is framed as ‘banter’. 
It should be made clear that humiliation through 
debagging is harmful and is not an acceptable 
joke, even if trivialised within peer group culture. 
This should be framed within the broader context 
of non-consensual behaviour that occurs under 
the guise of ‘play’.

Deconstructing masculinity norms: Education 
must deconstruct masculinity norms that 
motivate such behaviours, emphasizsng how 
peer pressure to conform to these norms shapes 
boys' ability to act against harmful actions. 
This includes exploring how ‘banter’ and other 
masculinised forms of humour are used to 
pressure boys into tolerating or laughing off 
violations of their autonomy.

Bystander responsibility: Peer group dynamics 
need to be addressed through bystander 
education. Peers should be taught about their 
responsibility to intervene or react in ways that 
do not reward or reinforce harmful behaviour. 
Education should explore alternative ways peers 
can engage with the behaviour, such as standing 
against the violation or supporting the victim, thus 
disrupting harmful group dynamics.

Response

Reflection: Boys who enact this behaviour need to 
reflect on the non-consensual violation they have 
committed. They should be guided to understand 
the harm in ‘banter’ that crosses boundaries, 
and to reframe such behaviour through a lens of 
consent, where respect for others' autonomy is 
paramount.

Support for victims: The victimised boy must 
be offered support for the personal and social 
consequences he may face, ensuring he has the 
tools to manage the emotional impact of being 
subjected to humiliation and shame. Support 
should include guidance on how to process the 
event, and what steps can be taken to ensure his 
safety and wellbeing moving forward.
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There are a group of eight year 
10 boys, who individually are 
mostly polite and respectful; 
however, when together, 
unaware of their new-found size, 
they take up a lot of space and 
are intimidating to other pupils 
and some staff. They are loud 
and seem to wind each other 
up, becoming more boisterous 
and showing off in front of each 
other to be the alpha male. 
This includes trying to flirt/
harass girls in the corridors, 
using inappropriate sexualised 
language and generally being a 
nuisance. As a result, staff are 
always watching them and quick 
to shut down their behaviours 
and giving out detentions. The 
boys feel like they are treated 
unfairly and are becoming more 
combatant as a result. One of 
the boys has started answering 
back and being highly misogynist 
to female members of staff who 
try to reprimand them. Their 
behaviour is escalating.

Group

Gender

Friendship

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Male friendship group dynamics: This case 
highlights how male friendship groups often 
feature masculinity plays and displays of power, 
which can have broader detrimental effects on 
those within and outside the group. The boys 
involved may not intend to cause harm but are 
negotiating their positions within the group, 
balancing pressures to conform with their 
personal values. These group dynamics often 
create a space where boys experience both 
enjoyment and pressure, as their social reward 
is linked to their ability to accomplish and be 
included in masculine cultural activities, such as 
banter and dominance.

Ambivalence and group pressure: The boys 
may experience ambivalence, wanting to fit in 
and have fun while feeling pressured by group 
expectations. There is an underlying tension 
between their desire to gain social capital 
through participation in the group’s activities and 
the discomfort they may feel about the pressures 
they feel to act in particular ways.

Zero-tolerance approaches: Punitive, zero-
tolerance responses to harmful behaviours can 
be seen as overly inhibitory and unjust, with the 
boys interpreting such responses as a threat to 
their ability to participate in the group dynamic. 
These approaches may be perceived by the boys 
as alienating, especially when they themselves 
feel undermined by societal forces and view 
punishment as another form of oppression. This 
can lead to misogyny as a defense mechanism, 
reinforcing negative gender dynamics.

Need for critical reflection: This case raises 
important questions about how to engage boys 
in discussions that help them understand the 
impact of their behaviours on others. It is crucial 
to explore how boys can critically reflect on what 
it means to be part of healthy male friendships 
that entail mutual respect and do not create 
undue pressure on other boys or harm to others, 
especially girls.

Prevention

Exploring male peer group dynamics and 
masculinity norms: Education should address 
the ways masculinity norms shape peer group 
dynamics, particularly regarding power and 
reward within male friendship groups. By 
unpacking these dynamics, young people can 
better understand how they can both empower 
and harm others, within the group and beyond, 
due to the pressure to conform to overly 
masculinised behaviours.

Balancing peer group dynamics with respect 
for others’ rights: It is essential to explore the 
rewards available within peer groups and how 
these can be balanced with responsibility to 
others. Boys need to learn how to navigate the 
tensions between group loyalty and respecting 
the rights of others, ensuring they do not feel 
compelled to participate in behaviours that 
pressure others or undermine their own values.

Positive participation without violating rights: 
Education should aim to create an environment 
where boys are not problematised for their 
gender or interests, but are instead empowered 
to participate positively in peer group activities. 
This includes teaching them how to engage 
in group dynamics without reinforcing social 
pressures or violating others’ rights, particularly 
in ways that reflect healthy masculinity.

Response

Avoiding punitive, zero tolerance approaches: 
Zero tolerance policies are likely to be ineffective 
and may further alienate boys, reinforcing a sense 
of opposition and division. Particularly if enacted 
by female staff, these approaches may amplify 
the us-versus-them dynamic, leading boys to feel 
unjustly targeted and undermined. There may be 
challenges in responding, especially if the staff 
is all female, and so a constructive approach 
should be adopted while ensuring that staff feel 
supported in the school.

Inclusive reflection and constructive dialogue: 
For effective resolution, those affected by 
the behaviours should be provided with the 
opportunity to articulate their perspectives in an 
open and supportive environment. This approach 
should aim to create inclusive and constructive 
dialogue that can help develop a safer, more 
positive school and peer culture, encouraging 
mutual respect and understanding.
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A group of year 9 pupils 
have been sharing clips of 
pornography on their phones. 
This started in a group at lunch, 
where they all laughed and 
tried to find the most disgusting 
clip they could to ‘freak each 
other out’. It is now largely 
taking place outside of school 
in the evenings. The clips are 
escalating and getting more and 
more extreme. A boy who has 
ASD is included in the group. A 
complaint has been made to the 
school by a parent after their 
child showed them the images 
the boy had sent which included 
indecent images of young 
children. They want something 
done as they think he is clearly 
a ‘paedo’.

Group

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Digital

Friendship 

Nuanced education on pornography: This case 
highlights the importance of nuanced education 
surrounding pornography, particularly in terms 
of legality (e.g., child sexual abuse imagery) 
and consent in the context of sending and 
receiving sexually explicit content. Educational 
frameworks must go beyond basic awareness to 
address the complexities of legal distinctions, 
ethical boundaries and the implications of 
engaging in sexualised media sharing.

Friendship group dynamics and peer bonding: 
The sharing of explicit content within friendship 
groups can be pursued as a form of peer bonding 
and self-expression. However, the potential 
damaging consequences of this behaviour should 
be recognised, especially when it is normalised or 
viewed as a form of social currency. This dynamic 
can perpetuate harmful norms about sexuality 
and privacy while undermining consent.

Vulnerability of neurodiverse young people: The 
inclusion of neurodiverse individuals in these 
group dynamics presents unique challenges. 
Young people with additional needs may have a 
limited understanding of the implications of their 
actions, potentially leading them to share explicit 
content in ways that are inappropriate or even 
unlawful. The vulnerability of these individuals 
requires careful consideration, emphasising the 
need for tailored support that addresses both 
safeguarding and understanding consent.

Assumption about the ‘group’: Professionals 
may assume that the group in question consists 
primarily of boys because of traditional gender 
stereotypes related to sexual exploration and 
peer dynamics. This assumption risks overlooking 
the diverse gender and sexual orientation profiles 
within groups, which can impact the experience of 
those involved and the ways that behaviours are 
understood and responded to. Recognising this 
diversity is essential for providing inclusive and 
effective interventions.

Prevention

Nuanced education on pornography: 
Education should adopt a nuanced approach 
to pornography, identifying specific categories 
that are illegal, particularly child sexual abuse 
imagery. This ensures that young people 
understand the legal and ethical boundaries of 
sexually explicit content.

Understanding consent and legal implications: 
Education must emphasise that sharing or 
sending explicit content without the recipient's 
consent is unlawful. This approach addresses 
digital consent and the legal ramifications of 
distributing sexual content without permission.

Exploring peer dynamics: Education should 
also examine the peer group dynamics that may 
drive individuals to share pornography, exploring 
motivations such as peer bonding and social 
validation. The consequences of these actions, 
including violations of personal rights, should 
be highlighted, alongside the social pressures 
involved.

Beyond the digital: It’s important to recognise 
that these behaviours are not solely caused by 
digital devices or the internet, but reflect broader 
peer bonding and experimentation in the offline 
world that are playing out online. This requires a 
more holistic understanding of the social contexts 
that drive these behaviours.

Response

Clear guidance on acceptable online 
interactions: Educate about acceptable and 
unacceptable online interactions, particularly 
consent and laws around illegal content, avoiding 
simplistic anti-porn messaging. This will enable 
a better understanding of boundaries in digital 
spaces.

Support for victims of unwanted content: Those 
who have been exposed to or have received child 
sexual abuse imagery or any sexual content they 
did not request should be provided with support 
and appropriate safeguarding measures. It's 
important to ensure emotional and psychological 
support for those impacted.

Specialised support for neurodiverse individuals: 
Specific interventions and additional support 
should be provided to help affected individuals 
understand the complexities of consent and the 
implications of engaging in or receiving explicit 
content.

Investigation of illegal imagery: Child sexual 
abuse imagery must be investigated and 
appropriately handled by authorities, ensuring 
that those responsible are identified and that 
proper legal and safeguarding processes are 
followed.
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A year 9 girl is sent a close-up 
dick pick and torso (faceless) 
from a boy she fancies and 
asked to send one back. She 
does so with an image including 
her face. The boy shares the 
image with his class explaining 
he sent a fake image he googled. 
The girl is ‘slut shamed’ by her 
classmates and told she ‘has no 
respect.’

Digital

Gender

Individual / one-to-
one

Group 

Non-consensual image sharing: The boy sent a 
dick pic without prior consent from the girl. While 
she later responded with an image, it is unclear 
whether this response was made with free will 
or out of social pressure (e.g., to reciprocate 
because she fancied him or felt obligated due to 
the boy’s earlier action).

The boy’s action of sending an unsolicited image 
constitutes non-consensual behaviour, and it 
is critical to recognise that the girl's response, 
whether voluntary or not, lacked informed 
consent due to the deceptive circumstances 
surrounding the sharing.

Peer participation and victim blaming: The boy 
went on to share the image of the girl without 
her consent, which constitutes image-based 
sexual abuse. The abuse is compounded by peer 
involvement, with others joining in the act of 
shaming the girl. This escalation illustrates the 
dynamics of group behaviour in normalising and 
reinforcing harm.

Multiple violations of consent: It is crucial to 
disentangle the multiple violations of consent 
involved: the boy's initial non-consensual 
sharing of the image, the girl’s potentially 
coerced response, and the further harm 
caused by the boy’s subsequent sharing of her 
image and the peer shaming that followed. A 
clear understanding of these layers of harm is 
necessary to pinpoint the responsibilities of all 
involved and to prevent further harm.

Prevention

Education on consent in digital contexts: While 
laws on imagery of children apply, education 
should distinguish consensual image sharing from 
non-consensual sharing and abusive behaviour, 
more broadly when articulating the ethics of 
online interactions. Clarify that the initial decision 
to share images consensually does not justify 
further non-consensual distribution or shaming. 
Specifically, the act of sending unsolicited images 
(e.g., the dick pic) should be framed as deceptive 
and coercive, emphasising that deception 
compromises consent.

Challenging victim blaming: Educators should 
clearly communicate that no one is ever at fault 
for being victimised through non-consensual 
image sharing, regardless of their actions, such 
as sending an image in return. Also, addressing 
gendered victim blaming and the social pressures 
surrounding female respectability and the 
harmful and unjust nature of these constucts. 

Exploring deception and peer bullying: Critically 
examine the reasons why individuals might 
deceive others into sharing images, as well as 
why peers may shame or bully victims. Engage 
students in discussions about alternatives to 
bullying and how to create a culture of respect 
and accountability.

Reporting and support: Provide clear guidance 
that consensual sharing of images, when 
appropriate and safe, will not result in trouble. 
Encourage reporting of any incidents of non-
consensual image sharing or abuse.

Response

Support for the victim: The victim in this case 
should be supported, not investigated or 
punished. The focus should be on safeguarding 
the girl and offering emotional and psychological 
support. The image should be taken down 
through services like StopNCII (Stop Non-
Consensual Image Sharing).

Educational responses: The boy should be 
educated on the concept of consent, both in 
terms of his own actions (sending unsolicited 
images) and in regard to non-consensual sharing 
of the girl’s image. This education should cover 
the emotional and legal implications of his actions 
and encourage reflective thinking about the harm 
caused.

Empathy and responsibility: Both the boy and 
any peers involved in the shaming should be 
guided towards empathetic understanding of 
how their actions impact others and how they can 
contribute to a healthier, more respectful peer 
culture.
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A year 8 boy sends a dick pic 
to another boy he thinks might 
be gay in his year group, saying 
he’s ‘curious.’ The boy responds 
with a dick pic saying he’s 
‘interested.’ The first boy sends 
the image to his friend group 
with homophobic slurs and 
comments about penis size.

Digital

Individual / one-to-
one

Group

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Deceptive image sharing: The boy is misled 
into sharing an image under false pretenses, 
highlighting the deceptive nature of the 
interaction, which violates informed consent.

The act of sharing the image is non-consensual, 
compounded by further exploitation of the boy’s 
sexuality, which becomes the core focus of the 
abuse.

Sexual stigma and homophobia: The boy is 
exploited through the sharing of the image, with 
the sexuality at the centre of the abuse, likely 
intertwined with homophobic and stigmatising 
attitudes. The incident underscores the role of 
sexual stigma in shaping harmful behaviours 
and how sexuality can be weaponised in abusive 
situations.

Friendship group dynamics: The case reflects 
the dynamics within friendship groups, where 
the social motivations of peers may pressure 
individuals to participate in the abuse or 
encourage harmful behaviour, often as a means 
of social bonding or proving loyalty to the group.

Prevention

Education on consent and image sharing: While 
laws on imagery of children apply, teach young 
people that ethically, consent is always required 
before sharing intimate images, emphasising 
that no presumed consent exists at any stage. 
Highlight the importance of clear, mutual 
agreement before sharing any content.

Addressing non-consensual sharing motivations: 
Educate about the motivations behind non-
consensual sharing of images, especially the 
harmful desire to out or shame individuals. 
Focus on the violation of rights this behaviour 
represents and the emotional harm it causes to 
the victim.

Victim support and blame-free education: 
Reinforce that victims in these situations are 
never at fault, regardless of the circumstances 
surrounding the sharing of the image. Emphasise 
that victims should report incidents to trusted 
adults and seek safeguarding.

Emotional literacy: Teach emotional literacy in 
the context of requesting, sending and sharing 
sexual imagery, focused on empathy and 
understanding about how these actions can affect 
others emotionally and psychologically.

Response

Support for the victim: The victim should receive 
appropriate support for any emotional or social 
consequences they experience as a result of 
the abuse. Ensure that they are not punished 
or blamed in any way, with the focus being on 
safeguarding and emotional well-being.

Education: The boy involved in the non-
consensual sharing should be educated about 
the harmful effects of homophobia and the 
importance of consent in all interactions involving 
intimate images. The emphasis should be on 
understanding the violation caused by their 
actions and the need to prevent further harm.
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A year 11 boy sends a dick pic 
to a girl he’s met online asking 
‘wanna trade?’. The girl says 
she’s not interested. The boy 
feels rejected and retaliates by 
posting details about the girl 
on an Instagram page exposing 
‘sluts and slags.’ 

Digital

Challenging 
professional values 
and assumptions

Gender 

Entitlement and respect for consent: The boy's 
initial action – sending an unsolicited image – is 
a violation of consent, as he does not respect 
the girl’s autonomy over her own body and 
decisions. This behaviour may stem from a sense 
of entitlement to her attention or response.

Retaliation after rejection: Following what he 
perceives as rejection, the boy retaliates by 
posting abusive content about the girl. This 
suggests an issue of emotional regulation and 
the inability to manage rejection in a mature and 
respectful way.

Entitlement vs. emotional impact of rejection: 
The boy’s sense of entitlement to the girl’s 
response needs to be distinguished from 
the emotional and interpersonal challenges 
associated with rejection. While rejection can 
cause emotional distress, it does not justify 
harmful retaliation or violations of another 
person’s rights.

Prevention

Education on image sharing and consent: While 
laws on imagery of children apply, address the 
pressure to produce images as a form of non-
consensual behaviour, distinct from voluntary 
image-sharing decisions. Emphasise that pressure 
or coercion undermines consent and that people 
should never feel obligated to share intimate 
images to satisfy peer expectations or relational 
dynamics.

Entitlement and rights: Clearly explain the 
difference between having the right to propose 
or initiate sexual activity and the entitlement 
to receive it. Emphasise the importance of 
respecting free and informed consent in all 
interactions, underlining that entitlement 
to someone else’s body or actions is never 
acceptable.

Emotional and interpersonal dynamics of 
rejection: Explore the emotional challenges 
of rejection, including that it can be a painful 
experience, but should be dealt with respectfully 
and maturely. Provide guidance on coping 
strategies that do not result in harming others, 
including respecting others' boundaries and 
understanding the impact of emotional actions 
on others.

Focus on personal and social dynamics: While 
the incident is an example of online HSB, 
emphasise that the motivations and processes 
behind it are rooted in personal and social 
dynamics rather than the medium (the internet). 
The behaviours stem from social pressures, 
entitlement and emotional responses to rejection, 
not merely from the digital space.

Response

Content removal: Immediately remove the shared 
content from Instagram and any other platform 
where it is circulating. This is critical to stopping 
the abuse and minimising the potential for further 
harm to the victim.

Support for the victim: Ensure the girl receives 
support for any personal or social consequences 
of the abuse. This should include safeguarding 
measures and emotional support to address any 
distress caused by the incident, as well as access 
to resources like counseling if needed.

Educate the boy: Speak to the boy about 
consent, the unacceptability of entitlement and 
the emotional impact of rejection. Offer education 
on managing difficult emotions such as anger or 
hurt without resorting to harmful actions. Address 
the importance of empathy and respect for 
others in navigating interpersonal relationships 
and conflicts.
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