Strangulation, choking and sexual risk: Reflections from a trailblazer discussion
session

Context and purpose of the discussion

Recent public, policy and media attention has focused on the apparent rise of
strangulation and choking within sexual encounters. Concerns have been raised by
educators, practitioners, campaigners and researchers regarding the potential harms
associated with these practices, particularly where they occur within relationships
characterised by coercion, abuse or unequal power. These concerns have culminated in
the Home Office establishing the Institute for Addressing Strangulation (IFAS) in
October 2022 following the introduction of new legislation on strangulation and

suffocation as a stand-alone offence. At the same time, reports suggest that choking

has become increasingly visible within young people's sexual cultures, raising
questions about how education and safeguarding systems should respond.

In response, we held a discussion session with the Reimagining RSE Trailblazers — a
network of educators, practitioners, researchers and sector organisations committed to
exploring how relationships and sex education can respond to contemporary
challenges in thoughtful, reflective and evidence-informed ways. RSE practitioners
often work across different settings and organisations, meaning that opportunities for
collective reflection on emerging issues can be limited. As RSE is frequently the
curriculum area called upon to respond to new concerns and public debates, creating
space to think through complex issues with colleagues is particularly valuable.
Providing that opportunity for dialogue is one of the aims of the Trailblazer network. The
purpose of the session was not to reach consensus on strangulation and choking, nor to
develop immediate recommendations. Rather, it was designed as a space for collective
inquiry into an issue that has become increasingly visible within public, professional
and policy debates.

Prompted by growing concern about reports of choking and strangulation within young
people's sexual cultures, the discussion sought to explore how the phenomenon is
currently being understood, what assumptions underpin dominant narratives, and what
implications these framings may have for education, safeguarding and prevention.
Participants were invited to reflect on the multiple issues often grouped together under
the topic of choking and strangulation, including sexual violence, consent, digital sexual
cultures, pornography, gender norms, risk, pleasure and communication.

Consistent with a Safe Uncertainty approach, the discussion did not begin from the
assumption that the issue could be adequately understood through a single explanatory
framework. Instead, participants were encouraged to examine areas of tension,
ambiguity and disagreement, to consider the potential strengths and limitations of
current responses, and to explore what kinds of educational approaches might best
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support young people to navigate complexity. The discussion therefore focused not only
on the nature of the phenomenon itself, but also on how educators, practitioners and
policymakers might engage with it in ways that remain both safeguarding-informed and
open to dialogue.

The reflections presented below do not represent a formal consensus position. Rather,
they capture key themes, questions and tensions generated during the discussion and
are intended to inform ongoing thinking, future dialogue and the development of
educational resources in this area.

Violence, intimacy and consent

A centraltheme developed from the discussion was the need to resist treating these
concerns as a single, self-evident problem. Participants highlighted that a range of
distinct issues are often collapsed together within public discourse. These include non-
consensual strangulation within abusive relationships, consensual sexual practices
involving choking, the influence of pornography and digital sexual cultures, broader
gendered expectations around sexual performance and young people's difficulties
communicating boundaries, consent and discomfort. While these issues may intersect,
they are not synonymous. Treating them as though they are risks obscuring important
distinctions and may lead to responses that fail to address the specific concerns
involved.

The discussion highlighted how current debates frequently frame strangulation and
choking through relatively narrow lenses. As is often the case, multiple issues become
subsumed within a single catch-all category, obscuring the diversity of contexts,
motivations, meanings and experiences that sit beneath it. Participants suggested that
this can make it more difficult to understand what is actually happening and what kinds
of educational responses might be appropriate. Violence Against Women and Girls
(VAWG) frameworks have been particularly influential, positioning choking primarily as
a manifestation of gendered violence and coercion. Other common framings
emphasise pornography as a causal influence, focus on safeguarding and risk
management, or present the issue as evidence of a rapidly escalating social problem
requiring urgent intervention. Participants recognised the value of these perspectives in
drawing attention to potential harms and securing institutional action. However,
concerns were also raised that such framings can simplify a more complex reality,
creating an impression that the phenomenon is fully understood when significant
uncertainty and diversity of experience remain.

Participants noted similarities with earlier debates about nude image sharing. In those
discussions, consensual and aggravated incidents were often treated as manifestations
of a single problem, despite important differences in context, meaning and harm. They
suggested that current discussions of strangulation and choking may risk a similar



flattening of complexity. One area of complexity concerned the relationship between
violence and consensual sexual practice. Participants were clear that non-consensual
strangulation should be recognised as a form of violence and abuse. However,
discussion also acknowledged that some individuals engage in so-called ‘breath play’
or 'choking' within consensual sexual encounters and do not necessarily understand
their experiences through the language of violence. This raises difficult questions for
education. If all discussion is framed exclusively through violence, there is a risk that
young people's lived experiences will be ignored or dismissed, as something that they
find intimate and pleasurable is now being labelled as violent and harmful. This is
unlikely to facilitate young people opening up or asking questions — and, therefore,
having the conversations they need to help keep them safe. Moreover, if educational
approaches focus solely on individual choice and agency, they may fail to adequately
address the wider social, cultural and gendered dynamics that shape young people's
choices and experiences. The challenge is therefore not to choose between these
positions but to hold them in productive tension.

Gender, power and agency

Questions of gender and power featured prominently throughout the discussion.
Participants recognised evidence that choking is often framed as something boys do to
girls, reflecting broader concerns about VAWG. However, there was also concern that
such narratives may become overly reductive, arising from the conflation of disparate
behaviours and experiences into one problem. Reports from practice suggest more
complex dynamics, including young women requesting choking, young men feeling
pressure to perform acts associated with masculinity or sexual competence and
experiences that do not fit neatly into heterosexual scripts. Participants stressed the
importance of acknowledging gendered inequalities while avoiding assumptions that all
experiences can be understood through a single perpetrator-victim framework. Doing
so, some suggested, may inadvertently obscure young people's agency, silence diverse
experiences and limit opportunities for meaningful dialogue.

Digital sexual cultures and the question of influence

Digital sexual cultures were also identified as an important part of the picture.
Participants noted the visibility of choking across pornography, social media, music
lyrics, 'romantasy' literature, peer discussions and wider popular culture. However, the
discussion questioned simplistic assumptions about media influence. Participants
highlighted that there have long been debates about whether media reflects or creates
culture. While digital environments undoubtedly contribute to the circulation and
normalisation of sexual ideas and practices, participants were cautious about
narratives that imply a straightforward causal pathway between exposure and
behaviour. Similar debates have emerged repeatedly in relation to pornography,
sexualisation and youth culture over the past two decades. The discussion therefore



suggested the need for more nuanced understandings of how young people interpret,
negotiate and respond to the sexual content they encounter.

Safeguarding, prohibition and educational dialogue

A further tension concerned the distinction between prohibition and education.
Participants observed that institutional responses often gravitate toward clear and
unequivocal messages. The official advice from the IFAS is there is no safe way to choke
a partner. Such approaches are understandable given safeguarding responsibilities,
legal considerations and concerns about potential harm. Yet there was considerable
discussion about whether prohibition alone is likely to achieve educational goals. Young
people may find absolute messages difficult to reconcile with their observations,
experiences and peer cultures. As participants reflected, simply telling someone not to
"press the big red button" is rarely sufficient on its own. Similar debates have
surrounded 'Just Say No' approaches to drug education and messages that focus
primarily on the illegality of sharing sexual images. Participants questioned whether
prohibition, without opportunities for dialogue and critical reflection, is likely to achieve
lasting educational goals.

Where educational messages are perceived as lacking credibility, there is a risk that
young people disengage from discussion altogether. Participants therefore questioned
whether responses focused exclusively on ‘don't do it’ messaging may inadvertently
reduce opportunities for young people to ask questions, seek support or reflect
critically on their own experiences.

Participants also reflected on the practical implications of the new statutory RSE
guidance, which identifies strangulation as a topic that should be addressed before
pupils leave secondary school. While participants welcomed the recognition of the
issue, discussion focused less on whether it should be taught than on how and when
these conversations should take place. Schools are expected to ensure content is age-
appropriate, yet the guidance offers relatively little direction on how educators might
facilitate nuanced discussions of a topic that is legally, ethically and emotionally
complex. Participants noted that many teachers may feel uncertain about introducing
these conversations with younger secondary pupils, particularly given the potential
sensitivities surrounding relationships, sex and safeguarding — and, indeed, the
possibility that carefully planned educational discussions may be misrepresented in
media, political discourse or elsewhere as exposing young people to 'age-inappropriate'
content.

Relatedly, participants emphasised the importance of distinguishing safeguarding from
dialogue. Educational settings have clear responsibilities to identify and respond to
harm. However, there was concern that young people's questions about choking may
sometimes be interpreted primarily as indicators of risk or problematic intent. Such
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assumptions can create defensive classroom environments and discourage open
conversation. There is also a potential paradox that if we inform young people that a
particular behaviour is risky or dangerous, counter intuitively, it can become more
attractive and seen as more intimate due to the risks involved. Participants argued that
effective safeguarding depends not only on identifying risk but also on creating
conditions in which young people feel able to discuss uncertainty, curiosity, discomfort
and pressure without fear of judgement.

Building relational competence and working with uncertainty

Across the discussion, a recurring theme was the importance of relational competence.
Rather than focusing solely on the specific act of choking, participants suggested that
educational responses might more productively address the broader skills and
dispositions that support healthy relationships. These include communicating desires
and boundaries, recognising and responding to discomfort, negotiating differences in
expectations, checking in with partners and navigating social pressures. From this
perspective, the issue becomes less about delivering a reactive, standalone lesson on
choking and more about strengthening young people's capacity to engage ethically,
critically and reflectively in relationships.

The discussion also highlighted the limits of current knowledge. While concerns about
harm are legitimate, participants noted ongoing debates regarding prevalence,
motivations, meanings and patterns of engagement. Educational responses are often
developed in contexts where evidence is incomplete, contested or rapidly evolving. This
creates pressure to provide certainty where certainty may not yet exist. Participants
argued that acknowledging uncertainty should not be interpreted as minimising
concern. Rather, it can create space for more honest and reflective engagement with
complexissues.

Implications for education and resource development

Overall, the discussion suggests that strangulation and choking should not be
understood solely as safeguarding issues, public health issues, pornography issues or
violence issues. Instead, it should be included in conversations about consent, ethical
behaviours and how to communicate our boundaries and desires. They sit at the
intersection of all of these concerns. As such, responses that rely on a single
explanatory framework are unlikely to capture the full complexity of the phenomenon.
Instead, participants advocated an approach that maintains concern about harm while
remaining attentive to ambiguity, context and lived experience.

In terms of implications for education, the discussion points toward the value of
resources that help educators navigate complexity rather than resolve it prematurely.
Such resources could support practitioners to distinguish between different forms of
harm, explore questions of consent, communication, gender and power, and facilitate



dialogue without abandoning safeguarding responsibilities. Consistent with a Safe
Uncertainty approach, the aim would not be to provide definitive answers to every
question, but to equip educators and young people to think critically, reflect on
competing perspectives and engage more thoughtfully with a challenging and
emotionally charged topic.



