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Purpose

The purpose of this Practice Guideline (Guideline) is to assist Mission Australia (MA) staff to
prevent and respond to instances of problematic sexualised behaviours exhibited by and/or
between children and young people.

Scope

This Guideline has been developed for MA staff who work with children and young people,
including Family Support Services, and may be particularly useful for services that operate
within a residential or accommodation setting.

This Guideline draws on the Traffic Lights - Sexual Behaviours from Birth to Eighteen * resource
to assist staff to respond to sexual behaviours that are considered normal, concerning and
problematic in children and young people across their stages of development. See Annexure
A.

Definitions

Child, youth or young person — a child is any person under the age of 18 years, and a young person
or youth refers to persons aged 16-17.

Child and Youth Safe Organisation — an organisation that values children and young people and
promotes their safety, protection and wellbeing and takes steps to prevent, identify, respond to and
report harm or risk of harm.

Problematic sexualised behaviours — describes sexualised behaviours in children and young people
that sit outside the developmental norm and/or are inappropriate or harmful. These behaviours may
be self-directed or directed at other children or adults, and can include non-contact behaviours such
as sexualised conversations and gestures. When children demonstrate these behaviours, problematic
sexualised behaviours is typically a more appropriate and trauma-informed description of these
behaviours rather than terms such as sexual abuse or sexual assault.

1 Hackett, S., Holmes, D., & Branigan, P. (2016). Harmful sexual behaviour framework: an evidence-informed
operational framework for children and young people displaying harmful sexual behaviours.
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4. Guidelines

4.1 Recognising problematic sexualised behaviours

Sexual behaviour is a normal part of human development, and helps children and young people
understand their bodies, sexuality and their likes and dislikes. Sexual behaviour, within the context
of the young person’s age and cognitive capacity, may include:

e Expressing an interest in relationships

e Exploring and expressing their sexual and/or gender identity

e Understanding rules and boundaries about appropriate touch and talk
e Feelings of attraction

e Learning about and understanding puberty

Problematic sexualised behaviours are behaviours assessed to be outside normal developmental and
social expectations. In order to appropriately recognise and respond to sexualised behaviours in
children and young people, staff should be aware of their own values and beliefs, and how this may
influence their intervention and response. An example of an assumption is the role of gender in
sexualised behaviours. Staff should consider whether their judgements or assumptions about a
behaviour may hold true for one gender and not another; in which case, there is likely to be bias
involved in that belief. If a staff member recognises that their values or beliefs differ from those of
the organisation (e.g. that people of the same gender should not be in a sexual relationship), these
should be discussed with their line manager.

Generally speaking, sexual behaviours in children and young people should be considered
manageable as long as they:

e Are conducted in private i.e. while the child or young person is alone in their bedroom or
the bathroom with the door closed; and

e Do not involve or expose another non-consenting person to the behaviour e.g. through
texting or verbal communication; and

e Do not cause harm to the child or young person or any other person, and do not involve
an abuse of power or coercion; and

e Do not interfere with their relationships or development.

Sexual behaviours that are assessed as being developmentally appropriate are not included within
the response processes detailed in this Guideline. Situations involving age and developmentally
appropriate sexual behaviour can be addressed through:

e discussions with the child or young person regarding physical (including health and
hygiene), social and emotional safety, as well as the impact of their behaviour on others
(including the meaning of consent);
e referring the child or young person to appropriate supports if relevant (e.g. sexual health
clinics); and/or
e providing the child or young person with information and resources.
Such responses should be documented through case notes.

There is no single or common cause for problematic sexualised behaviours, and most behaviours are
likely to diminish with early intervention and support. Research and data regarding the prevalence
of sexualised behaviour is often inconsistent due to differences in defining behaviours that are
considered to be problematic. While some children and young people who demonstrate problematic
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sexualised behaviours may have experienced sexual abuse, many children and young people who
have experienced sexual abuse do not demonstrate sexualised behaviours. According to the Royal
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, “Studies show average recidivism
rates for harmful sexual behaviours that reach a criminal threshold range from 3 per cent to 14 per
cent. This challenges a common assumption that children who commit sexual offences will inevitably
become adult sex offenders.”?

In order to assess whether a behaviour is considered to be problematic, there are a number of factors
that must be considered, including:

e The context in which the behaviour has taken place;

e The child/young person’s behavioural history;

e The impact of the behaviour on the children/young people involved;

e The child’s cultural background and community expectations and norms;

e The age, development and cognitive capacity of the children/young people involved; and
e Any risk that the behaviour may impose on others.

Important Note: Some, but not all, problematic sexualised behaviours require a report to police. The
decision whether to report behaviours to police may be influenced by factors including the child’s
age, gender, cognitive capacity, whether the behaviour used physical force or violence, or the use of
coercive control. Unnecessary police intervention may have a negative impact on a child or young
person’s sense of safety and wellbeing. While the age of criminal responsibility can differ across state
jurisdictions, the minimum age for a child to be charged with a crime anywhere in Australia is 10
years of age. If you are unsure of your reporting requirements, please consult with your line manager,
the Child and Youth Safe team, or refer to the MA National Compliance Framework & Regulatory
Monitoring of Child & Youth Safe Practice.

4.2 Prevention of problematic sexualised behaviours

It is important to establish rules and expectations that value everyone’s safety, privacy and body
autonomy. These rules and expectations should be in place at all times, regardless of whether there
are children and young people in the service who have problematic sexualised behaviours. Central
to the implementation of these rules is the staffing team’s ability to role model the expectations at
all times.

Important Note: The following paragraphs refer to circumstances where staff may need to discuss
sex and sexual development with children and young people in response to questions, or when
providing behaviour support. Staff should not initiate conversations with children about sex and
sexual development unless this is a planned and agreed approach to behaviour support. Staff should
consider whether a parent/guardian needs to provide consent prior to these discussions taking place.

Talking to children and young people about sexual information can provide education, support
healthy development and help children and young people feel comfortable talking to staff if they
have questions or need help. Many children who experience early neglect, especially those who have
had low school attendance, often miss out on school-based sex education, which can increase their
vulnerability. Working together with the child or young person’s primary caregivers and/or teacher
can help guide their readiness to engage in sex education. The most important messages children

2 Royal Commission into Institutionalised Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (2017). Final Report: Children with
harmful sexual behaviours. Commonwealth of Australia. Volume 10, pp 11.
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and young people need to know is that everyone has the right to feel safe, and that staff will always
believe and support young people if they disclose someone has hurt them.

Staff should be mindful of the following when talking to children and young people about sexual
information:

e Self-awareness. If you feel embarrassed or uncomfortable, the child/young person is likely
to mirror these feelings. Stay calm, be mindful of your non-verbal communication skills, and
speak confidently so the child/young person is able to engage with the conversation in a
sensible and serious way.

e Ensure the language you use is age and developmentally appropriate. Consistent and clear
language is important to ensure children and young people understand the conversation and
are clear on what is okay and what is not okay. Staff should ensure they have team
discussions about how they will use consistent language between staff members and with
all children and young people in the service, to provide consistent messages.

e Set and maintain appropriate boundaries. When setting and maintaining clear boundaries
with children and young people, you should take into account their age and stage of
development, any gender or cultural differences, and your role within the context of the
service. It is common for children and young people to ask questions about your private life
or make comments which may cause you to feel uncomfortable, such as asking about your
personal relationships or sexual experiences. Do not engage in any discussions about your
personal life, experiences or conversations that may be inappropriate. Let children and young
people know that your private life is private, but it is normal to be curious. If you are unsure
about what may be considered inappropriate, speak with your line manager, the Child and
Youth Safe team, or refer to the MA Behavioural Standards for Keeping Children and Young
People Safe policy.

e Ensure the child/young person feels comfortable and safe. Ensure conversations arise
naturally so that the child/young person does not feel confronted or taken off guard. Be
mindful of timing, location, their emotional state, any gender or cultural differences, and
whether other people are in earshot of the conversation. Observe the child/young person’s
body language and non-verbal communication and give them the option to continue the
conversation at another time if they appear uncomfortable.

e Consider whether the conversation should include a health professional. Sometimes
children/young people may have questions better suited to a doctor or sexual health
clinician. These may include questions about contraception, general sexual health, sexually
transmitted infections, puberty or reproduction. There is a lot of misinformation available
about sexual health, so help the child/young person connect with the right health
professional to ensure they get the best advice.

Each team needs to identify what expectations are appropriate and reasonable for their own service.
Seek advice from the Child and Youth Safe team if you would like more information. Some examples
of rules and expectations that may be appropriate for your service include:

e Inaresidential setting, bedrooms and bathrooms are restricted to one person at a time.

e Everyone (children, young people, staff and visitors) must be appropriately dressed at all
times. Note: staff must be mindful when talking to children and young people about
appropriate dress to avoid blaming, shaming and guilt. Staff must also ensure that
expectations about appropriate clothing apply to everyone in the service, regardless of
gender or age, including staff members themselves.
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e Respecting the personal space of others.

e Noinappropriate sexual language, jokes or comments amongst staff or towards children and
young people.

e No storing, viewing or sharing of sexually explicit images or material, including on personal
electronic devices.

Note: The Behavioural Standards for Keeping Children and Young People Safe Policy should
be used as a guide when identifying rules and expectations.

4.3 Supervision of children and young people

Supervision of children and young people is the best way to prevent problematic sexual behaviours
and provide early intervention. Rather than waiting until behaviours are identified, supervision
should be part of the normal routine in the service. Supervision not only helps to keep people safe,
it also supports the development of positive relationships between staff and children/young people,
as well as providing opportunities for early intervention for other behaviours that may require
support.

Supervision guidelines should be followed within the context of the program. Consideration should
be given to age, development, behaviours, trauma history, triggers, disability, protective behaviours,
and culture. Below are some suggested guidelines for supervision in the service:

e Make sure staff know where all children and young people in the program are at all times.

e Consider the service’s daily and/or activity settings. Ensure the service is appropriately
resourced to provide supervision and support of all children and young people, including
consideration of appropriate staff to client ratios.

e In a residential setting and where possible to do so, ensure all children and young people
know that bedrooms and bathrooms should only have one person in them at any time. If a
child or young person has specific needs that require staff to be in a bedroom or bathroom
with them, ensure an appropriate behaviour support plan is in place that supports the child’s
privacy and safety needs.

e Discourage games and activities that involve hiding or secrecy.

e Be mindful of spaces in the program that children and young people may frequent that make
it difficult for staff to see them and supervise these areas actively.

Note: Supervision should be provided in a manner that supports the safety of everyone in the
program. Children and young people who feel they are being ‘watched’ will likely feel uncomfortable,
and this may negatively impact relationships. Ensure the supervision of children and young people in
the service occurs through active engagement to avoid it being perceived as a punishment.

4.4 Responding to ‘Orange Light’ Behaviours
Orange light sexualised behaviours are:

a) Outside what is expected for normal development, but has not resulted in significant harm;
and/or
b) A new behaviour not previously observed.
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Staff should feel prepared and supported to engage in early intervention strategies at any time. Some
important things to remember, to ensure a therapeutic response to children and young people, are:

1.

Remain calm and be mindful of your non-verbal communication at all times. Children and
young people engaging in sexualised behaviour often do not know what they are doing is
inappropriate. Avoid any communication that may result in the child or young person feeling
embarrassed or ashamed. Focus on being clear and direct but supportive. Be mindful of your
own self-talk and attitudes so that you do not appear upset or shocked.

If the behaviour has been directly observed, tell the child/young person to stop the
behaviour. If there is more than one young person involved, separate them if it is possible
and safe to do so. You may ask all children/young people to move into different areas.

If a child or young person makes a disclosure of a past incident, ensure that you remain calm
and listen to what they have to say.

Clearly and calmly explain to the child or young person what behaviour is not okay and why.
Do not assume that they know what they were doing, or what was done to them, was
inappropriate. Use language that emphasises that the child or young person is first and
foremost, a child, and focus on labelling the behaviour as problematic, rather than the child
or young person being a problem themselves. Emphasise what factors separate normal
sexual behaviour from problematic behaviours. Consider factors such as age differences,
consent, unequal power and coercion.

Provide emotional co-regulation to any children or young people that may be upset or
escalated. Help the children/young people drain off strong emotions and ensure everyone in
the program is safe and calm before talking about any actions that may need to occur.
Attempts to talk to a child/young person while they are escalated is unlikely to be understood
or acknowledged and may negatively impact relationships.

Talk to the child/young person about what actions (if any) need to take place in order to
deal with the behaviour. Be mindful of your language, separate the behaviour from the
person, avoid blaming and shaming, and provide them with behaviour alternatives. For
example, “Steven, It is not okay to take your pants off when other people are present, as this
can make people feel scared or upset. It’s okay to be curious about your body, but you need
to do that in private, by yourself, with the door closed. Everyone has the right to feel safe
here.” Consider whether you need to wait to have this conversation at a more appropriate
time, and whether you need to consult with your line manager or the Child and Youth Safe
team before taking action.

Engage the child/young person in a positive and age-appropriate activity. Some
children/young people may want to be alone after you have spoken to them about their
behaviour. This may be due to feelings of shame or guilt. Encouraging children and young
people to return to their usual routine will help to repair the relationship with the caregiver
and help the child to feel supported.

Report the incident to your supervisor and record it in the case file in MA Connect or other
system. Consider contacting the Child and Youth Safe team to discuss the incident and
actions taken. In most cases, the incident should be discussed with other staff to ensure they
are able to support the actions taken after the incident has occurred; speak with your
supervisor first to ensure this is an appropriate course of action.

Consider whether staff require debriefing or a reflective practice discussion after the
incident has been resolved. Contact the Child and Youth Safe Team if you would like support
to conduct a debriefing discussion. This may occur one on one, with all staff involved in the
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incident, and/or the entire staffing team. Discuss the most appropriate course of action with
your line manager.

Always speak to your supervisor, the Child and Youth Safe team or on call support if you are unsure
of the appropriate response.

4.5 Responding to ‘Red Light’ Behaviours

Red light behaviours are highly concerning problematic sexualised behaviours that may be
characterised as violent, dangerous, criminal and/or abusive. These behaviours may also involve a
child, young person and/or staff member suffering harm, including harm to the child/young person
demonstrating the behaviour.

Intervention must occur as soon as the staff member becomes aware of an incident occurring or an
incident that may have recently occurred. The below strategies for intervention must be applied
using the staff member’s professional judgement within the context of the situation. Practice
guidelines are unable to account for every possible scenario, and staff will need to use their risk
assessment skills to determine the most appropriate course of action.

1. Respond to the immediate safety needs of children, young people, staff, and any other
person involved in the incident. If the incident occurs onsite, direct the child/young
person/people to stop the behaviour immediately. Separate children and young people
where safe and possible to do so. Assess whether medical attention may be required, and
ensure emotional support is provided to any person who is distressed.

2. Reassure the child/young person/people and remain calm. Avoid the use of blaming and
shaming of the child or young person and be mindful of your body language and tone of
voice.

3. Do not attempt to interview or interrogate the child/young people. Allow them to explain in
their own words what happened if they wish to do so. Do not ask any child or young person
to write down what happened. If the incident involves potential criminal activity,
interrogating and taking statements of children and young people may negatively impact
police investigations.

4. When safe and appropriate to do so, contact your line manager, National Child and Youth
Safe team, or On Call for support and advice.

5. Develop an immediate safety plan and consider whether you need additional staff at the
service to support the children and young people. Safety plans must take a risk management
approach and should:

a. Contain strategies that ensure the physical, emotional, social and cultural safety of
all children and young people.

b. Keep children and young people safe from harming themselves and others.
c. Focus on ways that activities can be made safer with appropriate supervision.

d. Identify which adults are responsible for the safety plan to ensure the strategies are
maintained and effective. Ensure the plan is communicated to the appropriate
people in a timely manner, and provide opportunities for impacted staff to ask
questions.

6. Report and record the incident in the appropriate format (usually case notes within MA
Connect) and consider contacting the National Child and Youth Safe team to discuss the
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incident and actions taken. Ensure that communication of the incident is in line with MA’s
Code of Conduct and expectations regarding client confidentially. Speak with your line

manager and consider who else may need to be informed of the incident, such as:

a.

b.
c.
d

Child protection services

Police

Other staff before coming onto their next shift

Family members. Note: Ensure you have considered a detailed plan before informing
family members. This information is likely to come as a shock and cause distress to
the family. Consider how to best keep all parties safe and provide tailored support
to the children/young people involved and their families.

4.6 After an incident or disclosure

Children and young people are likely to be affected after an incident or disclosure occurs. It is
essential that staff consider their needs and are mindful of changes in behaviour or demeanour.
Provide appropriate support as required. Once the immediate safety needs of children, young people
and staff have been addressed, a response plan should be developed in order to provide ongoing
care and support. Response plans can be developed with input from the Child and Youth Safe team
and should consider:

e Reinforcing the behaviour expectations at the service, or introducing temporary changes to
the service’s rules. Consider whether this discussion is best conducted with all affected
children and young people, or one on one.

e Whether the child or young person requires or would benefit from therapeutic intervention
such as crisis support, counselling, protective intervention education and/or ongoing mental
health support.

e Whether the staff involved in the incident require debriefing, with their line manager or local
Chaplain or EAP or a clinical supervisor.

e Whether the staffing group require or would benefit from a reflective practice session,
additional training and/or professional development.

e Regular reviews of the plan to ensure all actions have been finalised.

MISSION
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4.7 Flowchart Summary of Responding to Problematic Sexualised Behaviours

eldentify and respond to immediate safety needs of relevant persons involved A
e Assess behaviour within the context of the situation
Immediate eRemain calm and be mindful of non-verbal cues
Response eReassure the children and young people and show care y
N )
*Do not attempt to interview children/young people
eAddress the physical and emotional safety needs of all parties involved
Support and eContact your Line Manager and complete reporting
Report eDevelop and share a safety plan with relevant staff and stakeholders y
e|dentify who needs to be informed of the situation (e.g. child protection services, family )
members, police)
eConsider consulting with your National Child and Youth Safe Lead
Respond =105l eRefer child/young person to therapeutic supports where relevant and appropriate
Review eConsider a debrief or reflective practice discussion )

5. Internal Resources

The following documents can assist you to respond to problematic sexualised behaviours. They are
located on the MA Internal Policy Hub or Child and Youth Safe Intranet page.

e National Compliance Framework and Regulatory Monitoring of Child and Youth Safe
Practice

e Child and Youth Safe Policy

e Recognising and Responding to Risk of Harm — Children and Young People Policy and
relevant State or Territory procedures

e Behavioural Standards for Keeping Children and Young People Safe
e Children and Young People Sexting — Practice Guideline
e Children and Young People Accessing Online Pornography — Practice Guideline

e Managing the Disclosure of Abuse or Neglect by a Child — Practice Guideline
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6. External Contacts and Resources

Name Location Details
Bravehearts Australia Phone: 1800 272 831
wide https://bravehearts.org.au/
Raising Children Network | Australia https://raisingchildren.net.au/
wide

Association of Children’s New South Problematic and Harmful Sexual Behaviours

Welfare Agencies Wales factsheets for carers and practitioners
The Centre for Excellence | Australia Practice Guide: Responding to young people
in Therapeutic Care wide living in out of home care who engage in

harmful sexual behaviour

Out of Home Care Victoria https://www.oohctoolbox.org.au/sexualised-
Toolbox behaviours

1800 Respect Australia https://www.1800respect.org.au/

National Domestic Family wide Phone: 1800 737 732

and Sexual Violence

. . Online chat function available through the
Counselling Service

website.

Respect Australia Support Services listed by state:

wide https://www.respect.gov.au/services/
National Association of Australia https://www.nasasv.org.au/support-directory
Services Against Sexual wide
Violence (NASASV)
TRAFFIC LIGHTS — sexual Australia https://www.childspeak.com.au/wp-
behaviours from birthto | wide content/uploads/2016/05/traffic-lights.pdf

eighteen

7. Appendix

7.1 Appendix A: Traffic Lights — sexual behaviours from birth to eighteen
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