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Introduction 
The purpose of this document is to provide an overview of the approach to preventing, identifying 

and addressing sexually harmful behaviours in Peterborough. Practitioners who are concerned about 

children and young people who are potentially displaying sexually harmful behaviours should consult 

the practitioners’ guide, published alongside this document.  

Background and Context 
Research indicates that between a third and a half of sexual offences against children are committed 

by young people aged under 18 years, with a peak age of offending of 15 years. 97% of the 

perpetrators are male. These figures do not include data relating to inappropriate sexual behaviour 

by children under the age of 10 years and who are below the age of criminal responsibility.  

Research on recidivism rates in relation to young people committing sexual offences vary but are 

typically low – ranging from 3% - 14%. However, some research has found that almost 50% of 

persistent adult sex offenders showed onset of deviant sexual interest in puberty and began offending 

in adolescence. There is also a consensus in the literature that there is a small sub-group of offending 

adolescents that are at a high risk of re-offending sexually or violently.  

In Peterborough, a multi-disciplinary working group was formed to explore indications of levels and 

profiles of need within the City, to map existing services and determine what gaps existed in 

intervening effectively in relation to young people displaying sexually harmful behaviours, workforce 

development issues and pathways for accessing services across a continuum of need from general 

prevention to focused intervention where offending behaviour by an individual has been identified. 

The findings of this group have been incorporated into this paper.  

Strategic responses to meeting the needs of children and young people who are at risk of sexual 

exploitation and children and young people who are displaying sexually harmful behaviours must be 

closely linked. This is because the membership of the two groups can overlap, with children and young 

people moving from one to the other at different stages in their lives. Young people developing 

sexually harmful behaviours are of course also more likely to target vulnerable children and young 

people.  

General Principles 
Children and young people displaying sexually harmful behaviour rarely do so in isolation from other 

factors in their lives which have had an impact on their development.  

In Peterborough, the working group identified that of the 20-30 cases per year of 

inappropriate/sexually harmful behaviours managed through the Direct Intervention Service and the 

Youth Offending Service, almost all were males, many had a learning difficulty or were on the autistic 

spectrum and almost all had received services from agencies in the past, either as individuals or as 

part of their families.  

National research also indicates that the effectiveness of prevention and early identification services 

in this area are vital in preventing the development of sexually harmful behaviours and in ensuring 
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that incidences of sexually harmful behaviour are identified and managed so that they do not become 

established as patterns of behaviour.  

Research on the effectiveness of interventions has found that holistic approaches that tackle not only 

the sexually harmful behaviour but which also address other aspects of difficulty facing the young 

person, such as social isolation, low self esteem and so on, are more effective than approaches that 

tackle the behaviour in isolation.  

There are a wide range of resources in Peterborough which are already working with children and 

young people, including those who are at risk of or who are displaying sexually harmful behaviour. 

The focus of this strategy is to ensure that these services are working effectively together to prevent 

the development of sexually harmful behaviour and to provide effective interventions for individual 

young people when sexually harmful behaviour is identified.  

Overall Aims and Objectives of the Prevention and Pathway Strategy 
The overall aims of this strategy are: 

 To ensure that the likelihood of children and young people displaying sexually harmful 

behaviour is minimised through the development of effective general and targeted 

preventative programmes; 

 To ensure that children and young people identified as having engaged in sexually harmful 

behaviour are identified, assessed and offered interventions that minimise the likelihood of 

them repeating the behaviour; 

 To identify at an early stage any young people at high risk of re-offending in sexually violent 

ways and developing a pattern of behaviour that extends into adulthood.  

 

Summary of the Pathway 
The diagram on the next page is a representation of the model of the continuum between prevention, 

targeted prevention, identification, assessment and intervention outlined within this strategy.  
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Summary of the Prevention & Pathways to Intervention Strategy 

 

See Page 5  See Page 6 See Pages 7 - 8 See Page 9 See Page 10 

 

Prevention

• Includes:
• Whole school 

approaches;

• PHSE 
programmes;

• Programmes run 
in open access 
youth facilities  

Targeted 
Prevention

• Includes:
• Specific activities 

targeting groups 
known to be 
more vulnerable 
including in 
special schools & 
targeted youth 
groups

Identification

• Recognising 
potentially 
harmful sexual 
behaviour

• What 
practitioners 
should do if they 
suspect that 
Sexually Harmful 
Behaviour may 
have taken place

Assessment

• Primary age 
children: 

• Usually 
undertaken by 
Children's Social 
Care as Core 
Assessment

• Secondary 
age:

• AIM-2 usually led 
by the Youth 
Offending Service

Intervention

• Depending on 
outcome of 
Assessment:

• Holistic 
intervention plan 
developed;

• Coordinated by 
most appropriate 
Lead 
Professional;

• In partnership 
with family, child 
& YP
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The Importance of Prevention 
Sexually explorative and experimental behaviour between children and young people is a normal part 

of development. However, there are some situations where children and young people are harmed 

by the behaviour of others and these clearly lie outside the parameters of normal behaviour. However, 

the fact that explorative and experimental behaviour is a normal part of development can make the 

identification of harmful behaviour more difficult.  

The majority of children and young people do not report incidences of sexually harmful behaviour, 

either because of feelings of complicity in the act, feelings of shame or embarrassment or fear of 

retribution of some kind from the perpetrator.  

A central element in preventing the development of sexually harmful behaviours lies with schools 

through key programmes such as PHSE. This includes considerable work on what constitutes healthy, 

non-exploitative and rewarding personal relationships. This work should begin at primary school level, 

helping children to understand and experience the features of positive peer relationships.  

Programmes such as those offered by Tender [tender.org.uk] supplement these approaches by 

helping young people recognise the continuum between misogynistic language [e.g. calling girls ‘slags’ 

and similar] with coercive behaviour including violence and sexually coercive behaviour within 

relationships between young people. This is important given that an NSPCC study in 2009 found that 

a quarter of young women aged 13 to 17 had experienced some form of violence from their partners, 

and three quarters had experienced emotional abuse ranging from criticism to intimidation.    

Whole school approaches that involve children and young people in the planning of programmes are 

most likely to be effective. These approaches are able to embed notions of responsible citizenship and 

respectful behaviours across the curriculum, acting as fundamental building blocks in preventing 

young people from developing sexually harmful sexual behaviours and but instead able to form 

relationships that are free from violence and abuse, including sexual violence.  

These programmes can also help children and young people to report sexually harmful behaviour that 

they have experienced as perpetrated by others through helping them to recognise what is and what 

is not appropriate behaviour, and what to do when others have harmed them.  

Approaches need to include use of mobile telephones, the internet, social networking and so on as 

tools that can be used in sexually harmful behaviour, and sexually violent and abusive relationships 

between young people.  
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Targeted Prevention: Recognising Specific Vulnerabilities 
Young people with learning difficulties and/or who are on the autistic spectrum have been identified 

in Peterborough as being at higher risk of developing sexually harmful behaviours than their peers. 

Children and young people who have learning difficulties are also more at risk of sexual exploitation 

by others, including adults and other young people.  

Peterborough has a service level agreement in place with the Cambridgeshire Child Protection 

Education Service to deliver training to all designated safeguarding leads within Peterborough Schools. 

This service has developed specific sexually harmful and inappropriate behaviours training packages 

for primary and special schools.  

Given the extent of additional vulnerabilities to sexual exploitation among young people with learning 

difficulties, alongside the greater prevalence among young people with learning difficulties and/or 

those who are on the Autistic Spectrum as perpetrators of sexually harmful behaviour, the local 

authority will support all special schools in Peterborough to access this training. The Educational 

Psychology Service will lead on this as part of their whole school approaches to supporting schools.  

Many children and young people who harm others have themselves experienced trauma, abuse, 

rejection and/or significant loss in their lives. They may also have experienced violence within their 

families and committed other non-sexual offences. Most of these children and young people will 

therefore have being previously or currently be known to other agencies.  

Targeted groups have been established to work with young people thought to be at risk of sexual 

exploitation, and targeted youth groups that help young people who are socially isolated or who have 

self-esteem issues are also well established across the city. Practitioners working with young people 

who are working with young people who have experienced the difficulties described above should be 

encouraging those young people to engage with these targeted groups.  

Access to these groups can be through a single agency referral from agencies such as Children’s Social 

Care to the Adolescent Intervention Service, through a Common Assessment Framework [CAF] or via 

a Multi-Agency Support Group.   

These youth activities include sessions on appropriate and inappropriate relationships and so are able 

to add an additional targeted layer to the prevention work already undertaken in schools. The 

Adolescent Intervention Service will continuously explore use of updated approaches in these areas, 

including those used by Tender as above.  

It is also known that young people who engage in risk taking behaviours – crime, anti-social behaviour, 

substance misuse etc, are more likely also to engage in sexually harmful behaviour. It is essential 

therefore that groups and interventions targeting this group of young people also focus on 

programmes emphasising the need for respect in personal relationships as part of their intervention. 
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Identification: Accessing Support and Advice in relation to concerns 

about possible Sexually Harmful Behaviour 
It should always be remembered that sexually harmful behaviour involves victims and abusers. 

Children and young people who display sexually harmful behaviour are still young people; they should 

not be viewed in the same way that adults who have been abusing others for years are viewed. They 

are often not emotionally mature and are testing out their sexual feelings and understanding. Because 

of this, they often respond well to interventions aimed at changing their behaviours.  

Victims of sexually harmful behaviour clearly also need support to help them to understand what has 

happened to them and to help them to deal with negative feelings and other impacts that they have 

experienced.  

Separate practice guidance published by the Peterborough Local Safeguarding Children Board is 

available and must be followed wherever practitioners are concerned that sexually harmful behaviour 

may have happened or be taking place.  

The purpose of this section is to identify sources of support for practitioners who may have concerns 

about the wellbeing of children and young people for whom they have responsibility. Where there is 

clear evidence of sexually harmful behaviour having taken place, the procedures above must be 

followed.  

Sources of Support 
Where practitioners have concerns about the wellbeing of a child or young person – either as a victim 

or a perpetrator of sexually harmful behaviour – but have no firm evidence on which to base a referral 

in line with the Peterborough Local Safeguarding Children Procedures as above, they should first 

discuss the issues with their line manager. Depending on the outcome of that discussion, the Youth 

Offending Service can be contacted for an informal discussion. Depending on the outcome of that 

discussion, a number of outcomes are possible, including one or more of: 

 Agreement that further monitoring is required but no specific action is needed at current time; 

 Referral to a single agency, such as to an appropriate targeted group operated through the 

Adolescent Intervention Service; 

 Undertaking a CAF where concerns about a child or young person form part of a picture of 

broader concerns: this may result in a case being presented to the Multi-Agency Support 

Group; 

 A formal referral to the Youth Offending Service followed by an AIM-2 Assessment undertaken 

by the YOS; 

 A referral to Children’s Social Care. 

Practitioners completing a CAF may identify concerns around possible sexually harmful behaviour 

either as a victim or a perpetrator. These concerns should be discussed with a line manager in the first 

instance. Where there is clear evidence of sexually harmful behaviour having taken place, the practice 

guidance published by the Peterborough Local Safeguarding Children’s Board must be followed.  

However, where concerns are less well established, a consultation can also take place as above with 

the YOS.  
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Support for Schools 
The majority of Educational Psychologists have accessed accredited training through the Lucy Faithful 

Foundation that enables them to offer advice and support in relation to pupils who are displaying 

sexually harmful behaviour at all stages of the curriculum and including young people who have 

learning difficulties. This means that the Educational Psychology Service is able to offer both general 

and specific support to maintained schools in helping them to manage sexually harmful behaviour.  

Where individual children or young people have been identified as displaying inappropriate sexual 

behaviours, the Educational Psychology Service can support schools to develop individual behaviour 

plans and strategies to help to tackle the unwanted behaviours while keeping other children and 

young people safe. These plans will be developed as part of a multi-agency support plan following 

assessment – see below.  

The Importance of Assessment  
Once a child or young person has been identified as being likely to have displayed sexually harmful 

behaviour, an assessment of the risk they pose and intervention that they require is essential. This is 

because there is a significant amount of research that indicates that for most children and young 

people who display sexually harmful behaviour, early intervention to change behaviour patterns is 

effective. However, there is also a much smaller sub-group of adolescents who are likely to re-offend 

in sexually violent ways, and it is imperative that this group is also identified as early as possible.   

In Peterborough, the Youth Offending Service has used the evidenced based AIM-2 assessment where 

children and young people have been referred through the criminal justice route. AIM-2 is a more 

recent version of the original AIM Assessment.  

Where it is established that sexually harmful behaviour has taken place and the child or young person 

exhibiting this behaviour is of secondary school age and above, an AIM-2 will be completed by the 

Youth Offending Service [however see section on court processes below].  

Where children are or primary school age or under, a Core Assessment will almost always be the most 

appropriate assessment tool. There may be circumstances where it is appropriate for both and AIM-2 

and a Core Assessment to be completed where children and young people are aged 10 years and 

above.  

There are often debates as to whether behaviour is ‘harmful’ or ‘inappropriate’. Rather than trying to 

define these terms in a policy, it is better that a discussion is held between the practitioner working 

with the child and/or their family and the Youth Offending Service to agree the most appropriate way 

forward, taking into account all the circumstances.  

Wherever there are clear grounds for believing that a child or young person has displayed sexually 

harmful behaviour, and where it is agreed by the lead practitioner and the Youth Offending Service 

that it is in the best interests of the child or young person concerned, the Youth Offending Service will 

carry out an AIM-2 assessment. This is regardless of whether the child or young person is being 

referred through the criminal justice system or not.  
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AIM-2 assessments for secondary school age young people and Core Assessments for younger children 

will also usually be carried out where sexually inappropriate behaviours have taken place and there 

are indications that these behaviours will escalate without further assessment and, where 

appropriate, treatment/intervention.  

Children and young people do not have to accept that they have behaved exactly as the allegation 

against them states, but there does have to be some acceptance by them that they have behaved in 

an inappropriate manner for an AIM-2 Assessment to be completed.  

The aim of the assessment is to identify the potential risk of future incidences of sexually harmful 

behaviour taking place, not to establish the ‘guilt’ or otherwise of the child or young person concerned 

in relation to committing the action that has led to concerns being raised.  

Assessments are undertaken in partnership with the child or young person’s family.  

Process where cases are in the Court Arena 
Where criminal proceedings are being taken in respect of a young person in relation to sexually 

harmful behaviour, it may not always be appropriate for an AIM-2 assessment to be undertaken. In 

some circumstances, a Pre-Sentence Report is the more appropriate pathway.  

Cases in the criminal justice arena will always have a Youth Offending Service officer allocated to them, 

who will be in the best position to decide whether the specific circumstances mean that an AIM-2 

assessment or Pre-Sentence Report is most appropriate.  

More details concerning cases within the criminal justice arena can be found in the Peterborough Local 

Safeguarding Children’s Board practitioner guidance.  

Intervention 
The strength of the AIM-2 and Core assessments are that they are both able to identify the types of 

intervention that are most likely to reduce the likelihood of identified behaviours being repeated. 

Research indicates that interventions that are holistic and which tackle other areas of difficulty for the 

child or young person are most likely to be effective. These difficulties may include difficult issues 

within the family including violence and abuse, alongside low educational attainment, low self-esteem 

and social isolation.  

Where risks of repeated incidences of sexually harmful behaviour are assessed as being high, there 

will be a need for more specialised interventions.  

Programmes of intervention may therefore include one or more of the following: 

 Actions to tackle social isolation and low self esteem through attendance at targeted groups; 

 Direct work by agencies including the Direct Intervention Service, the NSPCC, 3 T’s and/or Link 

to Change; 

 Programmes of support within schools in consultation with the Educational Psychology 

Service as above – these could be in relation to individual pupils, groups of pupils or on whole 

school approaches depending on the issues identified; 
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 On-going intervention by specialist diversion officers within the Youth Offending Service, 

including the delivery of programmes such as G-Map; 

 Intervention through Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services; 

 Intervention as part of a Child in Need or Child Protection plan; 

 Referral to the MST-Problematic Sexual Behaviour Programme [agreed through the 

Peterborough Access to Support Panel; 

 Spot purchased specialist support [agreed through the Peterborough Access to Support 

Panel].  

Co-ordinating the Intervention 
Because interventions that are holistic in nature are generally accepted as having the greatest success 

in preventing repeated incidents of sexually harmful behaviour, it is important that practitioners 

working with the family coordinate their interventions together and work alongside the family and 

child/young person concerned.  

In practice this means that in most circumstances, there will be a lead practitioner who will coordinate 

the intervention through Team Around the Child meetings, Child in Need meetings or Core Group 

meetings depending on the level at which services are being provided to the family.   
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Summary & Concluding Remarks 
The Educational Psychology Service will: 

 Promote training available to schools through the Cambridgeshire Child Protection Education 

Service; 

 Monitor take up of this training as part of its’ on-going support to schools; 

 Provide additional support to schools in relation to general prevention methods as part of the 

whole school support offered; 

 Provide additional support and advice to individual schools on assessing and managing risk 

arising from any particular pupils [usually as part of an agreed multi-agency support plan 

through a TAC or CIN approach]. 

Joan Riddel will be the lead officer in relation to support for schools.  

The Youth Offending service will: 

 Undertake AIM-2 Assessments in all cases where sexually harmful behaviour has or is taking 

place, or where there is significant cause for concern that such behaviour will take place 

without appropriate assessment and intervention where the young person is of secondary 

school age and above; 

 Provide consultation and advice to social workers undertaking Core Assessment where the 

child displaying the sexually harmful behaviours is of primary school age or under; 

 Provide consultation to practitioners working with children and young people who they are 

concerned about in relation to risks of sexually harmful behaviour, providing that the 

practitioner’s line manager has agreed that this can be requested. 

This commitment from the YOS to assess children of secondary school age and above even where they 

are not known to the criminal justice system will be piloted for 6 months and reviewed. This is to 

measure demand and assess the need for any additional resources.  

Children’s Social Care will: 

 Act as the gateway for referrals for Core and Aim-2 Assessments [through the contact centre] 

in accordance with existing safeguarding arrangements; 

 Undertake Core Assessments where children of primary school age or under are displaying 

sexually harmful behaviour; 

 Undertake Core Assessments alongside AIM-2 Assessments where there is agreed as 

necessary.  

Cambridgeshire County Council has developed a programme that works with young people who 

display sexually harmful behaviour. Discussions have taken place around extending this programme 

into Peterborough, and these will continue.  

However, there are resource implications to such a partnership. It is therefore important that given 

the skills and experience within the Youth Offending Service and other agencies and partner 

organisations already working in Peterborough that we begin by ensuring that these existing resources 

are deployed effectively in the first instance.  
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Where use of the AIM-2 assessment becomes the standard, information about gaps in provision for 

intervention can then be fed into the commissioning cycle.  

YOS may be in a position to provide training in relation to AIM-2 assessments, widening the pool of 

practitioners able to undertake these.  

 

 


