
 
Sexual behaviours in children 

Just as language acquisition, and motor and 

cognitive development are a natural part of 

growth and learning in children, so too is sexual 

development.  Children go through a number of 

different stages of sexual development, most of 

which are a natural and healthy part of growing 

up and learning about their bodies and their 

world.   

 

Young children (under 6 years) may exhibit some 

sexual behaviours that would be considered very 

unusual in children age 6 +, such as putting their 

mouth on their mothers breast or playing with 

their private parts in public.  The reason these 

behaviours tend to reduce when children reach 

age 6 is due to a combination of their 

developmental stage, including embarrassment 

around nudity, a sense of privacy and learning 

what is acceptable in social situations.    

 

Healthy sexual behaviours in children  

 Healthy sexual exploration by children is an 

information gathering process, where children 

explore the human body and gender roles.  

 When this exploration is with children of a 

similar age, developmental status and 

participation is voluntary, this can be 

considered natural and healthy.   

 Curiosity in sex and sexuality should be 

balanced with curiosity with other aspects of 

their life. 

 Children do not feel shame, fear, anxiety or 

anger during healthy sexual exploration. 

 Children are able to stop the behaviour when 

instructed to.   

 

 

 

Sexual behaviours common in all children: 

 Trying to look at people who are nude 

 Touches own private parts in private 

 Interested in the opposite sex 

 

Uncommon sexual behaviours in children: 

 Masturbation with an object  

 Specific knowledge of sexual intercourse or 

attempting to have sexual intercourse 

 Touching animals private parts 

 Drawing pictures of private parts 

 Asking others to perform sexual acts  

 Placing objects in the anus or vagina 

 

Problematic sexual behaviours: 

 Children engaged in the behaviours don’t have 

an ongoing friendship 

 The sexual behaviour is with younger or older 

children – generally the wider the age gap the 

larger the concern 

 Sexual behaviours continue in spite of clear, 

consistent requests to stop. 

 

Reducing problematic sexualised behaviours:  

 Do not shame your child 

 Do not call them names or make very negative 

comments 

 Be consistent in your requests 

 Communicate calmly that you want them to 

stop what they are doing, and they are not in 

trouble.  

 

To reduce these behaviours: 

(1)  Address behaviour in a short, direct, calm way 

(e.g. “Hands out of your pants”) 

(2) Redirect behaviour – (e.g. “Would you like to 

play with your doll here, or your blocks?”) 

(3) Praise for good behaviour  - Remember to 

PRAISE your child when they are NOT displaying 

sexualised behaviours, so they receive attention 

for good behaviour also    

 

 

 


