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We adults are used to talking to children about norms, values, rights and wrongs.
We are usually good at explaining that it is wrong to fight, take other people’s
things and say bad words. We explain how to be a good friend, and we talk about
conflict and the dangers of the Internet. But there are topics that many of us
grown-ups find difficult to talk with children about – such as relationships, the
body’s private parts and what you can and cannot do with the bodies of others.
When sexual violation and abuse of children are discussed in the media, Save the
Children often receives concerns from parents and other adults about how to
broach the subject with children. How do I express myself without causing worry
or fear? What do my children know already? Where should I start? But also: How can
I protect my children?
4
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I wish we could introduce a one-hundred-percent failsafe way to protect children
from sexual abuse and assault. We cannot. But there is much we adults can do, by
actually having the courage to talk with children about the body and its boundaries
even if it sometimes feels awkward. By making children aware, as early as possible,
of the worth of their bodies and how to say yes and no, we can give them a sense
of security and a sense of what is good and right. Now, and later in life. At the same
time, we make it easier for children, who have already been subjected to abuse, to
talk about it.
To make it easier for parents and other grown-ups, Save the Children has developed
Respect! My body! which offers advice on how to start talking to children of different ages about this issue. I hope that after reading Respect! My body! you may feel
more confident about talking to children, your own or others, about the body and
its private areas, and help give them inner strength and a sense of what feels right
and what feels wrong.

Elisabeth Dahlin
Secretary General
Save the Children Sweden
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Have you ever talked, or tried to talk, to children about matters related to the
body, boundary-setting and relationships? If so, you probably know that it can feel
uncomfortable and awkward. As parents and adults, we might avoid the subject for
fear of scaring the child or evoking “inappropriate” thoughts. The language – the
difficulty in finding the right words and the right context - can also be perceived
as an obstacle, as can the challenge of finding the correct level: How does this come
across to my child? Am I making it too advanced? How can I explain this? Perhaps
these concerns sound familiar to you.
There are important reasons why we need to talk openly to children about their
right to their own body, the boundaries concerning what others are allowed to do
with it and what is okay for a child to do with other people’s bodies. So even if we
stumble over words, end up at the “wrong” level and have to start over, we still do
children a great service just by being open. By daring to discuss intimate issues, we
make the subject less taboo, and this sends an important signal: It is okay to talk
about this. We enable children to feel secure in the knowledge that their body is
something valuable, and it’s theirs to decide over.
The curiosity that children feel about their own and other people’s bodies from
an early stage is a positive thing that should be encouraged. At the same time,
it is important to be clear with some more or less explicit rules and codes. For
example, we may not let young children touch their private parts when we are out
and about. We emphasise that certain areas of the body are particularly sensitive
and should be handled with respect and care. At the same time, we have clear
boundaries regarding our own bodies. Even if we have good, close physical contact
with our children we are clear early on that there are also boundaries for this.
This way, closeness feels safe.
As children grow, their curiosity also grows and their interest in intimate relationships begins to take shape. Their need for guidance and conversations around
boundaries, changes. As a grown-up, it is important to be available even into the
teenage years to talk about norms, rights and wrongs and the body’s development.
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By being available, as an adult and parent, to discuss these things – through all
stages of child development – we contribute to the child’s stronger sense of
self and security.
But when is the right time to talk to our children? And how? Quite opposed
to what we perhaps imagine, it is not about sitting down for a long, serious
conversation at exactly the right time. Instead, it is about an attitude, about being
attentive and about catching the moment in our day-to-day life. And, to do so
continuously, throughout childhood.
Whether you have young children or teenagers, you need to talk to them about
these things. You need to adapt the language and the content to the child’s stage
of development. And this can be done in different ways.
How do you do this? What does a three-year-old understand? And how do you
talk to a teenager? On the following pages we will give you advice about how to
talk with children of all ages.
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Young children are very busy getting to know themselves and their surroundings.
Much time is spent discovering how the body works, and what it can, and cannot,
do. Often, this is done together with a grown-up, simply because the child depends
on assistance.
In all situations where you care for and nurture a child, for example when you wash,
change nappies, apply lotion, or feed the child, you can signal in various ways that
it’s the child’s own body, it has its own worth, and you can help decide over it - even when
somebody else has to be there to help.
A good way to achieve this is to, as early as possible (the child can be as young as
one), let the child start learning how to wash his/her own private parts. You can first
show, in the shower or bath, how to wash the genitals and the bottom and then let
the child try this out for himself/herself. Another way is to let the child get involved
during nappy changes, and teach him/her as early as possible how to wipe himself/
herself after using the toilet.
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The mouth, too, is a private area. Encourage the baby to eat by himself/herself
at an early stage (even if it gets messy) and do not force food into his/her mouth.
Since small children depend on adults’ assistance and cannot always be allowed
to decide for themselves, it is important that we take the time to explain why we
do things with their bodies, like changing nappies, and why we sometimes have to
do things that children don’t feel like or want to do.
Efforts at the dinner table or in the bathroom may be difficult and timeconsuming, but in the long run they can be of great significance. By allowing the
child to get involved at an early stage, we strengthen his/her integrity and sense
of self-worth.
As a parent or adult responsible for a small child, you may also consider the child’s
physical contact with other people. How do we act when relatives, friends or
strangers want to cuddle and kiss the child? Perhaps we are encouraging – without
knowing how the child feels about it – out of politeness? Don’t force the child to
hug, kiss or sit on laps. Instead of commanding: Now, go and sit with grandma, ask the
question: Do you want to sit on grandma’s lap? It helps the child understand that you
don’t have to be close to other people if you don’t want to. It also helps him/her to
ask himself/herself whether this feels okay or not and, by extension, to set boundaries.
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You can talk generally around the importance of listening to other people and
respect what they say and want. When somebody says: No, I don’t want to, it is not
okay to continue with what you were doing. It will make the person sad, angry or afraid.
Children who learn to respond to other people’s signals also learn to listen to their
own feelings and to set boundaries for themselves.
When the child is aged four to five years old we can also bring up the fact that
there may be people who want to do “wrong things”. Try to work out a way to talk
about this without frightening the child. You can explain that if somebody does, or
wants to do, something with your body that you don’t want, you can say no, and
you can tell other adults what happened. Unfortunately, it is common when young
children are victims of abuse that the abuser is somebody they know and might like.
So it makes sense to tell children that it’s okay to say no even to people you care
about, just like when a sibling wants to play a game and you don’t want to play.
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Young children like to explore each other’s bodies and sometimes play in an intimate
way. This is a natural part of their development. As long as all involved are reasonably
close in age and size and think that the game is okay, there is no reason to worry.
But if anyone feels uncomfortable or crosses a boundary, it is important that an
adult intervenes.
There are many good opportunities to talk with children about these things. Their
everyday life is full of situations and events in which the body is central. You can,
for example, take the opportunity when the child discovers new bodily areas and
functions, or when he/she is having a bath with other children. The fact that small
children often ask questions about the body also gives us opportunities to direct
conversations.
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Let your child be involved in his/her own daily care, such as nappy changes.
Explain what you are doing with his/her body and why you’re doing it.
Start teaching the child as early as possible to wash his/her private
parts and to clean themselves after using the toilet.
Do not prompt the child to cuddle, kiss or sit on relatives’ and
friends’ laps. Instead, ask if this is something he/she would like to do.
Explain that if somebody does, or wants to do, something with his/her body
that he/she does not want they can say no and can tell other adults about it.
Teach the child that it is okay to say no, even to people he/she may like.

GOOD AND BAD SECRETS
It is a good idea to teach young children the difference between good
and bad secrets. Good secrets are things like birthday gifts and Christmas
presents – things that make you happy. Bad secrets are things that make
you sad or that give you a tummy ache. Bad secrets can be told – even if
somebody said this is not allowed. Talking about good and bad secrets is
a way to get children to share unpleasant events that somebody said they
cannot talk about.
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For many children, puberty starts as early as somewhere between eight and
twelve years of age. The body grows and changes and begins to look more
adult-like and this, in turn, triggers thoughts around sexuality and intimacy with
others. Friends of the same age can influence children here.
Children who have reached school-age might have already managed to gain a
strong sense of their body as something which is valuable, and theirs to decide
over. In these cases, they know who they want to be close to – and how to say
no if something does not feel right. But suddenly there is a new set of premises.
The child starts school, makes new friends, and new social rules develop. Adults
do well to be receptive to changes both within and around the child and to talk
about this with the child, bearing in mind where he/she is in their development.
At seven to nine years old, children are usually aware that intimate relationships
exists and the facts are often obtained from siblings, friends or the media, unless
we as parents have chosen to bring up the subject. Children this age often wonder
about their own body and its changes – why they look the way they do, what the
differences are between genders and whether their own bodies are okay.
By contributing early on with age-appropriate knowledge, adults have the
opportunity to provide children with a healthy and nuanced image of the body
and of sexuality. The children might have started talking about intimate relationships at school or they might have seen their parents kissing. Such situations
provoke questions and provide opportunities to explain that closeness is
something positive when it happens between two people who care for one another.
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If the image that the child forms is based only on information from the media,
siblings and the like, it is liable to be warped.
When you talk to a child about intimate relationships, you as the adult can explain
what is meant by inappropriate behaviour. If somebody wants to look at, or touch
the child’s private parts, or want him/her to look at or touch themselves, without
the child wanting to or understanding, it means that the behaviour is wrong and
forbidden. Point out that it is very unusual, but that it can happen. Explain that all
adults know that it is not allowed.
Within this context you may want to mention that the person doesn’t necessarily
need to be a grown-up; it may also be an adolescent or another child. Ensure the
child that it is okay to tell: If somebody behaves, or tries to behave, inappropriately
towards you, then I want you to know that you can tell me about it. It is a good idea to
mention that there are other adults that the child could talk to as well – grandma, a
cousin, a teacher or somebody else he/she trusts – and that it would be up to him/
her to choose who to talk to. Point out that it is never the child’s fault or responsibility if somebody behaves inappropriately towards him/her. Because children are
often loyal and do not want others to get into trouble, you can also assure him/her
that those who behave badly can get help: People who do bad things to children need
help to stop and they can get this help.
It may feel awkward to talk about this sort of thing, and difficult to find the right
occasion. One advice is to bring up the subject when the media reports on it. For
example, there may be reports on children being subjected to sexual propositions
online or situations where children have been victims of sexual violation or abuse.
You can ask the child if he/she has heard about the incident and, if so, what his/
her thoughts are. Whether or not the child has already picked up on the story, it
is an opportunity for you to express your feelings and thoughts and to broach the
subject in a natural manner.
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Help the child find a healthy and balanced image of the body and of intimate
relationships. Contribute your own knowledge and perspective to complement the picture provided to the child through channels such as the media
and older siblings.
Be clear that intimacy is something positive and worthwhile. Explain also
what is wrong and forbidden.
Explain that it is always okay to tell if something has happened, and that the
child can choose which adult to speak to.
If you have trouble finding the right opportunity to bring up the subject,
take the chance when it is topical in the media.
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During the teenage years, children start understanding their sexual identity, whether
we adults like it or not. Trying to protect children from this aspect of growing up is
pointless. However, parents and other grown-ups can help teenagers approach their
sexuality in a healthy and natural way.
If you have spoken to your child about the body, sexuality and boundary-setting
before he/she reached their teens, you are in a good position. The subject will not be
as dramatic and heavily-charged as if it had been held back during earlier years. And
the ability to influence the child decreases the older he/she is.
It is wise to show the teenager that you are engaged and aware. Try to be clear that
physical intimacy and sex are basically good and fun things but that, at the same time,
they can be problematic, complicated and even illegal. A good way to approach the
teenager around this subject is to refer to reports in the media: I came across this
and I was wondering what you think about it.Tell the child about your own thoughts
and reflections. To be able to approach the subject you need to already have an
ongoing dialogue with your teenager about all sorts of things in life. By being curious
about the teenager’s interests and by doing things together, opportunities to talk
arise more often and conversations are more likely to flow naturally.
In recent years, the adult world and judicial system have faced up to the fact that
harassment and assault can just as easily happen between young peers as it can
between adults and children. Previously, such incidents were not regarded as true
abuse but as “teenage problems”. Unfortunately many teenagers bear witness to
being, or having been, victims of sexual harassment and/or assault by other youths.
It can happen at school, online and in other social contexts where youth get together.
It makes sense to show the teenager that you are aware of the problem. Do more
research if you think this is needed and try to keep yourself up to date. By for example mentioning that you have heard of sexual abuse and violence in the community, neighborhood and online you signal to the teenager that you care and that it is
okay for him/her to bring up the subject with you.
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The issue of sexual violation between young peers is an important reason to talk to
teenagers about the meaning of the word No – just as we do with young children.
Remind the teenager that a No is always a No, and that the word itself is an expression of a powerful feeling inside. It is far from certain that the teen will want to
have a conversation with you on the subject, but at least you will have shown that
you are aware, that you think about these things and that you are available.
Show that you are willing and happy to talk, without forcing it or putting pressure
on your teenager. Respect unwillingness to answer questions. Sometimes it is enough
just to share your own thoughts. This way, you demonstrate that you are happy to
discuss the matter. Perhaps, because you have been open and shown interest, the
teen will choose to return to the subject later on. It can also be a good idea to try
to initiate a conversation more than once. The teen may have been so taken aback
the first time he/she choose not to answer. Be responsive and listen as and when
your teenager does want to talk, seize the opportunity even if it is not the most
convenient time for you.
Show that you are aware and involved and try to have an
ongoing dialogue about life with your teenager.
Explain that intimacy and sexual relationships is okay and fun but
that it can also be problematic, complicated and even illegal.
If you have trouble finding the right opportunity to bring up the
subject, refer to incidents that you have seen in e.g. the media.
Speak openly about your own thoughts.
Remind the teenager that a No is always a No.
Show that you are willing and happy to talk, without forcing it
or putting on pressure. Respect unwillingness to answer questions.
Do not give up if you fail to get a response the first time round. Try again!
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The Internet provides a great way for children and young people to communicate,
meet new friends, socialise and learn. But, as we all know, there are also dangers online.
It may therefore seem worrying when our children use their computers or mobiles
unsupervised. We adults can feel a lack of control over the situation. How do we deal
with this and how can we ensure that children do not get into trouble online?
Since children use the Internet from a young age, you may want to start talking to
your child when he/she is five or six years old about what is out there, what he/she
should bear in mind and what he/she is allowed and not allowed to do. It is a good
idea for adults to monitor young children’s online activities. Not so much to control
them, as to avoid their coming across things that they may find offensive and difficult.
Regardless of the child’s age, a first step can be to take an interest in what your
children get up to on the Internet – what forums they use and which games they
enjoy. There are also some general advice that you can give to your children. For
example, that they should not give out their name or address to strangers, that they
should be careful about what they post, and the fact that a person they chat to can
be somebody different to who they say they are. If the child gets to know somebody online, they should know that it is okay to tell parents or another adult of choice
about it. If the child decides to meet somebody who he/she has got to know online,
he/she needs to tell an adult and should not meet the person alone the first time.
He/she should bring a friend along and meet in a public place.
Even though it may feel uncomfortable not to know what your children get up
to online, it might make sense to remember not to be too intrusive. One
suggestion is to get into the habit of asking about the day online, just as we tend
to ask about the day at school. Who did you talk to? Did something fun happen?
Did anything bad happen?
If you are worried about the Internet and your child, it may be a good idea – rather
than starting to spy on his/her chats or Facebook activity – to bring up the subject
in the context of news stories related to Internet incidents. Take the opportunity to
ask how the child feels about this and how he/she is doing in his/her online world.
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If we as parents or adults feel worried that something has happened to a child, for
example that he/she has been the victim of a violation or, in a worst-case scenario,
abuse, the feelings of worry easily take over. There are some common pitfalls that
may be useful to know about and avoid.
One common pitfall for a worried and scared grown-up is to put the lid on and
decide that we must be over-reacting and that it is probably not that bad. If we
react in this way, the child can feel that the topic is off-limits. If he/she has a story
to tell about a violation, bullying or something else, they may keep it to themselves.
Another pitfall is to start assume the role of “police”. We may interrogate the child
or other people, we may ask leading questions. We read the child’s text messages
and diary and rummage through their computer. By acting in this way we risk
signalling that something really bad has been going on, and this may intimidate
the child into not telling. Our own inquiries may also complicate the work of real
investigators such as the police or social services.
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If we feel concerned because of something that has happened, it is useful to first
clarify to ourselves what it is exactly that is making us worried. Is it something we
have seen, a text message we happened to read, or is it to do with a certain
behaviour? When we have specifics, we can use these to talk to the child and we can
do so without asking pressing questions. We can avoid implying sexual violation or
assault. For example: When I saw that this happened or When I accidentally read that
text message, I didn’t feel right about it. It makes me worried and I wonder what it means.
We might get an answer or a reaction that calms us, but we might also get an
answer that makes us even more concerned. Now, we have to decide if we want
to take the issue further, by for example seeking professional help. Or, we might get
no reaction at all. Don’t pressure the child for an answer, explain instead I’m worried
and I want you to know that if something happens to you that makes you feel bad, I
want you to know that you can always talk to me. But there are also others you can talk
to about it. Other people can be grown-ups that the child feels confident around;
such as a grand parent, teacher or social worker. In short, it’s about letting the child
know that if someone does or says something that in any way hurts the child, physically or mentally, it is ok to tell an adult, and that the child can get help.
It is never the child’s fault or responsibility!
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If you’re concerned that something bad has happened to a child – be careful
how you react. Avoid putting the lid on or assume the role of “police”.
When you bring up the issue with the child – base your conversation
on the specific incident or situation that worries you.
Avoid to pressure the child for an answer – let him/her know that you’re
there to talk to, and that there are other grown-ups to talk to as well
(such as parents, teachers or social worker).

SEXUAL VIOLENCE AND ABUSE
Sexual violence and abuse of children encompass all conduct of a sexual
nature that is forced on a child by another person. It is characterised
by an adult or significantly older child using the victim’s position of
dependency to expose him/her to acts that he/she cannot understand
and is not ready for. He/she lacks the insight to give consent and his/her
integrity is violated. The abuse can be physical or non-physical.
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Have you ever talked, or tried to talk, to children about matters related to the
body, boundary-setting and intimate relationships? If so, you probably know that
it can feel difficult and awkward. As parents and adults, we might avoid these
subjects for fear of scaring the child or triggering “inappropriate” thoughts. But it
is important to talk openly to children about their right to their own bodies and
about boundaries. That’s why Save the Children has developed Respect! My body!
- a handbook that provides grown-ups with concrete advice on how to start talking
about these things to children of different ages.
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