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atrics4 have all published free, online materials that can help in 
determining when a behavior is concerning enough to warrant 
professional intervention. The SMART5 Office of the United States 
Department of Justice has published a free, online summary of 
the peer reviewed studies on juveniles who commit sexual offenses 
and evidence-based treatment.6

Second it is important to consult one or more experts on the 
sexual behaviors of youth. Reaching out to hospitals that are part 
of the National Child Traumatic Stress Network or Child Advocacy 
Centers7 accredited by the National Children’s Alliance8 are good 
places to start; they can likely direct you to an expert in this area 
who can assist a faith leader or family struggling with this issue. 
Indeed, faith leaders should make these contacts long before a crisis 
arises so that when concerning behaviors present themselves, a list 
of referrals to area experts is readily at hand. 
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Appropriate and Inappropriate Sexual Behaviors of Children 
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Introduction1 

A concerned parent visits a pastor unsure what to make of 
her kindergartner touching the genitals of his baby brother. 
A youth minister overhears a confirmand making explicit 

jokes about sexual assault with his friends. A Sunday school teacher 
walks into a women’s restroom and discovers a seven-year-old girl 
licking the vaginal area of a five-year-old girl.

These are all actual cases arising in myriad faith communi-
ties. When these and similar cases come to the attention of faith 
leaders, we are often unsure how to respond and, as a result, faith 
communities may ignore concerning behaviors and over-react to 
behaviors that are developmentally normal. 

Although this paper cannot fully address the complexities 
involved in the sexual behaviors of children, it can provide an 
overview of the subject and offer guidance for obtaining additional 
information. To this end, this paper introduces the reader to quality 
resources that can help faith leaders when addressing this issue. 
The paper also provides an overview of normal and concerning 
sexual behaviors among children. When the behaviors are con-
cerning, guidance on appropriate interventions or treatment is 
offered. Finally, there is a discussion of factors to consider when a 
juvenile has been removed from his or her home because of sexual 
misconduct and is being re-integrated into a home or church. 

The critical importance of accessing quality 
resources and expertise 
When confronted with the sexual behaviors of youth, faith leaders 
and the families they serve should take two critical steps. First,  
it is important to review quality information about the sexual 
behaviors of children. The National Center on the Sexual  
Behavior of Youth (NCSBY),2 the National Child Traumatic  
Stress Network (NCTSN),3 and the American Academy of Pedi-
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2. For additional information, visit the NCSBY website at: http://
www.ncsby.org/ (last visited March 29, 2018). 

3.  See “Sexual Development and Behavior in Children,” The  
National Child Traumatic Stress Network, available online at: http://
nctsn.org/nctsn_assets/pdfs/caring/sexualdevelopmentandbehavior.pdf 

We are often unsure how to 
respond and, as a result, faith 

communities may ignore concerning 
behaviors and over-react to behaviors 
that are developmentally normal. 
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