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Highlights report: for school staff

L_eading change
to tackle harmful

sexual behaviour
(HSB) in schools

Insights and action
from a three-year
research project

Curious about what really
works to prevent harmful sexual
behaviour (HSB) in schools?

Here are some key insights from a
groundbreaking three-year research project by
the Lucy Faithfull Foundation (LFF), supported
by the KPMG Foundation and in collaboration
with the University of Surrey. We worked
directly with 30 schools and thousands of
staff, students, and parents to test and refine
effective strategies for tackling harmful

sexual behaviour and creating safer school
environments.

Full report and interim summaries available
here

What you need to know

Sexual harassment and abuse have become
widespread and normalised in schools (Ofsted,
2021). Schools are being urged to adopt whole-
school, preventative approaches - but many
are under pressure, under-resourced, and
unsure where to start.

This project asked:

How we could help schools respond well
when an incident of harmful sexual behaviour
occurs.

What evidence and insights we could provide
to influence government and education
strategy.

\/“
How we could make schools safer places

for children and young people and prevent
harmful sexual behaviour.
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What we did

= Partnered with 30 diverse secondary
schools in the Midlands over three years,
including mainstream comprehensive,
grammar, and academy schools; specialist
settings; pupil referral units; independent
schools; and a third-sector alternative
education provider.

= Delivered bespoke interventions, including
staff and parent training, student education
and support, curriculum pilots, and safety
planning.

= Offered specialist callback support to 211
additional schools via our Stop It Now
helpline.

What we found

Key themes from the project

Year 1 - Recognising the
challenge

In the first year, we worked with participating
schools to assess needs and raise awareness
of harmful sexual behaviour. Early findings
showed that many schools were anxious
about their capacity to identify and address
harmful sexual behaviour effectively.
Designated Safeguarding Leads (DSLs) and
pastoral staff operated under intense pressure
in a high-stakes environment, often feeling
isolated and under-supported. Staff and
students sometimes held divergent views on
what behaviours constitute harmful sexual
behaviour or how serious the problem was,
revealing a ‘gap’ in understanding between
adults and young people.

These insights highlighted that any effective
response must empower and support
safeguarding staff while also bridging the
perspective gap between students and adults,
so that everyone is ‘on the same page’ about
the realities of peer sexual behaviours.

Year 1 activities, therefore, focused on building
staff knowledge and confidence - for example,
through training on harmful sexual behaviour
indicators, reporting procedures and initial
responses - and facilitating student dialogues
(e.g. student surveys and focus groups) to
ensure young people’s voices were heard in
defining the problem.

Year 2 - Building partnerships
and capacity

The second year placed greater emphasis on
understanding and developing a multi-agency
and whole-community approach to harmful
sexual behaviour prevention. Schools cannot
tackle this issue in isolation, as harmful sexual
behaviour among young people reflects
broader societal factors and influences
beyond the school gates. Thus, Year 2 involved
engagement with families, specialist services
and local safeguarding partners. Workshops
and information sessions were held for parents
and carers to raise awareness and reinforce
the messages students received at school
about healthy relationships and conduct.

Several schools formed or strengthened links
with external agencies (such as healthcare
and youth work) to create clear referral
pathways and collaborative interventions. For
school staff, we provided ongoing coaching
and support for DSLs - acknowledging that
support for the safeguarders is essential if
they are to support students effectively. By
the end of Year 2, schools reported improved
communication with parents and greater
confidence in accessing outside help, laying
the groundwork for a sustainable ‘whole-
community’ response to harmful sexual
behaviour.

Back to contents
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Year 3 - Implementing strengths-
based strategies:

In the final year, the project moved

from diagnosis and groundwork to the
implementation of targeted interventions,

with a focus on strengths-based, public-
health-oriented approaches to harmful

sexual behaviour. Rather than relying only on
punitive or incident-by-incident reactions, Year
3 activities promoted proactive education,
positive culture change and restorative
practices. This included piloting new curriculum
content (for example, sessions on healthy
masculinities and respectful relationships),
introducing restorative or reflective processes
after harmful sexual behaviour incidents, and
empowering students as part of the solution
(through ‘student voice’” work). The following
sections provide a thematic analysis of the
Year 3 findings and discuss how these themes
manifested in practice. Case studies from
individual schools are presented to illustrate
these themes and the real-world application of
the project’s interventions.
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Student voice: what students
told us

«  Sexualised bullying and language were
routine, especially in Years 8-10.

«  Online coercion and image-sharing were
major concerns.

« Students feared reporting due to shame,
disbelief, or lack of action.

= Trustin school responses was mixed -
some staff were great, others inconsistent.

Students want to be heard, included in
solutions, and equipped with practical tools -
not just rules.

Back to contents °
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Insights from school
callbacks

During two academic terms across January

to July 2024, we responded to a high demand
for support - including from 66 schools outside
our action research project. We reviewed the
sources and themes from these calls and found
that:

= 64% of calls came from secondary settings
(mainstream and special), with 27% from
primary schools

= 62% were from DSLs

= 75% of calls focused on individual student
concerns; 21% related to wider school
issues

= Concerns peaked among 13-15-year-olds,
aligning with existing research

» 77% of cases involved behaviour displayed
by boys

Despite minimal promotion, schools actively
sought our advice - underscoring the urgent
need for a permanent, national support
service. No current national provision exists,
leaving patchy access and regional gaps in
safeguarding support around harmful sexual
behaviour.

What works: promising
practice

= Protective Behaviours training for staff

= Bystander education and active
Relationships and Sex Education (RSE)

= Whole-school public health approaches

= Restorative responses to incidents

= Supporting parents to support children

= Focusing on healthy masculinities and
student voice

Our recommendations

Provide professional development,
practical tools, and support to teachers and
safeguarding staff.

Adopt whole-school, public health approaches,
supported by clear policy and external
partnerships.

Shift from punitive to restorative strategies,
balancing accountability with education.

Include boys constructively in prevention,
through gender-sensitive RSE and open
dialogue.

Strengthen RSE with relevant, participatory
content shaped by student voice.

What’s next?

We're not stopping here.

Harmful sexual behaviour prevention lead
training - A one-day programme to help
schools build prevention plans and manage
incidents effectively.

Permanent school callback service -
Continued free support via Stop It Now for
any school needing help with harmful sexual
behaviour.

Youth advocacy project - Elevating young
people’s voices to influence school policy and
social change.

Continued research and policy work - Using
these findings to influence government
guidance and close support gaps.

Want to learn more or get
involved?

Explore resources, training and support on
our Together, we can create safer
schools for every child.

Back to contents
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ﬁighlights
report: for
students

About the Lucy
Faithfull Foundation

We are a UK charity that works to prevent

all forms of child sexual abuse. This includes
unwanted sexual behaviour between young
people, which is often called ‘harmful sexual
behaviour.” We work with adults, children,
young people and professionals to make sure
everyone has the information they need to
keep children safe.

About Everyone’s Safer

In 2020, a young woman called Soma Sara
posted on Instagram about her experiences
of sexual harassment at school. Thousands
of young people replied, sharing similar
stories and experiences. So, she set up the
‘Everyone’s Invited” website, where young
people could share their testimonies about
harmful sexual behaviour experienced at
school/college.

Following this, Ofsted (the schools regulator)
looked into the issue and found that harmful
sexual behaviour was happening so often

in schools that many students didn’t report
it. Students told them they didn’t speak up
because they didn’t want to get others in
trouble, were scared of what might happen
if adults got involved, or were worried they
wouldn’t be believed.

We want you to know that you don’t have to
put up with harmful sexual behaviour in school
or anywhere else.

That’s why we started the Everyone’s Safer
project. Our goal was to find out what schools
can do to stop harmful sexual behaviour and
better respond when it does happen.

What we did

We worked in 30 secondary schools, talking
to teachers, students and parents to find out
what harmful sexual behaviour concerns were
happening in each school and tried different
ways to solve these problems. A researcher
from the University of Surrey helped us figure
out which solutions worked best.

Students want

Back to contents o
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What students told us

Harmful sexual behaviour
happens in all schools, to all ages

Students of all year groups said they’d seen or
experienced things like inappropriate sexual
language, bullying, and unwanted touching.

It happens so often that it can start to feel
‘normal’.

Digital and online risks

Students in Years 8-10 were especially
worried about online harassment and image-
sharing. Many said they’d received unwanted
images, been threatened, or tricked by people
pretending to be someone else online.

Identity-based bullying

Students in Year 7 and Year 9 said they’d
seen or experienced bullying because of their
gender, race, sexuality, or body image.

Manipulation and pressure in
relationships

Some Year 9 and 10 students talked

about feeling pressured in friendships or
relationships. This included people pretending
to like someone just to look cool, or pressuring
them into things they didn’t want to do -
especially sexual things.

Physical and digital hotspots

Students pointed out that harmful sexual
behaviour often happened in unsupervised or
less closely supervised spaces - like corridors,
toilets, changing rooms, playgrounds and even
some classrooms. It also happened outside
school - on buses, near shops, and especially
online.

Why students don’t always
report

Students shared many reasons why they might
not tell anyone if something bad happens:

= They're afraid of being called a ‘snitch” and
losing friends

= They think no one will believe them

= They worry the school won't help - or might
make things worse

= They’ve seen teachers not believe that
“good” students can do bad things, or that
“bad” students might actually be victims

What we are going to
do about it

We've listened to students, staff and parents
- and here’s what we will do about it:

Help young people lead change

We want to work with students who care
about stopping harmful sexual behaviour.
If you’d like to get involved and make a
difference, email:
schools@lucyfaithfull.org.uk

Support students who are worried

If you’re worried about your own behaviour
or someone else’s, our website is a
safe space where you can get help.

Train school staff

We're running training days to help school
staff learn more about preventing and
dealing with harmful sexual behaviour, so
you can feel safe and supported at school.

Adpvise school staff

It’s not always easy for schools to know what
to do. That’s why our helpline
gives free, confidential and anonymous
advice to help school staff handle these
issues the right way.

Back to contents
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1.1 Context

From Everyone’s Invited to
Everyone’s Safer

In June 2020, Soma Sara shared her
experiences of ‘rape culture’ on Instagram.
An overwhelming number of young people
replied to share similar experiences,
highlighting the extent of sexual harassment
and abuse in UK schools and colleges. To
chronicle these accounts, Soma founded
Everyone’s Invited, a charity providing an
anonymous platform for survivors to share
their stories, also delivering specialist
education in schools to promote healthy
relationships.

Everyone’s Invited prompted a cross-
governmental response, including an Ofsted
rapid review of sexual abuse in schools and
colleges. Working with 32 schools and colleges
over eight weeks, inspectors spoke to more
than 900 young people to investigate areas
such as safeguarding and curriculum, multi-
agency safeguarding arrangements and victims
voices and reporting. The report found:

66

The issue is so widespread that it needs
addressing for all children and young
people...schools, colleges and multi-agency
partners [should] act as though sexual
harassment and online sexual abuse are
happening, even when there are no specific
reports.

(Ofsted, 2021)

99

/

More broadly, the education sector was asking
common questions, including:

= Why are children and young people
experiencing harassment and abuse in
school?

= What can be done to put things right?

= How can we prevent more children from
experiencing sexual abuse in school?

Since 1993, the Lucy Faithfull Foundation (LFF)
has supported people affected by harmful
sexual behaviour, so we're well placed to
respond to calls for support. After Everyone’s
Invited and the Ofsted rapid review, our Stop

It Now helpline saw an increase in calls from
education professionals seeking support in
response to specific incidents or for help to
equip their staff to deal with wider school
culture issues. This indicates that the increased
level of responsibility placed upon schools by
the DfE to respond to harmful sexual behaviour
has not yet been matched with increased
resources or training.

Harmful sexual behaviour among students
remains a significant concern in schools,
underscoring the urgent need for improved
prevention and response strategies in
education settings. The UK governments

and safeguarding experts have called for a
strengthened, ‘whole-school approach’ to
tackle this “scourge” of sexual harassment in
schools, including better engagement of boys
and enhanced teacher training (Women &
Equalities Committee, 2023).

In this context, we launched the Everyone’s
Safer project, a three-year action research
project working in 30 secondary schools to
pilot and evaluate strategies for preventing and
responding to harmful sexual behaviour.

Back to contents
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This third and final report shares the project’s
journey, thematic findings from the final

year and case studies illustrating practical
interventions. It is intended for professionals
in education, safeguarding (statutory and
non-statutory) and policy-making, highlighting
evidence-based practices, insights from the
project and implications for wider adoption.

1.2 Project aims

We wanted to better understand what works
to respond to and prevent harmful sexual
behaviour in schools and how to develop
whole-school cultures of resilience so that
young people feel, and are, safer.

In September 2021, the KPMG Foundation
supported us with funding to undertake a
three-year action research project conducted
in collaboration with the University of Surrey
with three main aims:

0 Help schools respond well when an
incident of harmful sexual behaviour
occurs

e Produce evidence and insights to
influence government and education
strategy

Make schools safer places for children
e and young people by preventing harmful
sexual behaviour

Working with 10 secondary schools each year,
the project aimed to achieve four outcomes:

Comprehensive and effective support
for all individuals affected by incidents
of harmful sexual behaviour - including
students, parents/carers, and staff.

Access to expert knowledge, research,

2 and shared practice to help schools
respond to and prevent harmful sexual
behaviour.

Improved understanding among

& statutory agencies of the challenges
schools face, leading to more effective
support.

4 Wider sharing of resources and evidence

to strengthen the overall approach to
tackling harmful sexual behaviour in
schools.

Back to contents o
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1.3 Literature review

This literature review examines the evidence
base on harmful sexual behaviour in schools,
drawing on research, policy and practice

to inform how schools can more effectively
prevent, respond to and reduce sexual

harm among young people. While schools
are increasingly recognised as key sites

for both intervention and prevention, they
face significant challenges in addressing
harmful sexual behaviour in a meaningful and
sustainable way. These include ambiguities in
defining harmful sexual behaviour, resource
limitations, and the growing complexity of
young people’s offline and digital sexual
cultures.

The review explores key debates around

the conceptual framing of harmful sexual
behaviour, critiques of zero-tolerance
approaches, the impact of digital technologies,
and the importance of whole-school and
contextual safeguarding models. In doing

so, it highlights the need for relational,
developmentally-informed and rights-based
responses that position schools within a wider
system of public health, safeguarding and
educational equity.

1. Schools as a crucial

but constrained space for
responding to harmful sexual
behaviour

Schools play a key role in recognising,
preventing, and responding to harmful sexual
behaviour among young people. They are

not only settings where incidents can occur

- whether in classrooms, corridors, or online -
but also important spaces for education, early
intervention, and support (Setty et al., 2024).

In practice, schools engage in a wide range

of preventive measures, from curriculum-
based Relationships and Sex Education (RSE)
to targeted assemblies and individualised
interventions. When harm occurs, they are
expected to respond swiftly, safeguarding

the young person and offering appropriate
follow-up support - either internally or in
collaboration with other services such as
social care or the police. However, this work is
often carried out under conditions of pressure:
schools must interpret and implement national
safeguarding frameworks with limited time,
training and specialist support.

The discretionary space this affords schools
can be a strength, allowing for locally tailored
approaches. But it can also be a challenge.
Educator responses may be shaped by
personal beliefs, school culture or gaps in
professional development. Inconsistent multi-
agency collaboration can leave staff isolated.
Schools are frequently positioned on the front
line of broader systemic failures to adequately
address sexual violence in youth and adult
society. While more training and resourcing
are urgently needed, what is also required is

a broader shift in how we conceptualise and
respond to harmful sexual behaviour - one
that situates schools within a wider public
health ecosystem, and that supports more
holistic, relational and developmentally attuned
practice.

Back to contents o
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2. Conceptual challenges: what
do we mean by ‘harmful sexual
behaviour’?

Since Hackett (2010) introduced the continuum
of harmful sexual behaviours, the term has
gained wide traction in UK policy and practice.
It describes a range of behaviours from
developmentally expected and consensual,
through inappropriate or problematic, to
violent and abusive. Hackett’s original work
acknowledged the influence of age, context,
intent and social environment.

However, scholars have raised concerns that
the emphasis on ‘behaviour’ may narrow the
focus to the actions of individuals - overlooking
contextual factors and the wider cultural and
institutional dynamics through which sexual
harm emerges (Lloyd & Bradbury, 2023).
Harmful sexual behaviour is now used to
capture an increasingly broad spectrum of
actions, including verbal sexual harassment,
online abuse, coercion and physical assault
(Fritz & Firmin, 2016; Vizard et al., 2007).
However, the broadness of the term presents
specific challenges.

A scoping review by Hunt et al. (2023)
found significant inconsistencies in how
harmful sexual behaviour is defined across
settings. This can result in both overreach
(e.g. criminalising consensual image-sharing
between peers) and under-response (e.g.
minimising coercive behaviours).

Other terms, like ‘peer-on-peer sexual abuse’,
can obscure important differences in power,
age or consent (Allardyce et al., 2021), while
the broader category of ‘sexual harm’, though
valuable in recognising social and institutional
contributors, has been critiqued by survivors
for potentially downplaying the seriousness of
abuse (Sardina & Ackerman, 2022).

Despite these limitations, Lloyd and Bradbury
(2023) argue for retaining ‘sexual harm’ as a
critical tool. It enables a shift in focus: from
categorising behaviours to analysing the social
environments and power relations through
which harm is made possible - and sometimes
normalised - in schools.

3. Limits of individualised and
zero-tolerance responses

Traditional school responses often rely
on behaviourist frameworks - prioritising
discipline, risk management and categorisation.

These approaches may unintentionally
reinforce binary notions of ‘perpetrator’ and
‘victim’ (terminology which we advise against
using when discussing the behaviour of young
people), making it difficult to engage with
more fluid or ambiguous cases. They may also
fail to account for how peer norms, gender
relations or institutional cultures contribute to
the conditions in which harm occurs (Dobson,
2019; Renold, 2018; Firmin, 2020).

Zero-tolerance approaches, while well-
meaning, may deter disclosure, particularly
when students fear harsh sanctions or feel
their peers will be stigmatised (Lloyd &
Bradbury, 2022; Kor et al., 2023). Studies
show that students - particularly girls - often
do not report harm because they expect to
be disbelieved, blamed or ignored (Allnock
& Atkinson, 2019; Norman & Stephenson,
2024). An alternative framing asks not only
what contributes to harmful behaviour, but
also what prevents the development of
positive, respectful, and emotionally fulfilling
relationships.

Back to contents o
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This shift allows educators and professionals
to explore personal, familial, cultural, and
social barriers to healthy intimacy - without
reducing young people to the role of ‘offender’
or ‘problem’ (Draugedalen, 2023; Setty et

al., 2024). This reframing may also reduce
defensiveness among boys, particularly

when alighed with constructive approaches
to masculinity (Setty, 2022). It can also

relieve pressure on safeguarding leads, by
complementing high-stakes risk management
with a focus on developmental growth, values
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Zero-tolerance

approaches, while
ell-meaning, may
eter disclosure,
particularly when
students fear harsh
sanctions or feel
heir peers will be
stigmatised

4. Digital sexual cultures: new
terrains, persistent harms and
inequalities

The rise of digital technology has
fundamentally transformed the context in
which young people form relationships and
navigate sexual encounters.

While concerns about online risk often
dominate policy and public discourse, research
highlights that digital harms are deeply

intertwined with existing social and gendered
norms - not created by technology, but
amplified through it (Ringrose et al., 2021; Setty
et al., 2023).

Young people report a range of harmful online
behaviours, including receiving unsolicited
images, experiencing pressure to share nude
photographs, and being subjected to image-
based abuse, sextortion and coercion via
digital channels. These practices often arise in
group settings or within peer dynamics, rather
than isolated interactions. Bystanders and
audiences - those who view shared images -
can amplify the harm, creating environments of
shame, victim-blaming and social punishment
(Setty et al., 2021).

Frameworks such as technology-facilitated
sexual violence (Henry & Powell, 2018) and
image-based sexual harassment (Ringrose et
al., 2021) help to contextualise these harms not
merely as acts of individual misconduct, but as
relational and cultural phenomena embedded
in peer hierarchies, status dynamics, and
gendered power structures. These frameworks
challenge a narrow ‘stranger danger’ or ‘bad
apple’ framing and instead advocate for a
more systemic understanding of abuse and
accountability.

Despite this, schools’ responses to online
sexual harm have often relied on punishment
and deterrence. These approaches - such

as zero-tolerance policies and the blanket
criminalisation of image-sharing - can
inadvertently discourage young people

from seeking help, out of fear they will be
judged or punished for behaviours that may
be ambiguous, pressured or only partly
understood at the time (Setty, 2020; Lloyd,

Back to contents o
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2020). More constructive responses focus on
ethical decision-making, peer solidarity and
social norms - what young people do with
digital tools, rather than simply what tools
they use. Setty et al. (2021) underscore the
temporal and relational nature of consent in
digital image sharing, arguing that rigid legal
frameworks struggle to reflect how meaning
and harm shift over time. In other words, what
may begin consensually can easily become
non-consensual. Rather than framing the latter
as the consequence of ‘reckless’ consensual
sharing it should be considered an act of abuse
(Krieger, 2017).

5. Whole-school approaches:
from curriculum to culture

While much emphasis is placed on curriculum
delivery - particularly statutory RSE - research
shows that content alone is not enough. Bragg
et al. (2022), drawing on studies of two RSE
programmes in England, argue that whole-
school approaches are most effective when
they are rooted in school culture, supported
by leadership and inclusive of students and
staff. These approaches combine lessons

with wider strategies: student-led campaigns,
policy reform, improved supervision, staff
training, and visible commitment from school
leaders. However, their implementation is
uneven. Competing priorities (e.g., Ofsted,
exam outcomes), low RSE status, and high staff
turnover often disrupt progress. In schools
where relationship education is not embedded
within the ethos, students are less likely to view
adults as trustworthy sources of support.

Participation matters. When students feel

they have a say - whether through councils,
workshops or informal feedback -they are
more likely to engage with interventions and
perceive their school as caring (Bragg et al.,
2022). Conversely, when messages around
safety and respect are seen as tokenistic or
performative, trust breaks down. Whole-school
strategies must also be context-sensitive.

What works in one setting may not work in
another. Cumper et al. (2024) highlight variation
in staff confidence and comfort in delivering
RSE, particularly around LGBTQ+ inclusion,
consent, and gender roles. Teachers often face
tensions between policy requirements, parental
attitudes, and their own levels of preparation.

6. Supporting educators:
emotional labour and systemic
pressures

Responding to harmful sexual behaviour is
not just a procedural task - it is emotionally
and ethically demanding. Educators describe
feeling isolated, overwhelmed, and fearful of
getting it wrong (Norman & Stephenson, 2024;
Waters et al., 2021). Many report feeling under-
prepared to talk about consent, pornography
or complex digital harms. Safeguarding leads,
in particular, may experience burnout due

to the intensity and volume of disclosures,
coupled with limited inter-agency follow-

through.

-

Lloyd et al. (2023), writing on social

care, describe how emotionally invested
professionals may become risk-averse over
time, relying on strict policies or thresholds
rather than relational judgement. This can
result in the over-surveillance of some
students and under-engagement with others,
deepening mistrust. Support, therefore, needs
to go beyond training. It includes regular
supervision, time to reflect, and spaces for
relational dialogue across agencies and
within schools. High-stakes accountability
systems and inspection frameworks that
privilege procedural compliance over cultural
transformation can inadvertently undermine
effective safeguarding (Lloyd & Walker, 2023).

Back to contents
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7. From risk to relationships:
contextual and restorative
models

Contextual safeguarding offers a powerful
framework for thinking beyond individual risk.
It encourages schools and partners to consider
where and how harm occurs - within peer
groups, physical spaces, social norms and
institutional responses (Firmin & Lloyd, 2022).

It foregrounds the importance of engaging with
the environments in which young people live
and interact, including families, communities
and online spaces.

Restorative models, meanwhile, focus on
relationships, accountability and reparation.
They seek to avoid punitive reflexes and
instead build conditions where harm can be
acknowledged and addressed meaningfully.
When used well, these approaches can
reduce defensiveness, engender empathy

and support long-term change (Draugedalen

& Osler, 2024). However, restorative models
must be used carefully - especially in cases
involving coercion, trauma or significant power
imbalances. A rights-based, participatory

lens is essential to account for the needs of
those harmed. Young people must feel that
their experiences will be taken seriously, that
support will follow disclosure, and that adults
are not simply invested in ‘resolution’ but in
safety, justice and care.

oung people must feel that their
experiences will be taken seriously,

hat support will follow disclosure,
and that adults are not simply

justice and care

invested in ‘resolution’ but in safety,
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Conclusion: building cultures of
safety and healthy relationships

The evidence is clear: a narrow, punitive or
curriculum-only approach is not enough to
prevent harmful sexual behaviour or support
young people meaningfully when it occurs.
Schools need to be resourced, supported and
empowered to take a holistic and relational
approach - one that sees safeguarding not
just as a set of procedures, but as a cultural
commitment. This means building trusted
relationships, listening deeply to students,
creating safe environments (online and offline)
and working in genuine partnership with
families, communities and statutory services. It
means recognising the limits of law and policy
as guides for daily life and instead focusing on
what young people need to form respectful,
fulfilling and ethical relationships.

While schools play a key role, this cannot be
their burden alone. A whole-school approach
must be matched by a whole-system approach
- so that those on the frontline are not left to
carry the weight of a societal issue in isolation.
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2 What we did

In the first year of the project, we recruited

ten schools as research sites and worked with
them throughout the calendar year of 2022.
Using an eligibility matrix, we recruited a broad
and diverse range of school settings, locations,
sizes, and demographics. In June 2023, we
published a outlining our approach
and findings from this work. In the second
year, we recruited a further ten schools using
the same eligibility matrix.

However, we intentionally over-represented
special schools and Pupil Referral Units so

that we could focus on the additional needs

of these students and explore any potential
implications these needs may have for the staff
who teach and safeguard them. We published a
second to share our findings.

In the final year, we were keen to work with
schools not yet represented in the sample,
such as an independent school and a large
multi-academy trust comprising of a cluster of
thirteen schools.

2.1 School profiles

As in previous reports, to protect the
anonymity of the schools we have not listed the
exact number of students, instead categorising
school size as:

School Setting Number of
Students
Small specialist Under 100
Medium specialist Over 100
Small Under 1000
Medium 1000 - 1500
Large Over 1500

To analyse the local demographics of each
school’s community, we used the government’s

! " data to describe the
school’s geographical setting. We also used the
DfE’s / !

(academic year 2023/24) national statistics as
a baseline for comparative data. We used the
percentage of children eligible for free school
meals (FSM) as an indicator of some of the
wider socio-economic demographic factors
within the school community. In 2023/24,
24.6% of students across the UK were eligible
for free school meals, up from 23.8% in 2023.
This represents over 2.1 million students. Using
this baseline, we have reported the percentage
of students eligible for FSM at each school.

These data also indicate that in 2023/24, 37.0%
of UK students came from a minority ethnic
group (MEG). Using this as a baseline, we have
reported the percentage of students from any
minority ethnic group.

Guidance from the DfE (2018) instructed
schools to no longer collect student nationality
and country of birth data for the school census
from autumn 2018 onwards. It has, therefore,
been difficult to find standardised measures of
the ethnic diversity of school communities.

However, we wanted to ensure that this
important demographic information was
captured and considered, so we have used
ethnic group data from the Census 2021 to
look at the ethnic diversity of the town or
borough in which the school is located. This is
a blunt measure and might not present a fully
accurate picture, but we hope it gives some
indication of the ethnic diversity within and
between schools.
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School . . .
code Setting Size Demographics
) . Urban authority
21 $1° _efg_caet::‘;ldascademy for Medium 37.1% FSM
y 57.3% MEG
Co-educational community special Lnl;cfr:'gidlate urban
22 school for 4 - 16-year-olds with Small specialist o 4
SEMH needs 56.7% FSM
26% MEG
Intermediate urban
Co-educational academy for . authority
23 11 - 16-year-olds Medium 32.9% FSM
10% MEG
. Urban authority
24 %0 fql‘;fal';)r”_f)lljscademy for Medium 30.8% FSM
Y 57.3% MEG
Intermediate urban
Co-educational multi-academy . authority
. Medium and large . .
25 trust of 13 primary and secondary Varies across school sites
schools .
schools Varies across school
locations
. Intermediate rural authority
26 Joreducational academy for Large 16.3% FSM
Y 2.4% MEG
} . Urban authority
27 ?10 _efgcaet:r’rj;gcademy for Medium 24.6% FSM
4 57.3% MEG
. Urban authority
op  Goeducationalacademyfor ., 34.1% FM
4 57.3% MEG
Co-educational independent Intermediate rural authority
29 boarding school for Large FSM not recorded
2 -18 year olds 6.9% MEG
New school not
) . yet up to capacity, Urban authority
30 Co-educational free school for but will be 60.9% ESM

11 -16 year olds

medium when fully 68.1% MEG

subscribed
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2.2 Interventions delivered

In common with the project’s first and second
years, there were varying degrees of difference
between the package of interventions planned
and those that were delivered. The planned
interventions were designed to address the
issues that staff, students and/or parents or
carers raised during initial school visits. Not all
planned interventions were delivered, owing to
a range of reasons such as timetabling clashes,
school staff absence, the project contact
leaving the school or lack of time to deliver
before the project year-end.

Key:
P = planned intervention
D = successfully delivered intervention

Activity/School 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Staff training D D D P D D - D D

Staff interview D D D -

Student education D P D - D D P
Student safety plans D -

Student voice sessions D D D D D D - D P
RSE curriculum /policy review P D D - D

e s : > o o - o o
Parent engagement D D P - D P
Reporting mechanisms review P - P

This table shows that the majority of the
planned work was delivered in seven settings:
schools 21, 22, 24, 25, 26, 28 and 29. Some
planned work was delivered in schools 23 and
30, while no work was planned or delivered

in school 27 because the lead contact moved
schools after the summer term. An alternative
contact could not be secured.

As in previous years, the high levels of staff
turnover and sickness were barriers to
completing planned work, highlighting that
even when school staff are highly motivated
to engage and full funding is provided,
there are still obstacles to progress owing
to workload, staff absence and other
pressures.
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2.3 A sample case study
report

Summary case study reports have been
developed for each school. A sample report
is featured below to provide a snapshot of the
work and reports delivered.

School 22

This is a small co-educational community
special school, for students aged 4 - 16

years old with social, emotional and mental
health needs. The school has a primary

and secondary site, which are located in

two different local authorities, one in an
intermediate rural authority and the other in an
urban authority. Among the school’s students,
56.7% received free school meals (markedly
higher than national statistics), and 26% came
from a minority ethnic group (slightly below
national statistics). The school community
reported a moderate level of harmful sexual
behaviour concerns.

Engagement plan: The student cohort in this
school has varied vulnerabilities and special
educational needs. Staff displayed evident
concern about the over-representation of their
students, both in terms of students displaying
harmful sexual behaviour and students being
harmed by others.

They took a holistic approach when developing
the engagement plan, identifying the need

for staff training on managing harmful sexual
behaviour and promoting positive masculinity,
DSL staff interviews, student voice sessions
and some safety planning work for individual
students.

Delivery of interventions: Staff engagement
with whole-school training sessions was
high. All 65 school staff attended a one-
hour twilight session on “The 6 Rs model of
managing sexual behaviour in schools.” This

model was developed over three years in
partnership with research site schools and
schools contacting our Stop It Now helpline
who asked us to develop a framework to assist
their management of harmful sexual behaviour
incidents in schools. The ‘6 Rs’ stands for
recognising, responding to, recording, reporting,
risk-managing and reflecting on incidents of
harmful sexual behaviour. Feedback from the
staff was positive, with pre- and post-training
confidence measures demonstrating that

staff confidence had improved across all six
framework domains. Furthermore, the session
was delivered at this school’s trust-wide, multi-
agency conference to a further 200 delegates.
A second one-hour twilight session on
‘Promoting Positive Masculinity” was delivered
to all 65 staff. Feedback after this session was
even more positive, with headteachers from
both school sites planning to develop the work
further with positive-masculinity staff and
student champions.

Staff interviews with DSLs at both sites were
conducted, bringing to light their recognition
that there were few existing harmful sexual
behaviour resources effective and suitable for
working with their students; so, a review of
available resources was planned with an LFF
practitioner who specialises in working with
harmful sexual behaviour in children and young
people with additional needs. We identified
the need to adapt resources to include clearer
and more concrete language and instructions,
more inclusive terminology and more realistic,
achievable expectations. Unfortunately, there
was insufficient time to deliver this aspect of
the planned work, but we intend to follow it up
with the school at a later date.

Student voice sessions were conducted with
every student present during two whole-day
sessions at each site. One student declined

to be involved once the consent process and
session content were explained to him, which
positively highlighted that students were aware
that their participation was their choice.
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Sessions with primary-aged children focused
on how safe they felt at school, eliciting
encouraging responses that all students felt
safe at school most of the time. The protective
behaviours concept of ‘a safety continuum’ was
explained to the children, exploring how safe
students might feel in a range of hypothetical
scenarios. Significantly, several children
identified that they felt unsafe at home, and
these disclosures were followed up by the
wellbeing lead, who was present during each
session.

The student voice sessions at the secondary
site demonstrated that students had an age-
appropriate awareness of harmful sexual
behaviour issues, though there was a vast
range of understanding and needs highlighted.
This was discussed with staff, who confirmed
that differentiating their RSE materials to meet
the wide range of needs and developmental
age of the students was one of their biggest
challenges. Students were engaged in the
student voice work and were able to describe
a range of behaviours that might constitute
harmful sexual behaviour and a willingness to
report them if they experienced them. Again,
students reported feeling safe at school and
demonstrated high levels of trust in the school
staff, a testament to the nurturing approach
taken by all staff observed and fostered by
senior leadership.

Safety planning was carried out for two
individual students who had displayed

harmful sexual behaviour, one which could be
managed internally by the school and the other
requiring referrals to specialist agencies and
collaboration with children’s social care. Staff
reported finding the safety planning resources
and the guided process reassuring and helpful.

It appeared for many of the vulnerable
students attending both sites that school
was their safe place. All students had
trusted adults among the staff team they felt
they could talk to, and any harmful sexual

behaviour was quickly reported and addressed
proportionately and effectively. Staff
commitment to this work was high, and their
work highlighted several areas of promising
practice, as discussed later in Section 3.2.

2.4 Support for schools
via LFF’s Stop It Now
helpline

In recognition of the need for support from
many more schools than our limited number
of research sites, we also established a school
callback service via LFF’s Stop It Now helpline,
where education professionals could request
between one to three hours of specialist
support to address harmful sexual behaviour
concerns. Over three years, we supported an
additional 211 schools across the UK, including
primary schools. Insights from these contacts
are included in our findings below.
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3. What we found

This section presents the key findings from

the third and final year of the Safer Schools
Project, building on groundwork laid in Years

1 and 2. The project supported schools in
identifying, understanding and responding

to harmful sexual behaviour through a
combination of training, student engagement,
partnership development and implementation
of strengths-based strategies. Year 3 marked

a shift from diagnosis to action: schools began
embedding whole-school, public health-
informed approaches to prevention and
piloting restorative and relational responses to
incidents of harmful sexual behaviour. Drawing
on student voice sessions, staff interviews and
school engagement plans, the findings outlined
here are structured around key cross-cutting
themes, with case studies included, to illustrate
how these principles translated into practice.
Together, they highlight both the challenges
schools face and the promising directions

for more effective, joined-up and culturally
responsive prevention work.

3.1 Cross-cutting
themes

Project overview: A three-year
journey

Year 1 - Recognising the
challenge

In the first year, we worked with participating
schools to assess needs and raise awareness
of harmful sexual behaviour. Early findings
showed that many schools were anxious about
their capacity to identify and address harmful
sexual behaviour effectively. Designated
Safeguarding Leads (DSLs) and pastoral staff
operated under intense pressure in a high-
stakes environment, often feeling isolated

and under-supported. Staff and students
sometimes held divergent views on what
behaviours constitute harmful sexual behaviour
or how serious the problem was, revealing

a ‘gap’ in understanding between adults and
young people. These insights highlighted that
any effective response must empower and
support safeguarding staff while also bridging
the perspective gap between students and
adults, so that everyone is ‘on the same page’
about the realities of peer sexual behaviours.
Year 1 activities, therefore, focused on building
staff knowledge and confidence - for example,
through training on harmful sexual behaviour
indicators, reporting procedures and initial
responses - and facilitating student dialogues
(e.g. student surveys and focus groups) to
ensure young people’s voices were heard in
defining the problem.
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Year 2 - Building partnerships
and capacity

The second year placed greater emphasis on
understanding and developing a multi-agency
and whole-community approach to harmful
sexual behaviour prevention. Schools cannot
tackle this issue in isolation, as harmful sexual
behaviour among young people reflects
broader societal factors and influences
beyond the school gates. Thus, Year 2 involved
engagement with families, specialist services
and local safeguarding partners. Workshops
and information sessions were held for parents
and carers to raise awareness and reinforce
the messages students received at school
about healthy relationships and conduct.

Several schools formed or strengthened links
with external agencies (such as healthcare and
youth work) to create clear referral pathways
and collaborative interventions. For school
staff, we provided ongoing coaching and
support for DSLs - acknowledging that support
for the safeguarders is essential if they are to
support students effectively. By the end of Year
2, schools reported improved communication
with parents and greater confidence in
accessing outside help, laying the groundwork
for a sustainable ‘whole-community’ response
to harmful sexual behaviour.

Year 3 - Implementing strengths-
based strategies

In the final year, the project moved

from diagnosis and groundwork to the
implementation of targeted interventions,

with a focus on strengths-based, public-
health-oriented approaches to harmful

sexual behaviour. Rather than relying only on
punitive or incident-by-incident reactions, Year
3 activities promoted proactive education,
positive culture change and restorative
practices. This included piloting new curriculum
content (for example, sessions on healthy
masculinities and respectful relationships),
introducing restorative or reflective processes
after harmful sexual behaviour incidents, and
empowering students as part of the solution
(through ‘student voice’ work). The following
sections provide a thematic analysis of the
Year 3 findings and discuss how these themes
manifested in practice. Case studies from
individual schools are presented to illustrate
these themes and the real-world application of
the project’s interventions.

Rather than relying
only on punitive
or incident-by
incident reactions,
ear 3 activities
promoted proactive
education, positive
culture change and
estorative practices.
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Summary of student voice
findings

Student voice sessions were conducted with
approximately 350 students across seven
schools, facilitated by internal and external
staff in single-sex groups. Designed as
confidential, non-judgmental spaces, these
sessions elicited students’ perceptions of
harmful sexual behaviour, school responses
and areas of concern.

Key findings:

Widespread normalisation of harmful sexual
behaviour: Across all year groups, students
reported frequent exposure to sexual language,
bullying and unwanted touching. These
behaviours were described as commonplace,
suggesting a normalisation of sexual
harassment in school settings.

Digital and online risks: Online harassment,
image-sharing and online sexual extortion were
significant concerns, particularly in Years 8-10.
Reports included being sent unwanted images,
blackmail and catfishing.

Identity-based bullying: Bullying related to
gender identity, race, sexuality, and body image
was prevalent, with Year 7 and Year 9 students
particularly highlighting body-shaming and
graffiti in toilets.

Manipulation and coercion in relationships:
Students across Years 9 and 10 described
exploitative peer dynamics, including feigned
interest in popularity, pressuring into sexual
activity and using friendships to coerce.

Physical and digital hotspots: Students identified
unsupervised or poorly supervised spaces

- such as corridors, toilets, changing rooms,
playgrounds and classrooms - as locations
where harmful sexual behaviour occurred.
Incidents also extended beyond school hours
(e.g., on buses or near local shops).

Barriers to reporting: A strong ‘anti-snitching’
culture, fear of reputational damage, lack of
belief from staff and perceived ineffectiveness
of school responses (e.g., lenient sanctions or
no follow-up) discouraged reporting. Some
students felt that their prior behaviour records
made them less credible in the eyes of those
to whom they would report, while others felt
the accused were protected over the alleged
victim/complainant.

Mixed perceptions of school response: While
some students felt staff were present and
responsive, others highlighted inconsistent
interventions, weak sanctions and minimal
embedding of harmful sexual behaviour
discussions outside of PSHE.

The findings point to the need for consistent
staff responses, trusted reporting routes,
curriculum-wide engagement with issues

of harmful sexual behaviour and structural
changes to mitigate environmental risk factors.

Crucially, they underline the importance
of taking student voice seriously as both
diagnostic and generative of safer school
cultures.
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3.2 Promising practice

These areas of promising practice were
identified after a wider analysis of data from
students, staff and parents.

1. A whole-school, public health
approach to prevention

At the core of the project is the idea that
preventing harmful sexual behaviour requires
a whole-school approach, situated within a
broader public health framework. A public
health approach views harmful sexual
behaviour not simply as isolated behaviours
of individuals but as a preventable societal
problem - one that demands systematic,
multi-level strategies and early intervention.
Schools are uniquely positioned to be hubs of
prevention, as they can influence peer group
norms, educate for healthy relationships, and
coordinate with families and services, yet
cannot carry the burden alone (Draugedalen,
2023). Partnerships with parents, community
organisations and other agencies are crucial
so that consistent messages and support
surround young people in all areas of their
lives. A whole-school framework for preventing
violence and abuse must, therefore, be
reinforced by a positive school culture, well-
informed policies and engagement of the wider
community.

In practice, this means that alongside teaching
about consent and boundaries in PSHE
education, schools need to model respectful
relationships in everyday interactions and
school values. Leadership commitment is

vital - school leaders should drive a culture
where sexual harassment and sexism are
actively countered, not tolerated or swept
under the rug. A recent scoping review of
school responses to harmful sexual behaviour
identified three critical elements to overcome
barriers: (1) adopting a whole-school approach,
(2) establishing proactive partnerships with

parents and external agencies, and (3) offering
alternative “pathways to safety” (i.e. multiple
reporting avenues and support mechanisms for
students) (Kor et al., 2022). This review found
that schools that succeeded in addressing
harmful sexual behaviour tended to have
dedicated safeguarding staff and clear policies
in place, as well as practical measures like
increased supervision in ‘hot spot” areas and
attention to students’ emotional environment.
These align with the Everyone’s Safer project’s
strategy of combining policy, people and place-
based interventions.

From a public health perspective, the project
embraced both universal prevention (for

all students) and targeted interventions

(for specific concerns about situations or
students). In Year 3, all participating schools
implemented school-wide activities - for
example, assemblies and workshops on
consent, sexual harassment and being an
active bystander - to raise awareness and
correct harmful norms. These universal efforts
were complemented by targeted support such
as one-to-one sessions with students involved
in harmful sexual behaviour incidents, small
group programmes for at-risk cohorts, and

the involvement of specialist sexual violence
educators where needed. This multi-tiered
approach echoes recommendations in the
literature calling for contextual safeguarding,
which means addressing not just the individuals
involved in an incident but also the peer group
and environmental factors that enable harmful
sexual behaviour, such as local and online
communities (Lloyd, Walker & Bradbury, 2020).

In practical terms, student voice sessions
conducted in Year 3 identified a need for
schools to review physical environments
(improving sightlines in isolated corridors,
enhancing privacy in toilets, etc.) and
establish clear supervision routines in areas
where students had reported feeling unsafe.
Anonymous reporting tools or student-led
schemes recognise that not all students
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feel comfortable disclosing issues through
formal, adult-led channels, although in

some schools there were concerns about a
proposed anonymous reporting tool because
of the perceived inability of schools to act
upon reports. A whole-school, public health
approach widens the lens: harmful sexual
behaviour prevention is not a one-off lesson or
intervention, but a continuous effort to shape a
safer school climate and to coordinate with the
broader ecosystem around the school.

It is important to note that taking a public
health approach also involves ongoing
evaluation and adaptation. Schools, with

LFF’s guidance, have been using surveys and
feedback from students and staff to self-assess
their progress in creating a safer culture. This is
in line with emerging practice nationally - tools
like the ‘Beyond Referrals’ audit framework
have been developed to help schools and
multi-agency partners gauge their harmful
sexual behaviour prevention work across
systems, training, curriculum and student voice
(Lloyd et al., 2020).

The participating schools found that

regular reflection (for example, reviewing
safeguarding log data for patterns or
conducting focus groups about student
perceptions of safety) helps identify
lingering gaps and inform the next steps.
One key insight from Year 3 was that a
‘whole-school’ approach must also be a
‘joined-up’ approach beyond the school:
without support from wider systems (e.g.
timely input from social care or CAMHS
when needed, or consistent messaging at
home), schools can feel limited in the change
they can achieve. Conversely, when parents,
youth services and schools work together,
the preventative messages are amplified
and reinforced in multiple contexts.

Schools which take this broad approach (rather
than handling harmful sexual behaviour purely
as isolated disciplinary matters) may offer a
more holistic solution. However, a noted gap

in the literature is the long-term impact of
whole-school programmes on actual behaviour
change. While it is well-established that one-
off interventions have limited effect (McNeish

& Scott, 2023), more evaluation is needed on
comprehensive models.

2. Moving from punitive to
restorative responses

Schools traditionally have relied on zero-
tolerance discipline policies to ‘send a
message’ on ‘bad’ behaviour. However,
extensive evidence in education shows that
zero-tolerance approaches (such as automatic
isolations, suspensions or exclusions) often
do more harm than good. The American
Psychological Association’s task force on
zero tolerance found that these policies did
not necessarily improve behaviour or school
safety, and they contributed to negative
outcomes including disproportionate impacts
on minorities, increased student alienation,
and higher rates of repeat misbehaviour and
dropout (Lodi et al., 2021).

A strong theme emerging in Year 3 related to
the scope for shifting away from purely punitive
‘zero-tolerance’ reactions to harmful sexual
behaviour incidents, towards more restorative
and relational responses. In many participating
schools, the default response to a report of
peer sexual misconduct was to investigate

the incident, apply sanctions (detentions,
exclusions) and record it for potential referral.
While clear consequences remain important

- students must see that harmful sexual
behaviour is not acceptable - an overly
punitive stance can paradoxically undermine
prevention efforts. This is echoed by research:
punitive, sanctions-based approaches to
harmful sexual behaviour have been found
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to reduce disclosure by students, who often
feel that strictly punitive measures are
ineffective or fear harsh punishment, and such
approaches can also constrain staff decision-
making (Lloyd & Bradbury, 2023). In other
words, if young people believe that reporting
harmful behaviour will result only in severe
punishment of their peer/s, they may stay
silent; likewise, if staff feel the only option is to
‘come down hard’, they may be less inclined
to acknowledge nuanced cases or may worry
about overreacting.

In contrast, restorative practices in schools
aim to hold students accountable for harm

in a way that also educates, repairs and
reintegrates, rather than simply excludes.
Restorative justice (RJ) models - characterised
by inclusive decision-making, dialogue between
those harmed and those responsible, and

an emphasis on making amends - have been
applied successfully to issues like bullying

and minor assaults in schools as alternatives
to exclusion. They focus on the incident as a
breakdown of relationships that needs healing,
not just a rule violation to punish (Lodi et al.,
2021).

During Year 3, we worked with schools to
introduce relational responses to one-off
harmful sexual behaviour incidents. For
example, in cases of inappropriate sexual
language or lower-level harassment, schools
piloted reflective conversation sessions

and restorative meetings. A post-incident
workbook for students involved in incidents of
harmful sexual language involved the student
(guided by a staff mentor) working through
prompts to reflect on what happened, who
was affected, how they can make things right
and how to behave differently going forward.
Such restorative exercises align with strength-
based rehabilitation frameworks like the Good
Lives Model, which posits that helping young
people build empathy, skills and positive
goals will reduce reoffending better than

fear of punishment (Ward, 2010). The Good

Lives Model conceptualises harmful sexual
behaviour as an inappropriate attempt to
meet underlying needs or goals; the task is
to help the young person fulfil those needs in
pro-social, healthy ways, rather than through
harmful acts. For instance, if a student was
seeking acceptance or status by boasting
about sexual exploits or sharing explicit
material, a restorative approach would
address that desire for peer approval and
guide the student toward more respectful ways
of relating, rather than simply shaming and
isolating them.

While using Restorative Justice in cases

of sexual harm requires caution and is not
suitable for all incidents (especially serious
ones), when facilitated with specialist support
it can lead to meaningful accountability and
closure, for all involved including those who
have been harmed. It contrasts with a purely
punitive response, which may not result

in any deeper change in attitude. Indeed,
literature on school-based restorative justice
indicates that it can reduce the recurrence of
harmful behaviours and prevent escalation by
addressing root causes and social-emotional
skills and avoids formally criminalising children
for adolescent misconduct where possible,
while still ‘drawing a line’ that such behaviour is
unacceptable (Lodi et al., 2021).

However, a balanced approach is essential.
Restorative practices do not mean a lack of
accountability and need to be implemented
alongside clear disciplinary and safeguarding
frameworks. For example, if a student
committed a serious sexual assault, it would
rightly trigger child protection procedures
and possibly police involvement in line with
statutory guidance. However, for the many
‘grey area’ incidents - rumour-spreading,
inappropriate but consensual touching
between peers (such as ‘games’ that involve
smacking or poking each other’s bottoms)
sexist name-calling, etc. - the relational
approach can be more effective at stopping
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repeat behaviour than immediate punitive
action. In these instances, schools may wish
to focus on long-term behaviour change and
safety, not just short-term deterrence, framing
the response as part of students’ wellbeing and
personal development, including helping them
learn to have healthy, respectful relationships.
It involves moving away from an adversarial
mindset (trying to establish guilt and deliver
punishment) towards a problem-solving
mindset, including through ‘educational
conversations’ with young people involved in
harm. This may help staff feel more equipped
to fully address the behaviour and its causes,
rather than just issuing consequences and
waiting anxiously to see if it would happen
again.

It is important to acknowledge that in

student voice sessions, some students,
particularly those frequently exposed to
sexual harassment, expressed a desire for
tougher sanctions and more visible disciplinary
responses. These calls may reflect not a
commitment to punishment per se, but a

deep frustration with perceived inaction or
inconsistency - an urgent plea for the behaviour
to stop and be taken seriously. In this context,
the desire for punitive measures can be read
as a call for accountability, protection and
recognition of harm.

A relational approach does not preclude clear
consequences; rather, it seeks to ensure that
responses are effective, proportionate, and
contribute to long-term culture change. For this
reason, building trust in the school’s response
system - through transparency, consistency
and communication - is vital. Restorative

and educative interventions are more likely

to gain student support when they are seen

to produce real change, and not let harmful
behaviours go unchecked.

For example, School 26 is a medium-sized
academy in an affluent community, which

had a stringent, compliance-driven approach
to harmful sexual behaviour. The school’s
strategy was mainly punitive: a strong ‘zero
tolerance’ message in assemblies, meticulous
incident logging and swift sanctions for
‘perpetrators’. One assembly presentation
typified this approach - it focused on defining
sexual harassment and listing out punishments
(detentions, exclusion, even police action)

and urged students to “keep your distance
from others” to avoid any accusations. While
clear rules were in place and incidents were
dutifully recorded, it is unclear how the school
educated students or changed behaviour
beyond punishments.

Student voice work identified that sexualised
language (like casual use of slurs and

sexist jokes) was a prevalent issue that had
gone somewhat under the radar and also
that sexual harassment and assault often
occurred in unsupervised areas. We worked
with School 26 to broaden its approach
beyond just enforcement, including reviewing
the harmful sexual behaviour policy and the
RSE curriculum to incorporate preventive
and restorative elements.

Staff training was a significant component

- all teachers attended workshops on the
‘6Rs"? model of managing harmful sexual
behaviour in school (including the ‘Reflect’
step, which was new to many) and on safety
planning for students deemed at risk of
either exhibiting or experiencing harmful
sexual behaviour. Staff feedback was
positive, highlighting the value and impact of
a shared approach and terminology.

2 The 6 Rs is a staff training framework focused on responding to harmful sexual behaviour in schools. It includes: Recognise (identifying
concerning behaviours), Respond (taking immediate, appropriate action), Record (logging incidents accurately), Report (to safeguarding leads
or external agencies), Risk manage (safety planning) and Reflect (on wider patterns or implications using relational, restorative approaches
to repair harm and support behaviour change). The ‘Reflect’ step was new to many staff, encouraging a shift beyond punitive responses

toward educational and empathetic engagement.
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3. Rethinking healthy
relationships: beyond zero
tolerance

One of the most significant insights to emerge
from the project is the need to shift away from
rigid, punitive frameworks toward a more
relational and developmental understanding
of harmful sexual behaviour in schools.

Many incidents reported by students do not
fit neatly into binary categories of ‘abuse’

or ‘harassment’, nor do they always lend
themselves to clear-cut legal or disciplinary
responses. While safeguarding remains
essential, it must be paired with an approach
that asks not simply, “What’s causing this
harmful behaviour?” but also, “What's getting in
the way of this young person forming healthy,
respectful and fulfilling relationships?”

This reframing does not excuse harm, but it
invites schools to understand behaviour in
context - across personal, familial, cultural

and social domains - and to recognise the
limitations of a zero-tolerance model that
focuses only on rule-breaking and sanctions.

A restorative, public health-informed

approach encourages schools to externalise
the problem (e.g., peer norms, unsupervised
environments, lack of relationship skills), rather
than internalise it in individual students as ‘bad
actors.” In doing so, it creates space to identify
not only risks, but also unmet needs, and

to ask: What skills, values and supports are
missing - and what needs to change for healthy
relationships to become the norm?

This shift aligns with what young people
themselves tell us they want. Across student
voice sessions, pupils demonstrated a
capacity to recognise subtle forms of harm
(e.g., in one school, being lifted up and moved
without consent) and articulated a desire

for respectful peer interactions. Rather than
trivialising these accounts as ‘not serious
enough’, schools can interpret them as early
signs of critical awareness and use them to

build further competencies such as awareness
of body boundaries and consent. Recognising
and affirming these capacities - rather than
focusing solely on deficits - helps develop

a culture in which respectful behaviour is
understood and enacted. It requires a focus on
skills as much as knowledge and information -
young people express a desire for skills-based
education that helps them act on knowledge
and information. Otherwise, there is a well-
documented ‘knowledge-practice gap’ in
education, whereby young people may absorb
what they have been told and are able to
recite it, but their attitudes and behaviours are
slower to change - if at all. A strengths-based
approach to healthy relationships thus involves
working with young people to co-identify what
is needed and the conditions required for
healthy and positive peer cultures.

Moving beyond the zero-tolerance paradigm
also offers benefits for staff. Safeguarding
leads often described the reactive nature of
harmful sexual behaviour work as emotionally
demanding, high-stakes and isolating. A

more strengths-based approach reframes
prevention as a proactive, shared responsibility
that includes promoting healthy behaviours,
equipping students with relationship skills

and developing positive relational cultures
across the school. It moves the burden from
constant crisis management to ongoing cultural
development. Importantly, this approach
requires looking not only at young people’s
needs, but also at the conditions under which
schools and staff are expected to operate.
What is stopping schools from responding
restoratively and holistically? What systemic
barriers - such as policy pressures, lack of
training or fragmented external support - get in
the way of implementing positive relationship
education? Schools alone cannot be expected
to hold the weight of social change. While a
whole-school approach is essential, it must be
accompanied by coordinated efforts across
families, communities and statutory and non-
statutory partners.
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This vision aligns with the wider goals of a
public health framework - not only preventing
harm but actively enabling wellbeing. It moves
us from compliance to values; from avoiding
punishment to building capability; and from
categorising students by risk to supporting
them as relational, developing people. The law
is necessary, but it was never designed to guide
the day-to-day complexities of adolescent
intimacy. An over-reliance on legal frameworks
to dictate school culture risks flattening the
nuances of human relationships. Instead, we
can educate young people through values-
based, participatory approaches that develop
empathy and respect.

Ultimately, this is not about choosing between
harm prevention and healthy relationships

- the two are fundamentally linked. Schools
can prevent harm by building the conditions
in which respectful, caring and egalitarian
relationships thrive.

This requires attention not only to what
students need to stop doing, but also to what
they need to start experiencing - affirmation,
understanding, skills, safety and connection.
The groundwork laid in Years 1 and 2 - building
trust with safeguarding leads, creating a shared
understanding between adults and young
people - now enables us to think forward:

not just about what we are protecting young
people from, but what we are preparing them
for.

he law is necessary, but it was never
designed to guide the day-to-day
complexities of adolescent intimacy. An
over-reliance on legal frameworks to

dictate school culture risks flattening the

—

nuances of human relationships.

Instead, we can educate young people
hrough values-based, participatory

approaches that develop empathy and
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4. Promoting healthy and
positive masculinities

A standout initiative in Year 3 was the focus on
engaging boys and young men through healthy
masculinity education. In various spheres
including the media, amongst policy-makers
and within education, increased attention

is being paid to the role of gender norms in
driving behaviours like sexual harassment,
misogyny and peer abuse. Traditional so-called
toxic’ masculine norms (i.e. beliefs that ‘real
men’ are aggressive, sexually dominant and
unemotional) can encourage or excuse harmful
sexual behaviour, while also harming boys
themselves by pressuring them to conform
(Wilson et al., 2022).

The UK Parliament’s Women and Equalities
Committee stressed that engaging boys in
Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) is
“crucial” for tackling sexual harassment in
schools, and recommended a specific national
strategy to do so (Women and Equalities
Committee, 2023). They noted evidence that
current RSE lessons often feel “less applicable”
to boys, leading to disengagement. The
committee urged that all teachers be trained to
confidently challenge prevailing gender norms
and ideas of masculinity in the classroom.

The Everyone’s Safer project responded to
this by incorporating a Positive Masculinity
programme in several schools during Year 3.
This programme explicitly shifted the narrative
from telling boys what not to do to inspiring
them with what they can be: allies in creating

a respectful environment, and individuals who
can express masculinity in healthy, respectful
ways.

This approach is supported by emerging
evidence in prevention research. A 2021
systematic review of gender-based violence
interventions found that promoting positive
masculine traits - through a gender-sensitive
approach - was effective in engaging boys and
reducing rates of violence (Pérez-Martinez et

al., 2023). In other words, rather than simply
warning boys about punishment, successful
programmes encourage critical reflection on
gender stereotypes and actively involve young
men as part of the solution to gender-based
violence.

In several schools, a Promoting Positive
Masculinity workshop was delivered for

the entire staff, followed by sessions with
students. The training introduced concepts like
identifying pro-social “masculine” traits (e.g.
leadership, protectiveness) and distinguishing
them from toxic behaviours, using a bespoke
BE CALM model (an acronym tool to help

staff and students remember key principles,
adapted from the Positive Masculinity
Foundation’s ‘connected, authentic, motivated’
values which underpin their work in Australia).
Teachers who took part reported feeling
“inspired” and better equipped to engage
boys in discussions about gender. The training
was so well-received that in one school, the
headteacher formed a ‘Masculinity Champions’
group of staff to continue the work, integrating
these ideas into school life.

The content delivered to students on

healthy masculinity emphasised that traits
often associated with masculinity (strength,
confidence, leadership) can be positive forces
when alighed with empathy and respect.
Students explored how societal pressures

on boys (like the expectation to be sexually
experienced or to never show vulnerability)
can lead to unhealthy outcomes, and they
discussed real scenarios - for instance, how
to intervene if a friend is bragging about
harassing girls, or how to respond to peers
sharing misogynistic content online. The
approach deliberately avoided finger-pointing
or moralising. For example, stating, “We're
not here to lecture that ‘men are bad’; we're
here to imagine what good can look like and
how you can be part of that.” This approach
encouraged reflections on the constraints of
peer pressure to act ‘macho’ and how they
could define masculinity on their own, healthier
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terms. From a public health and prevention
standpoint, focusing on positive masculinities
is about addressing upstream drivers of
harmful sexual behaviour. If school cultures
create gender equity and allow boys to reject
violent norms, the incidence of harmful sexual
behaviour should decrease. Internationally,
interventions that involve boys and young
men in this way have shown reductions in
self-reported harassment and violence (Pérez-
Martinez et al., 2023), while in the UK, youth
charities and educators are calling for more
resources in this area. It was noted that in
many standard school curricula, discussions
of gender and masculinity are limited, often
confined to brief RSE units. The Everyone’s
Safer experience suggests weaving this topic
through various channels - staff training,
student workshops, everyday teachable
moments and even parent engagement (e.g.
sending newsletters home about how to talk to
your sons about respect) - for a more sustained
impact.

This focus on positive masculinities is
consistent with findings from bystander
intervention programmes, where changes

in social norms - rather than increased
intervention rates - are sometimes the key
mechanism behind reductions in harmful
behaviours. As norms shift around what is seen
as acceptable, incidents of sexual harassment
may decrease even if the number of active
interventions remains constant (Lombard et al.,
2021).

5. Strengthening healthy
relationships education and
student voice

Finally, Year 3 underscored the importance

of good quality RSE and the empowerment

of student voices in creating safer school
environments. While the UK has made RSE a
statutory part of the curriculum (as of 2020 for
secondary schools), implementation varies, and
there remain gaps in both content and evidence
of effectiveness (Benham-Clarke et al., 2021).
The Everyone’s Safer project worked closely
with schools’ RSE and PSHE leads to enhance
the curriculum with a focus on healthy, positive
relationships and to ensure it is responsive

to current issues faced by students. In one
school, for example, the PSHE lead - who was
interviewed for evaluation - described how
they transitioned from infrequent ‘drop-down
days’ (occasional off-timetable days for RSE,
which often saw high absenteeism) to a regular
timetabled PSHE class that students attend
every week. This structural change meant that
topics like consent, respect and equality could
be revisited throughout the year, normalising
these discussions and reducing stigma. The
PSHE lead was given the flexibility to update
lesson plans based on emerging concerns (like
addressing a surge in misogynistic content on
social media that students were discussing).
The result was a noticeable improvement in
student engagement - “It's working. They're
actually getting it”, the PSHE lead noted,
pointing to examples of students intervening
as ‘upstanders’ when they witnessed
inappropriate language.

A core tenet of effective RSE is teaching not
just the ‘risks’ to avoid, but the skills to build
positive relationships. In line with a strengths-
based approach, Year 3 activities encouraged
teaching practical skills: how to communicate
boundaries, how to give and obtain consent
in real-life scenarios, how to handle rejection
or break-ups respectfully, and how to seek
help if something goes wrong. One school
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revised its Personal Development curriculum
to be more ‘strengths-based and positive -
not just avoidance of the negative’, explicitly
framing units under themes like ‘Healthy and
Positive Relationships’ (covering both online
and offline contexts). Lessons included role-
playing respectful dating scenarios, analysing
examples of healthy vs. unhealthy relationship
behaviours, and reinforcing where to get
support. Importantly, every lesson ended with
a ‘support slide’ listing designated safeguarding
staff and helplines, reinforcing help-seeking
pathways for students.

Despite the progress, the project was cognisant
of the gaps in evidence regarding what works
in relationships education. A systematic review
(Benham-Clarke et al., 2021) highlighted a
‘significant gap’ in high-quality research on the
outcomes of healthy relationship programmes.
Many programmes (often developed outside
the UK) have not been robustly evaluated
beyond short-term attitude changes, and

there is little longitudinal data on whether they
reduce harmful sexual behaviour or improve
relationship skills in the long run. This calls for
caution and ongoing assessment; the project
schools gathered feedback from students via
student voice sessions, with students reporting
that they value open, frank discussions - many
indicated they want more, not less, education
on these topics.

In general, student voice was a crucial
component throughout the project, predicated
on the idea that elevating student voice helps
ensure that prevention efforts are grounded in
the lived reality of young people and empower
students as active contributors to a safer
school culture rather than passive recipients.
Several schools conducted student focus
groups or surveys to get a candid picture of
the school climate around harmful sexual
behaviour. Students were asked where they
feel safe or unsafe, whether they trust staff

to handle issues, and what they think would
help. In one school, girls revealed that certain
corridors were notorious for groping during

crowded passing times, information that had
not reached staff before. In another, boys
expressed that they often heard sexist jokes
but didn't know whether they should speak
up. Armed with these insights, schools can
target interventions (e.g. increased monitoring
in specific areas, or a campaign encouraging
students to ‘call it out’ safely).

One noteworthy innovation was the potential
to trial an anonymous reporting app in

two schools, intended to allow students to
report harmful sexual behaviour incidents or
concerns via their phones, aimed at lowering
barriers to reporting. However, in this case, the
schools hesitated to fully implement the app,
citing concerns about managing anonymous
disclosures.
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3.3 Insights from school

callbacks

Since February 2022, we offered weekly
callback slots for schools via the Stop It Now
helpline, most of which were fully utilised
every month. At the time of writing, specialist
support has been provided to an additional
211 primary and secondary schools across
the UK. These interactions with schools

added much to the learning and outcomes of
the research. For example, in Year One, we
received numerous requests for support with
safety planning. This led to a collaboration with
the NSPCC to adapt an existing safety plan
template in line with what schools were asking
for. This template was made freely available on
LFF’s website and remains a key component
of the support offered to all schools. Other
resources stemming from school callback
requests include safety plans for young people
who have been harmed by someone else’s
sexual behaviour, and a range of bite-size and
twilight training sessions to accompany these
resources.

A thematic review of the support offered during
school callbacks was conducted over two
academic terms in 2024.

The headline insights were that during January
- July 2024:

¢ We provided support to an additional 66
schools beyond the scope of the action
research project

e 64% of calls came from mainstream and
special secondary schools, compared to
27% of calls from primary schools

e the majority of calls came from Designated
Safeguarding Leads (62%)

e /5% of calls focused on concerns regarding
individual students, while 21% were about
wider or whole-school issues

¢ in line with established research, harmful
sexual behaviour concerns peaked
between the ages of 13- 15 years

o 77% of calls related to concerns about
behaviour displayed by boys

Given that we did not widely promote the
school callback offer, this level of demand
highlighted the need for a more permanent
support service for education professionals
seeking advice on working with young people
who have displayed harmful sexual behaviour.
Such provision is not currently offered by

any other national organisation, leading to
geographical disparities in access to harmful
sexual behaviour support as local provision
varies. Please see section 5.2. for more
information on our commitment to establish a
permanent school callback service.
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4_ What we
recommend

4.1 Conclusions and
recommendations

The project confirmed and deepened the
understanding of what works - and what
remains challenging - when addressing harmful
sexual behaviour in real school contexts.

It reinforces national evidence, adds fresh
insights from practice and surfaces critical
considerations for implementation. The areas
of promising practice identified during the
second and third years of the project now
form the basis of the following conclusions and
corresponding recommendations.

1 Safeguarding the safeguarders

Teachers and safeguarding leads are on the
frontline of managing harmful sexual behaviour
in schools, and they need ongoing training,
emotional support and practical tools. Staff
confidence and consistency in response

are pivotal. When safeguarding leads and
educators felt equipped and supported,
students reported greater trust and school
cultures became more responsive.

Recommendation 1: Provide sustained
professional development, practical tools,
and support to teachers and safeguarding
staff, ensuring they are not working

in isolation. Our response to this
recommendation is outlined below in
Section 5.2.

2. A whole-school, public health
approach to prevention

Embracing a whole-school, public health
approach means school leaders and
policymakers should allocate time and
resources for cross-cutting prevention

work. This includes investing in staff training
(discussed further below), ensuring PSHE/RSE
curriculum time is protected, and developing
links with external experts (such as harmful
sexual behaviour support services or public
health professionals who can assist with
training). It also implies adopting school policies
that explicitly address sexual harassment and
harmful sexual behaviour - including clear
expectations for behaviour and a framework
for response - as part of the school’s
safeguarding and student wellbeing strategy.

Literature supports this direction: whole-school
strategies that embed healthy relationship
norms, increase adult visibility in unsupervised
areas and prioritise student voice have been
shown to shift school culture and reduce

the normalisation of sexual harm (Allnock &
Atkinson, 2019; Bragg et al., 2022). A public
health model enables both universal prevention
and targeted interventions and aligns with
contextual safeguarding approaches, which
recognise that harmful sexual behaviour is
shaped by environments and peer dynamics as
much as individual behaviour (Firmin & Lloyd,
2022).

Schools play a vital role in shaping prevention
but cannot bear the burden alone. The most
promising responses came when schools
viewed harmful sexual behaviour through a
public health lens - addressing root causes,
building a culture of safety and engaging across
systems.
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Recommendation 2: Encourage and resource
schools to adopt a whole-school, public health
approach to harmful sexual behaviour, with
support from external agencies and policy-
level backing to engage multiple stakeholders
and address underlying risk factors. This
requires clear leadership commitment and
policy support to encourage a shift from
reactive compliance to holistic prevention.

3. Moving from punitive to
restorative responses

Schools should review their behaviour and
safeguarding policies to ensure they allow

for restorative and educative responses to
harmful sexual behaviour in appropriate
cases, rather than mandating zero tolerance
in all instances. Training and guidance for staff
is crucial here - teachers and leaders need
the skills to facilitate difficult conversations,
mediate conflicts and involve parents
transparently in these processes. Staff may
initially lack confidence or worry about
‘getting it wrong’ with a restorative approach.
Providing scripts, tools (like the reflective
workbook), and perhaps access to external
restorative practitioners can build capacity.
Promising practices from the project include
the use of “6Rs” training (a framework for staff
on six steps: Recognise, Respond, Report,
Record, Risk-manage and Reflect), which gave
staff a structured approach from immediate
response through restoration. Another
promising practice is documenting outcomes
of restorative interventions to demonstrate
their effectiveness (e.g. logging when a student
successfully completes a reflection and doesn’t
repeat the behaviour of concern) or when a
harmed student reports satisfaction with the
resolution.

These data can help convey the value of
moving beyond pure punishment. This shift

in focus aligns with research highlighting that
overly punitive responses can deter disclosure,
particularly among victims who fear their peers
will face harsh consequences or among staff
who worry about escalating tensions (Lloyd

& Bradbury, 2022; Kor et al., 2023). The shift

to relational and restorative practice echoes
broader calls for trauma-informed safeguarding
and strengths-based education (Draugedalen,
2023), though it requires careful design to
remain survivor-centred and contextually
appropriate.

In terms of gaps, while restorative practices
are widely recommended in general school
discipline literature, there is limited research
focused specifically on their use in sexual
behaviour incidents. Cautious, context-

specific evaluation is needed to ensure that
such approaches are always victim-centred
and do not inadvertently minimise the harm.
Nonetheless, the trend in Year 3 suggests that a
relational approach, embedded within a caring
school ethos, can transform incidents into
teachable moments and reduce future harm - a
key goal of any preventative initiative (Lodi et
al., 2022).

Punitive, zero-tolerance approaches are often
ineffective or harmful. A shift toward restorative
and strengths-based approaches can lead

to more meaningful behaviour change and
reduced defensiveness among students.

Recommendation 3: Schools should be
supported to integrate restorative processes
and focus on promoting positive behaviour
(what we want to see, not just what to avoid).
This does not mean avoiding consequences,
but rather balancing accountability with
education and rehabilitation. Embed
restorative approaches within safeguarding
and behaviour policies, with safeguards to
ensure they remain survivor-centred and
proportionate.
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4. Promoting healthy and
positive masculinities

Schools and education authorities should
integrate healthy masculinity programmes as a
core component of harmful sexual behaviour
prevention. This can include professional
development for teachers on gender norms
and facilitation skills to engage boys, and
age-appropriate curriculum materials that
encourage reflection on masculinity and gender
stereotypes. Promising practices include
creating spaces for male students to discuss
these issues guided by a trained facilitator

or mentor. Another effective strategy is using
male role models - for example, bringing in a
respected male youth worker or coach to co-
lead sessions, which can help boys see positive
masculinity in action.

Critically, this work must be collaborative, not
isolating. Female staff and students should
help shape the conversation, both to avoid
reinforcing the idea that boys are uniquely
‘broken’, and to ensure the goal remains
relational: improving mutual respect and
social dynamics across the school. Masculinity
work is not about pathologising boys, but
about understanding how peer norms, social
pressures and emotional suppression can
contribute to both harmful behaviours and
boys’ own vulnerabilities.

Evidence supports this strengths-based,
participatory approach. Gender-transformative
interventions that encourage boys to question
harmful norms and adopt positive alternatives
have been shown to reduce sexist attitudes and
increase empathy (Pérez-Martinez et al., 2023).
Rather than relying on warnings or shaming
(‘'don’t be toxic’), these programmes work by
creating space for boys to reflect, connect and
develop pro-social identities.

Importantly, this aligns with research on social
norms and bystander intervention: studies
have shown that even where rates of active
intervention don’t rise, a reduction in harmful

sexual behaviour can result from shifts in what
is considered acceptable behaviour (Lombard
et al.,, 2021). In other words, changing peer
norms matters - if boys see that their peers

no longer endorse or reward disrespectful
conduct, those behaviours decline.

There is a clear need for more UK-specific
evaluated masculinity programmes in school
settings. While initiatives such as the Good Lad
Workshop offer promising models, they remain
relatively underdeveloped in terms of long-
term evaluation. The findings from this project
provide early evidence that a constructive
focus on positive masculinities can engage both
staff and students more effectively than deficit-
based or punitive narratives. Future evaluation
could build on this by tracking changes in
attitudes, reporting confidence, or school
climate metrics.

By equipping boys with tools to critically
examine masculine norms - and to define
respectful, relational masculinity on their

own terms - schools can address one of the
cultural foundations of gendered harm. As

part of a wider public health and whole-school
strategy, this work has the potential to not only
prevent harm but also to foster emotionally
literate, respectful young men who contribute
to safer, more equitable school environments.
It also avoids communicating the problematic
message that girls alone are responsible for
keeping themselves safe.

Boys are often overlooked in harmful sexual
behaviour prevention efforts, despite playing a
key role in both the problem and the solution.
When positively engaged, boys responded well
to discussions of masculinity and respectful
behaviour.

Recommendation 4: Integrate gender-
transformative education into RSE and
school culture, ensuring boys are included
constructively, and staff are supported to
lead these conversations.
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5. Strengthening healthy
relationships education and
student voice

Schools should ensure that Relationships and
Sex Education (RSE) is delivered regularly,
resourced adequately, and taught by confident,
trained staff. This includes integrating topics
such as consent, image-sharing, online harms
and bystander action into a sequenced,
spiral curriculum that builds skills as well as
knowledge. Effective RSE avoids abstract
instruction; it is scenario-based, grounded in
students’ lived experiences, and encourages
reflection on values and real-life dilemmas.

In the project, schools that embedded regular,
relationally-focused PSHE - rather than
occasional drop-down days - reported greater
student engagement and clearer links between
curriculum and school culture. Student voice
data reinforced this: young people want more
RSE, not less, and they value honest, practical
discussion over risk-focused or moralising
messages. Embedding key messages across
the curriculum and culture - not just PSHE
lessons - can help reinforce respectful norms.

Research supports this emphasis. Benham-
Clarke et al. (2021) found that while there

is a lack of long-term evidence on healthy
relationship programmes, there is a need

for consistent, relevant and participatory
education. Studies also show that participatory
RSE, when combined with student voice
mechanisms (e.g. surveys, focus groups),
increases student trust and ownership over
school climate (Bragg et al., 2022). Moreover,
when students see their feedback leading

to tangible changes - such as improved
supervision in unsafe areas or new reporting
routes - they are more likely to report concerns
and support prevention efforts.

Healthy relationships education also
contributes to broader safeguarding aims. By
equipping students with the language and skills
to express discomfort, set boundaries and seek
help, schools can create conditions for earlier
intervention and reduce harm. When paired
with active listening to student voice, this
approach becomes generative: it surfaces the
unseen dynamics of school life and positions
young people as partners in shaping safer,
more respectful environments.

Ultimately, healthy relationships education

is not simply a curriculum concern but a
foundation for school culture. It promotes
emotional literacy, peer solidarity and
respectful conduct - core components of both
prevention and wellbeing. Schools should
consider peer-led approaches (e.g. mentoring,
student campaigns), diverse teaching methods
and ongoing evaluation to ensure this work
stays relevant and impactful.

High-quality RSE, delivered in a consistent,
relevant and participatory way, is foundational.
Students want practical skills and safe spaces
to explore complex topics, and they value
when their views inform how issues are
addressed.

Recommendation 5: Strengthen RSE

provision through sustained curriculum time,
staff training, scenario-based learning and
structured opportunities for student voice
and feedback. Effective education on healthy
relationships and consent is a key part of
prevention. It needs to be relevant, continuous
and co-created with young people’s input.
Simply delivering the statutory minimum is not
enough - skills and attitudes matter as much
as knowledge.
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5_ What next?

5.1 Revisiting questions
from the first and
second-year interim
reports

In year one, we posed a series of questions

to consider in years two and three. Many of
these questions remained open for further
consideration in year three, but some answers
or partial answers emerged from year two’s
learning and were summarised within the
framework of our recommendations in the
second interim report.

Reflecting across the three years, it became
clear that preventing and responding to
harmful sexual behaviour in schools requires
an integrated, proactive and compassionate
strategy. A one-dimensional approach will

not suffice against a problem that is rooted

in peer dynamics, societal norms and gaps

in knowledge and confidence. The project’s
findings reinforce existing research and national
calls to action, while also contributing new
insights from on-the-ground experimentation in
schools.

Questions remain about how best to
effectively engage with parents and carers,
who can reinforce or undermine school-based
messages. When included as partners - for
example, through briefings or discussion
spaces - misunderstandings were reduced and
support increased. Further work is needed on
how to create structured avenues for parental
engagement in harmful sexual behaviour
prevention, ensuring alignment across home
and school, and demystifying restorative and
relational approaches.

5.2 Our next steps

School staff, students and parents have been
generous and open in their interactions with

us, sharing honest reflections and feedback.
This has generated a wealth of insights, some
of which we hope to have captured in our
reports - and still more that we are committed
to putting to further good use. We plan to
consolidate our learning into a safeguarding
workforce development programme, which will
address many of our recommendations.

Harmful Sexual Behaviour
Prevention Lead training

We have designed a one-day training
programme to equip safeguarding staff with the
knowledge, skills, confidence and support to
manage incidents of harmful sexual behaviour
and develop whole-school prevention plans.
The first module provides participants with

an evidence-based framework for managing
incidents, while the second enables them

to develop a personalised whole-school
prevention plan. Individual follow-up support
will be offered three to six months after the
training to assess how the prevention plan has
been implemented and to offer any further
support.

Peer support and resources will be available
to all training participants via an online hub
to cement their harmful sexual behaviour
prevention work. However, we acknowledge
that even after completing the training, there
will be some situations that are so complex
that staff need specialist advice and that to
successfully build capacity and confidence in
the education workforce, we need to support
schools to embed their post-training learning.
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Permanent school callback
service

We will continue to offer a dedicated school
callback service, provided through our Stop It
Now helpline, available to all UK schools.

Youth engagement and advocacy
work

The insights gained through our student voice
work have highlighted how much young people
want to be part of the solution. Supported by
the Paul Hamlyn Foundation, we have recently
launched a new youth participation project to
harness the power of young people’s voices

to improve our services and to effect wider
societal change by empowering young people
to campaign for the changes they care most
about.

Further research and policy
support

We need longer-term research on what
combinations of interventions best reduce
harmful sexual behaviour in schools.

Policies must also evolve - the current
government guidance emphasises zero
tolerance and a whole-school approach, but
schools need more clarity on implementation
and the flexibility to innovate. We will continue
to advocate on behalf of schools, students and
families to ensure that our learning influences
government policy and guidance.

School staff can find out more about all
of the services we offer at LFF, including
signposting to other organisations and
helpful resources, here on our schools’
webpage.
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