
Information for Parents and Caregivers

Sexual Development and Behavior in Children
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		  When you open the door to check on the kids, you find them sitting on the 			 
		  floor with their panties off, pointing at and touching each other’s genitals.

				    What do you do?

Every day, parents around the world are faced with situations like this. Being caught off-guard by 
young children’s self-exploration and curiosity about body parts and sexual issues is one of the 
uncomfortable realities of parenting, and can raise a host of troubling questions, such as, “Is my 
child normal?” “Should I be worried?” “What should I say?”
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Very young and preschool-aged children (four or younger) are naturally immodest, and may display 
open—and occasionally startling--curiosity about other people’s bodies and bodily functions, such 
as touching women’s breasts, or wanting to watch when grownups go to the bathroom. Wanting to be 
naked (even if others are not) and showing or touching private parts while in public are also common in 
young children. They are curious about their own bodies and may quickly discover that touching certain 
body parts feels nice. (For more on what children typically do at this and other ages, see Table 1.) 

As children age and interact more with other children (approximately ages 4–6), they become more 
aware of the differences between boys and girls, and more social in their exploration. In addition to 
exploring their own bodies through touching or rubbing their private parts (masturbation), they may 
begin “playing doctor” and copying adult behaviors such as kissing and holding hands. As children 
become increasingly aware of the social rules governing sexual behavior and language (such as the 
importance of modesty or which words are considered “naughty”), they may try to test these rules by 
using naughty words. They may also ask more questions about sexual matters, such as where babies 
come from, and why boys and girls are physically different. (For more, see Table 1.)

Table  1: Common Sexual Behaviors in Childhood1, 3, 6
Age Uncommon/Problematic Behaviors

Preschool 
children
(less than 
4 years)

Exploring and touching private parts, in public and in private■■
Rubbing private parts (with hand or against objects)■■
Showing private parts to others■■
Trying to touch mother’s or other women’s breasts■■
Removing clothes and wanting to be naked■■
Attempting to see other people when they are naked or undressing (such as in the ■■
bathroom)
Asking questions about their own—and others’—bodies and bodily functions ■■
Talking to children their own age about bodily functions such as “poop” and “pee”■■

Young 
Children
(approximately 
4-6 years)

Purposefully touching private parts (masturbation), occasionally in the presence of others■■
Attempting to see other people when they are naked or undressing■■
Mimicking dating behavior (such as kissing, or holding hands)■■
Talking about private parts and using “naughty” words, even when they don’t understand ■■
the meaning
Exploring private parts with children their own age (such as “playing doctor”, “I’ll show you ■■
mine if you show me yours,” etc.)

School-Aged 
Children
(approximately 
7-12 years)

Purposefully touching private parts (masturbation), usually in private■■

Playing games with children their own age that involve sexual behavior (such as “truth or ■■
dare”, “playing family,” or “boyfriend/girlfriend”)

Attempting to see other people naked or undressing■■

Looking at pictures of naked or partially naked people■■

Viewing/listening to sexual content in media (television, movies, games, the Internet, ■■
music, etc.)

Wanting more privacy (for example, not wanting to undress in front of other people) and ■■
being reluctant to talk to adults about sexual issues

Beginnings of sexual attraction to/interest in peers■■
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Once children enter grade school (approximately ages 7–12), their 
awareness of social rules increases and they become more modest 
and want more privacy, particularly around adults. Although self touch 
(masturbation) and sexual play continue, children at this age are 
likely to hide these activities from adults. Curiosity about adult sexual 
behavior increases—particularly as puberty approaches—and children 
may begin to seek out sexual content in television, movies, and 
printed material. Telling jokes and “dirty” stories is common. Children 
approaching puberty are likely to start displaying romantic and sexual 
interest in their peers. (For more, see Table 1.)

Although parents often become concerned when a child shows 
sexual behavior, such as touching another child’s private parts, these 
behaviors are not uncommon in developing children. Most sexual play 
is an expression of children’s natural curiosity and should not be a 
cause for concern or alarm. In general, “typical” childhood sexual play 
and exploration: �    
   �

Occurs between children who play together regularly and know each other well■■
Occurs between children of the same general age and physical size■■
Is spontaneous and unplanned■■
Is infrequent■■
Is voluntary (the children agreed to the behavior, none of the involved children seem 			 ■■

	 uncomfortable or upset)
Is easily diverted when parents tell children to stop and explain privacy rules■■

Some childhood sexual behaviors indicate more than harmless curiosity, and are considered sexual 
behavior problems. Sexual behavior problems may pose a risk to the safety and well-being of the 
child and other children. (For more on this topic, see the National Child Traumatic Stress Network’s 
factsheet, Understanding and Coping with Sexual Behavior Problems in Children: Information for 
Parents and Caregivers at http://nctsn.org/nctsn_assets/pdfs/caring/sexualbehaviorproblems.pdf.) 
Sexual behavior problems include any act that:

Is clearly beyond the child’s developmental stage (for example, 	■■
	 a three-year-old attempting to kiss an adult’s genitals)

Involves threats, force, or aggression■■
Involves children of widely different ages or abilities (such as 		■■

	 a 12-year-old “playing doctor” with a four-year-old)
Provokes strong emotional reactions in the child—such as 		 ■■

	 anger or anxiety

Responding to Sexual Behaviors

Situations like the one described at the beginning of this handout can be unsettling for parents. 
However, these situations also offer excellent opportunities to assess how much children understand 
and to teach important information about sexual matters.

The first step is to try to figure out what actually happened. To do this, it’s important to stay calm. 
Staying calm will allow you to make clear decisions about what you say and/or do, rather than acting 
on strong emotions. 
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Coping with Your Own Reactions 
To remain composed, try taking a long, deep breath, counting to ten, or even closing the door and 
stepping away for a couple of minutes before saying anything. In the case described above, a parent 
might calmly tell the children that it’s time to get dressed and then ask each child to go to a different 
room in the house. After taking a few moments to collect his or her thoughts—and to consult with a 
spouse or partner if feeling very unsettled— the parent could then talk to each child one-on-one. 

When talking to children about sexual behaviors, it’s important to maintain a calm and even tone of 
voice and to ask open-ended questions
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Table 3: Additional Resources for Communicating with Children About Sexual Issues

For You

Books Haffner, Debra W. (2008). From diapers to dating: A parent’s guide to raising sexually healthy 
children-- from infancy to middle school, 2nd edition. New York: Newmarket Press.

Author Debra Haffner provides practical advice and guidelines to help you talk to children and 
early adolescents about sexuality. Includes techniques to identify and examine your own sexual 
values so that you can share these messages with your children.

Hickling, Meg. (2005). The new speaking of sex: What your children need to know and when they 
need to know it. Kelowna, BC, Canada: Wood Lake Publishing, Inc.

This update of the bestselling More Speaking of Sex is packed with no-nonsense, accurate, 
and gently funny information on sexuality and sexual health. Author Meg Hickling dispels 
misconceptions and unhealthy beliefs about sex, provides guidelines on how to talk with children 
at various stages of their development, and offers examples of how to answer tough questions.

Roffman, Deborah M. (2002). But how’d I get in there in the first place? Talking to your young child 
about sex. New York: Perseus Publishing.

Sexuality and family life educator Deborah Roffman provides clear, sensible guidelines on how 

http://www.cfchildren.org/issues/abuse/touchsaferules/
http://www.cfchildren.org/issues/abuse/touchsafety/
http://www.familiesaretalking.org
http://www.lafamiliahabla.org
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Parents play a pivotal role in helping their children develop healthy 
attitudes and behaviors towards sexuality. Although talking with 
your children about sex may feel outside your comfort zone, there 
are many resources available to help you begin and continue the 
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