Problematic Sexual Behavior among Children and Youth:
Considerations for Reporting, Assessment, and Treatment
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report provides a review the literature regarding problematic sexual behavior (PSB) among children and
youth with a focus on best practices in how clinical and non-clinical professionals can effectively respond.
First, Section I provides insight for non-mental health professionals who work with children and youth (e.g.,
teachers, child care personnel, youth development specialist). This section reviews four types of sexual
behaviors among children and youth, including developmentally normative, cautionary, problematic, and
severe sexual behaviors. Assessment questions are provided to care professionals to assist in determining the
severity of PSB and how to respond when PSBs are observed. Additionally, thresholds for reporting PSB are
reviewed. A report to authorities is warranted when:
- behaviors involve significant harm or exploitation, and
- hey are characterized as serious (i.e., problematic or severe) or persistent.
Next, Section II reviews various intervention approaches for addressing and treating children and youth with
PSB. This section provides strong rationale for the use of therapeutic treatment, when warranted, as opposed
to labeling children as criminal offenders. Several therapy models for treating PSB among children and youth
are reviewed and information is presented regarding treatment effectiveness and training requirements for
mental health professionals. Then, we review specific treatment elements that have been associated with
declines in PSB. They include:
- Behavior parent training
- Teaching rules about sexual behavior to children, youth, and families
- Sex education
- Abuse prevention skills
- Self-control skills
- Family involvement in treatment
Finally, Section III concludes the report with treatment considerations for clinicians who are assessing and
working with children and youth with PSB. This section begins with a discussion of the etiology of PSBs
as well as comorbidity considerations. Then, tools for mental health professionals are provided, including
several assessments for screening child and youth sexual behavior. Throughout the assessment and
treatment process, clinicians are encouraged to utilize a multidisciplinary model of treatment for PSB that
emphasizes collaboration and engagement with agencies and individuals involved in the situation. Examples
of collaborative organizations include: schools, other mental health professionals, the State’s department
focused on children and families, and law enforcement.
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