
Age-Appropriate Sexual Behavior 

It can be hard to acknowledge that all of us, even children, are sexual beings, 
have sexual feelings and are curious about sex and sexuality. Children’s 
curiosity can lead to exploring their own and each other’s body parts by 
looking and touching. 
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It can be hard to tell the difference between “normal” sexual behaviors an
behaviors that are signs that a child may be developing a problem. Sexu
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following traits: 

• The sexual play is between children who have an ongoing mutually
enjoyable play and/or school frie

• The sexual play is between children of similar size, age, and social and
emotional development.

• It is lighthearted and spontaneous. The children may be giggling and
having fun when you discover them.
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Preschool age (0 to 5 years) 

Common: 
• Will have questions and express knowledge relating to:

o differences in gender, private body parts,
o hygiene and toileting,
o pregnancy and birth.

• ill explore genitals and can experience pleasur
• Showing and looking at private

W

Uncommon: 
• Having knowledge of specific sexual acts or explicit sexu
• Engaging in adult-like sexual contact with other ch

School-age (6-8 years) 

Common: 
• ill need W

o physical development, relationships, sexual behavior
o menstruation and pregnancy,
o personal values.

• Experiment with same-a
or role-playing.

• Self stim
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Uncommon: 

• Adult-like sexual interactions,
• Having knowledge of specific sexual acts,
• Behaving sexually in a public place or through the use of phone or internet technology.

School-age (9-12 years) 
Hormonal changes and external influences, such as peers, media and Internet, will increase sexual 
awareness, feelings and interest at the onset of puberty. 

Common: 
• Will need knowledge and have questions about

o Sexual materials and information,
o Relationships and sexual behavior,
o Using sexual words and discussing sexual acts and personal values, particularly with peers.

• Increased experimentation with sexual behaviors and romantic relationships.
• Self stimulation in private is expected to continue.

Uncommon: 
• Regularly occurring adult-like sexual behavior .
• Behaving sexually in a public place.

Adolescence (13 to 16) 

Common: 
• Will need information and have questions about

o Decision making
o Social relationships and sexual customs
o Personal values and consequences of sexual behavior.

• Self stimulation in private is expected to continue.
• Girls will begin menstruation; boys will begin to produce sperm.
• Sexual experimentation between adolescents of the same age and gender is common.
• Voyeuristic behaviors are common in this age group.
• First sexual intercourse will occur for approximately one third of teens.

Uncommon: 
• Masturbation in a public place.
• Sexual interest directed toward much younger children.

What you can do if you see warning signs:  

• Create a Safety Plan (www.stopitnow.org/safety_plan). Don’t wait for “proof” of child sexual abuse.

• Look for patterns of behavior that make children less safe. Keep track of behaviors that concern you. This Sample Journal Page can 
be a helpful tool. www.stopitnow.org/journal_entry

• See our Let’s Talk Guidebook for tips on speaking up whenever you have a concern.

• If you have questions or would like resources or guidance for responding to a specific situation, visit our Online Help Center: 
www.stopitnow.org/gethelp.
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