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Sibling Sexual Abuse 

Support for Practitioners 

What is Sibling Sexual Abuse (SSA)? 

The term 'sibling sexual behaviour' is the umbrella term that refers to any form of sexual behaviour between 
siblings. Not all sibling sexual behaviour may be abusive. Sibling sexual behaviours can be divided into 
three broad categories: 

• Normative sexual interactions between siblings (that which is within expected developmental norms).

• Inappropriate or problematic sexual behaviours between siblings (that which falls outside of
developmental norms and may cause harm).

• Sibling Sexual Abuse (SSA) - behaviour that causes 'sexual, physical and emotional harm including

sexually abusive behaviour which involves violence'.

(Yates and Allardyce 2021 )*

Defining a sibling? 

Children and families may identify a range of family members as siblings - including, and not limited to, 
half siblings, step siblings, cousins who have a sibling relationship with the child, or fostered and 
adopted siblings. 

Family context 

Sibling sexual abuse is complex, as the relationship between the children may not only have the negative 
aspect of the sexual abuse; there may be other elements of the relationship that are deemed as positive. 
Relationships are multi-layered and this needs to be acknowledged. This complexity makes sibling sexual 
abuse not only difficult to define but also complicates intervention planning. This complexity should be 
addressed and accounted for from the outset. 

Professionals need to be aware of the wide-reaching impact of SSA on the family and that their own 
response can impact on support and engagement. 



How can I support children, young people and families? 

• Have a balanced, proportionate, risk-based approach to reports of SSA to prevent the abuse being
ignored, minimised, denied or over catastrophised.

• Recognise that this is a whole family issue.

• Recognise that all genders can harm or be harmed through SSA.

• Recognise that parents may have conflicting feelings and emotions, feel torn and find it difficult to
balance the needs of all their children, alongside the perceived stigma attached to SSA.

• Ensure that both the child that has been harmed and the child causing harm get support.

• Use the correct terminology and language when discussing incidents of SSA.

• Support parents to develop trust with you as a professional and recognise that they may need support 
as well.

• Be aware of specialist services for CYP who have experienced SSA.

Impact on professionals 

The thought of sibling sexual abuse can raise many thoughts and feelings for all involved and this can 
include professionals supporting children and families. It is important to acknowledge that this can be 
challenging for professionals as they try to balance the needs of all involved. 

What do professionals supporting child, young person and families 
following SSA need? 

• An appropriate level of training on sexual abuse including sibling sexual abuse.

• Access to quality supervision and management.

• Know where to access support for CYP, families and themselves.



What support can be accessed? 

In the first instance any disclosures regarding abuse between siblings need to be referred to 
Children's Services. It is recognised that when CYP have experienced SSA an assessment is 
required. 
(Allardyce and Yates, 2018)** 

It is also important for practitioners to be aware of additional services in their area that can support CYP 
and families following disclosures of sexual abuse. 

How can we support you? 

During 2020-2022, Rape Crisis England & Wales (RCEW) carried out a ground-breaking project to 
support victims and survivors of recent and historic sibling sexual abuse. One of the outputs of the 
project (developed by Purple Leaf and University of Birmingham) was an assessment tool for practitioners 
working with children and young people affected by SSA. 

If you would like access to the sibling sexual abuse assessment tool, guidance and training or would 
like to talk to us about a referral or have a question about sibling sexual abuse please contact: 

enquiries@purpleleaf.org.uk 

*Yates, P. & Allardyce, S. (2021 ). Sibling sexual abuse: A knowledge and practice oveNiew. Centre of Expertise on Child 
Sexual Abuse: Barnardos 

*Allardyce, S. and Yates, P. (2018) Working with children and young people who have displayed Harmful Sexualised Behaviours. 
Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press. 
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