	
Introduction
This paper explores the increasing concerns to contemporary policing, of children and young people’s (C&YP) peer-on-peer sexual harassment (SH) and abuse, the cultural normalisation of such behaviour – which contributes significantly to the under-reporting of these crimes – and the impact such offending has on outcomes for girls. 
The challenge to policing is exacerbated by the ready availability of digital devices that create increased opportunities for harmful sexual behaviours to be prevalent in young communities. This challenge has increased exponentially since the Covid pandemic began.
Trust is an indispensable component of police legitimacy; however, the police may behave in ways that are counterproductive to the formation of trust. Therefore, policing must incorporate evidence-based approaches that are effective in developing the confidence and trust of our young communities, if C&YP are going to feel confident enough to report SH.
Effective approaches to the prevention of harm require a partnership approach and a commitment to systemic thinking and actions. This paper endorses that the police, along with other agencies, be guided by child- centred policies and evidence-based approaches, to delivering positive outcomes for children, exploiting interventions that are proven to prevent SH and abuse. 




Overview
[bookmark: _Hlk109315402]The scale of the challenge to contemporary policing from young people’s SH and peer-on-peer abuse came into sharp focus in 2021, with the publication by Estyn of a report that revealed that, like schools and colleges in England, SH in Wales was significantly prevalent and under reported. 
Estyn’s report (2021) on young people’s SH, should be viewed in the context of the wider public concern about violence against women, domestic abuse and sexual violence (VAWDASV), resulting from high- profile cases such as the kidnap, rape and murder of Sarah Everard in 2021. Viral online website campaigns, such as #MeToo and #Everyone’s Invited, have also spotlighted gender inequality and rape culture. Both campaigns offered anonymous online opportunities for people, to communicate about their experiences of SH and rape. To date, over fifty thousand, people, largely women and girls, have posted their experiences on the Everyone’s Invited website. Amongst the stories being told were ones by school-age young people, who reported experiences of SH and misogyny in their schools. Amid the educational settings named by victims of SH, 91 were in Wales.
Significantly, Ofsted (2021) recommended that multi- agency partners, “act as though SH and online sexual abuse are happening, even when there are no specific reports”. (p.4)
Estyn (2021) noted that 61% of females reported having personal experience of peer-on-peer SH and 82% reported seeing others experience it, the prevalence of this happening more frequently online and outside of school. (p.6)
The pervasiveness of sexual offences amongst the young, is also evident in the Office for National Statistics’ report (2020), which reveals that young men and women aged 16–19 years (2.9% and 12.9% respectively), were significantly more likely to be victims of sexual assault than any other age group.
Additionally, the All-Party Parliamentary Group for UN women (2021), commissioned a UK-wide survey on SH; it revealed that 71% of women of all ages in the UK have experienced some form of SH in a public space. Notably, this number rises to 86% among the younger category of 18–24-year-olds. 
A disproportionate number of women and girls do not report SH; consequentlyconsequently, many crimes go unreported, whilst many females remain unsupported survivors of such offences.
Two main reasons women of all ages cited for not reporting incidents are: “I didn’t think the incident was serious enough to report” and “I didn’t think reporting it would help”. (p.6)
Williams et al., (2022) additionally discovered that 81% of victims of sexual violence didn’t report because they didn’t think they would be believed. 
School-age young people cited the cultural normalisation of sexual behaviour as a reason for not reporting, or that SH complaints were not taken seriously and commented that there is a culture of “sweeping incidents under the rug”. (Estyn, 2021, p.26).
The Covid-19 pandemic further exacerbated the challenges to policing children and young people around SH, with particular concern around online abuse. Ofcom (2021) noted that in 2020, “nearly all children aged 5–15 went online” (p.1). This correlates with a sharp rise in risks from online sexual abuse.
The Internet Watch Foundation (2021) clarified that sexual abuse imagery of girls was increasingly being shared online, with 97% of child sexual abuse material identified showing female children. There is a 374% increase in self-generated images compared with pre-pandemic statistics in 2019. 
Hackett (2004) reported on the prevalence of peer-on-peer sexual abuse, which he notes accounts for between a fifth to a third of all child sexual abuse in the UK. This figure, taking into consideration the increase in self-abuse imagery, may now be even higher and closer to that reported by other authors such as Vizard et al. (2007), who proposed the figures for peer-on-peer abuse to be more like 30–50%, mostly committed by boys.
A draft Online Safety Bill proposes that platforms likely to be accessed by children will have a duty to protect children who use their services from legal but harmful material or content. Additionally, providers who publish or place pornographic content on their services will be required to prevent children from accessing that content. However, this Bill may not be ratified until 2024 and when passed will not address the prevalence of young people creating, possessing and sharing indecent images of children, nor the soliciting to do so by others. This kind of harmful online sexual behaviour demands more than legislation. It requires a policing crime prevention approach.
A closer look at SH and its impact
Welsh Government Guidance on SH defines C&YP SH as:
Unwanted conduct of a sexual nature by a child towards another child that can occur online and offline. SH is likely to: violate a child’s dignity, and/or make them feel intimidated, degraded or humiliated and/or create a hostile, offensive or sexualised environment. (p.6).
The South Wales Police and Crime Plan has a priority to tackle violence against women and girls in line with the VAWDASV (Wales) Act 2015, promoting early identification of all forms of violence against women and girls as key to keeping them safe, understanding that SH is also identified as an adverse childhood experience (ACE). Childhood, therefore, is an essential period of a girl’s life in which SH should be prevented.
Burn (2018) describes SH as occurring when: 
people are targeted by unsolicited sexual comments, gestures, or actions because of their actual or perceived gender, gender expression, or sexual orientation. (p.96) 
It is viewed as being part of a system in which there is a cultural normalising of sexual violence. Fitzgerald et al. (1997) identify three specific behavioural elements: gender harassment, unwanted sexual attention and sexual coercion. 
McMahon and Banyard (2012) prescribed that violence occurs on a continuum of abuse, with social norms or attitudes and beliefs existing to underpin violent behaviours. Unchallenged, these attitudes and beliefs result in micro-aggressions, through to unwanted sexual attention or harassment, rape and homicide.
As a pyramid, the higher these behaviours rise, the increasingly unlawful they are, and the lower in the pyramid, the more commonly they occur and the more socially acceptable. (See appendix 1)
Oram et al. (2017) stated that VAWDASV is a leading public health problem and 
a violation of human rights, which impairs, in particular, women’s rights to life, to freedom from torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatments or punishments, and to the highest attainable standards of physical and mental health. (p.159)
Khalifeh et al. (2015) found that 40% of female patients in contact with secondary mental health services had experienced rape or attempted rape as adults, and that 10% had experienced sexual violence in the previous 12 months. Worryingly, Hughes et al. (2019) reported that it is common for mental health professionals not to enquire about sexual violence. 
The Welsh Youth Parliament Emotional and Mental Health Support Committee (2020) revealed that there is a prevalence of mental health issues amongst young people, reporting that six in ten young people who answered a survey on their mental health acknowledged having problems every week. Half of these spoke about having no help at all. Whilst not every mental health problem experienced by young people is attributed to SH, where it is the case, the threshold for accessing children’s mental health services is such that many young people are unable to get professional help with their mental health needs in Wales. 
Welsh Parliament noted that: 
the impact of SH on some learners is so severe that not only does it affect their learning, but it affects their relationships, mental health, life prospects and can – in the most serious of cases – lead to self-harm and suicide. (2022, p.5)
Renold (2022) identified the victims of these experiences as girls, gender and sexual nonconforming young people, and LGBTQ+ young people. Consequently, support with building resilience and making it easier for children to speak about experiences of SH are essential for better long-term mental health outcomes for girls in Wales.
Approaches that build trust with C&YP
A police and partnership answer to vulnerability, The Early Action Together (EAT) programme, was established in 2018, with funding from the Home Office. This partnership, a public health approach to policing, adopts an ACE and trauma-informed (T-I) response to vulnerability. However, despite the overarching effectiveness of EAT as a cross-agency collaborative T-I approach to addressing vulnerability, and early identification of sexually abusive behaviours, the efficacy of the approaches to recidivism is still, according to Hardcastle et al. (2021), anecdotally reported and requires more research to better understand lasting changes in behaviour. They state that the effectiveness of the model’s approach 
is predicated on the right services being available at the right time and future research should also consider how some needs can be addressed without requiring such services, building on individual and community resilience. (p.35) 
Given that there is limited availability of mental health services to C&YP, building resilience in young people should be part of the police and partners’ response to peer-on-peer SH in Wales. Geraghty and Lyons (2020), citing Sipler and Reynolds (2017), describe resilience as “being able ‘to “bounce back” from tough times’, by having internal and external strengths to cope with difficulties” (p.5). They identify in the literature around resilience that to build resilience, young people need a relationship with at least one trusted adult; their basic needs met, such as a safe environment; healthy role models; help building self-efficacy, and emotional and behavioural management. They need to develop a sense of optimism and healthy social connections, with parents also needing help to build their own and their children’s resilience.
The National Police Chiefs’ Council’s strategy for Child Centred Policing (CCP) (2015) stipulates that those below the age of 18 be treated as children first in every interaction with police, in line with the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child. South Wales Police’s Children’s Charter (2019) promises to listen to children, taking their views, comments and complaints seriously. 
This in turn will assist WG in its wellbeing goals, as outlined in the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) in creating a healthier, more equal Wales.
Addressing the under reporting
If, as reports indicate, most young people are not reporting SH, policing needs to consider how well C&YP trust the police and other professionals who are working with them, so as to be confident enough to make these disclosures. 
O’Reilly, citing Skogan (2006) and Bradford et al. (2009), noted, “Confidence appears fragile; it tends to be damaged by any police contact.” (2022, p.3) 
Skogan (2006) explained that there was an asymmetry in the impact of encounters with the police. This means that ten positive contacts can be undermined by just one negative contact. Baumeister et al. (2001) also deduced that people are innately predisposed to recall negative events more freely than positive. This negativity bias is a realistic hypothesis for why there is an asymmetry in the public’s response to policing and in having trust and confidence. 
Literature presents that young people’s trust and confidence in the police is even more ‘fragile’ than adults (Flexon et al., 2009; Hinds, 2007) because of their frequency in coming into contact with the police, which creates opportunities for conflict (Loader, 1996; McAra and McVie, 2007, 2010). 
Sindall notes, however, that the literature does suggest that the “‘nature of interaction’ with the police can also alter youth perceptions”. (2017, p.347).
Empirical evidence in her research supports previous theoretical studies, which explore intergenerational transference of views and perspectives from parent to child (Jennings and Niemi, 1968; Moen et al., 1997; Solomon et al., 2008), and propose that children develop perspectives that closely align with those of their parents.
This can mean children having trust, or a lack of trust in the police. Therefore, it is useful to keep in mind that lack of trust may not necessarily be due to their own vicarious experience or peer group attitudes, but their family upbringing too. This suggests a need to make links with families.
However, she goes on to state that the literature also indicates that “fair processes and respectful treatment of young people can increase legitimacy and compliance with the law.” (2017, p.347)
Pósch (2021) builds on this notion of fair processes and respectful treatment of C&YP through the engineered approach of creating contact with them in the classroom. He reported that classroom engagement
significantly improved attitudes towards the police both short term and long term and also helped students to learn new concepts. The effects of the intervention were similar regardless of the gender or ethnicity of the participant, the diversity in the area where the pupil lived at, or previous experiences with the police. (p.5)
This evidence supports the CCP approach adopted in Welsh schools and co-funded by Welsh Government (WG) and the four Welsh police forces. The Wales Police Schools Programme (WPSP) in South Wales deploys 25 School Police Officers (SPOs) to work in all educational settings. The SPO equally divide their time between classroom-based deliveries and supportive policing, which involves the decriminalising of young people, wherever possible, using the School Crime Beat Policy.
Amongst the topics that these officers cover within primary and secondary school are inputs on SH and peer-on-peer abuse. Estyn (2021) noted these are topics that C&YP want outside agencies to deliver in schools. 
Evidence-based, Bystander Intervention (BI) training is a public health approach to SH prevention. SH sometimes occurs in the presence of others (bystanders) who can potentially challenge and stop SH behaviours, report incidents and support victims (Bowes-Sperry and O’Leary-Kelly, 2005; Nickerson et al., 2014). Casey and Ohler (2012), however, note that dynamically intervening in another’s violent or unacceptable behaviour is a difficult task even for appropriately trained adults. Scholars also note that there is limited research on adolescent bystander behaviour in the context of SH, and more research needs to be undertaken (Hawkins et al., 2001; Weisz and Black, 2008). Nevertheless, empirical evidence around understanding bystander behaviour, such as ‘The Theory of Planned Behavior’ (Ajzen,1991), is effective in understanding behaviour more in the context of attitudes and beliefs. McMahon and Banyard (2012) talk about primary prevention, which are lower-risk interventions for bystanders, such as challenging a misogynistic or sexually violent comment. They propose that addressing these micro-aggressions is essential for preventing increasingly violent behaviours.
Addis & Snowden (2021) reported that a spectrum of interventions was necessary to engage young people in addressing SH, thus reinforcing prosocial attitudes, beliefs and social norms. There is an increasing body of evidence that shows that active bystander training can change young people’s negative social norms, which perpetuate SH and violence. Bystander training upskills young people, through an established theory of change, to have the recognition, knowledge and skills to be able to challenge these harmful social norms among their peer group. However, there is currently very little funding available for evidence-based bystander training in Wales, although there are increasing calls for the primary prevention of SH and other forms of VAWDASV, through the Welsh Parliament (2022) response to the Estyn (2021) review. 
SPOs are well placed in their school settings to be a conduit for BI training. If trained themselves, they could deliver train the trainer sessions in schools with C&YP. Abdi and Simbar (2013) noted that peer-led interventions can empower young people’s learning significantly. Acquiring C&YP’s collaboration in addressing unhealthy cultures around SH is essential, as recommended by Welsh Parliament (2022), and has the potential to change the future culture around SH in Wales.
The combined elements of quality police educational packages around SH that dovetail with the new Relationships and Sexuality Education in Wales, and BI training that empowers C&YP to respond to instances of SH must also be supported by more effective policing practices around managing instances of online SH and in particular retrieving data from C&YP’s digital devices during enquiries.
C&YP are deeply hostile to the removal of their digital devices, and victims perceive this police action as particularly unjust; it is a key barrier to reporting. To build trust, the police need to ensure their policies do not unduly affect C&YP’s privacy beyond what is necessary, and that in instances where data from their digital devices needs to be downloaded, this should happen in a timely manner. One solution might be the use of digi-vans so that the process can be undertaken with minimum impact on C&YP. 
When there is opportunity to report things anonymously, as in the case of the #Everyone’s Invited campaign, women and girls felt more confident to communicate their concerns and experiences. The Fearless APP was designed with this intention at heart; however, it would appear C&YP are less aware of its existence and how it can support them. 
Conclusion
Peer-on-peer SH is endemic amongst young people in Wales. According to Estyn, girls, LGBTQ+ learners and learners with other non-normative characteristics and identities are particularly at risk. To change this, policing must tackle the phenomenon of under reporting of these offences, calling upon WG to help fund the development of SPOs as SH champions, trained to cascade BI approaches to C&YP in school settings, so that they might collaborate with the police in preventing SH within their communities, changing the culture around this kind of behaviour.
Building trust and confidence amongst young people requires a consistent and organisational commitment to a CCP approach in partnership with others. One important roadblock to trust is how the process of collecting digital evidence is managed by the police. Young people will more readily report online and digital SH offences against them if their devices were returned quickly. 
Extending the ways C&YP can report concerns around SH is also essential to encourage reporting. A sustained campaign of awareness of ‘Fearless’ should be promoted from primary age onwards. 
With reduced mental health services for C&YP due to budget cuts, building their resilience is crucial to counterbalance the impact that SH may have upon individuals. SPOs as role models and trusted adults, in partnership with schools, can help build resilience by helping create a safer environment. They can also help C&YP create and maintain healthy social connections using tools such as restorative solutions and curriculum inputs. The unresolved challenge is in engaging with parents in a more preventative context, as currently, the main thrust of their encounters with parents is around victimisation and offending behaviours of C&YP. One suggested approach would be promoting the SPO role through primary to secondary age transitional events, where the majority of parents are present. However, partnering with parents remains the weakest link in the policing of C&YP and requires innovative approaches in partnership with schools to solve this challenge. Engaging parents in addition to C&YP will ensure a more accelerated movement of change in preventing SH in Wales. 
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Figure 1: McMahon and Banyard (2012) Pyramid of Violence




