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Presentation Objectives

Participants will…

• Be able to differentiate between normative and problematic sexual behavior in 
children.

• Learn about common reactions to traumatic stress in children.

• Understand treatment decision making between the evidence-based PSB-CBT 
and TF-CBT models.

• Learn how to incorporate research supported treatment content for PSB into 
TF-CBT to reduce or eliminate trauma symptoms and problematic sexual 
behaviors in children
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Typical Sexual Development in Children



NCSBY.org

Typical Sexual Behavior

• Involve parts of  the body considered to be “private” or “sexual”
• Genitals, breasts, buttocks

• Other parts: Mouth, hands

• Are normally part of  growing up for many children and which most experts 
would not consider to be harmful

• Influenced by cultural and social factors
• Type of  behavior, frequency, etc. 

• See research by William Friedrich 
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Sexual Play Is…

• Exploratory

• Spontaneous

• Intermittent

• By mutual agreement

• With child of  similar age, size, and developmental level

• Not accompanied by anger, fear, and/or strong anxiety

Bonner, 1999, Chaffin et al., 2006; Silovsky, 2009, Silovsky & Bonner, 2003
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Problematic Sexual Behavior
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Problematic Sexual Behavior (PSB)

• Child(ren) initiated behaviors that involve body parts considered sexual or 
private
• Genitals, chest, hands, mouth, etc.

• Potentially harmful to self  and/or others
• Physical and/or emotional

• Developmentally inappropriate
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Guidelines for Determining if Sexual Behaviors are a 
Problem 

Bonner, 1995; Davies, Glaser, & Kossoff, 2000; 
Friedrich, 1997; Johnson, 2004; Larsson & Svedin, 2001
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Impact of Technology on Status of Sexual Behaviors

• Devices (most of  which have digital cameras)
• Smart phones, music players, personal/portable video game players, video game 

systems, miscellaneous items (pens, eye glass frames, etc.)

• Modalities
• Texting/chatting/instant messaging (text, image, video, audio)
• Social networking
• Email
• Blogging

• Child pornography vs. youth produced images
• Who is creating and distributing and what is the intent?
• Typical child sexual behavior strongly and adversely impacted; long-term 

consequences
• Are policies having the wrong impact?
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Origins of PSB

• Complex familial, historical, social, developmental, and perhaps, biological 
factors
• Trauma history

• Coercive Environment

• Family adversity and disruption

• Sexualized environment

Elkovitch, Latzman, Hansen, & Flood (2009); 

Friedrich (2007); Silovsky & Bonner (2003)
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Healthy boundaries 
supported & 

modeled

Protection from 
harm & trauma

Parental guidance & 
supervision

Open 
communication 

about feelings with 
a trusted adult

Successful 
experiences / skills

Healthy friendships

Adaptive coping 
skills

Supportive & 
Protective 

Factors Against 
PSB in Youth

Silovsky, 2015
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Problematic Sexual Behavior (PSB)

• Not a diagnosis. Instead, clinically concerning behaviors

• Often, co-occurring difficulties
• Trauma symptoms

• Disruptive behaviors (especially, younger children)

• Other internalizing difficulties (e.g., anxiety, depression)

• Developmental Delays

• Family adversity

• Does not necessarily infer origin or goal of  behavior
• Multiple origins and multiple goals.

• Continuum of  normal sexual development to sexual behavior problems
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Childhood Trauma and PTSD
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Childhood Trauma and PTSD

• Children who have experienced acute, chronic, or complex trauma frequently 
are diagnosed with PTSD. 

• According to the American Psychiatric Association, PTSD may be diagnosed 
in children who have:
• Experienced, witnessed, or been confronted with one or more events that involved 

real or threatened death or serious injury to the physical integrity of  themselves or 
others
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Childhood Trauma and PTSD

• Key symptoms of  PTSD

• Intrusion (e.g. nightmares, intrusive memories, re-enactment behaviors, dissociative 
reactions, distress at exposure to internal/external cues)

• Avoidance (thoughts, feelings, places, and people associated with the trauma) 

• Negative alternations in cognition/mood (e.g. negative beliefs about oneself  or the 
world, negative emotional state, anhedonia, detachment from others)

• Alterations in arousal/reactivity (e.g. irritability, self-destructive behavior, 
hypervigilance, difficulties with concentration, sleep disturbance)

Source: American Psychiatric Association. (2013). DSM-V ( 5th ed.). Washington DC: APA.
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Treatment for Children with 
Problematic Sexual Behavior
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Meta Analysis: Effective Practice Elements

• St. Armand, A., Bard, D., & Silovsky, J.F. (2008)

• Purpose to identify “what practice elements lead to greater reductions in PSB” 
in children

• Examined studies in which PSB were either primary or secondary target for 
treatment for children
• 11 studies identified

• 18 treatments evaluated 
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Meta Analysis: Effective Practice Elements

• What worked?
• Parenting/Behavior Parent Training (BPT) was the strongest component  to reduce PSB

• BPT occurred with rules about sexual behavior/boundaries, abuse prevention, and sex 
education

• Self-Control Skills for children

• What did NOT work?
• Practice elements that evolved from adolescent and adult sex offender treatments were not 

significant predictors

• PSB specific CBT and TF-CBT treatments effective in reductions in PSB
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OU Problematic Sexual Behavior – Cognitive Behavior 
Therapy (PSB-CBT)

• Treatment Program for Children with PSB and their caregivers

• Original Group Therapy developed by Drs. Bonner and Walker and Lucy Berliner

• 10 year outcomes for the Randomized Clinical Trial – official arrests or reports of  
PSB
• 2% recidivism for PSB-CBT

• 11% recidivism for the play therapy group

• 3% rate for children who had disruptive behavior but no PSB

Carpentier, Silovsky, Chaffin (2006)
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Does Therapy Work with Children with PSB?

Success Rates

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
12 Sessions: Caregiver & Child

98%
Dynamic Play Therapy

12 Sessions: Caregiver & Child

89%
10 Year Follow-Up Data: Carpentier, Silovsky, & Chaffin (2006)
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Does Therapy Work with Children with PSB?

Rates of Future PSB Compared to Children with No Known PSB

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
12 Sessions: Caregiver & Child

98%
Comparison Group

97%
10 Year Follow-Up Data: Carpentier, Silovsky, & Chaffin (2006)
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Treatment for Children with Trauma-
Related Symptoms
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TF-CBT

• Children, age 3-18, with known trauma history- single or multiple, any type 

• Children with prominent trauma symptoms (PTSD, depression, anxiety, 
with or without behavioral problems)

• Treatment settings: clinic, school, residential, home, inpatient
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TF-CBT Structure 

• 8 – 25 sessions 1 to 1 ½ hour weekly sessions
• Each session is divided into individual child and parent sessions (roughly 

50% each)
• Combined parent-child time in some to many sessions

• Improved PTSD, depression, anxiety, shame and behavior problems 
• Improved parental distress, parental PTSD,  parental support, and parental depression 
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TF-CBT

Psychoeducation and Parenting Skills

Relaxation

Affective Modulation

Cognitive Coping

Trauma Narration/Cognitive Processing

In Vivo Desensitization

Conjoint Parent-Child Sessions

Enhancing Future Safety and Development
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General Areas for Focused PSB/Trauma Assessment
• Concerning sexual behaviors*

• For older children, young adolescents – history of  personal sexual development

• Trauma history and symptoms, exposure to sexualized materials*

• Social, family

• Medical/developmental

• Academic/school

• Emotional and behavioral functioning, current behavior management plan*

• Therapy, psychotropic medication

• Follow up with more intense assessment as needed.
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History of PSB: Getting Details

• What happened and where

• Who was involved

• When did the event(s) happen
• Duration – when was first and last incident 
• Frequency – how often in a day, week, 

month

• Use of  force, coercion, and/or 
aggression

• Who’s idea was it and from where did 
idea come

• Other child’s response

• How did adults learn of  sexual 
behavior

• Caregiver’s response

• Understanding of  behavior



NCSBY.org

Child Sexual Behavior Inventory, 
3rd Edition (CSBI)

• Developed by William Friedrich (1997)

• Designed for children ages 2-12

• Developed age and gender norms

• 38 items regarding the frequency of  sexual behaviors that occurred within the last six months
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Assessing Trauma Symptoms

• Trauma type

• Who, what, when, where

• Reported? 

• Outcome of  investigation(s)

• Gather information on possible trauma 
symptoms

• Prior diagnoses and/or treatment for 
trauma symptoms

• Measures
• Trauma Symptom Checklist for Children 

(TSCC)

• Trauma Symptoms Checklist for Young 
Children (TSCYC)

• Child PTSD Symptom Scale (CPSS)

• Child and Adolescent Trauma Screen 
(CATS)
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Assessing Other Concerns

• Identify concerning behaviors, caregiver support, and/or other symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety)

• Who, what, when, where

• Caregiver support and/or stress

• Function of  behavior
• Antecedents, outcomes

• Interventions attempted and outcomes
• Parental interventions / behavior management strategies
• Professional intervention (including previous diagnoses)

• Measures
• Behavior Assessment System for Children (BASC); Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)
• Family Strengths, Skills, and Support Scale (FSSSS); Parenting Stress Index (PSI)
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Clinical Decision Making: What Should I Do First?
• Considerations for PSB

• Safety issues

• Responsive to parental interventions

• Aggressive, coercive, force

• Impact on others

• Boundary issues

• Interfering with functioning

• Considerations for trauma-focused
• Trauma history/background

• Trauma symptoms
• Particularly, re-experiencing symptoms

• Interfering with functioning
• Level of  distress associated with the trauma

 How much is reminders of  their own trauma the primary trigger for 
the child breaking sexual behavior rules?

 What protective, safety, and support factors need bolstering?
 Other factors:  Family and system preferences and priorities
 Not one treatment or another
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Identifying Collateral Sources

• Family members

• Child Protection Services

• Juvenile Justice

• Law enforcement

• Schools, daycares

• Other providers

• Child Advocacy Center

• Victim and family
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Obtaining Information

• Who to contact and for what

• What to disclose

• Incorporating information into the assessment                                                                                
and reports

• Ongoing communication

• Ongoing collaboration among all
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TF-CBT

Psychoeducation and Parenting Skills

Relaxation

Affective Modulation

Cognitive Coping

Trauma Narration/Cognitive Processing

In Vivo Desensitization

Conjoint Parent-Child Sessions

Enhancing Future Safety and Development

Psychoeducation about PSB

Sexual Behavior Rules & Boundaries

Safety Planning for PSB

Behavior Parent Training

Feelings

Relaxation

Self-Control

Social Skills

Abuse Prevention

Sexual Education

Impact on Others*

PSB-CBT
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Treatment Planning: What Should I Do First?

• Think  NOT one treatment or another

• Assessment and decision making is an ongoing process throughout treatment

• Many factors can influence the decision making process
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Implementing TF-CBT for Children 
with PSB
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Considerations within treatment

• Be mindful of  family’s personal 
values around sexual behavior

• Is the behavior reportable?

• Child discomforts?

• Caregiver discomforts?

• Other engagement factors?
• Caregivers’ own trauma history

• Impact on siblings

• Level of  disbelief

• Caregivers’ emotional response

• Therapist discomforts?
• Behavior parent training

• Sex education

• Directly talking about PSB

• Belief  in myths about children with 
PSB
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Implementing TF-CBT for Children with PSB

Psychoeducation
Parenting Skills

Relaxation

Affective Modulation

Cognitive Coping

Trauma Narration/Cognitive Processing

In Vivo Desensitization

Conjoint Parent-Child Sessions

Enhancing Future Safety and Development

Psychoeducation and Enhancing Current Safety
Parenting Skills and Enhancing Current Safety

Relaxation

Affective Modulation

Cognitive Coping

Trauma Narration/Cognitive Processing

In Vivo Desensitization

Conjoint Parent-Child Sessions

Enhancing Future Safety and Development
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Psychoeducation and Enhancing Current Safety
• Psychoeducation for trauma to include education about trauma and trauma 

symptoms while continuing gradual exposure

AND

• Psychoeducation for PSB and Enhancing Current Safety, to include:
• Identification of  private parts
• Teaching sexual behavior rules
• Teaching boundaries 
• Developmentally appropriate sex education which could include anatomical names of  private 

parts, functions of  private parts, reproduction, and puberty
• Development of  problematic sexual behaviors (Caregivers)
• Guidelines for determining if  a sexual behavior is problematic (Caregivers)
• Guidelines for supervision and safety (Caregivers)
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Rules about Sexual Behavior

• Preschool Private Part Rules:
• No touching other people’s private parts.

• No other people touching your private 
parts.

• No showing private parts to other people.

• No looking at other people’s private parts.

• No touching your own private parts when 
other are there or
• Touching your own private parts when you are 

alone is okay.

• School-Age Sexual Behavior Rules
• It is not okay to look at other people’s 

private parts.

• It is not okay to show other people your 
private parts.

• It is not okay to touch other people’s 
private parts.

• It is okay to touch your private parts as 
long as you are in private and do not take 
too much time.

• It is not okay to use sexual language.

• It is not okay to make other people feel 
uncomfortable with your sexual behavior.
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Teaching Boundaries to Children

• Hula/Bubble Space

• Arm’s length

• Special Handshake

• Assertiveness

• “Mother May I”

• Greetings
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Sex Education for Families

• Appropriate people, times, and places for child to discuss sex education
• Reasons peers and media are not appropriate informants

• Reinforcing caregivers’ values

• Appropriate interactions with others
• Friendships, intimacy, trust, romance
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Identifying PSB in Children

• Address basic sexual development in children to give foundation
• Taking Action booklet or handouts available at www.NCSBY.org to guide conversation

• Overview of  PSB in children
• How to identify concerning sexual behaviors

• Development of  problematic sexual behaviors

• Understanding the sexual behavior rules
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Making Safe Places for Children with PSB

• Close SUPERVISION including technology supervision

• Youth not placed in charge of  other children

• Bathe and sleep alone

• No exposure to sexual material

• Maintain adults’ privacy

• Appropriate modesty

• Communicate clear rules about privacy

• Include all members of  the family
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Parenting Skills

• Parenting Skills and Enhancing Current Safety implementation to include:
• Behavior management skills (e.g., praise, behavior charts, consequences) 

• Application of  behavior management skills to sexual and non-sexual problematic 
behavior.

• Utilization of  parenting skills for response and prevention of  problematic sexual behavior

• Engagement of  caregivers to see PSB as a behavior that they can change by reinforcing 
appropriate behavior and having clear rules and consequences to breaking the rule.

• Cognitive processing (as needed) and implementation of  consequences/boundaries for 
children with trauma history and caregivers’ reluctance in doing so
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Response to PSB

• Stop the behavior if  in progress and get kids safe

• Try to calm yourself, then:
• Gather information with open-ended questions

• Provide relevant rules around behavior

• Provide developmentally appropriate education

• Consequences as needed 

• Safety plan and prevention strategies for the future 
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Prevention

• Supervision, Supervision, Supervision
• Family rules

• Redirection and distraction
• Activities that use up energy

• Activities that take attention away

• Activities to avoid

• Cue and reminders

• Application of  behavior management skills to problematic behavior
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Relaxation

• Relaxation as a tool for managing trauma-related symptoms and other difficult 
situations

• Utilized in decision making

• Maintaining sexual behavior rules

• Deep breathing

• Progressive muscle relaxation

• Others?
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Affective Modulation

• Address feelings identification for the purposes of  skill utilization.
• Following sexual behavior rules

• Increasing awareness and coping with trauma reminders while decreasing tendency to 
avoid.

• Children that have broken sexual behavior rules generally break these rules 
when experiencing heightened levels of  emotion

• Curiosity

• Anger

• Excitement

• Boredom

• Confusion
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Cognitive Coping

• TF-CBT typically utilizes cognitive triangle for teaching relationship between 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 
• No processing of  trauma related cognitive distortions during this component

• PSB-CBT uses a set of  steps for children to work through

• Utilized across both treatment models to:
• Help in decision making

• Increase awareness of  consequences

• Emotion management

• Pre-cursors for important pieces of  treatment:
• Trauma narrative/cognitive processing

• Acknowledging PSB, impact on others, apology
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Trauma Narration/Cognitive Processing

• Proceed as normal with some additional things to think about:
• Developmental impact on Trauma Narration and Cognitive Processing component

• Inclusion of  problematic sexual behavior

• Guided reconsideration for thoughts of  shame related to problematic sexual behavior

• Sexual vs. non-sexual trauma
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Acknowledging PSB and Impact on Others

• For some youth, including the PSB component that addresses
• Acknowledging the PSB in a manner that       shame

• Explore and better understand impact on others

• Discuss PSB and ability to prevent in the future with caregivers

• Address PSB with siblings or other family members and receive support from caregivers

• Factors that impact decisions on the need for this component
• Age and cognitive functioning of  the youth

• Interpersonal nature of  the PSB

• Impact on others (other children, caregivers, family members, other people)

• Progress with the trauma narrative

• Level of  shame about trauma, shame about PSB, sense of  guilt and responsibility

• Perceptions of  caregivers

• Progress of  family members impacted by PSB
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In Vivo Desensitization

• Continue what you are doing for feared situation(s) to gain mastery over trauma reminders

• For PSB, gradual exposure to real-life situations with support while gradually decreasing 
supervision (Allen, 2017)
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Conjoint Parent/Child Sessions

• Use conjoint sessions throughout treatment to:
• Increase communication

• Enhance relationship

• Share psychoeducational knowledge

• Practice skills

• Acknowledge impact of  trauma and PSB

• Share progress

• Heal!
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Enhancing Future Safety and Development
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Enhancing Future Safety Skills for Children

• Preparation for future trauma reminders

• Additional preparation for safety and prevention of  PSB

• Additional abuse prevention

• Any remaining sex education
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Enhancing Future Safety Skills for Children

• No-Go-Tell strategy

• Boundaries

• Assertiveness

• Confident body language

• Peer pressure
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Enhancing Future Safety for Caregivers

• Not just “stranger danger”

• Additional safety planning

• Appropriate dating/healthy relationships

• Internet/Electronic Monitoring

• STOP IT NOW! as resource
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“Children are like sponges,” writes Johnson (2009), “They absorb 

the behavior, values, attitudes, and feelings of  those around them. 

The youth who have learned these behaviors, attitudes, and feelings 

can learn new, more beneficial behaviors. It’s crucial to remember 

that these worrisome sexual behaviors are just developing. No 

deeply rooted patterns have been set.  And children change rapidly 

as they grow up.  They are malleable and can absorb healthy 

attitudes, behaviors, and feelings about sex and sexuality.
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Providing a sexually healthy and safe environment is essential for 

the future development. With treatment and community-based 

supervision and monitoring, recidivism can be reduced, victims can 

heal, and parents/caregivers can be empowered to help continue 

this shift toward health and wholeness, working on the front lines 

with their children and families.” 

Toni Cavanaugh Johnson, Ph.D. (2009)
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Questions?
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PROFESSIONAL RESOURCES^
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National Center on the Sexual Behavior of Youth

• Mission:  Promote better lives, through better choices by youth, caregivers, and professionals for healthier 
responses to and prevention of  problematic sexual behavior of  youth. 

• NCSBY provides national training and technical assistance to improve the accessibility and strategic use 
of  accurate information about the nature, incidence, prevalence, prevention, treatment, and management 
of  children and adolescents with problematic sexual behavior.

• Website includes resources and sections designed for caregivers and professionals.  
• Topics include definitions, causes, treatment intervention and efficacy, safety planning, implications for public policy, 

and more.
• News, websites, factsheets, bibliography, and other resources are readily available.

www.NCSBY.org
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National Children’s Alliance

• To achieve their goals of  healing, justice, and prevention, NCA developed this video training 
series and fact sheets to support CACs addressing this issue and serving youth with problematic 
sexual behaviors (PSBs), their victims, and families.

http://www.nationalchildrensalliance.org/psb
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Association for the 
Treatment of Sexual Abusers
• ATSA was founded to foster research, facilitate information exchange, further professional 

education and provide for the advancement of  professional standards and practices in the field 
of  sex offender evaluation and treatment.

www.atsa.org
• Taskforce Report on Children with Sexual Behavior Problems – Downloadable at: 

http://www.atsa.com/pubRpt.html
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The National Child 
Traumatic Stress Network
• NCTSN Mission:  To raise the standard of  care and improve access to services for children, 

their families, and communities throughout the United States.

• Publications and other information for parents and caregivers as well as professionals on trauma

• Fact sheets on children with PSB collaboratively developed with NCSBY

www.nctsn.org
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California Evidence-Based 
Clearinghouse for Child Welfare 

• The mission of  the California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare (CEBC) 
is to advance the effective implementation of  evidence-based practices for children and 
families involved with the child welfare system.

• Searchable database of  child welfare related programs.

• Description and information on research evidence for specific programs.

www.cebc4cw.org
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Indian Country Child Trauma Center (ICCTC)

The mission of  the ICCTC is to improve treatment and services for 
Native children and adolescents in Indian Country who have 
experienced traumatic events.  Originally, a member of  the National 
Child Traumatic Stress Network funded by SAMHSA

• Honoring Children, Respectful Ways

• A treatment program for American Indian/Alaska Native children 
with PSB

• Adapted with Lorena Burris, Ph.D.

• NCSBY’s fact sheets modified for parents

www.icctc.org
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Online Introductory Training in 
Trauma-Focused Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy 

• Recently updated to 2.0

• Acquire 11 continuing education units

• Cost is $35 – a worthy investment!

https://tfcbt2.musc.edu
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TF-CBT Manual & Book
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