
 
Appendix 8 

SEXTING 
 

What is sexting?  
 
Sexting is the exchange of self-generated sexually explicit images, through mobile picture 
messages or webcams over the internet. 
 
Sexting is often seen as flirting by children and young people who think that it's part of normal 
life. 
 
Often, incidents of sexting are not clear-cut or isolated; schools may encounter a variety of 
scenarios.  Sexting incidents can be divided into two categories – aggravated and 
experimental: 
 
Aggravated incidents of sexting involve criminal or abusive elements beyond the creation of 
an image. These include further elements, adult involvement or criminal or abusive behaviour 
by minors such as sexual abuse, extortion, threats, malicious conduct arising from personal 
conflicts, or creation or sending or showing of images without the knowledge or against the 
will of a minor who is pictured.  
 
Experimental incidents of sexting involve youths taking pictures of themselves to share with 
established boy or girlfriends, to create romantic interest in other youth, or for reasons such 
as attention seeking. There is no criminal element (and certainly no criminal intent) beyond 
the creation and sending of the images and no apparent malice or lack of willing participation. 
 
The consequences of sexting can be devastating for young people. In extreme cases it can 
result in suicide or a criminal record, isolation and vulnerability. Young people can end up 
being criminalised for sharing an apparently innocently image which may have, in fact, been 
created for exploitative reasons. 
 
Because of the prevalence of sexting, young people are not always aware that their actions 
are illegal. In fact, sexting as a term is not something that is recognised by young people and 
the ‘cultural norms’ for adults can be somewhat different.  Some celebrities have made 
comments which appear to endorse sexting – ‘it’s okay, as long as you hide your face’ - giving 
the impression that sexting is normal and acceptable. However, in the context of the law it is 
an illegal activity and young people must be made aware of this. 
 
The Law - Much of the complexity in responding to youth produced sexual imagery is due to 
its legal status. Making, possessing and distributing any imagery of someone under 18 which 
is ‘indecent’ is illegal. This includes imagery of yourself if you are under 18. ‘Indecent’ is not 
defined in legislation.  For most purposes, if imagery contains a naked young person, a topless 
girl, and/or displays genitals or sex acts, including masturbation, then it will be considered 



indecent. Indecent images may also include overtly sexual images of young people in their 
underwear.  
 
The law criminalising indecent images of children was created long before mass adoption of 
the internet, mobiles and digital photography. It was also created to protect children and 
young people from adults seeking to sexually abuse them or gain pleasure from their sexual 
abuse.  It was not intended to criminalise children.  Despite this, young people who share 
sexual imagery of themselves, or peers, are breaking the law.  
 
The National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) has made clear that incidents involving youth 
produced sexual imagery should primarily be treated as safeguarding issues. Schools may 
respond to incidents without involving the police. Where the police are notified of incidents 
of youth produced sexual imagery they are obliged, under the Home Office Counting rules 
and National Crime Recording Standards, to record the incident on their crime systems.  The 
incident will be listed as a ‘crime’ and the young person involved will be listed as a ‘suspect.’ 
This is not the same as having a criminal record.  
 
Every ‘crime’ recorded on police systems has to be assigned an outcome from a predefined 
list of outcome codes. As of January 2016, the Home Office launched a new outcome code 
(outcome 21) to help formalise the discretion available to the police when handling crimes 
such as youth produced sexual imagery. This means that even though a young person has 
broken the law and the police could provide evidence that they have done so, the police can 
record that they chose not to take further action as it was not in the public interest. 
 
Reprinted from Wolak and Finkelhor ‘Sexting: a Typology’ March 2011   
 
Action to take in the case of an incident of sexting 
 
Step 1 – Disclosure by a student 
 
Sexting disclosures should follow the normal safeguarding practices and protocols. A student 
is likely to be very distressed especially if the image has been circulated widely and if they 
don’t know who has shared it, seen it or where it has ended up. They will need pastoral 
support during the disclosure and after the event. They may even need immediate protection 
or a referral to Social Care. 
 
The following questions will help decide upon the best course of action: 

•  Is the student disclosing about themselves receiving an image, sending an image or 
sharing an image?  

•  What sort of image is it? Is it potentially illegal or is it inappropriate? 
•  Are the school child protection and safeguarding policies and practices being 

followed? For example, has the DSL been consulted and is their advice and support 
available? 

•  How widely has the image been shared and is the device in their possession?  



•  Is it a school device or a personal device? 
•  Does the student need immediate support and or protection? 
•  Are there other students and or young people involved? 
•  Do they know where the image has ended up? 

 
This situation will need to be handled very sensitively. Whatever the nature of the incident, 
ensure school safeguarding and child protection policies and practices are adhered to. 
 
Step 2 – Searching a device 
 
It is highly likely that the image will have been created and potentially shared through mobile 
devices. The image may not be on one single device, but may be on a website or on a 
multitude of devices; it may be on either a school-owned or personal device. It is important 
to establish the location of the image but be aware that this may be distressing for the young 
person involved, so be conscious of the support they may need.  
When searching a mobile device the following conditions should apply: 
 
• The action is in accordance with the school’s child protection and safeguarding policies  
• The search is conducted by the Headmaster or a person authorised by them 
• A member of the safeguarding team is present 
• The search is conducted by a member of the same sex 
If any illegal images of a child are found you should consider whether to inform the police. As 
a general rule it will almost always be proportionate to refer any incident involving 
“aggravated” sharing of images to the police, whereas purely “experimental” conduct may 
proportionately be dealt with without such referral, most particularly if it involves the child 
sharing images of themselves.  
Any conduct involving, or possibly involving, the knowledge or participation of adults should 
always be referred to the police.  
If an “experimental” incident is not referred to the police the reasons for this should be 
recorded in writing. 
Always put the child first. Do not search the device if this will cause additional stress to the 
student/person whose image has been distributed. 
 
If there is an indecent image of a child on a website or a social networking site then you should 
report the image to the site hosting it.  In the case of a sexting incident involving a child or 
young person where you feel that they may be at risk of abuse then you should report the 
incident directly to CEOP www.ceop.police.uk/ceop-report so that law enforcement can 
make an assessment, expedite the case with the relevant provider and ensure that appropriate 
action is taken to safeguard the child. 
 
Step 3 – What to do and not do with the image 
 
If the image has been shared across a personal mobile device: 

• Confiscate and secure the device; 
• Don't view the image unless there is a clear reason to do so; 



• Don't send, share or save the image anywhere; 
• Don't allow students to view images or send, share or save them anywhere. 

 
If the image has been shared across a school network, a website or social network: 

• Block the network to all users and isolate the image; 
• Don't send or print the image; 
• Don't move the material from one place to another; 
• Don't view the image outside of the protocols of your safeguarding policies and 

procedures. 
 
Step 4 – Who should deal with the incident? 
 
Whoever the initial disclosure is made to must act in accordance with the school safeguarding 
policy, ensuring that the DSL or a senior member of staff is involved in dealing with the 
incident. 
 
The DSL should always record the incident. Senior management should also always be 
informed. There may be instances where the image needs to be viewed and this should be 
done in accordance with protocols. The best interests of the child should always come first; if 
viewing the image is likely to cause additional stress, staff should make a judgement about 
whether or not it is appropriate to do so.  
 
Step 5 - Deciding on a response 
 
There may be a multitude of reasons why a student has engaged in sexting – it may be a 
romantic/sexual exploration scenario or it may be due to coercion. 
It is important to remember that it won’t always be appropriate to inform the police; this will 
depend on the nature of the incident. However, as a school it is important that incidents are 
consistently recorded. It may also be necessary to assist the young person in removing the 
image from a website or elsewhere.  
 
If indecent images of a child are found: 
 

• Act in accordance with your child protection and safeguarding policy, e.g. notify DSL 
• Store the device securely 
• Carry out a risk assessment in relation to the young person (see Appendix B of the 

Safeguarding Children in Education Guidance for a Sexting Risk Assessment pro-forma 
and flow chart) 

• Make a referral if needed  
• Contact the police (if appropriate) 
• Put the necessary safeguards in place for the student, e.g. they may need counselling 

support, immediate protection and parents must also be informed. 
• Inform parents and/or carers about the incident and how it is being managed.  

 



Step 6 – Contacting other agencies (making a referral) 
 
If the nature of the incident is high-risk, consider contacting Children's Social Care.  
Depending on the nature of the incident and the response you may also consider contacting 
local police or referring the incident to CEOP. 
Understanding the nature of the incident, whether experimental or aggravated, will help to 
determine the appropriate course of action.  
 
Step 7 – Containing the incident and managing pupil reaction 
 
Sadly, there are cases in which victims of sexting have had to leave or change schools because 
of the impact the incident has had on them. The student will be anxious about who has seen 
the image and where it has ended up. They will seek reassurance regarding its removal from 
the platform on which it was shared. They are likely to need support from the school, their 
parents and their friends. Education programmes can reinforce to all students the impact and 
severe consequences that this behaviour can have. Consider engaging with your local police 
and asking them to talk to the students. 
 
Other staff may need to be informed of incidents and should be prepared to act if the issue is 
continued or referred to by other students. The school, its students and parents should be on 
high alert, challenging behaviour and ensuring that the victim is well cared for and protected. 
The students’ parents should usually be told what has happened so that they can keep a 
watchful eye over their child, especially when they are online at home. 
Creating a supportive environment for students in relation to the incident is very important. 
 
Step 8 – Reviewing outcomes and procedures to prevent further incidences 
 
As with all incidents, a review process ensures that the matter has been managed effectively 
and that the school has the capacity to learn and improve its handling procedures. Incidents 
of sexting can be daunting for a school to manage, especially if the image has been widely 
shared between pupils in school. 
 
Further information is available from the NSPCC  

 


