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Ten years ago, a growing number of cases of sexual 
abuse of children and young people were reported, and 
left providers and caregivers with frustration: how could 
they have missed the signs and how can they perform a 
better job in safeguarding children in care? The aware-
ness that children need better protection and that 
sexual education should also focus on preventing abuse 
without overreacting to sexually active behavior of chil-
dren, existed. But how?

In 2008 Sensoa started working on the Flag System. 
The Flag System is a method that helps to promote 
healthy sexual behavior and prevent and limit sexually 
unacceptable behavior. The method uses objective and 
neutral criteria and is already developed and tested to 
be effective with children and young people (Lijster-Van 
Kampen, 2016). The Flag System is designed to help 
providers and caregivers to correctly assess sexually 
(un)acceptable behavior, promote discussion about the 
topic, and present an appropriate response. While the 
intervention is intended to be used by educators, social 
service providers and caregivers, anyone, children and 
adults, can be instructed to work with the method at 
their own level. Currently, also the application of the 
method and materials for adults is being developed. 
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The Flag system provides a framework for assessment 
of sexual behavior utilizing a four-flag scale (green, red, 
yellow, and black), and then offers guidance on an ap-
propriate response. As we will see, several factors are 
considered when assessing the Flag level and the ap-
propriate response (e.g. cognitive ability of the child, 
whether it is a repeat behavior, whether there was a 
large age difference, etc.). Take a familiar event

How problematic is this situation?

Figure 1 – Four 10-year old boys are repeatedly both-
ering other children with sexually suggestive gestures 
and ‘jokes’. Even after being corrected, they continue to 
exhibit this behavior at times when they are not being 
supervised.

All educators and caregivers experience comparable 
situations as the one in Figure 1, calling on them to 
quickly assess the situation and take action. They need 
to decide whether the behavior of these children is ac-
ceptable or abusive, and to what extent, and which re-
action is appropriate in the situation. 

Some essential considerations play a role in the assess-
ment of sexual behavior by children and adolescents. In 
this example, questions to ask are if the boys put some 

A brief example 
of the system 
and the flags

pressure on each other or threatened each other. Was 
it repeat behavior? How many people witnessed this in-
cident, factors that caused this behavior?  Any previous 
history, personality of the persons involved and their 
usual behavior also plays a role in judging and observing 
what is happening. Should we judge differently if the 
boys have a slight mental disability or a form of autism? 
Or if they have been victims of abuse themselves? Or if 
they have already committed an offence once? Do we 
rate their behavior differently if they come from Kurdis-
tan or Ghana? Suppose the boys were girls, would we 
evaluate differently?

One and the same incident can also lead to very dif-
ferent reactions. You may think an approach based on 
agreements and discussion is right, but the girls’ pa-

rents may expect a sanction. So how do we address 
this? The Flag system provides a framework for assess-
ing and responding that provides a guide for practition-
ers but also gives them a framework to discuss the inci-
dent with parents and caregivers of all involved.  
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Assessing 
behavior by 
using six criteria

In classifying sexual behavior with the Sensoa Flag Sys-
tem, 3 main groups of arguments are used. The most 
important group of arguments refers to the possible 
traumatising effect of behavior: what impact will it have 
on people involved. The second group of arguments 
refers to legal arguments: is it illegal or should it be? 
The third category refers to rights violation such as right 
to education, privacy, choice, etc.. The starting point is 
that sexual integrity is a right, and that sexual behavior 
must neither harm either the person themselves or any 
other person concerned. The six criteria are making it 
more specific. A flag is assigned to the behavior based 
on the six criteria detailed. The behavior is only as-
signed a green flag if all the criteria are okay (and only 
then). Depending on the severity of the abuse, the be-
havior is assigned a yellow, red or black flag.

Mutual Consent 

One of the first criteria for characterising sexually healthy 
behavior is mutual consent (consensus). This means that 
both parties must agree with full awareness. If one party 
leaves the other in the dark, misguides, deceives or takes 
them by surprise, one cannot speak of consent. 

Voluntary Engagement 

Voluntary engagement occurs when a person per-
forms or permits sexual acts that he/she/they wants. 
If he/she/they compel another person, persuades or 
puts pressure on them, there is no voluntary engage-
ment. We are not just talking about coerced sexual 
intercourse here, but also a coerced French kiss or an-
other sexual act that is not wanted. This also include 
subtle forms of coercion and pressure, such as per-
suading someone to have sex, or manipulations that 
people can only become aware of later. Lack of volun-
tary engagement can range from seduction and prom-
ises, to threats, extortion and violence. 

Equality

Equality is defined as a situation where two parties op-
erate with the same degree of power in a relationship 
without being controlled or coerced by the other. This 
means that a certain balance between both parties re-
garding age, knowledge, intelligence, reputation, power, 
life experience, maturity and status must exist. In a 
sexual interaction, both parties must be equal, so that 
one does not dominate the other. The possibility of the 
abuse of power and domination – even unconsciously 
– is always there. The question here is when does the 
lack of equivalence become problematic.

Appropriate for their development 
or age 

A behavior appropriate to age or development means 
that the child or adolescent exhibits a sexual behavior 
that can be expected in his or her age or stage of de-
velopment. Illustrations of this behavior are based on 
what is known from research and what is summarised in 
the Development Chart. In the case of development, we 
think of a gradual process in which children and ado-
lescents are better able to demonstrate complex and 
socially accepted behavior. This process runs through 
several phases that build on each other. 

*For adults this criterion refers to level of functioning, 
whether temporary or permanent (disharmonic develop-
ment, disability, dementia or illness) and the influence 
on sexual health.

Appropriate for the context 

Rules can change depending on the context. For exam-
ple, the school context will generally be less permissive 
of sexual behavior than the domestic context. Behavior 
is offensive when it shocks or offends others. There-
fore, the context in which sexual behavior takes place 
is significant. In a public space, where other people are 
present, rules prohibit the exposure of genitalia and 
breasts and explicit sexual behavior (gestures, words, 
movements, drawings). If this behavior occurs in an in-
timate group or in a private setting, it disturbs nobody 
and no response is required.

Self-respect & impact1 

With self-respect, we mean that it is important that the 
child, adolescent or adult does not harm himself/her-
self. Sexual behavior can be harmful at a physical, psy-
chological or social level. The person can humiliate him-
self, inflict pain and enter into risky situations without 
knowing his own wishes and limits well. The adolescent 
can have unprotected sex and expose him/her/themself 
to danger and abuse. Also people can harm themselves 
by transgressing others’ boundaries: They could be ar-
rested or harm their relationships and reputation.

1  In the adult version this criteroin is replaced bij 
‚impact‘ and it refers not only to harm to oneself, but 
also to harm to others.
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Application 

In reference to the situation presented at the begin-
ning, the behavior of the 10-year-old boys can be as-
sessed as follows:

Based on these criteria, the red flag is chosen. Various 
reprimands have already been given, both by the other 
children and by professionals. It is hands-of behavior, 
but because of the repetition when not supervised, the 
offence becomes more serious. Also the boys are in a 
group, the girls are only two and are anxious.
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Steps for assessing, 
judging and 
responding to 
behaviour

The first question when confronted with a situation 
where possible sexual abusive behavior occurs, is: what 
has happened exactly? The most important thing, as an 
educator, is to find out as much as possible about what 
has happened without starting an investigation (leave 
this to other professionals). However, as social workers 
you may be expected to complete this assessment. 

Describe and name the behavior

The goal is to describe the behavior as it was observed 
without value judgements. But objectively describing 
behavior that has been observed, is sometimes difficult. 
We are quick to interpret the behavior of others. We 
tend to associate the behavior with a possible cause, 
without checking whether it really does form the core 
of the problem. It is also difficult to describe the be-
havior without expressing a value judgement. We find a 
behavior pleasant or unpleasant. Such statements are 
subjective and make it difficult to get to the heart of 
the behavior. The level of experience that educational 
professionals have plays a major role here.

Stay with the facts 

In the case of people who cannot speak for themselves 
owing to their young age or level of cognitive devel-
opment, it is important to get as much information as 
possible about what has happened. Try to get as clear 
a picture as possible without researching. Try to stay as 
close to the facts as possible. If children have difficulty 
explaining, observe better (see Table 3)

Take a good look and ask questions 

The Flag method contains lists of assessment criteria 
and questions (see Table 3) that can be used to provide 
more clarity, such as, “Do you feel good about this? 
What would happen if you had said ‘no’?” Being more 
specific about which criteria are at stake, also helps to 
assess a situation better

Manage the criteria

Using the Flag system, the goal is to judge the behav-
ior, not the person themselves. You base your judge-
ment on the behavior of the person who was the initia-
tor and/or was primarily responsible. If you also assess 
the behavior of others concerned, you may experience 
different assessments. You go through all the criteria 
for all the persons involved: Does mutual consent exist, 
was there voluntary engagement, etc.?

Assign the flag

The green flag is only assigned when all the criteria (see 
Table 1) are okay. The degree of boundary abuse deter-
mines the colour of the flag: yellow, red or black. Above 
all, the consequences resulting from the behavior must 
be taken into account here. There are other factors that 
can be considered as mitigating or aggravating, such as 
repetition, duration, frequency and the degree of inti-
macy of the sexual behavior. The question of the extent 
to which the person initiating the behavior should know 
what consequences it may have for the other is includ-
ed in the assessment. If the initiator is not capable of 
making this assessment, the assessment is milder.
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Respond to the persons involved in 
the situation

As a teacher, social worker, care worker, parent, or car-
egiver you want to reduce the problem behavior and 
stimulate healthy and social behavior. We can start with 
a spontaneous and immediate reaction based on the 
flag assigned. But it is also important to think long-term 
in parallel. What general basic pedagogical and coun-
seling strategies are needed to convey “healthy” sexual 
behavior and resilience, and for acting in a preventa-
tive or corrective manner in the case of sexual abusive 
behavior?

Steps to respond to sexual (unacceptable) 
behavior. 
The following overview shows the different steps that 
can be taken when immediately reacting. The overview 
is designed as a guide which you can follow step-by-
step(based on the PLISSIT model (Anon, 1976; Self-de-
termination model of Ryan & Deci( in Van Steenkiste & 
Soenens 2015) and Solution Focused Practices (Berg & 
Szabo, 2005):

Respond guidelines

Green flag Name or question the behavior

Discuss the feelings and perspective of alle involved

Confirm, affirm and explain reasons

Yellow flag Define what is not ok and explain reasons

Arrive at agreements on how to proceed

Red Flag Increase supervision

Describe and explain future confrontations, bans and consequences

Focus on follow-up and redress

Write report intern/inform parents

Black flag Follow up on consequences and limit behavior: take measures

Draw reports and forward it

Long term strategies can include giving information and helping regulate emotions (Green Flag), coaching and re-
wards (Yellow Flag), supervision or psychoeducation (Red Flag) and sanctions, time-out or restorative mediation 
(Black Flag). 

Response toward the boys

‘You are making sexual gestures and jokes. The girls 
already made clear that they didn’t like it, and we ex-
plained why you should stop doing this. Wat’s going on 
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that is so amusing? What keeps you wanting to behave 
in that way? Do you think the girls enjoy this? I am con-
cerned about the fact that you continue to do this at 
times you are not being supervised. 

It’s okay to make jokes but it’s not okay to bother other 
children when doing so because they don’t feel safe and 
secure anymore. This may not happen again. Have you 
any suggestions what can help you to stop this? If it re-
ported once more, we will have to supervise you more 
strict. 

We also ask to make your apologies toward the girls. 
We will make a report on this incident. Your parents will 
be informed.’

Response toward the girls

‘The boys were making sexual gestures and jokes again. 
You already made clear that you didn’t like it, and we 
explained why they should stop doing this. How is this 
for you? I am concerned about the fact that you have 
been repeatedly confronted with their behavior while 
they are not being supervised. 

It’s okay to make jokes but it’s not okay to be bothered 
by it and not feeling safe and secure anymore. This may 
not happen again. Have you any suggestions what can 
help to stop this? 

They also will have to make their apologies towards 
you. Is there anything else we can do for you? We will 
make a report on this incident. Your parents will be in-
formed if it’s okay for you?
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What help can 
the Flag System 
provide?

At the heart of the Sensoa Flag System is the aim of 
adequately classifying, addressing and responding to 
sexual (unacceptable) behavior. 

Six criteria

The six criteria of the Flag System help you to assess 
sexual behavior. Is the sexual behavior healthy or un-
acceptable and abusive? These criteria are: (1) mutual 
consent, (2) voluntary engagement, (3) equality, (4) ap-
propriate for development or age, (5) appropriate for 
context and (6) impact2  . 

Four flags 

Based on the criteria, the behavior will be assigned to 
one of the four categories: green flag is acceptable sex-
ual behavior, yellow flag is moderately unacceptable or 
abusive behavior, red flag is seriously unacceptable or 
abusive behavior and black flag is very seriously red flag 
behavior. 

An appropriate response

How you react to sexual behavior is an important mes-
sage for everyone involved. An appropriate reaction to 
the behavior is provided and linked to the flags, without 
condemning the person. It also gives special attention 
for the needs and comprehension of the most vulner-
able. 

A Developmental Chart

For children and young people, we provide a Develop-
mental Chart to help in classifying the behavior. This 
Chart provides an overview describing examples of sexu-
al expression and behavior divided up in age categories 
(0 to 18 years) accompanied by the appropriate flag. 

Situation cards

Drawings and case studies can help to assess and ad-
dress sexual (unacceptable) behavior amongst and to-
wards children, adolescents and adults, or amongst and 
towards professionals and teams. 

2 In the adapted version oft he Flag system for 
adults this criterion selsf-respect  is replaced by ‚im-
pact‘.

A steering wheel

A steering wheel indicates the six criteria with one 
symbol in each section and can be used as a visual aid 
when working with the Flag System. The idea is to hold 
the wheel in your own hands which helps develop self-
control and agency in sexual health.

A toolbox 

To show how to proceed methodically as a professional 
or as a team a variety of exercises and ideas are gath-
ered in a toolbox.3  The methodology has since been 
developed in several prevention programmes for chil-
dren and adolescents, and materials for adults are un-
der development.

3 Will be available on a website www.vlaggensys-
teem.be in dutch by end of 2022
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Uses, 
applications, 
materials and 
evaluations

In previous years, specific applications have been made 
for settings and target groups such as schools (De Wil-
de & Frans, 2016), sports clubs (Van de Vivere & Frans, 
2013), youthwork (Neyens & Frans, 2011), residential 
youth care (Janssens, Boet, Wentzel, & Repetur, 2017) 
and online sexual behaviour (Mediaraven and LINC, 
2016 ). In addition, a special book and set of drawings 
was made available to address the needs of the more 
vulnerable groups of young people with a disability and 
children that have been victims of abuse (Frans, de 
Wilde, Janssens, Van Berlo & Storms, 2016). In all these 
applications a certain procedure was followed based on 
the Intervention Mapping Model (IMM), which is well-
designed scientific working model for the mapping and 
the evaluation of health prevention programmes (Bar-
tholomew et al., 2011; Bartholomew et al., 2001). The 
procedure was as follows:

• working with reference groups of people from set-
tings on different levels (government, management, 
staff and ground workers) and additional profession-
als responsible for sector specific training were in-
volved.

• making a selection and assessment of situations spe-
cific for the setting and translating into new or adapt-
ed situation cards, with specific advice for profes-
sionals working within this setting. This selection was 
pretested before publishing. 

• producing and delivering a training of trainers, allow-
ing existing training centres to incorporate it in their 
program and adopt the training to their own needs 
and develop expertise. 

• discussing yearly evaluations, updates and opportu-
nities in a ‘Flag System partner-group’, where imple-
menting parties from Sport, Youth work, Education, 
Residential care and Child Care are invited, and in a 
regular organised networking event, where partners 
from the field can present new ideas on how they use 
the Flag System (e.g. in working with juvenile sex of-
fenders, with foster parents, etc.) 

More recently, the needs of healthcare professionals 
working with adults (hospitals, institutions, homecare, 
eldercare, psychiatry) and in Asylum Centres are being 
investigated, and a selection of situation cards are de-
veloped. While the Flag System for children and adoles-
cents is more a pedagogical tool, with adults it will be 
used as a reflection and communication or counselling 
tool. In addition, reflection on the current policy can be 
stimulated using the Flag System situations. 

Building policy

The Flag System is experienced as a game changer: by 
looking at sexual abusive behavior professionals must 
answer the question of what sort of sexual behavior 
they think is okay. Most professionals discover that the 
‘green flag’ sexual behavior is not allowed nor promot-
ed, and that institutional policy is not adapted to the 
(sexual) needs of the people. Each setting has its own 
blind spots, and if the most important risk situations 
are integrated in the examples on the situation cards, 
the discussion can change policy practice. Multiple uses 
are already in place: as a discussion tool for teams, as 
a counselling tool for parents, as a game for children 
and young people, as part of the training of the volun-
teers and professionals, as part of a trajectory of bet-
ter adapting rules and agreements to the needs of the 
client, as a fine-tuning of professional demeanour in 
setting limits and protecting own boundaries, as an ex-
ercise in how to better respect privacy or to improve the 
treatment of victims or perpetrators, etc.
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Some evaluations of various aspects of the deployment 
and implementation of the Flag System have already 
taken place in the Netherlands and Belgium. In 2012, an 
evaluation was undertaken by the University of Ghent 
(Van Hevele 2012; Moncarey/Vandevelde (2014). They 
investigated in different settings (youth work, sport, 
schools, youth care) how the implementation-process 
was evaluated by the partners. In the Netherlands as 
well, an evaluation of the implementation in child and 
youth residential facilities was undertaken in 2015 and 
2016 (Lijster-Van Kampen et al. 2017). This evaluation 
also included the children.

The results show that the method and theory of the 
Flag System are widely used when a team has received 
training on the methodology. Professionals claim to 
have more knowledge about sexual development, the 
consequences of sexualised violence and the causes 
of abusive sexual behavior. Professionals feel better 
equipped to assess behaviors and address them with 
teens and within their team. In order to talk to adoles-
cents about sexual and sexual abusive behavior, they 
claim to experience greater personal effectiveness and 
a change to a more professional attitude. A larger num-
ber of professionals say they know how to respond to a 
given situation and are less uncertain about the proper 
educational response (Lijster-Van Kampen, et al., 2017)

Changes were observed in the rules and concepts at 
institutions, in the relationships between adolescents 
and educators and amongst professionals. In most in-
stitutions, attention to the needs of children and ado-
lescents has increased (Lijster-Van Kampen, 2017). The 
young people themselves rate the drawings and expla-
nations of the criteria and flags as positive and helpful 
and would like to know more about them (Lijster-Van 
Kampen, 2017).

Factors that support implementation include a sense 
of ownership, the adaptability of the tool, its practical-
ity, the high degree of independence and its integra-
tion into the general pedagogical or treatment concept 
(Moncarey & Vandevelde, 2014). The ongoing need for 
a practical tool gives The Flag System the attention and 
credibility that is needed to change the way we think, 
talk and act about sexual health and sexual abuse. Pro-
fessional journals put it this way:

‘This book is a must-have for all organisations and ser-
vices in the sector of care and counseling. Not to sit 
on the shelf but to use it constantly, either for preven-
tion or cure. This is an authoritative standard. All groups 
should have a copy always on hand’ (Sociaal.net)

Evaluations and 
experiences

If people want to use the Flag System as a pedagogi-
cal tool, a lot of the material is or will be available 
on Flagsystem.org or Vlaggensysteem.be (handouts, 
situation cards, toolbox, powerpoints). Also, a Train-
ing of trainers is available and recommended. To make 
your own Flagsystem to apply it to new settings and to 
work out additional materials, check the conditions on 
www.flagsystem.org.

Sources

Frans, E., (2018). Sensoa Flag System. Reacting to sexu-
ally (un)acceptable behavior of children and young peo-
ple. Antwerpen: Garant/Sensoa.

This article is based on a chapter in ‘The Routledge In-
ternational Handbook of Social Work and Sexualities’ 
edicted by S.J. Dodd (2021); ‘Reacting to sexually (un)
acceptable behavior with the Flag System’ by Erika Frans 
(pp442-457)

The web page for the Handbook:

https://www.routledge.com/The-Routledge-Internation-
al-Handbook-of-Social-Work-and-Sexualities/Dodd/p/
book/9780367358662

The webpage for electronic access including to indi-
vidual chapters:

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/
edit/10.4324/9780429342912/routledge-international-
handbook-social-work-sexualities-sj-dodd

Implications for 
Practice

http://www.flagsystem.org.
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9780429342912/routledge-international-handbook-social-work-sexualities-sj-dodd
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9780429342912/routledge-international-handbook-social-work-sexualities-sj-dodd
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9780429342912/routledge-international-handbook-social-work-sexualities-sj-dodd
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Objectives
Professional level
Professionals feel more competent in supporting 
healthy sexual behavior in a positive way and curbing 
sexual behavior that is unacceptable

Professionals

• Can appropriately assess sexual behavior
• Are able to discuss sexual behavior with all parties in-

volved
• Can demonstrate an appropriate response

Target Group level
Children, young people and adults are sexually resilient

They 

• Are able to assess when sexual behavior is okay and 
when it’s not

• Are able to communicate appropriately about sexual 
boundaries

• Can respond appropriately when unacceptable sexual 
behavior takes place

Organisational level
Senior practitioners ensure that the preconditions 
needed for sustainable and sound organisational policy 
in relation to sexual health and prevention of unaccep-
table sexual behavior are and remain in place.

The organisation

• Has a vision of how sexual health can be promoted 
and how unacceptable sexual behavior can be pre-
vented

• Is able to finalize this policy in a number of sustain-
able measures and interventions

• Is responsible for the regular evaluation and adjust-
ment of policy

Handouts & 
appendix

4 flags 
Green behaviour 
According to the Flag System, green (acceptable) behav-
iour applies when (1) there is clear mutual consent, (2) 
no form of pressure or coercion and (3) both parties are 
equal. The behaviour also needs to be (4) appropriate 
for the sexual development and (5) appropriate for the 
context in which it takes place and (6) not causing harm 
to the child or the young persons involved. 

Yellow behaviour 
Yellow (moderately unacceptable) behaviour applies 
when either (1) there is no clear mutual consent or 
(2) when moderate coercion or pressure is used, or 
(3) when there is moderate inequality in terms of age, 
maturity, intelligence. Also behaviour that (4) is not 
completely age-appropriate, (5) is not completely ap-
propriate for the context or (6) that may be harming to 
oneself or others, is categorised as yellow behaviour. 
Yellow behaviour is quite ‘normal’ in the development of 
healthy sexual behaviour, because exploring and push-
ing the boundaries is all part of the development pro-
cess. 

A yellow flag may be: 

• a one-off sexual incident, verbal or physical, but not 
involving penetration; 

• there is no clear-cut rejection; 
• the inequality between the persons involved is not 

great, or it involves less sexually explicit touching or 
contact (fondling, for example); 

• hardly any coercion or persuasion is used, the persons 
involved can easily extricate themselves from the in-
cident; 

• no secrecy is enforced; 
• the persons involved experience it as being unpleas-

ant or annoying, but do not experience fear; 
• the context is relatively safe; 
• the behaviour is not entirely appropriate within the 

context or a certain degree of caution is required; 
• there is a minor discrepancy in terms of age and de-

velopment; 
• there is a small risk associated with this or a negative 

feeling or potential danger.  

Red behaviour 
We talk about red (seriously unacceptable behaviour) if 
there is either (1) no clear consent on the part of both 
of those involved or (2) if manipulation, blackmail or 
power is used to force sexual contact or (3) if there is 
significant inequality between those involved. The fol-
lowing is also deemed to be seriously unacceptable: (4) 
sexual behaviour, which is not observed in most chil-
dren or young people until a later age, (5) which is not 
appropriate for the context or, (6) which causes physi-
cal, emotional or psychological harm to the children in-
volved. 
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This often involves more intrusive sexual acts, touching, 
exposure, or a repetition of less explicit sexual behav-
iour (such as touching breasts)  

A red flag may therefore be: 

• one-off intrusive sexual touching or one-off intrusive 
sexual contact; 

• repeated less intrusive sexual touching or contact; 
• great inequality between the persons involved; 
• it becomes clear that coercion, violence, blackmail or 

pressure is being used, the child or the young person 
is not able to extricate him/herself from the sexual 
behaviour, secrecy is enforced; 

• there is fear; 
• there is no supportive, safe context, the victim is left 

to his or her own fate; 
• there is no privacy, there are onlookers; 
• there is a real risk, it’s dangerous; 
• there is a huge discrepancy between the behaviour 

and what is appropriate for the degree of sexual de-
velopment. 

Black behaviour 
According to the Flag System black (very seriously unac-
ceptable) behaviour applies if (1) there is either clearly 
no consent on the part of both involved or (2) if the 
sexual contact is forced with threats, aggression or vio-
lence or if (3) there is great inequality between the two 
parties. Also if the behaviour (4) is completely out of 
kilter with what is usual at this age, (5) is inappropriate 
for the context, or (6) results in severe physical, emo-
tional or psychological harm for the child or young per-
sons involved, we talk about black behaviour. 

In case of repeated red behaviour and when there has 
been a positive educational response indicating that 
one might assume that the person involved ought to 
know that this is unacceptable, then we also talk about 
a black flag. 

A black flag may be: 

• repeated red behaviour; 
• repeated intrusive sexual touching or contact; 
• equality is not in evidence or an adult or group is in-

volved in this; 
• the relationship of dependency is intense or there is 

severe coercion, threat or violence; 
• the victim has repeatedly experienced fear, and his or 

her needs are being ignored; 
• the offender reasonably ought to know that he/she is 

inflicting harm on the victim; 
• the behaviour is not appropriate for the context; 
• the danger is great, the consequences may be seri-

ous; 
• there is a significant discrepancy with the develop-

mental chart. 

Tips when assigning flags 
Assessing the level of seriousness is not always so easy 
and there are many factors, which may lead you to de-
cide that in this situation it is necessary to adapt the 
flag. Thus some tips: 

• Always start the assessment by working through the 
criteria, which makes the assessment process more 
objective. 

• Work through the list of specific characteristics for 
each flag. 

• Check with the Developmental Chart. 

Guidelines on how to use the Developmental 
Chart  
The Developmental Chart is a supplementary working 
tool. It may help you to correctly assess sexual behav-
iour at a particular age. You are given an overview of 
what is known in scientific literature about sexual be-
haviour in children and young people. Sexual develop-
ment is covered extensively here, and aspects such as 
knowledge, developing norms and values, body image, 
etc. can also be found in it. The research sources are 
referenced in it. 

In drawing up the chart every attempt has been made to 
use the following logic: 

• What applies in at least 20% of children and young 
people and is okay according to all the criteria? This 
involves behaviour in which the boundaries in relation 
to mutual consent, voluntary engagement and equal-
ity have not been overstepped, which are logically as-
sociated with their developmental phase and which 
are also okay for the context and the self-respect of 
the person exhibiting the behaviour. The descriptions 
are set out under the green flag. 

• Where one of the criteria is not okay, for example if 
the behaviour does not sufficiently take place in pri-
vate, or if there is excessive inequality between the 
persons involved, you will find it as an example under 
one of the other flags. 

• When moderately unacceptable behaviour (yellow) is 
repeated, the flag becomes red. Here we work on the 
assumption that the person’s environment has had a 
corrective effect.  

Also included in the Developmental Chart: 

• ! signals: Examples are included of unacceptable 
sexual behaviour, which may potentially be a signal 
pointing to abuse. Circumstances, which may raise 
concerns, and which may arouse negative emotions 
such as fear or shame in the child, are also given a !. 
The exclamation mark stands for ‘caution’ and exam-
ples of this are set out under the yellow and red flag. 
Because these situations need to be assessed with 
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greater care, an exclamation mark is added. But also 
a green flag ! is possible, when the context is hostile 
(f.i. for homosexual boy to come out).

• Emotional development: the scale for emotional 
development SEO-R (Claes & Verduyn, 2012) describes 
emotional development in phase around 13 areas. We 
include in the developmental chart examples from the 
most relevant areas relating to sexuality such as ‘dealing 
with your own body’, ‘dealing with emotionally signifi-
cant other people’, ‘dealing with peers’, ‘communica-
tion’, ‘differentiating emotions’, ‘moral development’ and 
‘regulating emotions’.  

If after using the flags and the criteria you have arrived 
at an assessment, but want to double-check, you can 
search the age category in the Developmental Chart for 
a comparable example.  
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Overview of 
Characteristics 
by Flag

Basic Criterion green yellow red black

Mutual consent Agreement was 
communicated

No clear agree-
ment

Clear rejection Clear rejection

Voluntary en-
gagement

No form of coer-
cion, pressure or 
blackmail takes 
place

Little compulsion 
or persuasion

Significant coer-
cion, violence or 
blackmail; lack 
of opportunity to 
escape the situ-
ation

Repeated com-
pulsion, violence 
or blackmail

Equality Persons are 
equivalent in 
terms of develop-
ment, age, power 
or number

Imbalance is not 
significant

Serious imbal-
ance

Large imbalance 
(adult or group), 
dependency or 
superiority

Appropriate for 
development or 
age

The behavior 
matches the de-
velopment phase

Small deviation in 
terms of develop-
ment

Large deviation in 
terms of develop-
ment

Large deviation in 
terms of develop-
ment

Appropriate for 
context

The behavior 
matches the con-
text

Behavior does 
not quite match 
the context

Behavior does 
not match; viola-
tion of private 
sphere

Repeatedly inap-
propriate in the 
context

*impact4 The behavior has 
no harmful con-
sequences for 
the persons in-
volved

Risk of negative 
consequences for 
the persons in-
volved

Real negative 
consequences for 
the persons in-
volved

Great danger for 
the person; seri-
ous consequenc-
es for persons 
involved

4 In the adult version the criteroin self-respect is replaced bij ‚impact‘ and it refers not only to harm to one-
self, but also to harm to others.
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Summary 
Guideline for 
Action

Reaction to/Aim Green Yellow Red Black

Put a stop or do not 
put a stop to behavior

Do not stop Stop or reverse be-
havior

Stop behavior Stop behavior

Find words/ 
adopt a clear position/ 
address subject 
Think empathetically

Name what hap-
pened, question

Discuss the feelings 
of all concerned

Name what hap-
pened, question

Discuss the feelings 
of all concerned

Name what hap-
pened, question

Discuss the feelings 
of all concerned

Name what hap-
pened, question

Discuss the feelings 
of all concerned

Know which behav-
ior is okay and under-
stand reasons why 

Confirm, explain 
reasons

Confirm positive be-
havior, explain rea-
sons

Confirm positive 
behavior, explain 
reasons

Confirm positive 
behavior, explain 
reasons

Know which behavior 
is not okay and under-
stand reasons why

Define what is not 
okay and explain 
reasons

Define what is not 
okay and explain 
reasons

Define what is not 
okay and explain 
reasons

Arrive at agreements 
and determine how 
further critical support 
should be given

Arrive at agree-
ments, what is not 
okay and how to 
proceed

Arrive at agree-
ments, increase 
supervision; focus 
on follow-up and 
redress

Arrive at agree-
ments, increase su-
pervision and limit 
freedom of move-
ment; focus on fol-
low-up and redress

Clearly apply ban and 
demonstrate conse-
quences

Describe and ex-
plain confrontation, 
bans and conse-
quences

Describe and ex-
plain confrontation, 
bans and conse-
quences

Know boundaries and 
stay safe

Write report Take measures

Reporting Write a report and 
forward it
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Steering wheel
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Examples of 
Observations 
and Questions

Observation of behaviour by the intermediary Direct questions for the young people or children in-
volved

Consent

Do the persons involved look relaxed and happy?

Is there pleasure?

Is there sufficient calm?

Do the persons involved look at/listen to one another 
(is a positive form of communication possible)?

Did you ask whether it was okay? 

Did you say that it was okay?

Have you demonstrated that you approved/did not ap-
prove? How?

Do you have the impression that the other person saw 
this or heard/understood?

Voluntary engagement

Are you aware of previous forms of coercion, blackmail 
or threatening behaviour?

Has verbal pressure or violence been exercised?

Is there any manipulative behaviour?

Has physical violence been used (pushing, pulling, 
shouting)?

Have you/the other person insisted on something? 
How?

Have you promised or received a reward?

Did you feel that you could say no?

What would have happened if you had said no? If the 
other person said no?

Was it nice, pleasurable? What was pleasurable?

Equality

s there any striking inequality in terms of physical 
strength, biological development, mental maturity or 
intelligence?

IIs there any inequality in terms of position, status, 
popularity or power?

Was one of you the boss? Or did you both have an 
equal say in this situation?

Who took the initiative?

Did you feel that you could stand up against the other 
person?

Appropriate for their development

Where in the developmental chart does this specific be-
haviour lie?

Is there an explanation why the behaviour of the per-
sons involved fails to conform to the developmental 
chart?

Have you ever done this before? How and with whom?

Have you seen other children doing this?

What experience have you had of this?

Appropriate for the context

Are there clear and explicit rules about which behav-
iours are possible in what context?

Is privacy possible?

Have you secluded yourself so that other people were 
not able to see you?

Did you make sure that you could not be disturbed? 
How?

Are there places where you are allowed to do this? 
Where are they?

Impact

Is there a chance of any risk to your health?

Is there a social disadvantage or advantage?

Is there some danger?

Is the young person aware of the dangers or negative 
consequences for him/herself- for the others involved

Is it repeat behavior?

How intimate is the behavior?

Do you feel regret, shame, guilt or sadness?

Are you suffering or are you worried about the conse-
quences?

Are you happy? Do you feel good about this?

Do you feel supported?

Are there negative feelings?


