
 

 

 

 
                    

      
 

 

Peer on Peer Abuse 

 

 

Peer on peer abuse occurs when a young person is exploited, bullied and / or harmed by their 
peers who are the same or similar age; everyone directly involved in peer on peer abuse is under 
the age of 18. ‘Peer-on-peer’ abuse can relate to various forms of abuse (not just sexual abuse and 
exploitation), and crucially it does not capture the fact that the behaviour in question is harmful to 
the child perpetrator as well as the victim. 
 
Research suggests that girls and young women are more at risk of abusive behaviours perpetrated 
by their peers; however it can also affect boys and young men, those with learning difficulties or 
disabilities, LGBTQ Children and young people (CYP) and those who are from different 
communities.   
 
Situations where young people are forced or coerced into sexual activity by peers or associates 
can be related with gang / serious youth violence activity but that is not always the case. Peer 
influence or peer pressure is a major factor in the decisions made by young people to join groups. 
Many young people see it as a “way out” from their day to day life and feel a strong bond with 
their peers, one which they may be lacking at home. 
 

Definition 
 
There is no clear definition of what peer on peer abuse entails. However it can be captured in a 
range of different definitions: 
 

 Domestic Abuse: relates to young people aged 16 and 17 who experience physical, 
emotional, sexual and / or financial abuse, and coercive control in their intimate 
relationships; 

 Child Sexual Exploitation: captures young people aged under-18 who are sexually abused 
in the context of exploitative relationships, contexts and situations by a person of any age - 
including another young person; 

 Harmful Sexual Behaviour: refers to any young person, under the age of 18, who 
demonstrates behaviour outside of their normative parameters of development (this 
includes, but is not exclusive to abusive behaviours); 

 Serious Youth Crime / Violence: reference to offences (as opposed to relationships / 
contexts) and captures all those of the most serious in nature including murder, rape and 
GBH between young people under-18. 
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Peer on peer abuse can refer to any of the above individually or as a combination, therefore 
professionals working with CYP who are experiencing abuse from their peers must respond to the 
needs of each of the definitions to uncover the level of complexity and respond in the most 
effective manner. It is possible that a young person may be sexually exploited in a gang related 
situation by their boyfriend or girlfriend. 
 

Key Areas Where Peer on Peer Abuse Occurs 
 
Bullying (including Cyberbullying) 
 
Bullying is defined as “behaviour by an individual or group, usually repeated over time, which 
intentionally hurts another individual or group either physically or emotionally”. Bullying often 
starts with trivial events and  it is behaviour that hurts someone else - such as name calling, 
hitting, pushing, spreading hurtful and untruthful rumours, threatening or undermining someone; 
mocking; making offensive comments; taking belongings; inappropriate touching; producing 
offensive graffiti; or always leaving someone out of groups.  It can happen anywhere - at school, at 
home or online. It’s usually repeated over a long period of time and can hurt a child both 
physically and emotionally. 
 
A child that is being bullied can feel like there’s no escape because it can happen wherever they 
are, at any time of day or night. There are many different forms of bullying: 
 

 ‘Cyberbullying’: involves sending inappropriate or hurtful text messages, emails or instant 
messages, posting malicious material online (e.g. on social networking websites) or sending 
or posting offensive or degrading images and videos; 

 Racist and Religious Bullying: A range of hurtful behaviour, both physical and 
psychological, that makes a person feel unwelcome, marginalised, excluded, powerless or 
worthless because of their colour, ethnicity, culture, faith community, national origin or 
national status; 

 Sexual, Sexist and Transphobic Bullying: includes any behaviour, whether physical or non-
physical, where sexuality is used as a weapon by boys or girls; 

 Homophobic Bullying: targets someone because of their sexual orientation (or perceived 
sexual orientation); 

 Disablist Bullying: targets a young person solely based on their disability, this can include 
manipulative bullying where a perpetrator forces the victim to act in a certain way, or 
exploiting a certain aspect of the victims disability. 

 
It is important to remember that bullying can also be a combination of the above.  
 
There has been much media attention surrounding children and young people who have 
committed suicide due to being bullied. Professionals must understand the damaging and at times 
fatal effects bullying can and does have on children and young people and be able to respond to it 
effectively. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 
 
Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) 
 
Many of the warning signs and indicators of CSE tend to refer to adult perpetrators, e.g. 
associations with older boyfriends / girlfriends, relationships or associations with risky adults and / 
or entering or leaving vehicles driven by unknown adults. As per the revised definition of CSE it 
“occurs where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce, 
manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 into sexual activity”. The key 
element of CSE is the imbalance of power and control within the exploitative relationship. Many 
CYP are not aware of the exploitation as they have a genuine belief that they are loved by their 
boyfriend / girlfriend or are acting in accordance with their peers. CYP are often recruited into 
exploitation by those who they trust, those of a similar age and with similar hobbies, often the 
nature of peer on peer exploitation encompasses a sense of peer pressure and wanting to fit in.   
In peer on peer exploitation, schools and youth clubs are also locations where children and young 
people can be exploited.  
 
Harmful Sexual Behaviour Including Sexting 
 
Sexually harmful behaviour from young people does not always occur with the intent to harm 
others. There may be many reasons why a young person engages in sexually harmful behaviour 
and it may be just as distressing to the young person who instigates it as well as the young person 
it is intended towards. Sexually harmful behaviour may range from inappropriate sexual language, 
inappropriate role play, to sexually touching another or sexual assault / abuse. This also includes 
sexting when someone sends or receives a sexually explicit text, image or video. This includes 
sending ‘nude pics’, ‘rude pics’ or ‘nude selfies’. Pressuring someone into sending a nude picture 
may occur in any relationship and to anyone, whatever their age, gender or sexual preference. 
However, once the image is taken and sent, the sender has lost control of the image and these 
images could end up anywhere. By having in their possession, or distributing, indecent images of a 
person under 18 on to someone else, young people are not even aware that they could be 
committing a criminal offence. 
 
Gang Activity and Youth Violence 
 
A child or young person can be exploited (sexually and / or physically) by a gang, but this is not 
necessarily the reason why gangs are formed. The Office of the Children’s Commissioner has 
defined CSE in gangs and groups as: 
 

 Gangs - mainly comprising men and boys aged 13-25 years old, who take part in many 
forms of criminal activity (e.g. knife crime or robbery) who can engage in violence against 
other gangs, and who have identifiable markers, for example a territory, a name, or 
sometimes clothing. 

 Groups - involves people who come together in person or online for the purpose of setting 
up, co-ordinating and / or taking part in the sexual exploitation of children in either an 
organised or opportunistic way. 

 
 



 

 

 

 
Types of exploitation may include using sex as a weapon between rival gangs, as a form of 
punishment to fellow gang members and / or a means of gaining status within the hierarchy of the 
gang. CYP may be forced to gain entry into the gang by carrying out an initiation process which 
may be harmful to them and / or may inflict harm to others. Where abuse takes place in a gang 
environment, female members may perceive the abuse as normal, as well as accepting it as a way 
of achieving a respected status / title within the gang. 
 
Domestic Violence 
 
Teenage relationship abuse is defined as a pattern of actual or threatened acts of physical, sexual, 
and / or emotional abuse, perpetrated by an adolescent (between the ages of 13 and 18) against a 
current or former partner. Abuse may include insults, coercion, social sabotage, sexual 
harassment, threats and / or acts of physical or sexual abuse. The abusive teen uses this pattern of 
violent and coercive behaviour, in a heterosexual or same gender relationship, in order to gain 
power and maintain control over the partner. 
 

Actions to be Taken 
 
Keeping Children Safe in Education, 2016 states that ‘Governing bodies and proprietors should 
ensure their child protection policy includes procedures to minimise the risk of peer on peer abuse 
and sets out how allegations of peer on peer abuse will be investigated and dealt with’. 
Professionals must give consideration to the impact on the school environment when both the 
perpetrator and victim attend the same school.  
 
It is vital for professionals to understand that the child who is perpetrating the abuse may also be 
at risk of harm. Professionals should make every effort to ensure that the perpetrator is also 
treated as a victim and undertake assessments to conclude this. Sensitive work must be 
undertaken with the child who is perpetrating, by helping them to understand the nature of their 
behaviour and the effect it has on others may prevent the abuse as a whole. 
 
Professionals should make every effort to understand the environmental context of the child’s life 
when assessing the risk posed to the child or young person. Individual experiences do not 
necessarily cause the abuse the victim is experiencing, but this may be used by perpetrators who 
have power and control over them. Those who are working with CYP must be able to use their 
professional judgement in identifying when what may be perceived as “normal developmental 
childhood behaviour” becomes abusive, dangerous and harmful to others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

Contact Us 
 
 

To find out more about working with tri.x contact us on: Telephone: 024 7667 8053 or visit our 
website www.trixonline.co.uk. 
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tri.x is part of the Signis Group, which also includes PRICE Training (Positive approaches to challenging behaviour) and Reconstruct (Training, consultancy and direct 
work). As a group we provide those working with children and vulnerable people with the best information, practice guidance, training and consulting available. 

http://www.trixonline.co.uk/
http://www.trixonline.co.uk/website/index.htm
http://www.signisgroup.com/
http://www.pricetraining.co.uk/courses-directory/one-day-open-courses/
http://www.reconstruct.co.uk/

