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As a new report highlights the sexualisation of young children in modern culture, Professor Tanya Byron gives advice on how to give children back their childhood 

My daughter has played with my make-up since she was a toddler. Now she is 7 and wants her own kids’ lipgloss, which feels wrong. What do I do? 

Playing is one thing; wanting it to be part of an adult culture before it is appropriate is another. The words kids and lipgloss do not go together; this is a perverse commercial creation. In your case your daughter is the victim of unpleasant companies that exploit the “tween” market. Sadly, I suspect that some of the people running these companies have children the same age as yours. Shame on them. Do not collude. Make-believe in a child is one thing — a child emulating an adult before he or she is ready to understand what it means is another. 

My son and daughter are 9 and 7. All their friends have seen the latest Pirates of the Caribbean film; it’s a 12A. I’m saying no, as I did for Avatar. Am I being overly censorious? 

Your children are your children, your standards are your standards, and how you want to bring them up is your decision. Parenting today is tougher because of the proliferation of accessible information and images that the youngest of children can access at home (via the web/digital platforms) or via their friends, who have parents who are less aware/in charge of their children’s viewing choices. Just because these images, etc, are the “wallpaper” of our children’s lives does not mean that we have to condone them looking at it. 

My daughter wants her ears pierced. She is 8 and has been asking to have it done since she was 5. How long can I keep telling her that earrings are for grown-ups? 

I recognise this argument; I had it with my daughter when she was younger. 

It is a tough one and it is all about when we allow our children to put pressure on us, based on their responses to what they experience among their peers. I advise that you examine your response to her requests against your own prejudices and whether you think that by saying “yes” you are endorsing something that sits uncomfortably with your views of what you want for your little girl. I believe that children often expect to have their wants immediately gratified (a dangerous precedent for life). So, in principle, if you want to hold out for longer so that she learns to accept that she cannot have everything when she wants it, good for you. I don’t believe there is an “appropriate” age for ear-piercing — it’s a matter of parental choice. 

My 12-year-old daughter has been invited to a friend’s house for a birthday sleepover . I said yes but have just discovered that some of the boys from her class have been invited as well. What should I do? 

As parents we have to be careful not to project our anxieties on to our children in a way that gives them unnecessary complexes. What is the fear here? Is it likely that a mixed boy-girl group sleeping together will lead to sexually inappropriate behaviour? I do not know the children in question but I feel that if they are respectful, this is not a problem. Segregation can make children anxious and think that there is something wrong with them being together as friends, and I believe that can give rise to surreptitious behaviour. Twelve-year-old boys and girls who are well supervised will probably learn to respect each other more as friends and so lessen the chance of anything untoward happening — as anxiously projected by the adults. 

I caught my 11-year-old son and his friends watching hardcore pornography on the family computer. What should I say to him? 

Children take risks; it is part of their normal development. However, in today’s risk-averse culture they do not have the space to take developmentally “normal” risks — no tree climbing, no conkers, no roaming. Instead, we tend to keep them “in captivity”, allowing them unrestricted access to multimedia. The digital world is an exciting place full of endless opportunities for children, but we adults, to our shame, do not talk to them about how to enjoy it safely. If you have not discussed the online world and responsible behaviour with your child, and leave him or her with unfettered online access, this is akin to letting them roam the top shelves of the newsagent. Hardcore porn is more accessible to this generation than ever before. Manage it, discuss it and restrict it if your child is naively exploring it. 

My seven-year-old daughter has been asking for a bikini since the age of 3. My instinct is to keep saying “no”, but why do I have to think through the eyes of a weirdo? 

When you say “weirdo” I presume that you mean a person who finds children in bikinis sexually thrilling. This is a paranoid view of the world. There are adults who find children sexually titillating, but to project our anxieties about these people and their perverse views on to our children is wrong. Little girls in bikinis are not inviting such inappropriate interest. Let her be a child in a bikini; she is not viewing this in a sexual way and neither should you. 

My son, who is 8, loves Rihanna and Lily Allen and copies their moves and sings the words. He doesn’t understand what the words mean but should I stop him? 

These are songs that often contain offensive swearwords. If you are OK with your child learning and miming them, that’s fine. In his review on the sexualisation and commercialisation of children, which was published this week, Reg Bailey, the chief executive of the Mothers’ Union, recommends parental guidance labels for songs with adult lyrics (a recommendation that I endorse). 

My view is that if you are comfortable with your eight-year-old spouting lyrics that include profanities, let him learn them and spout them in public. 

If you think it is fine for him to enjoy the music but need him to understand where and when these lyrics are appropriate, make him understand. 

You are his parent. Take control and set your standards. 

My 14-year-old daughter has taken to customising her school uniform. How can I explain to her that there is a difference between what she wears at the weekend and rolling up her school skirt? 

Your daughter is at the age when girls become aware of their developing sexuality and want to explore it. If you find that her rolled-up school skirt makes you feel uncomfortable, then discuss it with her and help her to understand that what she projects and how it may be perceived is something that she may not have thought through. Most of us have customised our school skirt when we were adolescents and parents need to decide whether their daughters are any more “at risk” than we were. 

My view is that our girls need help to think about the image they are projecting, but we need to understand that we might be reading too much into what they are doing. 

My 9-year-old son is sullen and withdrawn and just wants to play with his DS. It’s like having a teenager in the house.What can I do? 

Engage with him. Change your routine and find a way to have fun. Remove the DS if it represents only withdrawal and sullenness. Your son is 9, so treat him like a nine-year-old in terms of your expectations of his behaviour. If he is sullen and rude, make your responses to him so indifferent that he is compelled to want to engage you. Rudeness and a lack of engagement should be managed with parental disdain and a realisation for the child that life — when he or she behaves in such a way — is not at all pleasant. A rude child needs boundaries to learn respect, so explore whether he is withdrawing because he is unhappy (and if so address it) and, in addition, set boundaries so he knows that being sullen does not bring him attention. 

My seven-year-old daughter recently showed me some dance ‘moves’ that she had learnt from a friend. They involved a lot of hip thrusting, gyrating and pouting. Should I tell her not to? 
Children who gyrate and do “pole dance” moves at the age of 7 are emulating adult sexuality in a perverse and unnatural way. Any young pre-sexual child who is taught/learns sexual moves/facial expressions is, I believe, an innocent exploited. Your daughter has no understanding of what her moves convey and, while you would (I hope) not let her wear a thong and padded bra, you will stop these moves and tell her why. 

My daughter is 10 going on 16. She thinks she knows it all. She won’t do something if she doesn’t want to and if she doesn’t get her way she blows her top like a teenager. What can I do? 

The average age of puberty has fallen sharply in recent years and it generally occurs between 8 and 14. The first hormonal changes occur before there is any outward sign of them, so this could be a factor in your daughter’s behaviour. 

You can’t do anything about that but you can think about what triggers these outbursts and set out a clear system to stop it. 

Ask her something only twice (once nicely, then once firmly) before imposing a consequence. Don’t shout. Be explicit about the rules, the boundaries and the consequences. Most important of all, make sure that most attention is given for positive behaviour. I suggest that you and your daughter draw up a contract that sets out your — and her — expectations of behaviour. Allow her to state her wants and needs, even if one of them is for you not to shout. 

You should also find out if her bad behaviour is a result of stress and unhappiness. Is she worried about you and how you are feeling? Is all well at school? Find time to just be together, a 15-minute “golden mummy and me time” before bed, for example, or even just chatting. Forget the phone, the computer and the dishwasher and concentrate on her. She is still your child, however quickly you feel she’s growing up. 


A mother is worried that her five-year-old is behaving in an inappropriate manner. Our families expert offers advice 

I am very worried that my five-year-old daughter is becoming too sexualised for someone of her age. Last week I caught her in my bedroom dressed in my bikini bottoms and trying to put my high heels on. She says that she wants some lip gloss “like her friends have”, and she gyrates to dance tunes in a way that feels sexualised to me. She also told me recently that she thinks her legs are fat. 

I strongly believe girls should be girls and encourage femininity, but I am starting to worry that she is growing up too fast. Please help. 

Susie You are not alone in your concern, Susie. A useful concept that came out of Reg Bailey’s recent government review, The Commercialisation and Sexualisation of Childhood, was one that described “the ‘wallpaper’ of our children’s lives”. By that Bailey, the chief executive of the Mothers’ Union, meant the images and media that surround them — from TV to music videos to push-up bras aimed at three-year-olds. He talked about this wallpaper containing images that can encourage our children to adopt sexualised behaviour before they are ready. 

But it is important to keep things in perspective. Little girls dress up, often in the clothes of their mothers. It is part of their play and it is how they explore their identity. It’s normal. I remember doing it — I am sure you do, too. It is important for us parents to make sure that we don’t project our paranoia on to their innocent play. Dressing up does not indicate a child who is growing up too fast. 

Indeed, it is really important — in our paranoid culture — not to project our sexual understanding of provocative dress and play on to our children. Our projections are fuelled by an overblown belief that behind every corner lurks a person with sexually inappropriate desires for our offspring. Such fear then fuels a misinterpretation of innocent play. 

Saying that, much as little girls like to put on make-up as part of a fantasy, there needs to be a boundary between play and real identity. I don’t think it is appropriate that they should be allowed to either have or wear make-up as part of normal life at that age, and I personally think that the ruthless merchandising of make-up to the prepubescent tween market is commercial exploitation in the extreme. I squirm when I see very young children out in make-up and can only wonder at what is missing in their parents’ lives — what is that parent trying to live out for themselves through their child? 

When it comes to music videos, the Bailey review recommends that there should be parental guidance and I have some sympathy. I think that there is a proliferation of highly sexual images available to young children before they are able to truly process and understand what such provocative behaviour means. So I would advise all parents to screen very carefully the images that our kids consume. They simply don’t have the cognitive ability to understand it in any other way than to want to mimic it. 

Finally, you mention that your daughter thinks she has fat legs. Research at the University of Surrey and University of the West of England has repeatedly highlighted how girls as young as 5 have internalised the thin ideal. In short, it has proved that they associate being fat with unpopularity. While we want our daughters to be fit and a healthy weight, this is very different to children ascribing a negative value to weight and a positive value to thinness. Unfortunately, many young girls will hear their mothers and other women discussing weight issues and will relate it back to themselves, which sets a worrying trend for their teenage years and beyond. The thin ideal is something that we should all robustly challenge. A young girl should be encouraged to love her body and celebrate what she can do with it. Whether it’s ballet, football or gymnastics, encourage her to keep doing the activities she loves so that she can celebrate what she can do, rather than aspire to and compare herself to an unobtainable ideal. 

Above all, allow her to be a child, enjoying play that may involve emulating an adult but setting a very clear boundary between creative fantasy and reality in terms of what she sees and how she behaves. 

IS YOUR CHILD GROWING UP TOO QUICKLY?
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IS MY DAUGHTER GROWING UP TOO QUICKLY?
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