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Guidance on reporting underage pregnancy
and underage sex cases
By Sarah Nelson and Kirsteen Mackay
For
The University of Edinburgh/NSPCC Child Protection Research
Centre
In collaboration with NUJ Scotland

INTRODUCTION
This leaflet is a short guidance version of
Reporting underage pregnancy and
underage sex cases, a booklet published
by the University of Edinburgh/NSPCC
Child Protection Research Centre in
collaboration with the National Union of
Journalists in Scotland.
It results from our deep concern at how
some of society’s most vulnerable young
women under 16, including pre-teens, are
publicly vilified in cases that involve sexual
activity. This adds to their suffering and
humiliation. It also makes it less likely that
other vulnerable young women will
be protected in future from abuse or
exploitation.
Of course, preventing misrepresentation and stereotyping is not just the
media’s responsibility, but journalists have a leading role to play. Our
guidance is launched in collaboration with the NUJ, and has been informed
and supported by some key agencies working with children and young
people - the Children’s Commissioner for Scotland, the Scottish Child Law
Centre, the NSPCC, Children 1st, Barnardos, Rape Crisis Scotland and 18 and
Under.
Illustrated by high profile case studies, the full report asks journalists
to question the supposed ‘facts’ behind very young pregnancy and sexual
activity cases they encounter, and to be aware of the language of prejudice.
We summarise some relevant key legislation on sexual offences and
relevant media reporting laws, and describe how these can both help and
undermine young victims of sexual crime.
Pre-teen pregnancy is unusual, and it is not legally possible for a child
under 13 to give consent to any sexual activity. In the experience of
agencies working with abused young people and adult survivors, there is
a high likelihood that young girls who become pregnant will have been
victims of abuse and exploitation.

All too often, media coverage of stories involving pregnant or sexually
active young women is salacious and falsely moralising. They are badged
as ‘sluts’ and ‘chavs / neds’ and their behaviour portrayed as symptomatic
of downward moral and societal trends, with no genuine consideration of
the individual circumstances or abuse that they may have experienced.
We ask you to take some steps to help protect and accurately represent
young women. Many of the NUJ’s own guidelines, as we describe, support
change. Each one of us can begin to change these prejudices.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
•
Avoid repeating popular assumptions and prejudices about
women who are raped, when writing about girls in cases of underage
sex or very young pregnancy.
•
Always consider the possibility of sexual abuse or rape in cases
of very young underage sex or pregnancy.
•
Please develop relationships with the organisations and
individuals who work to protect young people, for comment on such
stories. Contact details are provided in the full report.
•
Know the law on underage sexual activity, particularly in
relation to consent. The key legislation is outlined in the report.
•
Know the law on identifying and interviewing under-16s and
under-18s in the media, in cases of underage sexual activity.
•
Where misinformation about a child has been published,
please work with child protection agencies to find ways in which this
can be corrected once confidentiality laws have come into play.
•
Monitor your media’s online comment sections to ensure that
vulnerable young people are not subject to public abuse or ‘trolling’.
Where possible, refrain from making the commenting facility available
on stories about young people and pregnancy / sexual activity.
•
Please use your influence and position as journalists to expose
child sexual abuse and child sexual exploitation.

You can download the full version of Guidance on reporting
underage pregnancy and underage sex cases from
www.childprotection.ed.ac.uk or the NUJ Scotland website.
The full report covers a wide range of topics that will support you as
a journalist to report effectively on teenage and pre-teen pregnancy,
including prejudice and discrimination, the effects of sexual abuse,
media pressures, current legislation, and also provides useful reading
and contacts for organisations best placed to comment on issues
relating to pre-teen pregnancy and underage sexual activity.
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