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2. Strategies for minimising risk
Respect for privacy and dignity is a right for 
all children regardless of age, sex, ethnic 
background, disability or culture. The intimate 
nature of many nursing interventions, if not 
practised in a sensitive and respectful manner, 
could lead to misinterpretation and occasionally 
to allegations of abuse.

Wherever possible all nurses and health care 
staff should follow the principles of good practice 
below, particularly when their work requires care 
of an intimate or personal nature. In addition, 
nurses need to be mindful of their use of personal 
contact and body language.

• Physical, personal and intimate care 
should not be undertaken without training, 
appropriate level of competence, or 
negotiation with and explanation to the  
child and the child’s main carer.

• 
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• Some children, particularly adolescents and 
those from non-christian background are 
likely to prefer a same sex carer. This reflects 
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3. Gender-specific issues
All nurses who work with children of the opposite 
sex to them, should recognise that they can 
occasionally be placed in a vulnerable position. 
This may be particularly so in situations where 
they are working alone with children or where 
care is unobserved by colleagues or the child’s 
parents/carers. In these situations it is important 
to recognise the potential vulnerability of 
both the child and the practitioner. It may 
be appropriate to use chaperones or to move 
care to a safe, observed area. Strategies to 
deal with these situations ought not to inhibit 
or compromise the development of normal, 
therapeutic relationships between nurses and 
children and their families.

4. Social media
Social media and networking internet sites  
are defined as websites and electronic 
applications that enable users to create and share 
content or to participate in socia networking  
(www.oxforddictionaires.com). The NMC 
2015 Code states that nurses and midwives must 
“uphold the reputation of your profession at 
all times”. This means that conduct online and 
conduct in the real world should be judged in 
the same way, and should be at a similar high 
standard. Nurses and midwives will put their 
registration at risk, and students may jeopardise 
their ability to join the register, if they:

• share confidential information online

• post inappropriate comments about 
colleagues or patients

• use social networking sites to bully or 
intimidate colleagues

• pursue personal relationships with patients 
or service users either through social media 
contact or face to face

• distribute sexually explicit material.

The key to good practice is to exercise common 
sense guided by principles of clinical supervision 
and clinical decision making. Nurses should not 
place themselves in a vulnerable situation where 
actions could be misinterpreted; this applies 
equally to male and female nurses.
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6. Conclusion 7. Summary
The role of nurses is to work in partnership 
with children, young people and their families. 
Nurses must be aware that most cases of child 
abuse are perpetrated by people known to the 
child. If nurses find themselves the subject of 
an allegation of abuse against staff, this may 
be indicative of an underlying problem in the 
family or within the child’s previous experience 
of adults, with an abuser trying to deflect blame 
onto the nurse.

Employers need to have a procedure for handling 
cases where an accusation has been made. These 
procedures need to balance the need to protect 
children with the effects on the individual 
accused, including the long-term consequences if 
the claim turns out to be false.

If a claim is made against you contact RCN Direct 
for information and advice on 0345 772 6100. 
RCN Direct will then contact your region/country 
office to get support for you.

The incidence of child sexual abuse by nurses is 
very rare and should never be used as an excuse 
for discriminating against staff or preventing 
equal opportunities. Nurses need to have a good 
understanding of the issues through a continuous 
programme of education and training and 
adherence to good nursing practice, particularly 
in intimate care to ensure the protection of both 
child and professional.
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