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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

Only a very few studies to date have comprehensively assessed Received 22 October 2022
children’s knowledge of sexuality. In this study, we examined the  Accepted 3 March 2023
level of sexual knowledge among children aged 3-6years in KEYWORDS

Finland. We analysed children’s explanations of what they saw in Early education; childhood
drawings related to genital naming, conception and childbirth, sexuality; sexual knowledge;
safety skills, and adult sexual activity. Levels of knowledge were picture-assisted interview;
generally low. The largest number of correct answers were given for sexuality education; pre-
genital naming and safety skills. Knowledge increased with age. school children
Children’s gender was not related to their total level of knowledge.

There was a correlation between children’s ability to name their

genitals and their knowledge of safety skills. The results suggest

that only what is known about can be protected. Building on the

findings of this study, age-appropriate sexuality education should

be provided to all children.

Introduction

Sexuality and sexuality education in early childhood often go unmentioned or opposed
due to myths, tradition, and fears. The term sexuality often has adult connotations and
sexuality is not seen as a part of childhood (Cacciatore et al. 2020; Brilleslijper-Kater and
Baartman 2000). While many sexuality issues only become relevant in adolescence, this is
not the case for all topics. The objective of early sexuality education is to provide age-
appropriate and safety-enhancing information about the body, rights, emotions and skills
to protect physical integrity, and positive attitudes to reinforce a healthy body image
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(WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA 2010; Cacciatore, Korteniemi-Poikela, and
Kaltiala 2019), to which all children are entitled (Cacciatore et al. 2020).

Importantly, children may encounter explicit sexual material online and need help
dealing with it, hence the importance of preparing children for everyday social realities
that, according to the European Court of Human Rights (2018), justifies the provision of
early sexuality education. In Finland, at 18 months, children spend on average over half
an hour, and at 5-years-old more than two hours a day, using e-media devices (Niiranen
et al. 2021). Of 5-6 and 7-year-olds respectively, 87% and 100% have their own telephone,
of which 75% and 89% are smart phones (DNA 2022). Because of this, sexuality must be
openly discussed with children from an early age in a manner appropriate to their
developmental level (WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA 2010).

Attitudes about childhood sexuality and sexuality education vary considerably
depending on culture, place, context and time. Finland is a comparatively open-minded
country regarding sex and sexuality education. Sexuality education has been mandatory
in schools since 2002 (Apter 2011), and since 2022, the mandatory national early child-
hood education and care (ECEC) curriculum (Finnish National Agency for Education
2022, 48) requires teachers and carers to ensure that ‘children’s age-appropriate curiosity
towards sexuality and the body is guided respectfully’.

So far as we are aware, Finland is the only country where universal ECEC at all ages
includes information related to sexuality, safety skills and the body equally for all children.
Each child’s individual ECEC plan is made together with the child’s parents. Given the
ubiquity of sauna culture, nudity is widely accepted in Finland and considered natural
within the family. Yet talk about childhood sexuality may be taboo (Cacciatore et al. 2020)
or unfamiliar to teachers and carers without appropriate training. Growing awareness of
child sexual abuse may even strengthen the taboo against discussion of childhood
sexuality. Without good quality research, there is no information regarding children’s
level of knowledge about sexuality in Finland or whether this changes over time.

Children’s sexual expression, interests and knowledge differ from those of adolescents
and adults (Cacciatore et al. 2020; Cacciatore, Korteniemi-Poikela, and Kaltiala 2019;
Sandnabba et al. 2003). Only a few studies have explored comprehensively children’s
perspectives on sexuality or current knowledge thereof (van Ham et al. 2021), the focus
being mostly on childhood sexual abuse prevention (Wurtele and Kenny 2011). Studies
assessing the sexual knowledge of non-abused young children would yield important
information on their need for age-appropriate sexuality education.

Studying children’s sexuality is not easy (Gonzélez Ortega 2020; Lyon 2014; de Graaf
and Rademakers 2011). Retrospective accounts of early experiences may be distorted or
inaccurate as memory fades with time and memories may be reconstructed based on
current understandings (Lahtinen 2022). Asking parents and early education professionals
is also problematic because of their attitudes, memory, background and willingness to
report affect observations (de Graaf and Rademakers 2011). In addition, children also tend
to hide their sexual play (Cacciatore et al. 2020). Beyond this, young children have limited
vocabulary, social skills and ability to concentrate (de Graaf and Rademakers 2011). They
are suggestible and tend to try to please adults with their answers. They may find
questioning frightening and sense the unspoken nature of sexuality (Cacciatore et al.
2020). Finally, children may feel ashamed or guilty regarding their own sexual experiences
and it is hard to be certain that they openly tell us what they know (van Ham et al. 2020).
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The literature suggests variation across countries, ethnicities and socioeconomic sta-
tus, as well as by sex, in levels of sexual knowledge among non-abused children aged 2-9
years (Goldman and Goldman 1982; Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams 1990; Volbert 2000;
Caron and Ahlgrim 2012; Wurtele, Melzer, and Kast 1992; Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman
2000; Bem 1989; van Ham et al. 2021). Children appear to have most knowledge about the
names of genitals and sex differences, and least knowledge about safety skills, pregnancy
and adult sexual behaviour. However, research on children’s sexual knowledge is scarce
and relevant studies have been conducted in only a few countries.

To assess the sexual knowledge of young children, interviews have often been used
(Wurtele 1993; Wurtele and Owens 1997), sometimes accompanied by drawings of the
body (Wurtele, Melzer, and Kast 1992; Kenny and Wurtele 2008), or drawings covering
sexuality more comprehensively (Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams 1990; Volbert and
Homburg 1996; Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman 2000; Brilleslijper-Kater 2005; van Ham
et al. 2021), photographs (Bem 1989; Davies and Robinson 2010), and drawing assign-
ments (Caron and Ahlgrim 2012). Existing studies have focused on children’s knowledge
of sex differences, gender identity, body parts and their functions, adult sexual behaviour,
pregnancy, childbirth, and safety skills. The main findings from studies using drawings are
summarised in Table 1, showing that children’s level of knowledge increases with age but
does not increase over time. Socio-cultural background seems to be more influential than
age in affecting knowledge levels, meaning that lower-class children typically know less
about sexuality than middle- and upper-class children, regardless of age.

The Nordic countries are considered progressive regarding sexuality education, but no
research from Finland has been published on sexual knowledge elicited directly from children.
In this study, we aimed to ascertain what 3-6-year-olds attending Finnish early education know
about sexuality (genital naming, conception and childbirth, adult sexual behaviour, and safety
skills) and how this knowledge relates to the child’s age or sex. The hypothesis was that Finnish
children would have at least as much sexual knowledge as similarly aged children in earlier
research conducted in other countries and would express it freely. Findings would help deter-
mine what knowledge, skills and attitudes best support and protect their sexual development.

Methods
Study design

The study was conducted between September-November 2019. It used a structured inter-
view in which children responded to drawings. We chose to use open-ended questions and
quite complex drawings of social situations to elicit responses, because young children
respond better to concrete stimuli, and because verbal questioning without the use of visual
aids might be too abstract for them (e.g. Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman 2000).

The study was conducted in seven municipal early childhood education units in two
metropolitan municipalities, RIl and HEI (pseudonyms), with approximately 30,000 and
660,000 inhabitants respectively. Both municipalities have recently (2017 and 2019) begun
to include sexuality education in the mandatory local ECEC curriculum, but without systematic
staff training. The proportion of multicultural families in the studied units varied between 25%
and 56%. Our goal was to include at least 40 children of each of the following age groups (3, 4,
5, 6-year-olds), with an equal number of girls and boys in each. We included 3-6-year-olds in
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the study because 2-year-olds tend to express themselves more non-verbally than verbally,
and because in Finland 7-year-olds already attend school.

We (RC, SIF) submitted the study description, pictures and interview protocol to early
childhood education professionals in each of the study sites via email and at a briefing
meeting. The professionals distributed information and consent forms to the parents of
attending 3-6-year-old children and collected the parental consent forms. Only agree-
ments were returned and counted. Early education teachers familiar to the children then
conducted the interviews in their respective units.

LO attended the interviews and trained the teachers in how to carry out the interviews.
It was emphasised that the child should be free to answer each question openly. If a child
did not understand a question or was afraid to answer, teachers were advised to encou-
rage them with more direct, but not leading, questions. At the beginning of each session,
the researcher greeted the child; set up the audio-recording; and registered the child’s
age, sex and observed their behavioural reaction on arrival (e.g. relaxed, tense, giggly).
They also noted any special events, such as interruptions. Other background factors were
not assessed. After the interviews had been transcribed and anonymised, the audio
recordings made during the interviews were destroyed.

A warmup picture was shown first to engage the child. The teacher then asked the
child open-ended questions about what was happening in the pictures and how the
children or adults depicted in the pictures might feel in that situation.

Study instruments

We developed ten specially designed drawings for the study and one additional drawing for
the warmup drawing featuring two running children. The drawings and the interview proto-
col were designed by experts in childhood sexuality education (SI-F), early education (NS),
child psychiatry (RC), forensic interviewing of children (SV, JK), and childhood sexual knowl-
edge studies (RV). Sample illustrations, inspired by the work of Volbert and Homburg (1996,
2000), are shown in Figure 1. The questions associated with the different pictures were of the
following type.

I'll show you some pictures and you can tell me what you see. What is happening in this
picture? What are the children doing? What are those people thinking or saying? Tell me how
the baby will get out of the tummy? Very good!

The interview protocol was based on those used in earlier studies (Volbert 2000; Brilleslijper-
Kater and Baartman 2000) and the WHO Standards for Sexuality Education in Europe 2010.
The interview covered eight topics as follows: (1) the human body and human development;
(2) fertility and reproduction; (3) sexuality; (4) emotions; (5) relationships and lifestyles; (6)
sexuality, health, and well-being; (7) sexuality and rights; (8) social and cultural determinants
of sexuality (values/norms). The protocol determined the order in which the pictures were
presented, and the questions asked. The children’s answers were not corrected in any way.

Variables and scoring analyses

For this paper, we analysed responses related to the topics of genital naming; conception
and childbirth; safety skills (two drawings); and adult sexual activity, all of these together
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Picture 1: Genital naming Specific questions:

Variable 1 & 2: Names penis / vagina What is that place called?

Nothing/ Does not know = 0 What about that?

Own word or a word close enough = A (Teacher points to the genital area).

Appropriate terms = 2
Genital naming, boy and girl, counted together
= sum variable (max. 4).

Picture 2: Conception and childbirth Specific questions:

Variable 3: Knows how baby goes in How did the baby get into the belly? —
Nothing/ Does not know = 0 (Teacher can point to the belly). - I
from seed, mommy and daddy made him, etc. = i How will the baby get out of there?
From daddy’s seed and mommy’s egg, etc = 2 1
Variable 4: Knows how the baby comes out L:a‘
Nothing/ Does not know = 0 1

In the hospital, with surgery etc. = A A\

From mommy’s vagina etc. = 2 7 )

All points counted together = sum variable (max. 4).

Picture 3: Safety skills Specific questions:

Variable 5: Identifies the situation as unwanted How does the taller child feel? ﬁ (q
Nothing/Does not know = 0 What should he do about it? - £
The child said that the situation is unpleasant but did = g

not say why Sc v

The child described the situation as unpleasant “he W\ !

teases”, “he tears” or the shorter child is touching = 2 P :‘ Y
Variable 6: Suggest safety skills
Nothing/ Does not know = 0
One of the three safety-steps (say no, get away, tell
an adult)
Two of them = 2
Picture 4: Safety skills Specific questions:
Variable 7: Knows what to do if encounters bad What can you do if you see
things in media something scary or something that
Nothing/Does not know = 0 makes you worrisome?
Anything, that is reasonable for feeling better = A
2-3 of the three safety-steps or one safety-step and
‘put it away’
Safety skills counted together = sum variable (max. 6).
Picture 5: Adult sexual activity Specific questions:
Variable 8: Identifies the situation as sexual What is happening in this picture?
Nothing/Does not know = 0 Where could those people be?
In shower, sleeping, dancing = 0
They love each other, they like each other, they kiss, s
they are married or in other words describe an = 1 i
intimate relationship
Making babies, having sex etc. = 2

Figure 1. Scoring of the pictures.

five drawings. We asked one or two questions per picture, which resulted in eight
question variables.

Children’s responses were scored on a scale of 0-2 as follows: 0= does not know, 1=
partial knowledge, 2= adequate knowledge. We also calculated an overall summed score
across all the items (0-16 points) and separate summed scores for genital naming (2
items), conception and childbirth (2 items), and safety skills (3 items). If the interviewer
deviated too far from the protocol (e.g. by asked a leading question such as ‘They are
happy, aren’t they?’ or did not ask anything, etc.), a score of 0 was given.
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The ratings were made by two independent raters (LO, JKon). The raters also scored 24
common questions to test inter-rater reliability of the scoring. The inter-rater reliability
was very high (r=0.97), with the raters giving the same score in 96% of the questions.

Statistical analyses

We first determined the frequencies of correct, partially correct, and ‘do not know’
answers to each topic, and then calculated correlations between different items using
Pearson'’s correlation coefficient. The mean (and standard deviation) of the general level
knowledge summed scores was calculated for each age group (3, 4, 5, 6-year-olds), and
the age groups were compared using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). Associations
of age and gender with the summed scores and individual items were analysed using
ordinal logistic regression, with the responses coded as 0 (does not know), 1 (partially
correct), and 2 (correct). The results were expressed as odds ratios (OR) with 95%
confidence intervals (Cl). Child’s sex and age were entered into the model simultaneously.
Analyses were run separately for all the question items and for the summed variables
measuring general knowledge of all topics. SPSS software was used for all the analyses.

Ethics

The University of Helsinki Ethics Review Board in Humanities and Social and Behavioural
Sciences approved the research protocol for the study (Ref 34/2019). We also sought and
received permission to conduct the research from both municipalities. Parents were
informed in advance and written permission was obtained for children’s participation.
Participation was completely voluntary, and the withdrawal was possible at any time. No
payments were made to participants. The children had the opportunity to refuse to
participate or discontinue their involvement in the study.

Results
Participants

A total of 143 3-6-year-old children were interviewed, but 11 of these interviews were
excluded: five were interrupted because of the child’s restlessness or unwillingness to
participate and six children fell outside the target age group. Thus, the final data included
responses from 132 children (70 boys and 62 girls) (Table 2).

Table 2. Age, sex, number and the percentage of all participants.

Background variables Sex Boys Girls Total

Age (years)

3 13 (10.2%) 10 (7.6%) 23 (17.4%)
4 12 (9.1%) 14 (10.6%) 26 (19.7%)
5 30 (22.7%) 19 (14.4%) 49 (37.1%)
6 15 (11.4%) 19 (14.4%) 34 (25.8%)
Total 70 (53%) 62 (47%) 132 (100%)
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Qualitative observations of the children’s reactions in the interviews

Upon arrival, about half of the children seemed to be at ease (relaxed position, made eye
contact, interacted verbally), whereas the others appeared to be tense or nervous (rigid
position, quiet and brief answers). In addition, when pictures with nudity were shown,
some children started responding by whispering, rapidly turning to the next picture, and
frequently responded with ‘I don't know’. Some 6-year-olds said, for example, ‘Yuck!’ or
‘I'm not supposed to say that word’ when it came to the genital naming picture, as in the
following example:

(What's the name of that place?) ‘Don’t know’ (You don’t know. Mm ... What about that?)
‘Don’t know’ (You don’t know ...) ‘I'm not supposed to say that’ (You must not say ...) ‘They
are toilet words’ ([...] Would you have known them?) ‘I do not want to say’

(6-year-old boy, with teacher’s questions shown in brackets)

The children looked for longer and talked more when presented with pictures that
including children. Towards the end, some children appeared to become tired or bored,
merely glancing at the pictures, talking less and more frequently responding ‘I don't
know’.

Item-by-item level of knowledge

The percentages of correct, partially correct, and wrong/no answers for each topic are
presented in Table 3. The children were most knowledgeable about genital naming and
recognising peer-to-peer harassment as unpleasant (Picture 3, Figure 1). Additional details
and examples are given below.

Picture 1: genital naming

Of the children who answered, almost all used the well-established names that children
used to describe genitals pimppi/pimpsa (vulva) and pippeli/kikkeli (penis), which we
scored as correct. Of all the children, 51.5% (n = 68) correctly named the female genitals,
while 3.8% (n = 5) used an incorrect name, such as butt/bottom. Nearly half of the children

Table 3. Percentage of incorrect (does not know), partially correct, and correct answers.

No correct Correct
information Partially correct information
Picture 1
Names vulva 447 3.8 51.5
Names penis 341 4.5 61.4
Picture 2
Knows how a baby gets into the tummy 97.0 3.0 0.0
Knows how a baby gets out of the tummy 60.6 174 22.0
Picture 3
Identifies the situation as unwanted 114 15.2 73.5
Suggests safety skills* 41.7 56.1 2.3
Picture 4
Knows what to do if encounters bad things in media** 62.8 36.3 0.9
Picture 5
Identifies the situation as sexual 84.8 15.2 0.0

Note: Values are percentage points. n = 132, unless otherwise specified. * n =130, ** n =113 (follow-up questions).
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(44.7%, n=59) could not or did not want to answer the questions about the female
genitals. Slightly more, 61.4% (n = 81), named the male genitals correctly, while 4.5% (n =
6) used an uncommon or incorrect name. One third (34.1%, n = 45) did not know or want
to answer.

No children used anatomically correct adult terms such as vulva/vagina or penis. Of the
children, 45.5% (n =59) named both genitals correctly. Of those who named the female
genitals correctly, 88.2% (n=60) also named the male genitals correctly. Of those who
named the male genitals correctly, 74.1% (n=60) also named the female genitals
correctly.

Both sexes knew the names of their own genitals best: 56.5% (n = 35) of girls named
the female genitals, 53.2% (n = 33) the male genitals, and 48.4% (n =30) both male and
female genitals; 45.7% (n = 32) of boys named the female genitals, 68.6% (n = 48) named
the male genitals, and 42.9% (n = 30) both male and female genitals.

There was no significant difference in girls’ ability to name male and female genitals,
whereas boys were more likely to name male than female genitals.

Picture 2: conception and childbirth
Using Picture 2 of a pregnant naked woman showering, we asked how the baby got
into the tummy. Three percent (n =4) of the children showed some knowledge, all of
them 5-year-old girls, while 97% (n=128) expressed no knowledge. One child said
that the father gives the seed, one talked about seeds more generally, one men-
tioned that adults play together to get a baby, and one mentioned that the baby
goes in and comes out from the same hole. None referred directly to intercourse or
other sexual activities.

When asked how the baby comes out, 39.4% (n = 52) of the children referred to either
genital delivery (22.0%, n=29) or Caesarean section (17.4%, n=23) and 60.6% (n = 80)
expressed no knowledge or no correct knowledge.

Picture 3 and 4: safety skills

Related to Picture 3 of a child pulling another’s pants, 88.6% (n=117) of the children
described the act as unpleasant. No-one mentioned the full Three-Step Rule: say no, go
away, tell an adult you trust (Wurtele 1993; WHO Regional Office for Europe and BZgA
2010). Only 2.3% (n = 3) said the child should say no and tell an adult, and 56.1% (n = 74)
mentioned at least one of these steps. The remaining children (41.7%, n = 55) said nothing
or suggested other responses, such as hitting.

In Picture 4, a worried-looking child had a tablet computer in their lap. Most children
noticed that the child was sad or worried, but some reported reasons unrelated to safety, such
as that the child was hungry, the tablet battery had run out, or the child had lost a game.

If a child said that the child in the picture had seen something unpleasant (85.6%, n =
113), they were then asked what the child should do. Of these, 0.9% (n = 1) said that the
child could turn off the scary content and tell an adult, and 36.3% (n=41) offered one
such response. More than half (62.8%, n = 71) of the children suggested other actions such
as to go to eat or to play, or did not know what to do.
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Picture 5: adult sexual activity

In this picture, a naked adult man and woman are embracing on top of each other.
Most children (84.8%, n=112) gave an explanation without any reference to
sexuality, for instance that the adults were taking a shower, a sauna, or bath,
were at home, or shopping. Some intimacy in the relationship between adults was
mentioned by 15.2% (n=20) of the children, such as being married or a mother
and father hugging or kissing. None referred to sex, intercourse, reproduction or
the like. Often children rotated the horizontal image upright so as to get the
adults to appear standing in the picture.

Gender differences
The only significant gender difference in girls’ and boys’ levels of knowledge was in
naming genitalia: boys named male genitalia significantly more often (Table 5).

Item by item correlations

Table 4 shows the correlations between all item responses. Items 1, 2, 5, 6 and 7
showed statistically significant correlations, which indicated that children who were
able to correct name the genitals (items 1, 2) were also likely to be aware of
sexuality-related safety skills (items 5, 6, 7). There was also a correlation between
being able to name the male and female genitals and knowing where a baby comes
out (items 1, 2, and 4). No statistically significant correlation was found between
items related to adult sexual interaction and conception (items 3, 8) and the other
items.

The relationship between age, sex, and knowledge

Level of knowledge increased with age (M =5.7, SD = 3.0). The mean level of knowledge
(possible range between 0-16) was 3.5 among 3-year-olds and 7.2 among 6-year-olds
(Figure 1). Age was related to better knowledge on all items, except for reproduction and

Table 4. Pearson correlation coefficients between items.

Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
1. Names vulva

2. Names penis .60

3. Knows how the baby gets into the tummy .08 .03

4. Knows how the baby gets out of the tummy 32 .38 a7

5. Identifies the situation as unwanted 29 33 -.06 .20

6. Suggests safety skills .28 25 .04 11 46

7. Knows what to do on encountering bad things in media 22 24 .04 .10 .26 34

8. Identifies the situation as sexual .10 .08 -.09 a7 .08 12 NN

Values presented with bold font are statistically significant (p <.05). Responses are coded as O=does not know,
1=partially correct, 2=correct.
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Table 5. Associations of age and sex with sexuality-related knowledge level variables.

Sex Age

Variable OR 95% Cl OR 95% Cl

1. Names vulva 1.61 0.80-3.23 1.71 1.21-2.43
2. Names penis 0.47 0.23-0.97 1.73 1.21-2.46
3. Knows how the baby gets into the tummy 2.44 0.43-13.94 0.69 0.32-1.51
4. Knows how the baby gets out of the tummy 1.05 0.52-2.10 1.73 1.21-2.49
5. Identifies the situation as unwanted 0.81 0.37-1.77 1.70 1.17-2.48
6. Suggests safety skills 1.09 0.52-2.27 2.14 1.48-3.11
7. Knows what to do on encountering bad things in media 134 0.60-2.98 2.70 1.68-4.32
8. Identifies the situation as sexual 1.81 0.68-4.81 1.48 0.89-2.44
9. Summed variable: Conception and childbirth 1.14 0.57-2.28 1.68 1.18-2.40
10. Summed variable: Genital naming 0.91 0.47-1.74 1.74 1.26-2.41
11. Summed variable: Safety skills 0.91 0.47-1.76 1.92 1.38-2.66
12. Summed variable: General level of 1.23 0.67-2.25 2.28 1.66-3.13

knowledge

0Odds ratios (OR) and their 95% confidence intervals (Cl) are from ordinal logistic regression models fitted separately for
each outcome variable, and predicted by children’s sex and age. ORs higher than 1.00 indicate positive associations,
ORs lower than 1.00 indicate negative associations. Sex was coded as 0=girl and 1=boy. Associations presented in bold
are statistically significant (p <.05).

adult sexual activity (Table 5). Girls were significantly (53%) less likely than boys to
correctly name the penis. The child’s sex did not correlate with any other variables
(Table 5).

Discussion

The level of sexuality-related knowledge expressed by 3-6-year-olds in Finland was surpris-
ingly low compared to earlier similar studies conducted in the USA (Gordon, Schroeder, and
Abrams 1990), Germany (Volbert and Homburg 1996), and the Netherlands (Brilleslijper-Kater
and Baartman 2000; Brilleslijper-Kater 2005; van Ham et al. 2021) with several (14-29) drawings
covering sexuality comprehensively (Table 1). The most correct answers were related to genital
naming and safety skills, and the least correct answers related to conception and adult sexual
behaviour. Age correlated positively with level of knowledge in all variables except those
related to conception and adult sexual behaviour, where the children provided little informa-
tion, as in most earlier studies (Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams 1990; Brilleslijper-Kater and
Baartman 2000; Volbert 2000). We found no differences between the sexes in sexuality-related
knowledge. A recent Dutch study found that girls score more correct answers than boys in all
topics (van Ham et al. 2021).

Genital naming

The children expressed the highest level of knowledge regarding genital naming, as in
other research (Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams 1990; Volbert 2000; van Ham et al. 2021).
Oddly, in this study only about half of the children named both genitals correctly.

In an earlier study conducted in Germany, Volbert (2000) found that 75-83% (n =147, 2—
6-year-olds) gave some label to both genitals. In a parallel study in the Netherlands,
Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman (2000) found that 95% of children were able to give a name
to the penis and 78% to the vagina (n = 63, 2—-6-year-olds) when any reasonably appropriate
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name for the genitals was considered correct. On the other hand, far fewer children were able
to name the genitals in a US study when only the anatomically correct words penis and vagina
were accepted as correct (Wurtele, Melzer, and Kast 1992). In a later study, also conducted in
USA, children who preferred speaking English reported more names for genitals than first
language Spanish-speaking children, who reported none, indicating a possible link between
knowledge and cultural taboos (Kenny and Wurtele 2008).

It seems rather unlikely that almost half of 3-6-year-olds in Finland do not know any
terms for the genitals. This ‘lack’ of knowledge may be related to societal norms and
difficulty mentioning specific terms in the presence of only adults, rather than ignorance.
Early education professionals often view all the language used to describe the genitals,
poop, farting and so on, as ‘toilet words’, which strengthens the taboo concerning their
use (Ohrmark 2021).

As in several earlier studies (Bem 1989; Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams 1990; Wurtele
1993; Volbert and Homburg 1996; Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman 2000; Kenny and Wurtele
2008; van Ham et al. 2021), children in this study were more knowledgeable about male
than female genitals, and boys found greater difficulty naming female genitals.

Conception, pregnancy and childbirth

Hardly any children in this study demonstrated an even partial knowledge about concep-
tion. These results are in line with those of others (Goldman and Goldman 1982; Gordon,
Schroeder, and Abrams 1990; Volbert 2000; Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman 2000;
Brilleslijper-Kater 2005; Caron and Ahlgrim 2012). Knowledge of conception was not related
to age, sex or overall level of knowledge of the child, suggesting other underlying reasons
such as the sexuality education received and the child’s socio-cultural background.

Most of the children did not know how a baby is born. This corroborates Gordon's and
Volbert's findings (Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams 1990; Volbert 2000), although their study
used leading questions as also did a Dutch study, where none of the participating 2-6-year-
olds knew where a baby comes out Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman (2000) even when
presented with suggestions such as the navel, mouth, anus, vagina and an opening in the
tummy.

Adult sexual activity

The children reported little understanding of adult sexual activity and, as in earlier studies,
level of knowledge did not appear to increase with age (Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams
1990; Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman 2000; Volbert 2000; van Ham et al. 2021). Even
8-year-olds were as unaware of adult sexual activity as younger children in a recent Dutch
study (van Ham et al. 2021). This strongly suggests that the topic is mostly not explained
to children, or they sense its unmentionable nature.

Children’s knowledge of where babies come from, and adult sexual activity was not
connected to any of the other topics studied (Table 4). It appears that knowledge of
‘private’ body parts and sexuality-related safety skills can be taught and understood with
no linked understanding of either conception or adult sexual activity. Knowledge of
pregnancy, birth, reproduction and adult sexual behaviours generally increases later in
childhood, but there are differences between countries (de Graaf and Rademakers 2011).
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Today, media and peer information compete with the knowledge provided by families.
In 2019, 70-95% of 3-6-year-olds in Finland attended kindergarten (Finnish Institute for
Health and Welfare 2020) with peers. In this age group, the parents of the children are
often of childbearing age and become pregnant, and many children find themselves with
siblings. As Cacciatore et al. (2020) have observed, children ask about numerous topics
related to sexuality in kindergarten where a simple child-level explanation of pregnancy,
conception and adult sexuality could help them deal with the varied and confusing sexual
health information they encounter.

Safety skills

Two safety images depicted inappropriate peer-to-peer sexual threat and encountering
inappropriate material on a smart device. In these situations, children already need the
safety skills as to say no, go away and sometimes tell an adult to get explanations or help.
If children know these safety skills relevant to everyday situations (e.g. via the Three-Step
Rule), they may be able to use the same skills in more serious situations.

The full Three-Step Rule was not mentioned by any of the children interviewed. Only
one comprehensive drawing-assisted study has addressed this topic (Gordon, Schroeder,
and Abrams 1990). Children’s knowledge about safety skills in Gordon’s study was greater
than in ours, perhaps because of the use of leading questions, such as who to tell if
something happened. In both Gordon et al’'s and our study, however, age correlated
strongly with an increase in knowledge. Also, the correlation between children’s ability to
name their private parts and their knowledge of safety skills was evident in both studies,
suggesting that only what is known and named can be protected, and those children who
feel that private body parts should not be discussed with adults, may find it difficult to
report possible abuse.

Strengths and limitations

This is the first study in Finland to explore the sexual knowledge of very young, and
the second largest of only five comparable drawing-assisted studies that employed
a wide-ranging approach to sexuality. We were able to collect data directly from
a group of culturally diverse children. Many earlier studies collected data primarily from
upper-class, native-born, intelligent children (Gordon, Schroeder, and Abrams 1990;
Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman 2000; Brilleslijper-Kater 2005; van Ham et al. 2021).

Using a quantitative method facilitated comparison with other studies. The structured
interview protocol enabled us to score and compare the children’s responses. Interrater
reliability in this study was high. To ensure anonymity, we did not video record the
interviews, so detailed non-verbal reactions could not be assessed. Nevertheless, audio
recording yielded good quality verbal accounts. For the sake of comparison, in this paper
we analysed responses to only five pictures. A more holistic understanding of childhood
sexuality could be achieved by analysing more of them, covering topics such as love,
diversity, body image and sexual curiosity, which are central in childhood (Cacciatore et al.
2020; Cacciatore, Korteniemi-Poikela, and Kaltiala 2019; Gonzalez Ortega 2020).

The children in this study were interviewed briefly by female early childhood education
teacher who was familiar to them, while most earlier studies used specialist interviewers
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over a longer period of time (Wurtele 1993; Brilleslijper-Kater and Baartman 2000;
Goldman and Goldman 1982). It is important to recognise that teachers occupy
a position of power over children and their interviewing skills likely vary.

One limitation of the present study was that we collected no information on back-
ground socioeconomic and cultural factors. These are likely to influence children’s knowl-
edge of sexuality and willingness to talk openly about it (Kenny and Wurtele 2008). Finally,
our findings represent experience in densely populated areas of Finland rather than in
smaller towns or rural areas.

Conclusions

In this study, we found the level of sexuality-related knowledge among 3-6-year-olds to
be generally low. Genital naming and safety skills were most familiar. The correlation
between children’s ability to name their body parts and their knowledge of safety skills
suggests that only what is known about and can be named can be protected against.
Knowing the names of genitals makes it easier to recognise and disclose sexual abuse,
laying the groundwork for future sexuality education.

To support well-being and safety, young children should be able to talk about sexual
issues with trusted adults they know. Bodily safety and age-appropriate comprehensive
sexuality education should be guaranteed and provided to all children. The cultures of
children’s families are diverse, so as part of early education children should be taught
straightforward terms for the body parts and the value of openness.

To reach all children, including sexuality education as a compulsory part of early
childhood education and care is essential. More research is needed, however, on how
to understand, support and protect childhood sexuality and to ascertain how age-
appropriate sexual knowledge can best be provided to children in the early years.
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