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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Although freedom to consent is central to definitions of sexual Received 31 July 2025
consent, it is unclear whether and how freedom to consent, and Accepted 6 March 2026
the related concept of power inequalities, are engaged with in KEYWORDS

existing Rela)tionships anq Sex_ Education (RSE) resources. In this Sexual consent; freedom to
study, we aimed to: (1) identify what RSE resources are recom- consent; power;
mended for UK 11-14-year-olds that cover power inequalities Relationships and Sex
and/or freedom to consent; (2) analyse pupil-facing material with Education; participatory
young people to identify messages about power inequalities and research; discourse analysis
freedom to consent, and resource strengths and gaps. We con-

tacted 21 wide-ranging UK stakeholders, identifying 72 recom-

mended resources covering power inequalities and/or freedom to

consent; however, the typical focus was broad (e.g. ‘pressure’). Our

discourse analysis of 58 pupil-facing resources identified three dis-

cursive patterns: healthy relationships require independence,

mutuality and equality; abuse and abusers as clear cut vs. subtle

and hard to recognise; and young people as responsible and know-

ing vs. vulnerable and naive. Existing resource strengths included

recognising what a happy and fulfilling relationship entails and how

power inequalities impact freedom to consent. Resource gaps

included recognising diverse, intersecting and subtle power

inequalities in young people’s relationships, the power structures

underpinning them, and how young people might navigate these.

The legal definition of sexual consent in England and Wales is ‘a person consents if he
agrees by choice and has the freedom and capacity to make that choice’ (Sexual Offences
Act 2003). Although ‘capacity’ and ‘freedom’ lack definitions in the Act, we argue ‘freedom
to consent’ refers to the range of choices perceived available to an individual, and power
inequalities between partners complicate one’s ability to freely consent (Jones, Milnes,
and Turner-Moore 2024). Recent research has illustrated the perceived prevalence of
power imbalances in young people’s relationships, particularly in respect of gender and
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age, and suggests such power inequalities intersect with others (e.g. sexual experience
and social status), to compound the experience of power imbalances in relationships
(Jones, Milnes, and Turner-Moore 2024).

Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) was made statutory for secondary school-aged
pupils in England in 2020 (Department for Education 2019), in Wales from 2022 (Welsh
Government 2021) and in Northern Ireland from 2024 (Department of Education 2023),
although no standardised curriculum is available in Northern Ireland. Though statutory
guidance exists, it is not currently compulsory for pupils in Scotland to receive
Relationships, Sexual Health and Parenthood Education (Scottish Government 2023;
Family Planning Association n.d.). The 2019 guidance for England, as well as the guidance
for Scotland and Wales, highlights consent as an important topic to cover (including
education on the ‘age of consent’); however, explicit references to ‘freedom to consent’
are less common. New statutory RSE guidance, which will come into effect in England in
September 2026, puts an emphasis on sexual ethics, prompting secondary schools to
teach young people to pay ‘attention to the needs and vulnerabilities of the other person
as well as an awareness of power dynamics’ (Department for Education 2025, 14). Across
each nation, schools are responsible for the design and implementation of their RSE
curriculum, and for ensuring this meets national requirements. RSE lead teachers in
schools commonly draw on paid and free-to-use resources developed by third-party
providers, including charities (Ponsford et al. 2025).

Only teaching young people about the legal age of consent risks addressing young
people’s capacity to consent (i.e. whether they are legally able to give consent or not), but
not their freedom to consent (i.e. the extent to which their choices might be/are constrained
by power inequalities) (Jones, Milnes, and Turner-Moore 2024). This is important because
recent work has found many young people view the legal age of consent as arbitrary and
something that does not need to be followed (Jones, Milnes, and Turner-Moore 2024).

Relationships commonly involve power inequalities, and these can limit available
choices. Freely given consent is not only a measure by which legal/illegal sexual beha-
viour is determined, but also whether sexual behaviour is ethical (Carmody 2004, 2003).
Thinking of consent as a continuum enables us to consider how one’s freedom to consent
might be constrained and how these constraints may cross legal or ethical boundaries
(Whittington 2021; Whittington and Thomson 2018). Despite its importance, Coy et al.
(2013) found that young people living in England often struggle to identify the meaning
of ‘freedom to consent'.

It remains unclear to what extent current RSE resources engage with freedom to
consent (and power inequalities), and what messages are conveyed about these topics.
Bay-Cheng (2017) highlighted the prevalence of a neo-liberal ideology in RSE placing
significant emphasis on individual responsibility and obscuring recognition of power
inequalities in interpersonal relationships and society. The dominance of neo-liberal
discourses within RSE led us to question the extent to which ‘freedom to consent’ and
power inequalities are adequately covered in the curriculum.

Fourteen is the peak age at which young people in the USA have been reported to
engage in harmful sexual behaviour towards peers and/or younger children (Snyder
2000), making consent education for this age group crucial. However, it is important
that messaging is well balanced and that RSE materials do not regard young people
solely as potential perpetrators or victims. Legalistic, harm- and deficit-oriented
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framings can be alienating, especially to boys who feel they are the implied perpe-
trators (Setty 2022; Stahl, Keddie, and Adams 2023). The new RSE guidance for
England, however, emphasises positivity around relationships and sex (Department
for Education 2025).

Participatory research can help create more egalitarian power relations between research-
ers and ‘researched’, bringing the perspectives of young people to the fore (Dawson, Nic
Gabhainn, and MacNeela 2020; O’Higgins and Nic Gabhainn 2010; Eglinton 2008). It is
important to involve young people in the design of their RSE, as active voices who have
knowledge and experiences to share (e.g. Fox and LeBlanc 2018; Berglas et al. 2014).
Scrutinising the messages young people receive with respect to RSE (e.g. Bolander 2015;
Fine 1988), sexual health (e.g. Gavey, McPhillips, and Doherty 2001) and sexual consent (e.g.
Beres 2018; Jones, Milnes, and Turner-Moore 2022) is well established in research. Bragg et al.
(2021) have argued for a similar approach in RSE where young people, as the intended
audience (McKenzie-Mohr and Lafrance 2014), critically reflect on the messages they receive.

The research project

We currently lack understanding of what RSE resources covering power inequalities and/
or freedom to consent are recommended for UK educators and how such resources
present these topics. Given the importance of freedom to consent and power inequalities
in relationships, and the need to ensure that RSE aligns with young people’s perspectives,
in this study we aimed to:

¢ |dentify what RSE resources are currently recommended for UK 11 - 14-year-olds that
engage with power inequalities and/or freedom to consent in sexual or intimate
relationships;

e Work collaboratively with young people to analyse the pupil-facing resources,
identifying any taken-for-granted assumptions or messages about power inequal-
ities and freedom to consent, and resource strengths and gaps.

Methods

The project was overseen by a Project Co-Ordination Team comprising the research team
at Leeds Beckett University (LBU), representatives from the children’s charity Barnardo’s,
and two young members of the public (a nonbinary person aged 18 and a woman aged
19) from Barnardo’s Voice and Influence team.

The co-research team consisted of five academics from LBU (women =4) and eight
young people aged 13-14 (boys = 7) from a secondary school in Northern England. The
young people were mostly white British (n=7; n=1 Indian British); all identified as
heterosexual; five identified as middle class and three as working class; one identified as
Christian, one as Hindu and the rest stated no religion. The school the young people
attended, and where the research was carried out, was a state-funded, co-educational
school, at which approximately 20% of pupils were eligible for free school meals.

Young people were approached by school staff, based on who they felt would be
a good fit for the project. Five students joined the co-research team; and invited their
friends, bringing the total to eight. We aimed to recruit equal numbers of boys and girls to
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the team, however several girls who wanted to take part had conflicting extra-curricular
activities.

The co-research team collaboratively produced a series of definitions to be used
throughout the project to ensure we worked with shared understandings of key
concepts and avoided the academic members of the team imposing their
understandings.

e Sexual consent is giving and receiving informed choices to/from your sexual partner-
(s) that are respected and legally and morally informed (going beyond legal frame-
works and involving ethical frameworks).

® freedom to consent means being able to freely consent to a range of decisions on
a personal, interpersonal, communal, and societal level that are respected by others.

® Power is the freedom to say or act how you please, without being judged, controlled
or influenced. Power is also the ability to control how other people act, through
status, knowledge and other power inequalities.

* A power inequadlity is the imbalance between people in terms of available choices,
and degree of control, knowledge and dominance.

Phase 1: mapping the RSE resources

We identified teaching and learning resources intended for use with young people
aged 11-14years engaging with power or freedom to consent in sexual or intimate
relationships (see supplemental online Table S1 for inclusion/exclusion criteria). As
there is no centralised database of such resources, we consulted our project
partner, the children’s charity Barnardo’s, who connected us with a government
department, an independent public body and a teaching membership organisation,
pertinent to UK RSE.

We then met with these stakeholders and asked them what RSE resources on power
and/or consent they recommended for 11-14-year-olds, and who else we should contact
to map these resources as comprehensively as possible. We contacted their suggested
stakeholders and undertook the same process with them. We also reviewed our list of
contacted stakeholders to identify and fill gaps (e.g. to represent all four UK nations and
most common faith groups).

Altogether, we contacted 21 UK stakeholders: five government departments/associa-
tions, four teaching/school membership organisations, four religious groups/organisa-
tions, three charities/non-profits, two independent public bodies, two teachers’ trade
unions and an individual with teaching experience, between March and June 2024. Two-
thirds (n = 14) responded with suggestions.'

Where stakeholders suggested organisations that produced RSE resources, rather
than specific resources, we examined the suggested organisation’s website, check-
ing for tabs or webpages holding relevant information and/or teaching resources
(e.g. those titled ‘Resources’, ‘Professionals’, ‘Education’, ‘RSE/RSHE’, ‘Teaching’,
‘Schools and colleges’). Following the advice of one stakeholder, we also posted
in Facebook groups where teachers shared RSE resources but received no
responses.
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Phase 2: analysis of the pupil-facing resources

Seventy-two sets of resource materials were identified in Phase 1. We reduced the sample
to a manageable size for analysis with young people. Three authors (SJ, KM and RTM)
applied the following criteria in a collaborative exercise. The resources identified in Phase
1 were included if they:

e contained more than one sentence of text on power or freedom to consent in young
people’s sexual or intimate relationships;

¢ provided information or advice, rather than solely describing how to do an educa-
tional activity or testing knowledge with no accompanying answers;

e were pupil-facing materials (e.g. handouts, presentations and videos designed to be
given/shown directly to pupils) and

o were self-explanatory (i.e. were intelligible and could be analysed without referring
to non-pupil-facing material such as accompanying lesson plans or teacher
guidance).

Resources identified in Phase 1 were excluded if they were tangential (e.g. focused on
domestic abuse, grooming, forced marriage or human rights, with limited engagement
with power inequalities or sexual consent).

Fifty-eight individual resources (e.g. a PowerPoint presentation in a lesson pack), taken
from 45 resource packs in Phase 1, met these criteria and were collected and printed for
analysis in June 2024. Relevant segment(s) of video resources were transcribed verbatim.

Analysis

Discourse analysis has been extensively used to deconstruct and scrutinise texts, includ-
ing educational and public health campaigns (e.g. Bolander 2015; Fine 1988). A discourse
may be defined as a set of statements which ‘hang together’ to construct phenomena in
particular ways (Parker 2004). Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) aims to critically
analyse the discourses present within text or speech (Willig 2013), exploring how these
construct particular ‘versions of reality’, some of which (often those which reproduce and
legitimate existing power relations) come to be ‘taken-for-granted’ or widely accepted as
‘truth’ (Burman and Parker 1993; Willig 2013; Parker 2014, 2004). In this project, the
phenomena of particular interest were power (inequalities) and freedom to consent. To
make the analysis process accessible for young people, we broke it into three areas of
focus: what is being talked about; how is it being talked about and why is it being talked
about in this way (Riley, Robson, and Evans 2021)?

The young co-researchers were fully involved in this phase of the research. We
provided a one-day introduction to research and 2 days of discourse analysis training,
including a pilot analysis. Analysis of the RSE materials on power inequalities and freedom
to consent (i.e. the ‘what’ in FDA) occurred over a subsequent three-day period. The
analysis entailed reading printed material and identifying the ‘messages’ about power
inequalities and freedom to consent (i.e. the ‘how’ in FDA). Each message was written on
an index card. We grouped the messages into patterns and created names for the
discourses. Finally, we discussed the ‘why’ element of FDA (i.e. theorising the implications
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of the discourses), thinking particularly about: power (e.g. who loses out and who benefits
from these discourses?); people/subjectivity (e.g. how are people talked about in these
discourses? what opportunities are opened/closed for them and others?); and history/
genealogy (e.g. where might these discourses have come from?, adapted from Arribas-
Ayllon and Walkerdine 2017).

These discussions on the implications of the discourses (e.g. for young people and for
RSE) enabled exploration of the young co-researchers’ responses to the pupil-facing
materials, including perceived strengths and gaps, and their suggestions for improving
them. The academic co-researchers facilitated the analysis at each stage and asked the
young people questions to evoke their thinking; made suggestions as to how to bring
ideas together; and developed ideas further in the write up. The co-produced analysis is
presented below with reference to the ‘team’, as separating young people’s and academic
researchers’ input would not be possible.

Ethical considerations

The study received Ethical and Public Involvement in Research approvals from Leeds
Beckett University’s Psychology Research Ethics Committee. Parental/guardian consent
and pupil assent were obtained for the involvement of each young co-researcher.
Consent was also obtained from the young people who were part of the Project Co-
ordination Team.

If an RSE resource was not publicly available (e.g. accessing it required a username and
password), permission to access was obtained from the relevant organisation (British
Psychological Society 2021). In addition, individuals/organisations who had created the
RSE materials we analysed were invited to participate in a webinar to provide feedback on
our analysis.

Findings
Recommended RSE resources for UK 11-14-year-olds

Seventy-two suggested RSE resources covering power or freedom to consent in sexual or
intimate relationships were identified (see online supplemental Table S2). Produced by 21
organisations and published from 2009 to 2024, most resources (68%) were lesson packs
comprising multiple materials (e.g. lesson plans, presentation slides, quizzes and work-
sheets), and most (86%) were free to access. Five resources (7%) specified they had been
developed with young people. Three resources (4%) had been developed for young
people with special educational needs.

The titles of only two resources (both paid-for) explicitly referred to ‘freedom’ to
consent and none of the resource titles explicitly referred to ‘power’; however, these
terms, or close variations of them (e.g. ‘freely given’ consent), were sometimes used within
the resources. Often the material referred to related ideas: ‘choices’, ‘pressure’ from peers/
partners, ‘coercion’, ‘manipulation’, ‘control’ in relationships, ‘threats’, ‘force’, child sexual
exploitation, ‘vulnerabilities’ and gender norms/stereotypes. Content on power and free-
dom to consent was rarely explicitly connected. Text relevant to power and/or freedom to
consent ranged from less than one sentence to a few pages.
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Analysis of pupil-facing RSE material on power inequalities and freedom to
consent

From the subsample of 58 individual resources meeting the additional inclusion/exclusion
criteria, three discursive patterns were identified. Extracts below are numbered in line
with the online supplemental Table S3.

Healthy relationships require independence, mutuality and equality

The materials contained substantial guidance on what healthy relationships look and feel
like, including a balance between independence and mutuality, as well as safety, happi-
ness and equality. The materials also recognised how certain behaviours or dynamics
invalidated freely given consent:

Putting pressure on someone to do something sexual is the opposite of them giving their free
and enthusiastic consent. (55)

A healthy relationship is where both people DON'T:
Put pressure on the other person, and it's as easy to say no as to say yes. (22)

The above extracts illustrate that pressure is incompatible with freedom, which is vital for
a healthy relationship. This messaging opens up opportunities for young people to say
‘no’ and communicate their (lack of) desire, with pressure being positioned as atypical.

The materials also suggested that power inequalities in relationships invalidated free-
dom to consent:

Partners have equal influence in the relationship, no one has more power than the other. It's
never okay for someone to force anyone else to do something. (6)

Both partners should be getting pleasure from something sexual. So, it's equal. Not one
person having power and control over the other. (42)

That being said, whilst conveying important messages about power and pleasure, the
above materials may inadvertently conflate pleasure with freedom to consent (if it is
pleasurable, consent is freely given and vice versa). In addition, whilst the materials
recognise how power may be used knowingly or intentionally within an sexually intimate
dyad, they tend not to acknowledge that power may manifest unknowingly, and/or stem
from societal norms and discourses that make young people’s identities unequal (e.g. by
virtue of their gender). The suggestion that only relationships where 'no one has more
power than the other’ are healthy is rooted in notions of power as something that resides
within, or belongs to, an individual rather than is relational and culturally situated.

The materials frequently considered what might constitute a happy and fulfilling
relationship:

Relationships should make us feel supported, safe and happy ... Yes to respecting each
other’s boundaries. (27)

Seeking consent respectfully, having a caring discussion to ensure mutual agreement to sex.
(Correct response to the question: which of these is NOT a type of sexual pressure? — 40)

In contrast to some of the earlier extracts, where the health of the relationship was
dependent on the amount of power each person had, the extracts above imply
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that healthy relationships are the product of a relational process, involving discus-
sion and mutual agreement. If power is seen as static and stable, residing within
an individual (some simply have more power than others), this arguably implies
that equality and freedom can only occur when individuals have/hold equal
amounts of power. Whereas if power is conceptualised as multifaceted and rela-
tional, as a product of interactions between people and the broader socio-cultural
context, the way power manifests and operates within a relationship becomes
something that a dyad can navigate together, through care, mutuality and
communication.

Abuse and abusers as clear cut vs. subtle and hard to recognise

This discursive arrangement comprised two opposing discourses about abuse and
abusers. Although the two discourses tended to be present within different resources,
they occasionally existed within the same resource. The first discourse, ‘abuse and
abusers as clear cut’, constructed abuse as persistently and deliberately perpetrated by
certain kinds of people:

Abusive adults will, however, frequently use violence or threats of violence to make sure
a young person stays frightened and maintain power and control over them. (13)

The law is there to protect young people, who might be being abused or taken advantage of
by someone older. (46)

A person who abuses is a bully. Abuse can happen at home or in work and it is deliberate. (15)

Here, abuse is attributed to specific ‘others’ (abusive adults, older people and bullies) and
framed as deliberately taking advantage, controlling and manipulating.

Whilst those who perpetrate abuse were often portrayed as adults or older people,
there was some recognition that certain kinds of young people might also abuse:

If he’s interested in you he'll be prepared to listen to how you feel and wait if necessary. If he
isn't, he's just putting pressure on you. (30)

Unlike our real friends, people we don’t know online can try to convince us to do things, even
when we have said no. (2)

In the above, a distinction is drawn between deceitful and manipulative abusers (e.g. boys
who pressure girls into sex or people who pretend to be friends but have ulterior motives)
and boys who are genuinely ‘interested in you’ or ‘real friends'. A dichotomy is also drawn
between ‘real friends’ and people ‘online’, with the implication that ‘real’ friends would
not try to ‘convince us to do things'.

In some of the resources, there were clearcut moral messages about pressure, coercion,
control and violence being wrong. There was also some recognition of power inequalities
(e.g. between different age groups and between boys/men and women/girls) and
acknowledgement of the gendered nature of much abuse. However, much of the dis-
course perpetuated harmful stereotypes about men and boys, naturalising ideas around
male aggression and male sexuality and obscuring harm by those not fitting these
stereotypes.

In contrast, a second discourse constructed abuse as something that could be subtle,
hard to recognise and unintentional:
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Abusive behaviour in relationships, including criminal behaviour, can be subtle and may be
justified as being about love or care. [. . .] Nicky may not realise what he is doing is controlling
and someone else might point it out to him. (31)

As such, abuse was framed as something anyone might enact or experience:

Abuse can happen between people of any age, nationality, religion, race or family back-
ground. (32)

By acknowledging that abuse does not only happen to certain kinds of people,
this second discourse countered common constructions of people experiencing abuse,
coercion and control as weak, vulnerable, lacking in confidence or self-esteem and unable
to ‘stand-up-for-themselves’. By doing so, this opened the possibility for young people to
acknowledge these experiences without having to see themselves as ‘victims'. The
discourse also created the conditions for young people to interrogate their own beha-
viour or accept that they might unintentionally behave in ways that constrained some-
one’s freedom to consent, rather than assuming that only certain kinds of people are
capable of abuse. However, the second discourse could potentially be drawn upon to
excuse problematic behaviour (by framing it as unintentional) and obscuring the gen-
dered nature of much abuse.

A further advantage of the second discourse is that it raises awareness of unique and
varied forms of abuse experienced by LGBT+ young people:

Abuse can happen in same-sex relationships and in relationships involving a trans person. It
may in such cases have its own unique characteristics: e.g. threatening to ‘out’ someone as
lesbian, gay, bi or trans; pressuring someone to ‘prove’ their sexual orientation or gender
identity. (32)

This extract recognises the existence of power inequalities beyond age and (cis)gender,
highlighting the varied constraints on freedom to consent that may be experienced by
young people of minoritised sexuality and gender identities.

Young people as responsible and knowing vs. vulnerable and naive

This discursive arrangement comprised two contradictory discourses: young people as
mature, capable and knowing, but also as naive, susceptible to pressure or coercion and in
need of adult guidance.

Within the first discourse, young people were constructed as responsible for knowing
when they are ready for sexual activity, when they are being pressured and for making the
‘right’ sexual choices. There was a strong sense that to have positive sexual experiences,
young people need to be ‘ready’:

John'’s first sexual experience was positive because he (and Izzy) waited until he was ready,
and ignored peer pressure. This meant that he would be less likely to suffer negative
emotions and regret afterwards. (38)

Messages around readiness serve to responsibilise young people into making the ‘right’
choices and to exercise their freedom of choice, only consenting when ready. Although
this may open the opportunity to say that you are not ‘ready’, readiness is presented in
simple and abstract ways. This may promote binary notions of readiness versus unreadi-
ness, which are not always reflective of the uncertainty that may come with feeling ready.
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Similarly, the resources emphasised young people’s responsibility to not ‘give in’ to
pressure. Thus, young people were expected not only to recognise the constraints on
their freedom to consent but rebut them too:

Pressure to do anything you don't want to do is never okay. Whether its pressure to drink,
smoke, have sex or whatever. Be confident and strong and say ‘that’s not for me, thanks'. (23)

It's your body, how you feel is so important so, if something doesn’t feel okay you can always
say no. (26)

At times, the resources drew on familiar messages of ‘your body, your choice’ to respon-
sibilise the person experiencing the pressure (to be ‘strong’, ‘confident’ and ‘say no’),
rather than the person engaging in pressuring tactics. When young people are made to
feel responsible for making and articulating the ‘right’ choices and held responsible for
making the ‘wrong’ ones, this can make it difficult for young people to seek help.

Within the second discourse, young people were constructed as naive, easily tricked
and in need of adult guidance:

Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for young people to be tricked or pressured into doing
something whilst live streaming. No matter what you might have shared online, you are not
to blame. Tell an adult you trust or contact us at CEOP to support you to make it stop. (3)

This extract illustrates a dominant message constructing young people as easily duped
into having their freedom of choice manipulated, especially in online contexts — which are
constructed as particularly risky.

In contrast with some of the earlier messaging, in the second discourse young people
are not framed as responsible for keeping themselves safe. However, it is implied that
adults more readily recognise constraints to freedom and are experts in providing advice
and guidance:

If you receive a photo or image you didn't ask for and shouldn’t have: ... You could delete it,
but it might be best to share it with a trusted adult first. (58)

This extract is typical of the messaging offered in relation to online and offline contexts,
whereby young people are frequently advised to seek guidance from ‘trusted’ adults. This
message positions adults as best placed to make decisions for young people while
implying that adults are incapable of wrongdoing. It also presents an overly simplistic
picture of the process of gaining support by obscuring the barriers young people may
experience when seeking support from adults (e.g. when they may be framed as having
engaged in some form of ‘wrongdoing’).

Discussion

In this study, we identified 72 suggested RSE resources that contained any content on
power inequalities and/or freedom to consent. Whilst some resources explicitly
addressed ‘freedom’ to consent, ‘freely given’ consent and/or ‘power’ in young peo-
ple’s sexual or intimate relationships, most resources focused on related ideas such as
sexual pressure from peers/partners, control in relationships, child sexual exploitation
and gender stereotypes. Therefore, new resources that focus specifically on freedom to
consent, power inequalities between young people (rather than between adults and
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young people) and power inequalities in addition to gender, seem needed. Further,
existing resources rarely connected ideas of power with freedom to consent; new
resources should explain how power inequalities may constrain a person’s freedom to
consent. A reliance in existing materials on concepts such as ‘pressure’ is also worth
interrogating, since pressure may emphasise relational restrictions on freedom to
consent (e.g. boys pressuring girl partners), whereas ‘power inequalities’” more readily
recognise underpinning power structures (e.g. patriarchy’s capacity to produce a sense
of limited freedom to consent for girls).

Our analysis of the 58 pupil-facing resources highlighted three discursive arrange-
ments. The first discourse, healthy relationships require independence, mutuality and equal-
ity suggested that equality was part of a ‘normal’, ‘healthy’ relationship, while inequality
was anomalous and to be avoided, with power inequalities invalidating an individual’s
freedom to consent.

In relation to this discourse, our team saw some inequality in relationships as inevitable
and argued that equality is sometimes idealised or unrealistically represented in the
materials. The team wanted more emphasis on recognising subtle differences in power
and privilege between young people (e.g. owing to sociocultural norms and discourses
that privilege certain identities over others) and advice on how to navigate these ‘wisely
or responsibly’. However, the suggestion that trust, safety, care, respect and pleasure are
important in relationships resonated with our team and we suggest that rather than only
seeing relationships as healthy if the individuals within the relationship have equal power
(which overlooks the normalisation of some power inequalities e.g. gender), it may be
more helpful to think of power inequalities and constraints to freedom as ‘relational
hurdles’ to be navigated collaboratively. Our intention by so doing is not to minimise
structural inequalities that lead to differing levels of power and privilege between
individuals, nor to suggest that we should not challenge these, but rather, to equip
young people to recognise inequalities within their relationships, how these may impact
freedom to consent, and how they can address these with safety, care and respect.

Setty (2022) has suggested that more guidance is needed on how mutuality can be
achieved within relationships. Whilst boys in Setty’s research felt they had a good theo-
retical understanding of healthy relationships, they did not feel they had adequate
opportunities to discuss their own and other people’s emotions, or how to address
unhealthy relationships. They therefore felt a responsibility to act as 'knowing subjects’
without being equipped for this. An understanding of power inequalities and how these
can impact feelings of mutuality is similarly important and the young people in our team
expressed a desire for more guidance on how to ‘use power wisely’.

The second discursive arrangement, abuse and abusers as clear cut vs. subtle and hard to
recognise comprised two opposing discourses: the first constructed abusers as knowable
others who intentionally abused their gendered and aged (adult) positions of power to
perpetrate gendered sexual harms and child sexual abuse and exploitation. The second
discourse constructed abusers as anyone and everyone, acknowledging that a wide range
of power inequalities may constrain an individual's freedom to consent, and abuse might
be enacted subtly and unintentionally. It is important that young people recognise RSE as
relevant to their lives and ‘see themselves’ within it (Pound, Langford, and Campbell
2016). In the discourse abuse and abusers as clear cut, the abuser is an ‘other’, a bad person
and therefore not easily relatable, whilst in the discourse abuse and abusers as subtle and
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hard to recognise, the abuser paradoxically can be ‘anyone’, including young people
themselves.

Whilst discussing the implications of the abuse and abusers as clear-cut discourse, the
boys in our co-research team felt the materials sometimes reinforced negative ideas
about men and boys - as violent, aggressive and sex-driven. They felt this was unfair
and did not resonate with them. The boys in Setty’s (2022) research often ‘othered’ sexual
harm perpetrators as ‘bad’ boys/men who were aware of what they were doing but did
not care. However, they drew a distinction between intentional violations of consent
(which they associated with ‘bad’ boys) and the unintentional violations of consent that
could arise from confusion and uncertainty, but which they felt posed a risk of false
accusations.

RSE in the UK is currently being delivered within a complex ideological context (e.g.
Ging et al. 2024). Outside the classroom, young people have to navigate a highly polarised
post-digital landscape simultaneously occupied by feminist campaigners highlighting
sexual violence against women and high-profile anti-feminist influencers within the
manosphere (Stahl, Keddie, and Adams 2023). While it is important to recognise gender
power inequalities and the gendered nature of sexual violence, there is a need for “new
strategies, which avoid the concept of ‘toxic masculinity’ [...] to help boys move from
defensive to empathetic engagements’ (Ging et al. 2024, 230). In advancing RSE on the
impact of power inequalities on an individual’'s freedom to consent, we need to create
opportunities for students to critically discuss the gendered messages they encounter
outside the classroom and explore their own positionality in relation to them.

The third and final discursive arrangement, young people as responsible and knowing vs.
vulnerable and naive, was also constituted by two opposing discourses: young people can
and should recognise the constraints on their freedom to consent and resist them; but
they are vulnerable to, and unable to handle, constraints on their freedom to consent,
particularly in digital contexts. Setty and Dobson (2023) highlight how the RSE statutory
guidance (Department for Education 2019) simultaneously constructs young people as
having a right to make informed choices but also the responsibility to make the ‘right’
choices as narrowly defined in adult-centric terms. This is particularly evident when it
comes to digital intimacies which are often constructed as inherently risky and harmful.
Our team was critical of overly simplistic messages about pressure and power within
sexual relationships. Recent research has called for RSE that explores why young people
might pressure or feel pressured to engage in sexual activity, the sociocultural under-
pinnings of pressure, and how pressure exerts its effects in indirect and insidious ways
(Setty 2022).

More broadly, our findings illustrated several binary assumptions within the
pupil-facing RSE resources. In the first discourse, binaries are drawn between
healthy/equal relationships and unhealthy/unequal relationships with the former
positioned as consensual and the latter as non-consensual. The second discourse
offers binary concepts of abuse as strongly gendered (more likely to be perpe-
trated by men and boys) as opposed to not gendered (something that can be
perpetrated by, or happen to, anyone). The third discourse draws on binaries of
young people as responsible and knowing versus vulnerable and unknowing. Given
the persistence of these binaries, the team felt that at times the resources over-
simplify the concept of freedom to consent. Whilst this simplification is
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understandable given the educational context of RSE, and the pressure on educa-
tors to provide clarity and certainty to learners through ‘tidy’ definitions of consent
(Setty 2021; Whittington 2021), we suggest that acknowledging and discussing
uncertainty would better equip learners to deal with the complexities and ‘messi-
ness’ of everyday sexual encounters.

The young co-researchers’ observations that the constructions of equality in the
materials did not equate to their everyday lives and experiences (i.e. that relationships
are characterised by multiple intersecting power inequalities that are more/less salient in
different contexts) illustrate the need for more sophisticated messaging about power and
freedom to consent in RSE resources. Likewise, the young co-researchers’ insightful
suggestion that RSE should focus on how to ‘use power wisely’, echoes calls from
researchers for more nuanced understandings of sexual negotiation that consider the
‘environmental, material, ethical and relational aspects of the encounter and the per-
ceived agency and competence of those involved’ (Whittington 2021, 489). While young
people may not have access to the same terminology, literature or theory as academics,
they can nevertheless recognise the complexities of these topics and make valuable
contributions to research.

Strengths, gaps and recommendations for pupil-facing resources

The pupil-facing materials articulated features of a happy and fulfilling relationship and
acknowledged that power inequalities can impact freedom to consent. Some resources
recognised that abuse can be enacted indirectly and unintentionally. Positioning harm as
potentially unintentional may enable young people to recognise their own harmful
behaviour and view change as possible. Whilst some might claim ‘unintentionality’
excuses abuse, we argue the person enacting abuse is still responsible for their actions,
whether intentional or not.

There were some notable omissions, however. First, resources should acknowledge
that most relationships entail subtle, shifting and context-specific power imbalances,
shaped relationally and by socio-cultural contexts. Second, resources should recognise
intersecting power inequalities beyond gender and the power structures underpinning
them. This may help young people understand how they can be simultaneously more and
less powerful, thereby reducing the sense of othering reported by boys when gender
alone is foregrounded. However, structural explanations must not be framed in ways that
mitigate personal responsibility. Lastly, given the commonality of power imbalances,
young people might perceive them as unchangeable and feel ambivalent about consent
practices within these dynamics (Setty 2025). Resources should support young people to
navigate power inequalities responsibly, building on messages of trust, safety, care and
respect to expand a partner’s freedom to consent.

Strengths and limitations

This study is the first to map suggested RSE resources on power and/or freedom to
consent. We consulted a wide range of stakeholders, whose suggestions increasingly
converged; however, additional recommended resources may exist, particularly from
teachers, who were underrepresented. The evolving nature of RSE provision is also
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pertinent: some suggested resources were dated, others updated but not suggested,
and some have since been decommissioned (e.g. CEOP’s #liveskills resource). While
the resources identified are likely widely used, their actual reach is unknown.

We conducted the discourse analysis of pupil-facing materials with young co-
researchers, meeting calls to involve young people in RSE research (Scott et al. 2020).
Eight young people participated; however, most were heterosexual, white, middle-class
and non-religious boys. The young and academic co-researchers may have been more
attuned to power inequalities that resonated with their own identities (Jones, Milnes, and
Turner-Moore 2024). Future research should involve more diverse young people and
include teachers as co-researchers, enabling analysis of teacher-facing materials. This is
important because some resources were primarily teacher-facing materials and some
pupil-facing materials were excluded because they were unintelligible without the
accompanying lesson plans.

Conclusion

This study identified 72 suggested UK RSE resources for 11-14-year-olds that engaged
with power inequalities and/or freedom to consent and collaboratively analysed 58 pupil-
facing materials with young people to explore messages, strengths and gaps. Both our
mapping exercise and discourse analysis indicated that resources focusing specifically on
freedom to consent, power inequalities between young people, and the connection
between these, are required, as well as resources that recognise the impact of power
relations other than gender on freedom to consent.

While our analysis showed that the pupil-facing materials promoted happy and ful-
filling relationships and acknowledged pressure and coercion, they often presented
oversimplified and/or idealised messages about consent, power and equality. The result
of this was to overly responsibilise young people personally, while omitting reference to
structural and contextual influences. Ultimately, there is a need for RSE resources that
recognise relational complexity and structural inequalities, foster critical dialogic learning
and support young people to navigate power responsibly and empathetically in their
intimate relationships. Furthermore, and very importantly, our study demonstrates that
young people themselves can recognise, discuss and appreciate the complexities of these
issues.

Note

1. Whilst the term ‘recommended resources’ was used in the research aims and requests to
stakeholders, in the rest of the paper the term ‘suggested’ will be used as some stakeholders
made it clear that they do not recommend specific resources.
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