
Remember... 
Whether you are under 16 or not, if you are having sex you 

need to think about protecting yourself against STIs  
& unwanted pregnancy. It is not illegal to  

start using condoms or contraception if you  
are under 16. 

Sex and 
the law

In the UK, the age of consent is 16.      
This means that anyone aged 16 or over can 
legally have sex. The age of consent is the 
same for everyone, regardless of gender or 
sexuality. 

If you are under 16, the law classes you as either:  
•	an older child (aged 13-15) 
•	a younger child (aged 12 or under).

It is a criminal offence for anyone who is 16 or older to have 
any sexual contact with someone aged 15 or under – even 
when consent is given. The law states that younger children 
(aged 12 or under) cannot consent to sexual activity with 
anybody.
 
If both partners are aged 13-15, they are still breaking the law 
but cases are dealt with on an individual basis.

 We all know that some young people chose to have sex 
 before they reach 16 and although they have broken 
 the law, those young people can still get the help 
 and support they need to ensure they stay safe 
 and healthy.

Professionals that work with young 
people (including teachers, doctors, 
youth workers and the police) all have 
the same priority – keeping young  
people safe from harm. 

They also need to make sure young people aren’t being forced 
to take part in any sexual activity they don’t want to. 

The last thing anyone wants to do is prosecute young people 
for having underage sex. However, the law does apply to  
everyone and if you break it there can be consequences.
 
If you have underage sex and speak to a professional about it, 
they will have child protection guidelines they have to follow.
They will usually ask you questions about your life, the types of 
sex you have had and your relationships. These questions are 
designed to make sure you are safe, healthy and happy and it 
helps if you answer truthfully.
 
In many instances, the professional will not have to do  
anything with the information that you tell them. However, 
they may need to share information about you with another 
professional if they have reason to believe you, or someone 
else, are at risk of any danger or if you or your partner  
are under 13.

Wave provides free information about  
sex and relationships to under 25s 

www.wavehighland.com

Wave is provided by Waverley Care (Scottish Charity No: SC036500)
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Wee Johnny’s guide toVisit www.wavehighland.com  
for more information about  

safe sex and where to get help  
from in Highland



Sex and the law

who can help
If you have been pressured into doing something you didn’t want to do, you may feel embarrassed or that it is 
your fault. Being forced into doing something by someone else is never your fault and there is help available – 
visit our website for support in Highland.

It is not just  
pregnancy & STIs 
you should protect 
yourself against 
during sex.  

Think about  
protecting yourself 
physically and  
emotionally, and 
know how to avoid 
breaking the law 
too

When can I… 

…legally have sex?   
The age of consent is 16 in the UK and for sex to be legal,  
both partners have to be 16 or older. 

…legally get married in Scotland?  
In Scotland, you can get married at 16. In England you can get married at 16 too, 
but you would need parental consent.  

…legally watch porn?  
You have to be 18 to legally watch porn. You are also breaking the law if you show 
anyone else aged 18 or under pornographic images, or if you force someone to 
watch porn without their consent.

…legally send naked or sexual images of myself?  
You have to be 18 to send sexually explicit images of yourself to another person. 
You are breaking the law if you have or share sexually explicit photos of anyone 
under 18, even if they are photos of you. 

Consent 

Consent is when a person gives their permission and  
freely agrees to something that they know about and that 
they understand. 

In the UK, both partners must consent to having any  
sexual contact for it to be legal. That means that both 
partners need to know and understand what kind of sexual 
activity they are agreeing to.  

Consent is something that can change at any time and 
even if you have agreed or consented to something, you 
are always able to change your mind.  

Likewise, just because you have consented to one thing, 
doesn’t mean you have consented to others. For example: 
just because someone consents to being kissed, does not 
mean they consent to sex.  

The law recognises certain situations where you cannot 
give consent because you are unable to freely agree. 

These include:

•	 When you are asleep or unconscious
•	 When you feel forced to have sex because of threats  
	 or violence
•	 When someone else has agreed for you
•	 If you have a disability that makes you unable to  
	 communicate, understand or decide for yourself about 	
	 having sex
•	 If you are under 13. 

Consent does not have to be given verbally but should 
be indicated clearly, through noise, body language, facial 
expressions, nodding etc. If you are in any doubt at all you 
should always stop and check.
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Did you know?

Visit www.wavehighland.com for more information


