
Female genital mutilation is the cutting or removal of some or all of the vulva for non-
medical reasons. FGM prevalence varies worldwide, but is majorly present in some countries
of Africa, Asia and Middle East. A girl at immediate risk of FGM may not know what's going to
happen or the danger faced; she may make you aware of: 

A long holiday abroad or going 'home' to visit family 
Relative or cutter visiting from abroad 
A special occasion or ceremony to 'become a woman' or get ready for marriage 
A female relative being cut – a sister, cousin, or an older female relative such as a
mother or aunt. 
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Family arranging a long trip during the summer holidays
Unexpected, repeated or prolonged absence
Academic work suffering 
Difficulty walking, standing or sitting
Spending longer in the bathroom or toilet 
Appearing withdrawn, anxious or depressed
Having unusual behaviour after an absence from nursery
Reluctance to undergo normal medical examinations
Asking for help but not being explicit about the problem due to embarrassment or fear. 
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FGM can be extremely painful and dangerous. It can cause severe pain, shock, bleeding,
infection such as tetanus, HIV and hepatitis B and C, organ damage, and blood loss and
infections that can cause death in some cases. 

Girls and women who have had FGM may have problems that continue through adulthood,
including: difficulties with urination and incontinence; frequent chronic vaginal, pelvic or
urinary infections; menstrual problems; kidney damage and possible failure; cysts and
abscesses; pain when having sex; infertility; complications during pregnancy and childbirth;
emotional and mental health problems.
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Regulated health and social care
professionals and teachers in England and
Wales must report known cases of FGM in
under 18-year-olds to the police.

Read more about FGM on the NHS website:
www.nhs.uk/conditions/female-genital-
mutilation-fgm/

In an
emergency,

dial 999

Female Genital Mutilation
(FGM)

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/female-genital-mutilation-fgm/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/female-genital-mutilation-fgm/


Breast ironing is a harmful traditional practice where the breasts of young girls are flattened
or massaged using hard or heated objects (such as stones, hammers, or spatulas). The aim is
to delay the development of breasts and make girls look less “womanly.” 

It is usually carried out by a girl’s mother, aunt, or another female relative, often in secret, and
typically when the girl starts showing signs of puberty (around ages 9–14).

Other key facts include:
Practiced mainly in West & Central Africa; sometimes occurs in dispersed communities.
Done to delay puberty and prevent early sexual attention, pregnancy, or child marriage.
Harmful and illegal in many countries; recognized as child abuse.
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Physical Signs:
Pain or tenderness in the breast area
Swelling, bruising, or burns
Scarring, lumps, or breast deformities
Difficulty or discomfort when wearing tight clothing or during physical activity
Delayed or abnormal breast development

Behavioural Signs:
Reluctance to change clothes (e.g., for PE lessons or swimming)
Avoidance of medical check-ups or reluctance to talk about chest or body
Secretive or anxious behaviour around certain family members
Withdrawal from social or school activities
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Breast ironing can cause serious physical and emotional harm, including:
Severe pain and tissue damage
Burns, scarring, or infection
Breast deformities or asymmetry
Possible breastfeeding difficulties later in life
Anxiety, shame, trauma, and loss of trust in family members
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Childline (UK): 0800 1111
NSPCC (UK): 0808 800 5000
UNICEF: www.unicef.org/protection
Local healthcare professionals or social
services for medical or safeguarding
support

Read more about breast ironing on the
Childline website: childline.org.uk/info-
advice/bullying-abuse-safety/abuse-
safety/breast-flattening/

In an
emergency,

dial 999

Breast Ironing/ Flattening

https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/bullying-abuse-safety/abuse-safety/breast-flattening/
https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/bullying-abuse-safety/abuse-safety/breast-flattening/
https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/bullying-abuse-safety/abuse-safety/breast-flattening/
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