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ABSTRACT
Physical touch between educators and children in preschool settings is a
sensitive issue in many countries. The aim of the study is to examine
how future and newly graduated preschool teachers relate to touch
between preschool teachers and children in the Swedish preschool
context. The study was conducted using: 1) a questionnaire study (n =
204) and 2) semi-structured interviews (n = 20). The results illustrate the
informants’ desire to combine physical care of children with awareness
of and respect for children’s bodily integrity.
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Introduction

Physical contact is a basic human need (Hertenstein & Weiss, 2011; Montagu, 1971). Touch is
important to children’s physical and mentally wellbeing and in creating close and trustfully social
relationships between caregivers and children (Bowlby, 1969). In preschool settings, physical
touch is an important part of everyday interaction between educators and children. Recent research
has shown, however, that teachers in many countries have adopted a more cautious attitude toward
physical touch when working with children (Fletcher, 2013; Öhman & Grundberg-Sandell, 2015;
Piper, 2014; Piper & Smith, 2003; Scott, 2013). Other studies have revealed that, even if most edu-
cators are convinced that touch is good for children, those who actually use physical touch in their
professional work are becoming fewer. Studies have suggested that this is partly due to teachers’ fear
of being wrongly accused of improper touch (Campbell-Barr, Georgeson, & Nagy Varga, 2015; Owen
& Gillentine, 2011). However, the question of how educators think about and relate to physical touch
between preschool teachers and children has not been investigated in any depth. The aim of the pre-
sent study is thus to examine how future and recently graduated preschool teachers relate to touch
between preschool teachers and children. The findings can serve as input to a discussion on what
occurs in preschool practice and how children’s development, learning and wellbeing are affected.

Background

Bodily contact and physical touch play a significant role in children’s wellbeing and psychological
development (Barnett, 2005; Field, 2014; Underdown, Barlow, & Brown, 2010). The importance
of touch is stressed in particular with regard to the developmental prerequisites for bonding,
emotional development and physical wellbeing (Dobson, Upadhyaya, Conyers, & Raghavan, 2002;
Field, 2014). From a biological perspective, touch is of fundamental importance for experiencing
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emotional security, care and communication (Hertenstein & Weiss, 2011; Uvnäs Moberg, 2013).
Touch can communicate, e.g., convey security, trust, belonging, care and support in stressful situ-
ations (Weiss, 1995). Research has also shown that caring touch promotes good social interaction
and positive behavior (Dobson et al., 2002; Goodwin, 2017) and reduces aggressive behavior
(Diego et al., 2002; Field, 1999, 2002, 2014). While research has demonstrated the positive effects
of touch on children’s health and wellbeing, the issue of how teachers relate to touch between edu-
cators and children has largely been unresearched, particularly in Sweden. However, in their empiri-
cal study, Bergnéhr and Cekaite (2018) examined how Swedish educators orient to touch and use
haptic physical touch in day-to-day activities in preschool. The study reveals the complexity of
touch and how the educators used haptic behavior to establish and build affectively positive relation-
ships with children. They also used haptic behavior to carry out more practical and educative organ-
izational work. The different types of touch the educators used were control touch, affectionate
touch, affectionate-control touch, assisting touch and educative touch. Extant research in the field
has also shown that physical touch outside the family has been questioned during recent years
(Öhman, 2016). Furthermore, research from other countries has shown that touch between teachers
and children is increasingly associated with teachers’ general feelings of anxiety (Piper, 2014; Piper &
Stronach, 2008; Pope, 2015). Some researchers have claimed that teachers are confused and worried
about touching practices in pedagogical settings (Piper, Garratt, & Taylor, 2013). One important
explanation for the increasingly cautious attitude toward touch in preschool settings is the sexual
abuse that has occurred in these settings and received considerable media attention (Bergström,
Westberg-Broström, & Eidevald, 2018; Eidevald, 2016). These cases of abuse have caused a great
deal of anxiety as well as negative feelings among teachers, parents and children (Johnson, 2000;
Jones, 2001; Owen & Gillentine, 2011). In Sweden, too, media reports have described cases of
employees in early childhood education and care (ECEC) who have abused children sexually (Back-
man, 2012a, 2012b; Bergström, Eidevald, & Westberg-Broström, 2016).

Concerns over child abuse or over teachers being wrongly accused of improper touch have led to
various measures being taken in many countries, including preemptive programs, surveillance cam-
eras and liability insurances (Piper, Taylor, & Garratt, 2012). In countries like the US, England and
Australia, there are rules in place to keep teachers from touching students; these rules imply, for
example, that sports teachers should not have their hands under the water when teaching children
to swim, or that other adults should be present when children need to be comforted or bandaged
(Piper et al., 2012). In Australia, guidelines have been produced describing how educators should
relate physically to children of different ages. They specify, for example, how preschool teachers
should act to comfort a child in a safe manner (Department of Education, 2019). These types of
documents may lead to negative consequences for everyday activities and for the interaction between
teachers and children (cf. Andrzejewski & Davis, 2008). Moreover, such guidelines may instead have
the opposite effect of further increasing fear and suspicion (Jones, 2004). Some researchers have
claimed that policy documents like these have led to the institutionalization of “non-touch”
(Piper et al., 2013; Piper & Smith, 2003). Research has also shown that teachers have to spend con-
siderable time working to avoid suspicion and false accusations (Scott, 2008). Children’s impulsive
attempts at physical contact may, for example, create a threatening situation that teachers have to
handle by distancing themselves physically, thus avoiding being judged as unprofessional (Cushman,
2009; Farquhar, 2001; Jones, 2004). Jones (2003) found that primary teacher trainees’ who wanted to
be caring and comforting and use physical touch were troubled that their behavior could be regarded
as untrustworthy, particularly in various pedagogical situations.

Gender and Touch in Preschool

Preschool teachers belong to a professional category that is highly gendered in the Swedish early
childhood education and care system. Among the employees working in preschool settings, males
represent only 4% (Swedish National Agency of Education, 2017). This pattern is also evident in
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Swedish preschool teacher education, with few men choosing to enroll in such programs (Bertilsson,
Börjesson, & Broady, 2009; Nordberg, 2011). Other European countries have similar gender patterns,
as do the US, Canada and Australia (Cameron, 2001). Cameron (2001) showed how, in the early
twenty-first century, men working in preschools were victims of suspicion regarding pedophilia.
There was thought to be a risk that male workers would sexually abuse the children. One consequence
of this discussion was that many men considered leaving their profession, because they felt especially
vulnerable to suspicions about transgression and pedophilia (Backman, 2013; Munk, Larsen, Lean-
der, & Soerensen, 2013). Women in the profession have also experienced a lack of trust and suspicion
on the part of people in their surroundings (Åberg & Hedlin, 2012; Piper et al., 2012; Piper & Smith,
2003; Tait, 2001; Tobin, 1997). When suspicion grows among those who remain in their jobs, their
pedagogical work may be affected. Jones (2003) found, for example, that teacher trainees protected
themselves from suspicion by refraining from touching children.

One way of explaining the fear of touch is to start from two (sometimes overlapping) discourses:
1) accusations of sexual transgression and harassment (Zirkel, 2000) and 2) gender (Piper & Smith,
2003). Explanations based on gender are often tied to specific notions of gender, i.e., cultural gender
interpretations (Connell, 2009; Connell & Pearse, 2015). Gender may be manifested through the way
in which male and female bodies are ascribed different meanings. In a study of men in early child-
hood education, Sargent (2005) showed that informants recurrently expressed and reinforced a
polarization between men and women, with men representing danger and women representing
safety and love. This is one reason why men working in preschool settings are often viewed with sus-
picion and anxiety, while women usually evade distrust of this type. Even if the men’s situation is
particularly vulnerable, there is also research showing that women, too, may be exposed to suspicions
held by the people around them (Andrzejewski & Davis, 2008; Åberg & Hedlin, 2012; Jones, 2004).

Touch between adults and children is thus an issue characterized by increasing anxiety, fear, and
contradictions. This has resulted in changed attitudes toward adult–child interactions, and there is
an ongoing debate in several countries about no-touch policies (Fletcher, 2013; Öhman & Grund-
berg-Sandell, 2015; Piper & Smith, 2003; Scott, 2013). The aim of such policy documents is to protect
adults from false allegations (Duncan, 1999).

The bulk of the research on touch in a pedagogical context has had an Anglo-American perspec-
tive. Hence, the results of these studies cannot automatically be transferred to and considered appli-
cable in a Swedish context. Said (1983), however, described how discourses and debates tend to
spread from one national culture to another, even if they are to some extent also reshaped based
on local conditions. In Sweden, work has been done on a national level to preempt risks in preschool.
The Swedish Education Act dictates that preschool staff be checked by examining extracts from the
criminal records system. This procedure was introduced as a result of a number of national and
international cases of sexual abuse against children in the 1990s. The law was introduced in 2001,
despite the Government’s assessment that the risk of children being exposed to sexual transgression
in preschool or school was low. The criminal record check has gradually come to be applied more
widely, such that at present more personnel groups are affected than when the law was introduced. In
Sweden as well as, for instance, in England, people working with individuals who are viewed as vul-
nerable or dependent may now be required to show their criminal record extract upon employment
(Backman, 2012a).

Justification for the Present Study

In sum, previous research demonstrates that the issue of physical touch between children and edu-
cators in a pedagogical context is complex, spanning from the positive effects and importance of
touch, on the one hand, to the negative outcomes associated with touch (arousing suspicion, impro-
per touch, etc.), on the other. In the early twenty-first century, Cameron (2001) showed that the view
of touch as something entailing risks had not been established in Scandinavian preschools. In recent
years, however, several cases of sexual abuse against children have aroused media attention, and
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there are now indications that physical contact in preschool is much more likely to be associated with
risks than it used to be (Eidevald, 2016). Research has also shown that it is primarily young and
recently graduated preschool teachers who are worried about being suspected, as opposed to pre-
school teachers with several years of professional experience (Brody, 2015; Eidevald, 2014; Eidevald,
Bergström, & Broström, 2018).

The empirical material for the present study is part of a larger research project entitled Beröring i
förskolan – omsorg eller fara (“Touch in Preschool – Care or Risk”) and financed by the Swedish
Research Council [2014–2121]. Overall, the project aims at studying how Swedish preschools and
preschool teacher education programs discuss and deal with physical touch between teachers and
children. Data have been gathered through document analyses, questionnaires and interviews
with preschool student teachers, practicing preschool teachers, and heads of preschools. A total of
about 400 participants are included in the project. In a previously published article, we studied
how future and newly graduated preschool teachers talk about the risk of being accused of inappro-
priately touching the children (see Åberg, Hedlin, & Johansson, 2018). In that study, we offered a
more detailed description of the anxiety and risk expressed by the informants regarding touch
between preschool teachers and children, as well as the informants’ concerns about how people in
their surroundings view them from a risk perspective. We also discussed in more detail how certain
preschools design different targeted rules about touch, e.g., that informants are prevented from chan-
ging diapers for certain children based on the traditional beliefs of some parents (see Åberg et al.,
2018). In the present study, some of these aspects can be found in the results section, as it is impor-
tant to understand how the informants relate to touch in relation to children. The overall main focus
of the present article is to investigate how future and recently graduated Swedish preschool teachers
relate to touch between educators and children.

Materials and Method

Participants and Procedure

Of the original 400 participants who were part of the larger project, 204 were preschool student tea-
chers who were completing their last semester or had just completed (within six months) their edu-
cation; these 204 were included in the present study (182 women, 16 men, and 6 who chose not to
state their gender; mean age 28.0 years). The current study is based on questionnaire results (n = 204)
as well as on semi-structured interviews with 20 of the total 204 informants (14 women and 6 men;
mean age 29.4 years). The informants were recruited in connection with the questionnaire response
collection procedure. In Sweden, preschool teacher education is university based, composed of both
theoretical courses given at the university as well as an internship in a preschool setting. Swedish
preschool teacher education comprises seven semesters, corresponding to 3.5 years of fulltime study.

Questionnaire
Initially, a questionnaire was distributed to preschool teacher students at four Swedish universities
(with which the authors were not affiliated). Five of the male preschool teacher students included
in the sample studied at universities not included in the original four chosen. They were contacted
to increase the share of men in the study. The questionnaire took approximately 20 min to complete.

Interviews
All of the interviewees were students at one of six different universities. When the interviews were
conducted, most of the informants had graduated, and most of them had already done preschool
work for one or a couple of months. All interviews were conducted individually and recorded;
they lasted from 45 min to 2 h and 25 min. All participants received written and oral information
about the study aim and about the voluntary nature of participation. They were informed that
they could discontinue their participation in the study at any time or abstain from answering any
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specific question. Most participants completed the questionnaire anonymously, but those who
wished to be interviewed had the opportunity to submit contact information. They were also
informed that participation in the study was confidential, that the data were being gathered for scien-
tific purposes only, and that all of the data would be anonymized. The entire project has undergone
ethical review by the Regional Ethical Review Board in Linköping, Sweden.

Instrument

A questionnaire was designed containing both broad and more specific items concerning preschool
teachers’ attitudes toward, experiences of and thoughts about touch in preschool. In addition to
demographic items, items dealing with touch between preschool teachers and children were
added. Responses were made on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 corresponding to “Not at all” and 5
to “To a great extent.” Items inspired by Owen and Gillentine (2011, see p. 862) were included in
the questionnaire. The items were modified so that for each original item, two separate items
were constructed by replacing the word “student” with “2-year-old” and “5-year-old” respectively.
In addition, items about kissing were added. All 10 items concerned specific touch situations between
preschool teachers and children, and responses were made using the fixed alternatives: “Holding the
child,” “Putting the child on your lap,” “Touching the child’s arm or shoulder,” and “Talking to the
child without touching him/her.” To safeguard the questionnaire’s validity, two specialists in the field
and five preschool teacher students were asked to complete and state their views on the instrument.
Based on their feedback some items were clarified.

The interview guide consisted of a number of questions aimed at getting a picture of how the
informants think about touch between educators and children, such as physical interaction with
the children in relation to staff, parents and the organization. All participants answered the same
questions, but the order in which they were posed was individual and adapted to the information
given and the situation. The participants’ answers were further developed by posing follow-up
questions.

Data Processing and Statistical Considerations

The aim of the statistical analyses was to provide an overarching description of the material. As for
the gender variable, it is important to mention that the male group is small and that any gender
differences in responses should not be interpreted as statistically significant, as no significance testing
was conducted. Consequently, these differences apply solely to the study participants. For statistical
processing of the data, SPSS 22.0 was used.

The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by Author 1 and Author 2. All partici-
pants were given the opportunity to read their own written transcripts and to give their approval;
no informant expressed any objection to the transcription. The material was analyzed using quali-
tative thematic analysis (Ryan & Bernard, 2003; Tuckett, 2005). We reviewed the entire interview
transcripts several times and, guided by the study aim, we marked important statements in the tran-
scripts. We then categorized these statements into essential themes. Lastly, we compared the themes
and retested them against the material before making a final decision. In the results section, the par-
ticipants have been given a pseudonym to avoid identification. For the sake of readability, the quota-
tions have been slightly modified.

Results

The interview analyses resulted in four prominent themes: touch and learning, touch and children’s
integrity, touch and anxiety and touch and policy documents: solution or limitation. Below, a sum-
mary of the questionnaire results is first presented in the form of a table (see Table 1). The relevant
questions concern how the participants relate to touch in their professional role and how they relate
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to touch between preschool teachers and children. These questions are then discussed under each
separate theme.

Touch and Learning

Table 1 shows that, of the 204 participants completing the questionnaire, 60-80% chose 4 or 5 on the
5-degree scale, where 5 corresponds to “To a great extent” in relation to the statements claiming that
touch 1) benefits children’s emotional development, 2) can be used to build relations with the chil-
dren and 3) is an important element of pedagogical activities. The result thus shows that the majority
of participants viewed touch as an important element of children’s development, interpersonal
relations and pedagogical learning in the preschool setting.

In the interviews, the informants’ further developed their thoughts on how they, as preschool
teachers, view and work with touch in their activities. They described how touch and physical
contact occur almost all the time in preschool within a pedagogical framework. It may, for
instance, involve getting dressed and undressed, changing diapers, or engaging in circle time.
The informants provided examples of how touch occurs in these situations and how they can
work actively as educators to use touch to create learning situations. Helping a child get dressed
can turn into a learning situation if the preschool teacher challenges the child to try doing this
activity on his/her own. On the issue of whether informants want to work with touch in connec-
tion with practical activities, most of them agree that it is important to make use of all opportu-
nities for touch. This may involve holding hands during a walk in the forest, or turning diaper
changing into a pedagogical situation. Linn, one of the informants, responds as follows to the
question about situations in which touch between the preschool teacher and children occurs
as an element of the activities:

Well, I think this happens nearly all the time. But chiefly during dressing and undressing. You go in and out.
Changing diapers. And then it may happen during the circle time, when many children want to sit on your lap
and things like that.

To the follow-up question about how these situations can be pedagogical, Linn answers:

Well, that’s how you make them pedagogical, some are not pedagogical at all. But…well, it depends a little on
how you look at it, because I mean our pedagogical task includes both care and learning, so they are somehow
pedagogical all the time, but you can of course take the care situations and turn them into very good learning
situations. Sort of helping the children to dress a little, and also challenging them to try on their own. The same
thing about changing diapers; that you also challenge the child to try to sit on the potty, even if it’s just for a
short time, just to get used to it.

Table 1. Touch in relation to professional role and how preschool teachers relate to touch between preschool teachers and
children. The response frequency is expressed in percentages.

Questionnaire item
Not at
all

To a great
extent

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

1. Touch between myself as a preschool teacher and children benefits children’s
emotional development

0.5 2.0 12.3 44.1 39.2

2. I want to use touch as a way of building relations with the children 2.0 7.8 26.0 36.3 26.0
3. I consider touch an important element of pedagogical activities 1.0 2.0 22.5 32.4 41.7
4. I want to be restrictive in using touch in my profession as a preschool teacher so
as not to risk any suspicions about improper touch vis-à-vis preschool children

20.1 23.5 28.4 12.7 10.8

5. I feel uneasy about finding myself in a situation where I am alone with a child in
an exposed position, e.g., when the child is naked

62.7 19.6 10.8 5.4 1.5

6. I feel anxiety about being wrongly accused or distrusted for having touched a
child physically

44.6 27.0 17.6 6.4 4.4

7. I think it would be advisable to introduce guidelines/policy documents
regulating touch between preschool teachers and children

18.1 27.0 28.9 13.7 11.3

Note. Since “missing” constitutes one percentage category, the total number does not amount to 100%.
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Using touch to comfort a child also has a pedagogical dimension insofar as the educators can teach
the child about emotions. Several of the informants put special emphasis on the importance of help-
ing boys with this, indicating that touch can be used to help children understand and develop their
emphatic ability. Cynthia, one of the participants, describes the importance of not differentiating
between boys and girls, even though hugging and crying come easier for girls, while boys want to
play tough. She also emphasizes the importance of bringing this up during circle time by talking
about, for instance, what can make you sad or happy. She reflects:

There are some boys who think “no, you shouldn’t show [emotions].” And we try to say that it’s OK, it is OK to
hug each other when you’re sad or even when you’re happy, and it’s also OK to cry. There is nothing wrong with
that. But it’s a question of emotions. And emotions must come out. One way or another.

Altogether, the informants painted a picture of wanting to make use of occasions in preschool that
offer physical touch with the children in order to turn everyday situations into learning opportu-
nities. They also saw several chances to bring up touch with the children in everyday preschool
activities and to deal with these situations in close connection with care and learning.

Touch and Children’s Integrity

The second theme comprises informants’ statements indicating that preschool teachers are happy to
touch children and to have a physically close relationship. However, in the professional role, it is
essential to be clear about letting the children themselves lead the way and take the initiative to
touching. The questionnaire included items on specific situations of touch between preschool tea-
chers and children. These items also dealt with how they would choose to interact with a child
depending on his/her age (a 2-year-old versus a 5-year-old) (see Table 2). The results show that
most participants reported they would choose to comfort a crying child who had been hurt by hold-
ing the child or putting him/her on their lap. This corresponds with a previously presented finding
(see Table 1), where a large share of participants considered touch an important tool for building

Table 2. Estimated touch behavior in relation to the child’s age reported by percentages: situational touch.

Questionnaire item, abbreviated Response alternative
2-year-
old

5-year-
old

If an X-year-old child is crying because of a physical injury, would I: Hold the child 31.9 44.6
Put the child on my lap 57.4 28.9
Touch the child’s arm or shoulder 2.9 17.2
Talk with the child without
touching it

- 2.9

If an X-year-old is sad and crying, would I: Hold the child 32.8 46.6
Put the child on my lap 52.0 22.1
Touch the child’s arm or shoulder 4.4 17.2
Talk with the child without
touching it

2.9 6.9

If an X-year-old is telling me something while physically close to me,
would I:

Hold the child 3.4 2.5
Put the child on my lap 8.3 4.4
Touch the child’s arm or shoulder 20.6 19.1
Talk with the child without
touching it

59.8 65.7

If an X-year-old wants to hug me, would I: Hold the child 88.7 92.6
Put the child on my lap 3.9 1.5
Touch the child’s arm or shoulder 2.0 2.0
Talk with the child without
touching it

.5 .5

If an X-year-old child wants to kiss me, would I: Hold the child 28.4 27.5
Let the child kiss me 25.0 19.6
Touch the child’s arm or shoulder 15.7 19.1
Talk with the child without
touching it

19.1 20.1

Note. Since “missing” constitutes one percentage category, the total number does not amount to 100%.
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relations with the children (26.0% choosing “To a great extent”). The questionnaire responses (Table
2) also show that when a child standing close to the participant wants to tell a story, quite a few of the
participants said they would abstain from touching the child. The result reveals, on the other hand,
that in a situation where children initiate touch by wanting to hug the preschool teachers, the
majority of the participants (88.7% and 92.6%, respectively) responded they would “hold the child.”

With regard to children attempting to kiss the preschool teacher, the respondents’ answers are
fairly evenly distributed across the response alternatives. Hence, there is no clear picture of how
the respondents would choose to handle a situation like this. However, in comparison with how par-
ticipants would choose to deal with children’s hugs, participants questionnaire responses seem to
indicate a much more restrictive attitude toward children’s kisses.

In the interviews, the informants stressed that touching the children takes place on the child’s
terms and that it is the children who decide whether or not they want to touch. Helena, one of
the informants, discusses the circumstances surrounding children’s perception of being exposed
in intimate situations, the seriousness of these situations and the importance of how one touches
other people. She says:

The children are in a vulnerable situation [diaper change], and it’s very important to act in a… that it’s a safe
situation. So it feels like you have a huge responsibility in those situations.

Several informants emphasized how touch can be used to show and make apparent to the children
where their own boundaries are, and to help and support children in identifying their boundaries.
This means that touch can be used to highlight the importance of teaching children integrity and
help them understand the meaning of “Stop! This is my body”.1 In this way, touch becomes an
important tool for teaching the children respect, both for their own body and its boundaries and
for other people’s bodies and boundaries. One informant, Tilda, comments about boundaries and
the way children are taught how to sense their own boundaries:

If the children don’t want things, if I want a hug and the child maybe doesn’t, he or she can tell me to stop or
something. That’s how you get to know your own boundaries and what’s OK and what’s not.

Male informants reported wanting to have more physical touch with the children, such as wanting to
carry them, but in such situations, they experienced no support or encouragement from the people
around them. A few of the male informants had also been explicitly told or asked to abstain from
physical closeness with the children.

Touch and Anxiety

The touch and anxiety theme concerns the anxiety the participants expressed in connection with
touch between preschool teachers and children in preschool settings. The results of the questionnaire
show that one fifth of respondents reported not really wanting to be restrictive with touching as pre-
school teachers to avoid arousing suspicions of improper touching (20.1% chose “Not at all”). On
items concerning whether respondents feel anxious or safe with regard to their own touching prac-
tices, more than half (62.7%) chose “Not at all,” indicating no feelings of insecurity about ending up
in a situation alone with children in vulnerable situations, for example when a child is naked. More-
over, more than half of participants reported not feeling anxious about being wrongly accused or
suspected of having touched a child physically (44.6% chose “Not at all”) (see Table 1).

Table 3 shows informants’ responses to items concerning whether they feel insecure about being
on their own with a child who is in an exposed situation, e.g., naked, and whether they feel anxiety
about the being wrongly accused or suspected of having touched a child physically. The table shows
that a larger proportion of men than of women reported feeling insecurity and anxiety in these
respects. Even though the results were not significance tested, it is worth noting that the results

1Save the Children has coined the expression and distributed material that is used in preschools and schools, see http://
räddabarnen.se/vad-vi-gor/barn-utsatta-for-sexuella-overgrepp/stopp-min-kropp/
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indicate that the male participants reported feeling especially exposed to the risk of being accused of
touching children improperly.

It emerges from the interviews that several informants experienced anxiety in connection with
touch. Common to most of the male participants were their stories about experiencing doubt and
suspiciousness on the part of people in their environment. They reported feeling especially exposed
when cases of sexual abuse against children were being reported in the media. They felt the parents of
the preschool children showed the greatest suspicion. However, one of the male informants reported
feeling very little anxiety on the part of people in the environment and instead emphasized how, as a
male preschool teacher, he was supported by parents and colleagues. A few of the male participants
said they felt relatively secure with touching, though they were simultaneously highly aware of how
they touch children, in what situations and in what way. This awareness was constantly present, and
they reflected on it and on how touch can be perceived by others.

Martin, one of the informants, answers the question about touch being an element of the pre-
school teacher profession:

I think it’s most important. At the same time, it can be enormously, I mean enormously risky, of course it can.
But it is very very important. By risk I mean that as a male preschool teacher I would be very clearly singled out,
if somebody should come, I mean if something should happen, then I would be automatically singled out. Sus-
pected. At the same time, I think touch is good for children’s feeling of security, too. That you can, sort of, touch
them on the shoulder just to show that you’re there. And give them a hug now and then, if they’re sad. To me,
that’s important.

With regard to the female informants, most of them reported feeling secure about touching chil-
dren and did not worry that their touching would be suspected due to general anxiety about sexual
transgression. Several female informants maintained that, because the overwhelming majority of
sexual transgressions reported by the media had been committed by males, they did not feel
singled out or under suspicion. A couple of the female informants pointed out, however, that
women, too, could be viewed as potential transgressors, whereas for their own part they were
not worried about being accused of improperly touching the children, but felt comfortable with
the way they touch. Still, a few of the female informants emphasized that when cases of transgres-
sion have attracted media attention, their anxiety about how people in the environment view the
way they touch children has increased. One of them described this as an element of anxiety inside
her head.

Even though the male informants pinpointed the importance of touch, they felt more susceptible
to suspicion, based on others’ views on men working in preschool. The men also reported complex
everyday preschool situations in which they are prevented from giving the same type of care the
female preschool teachers provide. This may concern, for instance, certain children in the organiz-
ation whose diapers they are not permitted to change owing to the children’s cultural background.
For example, according to some traditions, girls are not supposed to be seen by men in intimate situ-
ations (see Åberg et al., 2018).

Some informants brought up another kind of anxiety and fear related to touch that involves
taking a firm grip on a child in a decisive or somewhat tough manner. This includes the fear that
parents may turn up and witness an ongoing conflict with a child. This anxiety was common
among both male and female informants, but did not figure prominently in the group at large.

Table 3. Touch between preschool teachers and children, distributed by gender.

Survey question
Not at
all

To a great
extent

Gender (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

I feel insecurity about ending up in a situation where I will be alone with a
child who is in a vulnerable situation, e.g., a child who is naked

Men (n = 16)
Women (n = 182)

5
120

2
38

0
20

8
3

1
1

I feel anxiety about the possibility of being wrongly accused or suspected
of having touched a child physically

Men (n = 16)
Women (n = 182)

5
85

0
54

2
30

4
9

5
4
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In sum, this theme shows that informants’ attitude toward touch in the organization is closely
linked to the participant’s gender. Males reported feeling more vulnerable to suspicions about sexual
transgression, while most females found themselves protected from suspicions because of their gender.

Touch and Policy Documents: Solution or Limitation

One aspect of the approach of touching is whether Swedish students advocate a more restrictive or
expansive attitude toward touch between preschool teachers and children. Regarding the issue of
whether it is desirable to have guidelines/policy documents regulating touch between preschool tea-
chers and children, the questionnaire results reveal great variation in how respondents viewed this
issue (see Table 1).

It emerges from the interview material that most informants were familiar with or had worked in
preschools with policies to prevent the risks associated with touch. For instance, there may be pol-
icies concerning sensitive tasks that substitute teachers or student teachers are not allowed to per-
form. However, regarding the idea of introducing policy documents on touch between regular
preschool staff and children, the informants’ attitudes differed. While some looked upon this as pro-
tecting them against other people’s suspiciousness about improper touch, others felt it placed a limit-
ation on their professional practice, expressing specific views on what would happen in a case of
transgression. One respondent emphasized that a strict, written policy for anyone transgressing a
boundary was not desirable, while more guidelines on how to work with touch were.

Another aspect emerging from this theme is that, during their education, informants had some-
times been told not to lift the children, given that their work concerned learning. One informant
(Helena) described a policy document produced from a work environment perspective that rec-
ommends avoiding heavy lifts to the extent possible. Such rules were considered good and served
the important purpose of preventing work-related injuries. They may involve, for instance, children
climbing into their strollers themselves instead of preschool teachers lifting them into the stroller.
Several informants brought up the issue of not wanting to carry the bigger children (3- to 5-year-
olds) to avoid back injuries. Thus, regulations with a work environment perspective were appreciated
by the informants, who wanted them to be clearly written and detailed.

With regard to policy documents on substitute teachers and practitioners, everyone seemed to
agree that substitutes should not be allowed to change diapers. Whether this actually applied in prac-
tice was said to depend on the individual preschools’ circumstances and on attitudes toward the sub-
stitute teacher in question. Those who had previously worked in the preschool were more likely to be
allowed to change diapers. Some preschools were more restrictive than others, as reported by a
female informant (Hannah), who described how, during her practice period, she was not to be
left alone with a child either indoors or outdoors, or to be the only preschool teacher with the chil-
dren during nap time.

Below, Jannica suggests that a policy document would facilitate work by creating security around
activities and giving educators something to relate to and discuss, for instance why things are done in
a particular way with preschool children. Jannica says:

I still think there should be something in it. Something that’s easier to relate to, that I can base my actions on:
“Listen now, this is how it is because it says so here and these are the guidelines we have.” This gives you secur-
ity. Instead of: “OK, for my part, I don’t trust you.” Then the responsibility will fall on me.

To conclude, this theme demonstrates various positive and negative aspects of policy documents in
preschool and considers whether such documents and guidelines benefit or obstruct pedagogical work.

Discussion

In the present study, we investigated how 204 students or recently graduated preschool teachers
relate to touch and physical contact in their pedagogical work. Questionnaires as well as semi-
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structured interviews revealed participants’ views on touch in their professional role and in relation
to the children. Questions were also posed concerning respondents’ views on touch based on how
they think people in their surroundings think about touch between the informants and children.
In our sample the results show that the male participants reported feeling especially exposed to
the risk of being accused of touching children in an inappropriate manner. However, since gender
differences was not significance tested because the male group (n = 16) was too small for meaningful
inferences to be made, it would be of interest in future studies to explore this with a larger sample of
male participants. Previous studies have also demonstrated that men working in early childhood
education and care need to relate to the risk that others will think of them as potential pedophiles
(Eidevald, 2016; Eidevald et al., 2018; Heikkilä, 2015). From a gender perspective, men who choose
to work in early childhood education and care are breaking traditional norms concerning what men
are expected to work with (Heikkilä, 2015; Pruit, 2015). This results in classifying male educators as
unmanly and causes doubts about their sexual orientation and the intentions behind their choice of
profession. Connell (1995) also brought up the confusion experienced in a community when a man
breaks traditional cultural norms by choosing a profession perceived to be at odds with his gender
affiliation. Connell called this gender vertigo. Thus, if we are to secure and safeguard professional and
sensitive touch between educators and children, we must be aware of and understand the gender
coding of the preschool teacher profession.

One important issue in the preschool organization concerns how educators can work to combine
theoretical knowledge about the importance of touch, e.g., for children’s emotional development,
with practical reality. The present results show that the participants reported trying to effectively
and sensitively combine physical care of children with awareness of and respect for children’s inde-
pendence and physical integrity. One challenge lies in anxiety about the risk of consequences from
touching, especially for male educators’ work situation but also for childcare and children’s learning.
This applies to many different elements of childcare, such as changing diapers or comforting a sad
child by putting him/her on your lap. The experiences children have in relations with others, such as
parents and preschool teachers, form the foundation of their development later in life (Sroufe,
Coffino, & Carlson, 2010; Thompson, 2016). Reduced physical contact or even total lack of touch
due to unfounded suspicions will affect both children and preschool teachers owing to the fears
associated with touch. In their study based on video observations, Bergnéhr and Cekaite (2018) high-
lighted that touch is used for a variety of purposes in day-to-day preschool settings. They found that
one of the most frequently used adult-initiated haptic behaviors was touch aimed at controlling the
child. Based on this result, it would be interesting to find out more about preschool teachers’ views on
mild controlling touch and also how it affects children’s long-term wellbeing.

According to the present results, opinions differ on the demand for preschool policy documents
regulating touch. Policy documents may concern, for instance, how diapers should be changed safely
or how to deal with a physically extroverted child. Piper and Smith (2003) discussed the need for
policy documents that are “flexible and care oriented rather than defensive or schematic”
(p. 891). In the present study, the variation in participants’ responses regarding the issue of policy
documents may be a reflection of the difficulties concerning this issue. Could policy documents
lead to impediments in learning situations? Could they affect the pedagogical content of preschools?
The present results point to great uncertainty with regard to the question of whether there should be
a set of rules or a policy about touch in the Swedish preschool system. Even if its aim would be to
protect educators from false accusations of improper touch as well as to protect children from phys-
ical or sexual transgression, it is not certain that reduced body contact with children would benefit
pedagogical work. Preschools need to talk about what is best for learning and development from the
children’s perspective, but also about how preschool teachers and children can be protected. Worth
noting is that children’s right to physical and personal integrity was recently added to the revised
Swedish Education Act (Lpfö 18, 2019). This means that each child must be given the opportunity
to develop his/her awareness regarding the right to personal integrity. Addressing children’s integ-
rity, thus, becomes an important part of daily activities in the preschool setting.
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As the present study demonstrates, participants expressed a desire to incorporate physical contact
in their interaction with children. At the same time, they were aware of the importance of pro-
fessional touch being based on children’s needs. The challenge here may be to maintain caring
and pedagogical touch behavior between preschool teachers and children in the future.
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