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At a time of limited resources, and increasing 
demands (ADCS, 2018), local areas are tasked 
with addressing multiple forms of exploitation 
and attending to the causes (rather than solely 
the consequences) of abuse. Framed in relation 
to current research evidence, national policy 
frameworks and developments in local area 
practice, this briefing outlines opportunities 
and challenges in supporting a workforce to: 

> Engage with the complexity of 
exploitation and the unique challenges 
it presents to traditional safeguarding 
practices and processes. 

> Work within holistic structures/
set of practices which sufficiently 
address multiple (and sometimes 
interconnecting) forms of exploitation. 

> Recognise the vulnerability of young 
people who display challenging, 
harmful, criminal and/or abusive 
behaviours as a consequence (or part)  
of the exploitation they experience.

This briefing can be used to inform the 
development of holistic, complex and contextual 
safeguarding systems that are equipped to 
address and prevent exploitation in all its  
forms. The briefing:

> Provides an integrated account of 
the different forms of exploitation 
experienced by children and young 
people (including young adults) in 
relation to how they are defined, 
experienced and addressed. 

> Documents the strategic challenges 
posed by national policy frameworks  
(or lack thereof) associated to 
exploitation – as well as the legacy of 
siloed local structures or ineffective 
pathways for safeguarding adolescents.

> Provides a set of considerations for 
designing an effective response to 
exploitation with reference to practice 
examples.

> Identifies factors that enable a workforce 
to adopt an integrated approach to 
exploitation. 

Purpose of this briefing 
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A relatively small but significant number of 
young people in the UK are victims of one 
or more forms of exploitation. They may be 
exploited sexually, or exploited criminally 
through selling and/or trafficking drugs, money 
laundering, weapons storage or the ‘cuckooing’ 
of property (eg, for cannabis cultivation), or they 
may be exploited through use of their labour 
and other forms of modern slavery.

To some extent these are all different forms 
of abuse, presenting different and sometimes 
unique challenges. For example, the economic 
gains a young person may experience when 
being criminally exploited, and the severity 
of offences they might commit in the process, 
will not feature when a young person is being 
sexually exploited by their peers at school. 

But while every child’s experience is different, 
from the perspective of designing services and 
developing the workforce, these various forms 
of exploitation also share much in common. 
These different forms of exploitation:

> Often manifest within, or are facilitated 
by risks within, extra-familial 
environments, including schools, public 
spaces and online platforms (Firmin, 
2017a; Smallbone et al, 2013).

> Are shaped by peer norms and 
relationships (Ashurst and McAlinden, 
2015; Barter, 2009; Firmin, 2017b).

> Interact with (and responses should be 
informed by) social and economic trends 
including gender norms and poverty 
(Featherstone et al, 2018).

> May involve young people perpetrating 
criminal offences, including the 
exploitation of others, as well as 
experiencing harm themselves (Cockbain 
and Brayley, 2012; Home Office, 2017; 
Pitts, 2013).

> Can present as the result of perceived 
‘choices’ a young person has made, 
and/or continues to make, despite 
professional or parental intervention 
(Gearon, 2018; Pearce, 2013). 

> Often feature grooming, coercion, 
criminality and serious risks of significant 
sexual and physical harm, which create 
climates of fear and reduce engagement 
with services (McNaughton Nicholls et al, 
2014; Pearce, 2013; Pitts, 2013).

> Are often beyond the control of parents, 
and rarely instigated by parents, 
although familial context and childhood 
experiences may well play a part in 
exacerbating (or mitigating) vulnerability 
and risk (Young et al, 2013; Hudek, 2018; 
Shuker, 2017).

> Can lead to multiple relocations 
following a rapid escalation in risk 
including children coming into care for 
the first time at age 12 or over and/or 
managed moves across schools (Hudek, 
2018; Ofsted, 2018a; Shuker, 2013).

> Predominantly occur during a stage 
in development where individuals 
experience changes that impact their 
emotional regulation, approach to 
‘risk’, desire for autonomy and ability 
to understand long-term gain or 
consequences – factors that can be both 
challenging for existing statutory service 
models and utilised by those who want 
to exploit young people (Coleman, 2011; 
Hanson and Holmes, 2014).

> May continue into adulthood, 
particularly young people during the 18 
to 25 transitional period (Young et al, 
2013; Coy, 2009; Holmes, 2018). 

Introduction
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Exploitation also negatively impacts young 
people’s health and development, family and 
peer relationships, school and community 
environments, and the safety of online platforms 
(Department for Education, 2017; Home Office, 
2017). These negative impacts can often 
challenge professionals. They can manifest 
in episodes of going missing, disengagement 
from education, distrust of (or hostility towards) 
professionals, poor mental health (including the 
impacts of trauma) and emotional wellbeing, the 
breakdown of family relationships, adolescent-
to-parent violence, peer violence (including 
the infliction of serious injuries) and unsafe 
educational environments, as well as fractured 
and traumatised communities (Barter, 2009; 
Cockbain and Brayley, 2012; Firmin, 2017b; Hickle 
and Roe-Sepowitz, 2018; Hanson and Holmes, 
2014; National Crime Agency, 2017). Local 
partnerships are grappling with how best to 
support their workforce in mounting a response 
to this range of complex issues and their cause 
(ie, the exploitation itself). 

The broad contextual impacts of exploitation 
present challenges to traditional safeguarding 
models, which assess and intervene with families 
to keep young people safe and are arguably 
designed for younger children experiencing 
harm in the family (Bilston, 2006; Hanson and 
Holmes, 2014). Exploitation largely manifests 
within extra-familial settings, including schools 
and neighbourhoods, where it can impact a 
young person’s safety and undermine otherwise 
relatively safe and protective families (Firmin, 
2017b; Hanson and Holmes, 2014; Hudek, 2018). 
When vulnerabilities within families – from 
domestic abuse or parental mental ill-health, 
through to criminal associations – interface with 
extra-familial risks, the vulnerability of young 
people at home and outside can increase further. 

So while exploitation is abuse – and as such, a 
child protection issue – it requires assessment 
of, and intervention with, social conditions 
beyond families to increase safety. This brings 
safeguarding (children and adults), education 
welfare and community safety agendas closer 
together, and requires safeguarding-led 
responses to what have primarily been  
conceived as criminal justice or school  
behaviour management priorities.

In the absence of a national framework that 
provides an integrated strategic approach 
to safeguarding adolescents, local areas are 
tasked with developing an effective response 
to these challenges and, within this, ensuring 
a safeguarding-led (but community safety and 
policing-informed) response to exploitation 
in all its forms. In the absence of an effective 
safeguarding response to the impact of 
exploitation, young people can be criminalised 
or abused further (Cockbain and Brayley, 2012; 
Hudek, 2018; Jay, 2014). As their behaviour 
deteriorates due to their exploitation (becoming 
increasingly challenging or harmful, for example) 
they may be excluded from school, arrested for 
associated criminal behaviours or placed in care 
if their parents are thought unable to manage 
the level of risk (Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz, 2018; 
Home Office, 2018; Jay, 2014). In such cases, 
professionals are seeing and responding to 
behaviour that stems from exploitation. 
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1  Securing Safety is a study being undertaken by the University of Bedfordshire into the scale and experience of relocation in 
response to extra-familial abuse. For more information contact Dr Lauren Wroe at lauren.wroe@beds.ac.uk

This is a challenge given that placement in 
alternative education provision (and/or on a part-
time school timetable), being out of education, 
entering the criminal justice system and being 
placed in care (particularly if at a distance from 
safe and protective families) can potentially 
accelerate, rather than address, the vulnerability 
of those who are exploited (Coy, 2009; Firmin, 
2017b; Hudek, 2018; Shuker, 2013). Responses 
may also present a significant financial challenge 
to local authorities and other statutory partners 
(Harper and Scott, 2005; Luke et al, 2017) and 
raise ethical questions about safety, protection 
and the purpose of intervention (Firmin, 
forthcoming; Ellis, 2018; Schliehe, 2014; Shuker, 
2013), issues which are currently being explored 
in the Securing Safety project1 at the University 
of Bedfordshire. These challenges become 
increasingly complex as young people progress 
towards adulthood and beyond the legal remit of 
child safeguarding systems (Holmes, 2018).
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The exploitation of children and young people 
in the UK is not a new phenomenon, but 
globalisation, advances in technology (and 
access to it) and changing socioeconomic 
contexts are shifting the form and function 
exploitation takes, bringing new policy and 
practice challenges to keeping young people 
safe. As the ability of services to identify 
exploitation has improved, so too has our 
understanding of its nature and the challenges 
to designing and providing an effective response.

The policy and practice landscape in the UK, as it 
relates to child exploitation, is organised around 
distinct categories of harm that are defined, 
legislated against and responded to accordingly. 
The gradual identification of emerging forms 
of child exploitation has led to piecemeal 
and somewhat disparate policy and practice 
responses. For example, following a number of 
high-profile inquiries child sexual exploitation 
(CSE) has seen intensified policy and practice 
interest in the UK in recent years (Beckett and 
Pearce, 2018), while child criminal exploitation 
(CCE) is emerging as an area of policy and 
practice concern, despite the well-documented 
overlaps in indicators, risks and victims (National 
Crime Agency, 2017). Although child trafficking 
and modern slavery have been the subject of 
intense international scrutiny, some argue this 
is an under-developed policy priority in the UK 
(ECPAT, 2018). ECPAT (2018) highlights this issue 
in relation to professional referrals into the 
National Referral Mechanism2 (NRM). 

ECPAT (2018) has raised concerns that 20 per 
cent of referrals in 2017 were made under the 
‘unknown exploitation’ category, which they 
argue ‘points to a lack of awareness amongst 
frontline workers’ of how to identify exploitation. 
Also, whereas the most common exploitation 
category referred was labour exploitation  
(48 per cent of referrals), children referred 
under this category are far less likely to receive 
a positive ‘conclusive grounds’ decision (ie, 
that they have been a victim of trafficking and 
modern slavery) than children referred under 
the category of CSE (26 per cent of referrals) 
(ECPAT, 2018). This disparity in positive 
decisions may in part be due to the additional 
complexities in assessing whether a young 
person has consented to selling drugs (county 
lines) as opposed to being groomed and sexually 
assaulted (CSE). However, the policy framework 
is clear that regardless of the form  
of exploitation, a child cannot consent to 
trafficking and modern slavery (which often 
feature in both). This raises questions about 
parity in decision-making within the NRM 
and supports ECPAT’s concern that a lack of 
awareness, particularly around CCE as a form  
of labour exploitation, is impacting on the  
levels of positive identification. 

Exploitation: Definitions, 
experience and consequences

2 The NRM is the UK’s centralised system for identifying victims of trafficking and modern slavery. It is overseen by the National 
Crime Agency and UK Visas and Immigration (although this is under review, ECPAT, 2018). See: www.nationalcrimeagency.gov.uk/
about-us/what-we-do/specialist-capabilities/uk-human-trafficking-centre/national-referral-mechanism 
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Definitions

Exploitation, as a form of abuse, is often 
characterised by power, exchange and (the 
restriction or absence of) consent, dynamics that 
are reflected in how the different categories 
of exploitation are defined in international 
and domestic legislation (see Table 1). The 
commonalities shared across definitions, despite 
the distinct policy and practice frameworks 
which they inform, suggest it is important to 
consider whether our systems and practices are 
equipped to address the characteristics shared 
across forms of exploitation. This is important 
given that young people can be exploited in 
multiple and overlapping ways. The National 
Crime Agency (2017) report that 35 per cent 
of police forces reported some evidence (from 
intelligence collected between October 2016 and 
June 2017) of CSE in relation to ‘county lines’, 
and many children and young people who are 
sexually and criminally exploited are trafficked 
between and within cities.
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Category of 
exploitation 

Power Exchange Consent Definition 

Child sexual 
exploitation 

Child sexual 
exploitation is a form 
of child sexual abuse. 
It occurs where an 
individual or group 
takes advantage of an 
imbalance of power 
to coerce, manipulate 
or deceive a child or 
young person under 
the age of 18 into 
sexual activity...

…(a) in exchange 
for something the 
victim needs or wants, 
and/or (b) for the 
financial advantage 
or increased status 
of the perpetrator or 
facilitator. 

The victim may 
have been sexually 
exploited even if 
the sexual activity 
appears consensual. 
Child sexual 
exploitation does 
not always involve 
physical contact; 
it can also occur 
through the use of 
technology.

Working 
Together to 
Safeguard 
Children (HM 
Government, 
2018a)

Child sexual 
exploitation: 
Definition 
and guide for 
practitioners 
(Department 
for Education, 
2017)

Child 
criminal 
exploitation 

Child criminal 
exploitation occurs 
where an individual or 
group takes advantage 
of an imbalance of 
power to coerce, 
control, manipulate 
or deceive a child or 
young person under 
the age of 18 into any 
criminal activity…

…(a) in exchange for 
something the victim 
needs or wants, and/
or (b) for the financial 
or other advantage 
of the perpetrator or 
facilitator and/or (c) 
through violence or 
the threat of violence. 

The victim may have 
been criminally 
exploited even if 
the activity appears 
consensual. Child 
criminal exploitation 
does not always 
involve physical 
contact; it can also 
occur through the use 
of technology.

Working 
Together to 
Safeguard 
Children (HM 
Government, 
2018a)

Serious 
Violence 
Strategy (HM 
Government, 
2018b)
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Category of 
exploitation 

Power Exchange Consent Definition 

Child sexual 
exploitation 

Child sexual 
exploitation is a form 
of child sexual abuse. 
It occurs where an 
individual or group 
takes advantage of an 
imbalance of power 
to coerce, manipulate 
or deceive a child or 
young person under 
the age of 18 into 
sexual activity...

…(a) in exchange 
for something the 
victim needs or wants, 
and/or (b) for the 
financial advantage 
or increased status 
of the perpetrator or 
facilitator. 

The victim may 
have been sexually 
exploited even if 
the sexual activity 
appears consensual. 
Child sexual 
exploitation does 
not always involve 
physical contact; 
it can also occur 
through the use of 
technology.

Working 
Together to 
Safeguard 
Children (HM 
Government, 
2018a)

Child sexual 
exploitation: 
Definition 
and guide for 
practitioners 
(Department 
for Education, 
2017)

Child 
criminal 
exploitation 

Child criminal 
exploitation occurs 
where an individual or 
group takes advantage 
of an imbalance of 
power to coerce, 
control, manipulate 
or deceive a child or 
young person under 
the age of 18 into any 
criminal activity…

…(a) in exchange for 
something the victim 
needs or wants, and/
or (b) for the financial 
or other advantage 
of the perpetrator or 
facilitator and/or (c) 
through violence or 
the threat of violence. 

The victim may have 
been criminally 
exploited even if 
the activity appears 
consensual. Child 
criminal exploitation 
does not always 
involve physical 
contact; it can also 
occur through the use 
of technology.

Working 
Together to 
Safeguard 
Children (HM 
Government, 
2018a)

Serious 
Violence 
Strategy (HM 
Government, 
2018b)

Category of 
exploitation 

Power Exchange Consent Definition 

Human 
trafficking 
and modern 
slavery 

(a) “Trafficking of 
persons” shall mean 
the recruitment, 
transportation, 
transfer, harbouring 
or receipt of persons, 
by means of the 
threat or use of 
force or other forms 
of coercion, of 
abduction, of fraud, 
of deception, of 
the abuse of power 
or of a position of 
vulnerability or of the 
giving or receiving 
of payments or 
benefits to achieve 
the consent of a 
person having control 
over another person, 
for the purpose of 
exploitation.

Exploitation 
shall include, at 
a minimum, the 
exploitation of the 
prostitution of others 
or other forms of 
sexual exploitation, 
forced labour or 
services, slavery or 
practices similar to 
slavery, servitude 
or the removal of 
organs.

(b) The consent of a 
victim of trafficking 
in persons to the 
intended exploitation 
set forth in sub-
paragraph (a) of 
this Article shall be 
irrelevant where any 
of the means set forth 
in sub-paragraph (a) 
have been used
(c) The recruitment, 
transportation, 
transfer, harbouring 
or receipt of a child 
for the purpose of 
exploitation shall be 
considered “trafficking 
of persons” even if this 
does not involve any of 
the means set forth in 
sub-paragraph (a) of 
this Article;
(d) “Child” shall mean 
any person under 
eighteen years of age.

Palermo 
Protocol 
(UN, 2000)

Modern 
Slavery Act 
2015

Safeguarding 
children 
who may 
have been 
trafficked 
(Department 
for Education 
and Home 
Office, 2011)

Table 1: Comparison of exploitation definitions 
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Methods of exploitation

As well as sometimes co-occurring and sharing 
many common characteristics, the different forms 
of exploitation feature common methods  
of accessing and controlling young people. 

1. Grooming: Grooming is where an 
individual/group forms a relationship of 
trust with a young person (and their parent/
carer in some cases) for the purposes of 
exploitation. It takes many forms, and 
is not always a linear process, resulting 
in children who are being exploited not 
recognising the relationship as abusive. 
Grooming is acknowledged as a key 
method in many instances of CSE and CCE.

2. Gain: The Department for Education’s (2017) 
guidance for professionals on CSE notes that 
young people may be given or promised 
tangible rewards (eg, money) and/or 
intangible rewards (eg, status) in exchange 
for sexual acts. In most cases, the abuse 
is referred to as CSE (rather than sexual 
abuse) if the perpetrator is also gaining 
financially, or by increased status, as a result 
of the abuse. This process is also recognised 
by Home Office (2017) guidance on CCE as a 
key element in the criminal exploitation of 
young people.

3. Threats, debt bondage and fear tactics: 
Related to gain, many young people who 
are trafficked to the UK are forced into 
exploitative situations, such as cannabis 
cultivation, sexual exploitation and domestic 
labour on the premise of a ‘debt bondage’ 
for the cost of their travel. ‘Debt bondage’ is 
a method that has also been documented 
in CSE and CCE, where young people are 
provided with material things (eg, clothes, 
alcohol, drugs) and then threatened with 
an accumulated ‘debt’ (Department for 
Education, 2017; Home Office, 2017).  

In the absence of (or as well as) tangible 
‘debts’, young people (and their families) 
can be threatened with or experience 
violence, or other forms of punishment, to 
ensure compliance (eg, the threat of sharing 
a naked image of the young person online). 
All these tactics can be facilitated via online 
contact; as with grooming and the presence 
of gain, this often means young people and 
professionals may not recognise the activity 
as abuse, or may see it as a necessary 
means of survival. 

4. Choice: The issue of ‘choice’ is where 
grooming and gain intersect. Where a 
young person appears to have ‘chosen’ to 
engage in an activity they do not believe 
to be abusive, and are ‘gaining’ from that 
activity, this is frequently misidentified by 
professionals as consensual behaviour. 
Government guidance on CSE and CCE 
recognises this dynamic and reiterates that 
an activity can still be exploitative even 
if it appears consensual (Department for 
Edcation, 2017; Eaton and Holmes, 2017; 
Home Office, 2017; Pearce, 2013). 

5. Dual identities: It is common across all 
forms of child exploitation for some 
young people to be instrumental in the 
exploitation of peers. This is recognised 
as a component of CSE and CCE and can 
position some young people as both 
‘victims’ and ‘perpetrators’ of abuse 
(Ashurst and McAlinden, 2015; Barter, 2009; 
Firmin, 2017b; Pitts, 2013). This dynamic is 
exacerbated by the increased influence that 
peers have over a young person’s decision-
making during adolescence (Coleman, 2011). 
Young people who abuse others in these 
contexts are likely to have been coerced into 
this activity and/or to believe that complying 
will keep them (and others) safe. 
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Consequential behaviours and situations

There is no specific set of behaviours that any 
young person demonstrates prior to, during or 
following exploitation. However, policy, practice 
and research identify similar behaviours that 
may feature as a symptom or indicator of CSE, 
CCE and modern slavery (Home Office, 2017; 
Department for Education and Home Office, 
2011; Department for Education, 2017). It is in 
this regard that such behaviours are considered 
here, while bearing in mind that all may 
be absent for a young person who is being 
exploited, or may be present for reasons other 
than exploitation. 

So it is essential that these behaviours are not 
viewed as reliable indicators upon which to 
build a ‘checklist’ for identification (see Brown 
et al, 2017). The question instead is whether a 
multi-agency workforce is equipped to identify 
these behaviours as potential indicators of abuse 
and then work within effective local strategies, 
service design and policies to address them, as 
well as their causes: an ability to do so, or not, 
will inform the extent to which a local area can 
address all forms of exploitation. 

> Displaying behaviours categorised 
professionally as ‘risky’: going missing 
from home or school; frequenting areas 
associated with exploitation; substance 
use; committing offences.

> Displaying behaviours categorised 
professionally as ‘suspicious’: 
acquisition of material items and money; 
excessive and secretive use of mobile 
phone; having multiple mobile phones 
or changing numbers.

> Changing relationships: relationships 
with controlling/significantly older 
adult(s); isolation from peers; following 
the lead of peers to engage in new and 
harmful behaviours; association with 
peers who present a risk of harm and 
against parents’ wishes.

> Decline in physical and mental health, 
including: sexually transmitted 
infections; the impacts of trauma; 
evidence of physical or sexual assault; 
changing appearance (weight loss, 
changes to personal hygiene, signs of 
exhaustion); self-harm or significant 
changes in emotional wellbeing.

> Services/parents experiencing new 
challenges in engaging the young 
person: significant decline in school 
performance; violence against parents; 
loss of parental control.

The ability of professionals to recognise these 
behaviours as indicators of vulnerability is 
impacted by bias, stereotypes and prejudice. 
Generally, professionals have been found 
to misattribute the above behaviours, or 
misconceive indicators of vulnerability, as 
evidence that a young person is ‘antisocial’ 
or a ‘troublemaker’ rather than in need of 
support (Ofsted, 2018b; Rees et al, 2010). Gender 
stereotypes have also been drawn upon – for 
example, labelling young women who have been 
sexually exploited as ‘promiscuous’ – enabled by 
(and further enabling) victim-blaming narratives 
associated to sexual violence (Eaton and Holmes, 
2017). An inability to understand the impact 
of trauma on people’s behaviour is a further 
contributory factor to the under-recognition  
of abuse (Taggart, 2018).  
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Research has also evidenced the ways in which 
victimisation of boys and young men, black and 
minority ethnic young people, and young people 
with a disability have been further overlooked, 
as professionals interpret their behaviours 
differently or struggle to see them as vulnerable 
(Cockbain et al, 2014; Franklin et al, 2015; Hudek, 
2018). Exploitation can happen to any young 
person, regardless of their gender, ethnicity or 
ability, and the inability to recognise this can 
be leveraged by those who exploit children – in 
other words, those exploiting young people 
may target individuals who are less likely to be 
perceived as a ‘victim’ by professionals (Young 
et al, 2013; Cockbain and Brayley, 2012; Hudek, 
2018; Jay, 2014). So professionals need support, 
resources and partnerships that enable them to 
identify and respond to the behaviours outlined 
above, and also not to interpret their absence as 
evidence that exploitation is not occurring. 

Addressing the commonalities of exploitation 

For professionals, the fact that different forms 
of exploitation often occur simultaneously 
and share causes, characteristics, methods 
and associated behaviours (Figure 1) can 
pose barriers to identification, prevention and 
responding appropriately. Developing a coherent 
framework that addresses these common factors 
is one pathway to enabling consistent responses 
to different forms of exploitation – and prevents 
any particular form being addressed at the 
expense of others.
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The limitations of national policy frameworks 
associated to exploitation, and the legacy 
of siloed or ineffective local structures and 
pathways for safeguarding adolescents, presents 
a challenge to local leaders seeking to ensure a 
more effective response. These challenges, and 
potential solutions and mitigations, are explored 
in this section.

National policy frameworks

National policy frameworks and referral 
mechanisms for both exploitation and 
safeguarding more broadly are limited in the 
extent to which they enable effective practice. 

Arguably, the national policy framework for 
exploitation is siloed. While the abuse now 
identified as CSE (CSE is defined as a form of 
child abuse by all four UK nations) has been 
known and written about for many years (Eaton 
and Holmes, 2017), its conceptualisation as a 
distinct form of abuse has emerged from policy 
to tackle CCE. Therefore practice and strategies 
have largely been developed by the Department 
for Education. The policy response to CCE, on the 
other hand – in particular to exploitation through 
involvement in drug dealing, including via 
‘county lines’ – emerged from the Government’s 
Ending Gang and Youth Violence programme 
led by the Home Office. Drawing on the legacy 
of CSE and modern slavery policy, from 2015 
onwards the programme re-focused on Ending 
Gang Violence and Exploitation (HM Government, 
2016). The Modern Slavery Act 2015 and related 
guidance represented a consolidation of previous 
offences related to slavery and trafficking, and 
accordingly enforcement plays a central role. 
Conversely, there are limitations to mapping the 

Challenges and limitations of existing frameworks 
– and potential solutions and improvements

CCE response onto CSE policy without a thorough 
consideration of how the overlap between 
victimisation and offending differs. For example, 
responding to young people who have been 
groomed to carry firearms or sell vast quantities 
of drugs is more complicated than preventing 
the criminalisation of young people for so-called 
‘prostitution’-related3 offences or for assaults 
against care staff, which may occur as a 
consequence of sexual exploitation. The varied 
origins of these different policy frameworks, for 
which responsibility lies in different government 
departments, means that despite a gradual move 
towards a shared language of ‘exploitation’, 
there is no cross-government strategy for 
addressing all forms of exploitation and no 
consistent placement of such a strategy within 
safeguarding or enforcement departments.

This lack of consistency presents challenges in the 
operational systems underpinned by these policy 
frameworks. The UK Government’s strategy for 
tackling modern slavery and human trafficking has 
been criticised for an over-focus on enforcement, 
prioritising spending on anti-trafficking policing 
measures when there is no specific strategy for 
children (ECPAT, 2018). Similarly, the National 
Referral Mechanism’s decision-making process, 
which is overseen by the National Crime Agency 
and UK Visa and Immigration, has been criticised 
for offering no additional support or material 
benefit to children who receive a positive 
‘conclusive grounds’ decision that they have  
been trafficked (ECPAT, 2018).

3  This term is used to reflect the offences as they were named in legislation, notably the Sexual Offences Act 2003 – it is not one that 
the authors subscribe to as a descriptor of sexual exploitation. Section 68 of the Serious Crime Act 2015 amended the 2003 Act to 
replace the term with references to the sexual exploitation of children.
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There is also no cross-government strategy 
for ‘safeguarding adolescents’. Issue-specific 
documents have been developed, which attend 
to different forms of abuse or risk experienced 
during adolescence – such as exploitation, or 
teenage relationship/intimate partner violence, 
bullying, and so on. However, these documents 
exist in the absence of a child protection system 
that is, firstly, designed or equipped to respond 
effectively and consistently to extra-familial 
forms of abuse and, secondly, engages with 
the increasing desire for autonomy and agency 
that young people display during adolescence 
(Coleman, 2011; Firmin, 2017b; Hanson and 
Holmes, 2014).

Complex Safeguarding

Complex Safeguarding emerged in Greater 
Manchester to describe both the challenges 
presented by extra-familial forms of abuse 
(including exploitation) and an approach to 
address those challenges. It is defined as an 
emerging response to: ‘Criminal activity (often 
organised), or behaviour associated to criminality, 
involving vulnerable children/young people, where 
there is exploitation and/or a clear or implied 
safeguarding concern.’ 

Greater Manchester has established a Complex 
Safeguarding ‘hub and spoke’ response. The 
‘hub’ is responsible for establishing: practice 
standards, a performance framework, providing 
up-to-date research, workforce development and 
the framework to co-design services with young 
people across Greater Manchester. Multi-agency 
Complex Safeguarding teams (ie, the ‘spokes’) are 
being established in each local authority area and 
include social workers, youth offending, police, 
health, education and voluntary sector partners. 

Spokes will take the learning from the hub to 
provide innovative, flexible approaches to working 
with young people who are at risk of significant 
harm due to complex safeguarding issues. 

The approach of the hub builds on the ACT 
(Achieving Change Together) model of social 
work, designed as a pilot service in Greater 
Manchester during a social care innovation 
project and is intended to respond to a young 
person’s priorities with more flexibility than 
that offered by traditional child protection 
frameworks. The aim is to reduce the number 
of young people placed in high-cost, out-of-
borough placements by managing the risks, 
with young people, in their own communities. 
It also creates the opportunity to integrate 
approaches to safeguarding young people  
with local management of organised crime  
(see: http://innovationcsc.co.uk/projects/
achieving-change-together; Scott et al, 2017).

In the absence of a sufficient national policy 
framework, some local areas are implementing 
whole-system change re-design at a strategic 
level to create safeguarding systems and 
partnerships to provide holistic, coordinated, 
contextual and adolescent-specific responses to 
exploitation. These approaches are not mutually 
exclusive – and are not ‘models’ of practice, in 
the sense that they do not provide a manualised 
blueprint. Nor do these approaches focus 
exclusively on practice – instead, they focus on 
particular shortfalls in the existing system (eg, 
the need to engage young people differently 
or to address contextual factors, or the need to 
work with young people beyond the age of 18) 
to create advances in how safeguarding systems 
operate (Firmin et al, 2019).



Contextual Safeguarding

Contextual Safeguarding is an approach to 
safeguarding children and young people that 
responds to their experiences of harm outside  
of the home (see Contextual Safeguarding 
Network for more information:  
www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk). 

Contextual Safeguarding recognises that during 
adolescence young people spend increasing 
amounts of time in places outside of the home. 
These social settings (referred to as contexts) such 
as peer groups, schools and neighbourhoods, are 
sometimes locations where young people may 
encounter exploitation. In some cases, young 
people’s experiences of exploitation are facilitated 
and exacerbated by the ‘context’, such as child 
sexual exploitation that takes place in a park or 
criminal exploitation in an abandoned house. 
Contextual Safeguarding therefore promotes the 
extension of the parameters of child protection 
to ensure safeguarding partnerships can refer, 
assess and intervene with these contexts – and for 
this to be connected to a broader contextualisation 
of child and family work. 

In operationalising this framework through Social 
Care Innovation Programme funding, Hackney 
Children and Families have created practice and 
ICT systems capable of accepting referrals (into 
Children’s Services) for contexts as well as people  
(see: http://innovationcsc.co.uk/projects/
contextual-safeguarding-project). 

These contexts can be held as cases in Children’s 
Services and assessed (as well as individuals 
affected by a context) before being subjected to a 
range of contextual interventions. In order to work 
in this way, child and family social workers need 
to work in partnership with professionals who 
can influence extra-familial contexts – such as 
community safety, youth work, policing, business, 
parks and leisure, and school professionals – to 
deliver intervention plans that change the nature 
of extra-familial contexts.
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Transitional Safeguarding

Strategic re-design is also being considered in 
relation to the need for ongoing support for young 
adults experiencing exploitation, or its impact, 
beyond their 18th birthday (Coy, 2009; Holmes 
and Smale, 2018; Hudek, 2018). For young people 
who have experienced exploitation, the transition 
to adulthood can be a particularly vulnerable 
time when they cease to receive support from 
children’s social care or from other children’s 
and youth services (Holmes, 2018). While 
arrangements for supporting transitions from 
child support services vary across organisations, 
and are dependent on the type of service a young 
person is accessing at the point of ‘transition’, a 
number of best practices have been identified. 

> Newcastle runs a Sexual Exploitation 
Hub that supports both children and 
adults who have experienced sexual 
exploitation and modern-day slavery. 
The service utilises principles of adult 
safeguarding to ensure their offer is 
strengths-based and seeks to enable 
individuals to make safe choices. They 
also utilise a ‘transition protocol’ to 
receive referrals of adults, or young 
people approaching adulthood, into the 
service (Holmes and Smale, 2018). 

> Non-statutory agencies such as 
Barnardo’s BASE Project provide 
services for young people aged 18 to 25 
who have been sexually exploited.

> Rescue and Response is a project 
supporting young people from London 
affected by criminal exploitation until they 
reach 25. It is funded by MOPAC (The 
Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime) 
and is a partnership between statutory 
and non-statutory service providers  
(see: http://abianda.com/rescue-and-
response-county-lines-activity).

Central to these approaches is the need to 
coordinate and implement practices that enable 
transitional support within system frameworks 
that do not otherwise best facilitate it. This might 
include ensuring that appropriate transition plans 
are in place by including Adults’ Services and 
providers (where appropriate) in planning and 
facilitating information sharing between services, 
bearing in mind shifting duties in relation to 
safeguarding and information sharing. However, 
for children who are open to statutory Children’s 
Services, Adults’ Services (where appropriate) 
should be included in conference reviews and 
appropriate pathway planning should be in place 
for care leavers ahead of the young person’s 
18th birthday. At its most developed, Transitional 
Safeguarding presents an opportunity to draw 
down person-centred principles from adult 
safeguarding and extend upwards the contextual 
principles of child safeguarding (Holmes and 
Smale, 2018).

These approaches to strategic re-design suggest 
that in order to best respond to the challenges of 
exploitation, services need to be equipped to:

a) Address the complex nature of this form 
of abuse.

b) Address the contextual dynamics of this 
harm.

c) Support young people through transitions. 

In this sense, they are interconnected and 
complementary (while also different) approaches 
to safeguarding adolescents (Firmin et al, 2019).
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Local multi-agency meeting structures

Given the lack of a coherent national strategy 
on either exploitation or safeguarding, 
it is unsurprising that there are multiple 
local referral pathways, forums, risk panels 
and national mechanisms via which local 
professionals assess, record and respond to 
child exploitation. For example, individual 
cases of child sexual exploitation, and strategic/
contextual themes across those cases, might 
be heard at a Multi-Agency Sexual Exploitation 
(MASE) Panel attended by Children’s Services, 
the police, health and education – and often 
jointly chaired by social care and the police; 
whereas young people who are criminally 
exploited, and themes associated to those cases, 
are often discussed at Multi-Agency Gang Panels 
or Youth Offending Service Risk Management 
Panels – both chaired by criminal justice 
agencies and with variable representation  
from children’s social care.

Similarly, while all young people who are 
suspected victims of trafficking or modern 
slavery should be referred into the National 
Referral Mechanism (NRM) (Department for 
Education and Home Office, 2011), as discussed 
earlier outcomes for young people are variable 
depending on the exploitation category they are 
referred under (ECPAT, 2018). The National Crime 
Agency’s (2018) end-of-year summary of 2017 
NRM data usefully reveals a 66 per cent increase 
in referrals of minors, due to an increase in 
referrals for ‘county lines’ and unaccompanied 
asylum seeking children. This is a positive trend 
as it suggest greater identification by frontline 
professionals of both cohorts of children as 
potential victims of exploitation.  
However, the NRM has been criticised for 
offering little support to child victims of 
trafficking, even when a positive ‘conclusive 
grounds’ decision is made; as it is overseen by 
the National Crime Agency and UK Visas and 
Immigration. 

Arguably there remains a criminal justice and 
immigration enforcement priority (ECPAT, 
2018; Gearon, 2018). This may account for the 
varied level of take-up by practitioners, as the 
function of the NRM for young people who 
have experienced exploitation remains unclear 
(ECPAT, 2018). 

In light of these challenges, many local 
authorities have set up multi-agency vulnerable 
adolescents’ panels or teams to provide holistic 
strategic oversight of responses to vulnerable 
adolescents and ensure coordinated partnership 
work (Peace and Atkinson, 2019). In many 
areas, these panels have replaced issue-specific 
meetings on sexual exploitation, missing young 
people and gang affiliation. They focus instead 
on the interconnecting vulnerabilities and issues 
affecting adolescents locally. In doing so, they 
support joint working and information sharing 
across different agencies. A number of local 
authorities have merged meetings related to 
exploitation – for example, MASE Panels with 
youth offending service meetings – to support 
the sharing of intelligence and planning with key 
partners that attend those meetings, including 
children’s social care, community safety, youth 
work, the police, youth offending services, 
integrated gangs units, education, health, 
early help, and housing. While there are some 
reported tensions with the length or frequency 
of such meetings, it should be noted that the 
multiple meetings they have often replaced 
also had capacity implications. Ensuring any 
meetings that take place are action-focused 
and address thematic and overarching concerns 
(rather than repeat case discussion) are two 
routes for making best use of practitioner time.

It is also important to remember that while CSE 
should be seen within a holistic framework of 
exploitation, responding to it is equally an integral 
part of the local approach to tackling child sexual 
abuse more broadly, including harmful sexual 
behaviour and intra-familial sexual abuse.
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Co-location and interdisciplinary working 

Many areas have established co-located CSE 
teams that include staff from social work, policing, 
health and local voluntary and community 
sector (VCS) organisations. It may prove useful 
to broaden the remit of such teams, either to 
address all forms of exploitation impacting 
young people (and arguably adults) or to develop 
responses to ‘adolescents’ experiencing a wide 
range of complex safeguarding issues, which 
traditional child protection and safeguarding 
practices were not intended to address (at 
the same time maintaining connection with, 
or integration in, traditional child protection/
Children’s Services to avoid fragmentation).

Exploitation impacts the health and wellbeing of 
young people and this can be a feature of their 
involvement in offending behaviour. Furthermore, 
exploitation is a criminal justice and public health 
issue, as well as a safeguarding issue, and so cuts 
across service areas that have their own strategic 
objectives, organisational cultures and practice 
systems. In response, some areas have increased the 
integration of safeguarding cultures and practices 
into criminal justice responses to exploitation, and 
sought to better align work between safeguarding 
and community safety partnerships.

> Sefton and Knowsley councils have 
transferred oversight of CCE from 
community safety to safeguarding children 
boards, reflecting a shift in how CCE is 
thought of and responded to locally. They 
have aligned CCE with CSE as a child 
safeguarding priority and have moved 
away from categorising exploitation as 
either CSE or CCE. They are working on 
referral pathways and MASH (multi-agency 
safeguarding hub) and safeguarding 
processes that record child exploitation 
as a single entity (Robinson, 2017).

Other areas are using public health models to 
inform safeguarding practices – for example, 
increasing the recognition of trauma and wider 
mental health issues into youth justice and child 
protection work.

> In their work on CSE, academics at the 
University of Sussex noted the following 
example a trauma-informed response that 
exemplifies safety, trust, choice, control and 
empowerment (Harris and Fallot, 2001). 
Upon meeting Sarah, age 16, social worker 
Jane sought to understand what made 
Sarah feel safe and unsafe; she gave Sarah 
choice and control through the process 
of identifying a place to stay and making 
decisions about disclosing her abuse to the 
police. Jane continually explained to Sarah 
‘This is what we’re doing and why we’re 
doing it’’, and worked collaboratively, even 
when Sarah refused specialist help that 
Jane had worked hard to arrange for her. 
Their trusting relationship helped Sarah 
to remain resilient through significant 
disappointments, and the support Jane 
was given by her agency enabled her to 
persevere in her work with Sarah.

> In Scotland, the Violence Reduction Unit, 
which was developed to reduce knife crime 
and interpersonal violence more broadly, is 
built on a public health approach. It seeks 
to treat violence ‘as an infection which can 
be cured’. They have adopted a mixed-
methods approach to prevention – utilising 
bystander techniques, hospital-based 
interventions and engagement with local 
businesses and communities to disrupt and 
prevent violence. For more information visit:   
http://actiononviolence.org/vru-projects 
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In addition to merging issue-specific panels, 
areas are having to consider how they bring 
together their community safety and safeguarding 
agendas. In Kent, the Anti-Social Behaviour Panel 
reports into the weekly meeting on safeguarding 
adolescents. Through this process, issues 
which were once considered solely ‘antisocial’ 
policing problems are now discussed more 
broadly as ‘safety issues’. Furthermore, the 
policing approach to complaints about antisocial 
behaviour are framed with knowledge of the 
vulnerability experienced by young people and 
about peer associations and localities in which 
young people may be exposed to risks. 

Information-sharing and problem profiles across 
siloes and services

Along with co-location, many areas invested in 
analytical support to profile local models of CSE 
and young people being impacted by CSE. Over 
time, much of this data was overlaid with data on 
other forms of extra-familial risk, such as gang 
affiliation. However, in many areas further work 
is needed to equally profile the people and places 
associated with all forms of exploitation – and 
identify whether the same peer or adult networks 
relate to different manifestations of exploitation in 
any one area. 

Services’ ability to map the issues, opportunities 
and support available will inform their approach 
to exploitation. In Islington, data such as 
social care records, missing incidents, arrests, 
information from youth services and other 
partners are used to identify links between young 
people associated with criminal exploitation and 
to understand geographical spread (APPG on 
Runaway and Missing Children and Adults, 2017). 
Information generated through mapping has been 
used to support preventative work by targeting 
education initiatives for young people affected  
in the locations.  

And in recognition of the importance of working 
with peer groups and families, the youth work 
charity Redthread promotes a public health model 
of prevention, working with peer networks as 
opposed to solely individuals (Poynton, 2018). A 
theme throughout this work is the need to map 
resources across different localities (such as 
schools) and within neighbourhoods (including 
local VCS provision) in order to support partnership 
responses and avoid duplication of work. 

Problem profiling requires careful consideration of:

> Who benefits from mapping, and how the 
work is communicated to young people 
and families (Firmin and Hancock, 2018). 
There is a risk that problem profiling could 
generate self-fulfilling prophecies, leading 
partnerships to focus on localities already 
known to them, rather than on other issues 
which may remain hidden.

> Young people’s right to privacy, and 
awareness that the legacy of being 
‘mapped’ can stigmatise young people 
or localities and so contribute to their 
experiences of exclusion and harassment 
(Williams, 2018).

> However, involving young people 
themselves in creating the maps, and 
considering the use of protective profiling 
(as well as problem profiling) in order to 
identify locations of safety, as well as harm, 
could help address some of these risks. 
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Developments in problem profiling require further 
clarification on information-sharing processes and 
legal frameworks. As such, this remains a complex 
area of work under continued review. For all of the 
above, it is critical that senior leaders secure clear 
legal advice on the parameters for mapping and 
sharing information about peer relationships, and 
communicate this position to practitioners. This 
should specifically cover information sharing about 
peer and/or criminal networks, as opposed to 
families, for the purposes of safeguarding (rather 
than building evidence for criminal investigations) 
and information sharing between statutory 
organisations (police, social care and health) and 
private organisations (such as local businesses) 
who may operate in contexts associated to 
exploitation and/or be well placed to identify 
young people vulnerable to abuse in public spaces. 
Finally, whereas information sharing at ‘the front 
door’ (in multi-agency safeguarding hubs) does not 
require consent, information sharing in early help 
services should be consent driven. Currently, there 
is little clarity to ease the tensions this can present.

Partnerships with parents and young people 

Parenting young people during adolescence 
presents specific challenges. In the absence of 
community support, parents can feel isolated and 
judged, rather than supported, when seeking 
to protect their children (Scott and McNeish, 
2017). In recognition of both the largely extra-
familial nature of exploitation and the increasing 
desire for personal autonomy that young people 
express during adolescence, many areas are 
rightly reconsidering how they work with parents 
and young people as partners in safeguarding. 
In addition, there is a need to create the 
professional authorisation to both recognise a 
lack of consent on the part of young people while 
also recognising that they are making choices 
when being exploited – ie that choice doesn’t 
equate with consent, but that requiring passivity 
to recognise victimisation is also limited. They 
may make choices (constrained and otherwise) in 
order to survive or manage as best they can in an 
abusive context or relationship. So working with 
and facilitating safer choices during adolescence, 
rather than trying to control or deny such choice, 
is also a feature of such practice (Pearce, 2013).
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The importance of support, advocacy and peer 
support has been noted in initial reports of similar 
work with families of young people affected 
by criminal exploitation, including county lines 
(Hudek, 2018).The following case study about the 
work of Abianda in London illustrates the value 
of working with young people as partners in their 
own safeguarding (see also Lefevre et al, 2018; 
Warrington, 2013).

> Safer London’s Empower Families Project 
provides one-to-one support, including 
advocacy, and group work for parents 
of young people affected by CSE. Their 
evaluation (Hickle, 2018) identified that 
parents value support to understand the 
nature of CSE and its impact on their 
children, as well as the peer support 
of meeting other families. The need for 
support when young people first come to 
the attention of services, and for support 
to extend beyond three months, was 
acknowledged, particularly as parents 
continued to express feeling blamed and 
judged while navigating statutory systems. 

> Pace (Parents against child sexual 
exploitation) is a charity that supports 
parents and carers of children who are, 
or at risk of, child sexual exploitation. 
Pace has developed parent liaison 
officers (PLOs) who are co-located with 
police, children’s social care, health and 
other agencies. PLOs provide one-to-
one support for parents to increase their 
awareness and understanding of CSE, to 
enable them to play a more active role 
in safeguarding their child and to receive 
support throughout the judicial process. 
Evaluation of the Pace PLO and Relational 
Safeguarding Model evidenced its ability 
to strengthen parents’ ability to safeguard 
their children and, by building the 
capacity of multi-agency teams, to work 
with parents as partners in tackling CSE 
(Shuker, 2017).
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Case study: 

Working with young women as partners in their 
own safeguarding

Abianda is a London-based social enterprise that 
works with young women (aged 10 to 25) affected 
by gangs and county lines activity, and the 
professionals who support them. 

Abianda works alongside the young women as 
partners in their own safeguarding and has seen 
this approach sustain their engagement  
in support services.

> Abianda was supporting a 17-year-old 
who was exploited through county 
lines activity. She disclosed historic and 
recent rape in the context of county 
lines. Her Abianda worker took time to 
discuss with her how she would like 
to move forward and facilitated her 
sharing the disclosure with her social 
worker. The young woman remained 
in control of the process and sustained 
engagement with services at a time 
when many young women withdraw.

> When working with a 21-year-old 
young woman involved in county lines 
activity and in an abusive relationship 
with a gang-involved male, Abianda 
workers initiated ‘special schemes’ 
being put in place; she was re-housed 
and her professional network was 
grown around her. Working alongside 
the young woman, consulting her 
and seeking her consent throughout, 
has led to her now chairing her own 
professionals’ meetings and navigating 
and utilising her professional network 
as she sees fit.

> A 15-year-old shared with her Abianda 
worker that she was unhappy with her 
social worker’s actions in her case. 
Abianda created space to discuss this 
with the young woman and supported 
her to draft a letter to the social worker 
regarding her placement. They also 
discussed with her what she would like 
to talk about (and how) at her looked 
after child review meeting. 

For more information about Abianda’s work, 
including its principles and approach, see:  
http://abianda.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/
About-Abianda-2018.pdf
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Workforce considerations 

There are a number of actions senior leaders can 
take to create a climate that facilitates the practice 
approaches outlined in this briefing. 

Commissioning and coordinating training  
and awareness raising 

Multi-agency staff require training which raises 
awareness of both the nature of exploitation and 
its impact. Such training needs to assist in the 
recognition of the intersecting nature of exploitation, 
the impacts this can have – such as the nature of 
trauma, the risks faced by young people and the 
influence of vulnerabilities within different contexts. 
Safeguarding partnerships could also consider 
developing and facilitating training for partners 
who are responsible for, or have an influence over, 
the locations where exploitation occurs. In some 
areas training has been provided to local businesses 
such as staff in fast-food restaurants, security staff 
in shopping centres, taxi drivers and hotel staff. 
Training should consider not only how these wider 
agencies refer concerns into social care, health and 
the police, but also highlight their role in creating 
safety within the areas/locations for which they 
have responsibility. This is alluded to in a revision 
to Chapter 2 of Working Together 2018, which states 
that a range of partnership agencies need to have 
arrangements in place for ‘creating a culture of 
safety, equality and protection within the services 
they provide’ (HM Government, 2018a).

Support from management in ‘holding’ risk

Working with young people who are being 
exploited can provoke anxiety within a workforce 
(Eaton and Holmes, 2017) – driven by combined 
awareness of the potential consequences for that 
young person and the apparent limited options 
available to reduce risk (particularly when 
services struggle to engage a young person who 
does not recognise themselves as being exploited). 
Such anxiety can produce a desire for tools and 
interventions that provide a straightforward process 
for identifying and responding to risk – which, 
in practice, has sometimes equated to a reliance 
on risk indicator checklists and the placement 
of children at a distance from their home local 
authority or into secure accommodation on welfare 
grounds. The use of ‘scored’ CSE checklists and risk 
assessment tools has been found to be problematic 
in a number of ways (Brown et al, 2016; Brown 
et al, 2017). It is critical that local areas create 
climates in which practitioners are supported to 
work with the ‘messiness’ of exploitation – utilising 
professional curiosity and a range of engagement 
techniques to understand a young person’s life and 
work with them to create safety (Warrington, 2017; 
Beckett et al, 2017). This will support practitioners 
to hold onto risk, and therefore hold onto young 
people, in the acknowledgement that placing them 
elsewhere or scoring their vulnerability won’t 
necessarily leverage a reduction in that risk. 
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Questions to consider

It is important to consider the extent to which levers 
are in place locally that enable the workforce to 
develop their practice in the ways outlined above. 
The four questions outlined in Figure 2 provide a 
road map for such considerations and should enable 
identification of strategic priorities.  

Do training opportunities, problem profiling and 
multi-agency conversations support professionals to 
develop a holistic and integrated understanding of 
exploitation in the local area – or one that is siloed? 

Is there alignment between community safety 
and safeguarding pathways, practices, outcome 
measures and partnership to ensure consistency  
and avoid duplication? 

Do practitioners have access to partnerships and 
to services that appropriately support, and work 
alongside, young people, parents and carers?

Is there the system in place for profiling and 
assessment to recognise relationships between 
individual cases of exploitation and wider patterns of 
risk (within peer networks, public spaces and so on) 
identified in the local and neighbouring areas?

Workforce Development - Integrated

Responses - Aligned

Parents/young people - Partners

Profile - Contextual

Figure 2: Responses to exploitation: Strategic 
questions to consider

Investing in services that work with young 
people and parents as partners in safeguarding 

Approaches to safeguarding young people from 
exploitation should develop opportunities to 
support parents and young people as partners in 
safeguarding. Forums such as parents’ groups for 
families affected by exploitation can enable families 
to share their concerns and experiences with one 
another and provide support and advice. Identifying 
and promoting avenues for parents to inform the 
development of local policy and practices is also 
important. With appropriate training and support, 
participatory approaches, such as youth advisory 
panels or the development of peer advisors, can 
provide avenues for young people to shape policy 
and ensure that interventions into exploitation are 
informed by young people’s experiences and views. 
Young people also play a crucial role in creating 
safer environments and preventing exploitation in 
the locations where they spend time. Programmes 
that train young people to become active 
bystanders can support young people to intervene 
safely and create safety within their peer groups.
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Conclusion: Designing a more  
effective and cohesive response? 
This briefing has been produced to assist local 
leaders in developing holistic responses to 
exploitation. It suggests that different forms 
of exploitation share some key defining 
characteristics. Ensuring a workforce is equipped 
to address the shared elements of exploitation, 
while addressing the strategic challenges 
of historically siloed approaches, is key for 
advancing practice in this field. 

Existing practices have, for the most part, been 
limited by safeguarding systems that are: siloed by 
issue and approach; focused on family intervention; 
and ill-equipped for working alongside young 
people and through the transition into adult 
services. Identifying levers that assist with 
progressing practice in these areas creates local 
practice environments which enable, rather than 
inhibit, effective response to exploitation.

In order to build on effective responses to CSE 
and break down siloed approaches to different 
forms of exploitation, thematic limitations require 
attention. Specifically, and as detailed in the 
briefing, responses need to be:

> Holistic – ie, reach across boundaries of 
victims/perpetrators, young people and 
adults etc.

> Coordinated – drawing together 
the work of partners and specialist 
organisations or meeting structures that 
historically have been associated with 
one form of exploitation.

> Contextual – reaching beyond the 
individuals and families impacted by 
exploitation to change the extra-familial 
contexts associated to the abuse. 

Working in these ways creates a climate in which 
practitioners can work alongside young people 
and parents and carers (rather than do to them) 
towards a primary objective of safeguarding  
(as opposed to criminal justice, detection  
and enforcement).
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