
Practice Principles Research Summary 

•  The published research evidence base in
relation to child exploitation, extra-familial
harm and other related areas, including
relevant literature reviews, national
reviews, evaluations and research.

•  Key learning from the first three years
of the Tackling Child Exploitation (TCE)
Support Programme, working with local
areas and multi-agency partners on
responding to child exploitation and
extra-familial harm.

•  Consultation carried out specifically to
develop the Practice Principles.

As the Principles are intended to be high-level 

and applicable to all professionals involved 

in responding to child exploitation and extra-

familial harm, each one covers a relatively 

wide area of knowledge and learning. This 

summary does not, therefore, claim to be 

a comprehensive, systematic review of all 

available literature for each principle, which 

would be neither feasible nor appropriate 

in the context of the development of the 

Practice Principles. The approach to reviewing 

the research evidence involved a) broadly 

mapping the evidence territory including 

academic research and grey literature and b) 

screening and reviewing the evidence based 

on quality and robustness plus relevance to 

both child exploitation and extra-familial 

harm as well as the principle in question.  

The summary was peer reviewed by a leading 

expert in this field.

The aim of this paper is to provide an 

overview of the key issues by summarising the 

most salient points from the review process, 

considered specifically in relation to their 

relevance and application to responding to 

child exploitation and extra-familial harm.  

The inclusion of research in this summary 

does not infer that it is endorsed or validated 

by Government.

For each Practice Principle, this Research 

Summary outlines: 

•  what the Practice Principle means in the
context of child exploitation and extra-
familial harm and how it is being defined

•  why it has been chosen to be a Practice
Principle (including the relevant policy
context)

•  what difference implementing the Practice
Principle could make when responding to
child exploitation and extra-familial harm.

Introduction and overview
This research summary sets out the evidence underpinning the eight Practice Principles. 
The Principles are evidence-informed (Research in Practice, 2003), integrating research 
evidence with the expertise of professionals and those with lived experience of the 
issues1 through engagement with three key sources of evidence:

1 This strategy is designed to avoid the risks that arise from reliance on a narrow 
discourse of ‘evidence’ in complex service contexts (see Greenhalgh, 2012). 

1 Funded by the Department for Education tce.researchinpractice.org.uk
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Purpose of this resource
This resource supports professionals and 
partnerships to apply the Practice Principles 
to the identification of and response to child 
sexual exploitation (CSE). Partnerships may 
find it helpful to use the prompts alongside 
youth voice, and local data and intelligence 
on CSE to reflect on patterns, practice and 
system responses.

It is designed to help professionals and 
partners think critically, work consistently 
across agencies, and respond in ways that 
are child-centred, contextual and reflective, 
particularly when cases are complex or high 
pressure.

Who this resource is for

This resource is intended for use across multi-
agency partners, including:

Those working directly with children and 
families

Policing, health professionals (inc. mental 
health), social workers, youth workers, 
education staff and others working directly 
with children and families.

Operational managers and supervisors

Team managers, supervisors, safeguarding 
leads and service managers.

Strategic leaders and partnership roles

Safeguarding partnership leads, 
commissioners, governance boards and senior 
leaders.

The prompts and reflections are designed to be 
relevant across these roles, while recognising 
that responsibilities and roles differ.

How to use this resource

This resource can be used:

>	 In supervision and reflective practice 
sessions

>	 In multi-agency meetings and panels

>	 As part of audit, self-assessment or peer 
review

>	 To inform service development 
and improvement, strategy and 
commissioning 

>	 To support decision-making and case 
planning

>	 To support learning and development

The prompts are intentionally framed to 
encourage open, respectful and relational 
challenge, particularly in multi-agency spaces. 
They are not intended to allocate blame, but 
to help partners notice patterns, assumptions 
and system behaviours that may affect 
children’s safety and wellbeing.

When using this resource with partners, it can 
be helpful to:

>	 Focus on shared responsibility rather 
than individual fault

>	 Invite multiple perspectives and lived 
experience

>	 Be open to challenge and uncertainty

>	 Model respectful challenge and 
professional curiosity

The aim is to strengthen alignment and shared 
understanding.
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Structure of the resource

The resource is organised around each of the eight Practice Principles.

For each Principle, you will find:

>	 A quote from a young person who took part in consultations with The Children’s 
Society and the Tackling Child Exploitation programme

>	 A pause point to support reflective thinking

>	 A short explanation of why this matters in the context of CSE

>	 Prompts for those in direct roles, operational management and strategic leaders

>	 Further learning links for those who wish to explore an area in more depth

Put children 
and young 

people first
Create safer 
spaces and 
places for 

children and 
young people

Recognise 
and challenge 
inequalities, 

exclusion and 
discrimination

Respect the 
voice, experience 

and expertise 
of children and 
young people

Be strengths and 
relationship-

based

Recognise 
and respond 

to trauma

Be curious, 
evidence-

informed and 
knowledgeable

Approach 
parents and 

carers as 
partners, 
wherever 
possible

Re
sp

onses to child exploitation

and extra-familial harm m
ust

...
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Practice Principle 1: 

Put children and young people first

Young people: 

“I’ll go in and I’ll talk about how I feel, and she makes me feel like she actually 
understands and, although she’s never been through that situation, the way she 
just sits down and listens to me. It’s the fact that I feel comfortable talking to 
her, and that sense of home when I am talking to her, I am really myself. It is a 
sort of clarity that no one else I’ve spoken with has given me.”

Pause Point

Why this matters

When risk feels high or decisions feel urgent, pause to ask whether responses are being shaped 
around the child’s rights and individual / unique lived experience, or around system anxiety, 
process, or behaviour management.

CSE is often hidden within other harms and masked by system pressures. When responses drift 
toward control, compliance or risk management, responsibility subtly shifts onto the child.

Putting children and young people first helps professionals and partnerships:

>	 reduce criminalisation and blame

>	 maintain a safeguarding lens in complex cases 

>	 ensure systems adapt rather than expecting children to fit in with the system.

II

?
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How are we ensuring our understanding reflects the full context of their life, including relationships, 
strengths, needs and environments?

How is responsibility for safety being understood in this situation, and to what extent is it being placed 
on the child rather than on adults and systems? 

What aspects of this plan / response are about managing behaviour, and what aspects are about 
addressing harm?

How are we recognising and responding to situations where a child is both experiencing harm and 
causing harm?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

What support do staff need to hold this tension without defaulting to enforcement-led responses?

Do we have effective mechanisms to understand whether and how this support is working well?

How can we adapt or escalate concerns about processes that do not prioritise safety and welfare?

What pressures or organisational priorities might be shaping this decision?

How do our systems ensure children’s rights remain central in CSE cases?

Where might performance measures, thresholds or resource pressures be shaping decisions more 
than children’s needs are shaping decisions?

How do we ensure child-centred practice is reinforced consistently across agencies?

What space do we create for challenge when responses drift toward punitive rather than protection?

How do we review and improve documentation, tools, and thresholds to ensure they reinforce child-
centred approaches?

Operational

Strategic

Resources: 

Child First guidance (YJB)

Challenging victim / offender resource (TCE)

MASE / Contextual safeguarding guidance

https://yjresourcehub.uk/wp-content/uploads/media/Child_First_Overview_and_Guide_April_2022_YJB.pdf 
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/beyond-the-victim-offender-binary/
https://www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/resources/toolkit-overview/developing-multi-agency-sexual-exploitation-mase-meetings-to-respond-to-peer-on-peer-cse
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Practice Principle 2: 

Recognise and challenge inequalities, 
exclusion and discrimination

Pause PointII
Pause to consider how assumptions about sex, gender, race, age, (dis)ability or care status may 
be shaping who is believed, protected, criminalised, or overlooked.

CSE is often obscured by assumptions about choice, maturity, behaviour or risk. These 
assumptions shape who is believed, who is protected, and who is criminalised.  Bias and / or 
assumptions can impede effective disruption, and effective practice with children facing harm.

Actively recognising and challenging inequality helps professionals and partnerships:

	 >  identify sexual exploitation earlier and more accurately 

>  reduce bias in safeguarding and enforcement decisions 

>  ensure girls’ criminal exploitation and boys’ sexual exploitation are not missed 

>  challenge harmful assumptions about age of consent, “choice” or maturity  

>  create more consistent and equitable outcomes across agencies.

Why this matters?

Young people:  

“Boys might need more support to open up, because people 
have grown up saying boys shouldn’t show emotion.”
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How might ideas about choice, maturity, or age of consent be influencing what we see or don’t see?

How might assumptions about this child’s identity be shaping professional responses?

Whose voice is carrying most weight in decision-making and why?

How might biases or assumptions held by professionals be shaping how this child’s experiences are 
understood?

Who has spoken directly with the child about their identity, and how have we used their insights to 
inform practice?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

How are supervisors modelling curiosity and challenge when assumptions and / or bias emerge in 
discussions?

Who is visible in our CSE data, who is absent, and what does this reveal about potential bias, under-
identification or unequal progression into safeguarding or criminal justice responses?

How are we publicly demonstrating courage and curiosity in our response to CSE?

What patterns do we see in who receives safeguarding responses versus enforcement / criminal 
justice responses? How do we as leaders redress any imbalance?

Where might ideas about choice, consent, maturity or responsibility be shaping decision-making 
across the system? How do we as leaders challenge this?

How useful is our data in helping us deeply understand about CSE and overlapping harms in our 
local area, both in terms of victim-survivors and perpetration?

How effectively do our multi-agency meeting structures help us notice and challenge 
assumptions, stereotypes and biases that can undermine our response to CSE?

How do we actively challenge bias across the partnership? 

How effective is our learning and development activity in building professional confidence?

How do we create space to name discomfort, uncertainty or disagreement across our 
partnership?

Operational

Strategic

Resources: 
Using data to explore equality, diversity and inclusion (TCE)

Top tips for talking to young people (Cafcass)

Gender and exploitation (TCS)

https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/using-data-to-explore-equalities-diversity-and-inclusion
https://www.cafcass.gov.uk/children-and-young-people/family-justice-young-peoples-board/fjypb-top-tips
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/blogs/gender-exploitation
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Practice Principle 3: 

Respect the voice, experience and 
expertise of children and young people 

Pause PointII
Pause when decisions are being made quickly or “in the child’s best interests” without 
meaningful engagement with the child, to avoid unintended consequences.

Meaningful participation in the context of CSE is a protective factor that supports trust, 
disclosure, and safety. When participation is tokenistic, rushed, or overridden by process, children 
may disengage and exploitation can remain hidden or misunderstood. At worst, ‘doing to’ 
children and families can mirror exploitative dynamics.

Taking the time to hear and understand the voice and experiences of the child helps 
professionals and partnerships:

>	 ensure that safeguarding responses do not silence or disempower the very people they are 
intended to protect

>	 strengthen trust and improve engagement with professionals and support

>	 understand the child’s experiences, the context of the harm and how it is affecting them 
rather than making assumptions

>	 design services, pathways and responses that meet the needs of children.

Why this matters?

Young people:

“When young people have experienced trauma and feel like they have lost 
control over their lives, meaningful participation can feel protective and help 
them recover. It can make us feel powerful- when we feel safe to speak, listen!” 
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How have we genuinely heard and acted on the child’s wishes and feelings? Where wishes cannot 
be acted on, has this been explained clearly?

What might be making it hard for this child to speak openly (e.g. fear, coercion, loyalty, or control) 
or feel like they have expertise right now? How can we help them overcome these barriers?

How can we involve the child without increasing risk or placing unreasonable burden on them? 

In what ways is the child non-verbally communicating what they are thinking and feeling? How is 
this communication being taken into account?

How are we feeding back to children when decisions / changes have been made as a result of 
them sharing their views?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

What space does supervision provide for staff to explore tensions between children’s views, 
parental concerns and professional assessments?

How are children’s voices represented, and listened to, in meetings and decisions?

Operational

How do our systems define and value participative practice? 

Could our multi-agency processes unintentionally silence children?

How do leaders model curiosity, listening and humility?

What structures are in place to enable staff to work relationally so that they can allow space and 
time for children to share their thoughts and feelings?

How effectively is the multi-agency partnership actively learning from children’s experiences to 
continuously improve our response to CSE? 

How are children and young people currently influencing decisions at partnership or governance 
level (strategy, service delivery, policies, commissioning)?

Strategic

Resources: 
Participation as protection (TCE)

Hearing young people’s voices – reflective questions (leaders) (TCE)

Young person-centred approaches in CSE (Research in Practice)

Youth voice and exclusion (TCS) 

Lundy model participation framework (UoB)

Participation as protective poster (UoB)

Youth voice in strategic change (TCE)

https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/participation-is-protective/
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/hearing-young-peoples-voices-reflective-questions-for-strategic-leaders/
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Young-person-centred-approaches-in-CSE-promoting-participation-and-building-self-efficacy.pdf
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-04/youth-voice-exclusions.pdf
https://www.beds.ac.uk/media/oq0o5nh4/lundy-model-resource.pdf
https://www.beds.ac.uk/media/jqjk3bvc/participation-as-protective-poster-web-3000-72dpi.jpg
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/youth-voice-in-strategic-change/
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Practice Principle 4: 

Be strengths and relationship-based 

Pause PointII
Pause to consider the strengths, assets and the positive factors in the child’s life and how these 
can help to strengthen the safeguarding response; children are more than the harms and risks 
they face. 

When making decisions, pause to consider the impact of measures that fracture relationships 
and undermine strengths and protective factors.

Children experiencing sexual exploitation need trusted relationships for safety, understanding 
and support. When safeguarding responses prioritise control, restriction or risk management 
without protecting relational continuity, children can feel isolated and even punished.

Ensuring that responses are focused on strengths and the positive relationships in the child’s life, 

helps professionals and partnerships to:

>	 respond in a way that builds safety through connection, not just physical containment

>	 apply skills and resources to engage the child in a way that meets their needs and builds 
on the strengths identified, which is more likely to have sustained impact

>	 show parents / carers and wider family that their strengths are recognised and respected

>	 consider who might be the best professional / agency to lead on the work with the child.

Why this matters?

Young people: 

“My first social worker would always phone me up about a day or two before 
they were due to visit, and just ask how everyone was feeling. I was able to give 
her updates and felt that some of the pressure was off. That really put me at 
ease and I think the meetings were more productive because of those talks.” 
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What are the strengths and positive factors that support this child and family / carer and how do 
we focus our responses on these?

Could we be focusing on risks and concerns and not highlighting positive factors and strengths? 
What helps us rebalance?

How is the child and / or their family / carer already showing courage and / or commitment to 
safety and how can we build on this?

How can we make decisions with the child and their family rather than making assumptions or 
‘doing to’ them?

How can we adapt our approach and build relationships with the child to help them to feel safe 
and to support them to engage? 

How are our current responses strengthening or disrupting the child’s trusted relationships?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

When allocating a practitioner to a child, do we consider who is the best fit to engage the young 
person?

How are we challenging any assumptions / biases that mean parents / carers are not involved in 
decision making processes?

How can we support staff to reframe deficit thinking to include a focus on the child and / or 
family / carer’s strengths?  

Have we provided staff with the tools, training and resources to understand and practice with a 
strengths-based approach?

Operational

How effectively and consistently are we as leaders modelling the values we expect staff to enact?

What are the barriers to staff working relationally with children and families, and how can we 
overcome these? 

How is our multi-agency partnership set up to work relationally together to create safe, respectful 
working environments? 

When challenges arise, how do we create space for collective problem solving rather than 
defensiveness or siloed responses?

How are we modelling strengths-based leadership across the partnership, particularly when 
facing high risk situations?

How are we supporting relational and strengths-based management, in order for managers to 
support practitioners?

Strategic

Resource: 
Positive relationships resource (TCS)

https://www.flipsnack.com/CA7CFEBBDC9/lookcloser-june-2025-positive-relationships-resource-english-tj8bsasn30/full-view.html
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Practice Principle 5: 

Recognise and respond to trauma 

Pause PointII
Pause when behaviour is described as resistant, non-compliant, risky or disengaged. Consider 
how trauma may be shaping the child’s behaviour and engagement, and how this is shaping the 
professional response.

Children with experience of CSE are often managing complex experiences including fear, 
coercion, shame and / or guilt. Traumatic experiences can shape behaviour, and so children and 
families’ behaviour needs to be understood in the context of trauma. When distress or self-
preservation is interpreted as resistance or risk, systems can escalate efforts to control the child, 
rather than increase safety. 

Recognising and responding to trauma helps professionals and partnerships:

	 >	 reduce re-traumatisation during safeguarding and investigative processes 

>  strengthen trust and improve disclosure 

>  avoid escalation into restrictive or enforcement-led responses 

>  ensure recovery and therapeutic support are prioritised 

>  model compassionate, calm leadership during high-pressure cases.

Why this matters?

Young people: 

“I had dozens of professionals all working together and it helped when they 
shared the information about our family before we came in. This meant we 
didn’t have to repeat the story and what happened, over and over again” 
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What might this behaviour be protecting the child from feeling? What benefit does this behaviour 
offer the child / their family / carer?

How could past harm, or past experiences of professionals, be shaping how this child or family 
member / carer engages with professionals now (or doesn’t)?

What does recovery and repair look like for this child beyond immediate safeguarding action? How 
can they be given as much choice and control as possible in this journey?

How could this plan / response unintentionally re-traumatise them, or those that care about them?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

How do we monitor the impact of our investigative or safeguarding processes on children’s 
wellbeing and that of their families?

How are communication styles, environments or processes adjusted to account for trauma?

What do we need to consider about the local community we are working within and their history 
of working with professionals? 

How are we countering any previous experiences that could have created mistrust between 
communities and professionals?

How are we supporting staff to recognise and respond to trauma, including their own? How 
effectively are we responding to vicarious trauma in our workforces?

Where are gaps in therapeutic or specialist provision creating drift toward enforcement-led 
responses?

How effectively do we set expectations that language in meetings, audits and reviews reflects a 
trauma-informed approach?

How do we demonstrate trauma-informed leadership, particularly when we are under pressure or 
scrutiny?

Operational

Strategic

Resources: 
Trauma-informed policing briefing (CSE)

Trauma-informed practice definition (UK Government)

Peer support in sexual violence (young researchers’ views)

Communicating with children (CSA Centre)

https://www.uobcsepolicinghub.org.uk/assets/documents/Trauma-Informed-Approach-Briefing-Final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-definition-of-trauma-informed-practice/working-definition-of-trauma-informed-practice#background
https://www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/blog/young-researchers-views-on-what-peer-support-for-young-people-affected-by-sexual-violence-should-look-like
https://www.csacentre.org.uk/research-resources/practice-resources/communicating-with-children
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Practice Principle 6: 

Be curious, evidence-informed and 
knowledgeable 

Pause PointII
Pause to reflect on how professional curiosity and robust evidence are informing the response, or 
whether proceduralism, time pressures, or simplistic understandings are driving decision-making.

CSE is complex and often hidden within overlapping harms. When simplistic risk tools, categories 
or performance pressures replace professional curiosity, nuance is lost and decision-making can 
become defensive. Simplistic scoring systems can create false reassurance, can screen some 
children out, and can obscure emerging patterns.

Working in a curious, evidence-informed way helps professionals and partnerships:

	 >  recognise exploitation within complex and intersecting harms 

>  avoid over-simplified risk decisions 

>  use data to ask better questions rather than close down thinking 

>  identify local patterns of harm and adapt practice accordingly 

>  create reflective, confident teams able to navigate uncertainty.

Why this matters?

Parent/Carer:  

“I think about, you know, when you initially meet people, you don’t bring preconceptions. 
It might be that some of the information that might be in some of those documents or in 
a referral, some of that might be inaccurate or an unfair representation. You need to go in 
it with a fresh and open mind, and I don’t think that happens. I suppose for me, it’s more 
about the attitude that they walk into a situation with. I don’t think it’s about any magic 
box of tools or skills.”
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What do we know about this situation, and what are we assuming?

How is my practice informed by the best available evidence? 

What support do I need to identify and address gaps in my knowledge?

Might sexual exploitation be overlooked because another concern feels more visible?

How can I explore whether and how harms are being played out in an online context? 

Who else could help us understand this child’s experience more fully?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

How do supervision and reflective spaces support thoughtful analysis rather than procedural 
compliance?

How do we avoid performance measures driving over-simplified decision-making?

Operational

What investment are we making in ongoing learning, development and reflective practice across 
the partnership to ensure responses are informed by the best available evidence?

How do we as leaders ensure our strategic response to CSE is informed by best available 
evidence, and not simply shaped by resource pressures, or what we are used to doing? 

As leaders, do we reward compliance over curiosity, or collaboration? How do we hold each other 
accountable without becoming overly proceduralist?

How and how effectively are assumptions challenged constructively in multi-agency spaces?

How effectively are we drawing on robust research, data, practice wisdom, and expertise from 
lived experience?

How do we ensure learning from audits, reviews and serious incidents feeds back into practice 
meaningfully?

What data are we collecting about CSE and overlapping harms, and what might be missing? 
How are we using this data along with qualitative feedback to inform continuous improvement 
across our partnership?

Strategic

Resources: 
CSE risk assessment principles (CSA Centre)

Vulnerability related risk guidance (College of Policing)

CSE risk assessment resource (Research in Practice)

Practice reflection tool (TCE)

Partnership reflection tool (TCE)

CSE definition and guidance (DfE)

https://www.csacentre.org.uk/app/uploads/2023/10/CSE-Tools-7-Principles.pdf
https://www.college.police.uk/guidance/vulnerability-related-risks
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/risk-assessing-child-sexual-exploitation/
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/professionals-working-directly-with-children-young-people/
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/for-multi-agency-partnerships/
https://www.beds.ac.uk/media/86735/uob-rip-cse-guidancefeb2017.pdf
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Practice Principle 7: 

Approach parents and carers as 
partners, wherever possible  

Pause PointII
Pause and consider how to show parents and carers that they are respected and valued partners 
in the ‘team around the child’.

Reflect on what you don’t know about the child’s family context and consider how parents / 
carers views have been taken into account. Demonstrate a nuanced understanding that, whilst 
parents and carers should be approached in the first instance as protective partners, child 
exploitation does occur within the family context, so professionals need to remain alert to the 
possibility that not all parents and carers can be partners in safeguarding their child.

Parents and carers are likely to be deeply affected by their child’s exploitation and may 
hold crucial insight into risk, change and safety. When parents are positioned as passive or 
as problematic, professional responses can fracture trust, limit shared understanding, and 
undermine the ‘team around the child’. Excluding parents can also increase distress, compound 
traumatic experiences and undermine longer-term safety planning.

Working with parents and carers as partners helps professionals and partnerships:

>	 work alongside families to strengthen safety, rather than defaulting to responses that 
position them as the problem

>	 understand the child’s family context to inform planning and responses to meet their needs

>	 understand any previous trauma or harm that might be impacting how the parent / carer or 
child is engaging with professionals 

>	 ensure parents / carers are included in any plans and supported to contribute and so ensure 
that longer term change is sustainable.

Why this matters?

Parent/Carer: 

“I always felt the police were there to help. I never felt they were accusing our daughter or us. 
I always felt they were there helping by the way they spoke to us and the way they interacted 
with us. They gave us lots of information and numbers to call. We were upset and confused, but 
there was no rush for them to go. They didn’t come until seven o’clock at night and didn’t leave 
for hours. I know we have a different experience from others, I know. We were lucky, I guess, but I 
think it is important to know they (the police) can be really sensitive with families too.” 
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•  what difference implementing the Practice
Principle could make when responding to
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Introduction and overview
This research summary sets out the evidence underpinning the eight Practice Principles. 
The Principles are evidence-informed (Research in Practice, 2003), integrating research 
evidence with the expertise of professionals and those with lived experience of the 
issues1 through engagement with three key sources of evidence:

1 This strategy is designed to avoid the risks that arise from reliance on a narrow 
discourse of ‘evidence’ in complex service contexts (see Greenhalgh, 2012). 
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How are parents / carers being treated as valued partners in keeping their child safe? 

How have the parents / carers been supported to actively participate in risk assessments, safety 
planning, interventions and reviews?

What is the parents’ / carer’s views on the strengths of the child and how is it best to engage and 
communicate with them?

How have decisions been discussed and fed back to parents / carers?

How might past trauma (including being let down by professionals or discrimination) be 
influencing how the parents / carers are  engaging? How can trust be rebuilt?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

How are we supporting staff to recognise the expertise and contribution of parents / carers, so 
that our practice does not unintentionally exclude or undermine them?

How are we creating opportunities for support planning / responses to be shaped by the voice of 
the family rather than professional assumptions?

How are we supporting staff too when parents / carers are too distressed, angry or mistrustful to 
work with us as partners at this stage?

Operational

How can we create opportunities for parents / carers to be involved in and share their views 
within safeguarding discussions, support planning and decision making?

How are we supporting parents and carers whose children are receiving responses for contextual 
concerns and harms outside the home? 

Are safeguarding processes and information accessible for parents / carers? 

How well do our assessment frameworks capture the strengths, protective factors and efforts 
that families are already making?

What mechanisms exist, such as reference groups or peer networks, to ensure parents’ expertise 
is heard and acted upon at a strategic level?

How is learning from parents and carers reflected in annual reports, impact monitoring, 
inspections or partnership reviews?

Strategic

Resource: 
Working with parents and carers – reflective resource (TCE)

https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/a-reflective-resource-to-support-working-with-parents-and-carers/


19

Practice Principles Research Summary 

•  The published research evidence base in
relation to child exploitation, extra-familial
harm and other related areas, including
relevant literature reviews, national
reviews, evaluations and research.

•  Key learning from the first three years
of the Tackling Child Exploitation (TCE)
Support Programme, working with local
areas and multi-agency partners on
responding to child exploitation and
extra-familial harm.

•  Consultation carried out specifically to
develop the Practice Principles.

As the Principles are intended to be high-level 

and applicable to all professionals involved 

in responding to child exploitation and extra-

familial harm, each one covers a relatively 

wide area of knowledge and learning. This 

summary does not, therefore, claim to be 

a comprehensive, systematic review of all 

available literature for each principle, which 

would be neither feasible nor appropriate 

in the context of the development of the 

Practice Principles. The approach to reviewing 

the research evidence involved a) broadly 

mapping the evidence territory including 

academic research and grey literature and b) 

screening and reviewing the evidence based 

on quality and robustness plus relevance to 

both child exploitation and extra-familial 

harm as well as the principle in question.  

The summary was peer reviewed by a leading 

expert in this field.

The aim of this paper is to provide an 

overview of the key issues by summarising the 

most salient points from the review process, 

considered specifically in relation to their 

relevance and application to responding to 

child exploitation and extra-familial harm.  

The inclusion of research in this summary 

does not infer that it is endorsed or validated 

by Government.

For each Practice Principle, this Research 

Summary outlines: 

•  what the Practice Principle means in the
context of child exploitation and extra-
familial harm and how it is being defined

•  why it has been chosen to be a Practice
Principle (including the relevant policy
context)

•  what difference implementing the Practice
Principle could make when responding to
child exploitation and extra-familial harm.

Introduction and overview
This research summary sets out the evidence underpinning the eight Practice Principles. 
The Principles are evidence-informed (Research in Practice, 2003), integrating research 
evidence with the expertise of professionals and those with lived experience of the 
issues1 through engagement with three key sources of evidence:

1 This strategy is designed to avoid the risks that arise from reliance on a narrow 
discourse of ‘evidence’ in complex service contexts (see Greenhalgh, 2012). 

1 Funded by the Department for Education tce.researchinpractice.org.uk

Practice Principles Research Summary 

•  The published research evidence base in
relation to child exploitation, extra-familial
harm and other related areas, including
relevant literature reviews, national
reviews, evaluations and research.

•  Key learning from the first three years
of the Tackling Child Exploitation (TCE)
Support Programme, working with local
areas and multi-agency partners on
responding to child exploitation and
extra-familial harm.

•  Consultation carried out specifically to
develop the Practice Principles.

As the Principles are intended to be high-level 

and applicable to all professionals involved 

in responding to child exploitation and extra-

familial harm, each one covers a relatively 

wide area of knowledge and learning. This 

summary does not, therefore, claim to be 

a comprehensive, systematic review of all 

available literature for each principle, which 

would be neither feasible nor appropriate 

in the context of the development of the 

Practice Principles. The approach to reviewing 

the research evidence involved a) broadly 

mapping the evidence territory including 

academic research and grey literature and b) 

screening and reviewing the evidence based 

on quality and robustness plus relevance to 

both child exploitation and extra-familial 

harm as well as the principle in question.  

The summary was peer reviewed by a leading 

expert in this field.

The aim of this paper is to provide an 

overview of the key issues by summarising the 

most salient points from the review process, 

considered specifically in relation to their 

relevance and application to responding to 

child exploitation and extra-familial harm.  

The inclusion of research in this summary 

does not infer that it is endorsed or validated 

by Government.

For each Practice Principle, this Research 

Summary outlines: 

•  what the Practice Principle means in the
context of child exploitation and extra-
familial harm and how it is being defined

•  why it has been chosen to be a Practice
Principle (including the relevant policy
context)

•  what difference implementing the Practice
Principle could make when responding to
child exploitation and extra-familial harm.

Introduction and overview
This research summary sets out the evidence underpinning the eight Practice Principles. 
The Principles are evidence-informed (Research in Practice, 2003), integrating research 
evidence with the expertise of professionals and those with lived experience of the 
issues1 through engagement with three key sources of evidence:

1 This strategy is designed to avoid the risks that arise from reliance on a narrow 
discourse of ‘evidence’ in complex service contexts (see Greenhalgh, 2012). 

1 Funded by the Department for Education tce.researchinpractice.org.uk

Put children 
and young 

people fi rst
Create safer 
spaces and 
places for 

children and 
young people

Recognise 
and challenge 
inequalities, 

exclusion and 
discrimination

Respect the 
voice, experience 

and expertise 
of children and 
young people

Be strengths and 
relationship-

based

Recognise 
and respond 

to trauma

Be curious, 
evidence-

informed and 
knowledgeable

Approach 
parents and 

carers as 
partners, 
wherever 
possible

Re
sp

onses to child exploitation

and
extra-familial harm

m
ust

...

Practice Principle 8: 

Create safer spaces and places for 
children and young people 

Pause PointII
Pause to reflect on the context of the child’s life and the spaces and places they spend their 
time (physically and online), and the potential harms or protective factors that they encounter 
there. 

When making decisions to safeguard children, pause to consider whether the context is being 
changed to address potential harms (or whether the focus is on the child and their behaviours).

Sexual exploitation can occur in physical and online contexts. Failure to address places, spaces 
and perpetration can lead to repeated harm, increased surveillance of children, and a sense of 
blame as the focus is on the child, instead of the context in which harm is occurring. Creating 
safety requires action beyond the individual child, including disruption, partnership with non-
traditional agencies, and attention to online environments.

Paying attention to the spaces and places in which children are harmed, and focusing on how we 
can make these safer, helps professionals and partnerships:

>	 shift safeguarding responses from reactive to preventative and proactive

>	 identify recurring harmful spaces and coordinate action with relevant partners to address 
and disrupt risk

>	 develop a clear understanding of how exploitation manifests locally to inform tailored 
disruption activity

>	 ensure responsibility is placed on those causing harm by focusing on disruption and the 
places where harm occurs

>	 strengthen protective environments in ways that reduce harm over time, reducing reliance 
on short-term containment.

Why this matters?

Young people: 

“Young people know the secrets of the areas they live, 
so police shouldn’t act like they know more than us.” 
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Have we considered all contexts in which harm may be taking place? 

How does this child’s plan reflect their perspective on which spaces, places and context are safer for 
them?

Is the support being put in place to keep the child physically safer unintentionally undermining their 
sense of relational and psychological safety? 

What disruption activity is happening in this case, and who is responsible for it?

How can we create safe, non-judgemental spaces for children to talk about where they feel unsafe?

What opportunities exist to connect this child with activities, spaces or relationships that build 
safety and belonging?

Additional questions for managers / supervisors: 

How are staff supported to move beyond individual-focused responses to consider spaces, 
places and peer dynamics?

How are we ensuring disruption tactics are paired with welfare-led support?

How are staff supported to assess, safety plan and disrupt online contexts of harm and coercion?

Operational

What do we know about where and how sexual exploitation is occurring locally?

How are we using data, intelligence and the voices of children to understand where harm is 
taking place? How does our strategic response reflect this information?

How are we working alongside voluntary sector partners and community organisations to 
identify and strengthen safe spaces and places  for children and young people?

What factors must we consider ensuring children can access places and spaces safely, including 
financial barriers, travel limitations, and considerations for safety?

How are we investing in youth provision, community spaces and strengths-based interventions 
as protective infrastructure?

Where do we need to strengthen alignment between safeguarding, community safety and 
policing strategies?

Strategic

Resources: 
Youth voice report (TCS)

Operation Makesafe guidance (Hydrant Programme)

Disrupting exploitation – reflective assessment tool (TCS)

What is contextual safeguarding (video resource) 

Contextual safeguarding resources hub

Child exploitation disruption toolkit (GOV.UK)

https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2025-01/Youth%20Voice%20Report-v2.pdf
https://www.hydrantprogramme.co.uk/cse-taskforce/operation-makesafe
https://survey.alchemer.eu/s3/90822751/Disruption-Assessment
https://www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/media/gexd11as/what_is_contextual_safeguarding_-360p.mp4
https://www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/resources/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-exploitation-disruption-toolkit
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