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1. Responses to child exploitation and extra-familial
harm must... put children and young people first

Summary

All children are entitled to the support and protection of a child-centred response. Prioritising

this within the context of child exploitation and extra-familial harm is particularly important
because, too often, this has not been the case. Putting children and young people first, and as the
focus of decision making, is at the heart of a child-centred approach. This includes seeing the child
or young person behind the presenting behaviours, i.e. considering them holistically, including their
family circumstances, trauma, physical and mental health, identity and experiences of structural
inequalities.

A child-centred response must span the full spectrum of support, from prevention and early

help through to specialist services, and include those children and young people who are in or
leaving care. This approach may also need to be part of any transitional support - neither trauma
nor young people’s development stops at the age of 18 and those facing exploitation and
extra-familial harm may need support into adulthood.

Ensuring a child-centred response may be challenging if the child or young person is causing

harm to others. However, it is very important to ensure that children and young people are not
excluded from support and protection where a multi-agency, early help or criminal justice response
is required. This means understanding the needs and vulnerabilities that might be underpinning
harmful behaviours, as part of managing risks. This aligns with the Child First approach advocated
within youth justice and policing, and the needs-based approach of children’s social care.

What does putting children and young people first mean?

As noted in the Practice Principle description above, putting children and young people first
means taking a holistic and child-centred approach, one that is tailored to each individual child or
young person and the context of their lives. This is not a new concept, though it can be one that is
challenging to implement in the context of child exploitation and extra-familial harm.

Working Together emphasises that ‘practitioners should take a child-centred approach to meeting
the needs of the whole family’. It explains that this means ‘the welfare of children is paramount and
that they are best looked after within their families, with their parents playing a full part in their lives,
unless compulsory intervention in family life is necessary (Department for Education, 2023a p.11). A
child-centred approach is also reflected in Article 3 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child, which establishes the primacy of the best interests of the child in all actions affecting
them (United Nations, 1989). The specific term ‘child first’ is most frequently used in relation to the
youth justice system in England and Wales, with a framework of four tenets:

The ‘as children’ tenet emphasises the need for services to be child-focused, taking into
account the experiences, needs and potential of each individual child.
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+ The ‘building pro-social identity’ promotes each child’s capacities and strengths to foster a
pro-social identity in the community.

The ‘collaborating with children’ focuses on encouraging children’s active participation while
also fostering engagement and wider social inclusion.

‘Diverting from stigma’ minimises criminogenic stigma from contact with the youth justice
system (YJB, 2022).

Though presented with primary reference to those being worked with in youth justice settings, as
the Youth Justice Board (YJB) for England and Wales observes, it holds clear wider resonance: Child
first goes beyond the youth justice system’ (Youth Justice Resource Hub, 2022).

Why is putting children and young people first a Practice Principle?

Whilst important progress has been made in relation to recognising the importance of
child-centred approaches in recent years - through, for example, the move to seeing sexually
exploited children as victims or the move towards a ‘child first’ approach within youth justice
(Taylor, 2016; Youth Justice Board for England & Wales, 2021) - Child Safeguarding Practice Reviews
(and previously Serious Case Reviews) and research evidence show the need for continued
progress in relation to the practical implementation of a child-centred approach (Case & Haines,
2021; Beckett & Lloyd, 2022; Crest Advisory, 2025).

Both research and practice evidence indicate that the implementation of a ‘child first’ or
child-centred approach can vary considerably across cases of child exploitation and
extra-familial harm, depending on the nature of the harm and the presenting features of the
affected child or young person. For example, where some children and young people have been
subject to negative stereotypes based on their sex, ethnicity or disability:

« Girls tend to be more visible in consideration of sexual, rather than criminal, forms of harm,
with the reverse being true of boys (Beckett & Lloyd, 2022).

Boys are more likely to be seen as sources of harm than those experiencing harm
(Bernard, 2019).

Black children are at heightened risk of having their needs and rights undermined through
adultification bias, that fails to recognise their innocence and vulnerability (Davis & Marsh,
2022).

+ Conversely, children with disabilities are more likely to be infantilised by professionals
(Franklin et al., 2015).

Children and young people do not, of course, have only a singular identity. They can experience
challenges to the realisation of their rights that relate to multiple aspects of their lives. This
includes, for example, the concurrent influences of gendered and racialised discourses on
responses to Black children and young men (Ackerley & Latchford, 2017; Bernard, 2019, Brodie et al.,
2024; Child Safeguarding Review Panel, 2025).

The degree to which a welfare-driven response is prioritised can also vary according

to practitioner’s perceptions of power and control, which commentators have suggested are
unhelpfully influenced by an ‘idealised victim’ mentality that is premised on observable innocence,
passivity and lack of understanding (Beckett, 2019; Marshall 2024). Those who fail to adhere to
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these ‘standards of victimhood’ - such as those exercising any degree of agency or choice or
‘receiving something’ as part of the abusive encounter, can be seen as ‘making active lifestyle
choices’ and, by default, as somehow less in need of a welfare-driven response than those who
are seen to be groomed or controlled by others (Warrington, 2013; Hallett, 2017; Woodiwiss, 2018;
Beckett & Lloyd, 2022; Espeute & Lanskey, 2023).

Research also demonstrates shortcomings in the practical application of a child-centred approach
when a child or young person is both causing and experiencing harm (Firmin, 2017; Lloyd et al,,
2020). This can include instances of directly harming other children and young people, introducing
other children to exploitative contexts, or committing other offences (criminal damage, theft, etc.)
within the context of the abuse they are experiencing (Firmin et al., 2022). As Beckett and Lloyd
(2022, p. 64) observe: ‘Such instances require us to hold in tandem their support needs around the
harm they have experienced, while simultaneously responding to their role as an instigator of harm,
and ensuring others are protected from such harm. Managing these tensions requires a nuanced
approach that moves beyond a victim / perpetrator conceptualisation and prioritises the child over
the perpetration.’ Research suggests this cannot be realised simply by adding Extra-Familial Risk
and Harm panels or adopting new frameworks; it requires conscious and continuous negotiation
and rebalancing of welfare vs justice approaches at system-design and partnership levels (Firmin
et al,, 2024).

What difference could putting children and young people first make to responses to
child exploitation and extra-familial harm?

Children and young people tell us how important it is to them that they are treated holistically so
that professionals are able to understand the wider context of their lives rather than being defined
by a ‘narrow and misdirected’ focus on their exploitation (Hallett, 2017, p. 2146; Hill & Warrington,
2022).

Putting a child or young person first means seeing beyond the harm they face, seeing them as a
whole and working with them in a collaborative way that seeks to understand them, as they are,
rather than defining them solely by (how we understand) what has happened / is happening to
them (Warrington, 2016; 2017). It links closely with the Principle about respecting the voice and
expertise of the child or young person, particularly in instances where there are differing opinions
as to what is in ‘the best interests of the child’. Responding in a child-centred way means
navigating differences of opinion between children, young people and professionals, whilst
recognising that risk cannot always be eliminated (Hickle & Hallett, 2016). Working relationally and
in a strengths-based way, ‘doing with’, not ‘doing to’ (Warrington, 2017; Warrington & Brodie, 2017,
Lefevre et al.,, 2019), is a key way of putting this into practice and is particularly important in
countering the abusive power dynamics of child exploitation and extra-familial harm.

Some research finds that partnerships still prioritise practice that targets children’s behaviour

(e.g. their going missing, offending, non-compliance) over addressing the social conditions of abuse
(the social, cultural, economic and political structures that shape places and may facilitate or
mitigate abuse). In high-risk situations, welfare agencies, including social care, early help and third
sector organisations, can defer to policing-led approaches that target individuals rather than
environments. As a result, a child’s best interests (safety, welfare, rights) can be subordinated to
achieve crime control objectives (Owen & Lloyd, 2023). This Principle reminds professionals that,
even when a child or young person has committed a crime, they must still be treated as a
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child; they are more than their actions or behaviours. This does not mean the need for criminal
justice responses is ignored, but that any consideration of these should also attend to the safety
and wellbeing of the child, ensuring that those concerns remain paramount throughout. This is
explicit in the youth justice approach ‘child first, offender second’ (Taylor, 2016), a premise that is
echoed in both guidance and emerging approaches to child exploitation and extra-familial harm
(see, for example, the extended text version of the Child Sexual Exploitation Guidance (Beckett et

al., 2017) or the Contextual Safeguarding framework for responding to extra-familial harm (Firmin,
2017)).
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