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The International Centre

• Committed to increasing understanding of, and improving 
responses to child sexual exploitation, violence and 
trafficking in local, national and international context.

• Achieved through:
- academic rigour and research excellence
- collaborative and partnership based approaches  to 

applied social research
- meaning and ethical engagement of children and young 

people



A scoping exercise on gathering evidence 
of the sexual exploitation of children - 2008
Scoping exercise to provide insight into the progress made to challenge 
perpetrators of CSE. Small-scale literature review (2000-2008) and 
interviews with key personnel in 20 LSCBs. 

• Language and definitions are important. Defining CSE is central to the 
way local partnerships tackle CSE and set thresholds. 

• A proactive and coordinated investigation of the perpetrators of CSE is 
important and requires a new approach:

• Key child protection protocols may need to be adapted to meet the 
needs of early intervention and investigation

• Investigations should be multiagency, including the involvement of 
voluntary sector specialists and CPS in early investigation process 

• The links between CSE and missing should be recognised
• Disruption plans are a crucial element to the investigation process. 



Breaking the wall of silence: Practitioners’ 
responses to trafficked children - 2009 
Two year study into responses to child trafficking in the UK (with NSPCC). 
Focus groups/interviews with 87 practitioners, and 37 cases analysed.

• Trafficking takes multiple forms, and those trafficked into the UK face 
multiple pressures and often go missing. 

• Traffickers use various methods to manipulate, coerce and force 
children so disclosure is usually elicited but may not always be 
believed. Experience with cases improves professional responses.

• Co-ordinated, informed, multi-agency work is necessary to protect 
children. Many children aren’t on a school role, and many have 
committed crimes as a result of being coerced and trafficked. 

• Some specialist services are also needed: trained interpreters, safe 
accommodation and dedicated key-workers.



Scoping study into safe accommodation 
for children in care at risk or victims of 
trafficking or sexual exploitation - 2011
The literature review focused on UK literature relating to the provision of 
safe and supported accommodation for young people in care who are at 
risk of, or experiencing, sexual exploitation or trafficking for sexual 
exploitation. Young people and practitioners were also consulted.

• The review confirmed concerns about parallels in the characteristics of 
young people in care or on the edge of care, and those known to be at 
risk of experiencing child sexual exploitation – but an absence of 
specific research that examined the relationship. 

• The review identified good practice including professional awareness 
and understanding of the complexity of the issues relating to sexual 
exploitation; attachment and ‘holding’ the young person; and continuity 
in relationships with young people, even when things were difficult.



What’s going on to safeguard children from 
CSE? How local partnerships respond to 
sexual exploitation - 2011
Research exploring the response of LSCBs to the 2009 government CSE 
guidance. Method: questionnaires (144 LSCBs), extensive interviews with 
key practitioners (24 LSCBs) and data collected for 1150 young people. 

• Only ¼ of LSCBs are implementing the guidance.
• Awareness raising/training is piecemeal (particularly for YP & families).
• Current thresholds for intervention are too high.
• Prosecution of abusers is rare and YP’s experience of court is 

intolerable.
• A conceptual shift is needed to safeguard adolescents.
• Of young people vulnerable to CSE: a high number are in residential 

care; they often have associated problems, such as mental health 
issues and offending behaviour; and we need more research on boys 
and BME. 



Exploring the scale and nature of child 
sexual exploitation in Scotland - 2012
Scoping review of the literature and consultation with key stakeholders 
from across Scotland. 

• Established that there was a lack of large scale research that could 
help in understanding prevalence or types of CSE in Scotland.

• Evidence on other socio-economic indicators suggested the picture of 
risk and experience of CSE likely to be similar in Scotland to the rest of 
the UK.

• Stakeholder consultation identified differences in perceptions of CSE, 
and wide variation in services available.

• This study has contributed to the development of new policy and 
guidance in Scotland.



Challenging sexual violence in Europe: 
participatory methods with children - 2012
Desktop scoping exercise aiming to take stock of activities across Europe 
that involve young people as participants in efforts to prevent sexual 
violence against children. 

The review identified: 

• 18 umbrella organisations (82 projects) that worked on the prevention 
of sexual violence against children in Europe. 

• 18 countries that used participatory methods- 14 countries that had 
projects that specifically and overtly mentioned working with children 
to prevent sexual violence against children. 

• Examples of participatory methods: young people’s advisory groups 
and training young people as co-researchers. 



Evaluation of Barnardo’s Safe 
Accommodation Project - 2013
Two-year evaluation of 14 specialist foster placements for children 
affected by trafficking and/or CSE, and training for associated 
professionals (87 interviews and 224 monitoring logs)

• Warm, trusting relationships are central to creating safe, stable 
placements. These take time but unlock other positive outcomes - like 
reduced missing, awareness of exploitation and stable accommodation.

• Effective placements are supported by a multi-agency team taking a 
common approach and attitude to safeguarding.

• Safety is multi-faceted. It takes time to progress from short-term 
physical safety to relational security and psychological safety/recovery.

• Specialist placements can be cost-effective where they deter young 
people from residential care and unstable care pathways.



‘It’s wrong but you get used to it’ Gang 
associated sexual exploitation/violence of 
young people in England - 2013
Reviewed scale and nature of gang-associated sexual violence (SV) and 
exploitation (SE) in 6 areas of England. Individual interviews and focus 
groups with 188 young people and focus groups with 76 professionals.  

• Gang-associated SV and SE does not occur in a vacuum - is influenced 
by wider gang environment and wider patterns of SV and SE in society.

• Young people rarely report these experiences or access formal support.
• Virtually all participants shared examples of SV against and/or SE of 

young women. ¼ shared examples of similar risks for young men. 
• There were often blurred boundaries between victims and perpetrators.
• Many young people viewed sexual assault as ‘normal’ sexual behaviour.
• Females’ exposure to SV/SE varied according to their status and role.
• Cases are not being proactively identified by professionals. 



Tackling Child Sexual Exploitation: A study 
of current practice in London - 2014
A study of London ‘s strategic and operational response to CSE. In-depth 
quantitative survey by 30 boroughs/LSCBs and 8 x semi-structured 
interviews with VCS and statutory providers

• Strategic progress was observable in London – most boroughs had 
developed a strategy or local CSE protocol. 

• Most boroughs had access to, or had commissioned, specialist 
provision for young people affected by CSE.

• Most boroughs identified a need to: better understand their local profile 
and alternative models such as peer-on-peer abuse; improve action 
against the perpetration of CSE and identify those involved; convert 
policies  and procedures into active responses. 



Evaluation of Barnardo’s Safe Choices/ 
PSNI Co-located Pilot Initiative - 2014
Small scale evaluation using secondary data analysis and interviews with 
young people and professionals.

• Embedding a voluntary sector worker within a police missing team 
contributed to decreased missing episodes and/or decreased 
associated risk through: 

• Educative work with young people and their families/carers at the 
point of initial missing episodes 

• Facilitating information sharing and joint working between 
professionals

• Both police and the voluntary sector service (and other professionals 
engaged in the cases) expressed strong support for this model of 
working but noted the need for the right personnel and strong 
management support.



Suffering in Silence: Children and 
unreported crime - 2014
Scoping Inquiry into the hidden victimisation of children undertaken on 
behalf of the APPG for Victims and Witnesses of Crime. Literature review, 
data analysis and three focus groups with young people.

• Children and young people experience much higher rates of crime than 
police data suggests.

• Barriers to children reporting crime include: fears of repercussions;  
misunderstanding about what constitutes crime; blaming themselves for 
victimisation and negative perceptions of police.

• Much of children’s victimisation occurs in contexts, such as school, 
where perpetrators are known to the victim. This significantly reduces 
the likelihood of reporting.



Making Justice Work: the experiences of 
victims and witnesses in CSE cases - 2015
One year pilot research including participatory research with young 
‘experts by experience’; and interviews/ focus  groups with professionals

• Sensitive, timely and effective communication is a key determinant in 
how young people experience the CJS process and whether they feel 
able to engage. 

• Improved support to victims and witnesses facilitates positive 
investigative outcomes.  

• The majority of young people’s ‘big asks’ are feasible- within current 
policy context. Professionals need support to counter inconsistent 
iimplementation of existing guidance and strengthen accountability.  



Families and Communities Against Child 
Sexual Exploitation Evaluation - 2015
Two-year evaluation of a Barnardo’s CSE prevention programme, 
combining direct support for young people and parents/carers, training for 
professionals and community awareness raising.

• Working with parents/carers alongside YP using strengths-based 
approach equips families with knowledge to help safeguard children.

• Programme materials must be adaptable to reflect localised needs 
and issues and be developed as required. 

• Providing practitioners with specialist knowledge, relational skills, and 
family centred/victim centred working raises awareness of appropriate 
CSE interventions and support.

• Community awareness raising strategies need clear aims/objectives 
and assess which groups do/don’t access services. CSE services 
should work in partnership with local communities to plan appropriate 
strength-based interventions.



The Alexi Project: Evaluating a new model 
of tackling CSE across England - 2015
A three year ‘realist’ evaluation of 16 ‘hub and spoke’ specialist CSE 
services 2013-2017. Mixed method study involving multi-agency 
interviews and data returns on key indicators. 

• Success largely depends on existing relationships between statutory 
and voluntary sectors and the ways in which voluntary services are 
valued locally.

• Multiple perspectives should be accounted for when conceptualising 
CSE; specialist services make an important contribution to 
understanding risk and vulnerability. 

• CSE services bring independence and challenge, acting as an 
important bridge between policy and practice.



‘Our Voices’ Youth Advisor consultation on 
sexual violence prevention in Europe - 2015
Consultation with 48 young people from Albania, Bulgaria and UK as part 
of three-year, pan-European project to promote the involvement of young 
people in efforts to prevent sexual violence against children in Europe. 

• ‘They don’t talk about it enough’ – child sexual exploitation and abuse 
is a still taboo subject.

• Young people benefit from participating in prevention and awareness-
raising activities by gaining new skills and confidence.

• Young people often feel more comfortable sharing their views with 
peers. Involving young people in campaigns is an effective method.

• Young people want better services. Adults need to be empathetic and 
better informed about child sexual violence.



Research Briefings on CSA, Neglect, and 
Policing - 2015
A series of literature reviews on CSA, neglect and policing undertaken to 
inform development of a National Policing Action Plan on Safeguarding

• A significant minority of children experience sexual abuse, although the 
figures likely under-represent the reality.

• CSA cases are among the most complex and lengthy. Attrition is high. 
Definitions of CSA are problematic and police recording is variable.

• Victims face many challenges across the ‘journey’ between initial 
identification of CSA and court (if their case makes it that far).  Variable 
police practice in engaging with victims suggests victim experience 
could be improved.  

• Although neglect is the most common form of maltreatment in families, 
the role of police in addressing it is rarely acknowledged or considered.  



Mapping therapeutic services for sexual 
abuse in the UK in 2015 
Mixed methods were used to conduct an audit of services across the four 
nations.  130 service providers (representing 149 services) told us about 
the types of support provided and gaps in provision.   

• Referral data provided in the current mapping exercise shows an 
overall gap (a 12% current gap and an anticipated gap of 17% in future) 
in provision across the services in this sample.  

• Specialist and generalist services have experienced an increase in 
referrals in the last few years. 

• Funding for specialist services remains short-term placing pressure on 
providers to constantly chase funding.  

• Such funding insecurity can negatively impact on outcomes for children 
who require intensive and long-term engagement.



Children and young people’s perspectives 
on the police’s role in safeguarding - 2016
Mixed methods research project involving 45 children and young people 
aged 7 – 19 to elicit perspectives on how the police fulfill their 
safeguarding role.

• Young people recognised the police’s role in ensuring safety, but 
identified barriers for seeking support including fear of not being 
believed and/or of repercussions. 

• Young people described striking variability across their experiences, 
both between and within forces, suggesting that good/bad practice is 
largely attributable to individual officers. 

• An adequate and appropriate response was characterised by empathy, 
respect, discretion, continuity, support and the facilitation of choice and 
control. 



Responding sensitively to survivors of 
child sexual abuse - 2016
Evidence review to source good practice in responding to adult survivors 
of child sexual abuse. This review was used to inform the development of 
a new approach to this service user group within Victim Support services.  

• Two sets of principles were identified to help Victim Support shape its 
new service.

• The first of these are principles for working specifically with known adult 
survivors of CSA.

• The second of these are principles for working sensitively with all
service users, irrespective of whether or not they have disclosed CSA.

• The principles highlight the importance of safe spaces, sharing 
information, respect, rapport, sharing control, respecting boundaries 
and mutual learning as some key elements of sensitive practice.



Evaluation of Co-Created Service Delivery 
Model for Adult Survivors Of CSA - 2016
A small, mixed-methods process evaluation of a Victim Support service to 
understand the experiences of adult survivors of CSA and staff in co-
creating a new approach.

• Generalist services are increasingly likely to encounter adult survivors 
of CSA in a climate where reporting and disclosure is on the increase. 

• Co-creation of such services, responsive to needs of adult survivors, is 
worthwhile and can create considerable benefit to participants.

• Generalist services can benefit from the knowledge/experience of 
specialist services and should nurture cooperative relationships.

• Services wishing to co-create should consider full and comprehensive 
co-creation at all stages, carefully manage expectations of adult 
survivors taking part, consider the use of creative methods, sensitively 
manage emotional reactions and carefully plan project close. 



The participation of young people in child 
sexual exploitation services - 2016
Scoping review of the literature relating to young people’ participation in 
CSE services, undertaken September 2015 – April 2016 as part of the 
participation strand of the Alexi Project.

• The term ‘participation’ is contested and is used in different ways by 
individuals and organisations.

• Participation is a core concept in CSE practice, but there is a lack of 
research that describes and evaluates the nature of participative 
practice in CSE services across the UK. 

• Existing studies emphasise that service users value the way in which 
CSE services recognise them as individuals, listen and take their views 
seriously, and provide a flexible and friendly approach. 

• To make participation a reality, services will need to work with service 
users in an ongoing cycle of research, reflection and action.



Towards a contextual response to peer-on-
peer abuse – 2013-2016
Methodologies, findings and resources developed between researchers 
and 11 local multi-agency partnerships across England to enhance 
responses to peer-on-peer abuse. 

• Responses to peer-on-peer abuse need to engage both contextually 
and holistically at strategic and operational levels. 

• Contextual approaches developed by local practitioners require 
strategic authorisation in order to make them a viable, consistent and 
sustained response within a given local area. 

• Contextual and holistic practices are achievable, and when 
implemented illuminate a collective understanding of extra-familial risk, 
the tensions of an individualised model and a desire to change the 
social conditions that facilitate and enable abusive behaviours. 

• All resources developed are available online for use across the country.



Evaluation of ‘Nightwatch: CSE in Plain 
Sight’- 2016
Project aimed to widen social responsibility for safeguarding children and 
young people from CSE by increasing awareness of CSE among 
businesses and services working in the night-time economy (NTE). 

• Significant and sizeable reach to NTE workers resulted in increased 
confidence and awareness amongst NTE workers identifying and 
responding to CSE and through examples of children and young 
people having been safeguarded from exploitation and abuse. 

• The project was delivered across 12 sites and included those working 
in fast-food outlets, hotels and bed and breakfast accommodation, 
accident and emergency services, and security service roles.

• The findings can inform future community awareness raising strategies.



AVA evaluation: empowering young people 
to address domestic/sexual violence - 2016
92 young people participated in the project across 12 sites. Evaluation 
data included 12 focus groups, interviews, self-reflective case studies, 
feedback forms, local site monitoring; and a distance travelled tool

• Project benefitted participants’ emotional wellbeing and life 
opportunities through improved confidence and self-efficacy; improved 
social networks; and increased access to further opportunities.

• Strong evidence that participation in the project contributed to improved 
awareness and understanding of domestic and to a lesser extent 
sexual violence.

• Project improved young people’s capacity to influence service 
development through development of leadership and communication 
skills, subject specific knowledge and improved political awareness. 



CSE Definition and Practitioner Briefing 
Paper – Scotland- 2016

Revised definition: Child sexual exploitation is a form of child sexual abuse in 
which a person(s), of any age takes advantage of a power imbalance to force or 
entice a child into engaging in sexual activity in return for something received by 
the child and/or those perpetrating or facilitating the abuse*. As with other forms of 
child sexual abuse, the presence of perceived consent does not undermine the 
abusive nature of the act. 

*Applying the definition: it is CSE if the child/young person receives, or believes 
they will receive, something they need or want (tangible or intangible gain or the 
avoidance of harm) in exchange for the sexual activity AND/OR The 
perpetrator/facilitator gains financial advantage or enhanced status or power from 
the abuse.

CSE can take a variety of different forms (see examples in Child Sexual 
Exploitation: Definition and Practitioner Briefing Paper).

The International Centre was commissioned by the Scottish Government 
to support the development of a revised national definition of CSE and an 
associated professional briefing paper. 



Child sexual exploitation: Definition & Guide 
for Professionals: Extended Text - 2017

The guidance provides a framework for building a locally informed 
response that is evidence-informed, and creates space for the exercise of 
professional curiosity and professional judgment within this.

The guidance provides an advanced exploration of some of the 
complexities of responding to CSE in practice. Some of the more complex 
issues explored within the extended document include:
• Interpreting the definition in practice 
• Moving beyond a focus on vulnerability 
• The importance of context and the need to understand ‘constrained choice’ 
• The challenges of current risk assessment processes
• Principles for working with children and young people affected by CSE

The IC were partners in a project commissioned by the Department for 
Education to develop new Practitioner Guidance on CSE to be published 
alongside a revised definition of CSE.



Making Noise: children’s voices for 
positive change after sexual abuse - 2017
Two year research exploring children’s experiences of help-seeking and 
support after sexual abuse in the family environment (CSAFE). 

• Children and young people face differential access to appropriate 
support and particular groups of children face additional barriers.

• CSAFE impacts all areas of a child’s life  and no one aspect of support 
should be considered in isolation - support to safe parents appears to 
be critical. . 

• Engagement in criminal justice (CJ) processes continues to be 
experienced as distressing and access to pre-trial therapy is unfairly 
denied to many children. 

• Children’s definitions of ‘recovery’ after CSAFE are characterised by an 
identity that isn’t dominated by victimhood; the minimisation of 
disruption and access to a safe multi-faceted life with diverse 
opportunities.



Rapid Evidence Assessment: CSE 
Prevention Education - 2017
Rapid evidence assessment of key messages from CSE research and  
other kinds of prevention work in educational settings.

• A whole school approach, integrating CSE prevention across the 
curriculum, is an effective model for school-based prevention. 

• Longer-term, more intensive interventions achieve higher impact.
• Children’s participation in the development/delivery of interventions 

adds authenticity, credibility and acceptability - key factors for impact.
• Interventions should be based on an assessment of need and be 

tailored to the specific audience and local context.
• High risk children need additional resources and targeted support.
• Evaluations of school-based prevention programmes in related fields 

show mixed results, with more impact on knowledge, confidence and 
attitudes than behaviour.



Rapid Evidence Assessment: Outreach 
Work and CSE - 2017
Rapid evidence assessment of key messages from CSE research and 
associated literature about outreach and detached work

• Evaluation evidence shows that outreach can be effective in: reaching 
vulnerable young people that are ‘missed’ by mainstream provisions; 
helping identify needs that are currently unmet; establishing contact 
with ‘hard-to-reach’ populations and motivating them to use existing 
services; raising awareness and advertising centre-based provisions; 
and building the trusting relationships with vulnerable people that allow 
other work to take place.

• Outreach activities need to be targeted to specific populations, making 
use of specialist agencies with ‘insider knowledge’.

• Outreach needs to be informal/flexible but also clear about its aims.
• Outreach needs to develop to take account of children’s parallel 

occupation of online and off-line ‘spaces’.



Rapid Evidence Assessment: Direct Work 
and CSE - 2017
Rapid evidence assessment of key messages from CSE research and  
wider evidence base on direct work with children and young people

• Relationships are key to engagement – engagement, trust-building and 
being child-led are the foundation of direct work. 

• Young people need stability, continuity and persistence from workers
• CSE is complex. Direct work should be holistic and should address the 

multiple vulnerabilities many CSE-affected young people present with. 
• Support needs to be: flexible and high intensity; focused on building 

resilience alongside reducing risk; be strength-based; aware of the 
impact of inequalities and trauma-informed.

• Direct work should make use of evidence-based models including: 
systemic family interventions CBT, DBT, and longer-term relationship 
based approaches.



Full report of each project can be read 
at www.beds.ac.uk/ic

@uniofbedscse
Blog: www.uniofbedscse


