NORTH EAST LINCOLNSHIRE SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN BOARD

CHILD SEXUAL EXPLOITATION
This chapters needs to be read alongside the NEL SCB Child Sexual Exploitation Practice Guidance & Procedure
2016.
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1. DEFINITION
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 2015.
See also Child Sexual Exploitation: Definition and Guide for Practitioners (DfE 2017). This advice is non-statutory,
and has been produced to help practitioners to identify child sexual exploitation and take appropriate action in
response. This advice includes the management, disruption and prosecution of perpetrators.
It replaces the guidance Safeguarding Children and Young People from Sexual Exploitation. DfE 2009).

2. RISKS
Any child or young person may be at risk of sexual exploitation, regardless of their family background or other
circumstances.
Sexual exploitation results in children and young people suffering harm, and causes significant damage to their
physical and mental health. It can also have profound and damaging consequences for the child’s family. Parents
and carers are often traumatised and under severe stress. Siblings can feel alienated and their self-esteem
affected. Family members can themselves suffer serious threats of abuse, intimidation and assault at the hands of
perpetrators.
There are strong links between children involved in sexual exploitation and other behaviours such as running
away from home or care, bullying, self-harm, teenage pregnancy, truancy and substance misuse. In addition,
some children are particularly vulnerable, for example, children with special needs, those in residential or foster
care, those leaving care, migrant children, unaccompanied asylum seeking children, victims of forced marriage
and those involved in gangs.
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There is also often a presumption that children are sexually exploited by people they do not know. However
evidence shows that this is often not the case and children are often sexually exploited by people with whom they
feel they have a relationship, e.g. a boyfriend / girlfriend. Children are often persuaded that the boyfriend /
girlfriend is their only true form of support and encouraged to withdraw from their friends and family and to
place their trust only within the relationship.
Many children and young people are groomed into sexually exploitative relationships but other forms of entry
exist. Some young people are engaged in informal economies that incorporate the exchange of sex for rewards
such as drugs, alcohol, money or gifts. Others exchange sex for accommodation or money as a result of
homelessness and experiences of poverty. Some young people have been bullied, coerced and threatened into
sexual activities by peers or gang members which is then used against them as a form of extortion and to keep
them compliant.
Due to the nature of the grooming methods used by their abusers, it is very common for children and young
people who are sexually exploited not to recognise that they are being abused. Practitioners should be aware that
particularly young people aged 16 and 17 may believe themselves to be acting voluntarily and will need
practitioners to work with them so they can recognise that they are being sexually exploited. This is not an issue,
which affects only girls and young women, but boys and young men are also exploited. However, they often may
experience other barriers to disclosure.
Child sexual exploitation is a form of child Sexual Abuse. It can take many forms from the seemingly ‘consensual’
relationship where sex is exchanged for attention, accommodation or gifts, to serious organised crime and child
trafficking. (Human trafficking is the movement of a person from one place to another into conditions of
exploitation, using deception, coercion, the abuse of power or the abuse of someone’s vulnerability).
What marks out exploitation is an imbalance of power within the relationship. The perpetrator always holds some
kind of power over the victim, increasing the dependence of the victim as the exploitative relationship develops.
Technology such as mobile phones or social networking sites, can play a part in sexual exploitation, for example,
through their use to record abuse and share it with other like-minded individuals or as a medium to access
children and young people in order to groom them.
Sexual exploitation has strong links with other forms of crime, for example, Domestic Violence and Abuse, online
and offline grooming, the distribution of abusive images of children and child trafficking.
The perpetrators of sexual exploitation are often well organised and use sophisticated tactics. They are known to
target areas where children and young people gather without much adult supervision, e.g. parks, takeaway
outlets or shopping centres or sites on the Internet.
Children and young people may have already been sexually exploited before they are referred to Children’s Social
Care; others may become targets of perpetrators whilst living at home or during placements. They are often the
focus of perpetrators of sexual abuse due to their vulnerability. All practitioners and foster carers should
therefore create an environment which educates children and young people about child sexual exploitation,
involving relevant outside agencies where appropriate. They should encourage them to discuss any such concerns
with them, or with someone from a specialist child sexual exploitation project, and also feel able to share any
such concerns about their friends.

CONSENT
This extract from The Office of the Commissioner for Children (OCC) Inquiry into CSE in Gangs and Groups (Nov
2012) helps to consider issues around consent.
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"The law not only sets down 16 as the age of consent, it also applies to whether a person has given their consent
to sexual activity, or was able to give their consent, or whether sexual violence and rape in particular took place.
In the context of child sexual exploitation, the term 'consent' refers to whether or not a child understands how
one gives consent, withdraws consent and what situations (such as intoxication, duress, violence) can
compromise the child or young person's ability to consent freely to sexual activity."
Practitioners must also consider other factors which might influence the ability of the person to give consent, e.g.
learning disability / mental ill health. Young people under the age of 16 cannot legally consent to sexual activity.
Sexual intercourse with children under the age of 13 is statutory rape. A child under 18 cannot consent to their
own abuse through exploitation.
3. INDICATORS
Anyone who has regular contact with children is in a good position to notice changes in behaviour and physical
signs that may indicate involvement in sexual exploitation.
Parents carers and anyone in a position of responsibility with a child should also know how to monitor online
activity and be prepared to - monitor computer usage where they are suspicious that a child is being groomed
online.
The fact that a young person is 16 or 17 years old should not be taken as a sign they are no longer at risk of sexual
exploitation.
Young people with a disability may have increased vulnerability as well as young people up to the age of 21 who
were looked after for whom the local authority has statutory care leaver responsibility and / or where there may
be child in need and/or child protection issues.
Barnardo's 'Puppet on a String' report 2011 sets out three different models of activity in the spectrum of sexual
exploitation:
Inappropriate relationships

Usually involving one perpetrator who has inappropriate power or control over
a young person (physical emotional or financial). One indicator may be a
significant age gap. The young person may believe they are in a loving
relationship.

'Boyfriend' model of

The perpetrator befriends and grooms a young person into a 'relationship' and
then coerces or forces them to have sex with friends or associates.

exploitation and peer
exploitation

Peer exploitation is where young people are forced or coerced into sexual
activity by peers and associates. Sometimes this can be associated with gang
activity, but not always.

Organised / networked sexual

Young people (often connected) are passed through networks, possibly over
geographical distances, between towns and cities where they may be forced /
coerced into sexual activity with multiple men. Often this occurs in 'sex parties',
and young people who are involved may be used as agents to recruit others
into the network. Some of this activity is described as serious organised crime
and can involve the organised 'buying and selling' of young people by
perpetrators.

exploitation or trafficking

Practitioners should receive training on child sexual exploitation, and therefore be aware of the key indicators of
child sexual exploitation. This list is not exhaustive, but they include:
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HEALTH






Physical symptoms (bruising suggestive of either physical or sexual assault);
Chronic fatigue;
Recurring or multiple sexually transmitted infections;
Pregnancy and/or seeking an abortion;
Evidence of drug, alcohol or other substance misuse.

EDUCATION


Truancy/disengagement with education or considerable change in performance at school.

EMOTIONAL AND BEHAVIOURAL ISSUES






Volatile behaviour exhibiting extreme array of mood swings or use of abusive language;
Secretive behaviour;
Entering or leaving vehicles driven by unknown adults;
Reports of being seen in places known to be used for sexual exploitation, including public toilets known for
cottaging or adult venues (pubs and clubs);
Being withdrawn and secretive.

IDENTITY


Low self-image, low self-esteem, self-harming behaviour, e.g. cutting, overdosing, eating disorder.

RELATIONSHIPS
















Hostility in relationships with staff, family members as appropriate and significant others;
Physical aggression;
Placement breakdown;
Reports from reliable sources (e.g. family, friends or other professionals) suggesting the likelihood of
involvement in sexual exploitation;
Detachment from age-appropriate activities;
Associating with other young people who are known to be sexually exploited;
Sexual relationship with a significantly older person, or younger person who is suspected of being abusive;
Unexplained relationships with older adults;
Possible inappropriate use of the Internet and forming relationships, particularly with adults, via the Internet;
Phone calls, text messages or letters from unknown adults;
Adults or older youths loitering outside the home;
Persistently missing, staying out overnight or returning late with no plausible explanation;
Returning after having been missing, looking well cared for in spite of having no known home base;
Missing for long periods, with no known home base;
Going missing and being found in areas where they have no known links.

Please note: Whilst the focus is often on older men as perpetrators, younger men and women are also involved
and practitioners should be aware of this possibility.

SOCIAL PRESENTATION



Change in appearance;
Going out dressed in clothing unusual for them (inappropriate for age, borrowing clothing from older young
people).
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FAMILY AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS



History of physical, sexual, and/or emotional abuse; neglect; domestic violence; parental difficulties;
Break down in family relationships.

HOUSING




Pattern of previous street homelessness;
Having keys to premises other than those known about;
Being located when missing at the property of adults with whom there is no clear link to e.g. not a family
member.

INCOME




Possession of large amounts of money with no plausible explanation;
Acquisition of expensive clothes, mobile phones or other possessions without plausible explanation;
Accounts of social activities with no plausible explanation of the source of necessary funding.

OTHER AREAS TO CONSIDER
Practitioners should be aware that many children and young people who are sexually exploited do not see
themselves as victims. In such situations, discussions with them about concerns should be handled with great
sensitivity. Seeking prior advice from specialist agencies may be useful. This should not involve disclosing
personal, identifiable information at this stage.
In assessing whether a child or young person is a victim of sexual exploitation, or at risk, careful consideration
should be given to the issue of consent. It is important to bear in mind that:









A child under the age of 13 is not legally capable of consenting to sex (it is statutory rape) or any other type of
sexual touching;
Sexual activity with a child under 16 is also an offence;
It is an offence for a person to have a sexual relationship with a 16 or 17 year old if they hold a position of
trust or authority in relation to them;
Where sexual activity with a 16 or 17 year old does not result in an offence being committed, it may still
result in harm, or the likelihood of harm being suffered;
Non-consensual sex is rape whatever the age of the victim; and
If the victim is incapacitated through drink or drugs, or the victim or his or her family has been subject to
violence or the threat of it, they cannot be considered to have given true consent; therefore offences may
have been committed;
Child sexual exploitation is therefore potentially a child protection issue for all children under the age of 18
years and not just those in a specific age group.

The child sexual exploitation training which practitioners receive should also include what information should be
given to the police in such cases, for example vehicle registration numbers, names, physical descriptions. It may
also include what action staff should take in the case of suspected sexual or physical abuse in order to protect
potential evidence, which may be useful in the case of an alleged perpetrator being prosecuted.

4. CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE WHO GO MISSING
A significant number of children and young people who are being sexually exploited may go Missing from home
or care, and education. Some go missing frequently; the more often they go missing the more vulnerable they are
to being sexually exploited. If a child does go missing, the Children Missing from Home or Care Procedure should
be followed.
5|Page

NORTH EAST LINCOLNSHIRE SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN BOARD
Independent Return Interviews with the child or young person can help in establishing why they went missing and
the subsequent support that may be required, as well as preventing repeat incidents. Information gathered from
return interviews can be used to inform the identification for Referral and Assessment of any child sexual
exploitation cases.

5. PROTECTION AND ACTION TO BE TAKEN
Where the concerns about the welfare and safety of the child or young person are such that a referral to
Children's Social Care should be made the Referrals Procedure must be followed.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2015 requires that following a referral Children's Social Care should
ensure that the needs of all children and young people who are being, or who are at risk of being, sexually
exploited are assessed and that appropriate multi-agency engagement and interventions are undertaken. The
duties under the Children Act 1989 apply to all children under the age of 18 years. Children's Social Care should
also be alert to the possibility of sexual exploitation of children who are already in receipt of services.
Children's Social Care will hold a Strategy Discussion with the Police, the referring agency and other relevant
agencies. If the child is receiving hospital treatment and/or a medical examination is required the medical
consultant must be involved.
If concerns about child sexual exploitation remain after a referral to Children’s Social Care has taken place, a
Strategy Meeting should be held. This is a multi-agency meeting which will enable information to be shared and
plans to be made. This Strategy Meeting should be chaired by a manager from Children's Social Care. The likely
outcome is that a Section 47 Enquiry will be undertaken in parallel with the Assessment already started.
The outcome of the Section 47 Enquiry must be recorded and concluded under one of the following categories:
a. Concerns are substantiated and the child is judged to have suffered, or is likely to suffer significant harm;
Where the agencies most involved judge that a child has suffered, or is likely to suffer, significant harm,
Children's Social Care must convene an Initial Child Protection Conference. (See Child Protection Conferences
Procedure).
If the child is already subject to a Child Protection Plan, discussions must take place about any further
protective steps needed to ensure the safety of the child. The Independent Chair of the Child Protection
Conference must be consulted and may arrange to convene a Review Conference;
b. Concerns are not substantiated;
Although section 47 enquires and the Assessment may have identified that the child has not suffered or is not
likely to suffer significant harm, the child may still have additional needs that warrant coordinated
professional intervention. In such cases, support should be provided via a Child in Need Plan. Where no
additional needs are identified, no further intervention will be required.
The child sexual exploitation lead within Children’s Social Care must be informed of the outcome of the Section 47
Enquiry and the Assessment.
Where immediate action to safeguard a child is required, it may involve removing the child from the home of a
person who is exploiting them to a safe place. However, those working with children in these circumstances must
never underestimate the power of perpetrators to find where the child is.
Such children will need placements with carers who have experience of building trusting relationships and skills at
containing young people.
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A decision to place a child or young person in secure accommodation should only be considered in extreme
circumstances, when they are at grave risk of Significant Harm. In cases where the child is under the age of 13, the
approval of the Secretary of State must be sought.
Children who are Looked After by the Local Authority can be more vulnerable to exploitation. Substitute carers
must be able to recognise the possible indicators of child sexual exploitation. Looked after children are subject to
the same child protection procedures as those who live with their own families. However their needs may be
different and for this reason their Independent Reviewing Officer must be kept informed of any concerns relating
to child sexual exploitation or any other form of suspected abuse. The child / young person's Care Plan must
include a strategy to keep them safe and it must be updated and reviewed regularly.

6. ISSUES
Working with sexually exploited children is a complex issue which can involve serious crime and investigations
over a wide geographical area.
Children may be frightened of the consequences of disclosure and may need to be given time to discuss their
experiences.
The need to share information discreetly in a timely fashion has been shown to be vital in these cases.
Agencies and practitioners involved with a child or young person experiencing child sexual exploitation must
consider disruption strategies which support the child or young person to leave the situation they find themselves
in.
The prosecution and disruption of perpetrators is an essential part of the process in reducing harm. It is the
responsibility of the police to gather evidence, investigate and interview perpetrators and prepare case files for
consideration by the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) with the intention of obtaining the successful conviction of
offenders.
Many child sexual exploitation cases cross police force boundaries and therefore there should be cross boundary
cooperation and information sharing. This may involve the National Crime Agency's CEOP Command (formerly the
Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre) who can support the police by helping to coordinate crossboundary or international investigations involving child sex offender networks or in the management of high risk
offenders which may involve grooming through chat rooms and social networking sites or involvement with
paedophile rings.

7. SUPPORTING CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE OUT OF CHILD SEXUAL EXPLOITATION
Practitioners from statutory agencies and voluntary sector organisations together with the child or young person,
foster carers, and his / her family as appropriate, should agree on the services which should be provided to them
and how they will be coordinated. The monthly MACE – Multi Agency Child Exploitation meetings will aid with
ascertaining the level of risk and identify an action plan of support for the young person which will run alongside
any safeguarding plans which may be in place. The types of intervention offered should be appropriate to their
needs and should take full account of identified risk factors and their individual circumstances. This may include,
for example, previous abuse, missing incidents, involvement in gangs and groups and/or child trafficking. Health
services provided may include sexual health services and mental health services. Advice should be sought from
the nearest specialist service which works with children and young people involved in child sexual exploitation. A
referral should be made as appropriate, if the child or young person is in agreement.

7|Page

NORTH EAST LINCOLNSHIRE SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN BOARD
For children who are Looked After issues raised and actions planned should be incorporated into the child’s Care
Plan and Placement Plan, and reviewed as part of the Looked After Child Review.
Because the effects of child sexual exploitation can last well into adulthood, support may be required over a long
period of time. In such circumstances, effective links should be made between children and adult services and
statutory and voluntary organisations. For young people who are Looked After, this should be incorporated into
their Pathway Plan.

8. IDENTIFYING AND PROSECUTING PERPETRATORS
The police and criminal justice agencies lead on the identification and prosecution of perpetrators. All
practitioners, however, have a role in gathering, recording and sharing information with the police and other
agencies, as appropriate and in agreement with them.
Practitioners and foster carers should bear in mind that sexual exploitation often does not occur in isolation and
has links to other crime types, including:











Child trafficking (into, out of and within the UK);
Domestic Violence and Abuse;
Sexual violence in intimate relationships;
Grooming (both online and offline);
Abusive images of children and their distribution (organised abuse);
Organised sexual abuse of children;
Drugs-related offences (dealing, consuming and cultivating);
Gang-related activity (see also Enquiry into Child Sexual Exploitation in Gangs and Groups (CSEGG),
Children’s Commissioner, 2013);
Immigration-related offences;
Domestic servitude.

9. SUPPORTING CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE THROUGH RELATED LEGAL PROCEEDINGS
Where alleged perpetrators are arrested and charged with offences against children or young people, allocated
practitioners and foster carers should ensure they are supported throughout the prosecution process and
beyond. Specialist agencies should be involved in supporting the child or young person, as required within North
East Lincolnshire this can be supported via Its My Right charity which has a Independent Sexual Violence Service.

10. FURTHER INFORMATION
North East Lincolnshire LSCB Child Sexual Exploitation Strategy
M.A.C.E. Risk Assessment & Management Tool
NE Lincs SCB Child Sexual Exploitation webpages
Child sexual exploitation: definition and guide for practitioners (DfE 2017) - guidance including the definition of
child sexual exploitation, potential vulnerabilities and indicators of abuse and appropriate action to take in
response.
What to do if you suspect a child is being sexually exploited
Barnardos - Child Sexual Exploitation
Tackling Child Sexual Exploitation – The Rotherham Response (March 2015)
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National Crime Agency - UK Human Trafficking Centre
Tackling Child Sexual Exploitation Action Plan, Department for Education, 2011
Tackling child sexual exploitation: A resource pack for councils
Responding to child sexual exploitation – College of Policing
Child Sexual Abuse - The Children's Commissioner
Sex and Relationships Education (SRE) for the 21st Century, Brook, PSHE Association and Sex Education Forum,
2014

9|Page

