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Promising approaches for 
addressing the criminal and 

sexual exploitation of 
young people

An emergent recognition of extra-familial risks in 
adolescence that most practitioners and practice 

systems weren’t ready for

CSE
Violent 

extremism

Serious 
youth 

violence

Peer-on-
peer 

abuse

CCE
Harmful 
sexual 

behaviour
Gangs

Sexting 

Social 
media

Bullying 
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Gender?

Ethnicity?

Referrer?

Family background 

and class?

Who and what do you see?

Gender?

Ethnicity?

Referrer?

Family background 

and class?

Vulnerable child

At risk

Groomed

Exploited

Streetwise teenager

Anti-social behaviour

Criminality

Risk-making

Troublesome

World from 

YP’s 

perspective

How do we make sense of this? What affects 
our capacity to see the world as they see it?

• Worker’s 

subjectivities

• Busy role

• Multi-agency 

expectations

• Risk aversion 

and moral 

panics
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What we will cover

How young 
people’s rights 

to voice, privacy 
and autonomy 

may sometimes 
conflict with 

their rights to 
safety, guidance 
and protection

Ways of 
resolving the 

tensions arising 
from conflicting 
views within and 

across 
professional 
systems, and 
with parents 
and young 

people

Working in a 
relational, child-

centred and 
collaborative 

manner to 
involve young 

people as 
partners in their 
own protection

Harnessing 
organisational 
resources to 

further develop 
your reflective 

practice

The original problem: failing to see and 
hear young people

“If only someone had listened”

‘They talked about me like I wasn’t even 
there. They were very harsh.’

‘They said we were putting ourselves at 
risk’

‘They made me feel like it was 
my fault.’

‘They didn’t even ask me if I was OK or if 
it’s OK to talk about it.’

• Victimhood not 

seen

• Disclosures not 

believed

• Failure to protect

• Harmful sexual 

behaviours and 

drug involvement 

criminalised 

• Failure to engage 

and support YP‘Why was I sent away from 
home and not him?

Berelowitz et al., 2013

5

6



09/02/2020

4

• “Children and young people told us repeatedly that 

‘being done to’ by the agencies charged with their 

care compounded their sense of powerlessness and 

hopelessness. They want to be partners in their 

protection and recovery plans and those that had 

this experience valued it immensely and felt 

stronger for being involved”. 

(Berelowitz et al., 2013, p. 56).

Key learning from Inquiry into CSE in 
groups and gangs

Led to the ‘See Me Hear Me’ framework                   
(Berelowitz et al, 2013) 

Rights-focused

Child-centred

Participatory

Best interests and 

voice

Protection through 

participation
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The professional response to earlier 
failures: protectionist

Training in risk 
recognition

Info-sharing

Move from 
‘YP’ to Child

YP feels 
disempowered, 
mistrusted and 

alienated.

We transgress 
YP’s privacy, 
liberty, and 
autonomy.

Ends justify 
means

YP disengages, 
rejects advice, 

becomes 
secretive or 

hostile, runs to 
exploiter.

YP physically 
safe but not  

relationally or 
psychologically 
safe (Shuker, 

2013)

We get more 
worried, 

become more 
controlling …

Double-bind: ‘No win’ scenarios
(Lefevre et al, 2019)

She would 
‘probably be dead’ 
had she not been 

placed against her 
will in secure 

accommodation

BUT this hadn’t 
ultimately changed 
her attitude to risk 
and whether or not 

she was being 
exploited

She takes risks but 
keeps them secret  

so the risk level 
possibly higher

Both over-protectiveness and laissez-faire have their own risks
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A conflict emerged: how to balance dual 
and potentially competing rights 

A right to voice, 
choice, privacy, 

autonomy

A right to 
protection and 

safety 

Reductionist false dichotomy

Doing protection: 
principles of welfare 

& safety.

Rights are to safety 
Voice is hearing 

about risk and harm

Rights to, and 
respect for, views, 
choices, agency, 

autonomy. 

Harm reduction

Risk 

intolerance, 

protection 

at all costs 

- statutory 

agencies

Voice 

must 

prevail 

even if 

unsafe 

choices 

are made

- vol orgs

Lefevre et al, 2019
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Dynamics and assumptions influence how 
we balance these rights

Statutory 

services

Vol 

orgs. 

Sexual 

health

Professional 

roles, cultures, 

values

Individualising 

risk, not context-

shaping

Adolescents 

as risky & 

troublesome

Skills and 

confidence

Cultural 

values 

about abuse

Personal 

values

Personal 

experiences

Social 

discourses 

on sexuality

Defences:

Splitting in system

Avoiding empathy

Routinised 
reponse

Emotionally 
distressing 

work

Too busy

Some possible ways 
forward
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Sexual and criminal exploitation 
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 or 
criminal 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 
(see Department for Education, 
2017/18).

• A constrained choice of their ‘least 

worst option’ (Hallett, 2017) among 

limited opportunities and support 

networks

• Protection of gang, bed for the night, 

some money, pay for drugs, some 

affection

• Understanding their constrained and 

ambiguous agency - different to 

CSA’s clear perpetrator, grooming 

and power differential

• Them choosing to leave situation is 

preferable

Into the mind of the young person: 
recognising agency and ‘choice’

Sharing risk management with young 
people

‘… keeping stuff on the table of ‘you 
don’t have to talk about it, it’s fine, but 
if you do want to talk about it we can 

do that whenever you want to’    
[Social Worker]

‘… say to them ‘I know you don’t 
agree with this. I know you think this 

isn’t happening to you and I need you 
to trust me that little bit and we’ve 

worked together a long time… what I 
need you to do is to trust at this time is 
that you’re not making safe decisions’  

[2nd survey]

Doing 
with, 

rather than 
just doing 

for
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Ethical commitment to ‘both/and’ 
thinking: but how?

Vulnerable Agentic

Struggling Competent 

Child Young 
Person

Exploited
Autono 
mous

Sequentially

Synchronously

Inconsistently 

A relational integrated model of protection and 

participation (Lefevre et al, 2019)

• Care, compassion, 

• Trusting relationship

• Empathy, mentalization

• Boundaried, authoritative

• Open dialogue

• Harm reduction

• Enable young person to  
recognise the tension

• Respecting rights to 
protection, welfare, 
autonomy, privacy and 
voice

• Non-judgmental

• Stickability

• Understanding 
constrained and 
ambiguous choices

• Conceptual 
understanding of need to 
see the child and hear   
the young person

Knowing
Knowledge 

and 
understanding 

of CSE  
dynamics

Being       
Ethical 

commitment 
to all rights

Being        
Use of self

Doing with 
and for        

Tasks and 
interactions

Interprofessional

trusting dialogue
Organisational 

containment
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Previous unpredictable 
and unsafe 

experiences make 
young people feel 

unsafe

SW role and task can 
make young people feel 
frightened or powerless 

Firm 
boundaries 

and flexibility/

availability 
important

Use of self, requiring 
reflection upon 

personal experience 
and intuitive as well as 

conscious self-
awareness

Uninterrupted time 
with is required: 

establish a safe and 
relaxed environment, 
prepare for the work 

and reflect on it 
afterwards

Needs

Building trust creates a safer space for communication

What builds trust? 

Trust

Relationship
-based 

practice

A child-
centred 

facilitating 
environment

An ethically-
grounded 
approach

Skilled and 
knowledge-

able re. 
exploitation

Lefevre et al, 2017
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Theme 1: Relationship-based practice 147 total

Building a good rapport/engagement/relationship 28

Spending time with children 26

A relationship developed over time 22

‘Being’ qualities/use of self 20

A relationship which feels safe 19

A supportive relationship which builds confidence and 

resilience

16

A real relationship, where children feel that they are cared 

about 

10

Being available to children 6

Theme 2: Child-centred practice 121  total

Listening and taking children’s concerns seriously 43

Child-led 18

Going at the child’s pace 17

A safe, comfortable environment 15

Empathic 10

Providing clear and age-appropriate info and explanations 9

Child-centred communication skills 9

Lefevre et al, 2017

Theme 3:  An ethically-grounded approach 143 total

Non-judgemental 41

Being open, honest, clear and direct 35

Being reliable, persistent and consistent 24

Believing the child 9

Having and demonstrating appropriate and clear boundaries 8

Reassuring children about where the fault lies 8

Attending to confidentiality 6

Showing trust in the child 4

Being respectful 4

Being fair 3

Promoting children’s rights 1

Theme 4: Being skilled and knowledgeable in relation to working 

with CSE

21 total

Instilling confidence in the child about your competence in 

working with CSE

13

Demonstrating your understanding of particular dynamics of 

CSE

8

Lefevre et al, 2017
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The Innovate Project
Led by Michelle Lefevre at Univ. Sussex 

with Univ. Bedfordshire, RiP, Innovation Unit, Rees Centre, Become

Funded by the

Economic and Social

Research Council

• Kristine Hickle (Sussex)

Trauma-informed practice

• Carlene Firmin (Bedfordshire)

Contextual Safeguarding

• Susannah Bowyer (Research in 
Practice) and Gillian Ruch (Sussex)

Transitional safeguarding

Researching 

innovation 

which 

addresses  

complex 

safeguarding 

risks with 

young people, 

families and 

social care

A strengths-based way of working with individuals 

across the lifespan, rooted in a foundational 

understanding of trauma and the impact that 

experiencing trauma can have in people’s lives 
(Hopper, Bassuk, & Olivet, 2010; Knight, 2015; Sweeney, et al, 2016)

Trauma-informed practice
Dr Kristine Hickle

Safety Trust Choice
Collabora

tion 
Empower

ment 

Trauma-
informed 
systems 
support: 

reflections
in place of 
reaction

curiosity in 
lieu of 
numbing

collective 
impact 
rather than 
siloed 
structures 
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1. Recognise impact of traumatic events on 

functioning

2. Remember that trauma symptoms service a 

purpose- they are attempts at coping

3. View recovery from trauma as a primary goal

4. Maximise service user’s control over their life

5. Rely on relational collaboration

6. Create a climate of safety, respect, and 

acceptance

7. Remember: adaptation over symptoms, and 

resilience over pathology

8. Minimise potential for retraumatisation

9. Situation service user’s life experience in their 

cultural context

10. Be aware of your own feelings and responses to 

their trauma 

Trauma-informed practice cont’d.

Source: Beacon House 

• Vicarious/secondary trauma: When working with people who have experienced trauma and 

trying to help them, professionals take on part of the emotional trauma for themselves. 

• Symptoms: Emotional numbing, low self-esteem, cynicism, loss of confidence, grandiosity

Understanding vicarious trauma

YOUR WORKPLACE

• Accept stressors as legitimate

• Strong team work culture and high degree of 
cohesion

• Provide clinical supervision

• Flexibility of roles

• Identify common stressors

• Communicate openly

YOU

• Prioritize your mental 
health

• Deal with your trauma

• Mindfulness practice

• Self-compassion

• Self-awareness

• Boundaried

Dr Kristine Hickle
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If we designed services for 
young people from scratch…?

Contextual* / 
ecological

• Harms, risks and protective 
factors 

• Assessment, intervention

• Place-based approach

Transitional / 
developmental

• Developmental 
perspective

• Fluidity over time 

• Requires alignment of 
systems

Relational

• Person-centred

• Relationships as 
vehicle & intervention

• Trauma-attuned

• Capacity building, 
resilience-oriented 
approach

Participative

Evidence-informed

Susannah Bowyer 

Four domains of Contextual Safeguarding
(Carlene Firmin see https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/)

(Firmin et al. 2016)

Target

• Seeks to prevent, identify, assess and intervene with the 
social conditions of abuse 

Legislative framework

• Incorporate extra-familial contexts into child protection 
frameworks

Partnerships

• Develop partnerships with sectors/individuals who are 
responsible for the nature of extra-familial contexts 

Outcomes measurement

• Monitor outcomes of success in relation to contextual, as 
well as individual, change

Domain

1

Domain 

2

Domain 

3

Domain 

4

27
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Contextual 
Child and 

Family 
practices

Practices 
that address 

extra-
familial 

contexts 

Contextual 
Safeguarding

Referral

Screening

Assessment

Planning

Intervention

1

2

Testing has shown two level implementation
Carlene Firmin

• Importance of involving YP as partners in their own protection

• The micro-encounter as a key space for change (Larkin and 

Lefevre, 2020).

• Relationship based practice, rooted in ethical, child-centred 

approaches, is essential to engaging young people’s trust and co-

operation.

• The organisation and system must provide the containment, (Ruch, 

2012) to enable this:

❑ Reflective supervision, Manageable workload, Emotional space and validation

• Think trauma-informed, contextually, and bridge the transition gap 

at 19.

Concluding thoughts
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