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Foreword by Meg Munn MP
Chair of the Child Protection All Party Parliamentary Group 

The high profile child protection scandals of recent years have 
generated extensive media coverage and debate, thrusting the issue 
of child sexual abuse into the spotlight. However, despite the media 
reporting, this issue is by no means confined to history or only being 
perpetrated by celebrities. We know that children are still being abused 
today, by family members, peers and in institutions which were meant 
to care for them; indeed 90% of children who have experienced sexual 

abuse have been abused by someone they know.1 

Members of the Child Protection All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) are particularly concerned 
with bringing the focus back to children who are suffering now. We want to shine a light on what 
sexual abuse is, where it takes place, what can be done to prevent it and how we should support 
children who are abused.

In autumn 2013, the APPG launched a seminar series with the aim of achieving this. We invited 
experts and front line practitioners to share their knowledge with Parliamentarians so that we 
could understand what needs to be done to better support children who have experienced 
sexual abuse and to prevent this from happening in the future. 

Whilst APPG members welcome progress in recent years, we are concerned that the Government 
is failing to protect many children who are sexually abused, and is not addressing the issue of child 
sexual abuse holistically. We fear that the fractured nature of the current Government response 
to child sexual abuse is resulting in aspects not receiving the necessary attention, allowing them 
to fall through the cracks and leaving children at risk.

As our findings show, the complicated relationship between different forms of abuse necessitates 
a unified, response. This is not currently happening. Without a clear, coherent approach which 
links work across government departments, the APPG fears that children are not receiving the 
support they need and opportunities to prevent problems occurring in the future are being 
missed.

The APPG has therefore outlined six key recommendations for the Government, which will 
help bring the focus back to all aspects of sexual abuse, and to promote a clear and consistent 
approach to protecting children and young people. This must be set in the context of greater 
inter-ministerial working which sets action plans for all areas of sexual abuse to ensure that every 
child who has experienced sexual abuse gets the support they need. It is also only in this context 
that a truly preventative model can be developed. 

The APPG is very grateful to all those who attended the seminars to share with us their knowledge 
and experience. I would also like to thank all the young people who contributed their thoughts 
to the APPG; they provided the APPG with invaluable insight into the issue of child sexual abuse 
and we are very grateful to them for their time and assistance. Their thoughts have helped to 
directly shape the recommendations in this report.
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About the Seminar Series

The Child Protection APPG launched the seminar series on child sexual abuse in autumn 
2013. We held three seminars, focusing on issues that had received less attention in recent 
years. These were: intra-familial abuse; peer to peer sexual abuse and young people’s harmful 
sexual behaviour; and prevention of child sexual abuse within institutions. 

By bringing together experts and front-line practitioners, we developed a clearer 
understanding of the types of abuse, and considered what more needs to be done by the 
Government to support children who have experienced sexual abuse, and to prevent this 
from happening in the future. 

As part of the seminar series, we invited young people to send us their thoughts around 
child sexual abuse – with a particular focus on the type of services that should be available 
to young people, and their views on how young people can best be supported, and child 
sexual abuse prevented. 

Meg Munn MP, Chair of the APPG, 
hosted an online chat with a group 
of young people from the NSPCC to 
understand their views on the current 
provision of support for children who 
have experienced sexual abuse, and 
what could be improved, and we 
received written material from young 
people sharing their views on these 
issues. We are very grateful to them 
for their thoughts, which are reflected 
throughout the seminar summaries and 
recommendations. 

Definition of Child Sexual Abuse 
Child sexual abuse involves forcing or enticing a child or young person to take part in sexual 
activities, not necessarily involving a high level of violence, and whether or not the child 
is aware of what is happening.2  This can involve both contact abuse (used to describe 
penetrative abuse or where an abuser makes physical contact with a child) and non-contact 
abuse (covering other acts where the abuser does not touch the child, including grooming 
and exploitation, such as coercing children into performing sexual acts over the internet as 
well as flashing).3 

Child sexual exploitation forms part of the wider problem of child sexual abuse, and refers to 
‘exploitative situations, contexts and relationships where young people (or a third person or 
persons) receive ‘something’ (e.g. food, accommodation, drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, affection, 
gifts, money) as a result of performing, and/or others performing on them, sexual activities’.4  
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Summary of Recommendations

Whilst APPG members welcome progress on child sexual abuse in recent years, we remain 
concerned that the fractured nature of the current response to child sexual abuse is resulting 
in aspects of child sexual abuse not receiving the necessary attention, leaving children at 
risk. The Government needs to show greater leadership on the issue and promote a more 
holistic approach to addressing all aspects of child sexual abuse, including those specific 
issues covered by the APPG’s seminar series (intra-familial sexual abuse, peer-to-peer sexual 
abuse, harmful sexual behaviour and sexual abuse within institutions). 

To help achieve this, and ensure both professionals and the public can adequately support 
victims of child sexual abuse and prevent it occurring in the future, the APPG recommends: 

1.  The Department for Communities and Local Government should review the 
Information Sharing Guidelines issued in 2009 to ensure professionals are clear 
about when data should be shared in the interests of child protection.  

2.  The Home Office National Working Group on Sexual Violence against Children and 
Vulnerable People National Group should prioritise in its work the issue of harmful 
sexual behaviour (defined as abuse by children and young people against other 
children and young people), including this in its action plan.  

3.  The Department for Education should work with education providers and Local 
Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCBs) to ensure higher priority is afforded to 
specialised sexual abuse training in pre and post qualification training for social 
workers and teachers. This should include supporting LSCBs in commissioning and 
designing post-qualification training by developing an annual list of topics they 
may wish to cover in training.  

4.  The Government should lead on securing better and more consistent support 
for victims of child sexual abuse, available from disclosure, through entire court 
processes and beyond into therapeutic support for those who need it. 

5.  The Government should show greater leadership on improving whistleblowing 
processes by promoting the Whistleblowing Code of Practice and improving 
training and support for professionals so they know how to raise and escalate 
concerns.  

6.  The Government should work with professional disciplinary bodies and other 
expert bodies to consider forms of institutional duties on leaders of institutions, to 
report allegations of criminal abuse committed against children by people working 
on behalf of the institutions. 



Child Protection All Party Parliamentary Group6

“My dad hit me a 
lot and when I was 
younger he touched 
me in places that 
were not right. I feel 
like what happened 
was my fault and I 
should not have been 
a naughty child. I 
don’t remember the 
last time I was happy, 
I just always feel sad”
(Young female caller to 
ChildLine)*

Overview of Seminar One:  
Intra-Familial Sexual Abuse

90% of children who have experienced sexual abuse have been abused by someone they 
know.5 

In recent years, there have been a number of high profile ‘celebrity’ child protection scandals, 
generating extensive media coverage and debate. The most notable of these is Operation 

Yewtree, the police inquiry into alleged child sexual abuse by 
Jimmy Savile and others. Whilst this has rightly focused attention 
on these shocking crimes, it is important to remember that the 
vast majority of child sexual abuse takes place in the family home, 
is perpetrated by people related to, or known to the victim, and 
still goes unreported and undetected. In 2012/13 nearly half of 
the young people who contacted the NSPCC’s ChildLine service 
about child sexual abuse said the perpetrator was a family 
member.6   

Dynamics of intra-familial abuse
Professionals emphasised that the dynamics of intra-
familial abuse can make it particularly difficult for 
children to come forward and noted how many families 
are reluctant, for a number of reasons, to reach out and 
engage with services when intra-familial sexual abuse 
has occurred. Given this, it is particularly important 
that social workers, teachers and other practitioners 
can recognise the indicators of intra-familial sexual 
abuse, know how to communicate with the child, and 
give children the space and time to tell and be heard. 
Professionals need to be supported with high quality 
training, including on the particular dynamics of certain 
types of child sexual abuse – a theme which was also 
echoed across seminars two and three. 

There is concern that 
pressures on front line 
staff are preventing 
them from spending 
the necessary time to really understand what is going on 
within the family, to communicate with the children involved 
and to assess the support needed. Information sharing was 
viewed as a critical necessity here, to allow social workers and 
other professionals to identify and share concerns in order to 
develop a picture of what is happening within the family and 

to help identify when intra-familial sexual abuse is occurring. 

Children abused by a family member can lose their sense of who a ‘trusted adult’ is, and be 
unsure that, firstly, the abuse is wrong and, secondly, who they should tell about it. Attendees 
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emphasised the critical importance of educating children, in an age appropriate way, about 
what abuse is and who they can tell and seek help from. This should be complemented by 
improvements to whistleblowing and support for professionals to ensure they are confident 
in taking action to protect children when a disclosure is made, or a concern raised. 

Supporting victims of intra-familial sexual abuse 
The impact of intra-familial sexual abuse can be devastating, both to the victim and other 
members of the family. Professionals who attended the seminar expressed concern that in 
such cases there is often too much emphasis on the abuser and not on the victim, with many 
services purely adult-focused. There needs to be a shift in focus to better support victims, 
with the victims’ needs being placed as the central consideration from the very beginning. 

Young people who spoke to the APPG particularly emphasised the importance of being 
able to access counselling and other forms of therapeutic support when they need it. It 
was concerning that young 
people reported excessive 
waiting times for accessing 
services, as this extends 
the period of suffering for 
young victims of sexual 
abuse. Young people also 
said there was a severe 
lack of information about 
sexual abuse services, with 
many not knowing what 
was available locally. It is 
important that young people know which services are available to them and how to access 
these. Whilst recognising the importance of working with professionals, there also needs to 
be provision of peer-to-peer support groups, which are highly valued by young people. The 
ability to talk to other young people who have similar experiences and could understand 
their situation is very important. It serves as a reminder that support services must put the 
needs of young people at their heart, understanding what they want and designing services 
which reflect this. 

Young people’s views on services for young people who have been sexually abused
•  Local services are key – they need to be located within the community so that young 

people do not need a family member or someone else to take them. This can put young 
people off accessing services and links back to important notions of privacy in services. 

•  Practitioners should be prepared to visit young people at external locations, where 
appropriate, to meet in an environment where young people feel most comfortable. 

•  Service centres need to be designed to make young people feel at ease – there should 
be good security, and they should be decorated in a child friendly way, which makes 
young people feel comfortable, relaxed and open to conversation. 

•  Services should consider using un-marked doors so it is not obvious why young people 
are attending. However, if services do this, young people said it can make it difficult for 
children to know which services are available and where. Clear information for young 
people about who to speak to in order to access services and where to find local centres 
is therefore vital. 
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Support as prevention 
Support for victims is critical in ensuring that those who have experienced sexual abuse do not 
suffer any more than they already have. Importantly, investing in support is a crucial aspect of 
prevention efforts. Recent research has found that children who have been sexually abused 
by a family member have an increased vulnerability to child sexual exploitation, as well as 
other forms of abuse including physical and sexual violence.7  The importance of supporting 
victims of intra-familial abuse is clear here; if the correct support is not provided, children can 
go on to be exploited and abused further. Given the links between the many forms of child 
sexual abuse, and the complex relationship between victims and offenders, professionals and 
experts are concerned about the lack of a coordinated approach to the prevention of child 
sexual abuse. Intra-familial abuse, along with the wider child protection brief, sits within the 
remit of the Department for Education, but child sexual exploitation falls to the Home Office 
and support for victims, particularly through the court process, sits with the Ministry of Justice. 
Without a more holistic approach to addressing child sexual abuse, there is a risk that issues will 
fall through the gap and we will fail both to protect children now and prevent further abuse 
happening in the future. 

Overview of Seminar Two:  
Peer-to-Peer Sexual Abuse and Young People’s Harmful Sexual 
Behaviour 

One third of sexual offences against children are perpetrated by other children and young 
people,8 making it of great concern that this issue receives less attention than others. 

The term peer-to-peer sexual abuse can 
be used to refer to different phenomena. 
Here, we refer to child sexual abuse 
perpetrated by other children and 
young people, often labelled harmful 
sexual behaviour, as well as peer-to-
peer sexual coercion, which can often 
occur in the context of a relationship 
or friendship group.9  Whilst it is well 
acknowledged that these two issues are 
unique and should be treated as such, for 
the purposes of the seminar series they 
were grouped together in recognition 
that both issues require a coordinated 
and similar response. 

Peer-to-peer sexual abuse is of particular concern given the alarming rise in the reported 
extent of such abuse in recent years. The number of reported sex offences by under 18s has 
risen by 38% since 2009/10 and two thirds of sexual abuse is perpetrated by under 18s.10  At 
the same time, abuse in young people’s romantic relationships appears to be increasing, as 
does sexual coercion within gangs and groups of young people.11  
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“I’m upset because 
my brother and his 
friends make me 
take off my clothes 
and touch and kiss 
me. They tell me it’s 
normal for them to 
do this. I want it to 
stop but I don’t want 
to get my brother into 
trouble” 
(Young female caller to 
ChildLine)*

Experts point to a wide range of factors as contributing to this rise, including increasing 
sexualisation, access to pornography, availability of new online technologies and modern 
communication methods and increased replication of gang culture. 

Whilst the APPG welcomes progress on peer-to-peer abuse, particularly increased research 
around good practice, such as the Office of the Children’s Commissioners Inquiry into Child 
Sexual Exploitation in Gangs and Groups, there was real concern from practitioners over the 
limitations of the current, fractured response to peer-to-peer sexual abuse. The lack of a specific 
response to harmful sexual behaviour and peer-to-peer sexual abuse means it is currently 
covered by three government responses and strategies: ‘Child Sexual Exploitation’, ‘Domestic 
Abuse’, and ‘Serious Youth Violence’. Each of these have their own, various government 
responses, frameworks and assessment tools, which make it difficult for practitioners to be 
clear on how to work with young people at risk, or which services to refer them to. There 

is concern amongst practitioners that the fragmented 
approach is leading to children falling through the 
gaps and being placed at risk. 

On the issue of harmful sexual behaviour, there 
is a well-evidenced need for early identification, 
intervention and referral to specialist services. Specialist 
practitioners in harmful sexual behaviour consistently 
emphasised to the APPG their concerns that harmful 
sexual behaviour is not being identified early enough. 
Social workers and other professionals, such as 
teachers, need to be more confident in identifying 
potentially harmful sexual behaviour and determining 
an appropriate intervention or referral at the earliest 
stage, to prevent escalation. Better training, to include 
understanding the indicators of different forms of child 
sexual abuse, including harmful sexual behaviour, 
is critical to protect both victims and also the young 
person, whose harmful sexual behaviour may be a 
manifestation of other issues, or abuse, in their lives. 

Finally, the increasing prevalence of peer to peer abuse suggests that a more mainstream, 
education-focused approach is needed to really tackle the issue. This should include greater 
support for young people, for example, if they are exposed to sexually explicit images, 
and outlets for children to talk openly about sexual behaviour and concerns, such as 
pornography, without fear of judgement. This must all be set in the context of improved 
sex and relationship education which includes coverage of issues such as online safety and 
the getting and giving of consent. In line with other research, young people articulated to 
the APPG that current PSHE teaching was inadequate and called for better, more consistent 
provision, including greater focus on young people’s mental health and wellbeing.  
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Overview of Seminar Three: 
Prevention of sexual abuse within institutions

The Jimmy Savile scandal has shocked the nation and highlighted the importance of adults 
being able to report concerns they have about children to the relevant authorities. Despite the 
historical nature of many of Jimmy Savile’s crimes, we also know that he committed crimes in 
institutions as recently as 2002. Furthermore, research shows that even when individuals have a 
concern about a child they still often do not take action. They fear that they will not be believed, 
will not be taken seriously, or fear getting themselves or the perpetrator in trouble.

The dynamics of power and secrecy which are so often present in incidences of abuse are 
magnified within an institutional setting. These factors, combined with the often hierarchical 
nature of institutions make it even more important that strong safeguarding policies exist, 
alongside a clear culture of communicating with, and listening to, children. 

Whilst APPG members welcome progress that has been made in institutional settings on a 
number of issues, such as safe culture, vetting, whistleblowing, better advocacy for children, 
and designated child protection teachers and officers, more must be done if we are to truly 
protect some of the country’s most vulnerable children from child sexual abuse. 

Academics and practitioners drew together their findings 
during the seminar on barriers to whistleblowing, 
giving a unique insight into expert opinion and front-
line realities in relation to prevention of child sexual 
abuse within institutions. There are often several stages 
between abuse being observed, or suspected, and 
any whistleblowing which leads to effective action.12  
At each stage, barriers exist which could prevent the 
individual from acting on their concerns. Understanding 
these barriers helps identify actions to overcome these 
barriers and promote effective responses to safeguard 
children. Potential barriers include:

•  Inability to identify or recognise what is observed as abuse 
•  Not recognising professional duty to take action to protect the child, or believing someone 

else will take action so refraining from doing so themselves
•  Feeling the abuse is in some way justified or was provoked by the victim  
•  Fear of consequences of taking action
•  Lack of proper child protection policies and procedures or, where they do exist, not knowing 

they exist and how to enact them
•  Not trusting those in charge to take concerns seriously and act upon them13 

Tackling these barriers requires a range of measures, particularly improved training and 
support for professionals, so that they can recognise the signs of abuse and take action to 
prevent a situation getting worse and protect the child. This needs to be complemented by 
a strong whistleblowing framework and organisational policies which facilitate the voice of 
children and young people. 
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Unsurprisingly, young people said having friendly, 
approachable staff was crucial in ensuring children felt 
comfortable and able to raise concerns. They particularly 
value staff who are flexible in the way the work, and 
enable the young person to direct the interaction. They 
recognised that amongst professionals, such as the police, 
social workers and those working in institutions, there 
were pockets of very good practice, with staff interacting 
effectively with young people, and ensuring they were 
listened to when they raised complaints or concerns. 
However, young people talked about the need to extend 
this good practice so it becomes a standard, consistent 
response. Communicating with children needs to be a 
central aspect of training and continuing professional 
development to create an environment in which young 
people trust and value the relationships they have with 
professionals. The APPG believes organisations should 
consider involving young people in their interviewing 
processes for professionals such as residential care staff, 
police and social workers, so that the importance of 

engaging with young people is embedded from the very beginning of a role. 

The topic of leadership was particularly mentioned during the seminar and it resonates 
here with what young people told the Group; in order to embed and extend the excellent 
practice of particular professionals and organisations across all those who have contact 
with children, greater leadership across the 
sector is required. During the seminar, it was 
well recognised that often it falls to front-
line workers to deal with concerns of sexual 
abuse and to make decisions on whether to 
report and how to protect children. However, 
front-line practitioners can often lack the 
power that leaders of institutions have to 
really challenge structures or strengthen 
children’s voices. To truly create a culture of 
giving children a voice, and empowering 
staff to raise concerns, we must continue 
to encourage greater leadership from the 
very top of institutions. We need a culture 
that prioritises the protection of children 
over all other considerations, ensuring staff 
feel confident reporting concerns and the 
steps they should take to protect children. 
Protecting the reputation of an institution should never take precedence over the safety of 
children. The Government has a role to play in showing leadership to encourage and support 
institutions to implement strong policies and procedures, improve whistleblowing and 
prioritise the needs of children and young people. 
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Recommendations 

1.  The Department for Communities and Local Government should review the 
Information Sharing Guidelines issued in 2009 to ensure professionals are clear about 
when data should be shared in the interests of child protection.  

The Department for Communities and Local Government should review the Information 
Sharing Guidelines issued in 2009 in light of evidence that the lack of clarity over when to 
share information is hindering child protection good practice on child sexual abuse. The 
current Information Sharing Guidance is inconsistent with other guidance, such as the 
Department for Education’s Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance. This is leading 
to confusion amongst professionals as to when certain information should and should not be 
shared. Updating the guidelines to reflect the new understanding that the child protection 
sector now has on the need for information sharing would send a clear signal to professionals 
about their responsibilities, and would help to address some of the concerns seen in recent 
high-profile cases and Serious Case Reviews where a lack of information sharing has been a 
key feature in failing to protect children from child sexual abuse. 

2.  The Home Office National Working Group on Sexual Violence against Children and 
Vulnerable People should prioritise in its work the issue of harmful sexual behaviour 
(defined as abuse by children and young people against other children and young 
people), including this in its action plan.  

The APPG welcomes the creation of the Home Office National Working Group on Sexual 
Violence against Children and Vulnerable Adults and its extensive plan of work around 
prevention, under the title of ‘reducing the vulnerability of victims’. However, the APPG believes 
there is currently a gap in the work of the group relating to young people and children who 
abuse other children. The APPG therefore calls on the Home Office Working Group to prioritise 
tackling harmful sexual behaviour (defined as abuse by children and young people against 
other children and young people) in its work, including this in their action plan. This will enable 
the group to consider how the current, fractured response to harmful sexual behaviour could 
be drawn together into a clearer, more consistent response, which focuses on early intervention 
and tiered prevention.  

3.  The Department for Education should work with education providers and Local 
Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCBs) to ensure higher priority is afforded to 
specialised sexual abuse training in pre and post qualification training for social 
workers and teachers. This should include supporting LSCBs in commissioning and 
designing post-qualification training by developing an annual list of topics they may 
wish to cover in training.  

The Department for Education should work with the Chief Social Worker, College of Social 
Work, universities and other education providers to ensure that both pre and post qualification 
training for social workers and teachers equips them with the knowledge and understanding to 
effectively work with cases of child sexual abuse. This should include promoting greater focus 
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on specialised training pre-qualification in identifying the signs of sexual abuse, and on specific 
forms of child sexual abuse, such as harmful sexual behaviour and intra-familial abuse, topics 
that should be included in any document which defines what a newly qualified social worker 
needs to understand. 

The importance of specialised training and the creation of a singular publication of what newly 
qualified children’s social workers must understand were issues identified in Sir Martin Narey’s 
(2014) independent review of the education of children’s social workers. Consideration and 
implementation of his recommendations provides a welcome opportunity to secure a much-
needed focus within pre-qualification training on identifying, and supporting victims of, child 
sexual abuse.

Secondly, in order to support LSCBs in commissioning and designing post-qualification 
training, the Department for Education should develop an annual list of topics that LSCBs may 
wish to consider covering in training. This should draw upon key findings from Serious Case 
Reviews of the past year and emerging trends in concerns on child sexual abuse and wider 
child protection cases.

4.  The Government should lead on securing better and more consistent support for 
victims of child sexual abuse, available from disclosure, through entire court processes 
and beyond into therapeutic support for those who need it.

We currently have a system that is adult focussed and stacked in favour of the abuser, not the 
victim. It is far too hard to secure justice and the experience is far too traumatic for vulnerable 
children. The APPG therefore calls on the Government to take a leading role in driving forward 
measures to support vulnerable young victims and witnesses. This includes ensuring increased 
and more consistent use of existing special measures for young witnesses, including access 
to registered intermediaries to support them to give their best evidence; increased availability 
and use of remote sites for all young witnesses; and ensuring all judges and barristers taking 
child sexual abuse cases complete compulsory and specialist training in compliance with the 
EU Directive establishing minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims 
of crime. In addition, all victims of sexual abuse should have access to therapeutic support if 
they want it. 

5.  The Government should show greater leadership on improving whistleblowing 
processes by promoting the Whistleblowing Code of Practice and improving training 
and support for professionals so they know how to raise and escalate concerns.  

The code of practice released by Public Concern at Work’s Whistleblowing Commission 
outlines practical guidance for employers, workers and their representatives to create 
effective whistleblowing processes. The Government should promote the code, working with 
industry to encourage all businesses to sign up. Furthermore, the Government needs to work 
with industry and professional bodies to improve training and support on whistleblowing to 
ensure that all professionals who have contact with children can recognise the signs of child 
abuse, know what action to take to prevent a situation getting worse and, where intervention 
is ineffective, escalate to children’s social services or the police. 
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6.  The Government should work with professional disciplinary bodies and other expert 
bodies to consider forms of institutional duties on leaders of institutions, to report 
allegations of criminal abuse committed against children by people working on 
behalf of the institutions. 

In order to ensure that concerns about children in institutions are raised, the Government 
should work with professional disciplinary bodies and other expert bodies to consider forms 
of institutional duties which require people in leadership positions in institutions, such as 
schools, care homes and sports clubs, to report allegations of criminal abuse committed 
against children by people working on behalf of the institution, to an external body such as 
the local authority designated officer or police. 

This should be complemented by a greater role for professional bodies in ensuring their 
members take effective action to protect children, and the Government should work with them 
to explore approaches to achieving this. 
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