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Abstract

This thesis aims to expand the understanding of Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE),
which, as a relatively new phenomenon, has limited existing literature. In the UK, many
children are subjected to CCE; they are harmed both physically and emotionally, and are
often placed on a path of criminality, which has long-term impacts for them and their victims.
The lack of research in this area means there is a need to improve the evidence base by
exploring the relevant literature on risk and protective factors and the experiences of
practitioners, to inform policy and practice. The findings presented in this thesis provide
recommendations for interventions that will strengthen the support offered to young people at
risk of or harmed by criminal exploitation.

The first chapter introduces the key concepts explored within the thesis, including the
background context and history of CCE to date. Relevant definitions and laws pertaining to
CCE are discussed and the aims of the thesis are outlined. The second chapter explores the
existing UK literature base, on risk factors and protective factors for CCE and Child Sexual
Exploitation (CSE). The research included articles published since 2016 and employed a
systematic process. The review found that risk factors were more commonly investigated and
described than protective factors. The review also highlights the need for consistent

definitions, clear guidelines, and reliable resources for identifying and responding to victims.

An empirical research project is presented in chapter three, which explored the views
of practitioners in the Youth Justice Service (formerly Youth Offending Teams) who
predominantly work with the criminal form of child exploitation, as well as CSE. Interviews
were conducted with nine practitioners, and were analysed using Reflexive Thematic
Analysis. Seven themes and five subthemes are discussed in this chapter, with reference to
practice, limitations, and recommendations for further research. Chapter four presents a

critique of the Trauma Symptom Checklist for Children (Briere, 1996). This is a



psychometric tool used to assess self-reported symptoms of trauma in children and
adolescents. The TSCC was largely found to be reliable and valid, and its possible
applications to the field of CCE are discussed.

The conclusion of the thesis is presented in chapter five, where main findings are
discussed. Limitations and implications of the thesis are explored, as are recommendations

for additional research to further strengthen the knowledge base.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction to the Thesis



Introduction

Historical Perspective

The exploitation of children has been brought to the attention of the public through
media in recent years. However, this is not a recent phenomenon. Children have often been
exploited through labour, where they were considered more docile and compliant, and when
they could be paid less, and their low wages would drive down the wages of others
(Cunningham, 2000). In the 20th century, additional laws were introduced in the UK to
protect children, limit child labour, and encourage education. This was pushed by
anthropologists and moralists concerned about the breakdown of family values (Lavalette,
1999). Chang et al. (2022) suggested that viewing exploitation issues as unique to the 21st
century would be misguided and a misconception. Modern anti-trafficking and anti-
exploitation efforts are a continuation of the fight for protection that has been apparent for
centuries. The authors state that whilst children from every race, ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, gender, sexuality, ability type, and immigration status have experienced exploitation,
there are over-represented groups, which are those usually considered as marginalised and
disadvantaged. Writing from an American perspective they asserted that the use of (some)
humans as expendable and for profit was steeped in all aspects of early U.S. society. The
same could be said for many countries, including the UK.

Whilst the exploitation of children has been present throughout history, Broughton
(2009) suggested that the problem has become more complicated in the last few decades.
Increases in methods of transport, data sharing, and communication has meant that national
problems are now international issues, where the occurrence of exploitation potentially links
all nations and ethnic groups. New technology has changed the way in which adults can take
advantage of, and therefore exploit, children. New tools have also meant that exploitation can

take new forms, and that a wider range of children can be targeted.



The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC; 1989) has
become the most universally endorsed human rights treaty in history (Simon et al., 2020). It
articulates the human rights of children, including the right for freedom from sexual abuse
and exploitation, and the child’s right to protection against economic exploitation (Lievens et
al., 2020). It has been over thirty years since the convention was introduced, however, and
abuse and exploitation of children remain a serious global issue, particularly in the digital
age, as it seems harder to police and prevent.

The UNCRC also states that “the arrest, detention or imprisonment of a child
shall be in conformity with the law and shall be used only as a measure of last resort and for
the shortest appropriate period of time” (Article 37b). We know, however, that many children
and young people in the UK are arrested and imprisoned for criminal acts they have been
forced or coerced to take part in by their exploiters. Just as it has been suggested that those
from disadvantaged groups are more likely to be exploited, they are also more likely to be
criminalised (Dyer & Beaton, 2021). Furthermore, children in residential care are ten times
more likely to be criminalised than other children (The Howard League for Penal Reform,
2019).

The minimum age of criminal responsibility in the UK has been age ten since the
introduction of the Child and Young Persons Act (1963). This age is younger when compared
to the minimum age of criminal responsibility in Europe. The age has not been changed
despite criticism by policy makers and practitioners (Brown & Charles, 2021). In a 2018
consultation regarding the Committee on the Rights of the Child’s General Comment No. 10
(UNCRC, 2007), it was proposed that the minimum age of criminal responsibility should be
set no lower than 14 years of age. In the UK, prior to 1998, the Doli Incapax presumption
provided children a partial safeguard by viewing them as incapable of criminal intent. The

government abolished this, however, and now vulnerable young people who may not fully
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understand what they have done, or who may have acted on the instruction of others, are held

to account in the same way that an adult would be.

Media

In 2014, The Jay Report, commissioned by Rotherham City Council, was published.
The report was the result of an investigation into how the local authority had managed Child
Sexual Exploitation (CSE) cases between 1997 and 2014. It stated that there were significant
failings within the authority, including the police force and children’s services. It also
estimated that 1,400 children may have been victims of CSE during that time, abused through
rape, trafficking, physical assault and intimidation. National media immediately featured their
perspective on the report, which included systemic failures, criticism of social workers, and
the perceived political correctness which they felt led to the unwillingness of services to
confront issues of race, suggesting that the media attempted to create a moral panic (Boyd,
2015). Whilst the achievement of moral panic is debatable, the sexual exploitation of children
became much more widely known about and discussed by the general public. Gill and Day
(2020) suggested that there was a moral panic which falsely centred on South Asian
grooming gangs preying on white girls. They claimed this masked the abuse carried out by
white males, and invalidated the victim experiences of black and minority ethnic women.
Thus, media portrayal of stereotypes of victims and perpetrators of CSE often obscures the
diversity of perpetrators, victims, and exploitation experiences (Krsmanovic, 2021).

The massive media coverage of major CSE cases in parts of the UK such as those
reported on in Bradford, Bristol, Coventry, Peterborough, Rochdale, and Rotherham led to
former prime minister David Cameron announcing that child sexual abuse should be seen as a
“national threat” (Cameron, 2015). Gallagher (2017) suggested, however, that despite the
high number of children involved in these cases, CSE should not be escalated above other,

more prevalent and equally harmful forms of child maltreatment.
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The criminal exploitation of children was similarly distorted by the media in 2017,
when one form of Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE) - county lines - was referred to in the
media as the “major new grooming scandal” (Davenport, 2017). At the same time, the Home
Secretary called for a national strategy to tackle it. The amplification by the media, however,
meant police and criminal justice agencies’ focus was informed by an incomplete
understanding of the key issues as well as considerable conjecture (McLean et al., 2020).
Baidawi et al. (2020) found that UK research has predominantly focused on exploitation of
children through drug trafficking across county lines, focusing on gangs, illegal substances,
and weapons. Robinson et al. (2019) stated that although similarities exist between CSE and
CCE, such as the grooming involved, the media focused on the extreme incidents of physical
and sexual violence. At this time little, if any, research on CCE has been published and there
remains very little media attention on other forms of CCE, which could be considered as
having less prospect for sensationalising. This impacts on how this phenomenon is
understood by the public, and the reality is likely to be that, as with other forms of child

abuse, these incidents are underreported and underestimated.

Definitions and Statistics
There is no single agreed upon definition of CCE, which makes it difficult for
researchers and policy writers to be confident of any consistency in their work. The Home

Office (2018) gives a full definition of CCE as:

Where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce,
control, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 into any
criminal activity (a) in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, and/or (b)
for the financial or other advantage of the perpetrator or facilitator and/or (c) through
violence or the threat of violence. The victim may have been criminally exploited

even if the activity appears consensual.
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Baidawi et al. (2020, p.2) use a much briefer, but similar definition of “the incitement,
coercion, or manipulation of a child into criminal activity”. It would be useful for all
researchers to clearly show how they have defined CCE. For example, it is not always clear
whether more subtle types of exploitation have been considered, or whether the coercion has
been by another child or a family member. The definition used in this thesis is taken form the

All Wales Practice Guide (2019, p.4):

Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE) can be defined as a form of child abuse whereby
children are coerced to partake in criminal activities, including the movement of drugs
or money. Exploitation can involve force and/or enticement-based methods of
compliance and is often accompanied by violence or threats of violence. It is typified

by power imbalance in favour of those perpetrating the exploitation.

Whilst the concept of CCE research is relatively new, previous research has
considered related or overlapping issues, including gangs and youth crime, and child sexual
exploitation (Maxwell et al., 2019). There are other terms that have often been used in
relation to CCE, some of which are: cuckooing — “the process where children are used to take
over houses acquired from vulnerable adults including class A drug addicts” (Maxwell et al.,
2019, p.31), and county lines — “Drug networks... who use children and young people and
vulnerable adults to carry out illegal activity on their behalf. Gangs dealing drugs is not a new
issue but the extent to which criminal exploitation ... as well as the increasing use of
violence, has become an inherent part of it ... makes it especially damaging” (Serious

Violence Strategy, 2018, p.48).

Despite CCE being reported as a priority for policymakers, in most of the UK there
remains a lack of specific legislation for CCE. CCE should be considered under other broader

legislation, such as the Modern Slavery Act (2015), the Children (Northern Ireland) Order
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(1995), the Children Act 1989, the Child Abduction Act 1984, and the Children and Young
Persons Act 1933 (Maxwell et al., 2019; Walsh, 2023). The National Referral Mechanism
(NRM) is a framework for identifying and referring potential victims of modern slavery or
human trafficking (including sexual and criminal exploitation) in England and Wales.
Specified public authorities have a duty to notify the Secretary of State of individuals they
suspect to be victims. First responders, who can refer a person suspected of being a victim of
modern slavery or trafficking, include a number of charities, such as the Red Cross and
Barnardo’s (Home Office, 2019). These decisions are made by considering legal definitions
of modern slavery, exploitation, and trafficking, and by assessing evidence and credibility.
The NRM can also be used as a way to ascertain victims of exploitation (including Modern
Slavery, trafficking, and domestic servitude), who should not be prosecuted for the crimes

they committed due to that exploitation (section 45 defence).

Referrals to the NRM have increased every year since its introduction in 2009
(Maxwell et al., 2019). In 2022, 7019 referrals were made for potential victims who claimed
exploitation as a child (17 and under). Of those potential victims, the type of exploitation
children were most often referred for was criminal exploitation (43%; N=3,013) (Home
Office, 2023a). These increases in referrals have created very long delays whereby some
young people have their bail conditions extended repeatedly whilst waiting for an outcome,
and some go to court without the outcome available to them. This can mean that young
people are at continued risk of exploitation during this time, are not considered eligible for
interventions during this wait, and some are prosecuted without the legal defence they may be
entitled to. During the 4th quarter of 2022 the average time taken from referral to decision
was 642 days (Home Office, 2023b). Also of note is that prior to October 2019, criminal
exploitation was included in figures for labour exploitation. Since that date criminal

exploitation has been recorded separately. Having clear and consistent assessment tools that
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practitioners can use with young people may help to identify those who have been exploited
much more quickly and assist in accessing support for them more efficiently.

Youth justice practitioners were interviewed by Hill and Diaz (2021) to
explore how they identify and respond to CSE, but this has not been explored in relation to
CCE. Hill and Diaz (2021) stated that CSE should not overshadow other types of abuse and
exploitation. They referred to the Home Office Child Exploitation Toolkit (2019), which
suggests that practitioners should work consistently and proactively to identify and disrupt all
forms of child exploitation (Home Office, 2019).

When considering gender and ethnicity, Alleyne and Wood (2010) found no
differences in gender and ethnicity between adolescent gang members, those on the periphery
of gangs, and non-gang youth. They suggested that girls were becoming more gang-involved
and the ethnic composition of a gang was representative of the community in which it was
found. They found some key factors underpinning gang membership in their UK adolescent
sample. These were higher levels of delinquency, and anti-authority attitudes in the gang
members, compared to non-gang youth. Social status was valued more highly by those in
gangs and those on the periphery. Gang members and those on the periphery displaced
responsibility for their actions either onto victims or onto those felt to be superior to them
within the gang (Alleyne &Wood, 2010).

The statement made by Alleyne and Wood (2014) was that research into young
people, gang involvement and related phenomena has been predominantly studied from a
sociological and criminological perspective. They suggested that there is a need to understand
more of the psychological processes that are involved. Whilst their research was conducted in
relation to gang membership rather than CCE, there is considerable overlap between the two.
A psychological understanding of child exploitation would help to inform assessments and

interventions and reduce the impact of CCE on children and young people.
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Aims of the Thesis

The overarching aim of this thesis was to contribute to the evidence base by exploring
some of the pertinent issues of CCE, specifically, the risk factors for CCE and practitioners’
perspectives of CCE. Due to the limited research in this area, a need for further exploration of
CCE to improve understanding for both academics and practitioners was identified. This
thesis and the conclusions drawn from it may help to guide professionals in their practice,
thereby improving the direct work undertaken. Insights from this research can inform training
and development, improving the effectiveness of assessment and intervention.

To achieve the aims set, Chapter 2 presents the Systematic Literature Review, which
explored the risk and protective factors for children and young people being at risk of or
being harmed by CCE and CSE. For this review it was necessary to include studies on CSE,
or those where CSE and CCE were combined. This was, in part, due to the overlap between
the two types of exploitation, but also because the amount of literature published on CCE
only was insufficient to draw any conclusions. The findings of this literature review are
discussed in relation to recommendations for future research and practice implications.

Chapter 3 presents an empirical research study which explored practitioners’
perspectives on CCE, gathering information about how children and young people, who are
at risk of CCE, are identified and supported. Qualitative methodology was used to identify
the views of practitioners working in Youth Offending Teams (now known as the Youth
Justice Service). The research explored the role the service has, what works well, and what
hinders effective practice. It is of note that the service’s name change occurred during the
development of this thesis and that not all Youth Offending Teams had officially changed
their name at the time of writing. Therefore, the terms are used interchangeably throughout
this thesis. Reflexive Thematic Analysis was used to identify key themes in relation to the

research questions. A discussion of these themes considers the implications and limitations of
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the findings, suggestions for future research, and the conclusion of the study.

A key factor that was identified and raised repeatedly as a risk factor for children and
young people who might be exploited, was trauma. Chapter 4 provides a critique of a widely
used psychometric assessment tool, the Trauma Symptom Checklist for Children (TSCC,
Briere, 1996). The TSCC can be used with children and adolescents to identify symptoms of
trauma, as well as concepts related to trauma such as anger, post-traumatic stress, and
dissociation. The chapter explored the psychometric properties of the measure, and
conclusions are drawn regarding its value.

Finally, Chapter 5, concludes the thesis with a general review of the overall findings
and a discussion of the potential implications for services and practitioners, as well as

suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO

Risk and Protective Factors for Child Exploitation in the UK: A Review following
Systematic Principles

18



Abstract

Exploitation of children can take numerous forms and has a detrimental impact, not
only on the children and their families, but also on society in the wider context. This review
considers child exploitation by exploring risk and protective factors for children and young
people in the UK. The review was based on a systematic search of literature related to factors
relevant to those under the age of 18.

The 17 papers that met the inclusion criteria, published between 2016 and 2023, were
assessed for quality and were included if they were deemed, at the minimum, as having
moderate methodological quality. The review identified a number of risk factors for child
exploitation. There were fewer factors considered to be protective against child exploitation.
The strengths and weaknesses of the review are discussed, and recommendations are made

for future research and practice.
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Introduction

Child exploitation occurs when an abuser, someone in a position of power and usually
an adult, takes advantage of a child or young person for their own personal gain. Child
exploitation can take many forms, but the two thought to be most common in the UK are
Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) and Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE). Neither of these
terms are defined by law, but offenders can be prosecuted for related offences.

CSE occurs when 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
in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, and/or for the financial advantage or
increased status of the perpetrator or facilitator (Department for Education, 2017). It is
important to note that exploitation may have occurred even if the victim appears to have
consented or complied, and/or if there has been no physical contact e.g., sexual behaviour
through the use of technology.

CCE occurs when an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to
coerce, control, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 into any
criminal activity. This may be in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, for a
financial or other advantage of the perpetrator, and/or through violence or the threat of
violence. Similar to CSE it may appear that the criminal activity is consensual, and there may
not be any physical contact (Home Office, 2019).

The term CCE has come to be associated, in the UK at least, with the county lines
model of exploitation. This form of criminal exploitation occurs when gangs and organised
criminal networks use children and vulnerable adults and dedicated mobile phone lines to sell
and move drugs or sometimes weapons. Other forms of child exploitation could involve
elements of sexual or criminal behaviour, and could have varying detrimental effects on the

child. Forced begging, using small children to gain access to buildings, organ harvesting, and
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forced servitude are just some of the many forms child exploitation can take. Despite the
recent increased media and government interest in child exploitation, firstly with CSE and
more recently with county lines, it remains a relatively hidden phenomenon. Victims of child
exploitation are often prosecuted for the behaviour, despite the element of coercion. This,
coupled with the relationship building that has likely enabled the exploitation, means that
many children do not disclose their abuse, and many do not recognise that they have been

abused or exploited.

There are also variations in how CSE and CCE are defined throughout the UK, which
leads to inconsistencies in how these forms of exploitation are recorded. When considering
the NRM process, there may be inconsistencies in how and whether first responders identify
potential victims of exploitation, and inconsistencies across the different agencies (such as

statutory services and charities) that may refer.

In 2019, the government decided to separate criminal exploitation from labour
exploitation in terms of how it is statistically recorded. This should have made it easier to
identify the number of children referred as potential victims of criminal exploitation, but
again significant differences in the number of professionals using NRM in different areas of
the UK have been noted. Despite a duty of care to act on suspicions of modern slavery, this
duty to report is often little known or not well understood by professionals. There are many
factors which impact on whether a case is referred to the NRM, and factors which impact on
whether cases are more likely to be considered as modern day slavery. For example, O’Brien
et al. (2022) suggested that cases involving more than one victim and/or sexual exploitation
were less likely to be referred. Heys et al. (2022) added that many victims of criminal
exploitation do not meet the current narrative of the ‘ideal victim’.

Due to criticisms of the NRM system, such as resourcing issues, significant delays
and insufficient reasons given when NRM decisions are denied, the government are currently
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piloting a devolved system. In the proposed new system, the NRM moves the decision
making from the Home Office to local authorities (Home Office, 2023c). The decision that
someone has been a victim of modern slavery, trafficking, or exploitation will no longer be
admissible in court. It can, however, form part of the representations made by the defence to
the prosecution before trial. As this is currently in a pilot phase, the full effect on the criminal
justice system is yet to be seen.

There has been a shift in how child exploitation is understood, including a shift in the
language used (Choi, 2015), both amongst practitioners and by society in general. In the UK,
policy developments that took place between 2000 and 2009, meant that children and young
people who were being sexually exploited should no longer be prosecuted for prostitution-
related offences. At the end of 2009, supplementary guidance was published by the UK
Government (DCSF, 2009) to guide organisations and individuals to safeguard children and
young people from sexual exploitation. A change occurred in the terms used, whereby issues
around child exploitation were discussed using language that moved away from a criminal or
delinquent viewpoint e.g., child prostitution (Franchino-Olsen, 2021). Prior to this, young
people were perceived as being responsible for their own abuse due to the assumption that
they had made choices about it (Hallett, 2019). This echoes past views about domestic
violence, and whilst there has been some shift towards updated thinking about criminally
exploited children, there remains a narrative in this field and in the community about what a
victim of exploitation should look like and how they should present (Heys et al., 2022). This
is a relatively new field, and there remains much that is unknown, particularly around how to
identify those that may be at risk of, or are already being exploited, and how to protect them
from these forms of abuse.  Young people who have experienced sexual exploitation are
often accused of criminal activity and are placed in correctional or other secure facilities.

Halter (2010) and Cole et al. (2016) suggested that this treatment of victims should be more
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accurately viewed as re-victimisation experiences. Cole et al. (2016) further stated that
exploited youth can become confused about what constitutes kindness and safety, which may
result in greater vulnerability to further exploitation by adults. According to Hossain et al.
(2010) there is often extreme sexual, physical, and psychological abuse associated with child
sexual exploitation and trafficking. This means that victims of such exploitation are a
population of particular concern for mental health specialists. Tsutsumi et al. (2008) found
those sexually exploited reported higher levels of anxiety, depression, and Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) compared to those exploited for other purposes. Sexual exploitation
can have a profound effect on a victim’s mental health and wellbeing, not only as a child but

throughout the lifespan.

The impact of criminal exploitation on children seems to have been considered much
less within the literature. It would be reasonable to assume, however, that at the very least
those that have a criminal record from their exploitation will face the usual associated
negative consequences, which have previously been associated with having a criminal record,
such as how they are seen by others, stigma, and conflict (Harragan et al., 2018), further
criminalisation when they encounter the police as victims (Hunter et al., 2023), and potential
difficulty accessing jobs (Sands, 2016). Case and Bateman (2020) suggested that for many
young people, contact with youth justice leads to their identity changing to that of an
offender, which they term “offenderisation”, and punitive approaches predominate child first
approaches. If those who have been criminalised are directed to prison, they will also be
exposed to other criminals (Pitts, 2019), and may believe that there are very few other options
available to them other than to continue with a criminal lifestyle. Those that have been
exploited by gangs or organised crime networks may be at risk of physical injury and
potentially death (Alexander, 2023). They may also be living in fear of retribution from other

gang members. Therefore, intervening in the early stages of criminal exploitation could
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prevent re-offending and further physical and psychological harm.

Identifying risk factors could help identify children most at risk of exploitation and
enable action to be taken. Klatt et al. (2014) summarised the most commonly considered risk
factors for child sexual exploitation as: child abuse and neglect, family dysfunction,
education difficulties, poverty, drug and alcohol use, involvement of child protection
services, friends or family involved in CSE, running away, homelessness, delinquency, and
sexual activity. The Sexual Exploitation Risk Assessment Framework (SERAF?) devised by
Barnardo’s Cymru also included risk factors such as having unexplained amounts of money
and being seen in unknown vehicles. Brown et al. (2016; 2017) conducted a survey and
interview with professionals to consider how these risk factors fed into screening and risk
assessment tools in England and Wales. They reported some concerning findings including
considerable variations across the large number of tools (at least 19) used, how they were
used, and the processes that followed. Additionally, some of the tools were used to capture
actual signs of sexual harm, rather than indicators of risk (Brown et al., 2016; 2017), which is
concerning. Furthermore, the authors commented that little was known about how these tools
were developed, whether they were evidence-based, and how reliable they were. Concerns
were also raised that many of these assessment tools had not evolved with time, and therefore
did not, for example, consider the impact of new technology.

Little research seems to have been carried out in relation to specific risk factors for
Child Criminal Exploitation, but according to Baidawi et al. (2020) there is considerable
crossover with CSE. They suggested children who are estranged from their family, neglected,

or homeless, those with a learning disability, and looked after children are particularly

! The SERAF was devised by Barnardo’s Cymru (Clutton & Coles, 2007) due to practitioners raising concerns about the identification of

young people at risk of or abused by CSE. This was one of the first CSE assessment tools developed in the UK and was used in many

localities, often adapted for local concerns and thresholds.
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vulnerable and therefore, these features should be considered as additional risk factors. It
should be noted, however, that organised criminals will also target children who are not
known to services to evade detection.

There are millions of children for whom some of these risk factors are relevant in
their lives, but do not experience child exploitation. It may be that protective factors help to
negate these risk factors and protect children and young people from potential exploitation.
Williams and Glover (2019) suggested that children are less susceptible to criminal
exploitation (and gang membership) if they experience healthy relationships, and by building
the self-worth and self-esteem of vulnerable young people. Kimber and Ferdossifard (2020)
suggested that positive family relationships could reduce the risk for trafficking and
exploitation. Similarly, Chisolm-Straker et al. (2018) found that the presence of a supportive
adult in the life of a homeless young person was a protective factor against being trafficked.
Klatt et al. (2014) suggested that very little research has been carried out to identify

protective factors for CSE, and that much more research is needed in this area.

The Current Review

The aim of this systematic review was to identify risk factors and protective factors
for the exploitation of children and young people in the UK, taking into account the overlap
between CSE, CCE, and some other forms of exploitation. Current screening tools used for
CCE are heavily based on risk factors for CSE, as this is a more researched area. Exploring
all potential risk factors and protective factors together would improve the understanding of
those factors that are relevant to work with children who are at risk of or are experiencing any
form of exploitation. Focusing on a UK population also increases the understanding of these
factors as they are relevant to this population, rather than considering those that may be more
relevant to other countries. Some factors may, for example, cloud or confuse matters if they

are not applicable to the UK.
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The current review aimed to systematically examine extant research findings to
identify a) factors that may impact on child exploitation, as a risk or vulnerability factor, and
b) factors that negate child exploitation and serve as a protective or resilience factor. The
review focused on the victim or potential victim only, and does not extend to characteristics
of offenders. A narrative synthesis approach was taken to the analysis of the papers included

in the review, as this is useful where studies include a range of methods.
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Method

Scoping Exercise and Database Searches

In order to determine whether any pre-existing literature reviews have examined risk
and protective factors for child exploitation, an initial scoping search was run on the 28th of
February 2021. Databases searched included: Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, The
Campbell Library of Systematic Reviews and The Centre for Reviews and Dissemination. No
existing reviews were found on this topic during these searches. A wider scope of the existing
literature was conducted using Google Scholar. Similarly, no existing systematic literature
reviews or meta-analyses were found in relation to the current research question. Reviews
were found that considered risk factors for Child Sexual Exploitation only or Child Criminal
Exploitation only. There were no reviews found that looked at risk and protective factors for
Criminal Exploitation as a whole, and none that focused on the UK population. This exercise
suggested that the topic area may be too broad, and helped to refine the review to focus on
risk and protective factors for exploitation of children and young people in the UK

population.

The scoping exercise also informed which databases to include in the review, through
examination of those used in reviews on similar topics. To identify potential studies to be
included in this review a search was undertaken on 22" June 2021 of the following
databases: Web of Science, Ovid APA PsycAtrticles, Journals@Ovid, Embase 1974 to 2021,
Ovid Medline 1946 to 2021, APA Psyclinfo (1967 to 2021), Social Policy and Practice,
SCOPUS, and ProQuest (ASSIA). Search parameters included papers written in English, and
dated between 2010 and 2021. It was considered justified to include only English language
papers due to the need for papers on the UK population, and also as time constraints would
not allow for any necessary translation of articles. Originally, the year 2010 was specified as
a search start date due to the changes in language and policy that occurred immediately prior
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to this, whereby child exploitation was more formally recognised as abuse. Supplementary
guidance was published by the UK Government (DCSF, 2009) to guide organisations and
individuals to safeguard children and young people from sexual exploitation. The new
terminology was not used consistently at this point, however, as understandably it took time
to enter the vocabulary of researchers and participants, and make its way into studies. On
further exploration most researchers did not begin to publish studies on risk factors for CSE
until some years later and risk factors for child criminal exploitation later again. Research on
CCE started to emerge around 2016. It was therefore decided that choosing 2016 as the start
of the search period would provide sufficient relevant articles on risk factors for both CSE
and CCE. The search period for this review covered up to mid-2023 as it was felt necessary
to include the most recent studies, given that this is a relatively new and emerging area of

research.

Reviews, commentaries, narratives and opinion papers were excluded from the
results. Journal articles were included whether they were peer reviewed or non-peer
reviewed (grey literature) to reduce the sampling bias associated with using only peer
reviewed studies. Publication bias should be considered, however, as this is likely to have
influenced the studies that were published, and subsequently the studies accessed and
included here. Time constraints meant that hand searching the reference lists of key journals
was not feasible, but in an attempt to ensure the most relevant literature was included, a
further search was conducted using Google Scholar, grey literature was examined, and other
professionals who may have been able to contribute were contacted.

Relevant search terms were identified from the scoping exercise and from the articles
read as part of the scoping exercise. Synonyms were identified and a list of keywords was
produced that could be used as search terms. The same search terms were used across all

databases, with some changes being made to the Boolean operators that were applicable for
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the individual database. This allowed for a consistent approach across databases. Firstly,
search terms related to children (such as teenager, adolescent, and young person) were
searched. Secondly, terms related to exploitation and its various forms (such as county lines,
exploitation, and slavery) were entered. Thirdly, search terms related to risk and protective
factors were searched (such as risk factor, protective factor, and resilience). These were then
combined using the ‘and’ command to produce a list of articles containing a term from each
of the three sections. Table 1 shows the search terms used, with truncated endings for each

database.

Table 1.

Search Terms

Concept Terms used

1 (child) Teen* OR adolescen®™ OR Juvenile* OR child* OR minor OR “young

person” OR “young people”

2 (exploitation) Crim* NEAR/2 Exploit* OR “county lines” OR sex* NEAR/2
exploitation OR "transaction* sex" OR "sex traffic*” OR “domestic
minor sex traffic*” OR "commercial sexual exploitation” OR "child
sexual exploitation” OR “child porn*” OR “sex* NEAR/2 exchange*”
OR “forced lab*” OR slavery OR “abuse image*”

3 (factors) vulnerab®* OR risk* OR "risk factor*" OR "protective factor*" OR
protect® OR resilien* OR predict* OR characteristic*

When searching using the terms above, a large number of articles were produced, so
further limiters were applied where possible. These included de-duplications where possible,
limiting to articles published in the UK, and removing articles that were found to be
irrelevant to the subject area such as maths and optics. The table containing specific search

terms and limits applied is provided in Appendix A.
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The remaining articles numbered 721, across all databases. These were exported into
the reference management tool Endnote and grouped according to the database of origin. No
additional articles, that met the criteria for inclusion, were found through contact with
professionals or a Google search. Once in Endnote, a further 51 duplicate articles were
removed through a combined effort of using the duplicate function, and from manually
reviewing the list. Following this, further searches were carried out in Endnote to identify and
remove any articles that were easily seen, by title or abstract, to be irrelevant to the review.
Any deemed irrelevant were removed to a separate Endnote library. On the first screening,
301 articles were removed due to being based on a non-UK sample. A second screening of
the remaining articles resulted in the removal of a further 230 articles. The articles removed

concerned topics such as maternal health, incontinence, or HIV infection.

The same procedure was followed when an updated search was completed on 2™ July
2023. Using the same terms but limiting the time period from 2021 to 2023 produced 346
articles, across all databases, to be exported into Endnote. Seventeen duplicates were
removed, leaving 329 articles to be screened. Those deemed irrelevant to the subject area or
based on a non-UK sample were removed, leaving 22 additional articles to be evaluated for

inclusion using pre-determined inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria

The SPIDER tool (Cooke et al., 2012) was used as a framework to help form
inclusion and exclusion criteria. The criteria are shown in Table 2. This tool was chosen as,
although it is based on the more commonly known PICO framework, it is appropriate for

evaluating qualitative and mixed methods research studies.

30



Table 2.

SPIDER Tool with Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

SPIDER

INCLUSION

EXCLUSION

Sample

Phenomenon of Interest

Design

Evaluation

Research Type

Young people, teenagers,
children, adolescents, young
people who may be
vulnerable to or have been
exploited, trafficked, forced
labour, Criminal
exploitation, county lines
and those that work directly
with them
Risk/vulnerability factors

Resilience/protective factors

Questionnaires, interviews,

surveys, case studies.

Experiences, perceptions,
commentary, self and other
assessments

Qualitative, quantitative, or

mixed design

Studies using only adult
sample who have been
exploited, participants over
18, non-UK studies, studies
published before 2016.

Maternal health,
incontinence, HIV infection,
sex offenders only. Service

evaluations.

Meta-analyses, reviews,
viewpoint articles, think
pieces.

N/A

N/A

The rationale for the inclusion and exclusion criteria in the SPIDER were as follows:

o Sample — As this review focused on children and young people, it was

important to exclude any studies that solely considered factors in adults. It was also

acknowledged that studies, which used a sample of professionals who were working directly

with children and young people who have been exploited, may be useful. It is not always
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possible or ethical to use samples of young people; therefore evaluating a sample of those
working directly with them may be more appropriate in some cases.

o Phenomenon of interest — This review looked at risk and protective factors of
those young people who have experienced or are at risk of exploitation. Therefore, it was
important for all studies included in the review to identify these factors in their sample;
studies that merely commented on factors found in other studies were not included.

o Design — The scoping exercise identified that the majority of studies looking at
child exploitation were qualitative in design. This may have been due to a lack of consistent
definitions used across the literature to date. For this reason, qualitative and quantitative
studies were included. As original research was desired to answer the review question,
reviews, meta-analyses, and viewpoint articles were excluded.

. Evaluation — The scoping exercise suggested many of the relevant studies
would include descriptions of experiences, perceptions, and commentary on child
exploitation, which is why these were deemed suitable for inclusion in this review. It was
hoped that quantitative research would also be found, and so assessments were included.
Assessments, and studies using quantifiable data, would help to produce risk factors that may
be more objective in nature.

o Research Type — Although many qualitative studies were found in the scoping
exercise, it was acknowledged that quantitative and mixed methods studies would also be
informative. As the area is a relatively new field of research, it was important to include as

many types of studies as possible.

Abstracts were read so that inclusion and exclusion criteria could be applied, to
reduce the number of articles and have a more relevant selection. Examples of those deemed

not to have met the criteria for inclusion focused on offenders and abusers, those that used
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American or European samples, and those that considered only adult victims of exploitation.
This reduced the potentially relevant studies to 24. At this stage, those articles remaining in
the database were read in full to ensure they met the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Full
copies of the articles were obtained through the University of Birmingham E-library. A
further 12 were removed, leaving a total of 12 articles that were found to be suitable for
inclusion in this review. During the updated review process 5 additional articles were found
to be relevant. This left a final total of 17 articles. A list of the articles removed at this stage
can be found in Appendix B. The studies that met the inclusion criteria, during the original

search and the updated search, can be found in Appendix C.

Quality Assessment

The quality of the articles included in any review needs to be assessed to give
credibility to the review. There is not a single framework that suits every type of review, and
so many tools and checklists have been created. According to Long et al. (2020), the Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool is the most commonly used tool for quality
appraisal of qualitative evidence, and is recommended for novice qualitative researchers.
CASP have developed eight critical appraisal tools, designed for use with various types of
studies, not only those of qualitative design. It was therefore considered as the appropriate
tool for this review, which contained mostly qualitative studies, but also other types of
research designs. It was deemed necessary to adapt the CASP when reviewing non-
qualitative studies, as the prompts given did not always sufficiently match the study under
review. The checklist used was based on the CASP for qualitative studies, with the wording
of some questions modified to increase flexibility, for example, wording from other versions
of the CASP were added, and prompts useful only to qualitative studies were removed.

The adapted checklist (Appendix D) comprises ten questions designed to guide

consideration of various aspects of a study. These included a clear statement of aims,
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appropriate methodology, consideration of potential for bias, rigorous data analysis, and
value of the research. Questions could be answered by ticking a box based on how well the
paper met the quality criteria (yes/partial/no), to make the tool quick and efficient to use. All
questions allow for additional comments to be captured when considering the quality criteria
using the scoring hints and prompts listed. Although the authors of the original CASP did not
recommend scoring the information on the checklist, categorical scoring was deemed
important to assess and compare the quality of each of the studies in this review to be
confident in their inclusion. It was decided that five items or less endorsed on the checklist
would suggest the study had low quality. Six to eight items endorsed would suggest moderate
quality, and nine or ten items endorsed would suggest high quality. A half mark was allocated
to any item where the answer was not clear, or the criteria was only partially met.

The quality of all 17 articles was assessed using the adapted tool, and all were deemed
to be of moderate quality (Appendix E). In total, seven studies were considered to be of high
methodological quality (scoring between 8.5 and 10). When considering the checklist and the
individual items, there were two areas in which all studies achieved high scores. All studies
appeared to use methodology that was appropriate for their research aims and questions. All
studies appeared to be valuable, although this may be easier to achieve when researching a
topic that is still relatively new as the individual findings can be broadly useful (e.g., to
identify further areas and directions for research). Furthermore, the item on the checklist that
was concerned with bias was most commonly not endorsed or endorsed as ‘partial’. Fifteen
of the seventeen studies lacked clarity in this area. Nonetheless, all seventeen studies were
deemed to be of good enough quality to be included for data extraction. It should be
considered, however, that using a simplified checklist to assess the studies based on their
methodological quality may have inadvertently resulted in some types of bias (e.g., rater

bias). Due to time constraints, the studies were not quality assessed by a second reviewer
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(inter-rater reliability), which increases the subjectivity of these ratings. The data selection

process is detailed in Figure 1.

Data Extraction

A data extraction form was devised as a way of organising the key information

contained in each of the studies. This enabled the data to be extracted in a standardised way,

across all included studies. A copy of this form is included in Appendix F. The data

extraction form was kept simple so that it could be used across the varying types of studies.

Key pieces of information relating to the sample and key findings were included. There may

be some limitations to using a simple data extraction form, but it was felt that this was
necessary considering the articles were qualitative and quantitative in design, and including
additional information would have made it more challenging to standardise.

The final papers included in this review were read in full, online, with relevant
information extracted and entered into the form. This was done electronically. If additional
comments needed to be made, then these were also included in the form. For example, this
occurred when the article under review mentioned something relevant to the overall review,
or something that needed to be considered, which did not fit into any of the pre-determined

boxes on the form.
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Figure 1.

Data Selection Process

Number of hits when search terms and
search limits applied to databases:
Web of Science n=227
SCOPUS n= 134
PROQUEST (ASSIA) n=65
OVID n= 641
Total N =1067

|

Total after duplicates removed

n=999

\4

Screening

Total removed n= 838

v

Remaining n= 161

A4

Removed when inclusion and exclusion criteria applied to abstract
Removed when inclusion and exclusion criteria applied to full text

Total removed at this stage

n=115
n=29
n= 144

Studies to review N=17
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Results

Overview

Data were extracted from studies that met the inclusion criteria and that were assessed
as being of strong or moderate methodological quality. Table 3 summarises information
related to the sample, risk and/or protective factors, and key findings extracted from the
studies. The studies included in the review were of qualitative and quantitative design. A
mixture of studies collected data by speaking directly to young people who have experienced
exploitation, and some collected their data by speaking to professionals directly working with
young people, who have been or are at risk of exploitation. This review included studies that
looked at a large sample size, the largest being over nine thousand participants, and some
were based on a smaller number of participants involved in semi-structured interviews (the
smallest sample size across the included studies was N= 8). The majority of the studies
researched CSE, with only five of the 17 researching solely CCE. Additionally, two studies
considered the crossover between the two types of exploitation. As a collective, the studies
tended to look at risk factors for exploitation. Four studies focused predominantly on risk
factors but gave some consideration to protective factors.

Given the large variation in the studies that were included, the aims of the individual
studies were not always in line with the aims of this review. Individual studies have had aims
such as reviewing intervention programmes, analysing transcripts of online abuse to
understand offenders, and comparing the experiences of young people who have been
sexually exploited to those who have engaged in harmful sexual behaviour towards others. In
some cases, the findings extracted as relevant to this review were a small part of a much
larger study that considered different aspects of abuse or exploitation. This has meant that the
studies included here are not easily comparable and cannot be combined. There is little

consensus about how exploitation has been defined, and in most cases the definition used has
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not been shared in the study. Many have commented however that there needs to be a general
or national definition that all agencies and researchers can use as guidance. Narrative
synthesis was used in this review to synthesise the findings of these diverse studies, and to

summarise the findings in a narrative format.
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Table 3

Summary of Data from Relevant Studies

Authors  Assessed Type of Population/ Methodology/ Risk Factors Protective Key Findings
Quality  Child Sample Research design Identified Factors
Exploitation Identified

Alderson, Moderate Sexual Three studies of A series of Primary N/A Approximately half of the

Ireland, exploitation  young adult online measures  caregiver children under 16 had been

Khan, (mainly) women, perceived as approached sexually by an

Ireland, & Study 1 n=263 lacking in adult. One in four were

Lewis Study 2 n=138 warmth and subsequently exploited.

(2022) Study 3 n=211 affection Those who disclosed their
CSE and received a negative
response had anxious
attachments and greater
relationship anxiety as adults.
Poly-victimisation was
associated with maladaptive
schemas. Long term
difficulties may be related to
a cumulative effect of
adversity and abuse. Neutral
language when asking about
CSE may have led to a higher
number of disclosures in the
study.

Ashton & High Criminal 15 young people  Thematic Older criminal N/A The participants identified

Bussu exploitation  (male) who had  Analysis of influence, peer groups, street gangs and

(2020) been identified as semi-structured ~ family the involvement of adult

at risk of gang interviews facilitation, criminals as distinct
involvement being categories of offending
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Boulton,
Phythian
& Kirby
(2019)

Cockbain, High
Ashby, &
Brayley

(2017)

Moderate Criminal

exploitation

Sexual
exploitation

8 practitioners
involved in
preventive
intervention (6
males, 2
females).

9,042 users of
child sexual
exploitation
services in the
United Kingdom
(1/3 male, 2/3
female).

Thematic
Analysis of
semi-structured
interviews

Quantitative —
exploratory data
analysis of
individual level
data

manipulated or
coerced into
criminal
behaviour by
peers, deprived
living context

Criminality,
lacking positive
role models,
school absence,
location,

poverty, trauma.

Youth
Offending
Service
involvement
and going
missing

N/A

N/A

groups. Some were involved
in multiple groups to perform
different categories of crime.
Participants displayed an
awareness of exploitation and
described successful exit
strategies from criminal
groups.

Programmes should also
include longer term
engagement plans (a
minimum of two years).
Interventions should focus on
building a trusting
relationship between the
young person and a
specialised youth worker with
credibility, and flexibility to
individual needs.

The relationship between
CSE and service users’
gender is both complex and
nuanced. The boys in the
sample were, in comparison
with the girls, more likely to
be referred by criminal-
justice agencies and less
likely to be referred by social
services; more likely to be
referred because of concerns
related to going missing,
several months younger on
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Franklin
&
Smeaton
(2017)

Hallett
(2016)

Sexual
exploitation

High

Moderate Sexual
exploitation

34 professionals
and 27 young
people with
learning
disabilities who
were at risk of, or
who had
experienced CSE
(Young people: 7
male, 20 female).

9 young people
identified as
having
experienced
sexual
exploitation.
Sample was aged
fourteen to
seventeen at the
time of the

Qualitative and
quantitative -
online surveys
and semi
structured
interviews

Qualitative —
thematic analysis
of semi
structured
interviews

In relation to
LD - over
protection,
disempowermen
t, social
isolation, lack
of sex and
relationships
education and
knowledge
concerning
sexual
exploitation,
failure of adults
to recognise
CSE.
Experiences of
being in
care/looked
after, young
people’s need
for more
therapeutic
relationships
with the
professionals

N/A

Early
intervention, in
the form of
support to
families, in order
to help them
provide better
care, as well as
support to
children and

average; more likely to have
recorded disabilities; more
likely to have criminal
records; and less likely to
have peers also thought to be
affected by CSE.

Young people with learning
disabilities are at particular
risk of CSE due to invisibility
of young people with learning
disabilities to services, gaps
in national and local policy
and a lack of implementation
of existing guidance.

There is an urgent need for
care responses to address the
complex underlying issues
behind CSE, and to open up
the possibility of
interventions beyond narrow
child protection responses.
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Hallett,
Deerfield,
& Hudson
(2019)

High

Sexual
exploitation

research (8
female, 1 male).

1550 children
and young
people with
experiences of
child sexual
exploitation or
who are
displaying
harmful sexual
behaviours (CSE
sample
predominantly
female, HSB
sample
predominantly
male).

Quantitative-
exploring referral
data

around them.
Young people
without care
from protective
adults, and who
are not
permitted as
active agents in
setting the terms
of their own
care and
support.

Prior abuse
experience,
trauma in the
form of
physical, sexual
or emotional
abuse;
witnessed
domestic abuse,
unaddressed
wellbeing
needs, care
status,
expressions of
despair.

young people in
the form of
counselling and
mentoring
relationships.

N/A CSE and HSB are different
welfare concerns, but the
children and young people
referred to services for CSE
and HSB may have similarly
high levels of similar past
trauma. Behavioural
responses to trauma can be
different for boys and girls
and may lead to different risk
trajectories. Practitioners
should be encouraged to be
reflexive about their
assumptions of sexual norms
and behaviours among
children, particularly in
relation to gender and their
ideas about vulnerability and
risk. Practice would benefit
from recognising and
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Hurley & Moderate Criminal

Boulton
(2020)

exploitation

18 young people
who have risk
factors or an
identifiable link
to a mapped
Organised Crime
Gang (all male).

Qualitative —
“deep dive” (a
process that
looks at
significant life
events that have
occurred, from
the individual’s
birth up to the
present day)

Familial links or N/A

close non-
familial links to
Organised
Crime (OC),
resident in
neighbourhoods
with known OC
activity.
Violent crimes
(suspected,
reported or
convicted).
Low
educational
attainment.
Exposure to
violence in the
home.

Impulsiveness/ri

sk-taking
behaviour.
Parent hostility
towards
authority

responding to trauma
experiences, and from
directing attention to the
specific wellbeing needs of
individual children and young
people, regardless of the
presenting areas of concern.
There was a lack of tailored
intervention resources
available to address the
specific lifestyles and
behaviours. Consideration
should be made in how
practitioners can become
better equipped to take on the
challenge to intervene with an
approach that focusses on
both safeguarding the welfare
of a child and undertaking
necessary
disruption/enforcement
activity, criminal prosecution
in parallel.
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Kloess,
Hamilton-
Giachritsi
s&
Beech
(2017)

High

Sexual
exploitation

23 children aged
between 11 and
15 who had
experienced
online sexual
groo