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West Sussex Practice Guidance: 

Child Exploitation 

Multi Agency Guidance for Professionals working with children 

 

Purpose  

This guidance sets out the way we work with children who are being exploited, or are at 

risk of being exploited. The exploitation may be sexual or criminal.  This guidance sets 

out the agreed procedures that have been developed to recognise, safeguard and 

support those children considered to be at risk of child exploitation within West Sussex.  

It is designed to complement and be read in conjunction with the Pan Sussex Child 

Protection and Safeguarding Procedures: Chapter 8.33 Child Sexual Exploitation. 

https://sussexchildprotection.procedures.org.uk/tkyyh/children-in-specific-

circumstances/sexual-exploitation 

Principles and values 

Exploited children are victims of abuse. Children do not make informed choices to enter 

into or to remain in exploitative situations, and only do so through coercion, enticement, 

manipulation or desperation. It is critical that professionals are careful they do not adopt 

a blame approach. 

A common feature of child exploitation is that the child does not recognise the coercive 

nature of the relationship and therefore does not see themselves as a victim of 

exploitation.  Therefore the importance of professional curiosity, empathy and 

persistence are required when working with children who may be at risk or experiencing 

exploitation. 

Children who are being exploited or, who are at risk of being exploited, will have varying 

levels of needs. They may have multiple vulnerabilities and therefore an appropriate 

multi- agency response and effective coordination is essential to ensure the child safety.  

Abuse does not occur because of a child’s vulnerability, it occurs because there is 

someone willing to take advantage of this vulnerability and because there are 

inadequate protective structures around the child and family to mediate against this. 

https://sussexchildprotection.procedures.org.uk/tkyyh/children-in-specific-circumstances/sexual-exploitation
https://sussexchildprotection.procedures.org.uk/tkyyh/children-in-specific-circumstances/sexual-exploitation
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Child Exploitation 

Child Exploitation occurs where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance 

of power to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 

into sexual or criminal activity in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, 

and/or for the financial advantage or increased status of the perpetrator or facilitator.  

(Working Together to Safeguard Children HM Govt,  2018) 

Child Criminal Exploitation is the exploitation of a child to engage in criminal activity for 

the gain of another adult. County Lines is a term used to describe organised criminal 

networks exporting illegal drugs into one or more importing areas (within the UK). They 

use dedicated mobile phones in the ‘dealing lines’ and often use children and adults to 

move and store drugs and money through coercion, intimidation, violence, sexual 

violence and weapons. 

Child Sexual Exploitation is a form of child sexual abuse. Child Sexual Exploitation can 

affect any child or young person (male or female) under the age of 18 years, including 

16 and 17 year olds who can legally consent to have sex. Children may have been 

sexually exploited when the sexual activity appears consensual as exploitation can 

involve enticement-based methods of compliance and may not always be accompanied 

by violence or threats of violence; it may occur without the child or young person’s 

immediate knowledge (through others copying videos or images they have created and 

posting on social media, for example). The abuse can be a one-off occurrence or a series 

of incidents over time, and range from opportunistic to complex organised abuse. Child 

sexual exploitation can include physical contact (penetrative and non-penetrative acts) it 

does not always involve physical contact, can take place in person or via technology, or 

a combination of both.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consent 

Children under the age of 16 cannot lawfully consent to sexual activity.  Anyone 

engaging in sexual activity with a child under 16 is committing a criminal offence.   

Non consensual sex is rape whatever the age of the child. Where consent is purported to 

be obtained, but the child was incapacitated through drink or drugs or, the child or their 

family have been subjected to violence or the threat of it; the child cannot be considered to 

have given true consent and therefore offences may have been committed.  

Specific serious offences, including rape, apply to anyone engaging in sexual activity with a 

child under the age of 13 as the child is presumed incapable of consent.  
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Identifying and Understanding Exploited children 

Identifying the warning signs associated with Child Exploitation is vital to safeguarding 

and protecting the welfare of children. A child who has other vulnerabilities can be at 

greater risk of being exploited. In all cases professional judgement is essential to 

identifying risk.  

Remember - Children may not disclose all of the behaviours they are 

experiencing and evidence may build over time as the relationships with 

professionals develop and intelligence is shared. 

 

Characteristics that make children more vulnerable to exploitation  

Children’s early experiences have significant impact on their development and future life 

chances.  In particular, being looked after places children at greater risk to in their 

general health and well-being than their peers and they are less likely to do well at 

school. Children who are being looked after by statutory services are:  

• four times more likely than their peers to have a mental health difficulty.  

• three times more likely, than those not in care, to have absent and missing 

episodes (HMIC, 2016) 

 

Additional vulnerabilities within families or communities exist where cultural attitudes may 

be encouraged by ethnicity or religion or might develop despite principles under-pinning 

religion. The ideas, customs, attitudes and behaviour characteristics of some social groups 

can have a significant impact on safeguarding. It might lead to differences in approach to 

men and women and to girls and boys, be strongly influenced by family traditions or 

affect an individual’s or group’s attitude towards authority and it may influence whether 

concerns are reported. 

 

 

Trauma heightens the desire for rewards  

vulnerable children can see (exploitative) adults as  

protective and helping them regulate feelings and behaviours. 
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There are other experiences that make children more vulnerable to exploitation: 

 

• Poverty / Social disadvantage 

• Marginalisation  

• Educational attainment 

• Trauma  

• Daily and chronic neglect 

• Substance and alcohol misuse 

• Mental ill health 

• Domestic abuse 

 

Vulnerable Children have limited experience of normal, ordinary living - they 

have friends, siblings and families who are also vulnerable and in danger. 

Vulnerable children may find it difficult to engage and hard to reach – they need 

empathy and compassion 

Vulnerable Children may have neglectful, chaotic or unfit care, normalise abusive 

experiences, and have difficulty regulating their behaviour.  

Vulnerable Children may be given drugs and drink - unable to recall, remember 

or testify - shame, fear and distress can impede development, memory and self- 

management of risk. 

Vulnerable children are children in need of attachments 

…….however unhealthy 

Danger of Exploitation increases where: 

• Understandings about the age of consent relating to sexual activity and what 
constitutes a sex crime vary according to place and culture.   

• Stigma, shame and secrecy is attached to group/family behaviours 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Danger exists: 

➢ On-line 

➢ With peers 

➢ In neighbourhoods 

➢ In communities 

➢ On the street 

➢ In takeaways 

➢ In cars and taxis 

➢ In bars and clubs 

➢ In secrets 

➢ In shame 

Who is in danger? 

➢ Children excluded from school or on reduced 

timetables 

➢ Children in poverty 

➢ Children from marginalised groups 

➢ Children living in families affected by domestic 

violence, substance misuse and mental ill 

health 

➢ Children affected by family cultures and 

religions 

 



 
 

5 
 

 

What to do if you think a child is vulnerable to exploitation or there is a possibility 

they are being exploited:  

Attached at Appendix A is a copy of the Complex Safeguarding and Child Exploitation 

Notification which has a set of prompts that will assist practitioners to identify indicators of 
exploitation, and consider what actions are needed to safeguard a child. This is found on the 

LSCP website, under Guidance for Professionals/child exploitation. 

All professionals should be aware that all assessments need to be continual and that they 
should continually remain vigilant to risk increasing or decreasing.  

The safety plans for children who are exploited focus on disruption of the exploitative 
relationships and building the attachments with family or carers and education. 

 
For example, children in care need their social worker to create a safety plan in collaboration 
with the child’s care/ key worker and their teacher, inviting them to multi agency meetings to 

ensure that child is supported and protected at placement and in school and they are part of 
the disruption planning.  The aim of a disruption plan with professionals is to make it less 

likely that an exploitative group will want the child to be involved in exploitative sexual or 
criminal activity such as drug supply. Professionals should increase their presence in the 
child’s life, including at school and community, with aim that they are ‘keeping an eye out for 

the child. 
 

Children need safe friendships and safer risk taking activities, to build stability and safety in 
the home, and help to take part in alternative activities that develop their attachments and 
build resilience, such as joining a theatre/singing group or sports/boxing/football group. 

 

Perpetrators of Exploitation  

There is combination of both physical and emotional tools that perpetrators of child 
exploitation use to entice and groom their victims: 

 

Physical Tools: 

Alcohol        Drugs 

Cars /lifts 

Treats (e.g. McDonalds) 

Mobile telephones             Gifts 

Violence    Threats      Blackmail 

Emotional Tools: 

Time       Excitement 

Peer pressure 

Affection   Attention    Attachment 

Older boyfriend 

Protection 

 

  

Contextual Safeguarding 

Professionals that safeguard children must be context aware. For example, what are the 

pressures a young person faces when they attend a particular area or are part of a particular 

peer group? How does this impact upon the development of their identity, their sense of 

belonging, their self-worth? 
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In order to understand the context we must consider not only who has influence over an 

adolescent but also what the rules at play are within a group or environment. These contexts 

reduce parental and carer capacity and destabilise parental and care relationships. They can 

be known as ‘extra familial’ – i.e. the child is harmed from outside the family. It follows that 

parents and carers can feel overwhelmed by an escalating lack of control until they feel, “I 

can’t have them at home”. This extends within our foster, residential and semi-independent 

providers and is experienced as another rejection by another young person.  

Whilst we cannot engage with a ‘park’ or a ‘train’, we need to consider how we work with our 

partners to support the creation of safer places for our young people. The school, community 

and health are integral to safeguarding the child’s environment.  

It is the collective capacity to safeguard that is integral to achieving safety for adolescents. 

Safeguarding will be led by Childrens Social Care with contextual safeguarding partners as a 

fundamental cornerstone of practice. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If there are concerns identified and the practitioner is concerned about the child’s safety a 

referral via the MASH using the usual request for support form should be completed.  

http://www.westsussexscb.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Request-for-Support-form.doc 

 

 

All communication with young people should be underpinned by principles of 

accessibility, participation, transparency and respect.   

Exploited Children have been subjected to an abusive, coercive and controlling 

relationship. It is particularly vital to a victim of exploitation to provide explanations 

which promote the young person’s understanding of systemic requirements, 

supporting them to understand why certain things happened and why decisions are 

made.  

Communication should be proactively initiated,  in a timely manner and enable 

opportunities for meaningful dialogue. In practice effective communication means 

use of sensitive and respectful language, avoidance of jargon and clarity of 

message, particularly around young people’s entitlement.    

 

http://www.westsussexscb.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Request-for-Support-form.doc
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Elearning re Child Sexual Exploitation –  There is a 60 minute eLearning module 

available on the WSCC Learning and Development Gateway. This is for practitioners or 

managers within WSCC, Police, Probation, Health, Education and Private or Voluntary care 

staff that will help you to understand the nature and scope of Child Sexual Exploitation. The 

aim of this module is to increase understanding of Child Sexual Exploitation focused on the 

ultimate goal of keeping children safe. It will assist a practitioner to identify what to do if you 

suspect a child is being groomed or sexually exploited, recognise the impact of Child Sexual 

Exploitation on children, young people and families and establish the way you can work 

better in partnership with other agencies 

Safety Planning  

Our approach and response to child exploitation is multi-agency working in partnership 

with others. A multi-agency network or planning meeting must take place for all children 

considered at risk of child sexual exploitation.  

The Multi Agency Plans will consider all options to improve the safety of children and this 

will include prevention, disruption and protective strategies against potential 

perpetrators as well as to support the victims to reduce the risk of further abuse. 

It is widely acknowledged that safety outcomes for children are improved when they are 

actively involved in their safety planning. Our aim is to make decisions with and not for 

children, sharing our concerns and involving children and their families/carers in 

meetings is essential. 

Supporting the child and their family must be based on a multidisciplinary assessment of 

their circumstances and needs. Families, carers and friends of children experiencing 

Child Exploitation will often find this distressing and they can be referred to the following 

for support and advice:  

• Pace; Parents against Child Sexual Exploitation http://paceuk.info/for-

parents/support-for-parents/ 

• NWG; National Working Group for Sexually Exploited Children and Young People 

http://www.nwgnetwork.org/for-parents/ 

 

 

 

 

 

http://paceuk.info/for-parents/support-for-parents/
http://paceuk.info/for-parents/support-for-parents/
http://www.nwgnetwork.org/for-parents/
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Appendix A 

  

  

Complex Safeguarding and 
Child Exploitation Notification 

First Name of child       Name of worker 
completing 
notification 

      

Surname of child       Agency of worker 
completing 
notification 

      

Age of child       Email Address of 
worker completing 
notification 

      

D.O.B.       Role of worker 
completing 
notification 

      

Address of child       Telephone number 
of worker 

      

Postcode       Date form 
completed 

      

Telephone number 
of child 

      Mosaic number       

Status of child               Gender (used for 

equality monitoring) 
              

Ethnic Group (used for 

equality monitoring) 
              School / College       

 
Why is this child vulnerable to exploitation and harm or perpetrating serious harm?  This should be a concise and 

analytical summary of what has led to the exploitation and harm (push/pull factors) and what is currently happening. There is a section below 
if you want to add further detail. 

      

Professional Judgement (based on evidence above): 

  Child is being exploited and harmed   Child Sexual Exploitation 

  Indicators of exploitation and harm   Child Criminal Exploitation 

  Perpetrator of serious harm to others 
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Specialist Intervention allocated: 

            

Other Assessments attached: (e.g. Child and Family Assessment / Early Help Plan) 

      

The questions below are here for you to complete if you want to add further detail, or to assist with critical 
analysis – they are not mandatory questions. 

Recent Incident / Description of exploitation:  
(Has been a victim of sexual/physical assault/group attack? Talks about or witness to sexual exploitation, recent high profile incident or 
violence? Threatened or groomed by individual or on social media? Receiving expensive items or unknown items that are uncounted for by 
parent/carer? Presentation on return from a missing episode?) 

      

Suspicions:  
(Is sexting? Sending nude images of themself? Being seen at hotels and/or taxi ranks? Peers involved with exploitation/risky or concerning 
behaviour? Being accompanied to appointments with unknown adult? Arrested for violent crime? Concerns about witness intimidation? 
Friends being organised by crime groups – have an ‘elder’? Family involved with serious offending? Identified as gang affiliated? Present on 
social media gang/music videos? Physical injuries without explanation?) 

      

Possession:  
(Has multiple phones/sim cards? Carrying of weapons? Arrested for carrying of knife/blade or for holding firearms? Arrested with drugs intent 
to supply? Possession of large quantities of cannabis/other drugs?) 

      

Relationships: 
(Older associates? Been found in car with older unrelated adults? Relationship concerns (e.g. Controlling, abusive) relationship? 
Entering/leaving vehicles with unknown adults? Multiple callers attending child’s accommodation/calling?) 

      

Situations: 
(Arrested or found out of home area? Travelled long distance during missing? Reports of missing? Missing from education? Feels unsafe 
anywhere? ‘sofa surfing’? frequenting areas known for risky activities? Whereabouts unclear/unknown day/night?) 
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Substance Misuses:  
(Hospitalised for drug/alcohol consumption? Using drugs and/or alcohol?) 

      

Child / Family History and any other vulnerabilities:  
(Experienced neglect/emotional/sexual/physical harm/disrupted care arrangements? Parental substance misuses/mental health/domestic 
abuse? Risk of family/placement breakdown? Rapid behaviour change? Child vulnerable because of low self-esteem/mental 
health/disability/developmental problems/social isolation/uncertainty about sexual identity? Child vulnerable because of ethnic or cultural 
difference. Child is a migrant/asylum seeker/trafficked? Self – harming and/or suicidal attempts and/or eating disorders?) 

      

Strengths and Support: 
(Strengths in child, engagement in activities, positive relationships? Strengths in family, carers, network? Strengths in community, school, local 
knowledge, stability in relationships, who loves this child, where do they see they belong?) 

      

Education: 
(Change of school, APC placement, manage moves, EHE, reduced timetable, attendance, academic ability/SEND, recent changes to 
presentation and behaviour, poor engagement) 

      

Who are the other professionals involved? 
(What are they doing, is the child or family engaged with them, how often do they see the child/family etc.) 

      

Any other information: 

      

 
Please ensure that the West Sussex LSCP Multi-Agency Child Exploitation Procedures and guidance 

for professionals working with children are followed and this document is uploaded to your 
recording system and a copy sent to csehub@westsussex.gov.uk 

 

 

mailto:csehub@westsussex.gov.uk

