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Abstract 
The aim of this dissertation was to explore the complexities involved with the ongoing issue of Child Criminal Exploitation, how it has become a widespread issue within the UK, and to investigate the perceptions on how UK Policing is responding to and managing the challenges facing them via this new threat. 
To assist in understanding how Policing is currently responding to Child Criminal Exploitation, a survey was carried out among current, serving Police officers with a breadth of experience and within a variety of roles – to best capture the current understanding and confidence levels that UK Police Officers have in terms of their understanding of, and their ability to deal with Child Criminal Exploitation and its multiple facets. 
The dissertation touches upon and explores the variety of forms that Child Criminal Exploitation can take, including County Lines Drug criminality, Sexual exploitation, Knife crime etc. 
Whilst the dissertation faces limitations in terms of exploring the views of those perpetrating the exploitation, as well as the victims of the exploitation, it does shed light on a fascinating trend within UK Policing and allows for further research to be conducted and expanded upon, to progress the ways in which UK Police tackle the phenomenon. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore and investigate the complexities of Child Criminal Exploitation and how the Police forces within the UK are responding the ever-changing threats that the branch of criminality poses. This chapter provides a brief background into the area of study and proposes why research into this area is so important for Police forces and the UK community as a whole as we progress into the future. 
1.1 Background
Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE) is a critical and ever-evolving challenge for both Police forces and child protection agencies across the UK. Defined loosely as the coercion, control and manipulation of a child into criminality for the benefit of another – often Organised Crime Gangs (OCGs), CCE is now the fastest growing form of exploitation referred to the National Referral Mechanism (NCA, 2022). The most important point that must be emphasised when addressing and researching CCE is that the vulnerable young persons being exploited, whilst often perpetrators of crime such as drug dealing or knife crime, are almost always vulnerable victims themselves – however, many exploited children continue to be criminalised and punished for their abuse (Marshall, 2022). This identifies a flaw in how CCE is identified and managed by UK Police forces, with persistent tendencies toward focusing on reacting to the criminal act carried out by the individual, rather than their underlying vulnerability and exploitation (Ditcham, 2021). This project sets out to identify the gaps in knowledge and understanding that UK Police officers have when it comes to CCE and identify patterns and trends to help further research and development to better manage and deal with CCE in all its forms. 
1.2 Aims and objectives
The main research aims and objectives for this research centre around the current understanding and approach from UK Policing towards Child Criminal Exploitation. To better understand this, the author has set out the following research objectives.
Research objective 1: To understand the factors and circumstances that lead to children being considered vulnerable targets for CCE. This is an imperative objective for further research as it is important that both UK Police forces and partner agencies tackle the issue at its very core. This means addressing the core issues that can lead to vulnerable children becoming targets of these organised crime groups. The author acknowledges the limitations in place for this research means that it will be difficult to gauge an understanding directly from the victims or perpetrators of the exploitation but am hopeful that there may be understanding from the officers and Police staff who work tirelessly to tackle CCE.
Research objective 2: To explore the systems and processes in place at the highest levels of Organised Crime Groups and how they adopt different crime patterns and methods to facilitate the expansion of their organisation. This objective is again incredibly important to better understand the processes that are undertaken by the Organised Crime Groups that perpetrate the CCE – this in turn could allow further research and development of ideas on how to disrupt and dismantle the CCE. There are limitations in place with this objective in that it is highly unlikely that this research will be able to poll perpetrators of exploitation in an open and honest forum – however, the UK officers dealing with the CCE daily may be able to provide information for this objective. 

Research objective 3: To shine light on UK Policing’s response to the crime and challenges posed by the ongoing expansion of Child Criminal Exploitation and how the officers on the ground perceive the challenges they face daily. This research objective is perhaps the most prevalent of all of the objectives due to the accessibility available within this research and the target sample audience for the questionnaire. This objective will allow a basis upon which further research and discussions can be had on how to improve the understanding UK Police officers have when it comes to CCE and help to provide plans and strategies to arm them with the tools they need to effectively tackle CCE. 

Research objective 4: The final objective set out within this research is to look to ascertain whether a proactive or a reactive approach is more effective in dealing with this type of organised crime and dismantling the system of CCE. To achieve this objective the research will again look to poll the opinion of serving Police officers within the UK to understand their shared experiences and their current methods of dealing with CCE, in turn looking to identify any trends in how UK Police currently approach CCE and whether more work needs to be done to work towards achieving a different approach, or combining the two. 

1.3 Research structure: 
To enable the successful completion of the research objectives stated above, the chapters within this dissertation will be drawing back to the objectives consistently to ensure the objective is addressed. Chapter 2 of this dissertation will look to analyse previous academic research and theories relating to Child Criminal Exploitation, it is background and the wider scope of the current understanding off all facets of CCE and Policing’s response to it. 
Chapter 3 will then endeavour to set out the most appropriate and balanced research methods to achieve the desired research results. 
Chapter 4 will then analyse the data that has been collated through the research and attempt to identify key themes, anomalies and draw an understanding to the research objectives as set out above.
Chapter 5 will then conclude the dissertation and address the findings and the contributions that the research has made to the subject area, as well as acknowledging limitations and recommendations that have arose from the research project. 

1.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has now successfully laid out the background relating to the subject area of Child Criminal Exploitation as well as setting out the core aims and research objectives for this research project and why this research is necessary to progress understanding and exploration of this subject area. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter sets out to analyse relevant sources of academic information including previous research and literature, to enable comparisons and identify gaps within knowledge surrounding the subject of Child Criminal Exploitation. 
This chapter will in turn address research objectives 1 and 2 – which are to understand better the factors and circumstances which lead to vulnerable persons becoming targets of exploitation as well as to explore the systems and processes in place within the organised exploitations circles. To achieve this, this chapter will review and critically analyse previous research and literature that has been accessed via usage of ‘Google Scholar’ which collates various academic theories and research projects and textbooks. This chapter will also explore various other online materials from trusted sources such as that of the National Crime Agency (NCA) to better understand these two objectives. 
This review of literature will work to achieve research objective two, in that it will allow further research into how the systems and processes in place within Organised Crime Groups and exploiters are contributing to the rise in children becoming victims of CCE and the allure drawing them in. 

2.2 General literature: 
The prevalence of Child Criminal Exploitation, and County Lines Gangs, has increased exponentially in recent years. Whilst the method of exploitation has been thrust into the spotlight of Police forces and even mainstream media, there are still many gaps in knowledge and research into the matter. In particular, there appears to be a chasm in the depth of research into Child Criminal Exploitation within Wales, despite being one of the main hubs for County Lines Gangs, with Welsh cities such as Swansea suffering from the plague of criminality on a daily basis. 
This research project aims to address these gaps and imbalances in the current research by exploring all of the information currently recorded and utilising the professional opinions of colleagues working within Child Safeguarding and those who tackle organised crime gangs daily, to better understand how the problem is affecting the children of the UK, with an emphasis on the children of Wales. In this literature review, the author will explore and evaluate the variety of resources currently available and look to address any apparent gaps in the current knowledge. 
It is important to note, when considering Child Criminal Exploitation, that until 25th February 2025, there was no suggestion of any standalone legislation for the offence of Child Criminal Exploitation. As per the policy paper from the Home Office (2025), there is now intent to create a standalone offence that will help to prosecute adults that commit the exploitation, as well as Civil Preventative Orders that will help protect vulnerable children from these offences occurring or re-occurring. It is suggested that the new offence will carry a maximum penalty of 10 years imprisonment, a fine, or both (Home Office, 2025). This step represents a giant leap forward in the protection of the vulnerable children targeted by the exploiters, and county lines gangs in particular. It also acts as a barrier and helps to discourage the gangs from utilising this method so freely. 
However, in terms of the research available on this topic, it does mean that the vast majority of research completed now becomes outdated. This is where the authors research can help to bring the excellent work already completed by previous researchers into the new era, with the framework and future legislation in place to help guide the research and provide an insight, from those working on the frontline of tackling the issue. However, it is also noted within previous research and previous methods adopted by services and agencies, that whilst the approaches to tackling the exploitation become more advanced, so have the operations adapted to continue to evade detection (National Crime Agency, 2017). 
2.3 Vulnerable CCE targets
An extremely integral part to all research into child criminal exploitation is the children themselves and exploring what draws them to the crime. A study found that the majority of the children sampled had been criminally exploited with the promise of money (Maxwell, N. 2024). A key theme identified in multiple research articles is current culture. It was found that young people wanted to emulate lifestyles of their favourite rappers or footballers who often live and flaunt livers of lavish luxury. The disparity between what they can currently afford and what they could become, created pressure for success alongside the lack of youth employment opportunities. (Brown, 2022). 
The county lines gangs and criminals who exploit the youths, in turn offer them a certain route away from their perceived struggles and lack of financial success and offer a route of financially successful adulthood. (Reid, 2023). This is also supported by the research of Irwin-Rogers (2019) who implies that when faced with the prospect of low-paying jobs for young children who were not as academically able or driven, the lure of the criminal lifestyle and the allusion of success, they become embroiled in what is coined as the ‘toxic trap’ (Irwin-Rogers 2019). 
Whilst the pathway of financial success is a major motivator and tactic use for the criminal exploitation of children, research also highlights how exploiters will target and then manipulate existing vulnerabilities, trauma and medical needs to control and exploit the young people. (Maxwell, N. 2024). It is suggested that trauma from childhood, and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), as well as the feelings of helplessness can influence the path into criminality. (Reid 2023).
It is these feelings of being lost, sometimes feeling unloved and lonely for example if there is a divorce or bereavement of a parent, which can push vulnerable children into the path of the exploiters. It is then suggested that rather than the criminal exploiters actively seeking out and targeting individuals, the young people were manipulated into approaching the drug dealer for ‘work’. (Densley 2012). This does support the alternative view of the work of Cornish and Clarke (2014) whereby they imply that there can be a rational choice to begin in the life of criminality. 
Interestingly, there is a study completed that suggests that young girls in secure care, who had been criminally exploited, felt that being labelled as vulnerable was incorrect, and preferred to view themselves as almost entrepreneurial for actively seeking out the opportunity to improve their circumstances and achieve independence. (Ellis 2018). This is compounded by a professional interview cited by Maxwell and Walace (2021) whereby it was found that this perceived independence could mask exploitation and vulnerability within the child, who would not always present as victims but instead feel that they were part of the gang and feel cool and untouchable. 
Perhaps most alarmingly though were the findings in Maxwell, N’s research (2024), which suggests that there is a not a hard and fast rule on how children are exploited. It suggests that some will be targeted by family, some by strangers on social or just out on the streets. This is again, concerningly, embellished by the research of Bakkali (2019) who concludes that all of this has led to a generation of vulnerable young people who are ‘dying to live’, and willing to risk it all in their struggle for a successful and ‘meaningful’ life. This means that whilst there is excellent research already done and being continued on how and why children are exploited, there does not appear to be an identifiable way of intercepting or preventing it entirely. This leads to some young people feeling trapped within the exploitative relationship. (Violence and Vulnerability Unit 2018). 
2.4 Challenges facing Policing 
The reason that the challenge of county lines is particularly prevalent in the current policing climate is the unique challenge it has presented such its revelation as a viable business model of sorts for criminal organisations to follow. The process essentially means that the already established suppliers from larger cities within the UK, whom are often already operating as an organised crime collective, expand their sphere of criminality into the smaller towns across the UK, utilising their own data collected to identify areas with the right mixture of demand and probability through access routes. (Stone, N. 2018)
This is a key factor in Wales being a common target for these gangs, due to the accessibility of the M4 corridor, meaning cities like Swansea become ideal targets for these criminal enterprises to set up shop. Stone also highlights in his research how expanding in this way can help criminal gangs to avoid unwanted Police attention and spread out their criminality to avoid turning themselves into a target for counter-Policing operations. A more-recent piece of research by Feys (2023) highlights five specific levels of influence on Police decision-making when it comes to County Lines responses. These are identified as: police officer characteristics, civilian characteristics, organisational characteristics, situational characteristics, and neighbourhood characteristics (Feys 2023). Whilst this research allows a scope and some understanding for policing’s response and use of discretion in terms of county lines, it does not offer a particular insight into the Welsh communities affected by county lines, which this research would inherently do. 
Interestingly, there is research that contends that notion that Police officers dealing with vulnerable individuals, were less likely to perceive an individual as a victim of county lines if they had previous convictions. (Villacampa and Torres 2019). This again coincides with the authors research and is a key topic the author will be exploring and expanding upon. To address to question of when, if ever, it becomes ‘too late’ to halt the trajectory of a vulnerable young person involved in a lifestyle of crime, following criminal exploitation. 
Stone’s research in this project helps to highlight some of the root causes and motivations for the criminal gangs and their desire to infiltrate smaller towns to facilitate their county lines operations. Stone suggests that the majority of these criminals will resort to various activities to achieve their goals but almost always involve a certain level of influence, pressure, promise of reward and all always subtly underpinned with the threat or actual use of violence to ensure their goals are met. This piece of research is key in understanding the motivators for why these organised crime gangs wish to delve into county lines operations in the first place and helps to provide an insight into their means. 
In turn, this research could help to inform countermeasures and, when paired with other research, could help to break down barriers and implement strategies to protecting the vulnerable child who ultimately become the targets of the expansion of the criminal enterprises. Whilst this research is highly effective in addressing the roots of the problem and it does momentarily touch upon what processes were in place at the time of 2018, the author believes the issue has developed and moved on considerably since then, and so this research will endeavour to update this research and develop on points already made to keep up with the ever-changing landscape of child criminal exploitation.
The author also believes that the authors research can tap into the audience of the professionals, on a policing, political and safeguarding level, who are tackling the organised crime gangs and attempting to steer the vulnerable individuals away from the lure of their operations. As the young people become trapped in their ‘hostage-like’ relationships with people that they trusted (Stark 2018). 
2.5 Opportunities for further research 
When exploring the literature available currently in relation to Child Criminal Exploitation, the vast bulk of information available tends to lean towards the identification of victims and what it means to be an ‘ideal victim’ (Marshall, H.J., 2022). There is a thought-provoking notion posed that the narrowing down of the wider issue of exploitation, to attempt and point to the sole, immoral actions of a single entity or perpetrator, may be ‘politically convenient’ (Spicer, 2020). The author believes that this is where the research into Child Criminal Exploitation lacks, and there needs to be a wider scope on the causes and potential vulnerabilities or identifiable characteristics that can lead to the push and pull factors of these children being lured into the life of crime, in particular through County Lines. 
Whilst research in recent years has begun to branch out from being more-so focused on the bigger cities such as London and Birmingham, to now beginning to include the smaller towns that are the ones so heavily affected by the aftermath of county lines gangs, there is still a chasm in the research and information that is available in terms of the children from these small towns that are being targeted, the impact on them, and the lasting impact on the community within those areas. This further highlights the importance and necessity to address child criminal exploitation in its entirety and looking at the problem as a whole, rather than the smaller branches that the current research allows. 
In 2021, Maxwell, N and Wallace, C produced an excellent piece of research into Child Criminal Exploitation in Wales. This work is closely intertwined with this dissertation due to the obvious connections to Wales and narrows down the research to a niche point of view that addresses the root motivation for this research. The research focuses broadly on Child Criminal Exploitation as a whole and adopts an umbrella approach to reviewing aspects such as how the exploitation manifests in Wales and how the children become involved in criminal activities as well as the actions they would be expected to carry out on behalf of the exploiting gang. 
Within the research it is stated that it was commissioned by Health and Care Research Wales to help to capture the child’s voice directly from those children who have lived and suffered through the exploitation as well as their parents and the professionals working tirelessly to understand, in order to prevent, how children are targeted and groomed into county lines gangs within Wales. (Maxell, N and Wallace, C,. 2021). Maxell, N and Wallace, C’s (2021) work is incredibly important when it comes to the authors own research as it is very intricately linked to the problems set out to be address and analysed in this project. The specific and direct approach to understanding the problem from the children’s perspective is what drew the author to this research to help better their own research and understanding of the topic. The paper is from a credible and reliable source, which was commissioned and funded as above by Health and Care Research Wales. It also utilises interview techniques to collect its data, including interviews and focus groups with 21 children who all had a shared experience of living through criminal exploitation, which helps to provide accurate and direct sources of data to analyse. 
There is a weakness in this interview research, given that the data was collected between October 2020 and May 2021, which coincided with the COVID-19 lockdown and isolation. Such an anomaly of a time period means that there may have been disruption in the data and an uncertain time for the children themselves. Whilst the research is comprehensive and covers the breadth of the topic, the author believes that there is further research that could be done into the professionals who tackle the exploitation on a daily basis. 
The focus on the child’s perspective is incredibly important and is unlikely to be achieved through the authors own research methods due to accessibility. As such, the author  believes that the
 focus on the professionals and teams that work to help safeguard the vulnerable children, and the teams that tackle the organised crime groups head on, will work well in tandem with this research to provide a wider scope on the problem and encompass a much broader perspective on the issues and how to deal with them as a society in future. The research further solidifies the importance of research such as this one, as described in the research there are an estimated 1000 separate county lines gangs operating throughout the UK (National Crime Agency, 2019), they then further indicate that there are an estimated 100 of the drug lines that are operating to flood Welsh towns and cities with drugs and criminality. 
The lack of research into the causes, impacts and voices of the young people in these small Welsh towns in particular, helps to validate the rationale for the research project with an emphasis on the professional teams, such as Op Quartz within Gwent Police, and the Youth Offending Service (YOS) who focus on identifying and managing young, vulnerable children involved in the criminal justice system with a safeguarding approach. By utilising research methodology to extrapolate data and information from these professionals would help to round out the current research available and provide a broader overview of the problem and what is being done to tackle it. Whilst the research methods as a whole across this issue are limited, with personal opinion and experiences being the primary source of information, there is a still a large gap in knowledge for research to fill. As such, there is a rationale for the author’s own research to dig deeper into the perceptions and experiences of Police officers working with young vulnerable children, some of whom are criminally exploited, on a daily basis. 





Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter sets out to detail the methodical approach used to address the research questions posed in previous chapters, concerning Child Criminal Exploitation and Police’s response to the exploitation and the children it affects. The author will explain how they intend to utilise a mixed-methods approach of research to best collect the data for the study, due to the sensitive subject matter in terms of Child Criminal exploitation, and the emphasis for the research being firmly placed on the perspectives and shared experiences of professionals including Police officers and other professionals, as well as public perception where appropriate. This chapter will outline the design of the research as well as the data research methods, the strategy for sampling participants, data analysis techniques, ethical considerations and limitations on the research and will provide a framework for the ongoing research. In doing so, this method of research will help to achieve one of the research objectives in being able to poll serving Police officers to gain their understanding of Child Criminal Exploitation and their current approach to it. 
During this research study, the author intended to employ the use of questionnaires to gather the data and information to harness and analyse. Due to the complex nature of the problem of Child Criminal Exploitation, and how emotive it can be as a topic, this research undertook a mixed-methods research approach which is best suited to this research project to gain an in-depth understanding of the complexities and in turn allows a more detailed analysis of Child Criminal Exploitation which would be difficult to achieve with either qualitative or quantitative methods by themselves. 
The sampling target for this questionnaire will be current serving Police officers. The author has chosen this audience as it provides a picture of the problem and may help to identify trends, patterns, and gaps in knowledge within certain areas within UK Policing. The advantages of this are that the research will be able to develop a data set to show the understanding Officers have of the exploitation, their exposure to it and what is being done to tackle it in their opinion. However, the disadvantage of this research is that it is localised to Policing. In the limitations an explanation of how this research could have been improved if it were able to reach out to those who are exploited and those who perpetrate the exploitation will be provided, for a wider knowledge base. 
In order to sample this target group, the author devised a questionnaire that was shared via a spreadsheet with a return address for the completed copies. The author utilised their connections within their role as a Police officer to share the questionnaire amongst colleagues based within Response Policing as well as CID, and via sending the questionnaire specifically to ‘gatekeepers’ such as Sergeants of specific areas, i.e. Public Protection Unit, to get a broader spectrum of views within the force. 
The questionnaire focused on and collected data and themes on, Police officers’ knowledge and exposure to Child Criminal exploitation and their confidence in their training and the response of their force to the issues and complexities. It also looked to focus on the exposure and understanding they have in terms of Child Criminal Exploitation and aimed to identify any potential trends in confidence in policing’s response to Child Criminal exploitation as well as how well-known and identifiable the signs and pre-cursers of Child Criminal Exploitation are.
The questionnaire comprised of a mixture of questions to best poll the opinions of Officers. They involved methods such as scales of confidence between 1 and 5, and some questions were open for text and opinion. This is the best way to achieve a comprehensive data set that can be analysed and presented to help highlight the understanding surrounding Child Criminal Exploitation and Policing’s response to the issue. 
In terms of the data collection and analysis, the data is presented in two forms, due to the mixed-methods nature of the research. The use of Google Data was employed to input the data that was collected and looked to present the findings in the form of a graph/chart which best illustrates the findings and any trends and patterns that are identified. Given that the author collected both quantitative and qualitative data through the questionnaire, trends and themes that were collected in some of the questions were identified as well as how they relate to the objectives in the initial research proposals. 
Despite the thought-out design and planned out approach to this research, it is  acknowledged that as with any research project there are some limitations within this project. Gaining access to an appropriate amount of Police officers may prove to be a challenge due to shift work and the general demand placed on officers meaning that they cannot find the time to undertake the questionnaire. It is also acknowledged that there may be potential bias or influencing factors, for example, if an officer is having a particularly stressful day they may not be as likely to speak highly of their force or the training they have received. Whilst the questions have been generated to be as straight forward and broad as possible, there may still be some room for bias to taint the data. 
It is also acknowledged that the sample pool was localised and limited to a small selection of officers that the author was reasonably able to enlist via their social and career circles. This in turn provides the limitation of the research being very localised and not on a wider scale. 
This chapter has detailed the approach undertaken for this dissertation research project into Child Criminal Exploitation and Policing’s response. It outlines the mixed-methods approach and the justification for its use. The limitations on the research methods have been acknowledged and identified and the overall outline for this methodology has been set out, in the hope of achieving insightful and interesting findings that can help to contribute in a meaningful way to understanding and expanding the knowledge and information surrounding Child Criminal Exploitation and what UK Police are doing to tackle it. 






Chapter 4: Analysis of results
This chapter presents and analyses the findings from the questionnaire that was distributed to UK Police officers, with the aim of ascertaining the different perspectives and experiences of UK Police officers in their understanding and response to the various forms of Child Criminal Exploitation that is so prevalent in today’s society. These results are expressed through an examination of quantitative data that has been gathered via the questionnaire answers of nineteen respondents who all work within the Police. The analysis reveals a theme of a certain level of reliance upon informal learning and experience through on the job learning, which, while fosters individual confidence in some respondents, appears to contribute to a perception of inadequacy in terms of the multi-agency and institutional long-term approach to responding to Child Criminal Exploitation. This helps to answer the research question in that it implies that currently, UK Policing’s approach towards CCE is inadequate and needs development. It also addresses one the key objectives of this research, which is how UK Police work together with partner agencies to address CCE at the root. 

4.1: Figure 1: Years in Policing and Years of Direct Involvement with CCE
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In relation to figure 1 above, the demographic data provided via the questionnaires provides context for the results and allows themes to be drawn. With a distribution of officers across experience brackets, ranging from 0 years to 16+ years, the sample allows a balanced perspective as well as interesting findings in terms of learning how CCE has developed and became more prevalent in recent years. The average years in Policing of the respondents fell within the 6–10-year range, indicating a sizeable portion of the sample group have a solid foundation in terms of experience within Policing. However, a key finding has emerged when this is cross-referenced with experience in terms of dealing with CCE. A substantial 52.6% of respondents reported having only 0-5 years of direct involvement with CCE, with this figure including officers from each of the experience levels. Whilst 21.1% of the respondent’s report having 16+ years of Policing experience, only 5.3% suggest having 16+ years of direct involvement with CCE. 


4.2: Figure 2: Understanding and knowledge of CCE:
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The data collected in figure 2 shines light upon Officer confidence in their understanding and knowledge of CCE reveals a notable trend in terms of years of experience. Whilst a majority of 63.2% felt either ‘Confident’ or ‘Very confident’ in their understanding of CCE, a substantial portion (36.8%) felt either ‘Not confident’ or ‘Completely unaware’. When referencing this with the experience section of the data, a correlation becomes apparent in that, all respondents with 11+ years of Policing experience reported high confidence levels in their understanding and knowledge of CCE. Conversely, the less confident respondents were almost entirely made up of those with less than 10 years of experience in Policing. The single answer of ‘Completely unaware’ came from a respondent with 0-5 years of Policing experience. The findings show that 100% of officers with 11+ years of experience reported feeling either Confident or Very Confident in their general understanding of CCE. 


4.3: Figure 3: Forms of CCE dealt with directly 
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This figure directly relates to research objective three in that it allows us to see the different forms that UK Police officers respond to in their course of their duties. 
In relation to figure 3, the results of the questionnaire show that 100% of respondents have dealt with county lines/drugs forms of CCE in some capacity. This provides an anomaly when compared with the understanding section whereby one respondent has answered that they were completely unaware of CCE. 59.7% of the respondents state they have dealt with sexual exploitation in some way and 42.1% state they have dealt with knife crime in relation to CCE. The three lesser dealt with forms of CCE according to this questionnaire are Theft/Shoplifting (31.6%), Modern slavery (26.3%) and Forced labour (21.1%). This figure helps to tie back to the research question by exploring the forms of CCE and UK Policing’s exposure to them. It allows for an overview of the most ‘common’ forms of CCE in UK Policing’s view.

4.4: Figure 4: Frequency in dealing with CCE: 
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This figure correlates to research objective three, by highlighting the frequency in which officers within the UK respond to CCE. 
In terms of figure 4, frequency of dealing with CCE, the most common response was “Occasionally” with 36.8% of respondents choosing this answer. 21.1% of the respondents stated that they dealt with CCE once per week, and another 21.1% stated that they had dealt with CCE once per month. Surprisingly, 10.2% of respondents stated that they never deal with CCE. 






4.5: Figure 5: Sources of training:
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This figure helps to partly achieve research objective three, in that it identifies how UK Police forces are working to ensure their officers are equipped to respond to CCE in the correct manner. 
The findings in figure 3 aim to highlight the source(s) of Police officer’s knowledge of CCE. An overwhelming 100% of respondents chose the option, “Through exposure during the course of my duties” as a source of their training and knowledge. Conversely, just 26.3% of the questionnaire respondents cited the source of their knowledge as “Specialist courses within force”. Additionally, 26.3% of the respondents suggested that “Self-research” was their source of understanding for CCE. Whereas a majority 89.5% of the officers in the questionnaire stated that they had gained understanding of CCE through “NCALT” or College Learn inputs. 









4.6: Figure 6: Perceptions of Institutional Effectiveness in responses to CCE: 
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This figure best relates to research objective three, in that it highlights the response from UK Policing to CCE by exploring the effectiveness as perceived by the officers who carry out their duties daily. 
A theme identified in figure 6 is the disconnect between individual officer experiences and the capability of the institution as a whole in dealing with CCE is a central theme identified within the results. Despite many respondents feeling personally confident in their own abilities and understanding of CCE, their perception of the overall Police and institutional response to CCE appears negative. A combined 84.2% of the officers questioned rated the effectiveness of Police forces in recognising and responding to CCE as “Not effective” or “Very poorly”, with the remaining 15.8% of respondents deeming Police’s response to CCE as ‘Effective’. Out of nineteen respondents, not a single person deemed Police’s response to CCE as ‘Very effective’. 






4.7: Figure 7: The scoring of the responses to CCE (An average from scores of 1-5):

[image: A graph of a bar chart

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
This figure helps to provide information relating to research objective four, in that it clearly connotes that the majority of officers feel more confident in the reactive nature of the initial identification of CCE, and far less confident in the early disruption of CCE networks. 
The scoring of specific areas of responses to CCE in Figure 7 provides a nuanced view of where respondents perceive strengths and weaknesses. The highest average scores were given to the initial stages of responding to CCE. 
“Initial identification of CCE” receiving an average score of 3.5 out of 5, and “Initial risk assessments and safeguarding” receiving an average score of 3.4 out of 5. This aligns with the previously identified theme that officers feel more confident in their own initial actions when dealing with CCE.
However, the scores drop significantly for more complex, systemic and institutional areas. “Investigation and identification of offenders” received an average score of 2.9 out of 5. As well as both “multi-agency information sharing” and “Disruption of CCE networks” receiving an average score of 2.5 out of 5 and 2.4 out of 5, respectively. 


Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations 
The overall aim of this research was to develop and explore the current understanding of UK Policing’s approach to Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE). The research question was addressed through an examination of quantitative data gathered from nineteen respondents from within UK policing. The specific research objectives set out initially in the early phases of the research were as below: 

Research objective 1: “The factors and circumstances that lead to children being considered vulnerable targets for CCE.” 
Whilst this research set out with the intentions of addressing this point, it is not believed that the research conducted has managed to fully address this objective. This will be discussed further in the limitations section, however, has mostly been due to a lack of access to the respondents required to explore this objective. The research conducted within the literature review has allowed this topic to be explored, however the research conducted within this project has not managed to directly address this objective. 

Research objective 2: “ The systems and processes in place at the highest levels of Organised Crime Groups”
This research objective has been addressed through the dataset which relates to the understanding and knowledge of CCE within UK policing. The data collated on officer confidence and their understanding of CCE reveals a notable trend linked to their years of experience. Whilst a majority of the respondents felt either ‘Confident’ or ‘Very confident’ in their understanding of CCE operations, a massive portion of the respondents felt 'Not confident’ or ‘Completely unaware’. Within this data, a clear correlation becomes visible. All of the officers with 11+ years of experience reported high confidence levels. Conversely, the ‘Not confident’ and ‘Completely unaware’ responses came almost exclusively from officers with less than 10 years of experience. These findings suggest that the understanding of CCE and the criminal operations is something that develops with prolonged exposure and experience. 
Research objective 3: “Policing’s response to the crime and challenges posed”
This research objective has been addressed through the scoring of the specific areas of response to CCE. The scoring in this area provided a nuanced view of where Officers perceive strengths and weaknesses in their response. The highest average scores were given to the initial stages of the response to CCE. This being, “Initial identification of CCE”  and “Initial risk assessments and safeguarding” . This aligns with the findings that officers, in particular those with more experience in Policing, feel confident in their personal understanding. However, the scores drop significantly for the more complex, systemic areas, such “Investigation and identification of offenders” and “multi-agency information sharing”. This suggests that while officers may feel as if they are equipped to handle the initial response to a CCE investigation, the institutional systems required for the longer-term disruption and management of CCE is perceived to be lacking. The low score for multi-agency information sharing is particularly concerning, as CCE is widely recognised as a problem that requires large-scale collaboration across the agencies. Especially given that there are an estimated one thousand separate county lines gangs operating throughout the UK (National Crime Agency, 2019)

Research objective 4: “Look to ascertain whether a proactive or reactive approach is more effective in dealing with this type of organised crime”

This research objective has been addressed, both through the above scoring systems as well as through the research surrounding the sources of training and understanding within Policing. A large majority of officers rated the effectiveness of Police forces in recognising and responding to CCE as “Not effective” or “Very poor”. This finding alone suggests a significant institutional failure, whereby a lack of consistent training and a reliance on learning on the job prevents a cohesive, proactive response to CCE. Perhaps the most striking finding of this research is the source of officer’s knowledge in relation to CCE. An overwhelming 100% of respondents identified, “Through exposure during the course of my duties” as the main source of their training. Suggesting that a Reactive approach is very much currently being implemented within Policing. “Specialist courses within Force” and  “College of Policing inputs” as sources of knowledge scored very poorly. This suggests a systemic gap where formal, proactive training in terms of CCE is not being consistently delivered or applied, leaving officers to learn through exposure to CCE within their roles – promoting a reactive approach. This leads to a game of ‘cat and mouse’ due to CCE gangs identifying areas with the right mixture of demand and probability through access routes to increase their operations. (Stone, N. 2018)

5.1 Limitations within this research: 
Whilst this research set out to explore the wider understanding of CCE, it has been limited due to the ability to reach the target audience required. For example, it has not been possible to obtain the views and understanding of perpetrators or victims of CCE. The research has been limited to Police officers themselves, which has allowed a fascinating research project into the perceptions within Policing but has significantly narrowed the research from the original objectives set. The author believes that access to these exploited individuals is made even more difficult due to the belief that some young people feeling trapped within the exploitative relationship. (Violence and Vulnerability Unit 2018).
Whilst the research addresses the objectives set out in the initial stages of the project, the limitations in terms of not being able to interview the victims and perpetrators of the exploitation means that the findings are limited to a particular pattern of understanding. Whilst the findings allow for further research and identify gaps in knowledge within UK Policing, it does not address Objective 1, which is to better understand the factors and circumstances that lead to these vulnerable children becoming victims of exploitation. The best way to achieve this objective would be to speak directly to those who become victims, and those who identify and exploit those factors for their own gain. This is a major limitation for this research project. 
A further limitation identified within this research is the small sample size of nineteen respondents. Whilst the findings do allow for identification of certain trends and patterns within UK Policing, they do only represent an exceedingly small portion within a local Police force, and do not accurately poll respondents from across the UK. This limitation means that the research does not take into account how CCE is understood and viewed in different parts of the UK – for example, an officer in London may have a drastically different understanding of CCE and its functions, when compared to an officer in the rural parts of South Wales. 

5.2 Recommendations: 
This research has provided a good platform for further research to delve into the reasons why there is such a significant perception of a lack of multi-agency collaboration in tackling CCE and allows for discussions on what can be done to progress this going forward. 
In summary, the responses received through research reveals a problematic trend within modern UK Policing’s response to CCE. There appears to be a strong reliance on knowledge gained through reactive, on-the-job experience rather than structured and proactive training. Whilst this approach may help to foster confidence in some individuals, it appears to be a major contributor to the perception of institutional in-effectiveness in terms of the wider response to CCE. Officers believe that Policing’s response is most effective at the initial, often solo-led stages of an investigation, and becomes far less effective when it begins to require a collaborative and long-term strategic approach between partner agencies. 
The findings suggest that to improve the UK Policing response to CCE, a shift is needed from a model of informal and reactive learning approaches to more pro-active training and an emphasis on inter-agency collaboration to ensure that all agencies are able to tackle CCE and intervene before it becomes a cycle of criminalising the victims of the exploitation.  Ensuring that all officers are equipped with the tools to identify CCE at the earliest possible stage and then have the confidence and capabilities to provide an intervention rather than criminalising the children is imperative for UK Policing to move forward in terms of tackling CCE. 
This research provides a foundation for further research to look into the methods, plans and policies that have been, or could be, developed between partner agencies to tackle, and reduce the blight of Child Criminal Exploitation within our communities. It allows for further research to be conducted and collated across the UK to understand if this trend is localised or is a widespread issue within UK Policing. 

5.3 Contribution: 
This research has contributed to the theory and research of Child Criminal Exploitation by highlighting a clear trend that Police officers are not entirely confident in their understanding of their ability to adequately tackle CCE. It has presented an interesting notion that there is little-to-no confidence in inter-agency collaboration in terms of addressing and dealing with CCE and allows for further research and planning to be conducted to address this, as ultimately, tackling CCE is an ever-increasing, widespread problem for all agencies and all communities. This research has helped to contribute to the information available in terms of how UK Police officers confidence in dealing with CCE is intrinsically tied with their amount of exposure to CCE during the course of their duties, and shone a light on the need for further investment in training within forces to be able to confidently recognise and respond to all forms of CCE. 
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Appendices
Questionnaire: 
This is the anonymous questionnaire designed and given for the purposes of the research, comprising of eight questions, with 19 responses received. (as per analysis of results chapter) 

1. How many years have you been involved in Policing?
· 0-5 years
· 6-10 years 
· 11-15 years 
· 16+ years 

2. Approximately, how many years of your career have you had direct involvement with child exploitation? 
· 0-5 years
· 6-10 years 
· 11-15 years 
· 16+ years 

3. How confident do you feel in your general understanding and knowledge of Child Criminal Exploitation? 
· Very confident 
· Confident
· Not confident
· Completely unaware 

4. Please select each form of Child Criminal Exploitation that you have dealt with directly during your career:
· County Lines/Drugs 
· Knife crime 
· Thefts/Shoplifting 
· Sexual exploitation 
· Forced labour
· Modern slavery 

5. Please identify where you have received your current training and knowledge of Child Criminal Exploitation (Tick all that apply) 
· Specialist courses within Force
· Through exposure during the course of my duties 
· College of Policing inputs
· Self-research 

6. How often do you directly deal with Child Criminal Exploitation within your current role? (On average)
· Multiple times per week
· Once per week
· Once per month 
· Occasionally 
· Never 

7. How effectively do you believe Polcie forces currently recognise and respond to Child Criminal Exploitation? 
· Very effectively 
· Effectively 
· Not effectively 
· Very poorly 

8. Please score (1 to 5) the following areas of responses to Child Criminal Exploitation, in your experience 
· Initial identification of CCE
· Initial risk assessments and safeguarding 
· Investigation and identification of offenders 
· Multi-agency information sharing 
· Disruption of CCE networks 





Table(s) of results:
The following table(s) correspond to the above questions. The horizontal rows represent the numbered questions, and the vertical rows represent the individual respondents. 

Respondents 1-5:
	[bookmark: _Hlk210241695]
	Question 1
	Question 2
	Question 3
	Question 4

	Respondent 1
	0-5 years
	0-5 years
	Not confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Knife crime, Thefts/shoplifting

	Respondent 2
	6-10 years
	0-5 years
	Confident
	County lines/Drugs, Sexual exploitation 

	Respondent 3
	11-15 years
	6-10 years
	Confident
	All except forced labour

	Respondent 4
	16+ years
	11-15 years
	Very confident 
	All except theft and Knife crime

	Respondent 5
	6-10 years 
	6-10 years 
	Confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Sexual exploitation, Forced labour 



	
	Question 5
	Question 6
	Question 7
	Question 8

	Respondent 1
	Through exposure during course of my duties 
	Once per month
	Not effective 
	2, 3, 3, 2,2 

	Respondent 2
	Specialist courses, Through exposure during course of my duties 
	Occasionally 
	Not effective 
	3, 3, 2, 3, 2

	Respondent 3
	Through exposure during course of my duties, Self-research
	Occasionally 
	Not effective 
	4, 4, 3, 3, 3 

	Respondent 4
	Through exposure during course of my duties 
	Once per month
	Very poorly
	5, 4, 4, 2, 2

	Respondent 5
	Through exposure during course of my duties, College of Policing inputs
	Once per week
	Not effective
	4, 4, 3, 3, 3



Respondents 6-10: 
	
	Question 1
	Question 2
	Question 3
	Question 4

	Respondent 6
	0-5 years 
	0-5 years
	Not confident 
	County lines/Drugs

	Respondent 7
	11-15 years
	6-10 years
	Very confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Knife crime, Thefts, Sexual exploitation

	Respondent 8
	16+ years
	16+ years 
	Very confident 
	All except Theft 

	Respondent 9
	0-5 years
	0-5 years
	Not confident 
	County lines/Drugs

	Respondent 10
	6-10 years 
	6-10 years
	Confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Sexual exploitation 



	
	Question 5
	Question 6
	Question 7
	Question 8

	Respondent 6
	Through exposure during course of my duties 
	Occasionally
	Not effective
	2, 2, 2, 1, 1

	Respondent 7
	Through exposure during course of my duties, Self-research 
	Multiple times per week
	Not effective 
	4, 5, 4, 3, 3

	Respondent 8
	Through exposure during course of my duties
	Once per week
	Not effective 
	5, 5, 4, 3, 3

	Respondent 9
	Through exposure during course of my duties
	Never
	Not effective 
	2, 2, 1, 2, 1

	Respondent 10
	Through exposure during course of my duties
	Occasionally
	Very poorly
	3, 3, 2, 2, 2



Respondents 11-15: 
	
	Question 1
	Question 2
	Question 3
	Question 4

	Respondent 11
	11-15 years
	11-15 years
	Very confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Thefts, Sexual exploitation, Modern Slavery 

	Respondent 12
	16+ years 
	11-15 years
	Confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Knife crime, Sexual exploitation, Forced labour

	Respondent 13
	0-5 years
	0-5 years
	Not confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Thefts

	Respondent 14
	6-10 years
	0-5 years
	Not confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Knife crime

	Respondent 15
	11-15 years
	6-10 years 
	Confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Thefts, Sexual exploitation 




	
	Question 5
	Question 6
	Question 7
	Question 8

	Respondent 11
	Through exposure during course of my duties, College of Policing, Self-research 
	Once per month
	Not effective 
	5, 4, 4, 3, 3

	Respondent 12
	Through exposure during course of my duties, Specialist courses in force 
	Occasionally 
	Not effective 
	4, 4, 3, 3, 2

	Respondent 13
	Through exposure during course of my duties
	Once per month
	Very poorly
	2, 2, 2, 1, 1

	Respondent 14
	Through exposure during course of my duties
	Occasionally 
	Not effective 
	3, 3, 2, 2, 2

	Respondent 15
	Through exposure during course of my duties, Specialist courses in force, Self research 
	Once per week
	Not effective 
	4, 4, 3, 3, 3





Respondents 16-19
	
	Question 1
	Question 2
	Question 3
	Question 4

	Respondent 16
	16+ years 
	16+ years 
	Very confident 
	All of the above

	Respondent 17
	0-5 years
	0-5 years
	Completely unaware 
	County lines/Drugs

	Respondent 18
	6-10 years 
	6-10 years 
	Confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Modern slavery, 

	Respondent 19
	11-15 years 
	11-15 years 
	Very confident 
	County lines/Drugs, Knife crime, Sexual exploitation 



	
	Question 5
	Question 6
	Question 7
	Question 8

	Respondent 16
	Through exposure during course of my duties 
	Multiple times per week
	Not effective 
	5, 5, 4, 3, 3

	Respondent 17
	Through exposure during course of my duties 
	Never 
	Very poorly
	1, 1, 1, 1, 1

	Respondent 18
	Through exposure during course of my duties, Self research 
	Occasionally
	Very poorly
	4, 3, 3, 2, 2

	Respondent 19
	Through exposure during course of my duties, Specialist courses within force
	Once per week
	Not effective 
	5, 5, 4, 4, 3
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