This dissertation explored the impact of response policing and multi-agency working on safeguarding and protecting children at risk of child sexual exploitation (CSE). The study aimed to examine the role of frontline Police officers in identifying vulnerability, responding to safeguarding concerns, and working collaboratively with partner agencies to protect children from sexual exploitation.  Throughout analysis of literature and primary research conducted with serving police officers, several significant themes emerged concerning operational policing pressures, victim identification, safeguarding practises, and the effectiveness of multi – agency collaboration. 

The results demonstrate that response policing is crucial in protecting and safeguarding vulnerable children. Police officers frequently encounter children at risk of (CSE). This supports existing literature which identifies responses officers as the first point of professional contact for many vulnerable children (College of Policing, 2024). The frequency at which survey participants reported interacting with vulnerable children highlights the increasing safeguarding responsibilities placed upon Police officers. Policing has increasingly shifted from a crime focused role towards a more vulnerabilities focused approach, in which officers must balance law enforcement responsibilities alongside safeguarding duties. Nevertheless, the results also indicate that response policing remains significantly impacted by operational and organisational pressures. Although many officers acknowledge safeguarding as a fundamental aspect of their role, participants consistently describe workload pressures, staff shortages, and high operational demands as barriers to effective safeguarding. Officers reported feeling pressures to move from one incident to another, limiting opportunities to spend time engaging with vulnerable children or conducting thorough safeguarding assessments. These findings reinforce existing research suggesting that reactive policing may limit opportunities for meaningful safeguarding interventions (Home Office,2020). 

A further significant theme emerging from the research is the hidden nature of CSE and the difficulties associated with identifying victims. The findings indicate that many children who experience CSE do not recognise themselves as victims due to grooming, emotional manipulation, trauma bonding, or perceived romantic attachment. This highlights the complexity of safeguarding CSE cases, particularly where victims may decline intervention or maintain attachment to perpetrators. These findings strongly support studies by Beckett et al.(2017), which identifies that exploitation is often concealed through emotional dependency and psychological coercion. 

Poor family relationships, social media, low self-esteem, neglect and adverse childhood experiences were often identified by participants as factors increasing vulnerability to CSE. Welsh Government (2014) corroborate this. Although, many participants stated that they felt confident in identifying indicators and were confident in making safeguarding referrals, a significant number of participants reported that they had not received sufficient training and emphasised the need for improved safeguarding which would help officers better understand victims’ behaviour and avoid victim blaming language. 

In addition to frontline policing challenges, the findings also highlight the importance of effective multi agency collaboration in safeguarding children at risk of CSE. Participants reporting that they regularly engage with various partner agencies, which strengthens safeguarding outcomes, however barriers such as poor communication, and unclear accountability hinder the effectiveness of multi-agency working. This is supported further by Atkinson et al., (2007) who identifies structural barriers, inconsistent safeguarding thresholds and fragmented communication as ongoing challenges. 


Overall, the study highlights a clear link between:
· Response policing and its operational pressures 
· Safeguarding effectiveness 
· Victims’ vulnerability 
· Multi- agency communication 
· Trauma informed policing. 


Limitations. 

The biggest limitation surrounding this study was the relatively small sample size used withing the primary research. Although findings provided a valuable insight into officer’s experiences and perceptions surrounding children at risk of CSE, a larger sample across multiple police forces would have provide broader and more representative findings. A further limitation of the research was focused primarily from a policing perspective, the inclusion of social workers, health professionals, other partner agencies and victims of CSE themselves may have offered further insight into the efficacy of multi-agency safeguarding approaches. 

Time constraints associated with undergraduate research alongside full-time employment limited the scope of this dissertation. The limited  timeframe resulted in greater reliance upon online surveys rather than interviews or observations which may have provided more detailed qualitative findings. 

Finaly, due to the sensitive nature of child sexual exploitation accessing direct experiences from victims would have presented ethical and safeguarding issues but may have strengthened understanding of safeguarding effectiveness and victim’s experiences. 

Recommendations. 

This dissertation has successfully met its objectives, and this chapter will now present with recommendations relating to safeguarding practises, response policing and future research surrounding CSE. Police forces should continue investing in trauma informed safeguarding training for frontline officers and supervisors, particularly regarding victim’s behaviours, online exploitation, and effective engagement with vulnerable children. 

The researcher further advises that police forces continue to strengthen multi-agency communication and information sharing protocols. Clearer safeguarding procedures, improved accountability and consistent communication between agencies would improve the effectiveness of collaborative safeguarding frameworks. Further investment into specialist safeguarding teams and frontline resources is also recommended.
Additional research should be conducted across a broader number of police forces, as well as the involvement of multiple agencies, including social services and health professionals to provide a greater insight into effectiveness of collaborative working and frontline safeguarding experiences.  
Overall, the research illustrates that while response policing and multi-agency safeguarding remain fundamental in protecting children at risk of CSE, operational pressures, inconsistent communication, and limited specialist resource continues to impact safeguarding effectiveness. Enhancing trauma informed policing practises, inter-agency collaboration, and frontline safeguarding support will be crucial for improving outcomes for children at risk of CSE. 
