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Introduction 
Investigations of online child sexual exploitation in England and Wales are commonly filled with challenges that make an investigation increasingly more complex. Although attempts to combat CSE have increased due to growing public and political awareness. (Tufail, 2015), infers that there was heightened national interest in CSE and frustration, from the public, after high-profile arrests of members of grooming gangs in Rotherham and Rochdale. This heightened public interest only adds to the challenges that still make it difficult to conduct a successful investigation and bring charges against those responsible, (Cockbain, 2020). Further challenges include the sheer scale and volume of offending taking place which is evident in (NCA, 2022). Legal or evidentiary barriers and victim identification are also common challenges that investigators face. Furthermore, investigating online child sexual exploitation has also become more difficult due to institutional failures and discrimination of vulnerable populations, such as children in foster care or those from minority ethnic communities, (Jayawardene, Gill and Kelly, 2023). With an emphasis on the difficulties regarding identifying and protecting victims, the legal and evidentiary obstacles, and the sheer volume of offending, this essay examines the primary challenges in investigating online CSE in the UK. The police responses designed to tackle online CSE will also be heavily scrutinised. Through the analysis of case examples, current academic literature, and official inquiry reports, this article will make the point that, despite advances in legislation and the modernisation of investigative approaches, there are still major structural issues that arise at every stage of the investigation into online CSE.  
 

Challenges Associated with Investigating Online CSE 
The biggest challenge that the police and specialist investigators face when trying to tackle online CSE is the sheer scale and volume of offending that takes place. In recent years the number of images, online communications and videos have created a significant backlog of cases. (NSPCC, 2024). According to this study, police investigators face significant setbacks, regarding investigations, because of the volume of digital evidence that is confiscated and their insufficient online forensic capabilities. The study also detailed the notion that, there are significant backlogs when analysing images and videos related to online CSE, and some forces only give investigations priority, when a child is in imminent danger. While there is clear evidence that the sheer scale of online child sexual exploitation is prevalent. There is an argument that these numbers may be slightly over-exaggerated. (Casey, 2023), displays the notion that there are significant gaps in national data systems and that police documentation and sharing of information of online CSE is frequently inconsistent and lacking. Not only does this show that the sheer number of offences is still significant, although there are inaccuracies, but a further challenge of investigating online CSE is highlighted. Issues in the way the police document, handle, and share information about online CSE can have a significant impact on the speed at which children are safeguarded and the quality of investigations. Poor record keeping and inconsistent data entry among police agencies can cause delays in connecting suspects and victims, particularly when offenders are active in multiple locations, (HMICFRS, 2023). From this it can be inferred that this lack of coordination makes it harder for investigators to work together effectively, therefore impacting active online CSE investigations. Although there are not any credible examples of UK based investigations into online CSE failing because of poor record keeping or poor communication between forces. There are a few in which the investigation was severely hampered by these challenges. One case which is detailed in, (HMICFRS, 2015), recounts that there was an instance in which a 12-year-old girl had arranged to meet an older man after receiving graphic photographs from him online. Incredibly, five days after the police got the information, a strategy discussion with a referral to children's social services occurred. It is important to note that according to the report this meeting was scheduled to take place five days earlier. In addition, the police did not confiscate the girl's phone, therefore ignoring evidence, or conduct any investigations to find the culprit, even though an offence had clearly taken place. The investigation ended without identifying the suspect. This case example highlights the importance of communication between the police and other child protection agencies. The main component that facilitates online CSE is technology itself, (Macfarlane, 2024). This can include mobile phones, laptops and PC’s, although these devices aren't usually a problem for investigators in regard to online CSE. One of the biggest problems investigators face is the growing technological sophistication of offenders. Offenders are getting better at exploiting technology to target, modify, and hide their actions, (Kloess et al., 2015). This source also infers that criminals frequently use encrypted messaging websites, social media, and gaming platforms, such as steam or the PlayStation network, to gain children's trust before encouraging or pressuring them to share explicit photos. This change of tactics, from using simple software, highlights the extreme lengths that perpetrators of online CSE will go to commit these horrific offences. Additionally, these modernised tactics highlight that before any offence is committed, online offenders exploit these digital spaces to build trust, gauge vulnerability, and normalise sexual conversation with children, (Williams, Elliott and Beech, 2013). A case that shows this change in tactic can be seen in when a Northamptonshire man named Andrew Stratford connected with a teenage girl via an online gaming platform in 2022. Conversations regarding the game subsequently turned into explicit texts, and Stratford eventually met and forced the girl into having sex. For having explicit images and committing sexual activity with a child, he was later sentenced to seven years and eight months in prison, (Northampton Chronicle, 2022). Children may find gaming harmless and enjoyable, but this example demonstrates how criminals can take advantage of this. The fact that these platforms frequently permit private or encrypted contact, makes it increasingly more difficult for the police to become aware of offences, (Europol, 2023). This source further accepts the notion that the increase in sophisticated technology makes online CSE investigations far more challenging. When organisations like foster or care homes fail to adequately protect the most vulnerable children, it creates another challenge for any investigators looking into online CSE. (IICSA, 2023), argues that issues like ineffective record keeping and poor communication can impact the success of any investigations greatly. This could result in some incidents going unreported. Children in care are sometimes treated more like troublemakers than victims, (Shaw and Greenhow, 2020). This research infers that this concept can make the carers or the police less likely to believe them or provide support when they attempt to report abuse. This mix of ignorance and disregard demonstrates how institutional flaws, and inequality can provide a challenge for investigators tasked to investigate online child sexual exploitation. A case example that displays how this challenge affected an online CSE investigation is the serious case review in Oxfordshire from 2005 to 2011, (Oxfordshire Safeguarding Children Board, 2015). This review found that vulnerable girls, with ages ranging from 12 to 15 years old, were groomed and exploited. It can also be inferred from the review that the internet and mobile phones played a major role in how the offenders groomed the victims. Sadly, the review also found evidence of multiple missed opportunities by social services and the police through poor record keeping of the children's activities. This, combined with the poor communication between the police and social services resulted in some girls being exploited for years on end before a successful intervention by the police. This case subsequently illustrates how care agencies or social services failing to adequately protect young children can provide challenges for investigators. 
 
 


Police Responses Designed to Combat These Challenges  
In order to combat these challenges police forces must employ responses that are effective and time efficient. One such response are Dedicated Child Exploitation Units. There is undeniable need to create these units to respond to the sheer number of offenses in relation to online child sexual exploitation, (Wilson-Kovacs, Rappert and Redfern, 2022). These specialised teams have officers who are trained in child protection, cyber forensics, and digital investigations. Their main jobs are to find victims, figure out who the criminals are and safeguard any further victims, (NPCC, 2024). The creation of these units is extremely effective as these specialist officers, through training, are able to conduct investigations more effectively which improves their ability to manage large volumes of evidence, (HMICFRS, 2023). However, despite the fact that these units are specialised and solely focused on dealing with CSE online. These officers frequently deal with heavy workloads, little resources, and inconsistent data systems, all of which can hamper any investigation, (Wager, Robertshaw-Seery and Parkinson, 2021). The research on this topic infers that although the creation of these specialised units is a great success there are still issues that can be dealt with that will improve their effectiveness. A further response designed to combat any instigative delays and to improve inter agency communication is early information sharing. Instead of waiting until an investigation is finished, this strategy concentrates on providing important information about potential offenders and victims to agencies, such as social services, (College of Policing, 2024). Working closely with social services and other partner agencies helps police identify children at risk from online exploitation sooner. (HMICFRS, 2020), asserts that forces that shared information early with social services were often able to intervene more quickly and protect children more effectively. Nonetheless, just passing on information isn’t always enough. (Jay, 2014) revealed, in the Rotherham inquiry, that even when important details were shared between agencies, they were sometimes ignored or not acted on, which left children in danger. This shows that although the concept of early information sharing can be effective in some cases, good communication alone isn’t enough. Building on this, giving police better digital tools and proper training has become vastly important in helping them deal more effectively with online child sexual exploitation cases, (Wainright et al, 2025). This is in response to the ever-growing challenge of offenders making use of sophisticated technology to conceal their offending. Research on this subject details that this response by police forces, in the UK, has improved the effectiveness of investigations and safeguarded further victims by reducing the time taken to bring offenders to justice, (McVeigh and Heward-Belle, 2024). This infers that due to this response, officers can evaluate massive volumes of online data more quickly, find connections between suspects and victims, and obtain more solid evidence for convictions thanks to improved forensic tools and training. While this response allows for more data and images to be analysed, this response still has its drawbacks. (Rappert et al., 2022), asserts that officers still may find it difficult to handle the volume and complexity of online CSE cases, despite advancements in technology and more sophisticated training. (VKPP, 2023), also infers this by highlighting the sheer scale of offending still taking place. Overall, while this response by the police has improved the quality and success of investigations, this response on its own is certainly not enough to effectively deal with the complexity and vast scale of offending in regards to online CSE. 

Conclusion 
This essay has critically examined the challenges police forces in the United Kingdom encounter when investigating online child sexual exploitation and the strategies they have implemented to address them. Specialist units that are dedicated to online CSE, improved digital forensic tools, and training have clearly made officers work more efficiently, analyse large volumes of digital evidence, and protect children at risk. Early information sharing between agencies has also improved their ability to identify potential victims before harm occurs.  
However, these responses have limitations. Offenders continually change their methods by using encryption software, different platforms, and other technical methods to evade arrest. The vast amount of material and regular communication issues between agencies can still delay investigations, meaning some vulnerable children, including those in care, may still remain at risk. To conclude, this essay details that these responses designed to combat the challenges investigators face are not enough on their own. An effective response demands ongoing improvements in digital tools and training, whilst combining this with better inter-agency coordination between the police and partner agencies. Although research infers that progress has been made, the constantly evolving nature of online CSE requires police to keep adapting to ensure this type of offending is effectively and efficiently dealt with. 
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