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In accordance with Beckett et Pearce (2018), Child sex abuse and exploitation, involves the manipulation and coercion of a child's physical and emotional integrity for the abuser's sexual enjoyment or for profit. This essay will cover the meanings and forms of these concepts. The effects on victims are severe and persistent, frequently resulting in serious bodily, psychological, and emotional harm. This essay will also define child sexual abuse and exploitation and discuss the situations in which it happens.

As explained by Mathews et Collin-Vezina (2017), any sexual act involving an adult or older adolescent and a young person is considered child sexual abuse. It can involve a range of behaviours, including having sex with a child, exposing oneself indecently, grooming a child for sex, or exploiting a child to create child pornography, also known as child sexual abuse materials. Due to their age and developmental stage, children cannot legally or intellectually consent to sexual actions, which characterises these acts as having an inherent power imbalance. "The involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not fully comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not developmentally prepared," is defined as child sexual abuse by the World Health Organisation (WHO). Based on the Office for National Statistics (ONS), there were over 103,000 police-recorded sexual offences against minors in the UK in the year that ended in March 2023. These offences included rape, assault, and other types of sexual abuse.

However, a commercial or transactional element is frequently present in child sexual exploitation (CSE). As "sexual abuse that involves some form of transaction, such as money, shelter, or goods," UNICEF's definition of child sexual exploitation highlights the systematic and commercial element of this crime. The production and dissemination of child-focused sexual photographs or films, commonly known as child sexual abuse media (CSAM), is another form of exploitation, as is child trafficking. Many times, trafficked, or coerced, minors end up in situations where their sexual services are exchanged for money. 

Conforming with Laird et al (2022), while there are many different forms of child sexual abuse and exploitation, contact abuse is one that occurs frequently. Direct physical contact between the abuser and the victim characterises contact abuse. It might include unwanted physical contact to sexual assault. Contact abuse can occur with family members, friends, or complete strangers, within and outside the house. 7.5% of children in the UK between the ages of 11 and 17 reported having been the victim of contact sexual abuse at some point in their lives, according to a 2024 NSPCC (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children) survey. In addition, another form of child sexual abuse and exploitation is, non-contact abuse, this also refers to sexual actions in which the abuser and the victim do not make physical touch. Indecent exposure, exposing minors to sexual acts or materials, and grooming through internet communication, where the abuser manipulates or entices an adolescent into sexual situations, are a few examples. 

According to Kloess et al (2014), child sexual exploitation can also occur online, where perpetrators take advantage of vulnerable young people using manipulation, blackmail, or coercion. As stated by The Internet Watch Foundation (2024), the UK hosted 80% of the child sexual abuse content that was found worldwide. The majority of the content featured children younger than 13. Abusers are now able to reach, control, and take advantage of children from a distance through the internet, which has provided a rising platform for child sexual abuse and exploitation. Social networking sites, gaming networks, and messaging apps are frequently used by offenders to entice minors, distribute child sexual abuse material, and organise networks of exploitation. As specified by Winters et Jeglic (2022), another form of child exploitation is sex trafficking. The recruitment, transfer, harbouring, or transportation of minors for the purpose of sexual exploitation is what child trafficking is described as. 

As reported by Franchino-Olsen (2019), power disparities, social standards, and economic circumstances are the main causes of child sexual abuse and exploitation. Children who are uprooted by war or other conflicts, live in poverty, or are marginalised are especially susceptible to exploitation. The efforts to prohibit child marriage and sexual interactions with children might be made more difficult by cultural standards that trivialise or even legitimise these crimes. In fact, in line with  Runarsdottir et al (2019), poverty has been linked in several studies to an increased risk of sexual abuse. According to Bidarra et al (2016), children from lower socioeconomic families were three times more likely to be at danger of sexual abuse and twice as likely to be victims of it, compared to children from better socioeconomic families. In conformity with Broadhurst (2019), the opportunities for abuse and exploitation have greatly expanded because of technology, especially the internet. The anonymity and global availability of the web have made it simpler for abusers to recruit children, make and disseminate child sexual abuse material, and build criminal networks that profit from child exploitation. According to NSPCC (2021), comparing data from the 39 police forces that were able to provide data for both time periods, it was found that in England, Wales, Northern Ireland, and the Channel Islands, there were 9,742 online child sexual offences recorded by 41 police forces in 2024. Recorded crimes have increased by three quarters in the last four years, from 5,458 in 2016/17 to 9,736 in 2020/21.

Shaw and Greenhow (2019) propose that power imbalances, where persons in positions of authority or influence exert control over vulnerable children, are at the root of child sexual abuse and exploitation. Power disparities in institutional systems can take many different forms, including age, gender, socioeconomic position, and even authority. These inequalities foster an atmosphere in which children are powerless to resist or ask for assistance. The research of Kavenagh et al (2023), shows that gender-based inequality is another aspect of power imbalance that is often the underlying cause of child sexual abuse. Although males are also at risk, societal structures that uphold patriarchal norms place a higher priority on male authority aid in the exploitation of young girls. Girls may be especially vulnerable to abuse in patriarchal society because they are perceived as men's property. When they report abuse, their voices are frequently ignored or suppressed. An estimated 1 in 6 girls and 1 in 20 boys in the UK experience some kind of sexual abuse before the age of 16. This information comes from The Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (2022). The societal acceptability of male dominance and female subjugation can provide challenges for victims seeking redress or simply acknowledging their wrongdoing.

Social norms also act as a catalyst for child sexual abuse and exploitation. Shawar et al (2022) state that social standards, which are ingrained in tradition, society, and religion, can either support or exacerbate child sexual abuse and exploitation. Adverse cultural attitudes frequently normalise child abuse and lessen the possibility that perpetrators will be reported or brought to justice. One illustration is how common child marriage is in some areas. Cultural customs in many communities allow or even promote young girls marrying significantly older men. Since the girls engaged are not emotionally or psychologically mature enough to give their permission, child marriage is a kind of approved sexual abuse. In the opinion of Dodsworth (2022), victim-blaming social attitudes, transfer blame from the abuser to the victim, which helps to prolong the abuse. In cultures where talking about sexuality is frowned upon, abuse victims (especially girls) are frequently stigmatised, held responsible for their mistreatment, and called "ruined" or "impure". Gangoli and Hester (2022) state that children who experience stigma are less likely to report abuse because they fear embarrassment or rejection from their family and communities. In certain cultures, the value of family honour may take precedence over a child's rights, resulting in attempts to hide abuse rather than pursue justice.

In line with elvius et al (2018), the effects of child sexual abuse and exploitation are serious and persistent. Ali et al (2024) declare that, as a result of their abuse, victims usually deal with a variety of psychological, emotional, and physical problems, including emotional and psychological trauma, depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and feelings of guilt or shame. Avieli (2024) reiterates that many survivors struggle with maintaining healthy relationships in adulthood owing to the lasting consequences of trauma. In addition to a psychological injury, Selvius et al (2018) also reaffirm that physical health issues may be among the other repercussions. As a result of the abuse, victims may sustain injuries, contract sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and endure other health issues. In circumstances of trafficking or exploitation, children may also experience starvation, physical exhaustion, or substance misuse. 

Another impact that child sex abuse and exploitation has on its victims is that of an educational and developmental impact. Based on Dr. Vries et Goggin (2018), exploitation and abuse can seriously impair a child's cognitive development and educational progress. Trauma causes many survivors to lose interest in education, have behavioural issues or have difficulty focussing in class. Lastly, Harracksingh and Johnson (2022) noted that social isolation is another frequent result of child sexual abuse and exploitation. Social isolation among victims is frequently caused by stigmatisation, victim-blaming and fear of retaliation. 

Salter and Whitten (2021) mention that, between the years of 1970’s and 1980’s  there was a very limited awareness surrounding child sex abuse and trafficking. There was very minimal data collection and limited police training on the nature of trafficking and abuse. However, there have since been important safeguarding measures introduced. Lovett and Tregidga (2021) state that, the goals of safeguarding measures for victims and survivors of child sexual abuse (CSA) and exploitation are to guarantee their safety, offer emergency care and assist in their long-term recovery. Mandatory reporting is one of the legal protections and reporting mechanisms. According to Matthews (2019), professionals including teachers, physicians and social workers are required by law in many nations to report any suspicions of child sexual abuse to the appropriate authorities. Laws guaranteeing that those who commit child sex abuse face legal repercussions are enforced by specialised police units and prosecutors within the Law Enforcement and Judicial System. Denne and Stolzenberg (2023) set down that court procedures are frequently modified to make them more suitable for children, enabling testimony over video links or with the assistance of advocates. Child protection laws are put in place to shield minors from being sexually exploited; these laws frequently target online abuse, grooming, and trafficking.

With reference to social and emotional support services, counselling and therapy represent an additional avenue for support. Frost (2019) states that, in order to aid in their recovery from trauma, victims frequently have access to professional counselling, therapy and mental health care. This can be group support meetings, family therapy or individual treatment. Rachmayanthy et al (2023) express that victim advocates or caseworkers are available in many areas to assist survivors and their family in navigating the legal, health and social support systems. These experts make sure the child's needs are given priority and that their voice is heard. Another crucial tactic for victim protection is multi-agency collaboration, such as child protection teams. Multi-agency teams that include social services, law enforcement, medical professionals and educators collaborate to evaluate risk, look into abuse and carry out safety strategies in many different nations.
 
Although the subject of child sex abuse and exploitation is a vast worldwide problem, with the ever-expanding use of social media and the internet, according to Ali et al (2021), because of the scope, accessibility and anonymity that the internet provides perpetrators, online child sexual exploitation and grooming constitute one of the most serious aspects of child abuse. For this reason, this subject requires special attention. Over 70% of child sexual abuse content found online features children under the age of 12, illustrating the young age of victims targeted through internet platforms, according to the International Centre for Missing & Exploited Children (2024). To further highlight the wide scale of the problem, the National Centre for Missing and Exploited Children (2024) claims that in 2021 alone, its CyberTipline received over 29 million reports of suspected child sexual exploitation.

According to Shiau et al (2023), criminals take use of the online anonymity provided by social media, gaming platforms and chat rooms to groom children often without the child's knowledge. According to the WeProtect Global Alliance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a 77% rise in online grooming cases. Predators took advantage of children's increased screen time and isolation. Additionally, Rezende (2024) states that while encryption technologies frequently impede investigations, law enforcement agencies are growing more concerned about the surge in live-streamed sexual assault, which gives predators the ability to direct abuse in real time. 

In conclusion, a multipronged strategy is needed to prevent these crimes, including educating communities and children about the hazards involved, bolstering legal frameworks and law enforcement, enhancing victim assistance programs and promoting international collaboration to combat human trafficking and online exploitation. To create a better environment for children in the future, proactive initiatives like encouraging safe online behaviour, giving adolescents the voice to speak up, and holding offenders accountable are essential.
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