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Key Challenges in Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation:

Grooming is becoming a cross-platform problem; according to NSPCC (2022), in the last 12 months, over 70 online apps and games were involved in grooming activities. Snapchat makes up for over 33% of meta platforms being most commonly used to facilitate grooming. The high volume of child sexual abuse and exploitation material accessible on the open web, the ease and ability to access material and technical advancements such as anonymisation, destruction tools, encryption and perpetrators utilising the dark web have posed a major challenge to policing responses within the UK. However, there isn't much evidence on the effectiveness of intervention and practice strategies regarding CSE cases due to the multi-agency approach allocated to preventing the crime, including the police, social workers, and the criminal justice system. An effective response would include prevention, protection, and prosecution (Kloess, 2014). According to Brayley et al. (2020), some challenges faced by these agencies include the role of technology, lack of consistency in assessment tools, improvement of informed trauma responses, and the misconception that secure accommodation is an appropriate strategy for ensuring child safety.
Prisons, probation, and the community do not provide specific interventions for perpetrators of CSE due to the ambiguity of the offence. Most offenders will be charged for a variety of offences regarding sexual conduct, as there is no specific offence for CSE. Community-based interventions, such as Circles of Support and Accountability, are available for individuals convicted of sexual crimes but not for perpetrators of contact CSE. Individuals are supported to reintegrate into the community through voluntary participation models (Drummond et al., 2018). However, the NSPCC (2021) communicates that no specialist programmes for perpetrators of CSE are available. Nonetheless, this makes it difficult for the probation service to track and identify perpetrators of CSE. Consequently, hindering the application of appropriate intervention methods and approaches. There is a significant gap in research regarding the characteristics and motivations of CSE offenders. Further research into this gap of knowledge could allow for the implementation of specialist programmes for serious offenders and ensure justice for victims by preventing reoffending (Greater Manchester Safeguarding, 2023).  
A key challenge in safeguarding children includes the misconception of secure accommodation for young people. According to Social Care Wales (2019), young people from the ages of 10 to 17 can be placed in secure accommodation. Secure accommodation is characterised by abuse, neglect, family dysfunction, bereavement, and difficult relationships. Issues relevant to secure accommodation are relevant to short-term solutions. In the Long term, children who are placed in secure accommodation are more likely to be exploited in the future due to vulnerability and a lack of support from caseworkers, as children who are victims of CSE tend to have multiple caseworkers, impeding their trust in the system (Safeline, 2022). 
Within the UK, legislation and strategies to combat child sexual abuse and exploitation have undergone significant amendments to address these critical issues comprehensively. Correspondingly, legislation such as the Sexual Offences Act 2003 has widened definitions of abuse and improved sentencing for offenders. This Act comprehensively reformed and updated existing laws, introducing new provisions to address various aspects of sexual abuse and exploitation (Sexual Offences Act, 2003) (Addis et al., 2021). The Act includes provisions addressing grooming, online abuse, and child trafficking, adapting to the evolving nature of these crimes. Despite such provisions to combat underreporting and stigma, more thorough efforts are needed as issues regarding the language used to define CSE remain a contemporary issue. 
CSE is often referred to as a hidden crime. For this reason, children do not always realise that they are victims due to the manipulative nature of CSE. Therefore, the manipulative nature of CSE makes children more vulnerable to exploitation. For instance, perpetrators will groom children for extended periods of time by building a trusting relationship with the victim in exchange for gifts, drugs, affection and so on. The victim could, therefore, misunderstand their role in the relationship and have a blindsided view of their part to play in the exchanges with the perpetrator. 
Furthermore, Stranger danger, a concept embedded in our societal consciousness, emphasises caution in interactions with unfamiliar people to protect children from potential threats (Donnesa McPherson, 2023). However, despite its popularity in public dialogue, the reality paints a different picture. Elkin (2020a) indicates that over 37% of child sexual exploitation instances occur in the victim's circle of trust, involving family members and friends. National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (2021) research findings back Elkin's (2020a) viewpoint; the organisation reported that 32% of child abuse instances occur within a group of perpetrators well known to the victim and that 30% were instigated by strangers. For instance, Sutton Defence Lawyers (2023), in the R v V (Norwich) case, the perpetrator, a foster father, had gained the trust of the child, making it easier to exploit and abuse the child over an extended period. Thus, the prevalence of perpetrators known to the victim challenges the misconception of "stranger danger.". Perpetrators often exploit their relationships and the trust they have gained to manipulate and abuse children, making it harder for victims to recognise the abuse or seek help.




Consequently, this myth can hinder efforts to educate children and adults about recognising signs of abuse from familiar individuals, undermining the effectiveness of prevention strategies (Donnesa McPherson, 2023). Therefore, addressing this myth requires a shift in focus towards comprehensive education and awareness campaigns that emphasise the potential risk posed by individuals known to the child. Highlighting the importance of healthy boundaries and communication, irrespective of the perpetrator's relationship with the victim, is crucial in creating a more accurate understanding of the risks and implementing more effective preventive measures. 

In historical context, the language used to define CSE has posed issues regarding legal proceedings and convictions. Nonetheless, Alderson (2020) communicates that these issues were concerned with victim blaming and victim engagement with supporting agencies, in context referring to victims having major distrust of supporting agencies due to downplaying the severity of CSE crimes. For example, Although there is no specific offence for child exploitation, in policy, the definition of CSE corresponds with CSA. Under section 15 A of the Sexual Offences Act 2003, there was a gap in the law that previously stated a perpetrator could not be charged if sexual activity had not been incited. Accordingly, the NSPCC (2022) define CSA as "when a child is forced or persuaded to take part in sexual activities". Difficulties in distinguishing CSE from CSA previously made the application of the definition and certain elements of crimes involving CSE hard to apply. CSE definitions state the concept of an exchange involving sexual behaviour, whereas methods of grooming having evolved have allowed for improved methods to exploit where no exchange is present. For example, the use of technology allows for indecent images where no physical contact is made. The current definition of CSE has evolved as knowledge based on the crime has increased to reduce victim blaming and encourage engagement. For these reasons, previsions to the definition and language used in the context of CSE have been revised, and the definition is stated by the Department for Education (2017) as " Child sexual exploitation occurs where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 into sexual activity (a) in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, and/or (b) for the financial advantage or increased status of the perpetrator or facilitator. The victim may have been sexually exploited even if the sexual activity appears consensual. Child sexual exploitation does not always involve physical contact and can also occur through the use of technology". 
Despite such revisions, the language used in the definition still poses concerns regarding its application. In practice, the definition is open to interpretation and ambiguity when differentiating both crimes due to the universality of the definition. Consequently, it is difficult to monitor the number of CSE and CSA reports. 
According to Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (2018a), research suggests that it is estimated that 32% of cases of child sexual exploitation do not get reported, highlighting the severity of the issue. Similarly, O'Keeffe (2023) is in agreement with the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Cruelty (2018a); she advises parents to believe plus validate their child's assertion of being abused as the child may be having overwhelmed feelings of culpability and anxiety to not being understood. 
For instance, in Sherwood (2018), the Church of England was accused of covering up cases of child abuse by Bishop Peter Ball. The survivors of the sexual abuse faced intense public scrutiny, with the community arguing the abuse was self-inflicted. Such actions can lead to the victims failing to report the occurrences. More so, 42% of victims indicated that fear, shame, and societal stigma contribute significantly to their failing to report (Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse, 2018a). Correspondingly, misconceptions concerning victim blaming are relevant to personal agencies and stereotypes of perpetrators. For example, caseworkers need to be careful when using language that could imply a child has been complicit in the actions of the perpetrator. Additionally, the need for consistent and durable relationships within case working is important to improve the compliance of victims of CSE and improve reporting of the cases. As a result, underreporting leads to a severe lack of accurate data and support for victims. This not only obstructs the delivery of appropriate services but also impedes efforts to understand the true extent of the issue and implement preventive measures effectively.

A general myth of CSE suggests a relationship between being a victim of child sexual exploitation and later developing a tendency towards becoming an offender (Brown, 2020). The misconception creates challenges in addressing abuse cases effectively because the cycle represents a failure in the system. In the case of the R -v- W (Burnley) in Sutton Defence Lawyers (2023), the myth's influence on legal proceedings is demonstrated. In the case, despite clear evidence of the W's guilt, the court attributed the defendant's actions to their history as a victim of abuse, assuming a pattern where victims become offenders, denying the victim justice. In correspondence with Killean et al. (2022), they suggest that many courts associate past victimisation with potential future offending behaviour. However, when courts perceive a link between victimisation and potential future offenders, current sentencing guidelines, such as out-of-court disposals, are not as effective and represent a significant gap in knowledge on better sentencing methods. For example, rehabilitation of serious offenders and specialised intervention models could be more effective in combatting the victim-offender cycle (Local Government Association, 2019). 
Although the myth could have a positive influence on the criminal justice system, victim blaming remains an issue. By fostering a refined understanding of abuse dynamics, encouraging evidence-based assessments in legal proceedings, and prioritising support for victims without bias, steps can be made toward justice and prevention without perpetuating harmful stereotypes. Nonetheless, combatting this myth is challenging due to its deeply ingrained nature within legal frameworks. Efforts are being made through specialised training for legal professionals, emphasising evidence-based approaches that demystify this myth (Local Government Association, 2019). However, systemic change requires continued education, raising awareness about the myth of assuming victimisation leads to future offending and implementing guidelines to ensure fair trials.

Preventive measures include trauma-informed responses such as Enhanced Case Management that Wales implemented in 2013 and England. The trauma-informed response is based on the foundation of the Trauma Recovery Model (Skuse and Mathew, 2018). The intervention focuses on making psychosocial links between trauma and ACEs and developing interventions in accordance with mental health needs and social integration. Evidential findings based on the model are an accurate background of a child's history of trauma, moulded to suit child's cognitive level and a constant evolving trauma enforced response for youth justice teams to apply to victims of CSE as the intervention is interchangeable (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2023). Utilising the response could mean the difference between a victim receiving justice or potentially submitting to the victim-offender cycle.
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