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ABSTRACT 
Purpose: The research was conducted to determine two objectives; if there was evidence from serving police officers to suggest that children and young people who are experiencing or have experienced the care system in the Wales, are more at risk of child sexual exploitation; if police officers felt well placed to identify those children and young people at risk of child sexual exploitation and those that are the perpetrators of the criminal activity associated with it. 
Methods: Serving officers across one force in Wales responded to semi-structured questionnaires to elicit their views on the objectives. Sample size was small but purposeful, with 22 officers giving consent to participate and responding to the research. 
Results: Officers responses imply that children and young people exposed to the care system are more likely to be vulnerable to child sexual exploitation and that officers do not feel fully equipped to identify those at risk. Incidental data suggests that officers feel that a multi-agency approach to identification is best practice, with professionals from social work and education being key to the process and opportunities. 
Findings: evidence from the literature to supplement the results of the study, imply that children and young people that are vulnerable to many pre-disposing factors have increased susceptibility to being coerced into sexual exploitation, both by organised gangs and by family members. Whilst training for sexual abuse against children and young people is relatively robust in police officer training, research shows that training to support officers in identifying those at risk of exploitation may require review and better application.    
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1 - INTRODUCTION 
1.1 - background 
For police officers, child sexual exploitation is a crime that may be witnessed on a number of levels, including the trauma and devastating impact it may have on the individual as a victim, as well as families and friends and upon the officers that deal with the aftermath of such heinous criminal activity. Response officers, when involved with the disruption and apprehension of organised crime gangs that effect child sexual exploitation, experience the full gamut of emotions that range from anger to compassion and empathy, whilst maintaining professionalism and dedication to their roles and responsibilities. Many officers that deal with the immediate threat of child sexual exploitation are attached to specialist units that have objectives to identify and disrupt criminal activity in this context. However, there may be occasions when response and neighbourhood officers are exposed to the aftermath of this crime and may have reason, on occasion, to suspect that children and young people are being coerced or groomed into becoming victims of exploitation. Whilst the exposure that specialist officers and teams may provide better preparation for the work involved, the minimal experiences of other officers can mean that their experiences can be more traumatic and challenging, both to their role and to their health and well-being. Evidence suggests that the most vulnerable children and young in society are most susceptible to the actions of the radical criminals that enlist them to exploitation, including those in the care system, those with additional needs and those that are trafficked form other countries, seeking refuge and safety in the UK. As such, the increased criminal activity surrounding chid sexual exploitation is a challenge to overcome, but energy and commitment to addressing this is essential, in order to protect the most vulnerable children and young people and the officers and other professionals that are involved in identifying, intervening and supporting victims before, during and after the crime.     
 
1.2 - rationale for subject matter   
Child sexual exploitation and the susceptibility of children and young people in the care system in relation to their exploitation is something that is pertinent in contemporary society in the UK, and for that matter, across the world. As response officers, there is not an expectation that this specialised area of policing would elicit direct involvement. However, children and young people in the communities and neighbourhoods served by response officers are at the root of vulnerability, especially those that may be exposed to the care system or experience other factors that have negative effect and outcome. There may also be occasions when response officers are called into targeted interventions, especially in the context of warrants for intervention for the disruption of criminal gangs in this domain.
1.3 - aim 
The broad aim of the study is to demonstrate, through a small sample representation, that children and young people who have experienced the care system are more vulnerable to child sexual exploitation and that the officers that police communities are able, through training and experience, to identify those that are considered at risk.  
 
1.4 - objectives 
· To identify police officers views on the concept that children and young people who have had, or are having experience of the care system, are more vulnerable to child sexual exploitation by organised criminal gangs. 
· To determine if response officers have sufficient experience and training to effectively identify those at risk or have confidence to act upon their suspicions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 - statistics 
Child sexual exploitation is a significant form of abuse that can be inflicted upon a child or young person by an individual, although more often by organised crime gangs, through manipulation, force or coercion, usually for the means of sexual gratification (Hurst, 2021). The police, amongst other agencies and those professionals associated with them, are key participants in the identification of those children and young people vulnerable to this abuse, as well as being pivotal in identifying the criminal behaviour of organised crime gangs and disrupting the activity that leads to child sexual exploitation (Cole et al, 2016). There has, in recent years, been a plethora of information, research and media interest in the exploitation of children and young people and young adults by organised crime gangs across the United Kingdom (UK). Hayes (2021) suggests there has been an increase in gang violence and crime, attributed to the younger population, that often results in both physical and emotional harm and damage, with recognition that more funding, policy change and a greater awareness across agencies and the general public is required to counter this behaviour. Criminal exploitation of children and young people accounts for 17,000 crimes annually, and despite some authors suggesting it is challenging to determine if there is an annual increase in activity (Maxwell et al, 2019), others imply that the risk increases year-on-year, with over 27,000 children & young people being considered at risk (Roberts et al 2024). Added to this is information that over 3000 referrals were made, in 2023, to the agency that explores claims of exploitation (Maxwell, 2024). Worldwide, it is purported that over 25 million people are subjected to modern slavery, of which child sexual exploitation is a part (Kiss & Zimmerman, 2019). Child sexual abuse, the umbrella term that encapsulates all illegal sexual activity towards children and young people, of which child sexual exploitation is considered a part thereof has risen year-on-year, with an increase of 7.6% in 2023, on the 107,000 crimes reported in 2022 (Centre of Expertise on Child Abuse, 2025), with group offences, such as that of organised crime gangs, contributing 5% of crimes identified and reported, with the ever-increasing availability of social media platforms making access much easier and more prolific.  
 
2.2 - definitions of child sexual exploitation 
Whilst there is no formal definition of the term child criminal exploitation, it can be considered that it is the act of vulnerable and impressionable children and young people being made to commit crime and criminal acts, to the benefit and advantage of any particular trusted individual or group of individuals (The Children’s Society, 2021), with Walsh (2023) adding the words coercion, incitement and manipulation to the suggestion of a definition. Walsh (2023) adds that exploitation in this context is a tangible and real threat to the well-being of not only the young people affected, but to the wider population, when considering how it facilitates criminal gang activity. The NSPCC (2025) further states that the exploitation of children and young people for criminal gain is afforded the label of abuse, given its potential significance in the context of consequence and harm. Manipulation, coercion and grooming are all pivotal elements of the abuse origins and all involve trust and relationship building with victims, ordinarily through the use and exchange of gifts, goods and money to produce a sense of owing or of being accepted into a friendship group that is usually a disguise for part of the criminal gang (Peterson et al, 2024). The Department for Education (2017) supports these elements to a definition by adding that it is the advantage of power by an individual or group to manipulate or coerce a young person under 18-years-old into sexual activity, so that the perpetrator can increase their status or financial situation.  
 
2.3 - demographics of those at risk of child sexual exploitation 
UK government organisations and departments, including local government, the police, NHS organisations and education, as well as significant and critical input from charity bodies all admit that, despite the best efforts in working towards the reduction of the impact of these types of crimes and exploitation, more is needed to turn the tide of criminality in this context (Hall, 2020). There is further work to suggest that children and young people with additional needs and those who are either in care or who have left the care system, are much more vulnerable to becoming the targets of exploitation and of criminal gangs (Ellis, 2019), something that is mirrored in other nations across the globe, including the United States (Dunnigan & Fusco, 2024), Australia (Ayling et al, 2020) and other European countries (Moise, 2024). (Shaw & Greenhow’s (2020) research, through the views and experiences of health and social care professionals, suggests this vulnerability is even greater when the well-documented challenges and failures in the current care system are further considered factors. Greater risk is noted when children and young people, who have had experience of the criminal justice system (Marshall, 2023) and consideration should be made that some young perpetrators of criminal activity be relabelled as victims, to allow the delivery of support, guidance and rehabilitation, with the aim of steering away the individual from future criminality and exploitation. Roberts et al (2024) suggest that sex and health needs can also increase the risk to young people, with males being more likely to be exploited, as well as those young people with poor mental health, adding, conversely, that evidence does not suggest that ethnicity is a factor.  
 
The risk of exploitation to those in or leaving the care system in the UK is correlated to emotional and mental health needs, as well as challenging and disruptive behaviours, with unstable environments and experiences contributing, when considering regular changes of placements, foster families or other care settings that may be established (Marshall, 2023). This instability reduces the opportunities and abilities to develop trusting relationships with adults, making these individuals more open to exploitation when gang members target them (Local Government Association, 2021). Baidawi et al (2020) highlight, in their exploratory study, that children and young people who are neuro diverse, as well as those that are residing in care settings, are more vulnerable to exploitation and that more work is required to support professionals in the identification of those at risk, such as that of the systemic model of identification developed to include additional parameters in the process of assessment and identification (Barlow et al, 2021). Additional evidence (Swancott et al, 2025), advocate that school-based education in the early teen years is the target for early intervention to raise awareness of exploitation, with the aim of reducing the risk to young people who are targeted and for those that are more vulnerable than others.  
 
2.4 effects of child sexual exploitation 
Hallett (2015) facilitated qualitative research to explore the views of young people and professionals who had experienced, or been part of the identification of exploitation. Findings from Hallett’s (2015) study, reinforced the link between care system users and the risk of exploitation. Furthermore, those who had experienced this acknowledged that there was some level of expectation for exploitation to occur whilst they were in the care system, with admissions of feeling ‘wanted’ and ‘valued’ by the adults that were central to the criminal gangs, who offered an element of stability and value.  
 
As well as those children and young people utilising the opportunities, however challenging, offered by the care system, young adults with learning disabilities (Franklin & Smeaton, 2017), especially those who have communication difficulties, are at a high risk of exploitation (Jones et al, 2012). Because of those communication challenges, there is a reduced likelihood of disclosure of abuse and exploitative behaviour by others to the professionals that support them This evidence can be considered significant to criminal gangs, when choosing individuals that can be coerced and exploited and may include concepts such as cuckooing and trafficking (Stone, 2018) and is something that police services may wish to consider when investigating criminal behaviours in the context of those acts that may be aligned to organised crime (Jones et al, 2012).  
 
Supporting vulnerable individuals to divert away from criminal activity is the objective of interventions within local policing initiatives across the country, with child criminal exploitation one of those interventions high on many agendas (College of Policing, 2022). Franklin & Smeaton (2017) recognise that all four nations of the UK have strategies and policy in place to address the exploitation of children and young people. The exploratory study by Franklin & Smeaton (2017) highlights the need for collaborative working across a range of agencies to develop training and education in order to raise awareness and allow empowerment of those potentially affected by criminal gangs. The National Crime Agency (2019) reinforce this view, advocating robustly co-ordinated approaches are necessary to tackle exploitation and that agencies, especially the police must consider more collaborative thinking and action with partner agencies and stakeholders such as health, education and local government, as well as charitable organisations to reduce the risk, incidence and impact of exploitative practices. This is underpinned by the policing Code of Ethics (College of Policing, 2024) that advocates for recognition of vulnerability in particular individuals, that respect is paid to their needs, resulting in a greater awareness of those at risk and the implementation of pro-active policing practice to protect them. With this strategy in mind, alongside the specific training that police officers are provided with to recognise signs of child sexual exploitation, such as unexplained gifts, those children and young people going missing and unusual or out of character relationships with older people (McKibbin et al, 2022) the police may be considered the crucial driver in prevention of this criminal activity (College of Policing, 2025). Consideration of the challenges in applying knowledge and training to the process of identification, however, must be made when evidence suggests that children and young people often do not consider themselves as victims, as a result of the manipulation involved with coercion and that exploitation often takes place in private, away from the public viewpoint. Further difficulties arise from the complexities and intricacies of crime gangs, as well as public reluctance to become involved in the community support that is required to help identify victims, considered as a loss of trust and confidence in the police following ig profile cases such as that in the north of England spanning almost 20 years (Griffiths, 2013).  
 
2.5 - identification of those at risk and the training of police officers to help identification 
In order to implement support strategies, identification of those at risk of exploitation is a key factor. Collaborative relationships across all agencies that have contact with children, young people and young adults is critical (Baird & Connelly, 2023) in identifying those at risk and those that are already active in criminal gangs through exploitation (Franklin & Smeaton, 2017). Clear and overt discussions between professionals is necessary to ensure suspicions are investigated by the police and frameworks can be useful in structuring thoughts and considerations, such as that used in health and social care (Roberts et al, 2024). The HEADSSS framework facilitates psychosocial history taking by health and social care professionals, exploring domains such as home life, education or employment, interests, relationships, mental health and substance use, as well as exploring self-perceptions of safety. Frameworks such as HEADSSS can enable rapport and therapeutic relationship building to open conversations that can offer up key disclosures in many contexts including criminal activity. Professionals require expert targeted training to support the ability to recognise and identify those at risk of exploitation and those that are being exploited (Maxwell, 2024). In respect of collaboration, Pearce (2014) suggests that co-location of agencies is key to successful identification of child criminal exploitation, where better outcomes were evidenced through co-location working, as opposed to single agency led safeguarding boards, where collaboration with the police in pursuing investigation was hindered, either through poorly documented contact or through unclear communication pathways.   


























 3 - RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 3.1 - research philosophy 
The research primarily follows three research philosophies of interpretivism, positivism, and pragmatism (Shan, 2022). For this research, the study utilised interpretivist research philosophy to achieve the desired level of flexibility in analysing the subjective experiences of professionals working with young people in the care system while identifying the perceived risks. Ludvigsson et al. (2022) also used a similar approach in the identification of crime experiences that empowers the inclusion of an interpretive research approach for subjective experiences. Meanwhile, for this research, the interpretive approach enabled the study to examine the possibilities and analysis of experiences of those involved with the researched activities, namely response police officers to account for their experiences regarding the exploitation and materialisation of risk associated with vulnerability, in the context of child sexual exploitation. Thus, the interpretive research philosophy can enable the study to maintain flexibility while contributing to the involvement of young people into sexual exploitation, by organised crime gangs. 
 
3.2 - research approach 
There are two types of research approaches: inductive research approach and deductive research approach (Williams, 2021). A deductive research approach was integrated to complete this study. It allowed the research to start from pre-existing theories and build through the subjective experience of the data set. It primarily allowed the study to integrate the data set and study the dynamics of respondents through the inclusion of a theoretical perspective. As a result, it maintained the practicality of reasoning for the data set while engaging effectively with the inclusion of ecological validity for the research. Furthermore, the pre-existing understanding of vulnerability, exploitation, and organised crime from the context of Pickles (2021) has been increasingly pivotal for the research. Therefore, the inclusion of a deductive research approach that empowers the argument to build from a theoretical understanding can allow extensive knowledge for the researchers in the context of development.  
 
3.3 - research strategy 
The research incorporated the understanding of qualitative research strategy in pursuit of representing the participants’ experiences in the topic. Since the study includes the experience of those exposed to identifying and preventing exploitation, while exploring the impact of their vulnerabilities, it was important for the study to embrace a qualitative approach that can readily empower the course of this research. Ratcliffe et al (2024) stated that the usage of qualitative research design can allow the researcher to incorporate a desired level of flexibility in understanding unexplored principles or cementing existing relationships and concepts. In the case of this research, the inclusion of a qualitative approach enabled the research to identify the vulnerabilities of those in the care system and the response of society and officers while analysing the policy effectiveness through a limited sample size. Otherwise, with the inclusion of a structured questionnaire, the research may have felt the need to incorporate a specialised sample size for each of the diversified variables according to their principal observer for the ecological validity of the research. Therefore, the inclusion of a qualitative research design was preferred for the completion of the research.  
 
3.4 - data collection method 
The study primarily integrated the usage of a semi-structured questionnaire from the primary source of data. Marino et al. (2021) stated that the inclusion of primary data is a step towards breakthrough findings in research as it does not incorporate manipulation of existing data, through systematic reviews, for example, to present new results. Therefore, from the context of this study, ecological validity was established significantly with the inclusion of the primary data collection method. Furthermore, the perception associated with bias from the secondary data was also eliminated as the data was collected directly from the source. As a result, the inclusion of the dataset was found to be valid for the completion of this research. However, the purposive sampling technique to filter 25 respondents for the study was incorporated due to the diversified level of attention required to complete the survey while integrating the sensitivity of police officer participation in the study. Furthermore, the study ensured that their participation remained anonymous during the completion of the research.  
The use of the purposive sampling technique in this research empowered the researcher to shortlist 25 neighbourhood police officers for the completion of this research. Since neighbourhood police officers have all the relevant insights into the vulnerabilities and experiences of society, along with the changing dynamics of society, their participation in the research was found to be vital and there were assumptions that their experiences would add a depth to the data. Haq et al. (2023) also stated that the involvement of research and findings through data collection can significantly enhance the validity of the results. Thus, from this research, the inclusion of 25 police officers for the development of insights was found to be a breakthrough in the completion of the study. Meanwhile, the police officers were interviewed with a semi-structured questionnaire that enabled the researcher to incorporate their insights effectively while mediating and managing the knowledge that they shared in an effective manner. Contrarily, to ensure the desired level of privacy, the study ensured that culturally sensitive questions were mitigated and identity-revealing information was also deleted to fulfil the ethical framework for primary research.  
 
3.5 - data analysis 
For completion of the research, the priority and scope of the study with respect to the data collection strategy of the study was limited towards thematic analysis. Maxwell (2021) stated that the incorporation of thematic analysis enables a researcher to construct themes for the completion of the research while exploring diversified responses that feature the study's interpretation. In the case of this research, the narrative data collected was recorded with the permission of respondents and later formed into transcripts for practical analysis. Later, to complete the thematic analysis for this research, the study integrated the usage of manual observation to identify the recurring themes. Meanwhile, since the questionnaire was semi-structured for the survey, the recurring themes were aligned with the aim and objectives of the research as the respondents were motivated to directly focus their answers on the question being considered, to facilitate the requirement of time-saving. It enabled the research to gain significant credibility in identifying the themes and completing thematic analysis effectively to ensure the desired level of ecological validity in establishing the results for this research and the continuation of the conclusion section.  
 
3.6 - ethical considerations 
For the completion of the research, the inclusion of ethical considerations was found to be significantly challenging, mainly due to the primary nature of the research and community-based research. Taherdoost (2021) stated that the inability to meet ethical guidelines in research can provide more harm to the respondents than benefit. Therefore, it is essential for the researchers to incorporate ethical guidelines in the completion of the research. In this research, the study ensured the incorporation of a participation information sheet and consent form that integrated all the information regarding the steps taken by the researcher to ensure the anonymity of the participants while ensuring that the data would be deleted after the completion of the research. Therefore, it enabled the research to achieve the desired level of ethical considerations for the completion of the study.   
 
3.7 - chapter summary 
The chapter identified the use of qualitative research design for the completion of this research, with the use of thematic analysis as a data analysis technique. Meanwhile, the study ensured effectiveness in maintaining ethical guidelines for the completion of the research. The chapter presented information to recreate the results of this research that contributed to its ecological validity. The study, therefore, can safely and effectively progress towards the results and discussion session, after the identification of the methodological approach for this research.  





















 












 
4 - RESULTS 
25 serving police officers across my current force were contacted in relation to this study. Semi-structured questionnaires were developed and shared to gain the views of officers’ experiences and knowledge in working with both victims of child sexual exploitation and with operations that were designed to identify and disrupt organisations, as well as their experiential opportunities to apprehend the perpetrators of child sexual exploitation. Officers across one single police force in Wales were contacted using the questionnaires and were provided with a brief background to the study aim and the objective for the results. Of the 25 officers that were identified as participants, following the gaining of consent to the research, 22 officers completed and returned the questionnaires, all of which were completed in their entirety and no questions were spoiled. Therefore, all data collected was accurate and could be utilised for the results and findings of the study. Demographically, a wide-ranging age group responded to the questionnaire, with ages varying from 23-years-old to 49-years-old, with years served experience coinciding with the age of the officer. That is to say, those older officers had more experience than those younger and this was mirrored for each of the respondents. 
· “I think training about child abuse is in-depth, but there is not enough detail related to child sexual exploitation.” 
Respondent # 7 
· “Children in care are definitely more vulnerable to exploitation because of their background and their experiences.” 
Respondent # 14 
· “Children and young people in care are usually prone to poor mental health.” 
Respondent # 1 
· “Child sexual exploitation training needs to be better.”
Respondent # 5
· “Child abuse training is really good but it does not cover enough child sexual exploitation.”
Respondent # 20
· “Police officers need to work with other agencies to help identify those at risk.”
Respondent # 7


 

 












The results of the study highlighted that officer seniority was a complicit factor in the ability to support identification, using instinct, described more than once as “police officer intuition,” to supplement available information and intelligence, used for targeting operations in disrupting organised crime gang activity in this context. In this respect more than 50% of officers (n=12) had more than 10 years’ experience in response policing, all of which had some experience in identifying or disrupting organised crime. Less than 10% of respondents (n=2) had no experience of child sexual exploitation and this was primarily due to length of time served, with an average of less than 2 years’ service time at the time of answering the study questions.  









In response to questions about demographic groups in society that were more vulnerable to child sexual exploitation, 100% of respondents indicated that those that have been exposed to the care system at some point in their lives were at highest risk, with those that are in the care system during teenage years, even more vulnerable, through their potential for exposure to risk-taking behaviours that may include sexual promiscuity, drug and alcohol use and through social media communications that can lead to unwitting liaison with adults that have exploitation as an objective.   

Despite questions not being directed towards obtaining an insight into who is best placed to identify and intervene those at risk of child sexual exploitation and those who may be perpetrators of the offence, part of the narrative that emerged from the respondents was related to the suggestions of those individuals that were suitably equipped. Only around 10% of respondents (n=3) felt that, as police officers, they were best equipped with the knowledge and training to elicit this. Interestingly, those officers were neighbourhood policing officers and their accompanying narrative suggested that positive infiltration into local communities and the potential for gathering information that could be converted into intelligence, was partly pivotal to identifying exploitation and disrupting those that commit the criminal offences related to it. The majority of respondents (n=18), however, indicated there were other better placed agencies and professionals that could identify those at risk, with suggestions that social workers, teachers and other education providers, as well as the carers themselves were in a more prime position to recognise changes in behaviour, emotions and responses that may suggest participation in crime that may or may not be linked to organised crime gangs and potential sexual exploitation.    

In response to questions about training, over 75% of officers (n=17) felt that their training around sexual abuse and other forms of safeguarding children and young people was effective and left them with the knowledge to interpret situations to make evidence-based decisions upon the presence of the risk of harm. However, only 2 respondents felt that, in relation to the signs of child sexual exploitation, training was adequate, with the majority implying that further, more in-depth training was required and should be delivered as part of a multi-disciplinary forum, to include the aforementioned social care professionals and those from education, as well as youth justice workers and probation officers. The same group suggested that initial training in the classroom as part of education programmes was less robust and that update training through competence frameworks was better formatted and delivered in a more simulated manner.   

 
 























 
 5 - FINDINGS 
Results demonstrate that police response and neighbourhood officers feel that children and young people who have experience of the care system, either through fostering or residential environments are more likely to be at risk of sexual exploitation, and that the experiences of officers show that girls are seen exploited more than boys, supported by Lindenbach et al (2021), who highlight in their qualitative study that females are more likely to be the victims of abuse and exploitation. Quantitative research by Hobbs et al (2021), used propensity scoring to provide a balanced opinion of the experiences of children and young people supported by the care system and those that were not, in relation to poor outcomes, including exploitation. The propensity scoring methodology helps to reduce bias and ensures a better balance of results across both groups to support strength to the findings (Andrew et al, 2023). The results of this study demonstrate a greater risk to the group that have experienced care settings and that intervention work for this group of children and young people is critical in improving outcomes.    
 
Some research suggests that those children and young people that live at home with their biological parents, albeit in unstable environments, can be at risk of exploitation and abuse (Godoy et al, 2024; Allert, 2022; Cole, 2018). This risk may be the result of a circumstantial need, either emotionally or pragmatic, including the requirement for money or goods or the need for affection or attention (Twis et al, 2021). Whilst this these type of situations are evident in practice, children and young people that have experience and exposure to the care system are more likely to be victims of sexual abuse and sexual exploitation (McKibbin, 2017). This may be due in part to poor health and mental health outcomes and exposure to corruption through uncensored carers and care establishments (Humphreys & Kertesz, 2012). Pate et al (2021) add to these views and suggest that children and young in the care system are increasingly vulnerable to exploitation due to their potential prior experiences of neglectful environments and exposure to abuse either directly or indirectly through witnessing abuse between parents or other adults. Crosland & Dunlap (2014) imply that this cohort of young people are more likely, than their peers in the broader community, to abscond from ranging care settings, leaving them vulnerable to abuse and exploitation, with a subsequent distrust of adults and adult guidance being a factor in vulnerability and susceptibility (Shuker & Pearce, 2019). Hobbs et al (2021) supplement these views, suggesting that those individuals predisposed to exploitation are often seen by support services following referral for drug and alcohol misuse, homelessness and poor educational achievement. Some of this perspective can be supported by research that shows those children and young people being supported to exit exploitation by criminal gangs require financial stability, shelter and robust mental health support to ensure success in transitioning back to what may be considered a normal lifestyle, outside of the criminal encapsulation of exploitation (Baird & Connelly, 2023).     
 
It is at this point, important to note that according to some research, children and young people may also be susceptible to exploitation at the hands of their own biological family, with negative socio-economic factors being drivers to the perpetrators actions and objectives (Moise, 2024). The mixed methods review of literature by McMinn et al (2024) supplement the care system view by adding that children and young people with intellectual disabilities are susceptible to sexual exploitation, with a proportion of these accessing the care system, which implies a higher risk for these individuals, highlighting a report by Barnado’s charity in 2015 that suggests that factors for this group that put them at higher risk include over-protection, social isolation and a lack of awareness of the risks of exploitation. In 2017 the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA, 2017) emphasised a distinct lack of success in organisations throughout England and Wales to protect children and young people from sexual exploitation, with recommendations that children and young people require a greater awareness and subsequent empowerment to counter the risks associated with exploitation, something that may prove challenging for those with disabilities and those residing in the care system. Hallett (2016) undertook an extensive review of the literature that considers both parental care and state care systems as the catalyst for young people’s emotions, sense of belonging and conversely, feelings of loneliness and isolation. The review, incidentally to this work, was elicited from research performed as part of a qualitative enquiry into child sexual exploitation activity in South East Wales, which includes demographical areas that are encapsulated by the force used for the completion of this research and included the views of not just police officers but of those professionals and the agencies they are employed by, that support young people in care and should be at the forefront of identifying those at risk.  
 
Godoy et al (2024) undertook extensive analysis of the literature to determine risk-increasing factors for child sexual exploitation, with results demonstrating that care setting experiences are amongst those factors that are highest when considering the risk. Whilst limitation of this evidence may be considered as it is from an American audience, self-confessed limitations of publication bias were mitigated against by the use of expert reviewers that ensured relevant data was identified and utilised for the review. This viewpoint supports work by Edinburgh et al (2015), who suggest that young people in the United States are disproportionately vulnerable to sexually exploitation, implying that this amongst other factors, such as ethnicity, homosexuality and transgender characteristics increase likelihood of being trafficked for exploitation. A systematic review of over 30 studies by Laird et al (2020), however, suggests that there are a huge range of factors that predispose young people to sexual exploitation, but it is worthy to note that exposure to the care system does not feature in the listed elements. However, what is notable is the commonality of many of these with the characteristics of those in care, including periods of homelessness, exposure to abuse, risk-taking behaviours, challenges in education, poor mental health and poverty, to list only a few.     
 
Some qualitative accounts from the research included that of professionals working with young people in care, who suggest that empowering young people to seek stability by offering support services and the opportunity to express feelings at an early point in any interventions that are considered, is critical in achieving positive outcomes and reducing the risk of exploitation. Further narrative from young people implies that the care system facilitates unchallenged movement across a range of care givers, including foster carers and residential settings, which often leads to a lack of sense of belonging and can increase feelings of isolation, which, when confronted with individuals that show care and attention, referring to members of organised crime gangs, a sense of belonging is fostered in a negative and sometimes perverse manner, which, from the perspective of the young person, can replace the loss of parenting and nurturing relationships that the experience of the care system has taken from them. Other research implicates the views of young people in the care system and what they feel would be supportive in reducing the risk of exploitation, with results demonstrating that early identification and subsequent intervention from those that support them at the forefront of their opinions (McKibbin et al, 2019), although discussions suggest that those affected by exploitation do not have faith in the ability of professionals, including the police to recognise when young people are being abused and exploited.  
 
Police training involves explicit education for recognition of child sexual exploitation and impresses the importance of the consideration of the higher risk of those that are vulnerable, either due to their health or to their social and environmental situation in society (College of Policing, 2022). Griffin & Vost (2014) suggests that training materials used in the police in England & Wales have a great benefit to officers that are complicit in identifying those at risk, recognising the benefit of utilising these materials to support training and awareness across other agencies and stakeholders. McQueen & Murphy-Oikonen (2025) imply that police officers that undergo specialist training in supporting those victimised by criminal sexual behaviour have positive effects upon the officers’ knowledge, attitudes towards victims and beliefs of the impacts.     
 
Lindenbach et al (2021) emphasised the importance of all agencies that work with and support children and young people to have formal, robust training opportunities to help recognise and identify those at risk of abuse and potential exploitation. Much research suggests that a multi-agency approach to identification can be borne from the same structure for training and education, with McKibbin et al (2022) implying that their research demonstrates this method of upskilling supports and promotes collaboration across agencies to facilitate early identification and intervention to reduce the risk, and ultimately prevent, child sexual exploitation by criminal gangs.  Marquez-Flores et al (2016) imply that many agencies and professionals, outside of the police, have robust training in recognising the evidence of sexual abuse, but have less formal education in recognising elements of abuse that may indicate exploitation, including grooming or coercive behaviour, thus leading to reduced elf-confidence in reporting concerns or suspicions. Ayling et al (2020) add that professionals’ past experiences of reporting and the effectiveness of the mechanisms for this have a direct effect on future likelihood to raise concerns, with indications that some professionals internalise their suspicions and may lead to the perception of fabrication or exaggeration on the behalf of the child or young person. From a police force perspective, there is research to suggest that training in sexual abuse and sexual assault is comprehensive and effective (Burke & Cooper, 2013), with reference to robust classroom design of education, supplemented by case studies, which has a subsequent positive effect upon officers’’ understanding of sexual abuse and assault (Darwinkel et al, 2013). Lapsey et al (2024) implies that this robust education leaves officers adept at recognising both victims and perpetrators and that this fosters more positive beliefs, with resultant sound knowledge of situations where there is evident assault or abuse of this nature and can support recognition of both crimes and both individuals in this context (Roehling & Huang, 2017). 

 
 
 
 








6 - CONCLUSION 
Through this fundamental piece of primary research, there is a small collection of data that confirms the author’s viewpoint that children and young people that are experiencing, or have experienced, care system exposure are susceptible and may be pre-disposed to exploitation by organised crime gangs, with sexual exploitation at the forefront of their criminal intentions. Children and young people within the care system are challenged by the traumas and experiences they have had or witnessed, either within the system when they reach it, or through the experiences of familial instability before entering care and this, along with the higher incidence of risk-taking behaviour can lead to feelings of needing to be loved, desired or have attention paid to them. These emotions leave them open to coercion, grooming and ultimately exploitation, giving them, in the first instance, gratification and fulfilment of the needs described. It is important to note that the literature reviewed implies that there is a percentage of children and young people, released from exploitation by disruption of criminal activity that have had little or no experiences of the care system and have been the victims of familial instability or avarice, sometimes being considered an asset for financial gain. However, the evidence does indicate that these children and young people are in the minority of the range of individuals affected by child sexual exploitation. Research by Klimley et al (2018) explored victim characteristics in relation to child sexual exploitation, with results showing that, aside for care system exposure, factors related to adverse childhood experiences offered a predisposition to exploitation. Their study demonstrated that socio-economic background was a contributing factor, with those living in relative poverty and being witness to domestic abuse and violence between significant adults in their lives, being a present in their pre-exploitation experiences. Additionally, the research by Klimley et al (2018) implies that risk-taking behaviour and exposure to direct abuse were impactful experiences.  
 
Police officers, in their daily roles, are one of a group of key collaborators when considering those best placed to suspect and identify those children and young people that may be either at risk of, or are presently being coerced into, child sexual exploitation. Whilst there appears to be a paucity of research and evidence to demonstrate either the quality or need for police officer training in the realm of child sexual exploitation, it cannot be denied that these professionals are in a prime position in society to be pivotal in this activity. Research shows that a collaborative approach across a range of agencies, including police, education, health, social work and youth justice is the gold standard in protecting children and young people for the risk of exploitation, yet the evidence is declaring that this is not at a standard that is currently effective, demonstrated in the ever-increasing statistics related to the crime. Whilst there is recognition by policy makers and agency leaders that more needs to be strategized and achieved, until training is more robust and comprehensive, aligned with other sexual offence training and until multi-disciplinary opportunities to train together are realised, there is unlikely to be evidence of a downward trend to the exploitation of children and young people, especially those in the care system and those that have other socio-psycho-health vulnerabilities that leave them pre-disposed to exploitation by individuals and, most likely, organised criminal gangs.  
 

 






























 7 - LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
The study has some evident limitations in that it was conducted within a single police force in Wales, which, due to geography, incorporates only one metropolitan area within that force. Hence, the study is limited in its scope of data collection and therefore, has an intrinsic effect upon generalisability, which, according to Gournelos (2019) has an impact upon how the findings can be applied to factors in the broader sense across broader populations. O’Reilly (2025) suggests that the sampling for the research may be considered convenient, as it was within the domain of immediate access to peers and superiors, and agrees that this may result in challenges applying the research to the wider context of identifying those at risk of child sexual exploitation. Expanding the research study to the neighbouring police forces of the sample area may improve generalisability, with a broader data collection across England and Wales, albeit a sample of forces, would improve its application further and more accurately.  
A further identified limitation is that of resource and time. The questionnaire was circulated to the sample by means of their work email address, to ensure equity in the opportunity to access the material. This may pose some disadvantage to some participants in that the time required to provide good quality feedback may be affected by time and recourse within each officer’s working day, limiting the depth of response and how detailed, or accurate, the answers may be.  
This piece of research can act as a starting point that represents a troubling phenomenon that is very evident in contemporary society. Replicating the study throughout a variety of departments, especially those that deal directly with sexual exploitation, in more than one force would achieve a much higher results standard and would progress the current study. Further research into the concept of child sexual exploitation is required to understand the pre-determinates for those that are at risk and to better adapt policy and procedure for the identification of those that are endangered by the perpetrators of this type of exploitation. 
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	A globally responsible Wales
	☐
	☐

	19
	If YES to any of the above, please give details:

	
	A healthier Wales;
Young people who are risk of exploitation suffer poorer mental health and well-being than their peers. To understand the drivers behind why children and young people who have had experience of the care system are more vulnerable to criminal exploitation may improve outcomes.


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☒
	☐

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION G: Intended Participants
If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.

	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	20-25


(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	Peer Police officers


(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	Those that have had experience of supporting children and young people who have been criminally exploited.



(this box should expand as you type)




	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Anticipated Risks

	
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 

If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  

	1
	Full risk assessment completed and appended? 
	Yes 
	☐

	
	
	No
	☒

	2
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	
	Risk to participants: N/A


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:



(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator: N/A



(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:



(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University: N/A



(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:



(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment: N/A



(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:



(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Disclosure and Barring Service

	
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES

	NO

	N/A


	7
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	8
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.
	



SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	I will facilitate face-to-face or written feedback upon request.


(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	Participants will be informed of the aims and objectives of the proposed project and will be informed of the proposal title. 
(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	
Digital questionnaires will be developed and shared using a platform such as Microsoft Forms and the point of anonymity will be chosen by the researcher prior to sharing of the form. 

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☐
	X

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	☐
	X

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☒
	☐

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☐

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	All files will be developed using Microsoft Word and will be continually password protected.

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	Use of data management system?
	☐
	☒

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.  

	
	

(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☒





SECTION K: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	Rebecca Turtle
	Date:
14/10/2025




For STUDENT Submissions:
	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	
	Date:

	3
	Signature:
	

	



For STAFF Submissions:
	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	5
	Signature:
	

	



Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:
	☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle

	☒
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate)

	☐
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate)  ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☒
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.



	RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY
Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).


	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.


	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.
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UNDERGRADUATE DISSERTATION
RESEARCH PROPOSAL FORM



 
Please complete the following research proposal and submit it to Turnitin. 

Which project option are you taking? Please tick:

8,000 word project:      
OR                   
4,000 word project and presentation:   


	NAME: Rebecca Turtle

	STUDENT ID No.: 

	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: 
Are young people from the care system more vulnerable to exploitation and are response officers equipped to identify those at risk?


INTRODUCTION:

Response and neighbourhood policing bears witness to the effects of vulnerability on young people. This area of research and review has been chosen because of the links to criminality that vulnerability and exposure to adverse events and childhood trauma has. Dealing with criminality in underprivileged neighbourhoods, evokes emotion and consideration of how identification of exploitation can be improved, in order to reduce the risk of yung people becoming coerced and controlled by criminal gangs and individuals.

Self-experience of dealing young people exploited in this way and through discussion with peers and more senior officers highlight that the issue of exploitation is significant and there appears to be inconsistent progress to reducing the risk. 

There is a plethora of literature, through policy, guidance and research in respect of the effects that being in the care system have on young people and their vulnerability to exploitation and radicalisation (College of Policing, 2022, Local Government Association, 2021, Shaw & Greenhow, 2020). The UK government have strategies to protect vulnerable children and young people who are risk of exploitation, through strategies and initiatives that are both nationwide and local but these policies are dependent upon the identification of those at risk and the robust relationships that local policing teams have with individuals and groups in the neighbourhoods they support and protect.  

The significance of organised crime gangs and the utilisation of the concept of County Lines (National Crime Agency, 2019) have been high-profile subjects in recent years and have been offered media highlights, when discussing the risk of exploitation of young people, especially those that are considered vulnerable, including those that have care experience as children and teenagers.  

Community and  Response policing has a critical role in identifying and recognising those at risk and the relationships built with the public, and the trust that can evolve through these relationships are critical in this practice and the subsequent prevention of crime.  


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 
· To understand why young people who have had exposure and experience of the care system are more vulnerable to exploitation
· To identify why response and neighbourhood policing plays a key role in the identification of those at risk
· To explain how relationships with the public can develop trust and subsequently foster robust information sharing
· What policies are already in place that support officers in their role as relationship builders, in respect of identifying those at risk of exploitation


	LITERATURE REVIEW:

Child criminal exploitation occurs where organised crime gangs manipulate young people to partake in criminal activity in a range of ways, which may be conventional or digital (Home Office, 2023)
Exploitation, especially sexual exploitation, is a significant crime amongst children and young people from a global perspective (United Nations, 2017), with those young people affected by it, subjected and exposed to sexual abuse, rape and physical assault, alongside psycho-social factors such as isolation and addiction (Laird, Klettke, Hall et al, 2020). 
Risk factors to exploitation include poor mental health in childhood and adolescence, risk-taking behaviours, criminality, childhood trauma, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), poverty and experienced exposure to the care system, whether this be in care institutes or foster care experience (Chang, Lee, Park et al 2015).
As well as topical concepts such as County Lines, other criminal activity utilise those young people that are vulnerable, including criminal models for human trafficking and modern slavery (Home Office, 2024). 



	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
· Analysis of the available literature to determine the underpinning theory around the topic and to clarify and consider development of current literature and research.
· Questionnaires – to collate the views of those involved to determine if current methods identifying those at risk of exploitation are effective and whether new resources are required or whether current methods need evolving and adaptation, in line with the evolving nature of criminal gangs. 






	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
1. Questionnaire to gather the views of peer officers and how they feel the current policy and methods contribute to the effective identification of those at risk of exploitation 

These sample groups will offer a rounded view of the theory and practice of policing in identifying those at risk of exploitation


	ETHICAL ISSUES:
None

	TIME SCALE:
Literature review by mid-January 2025
Methodology chapter by end of February 2025
Submit for feedback
Results chapter by early April 2025
Findings chapter by mid-May 2025
Submit for feedback
Completion by mid-June 2025



	REFERENCE LIST:

Chang, K., Lee, K., Park, T. et al (2015) Using a clinic-based screening tool for primary care providers to identify commercially sexually exploited children. J Appl Res Child. 2015;6(1):1-15.

Home Office (2024) Modern Slavery: Statutory Guidance for England & Wales & Non-statutory Guidance for Scotland & Northern Ireland. Modern Slavery: Statutory Guidance for England and Wales (under s49 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015) and Non-Statutory Guidance for Scotland and Northern Ireland accessed on 11/11/2024 

Home Office (2023) Criminal Exploitation of Children and Vulnerable Adults: County Lines. Criminal exploitation of children and vulnerable adults: county lines (accessible version) - GOV.UK accesses on 11/11/2024

Laird, J., Klettke, B., Hall, K et al (2020)Demographic and Psychosocial Factors Associated With Child Sexual Exploitation A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis 

United Nations (2017) United Nations Glossary on Sexual Exploitation and Abuse. 2nd ed. https://hr.un.org/sites/hr.un.org/files/SEA%20Glossary%20%20%5BSecond%20Edition%20-%202017%5D%20-%20English_0.pdf accessed on 11/11/2024









 
 
 
 

Are children & young people in the care system more susceptible to child sexual exploitation?

Are children 	&	 young people in the care system more susceptible to child sexual exploitation?	Definitely	Maybe	No	Unsure	14	4	0	1.2	

Are children & young people in the care system more susceptible to child sexual exploitation?

How effective is offcier training for child sexual exploitation?	Very effective	Somewhat effective	Not very effective	Poor	1	3	11	7	
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