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Foreword
The Fixing Child Sexual Exploitation project 
allowed young people, who had gone on 
the journey from victim to survivor of child 
sexual exploitation and abuse, to share their 
views and experiences about the issues 
that are affecting their lives with each other 
and then with an audience of policy makers, 
practitioners and academics. From the 
reaction of friends and family to the disclosure 
of their ordeal, to how law enforcement 
supports survivors seeking justice for the 
terrible crimes committed against them, 
this report is a record of our contributions 
and has put the voices of survivors at the 
forefront of the debate on CSE. What made 
this project a much-needed contribution to 
the CSE and abuse debate was that this was 
a young person-led initiative where experts 
and professionals didn’t control what was 
said but, rather, listened to what was said. We 
are young survivors setting the agenda and 
driving the discussion – making things happen 
rather than have things happen to us.

For professionals across the fields of health, 
law enforcement, social services and victim 
support, this was an opportunity to listen to 
us – the real experts – and learn from our 
lived experiences. For my part, I wanted 
to share my experiences to help open up 
communication between survivors, their 
parents and professionals. It is through 
sharing these conversations that we can truly 
learn from the lived experiences of survivors 
and start a conversation about fixing the 
problems they face.

Like so many of the Fixers who participated in 
the Fixing Child Sexual Exploitation project, 
I also have direct experience of child sexual 
abuse. I’ve been involved with Fixers for 
nearly 10 years now. Building on my Fixers 
campaign, I set up a social enterprise of my 
own called Beam Project, which aims to bring 
lived experience of abuse into the forefront 
of all policy and training in this area – our 
strapline is ‘nothing about us without us.’

We should focus on the reasons why children 
find it so difficult to tell you if they’re being 
sexually abused, how you can encourage 
them to tell you despite the obstacles they 
face and how to respond effectively to 
disclosures. Survivors need to talk about 
the abuse they have been through because 
disclosure doesn’t just happen once and then 
it’s done and it’s all forgotten about. It’s an 

ongoing process with little details coming back 
to mind over time and you’re going to need to 
discuss those details as and when they show 
up. When you can disclose more fully, then 
your recovery is going to feel more complete 
as well.

That’s why I think helping CSE survivors 
comes down to communication and education 
– it’s important to understand what abuse is 
and how survivors see it. I distinctly remember 
sitting in the living room with my father, who 
was the abuser, and an NSPCC advert would 
come on the telly. It wouldn’t even occur to 
me that I was the person on the screen and 
they were trying to reach me, because I didn’t 
know. We need to make sure children are fully 
aware of what is appropriate in a relationship 
– whether it’s a partner or a family member – 
so that they have the confidence to report a 
crime when it occurs.

I’d like to see a legal obligation to report 
suspected CSE or abuse. Presently, there 
is actually no legal duty to report known or 
suspected child abuse in this country – it 
might be written in the safeguarding policy, it 
might be a recommendation, but as with our 
entire child protection framework it’s full of 
‘coulds, shoulds and woulds’ but no musts. 
This needs to change and the Fixing Child 
Sexual Exploitation project is a part of that 
change.

Siobhan Pyburn - Fixer and CSE Campaigner
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Executive Summary
Young people who have experienced or are 
currently experiencing the trauma of child 
sexual exploitation (CSE) or abuse feel 
family, older generations, professionals and 
society at large fail to understand them or 
support them properly during their ordeal. 
Young people want to see more responsive 
support systems in place both for them and 
their families, they want to help survivors of 
CSE and abuse use their lived experiences 
to help other survivors and they want to be 
seen not as criminal or legal cases, but as 
‘real people’.

Beginning in 2008, Fixers has been a 
campaigning youth charity that seeks 
to give young people a voice. Whether 
that’s on issues ranging from body 
image to mental health, Fixers supports 
young people from often disadvantaged 
backgrounds and social isolated positions 
in society to get their voices heard by the 
people who make decisions about their 
lives. In keeping with our ‘voice as value’ 
approach to engaging with young people, 
we have put the voices of young survivors 
at the forefront of the Fixing Child Sexual 
Exploitation project – in the workshops, live 
audience event and in this report.

This report and the research from the 
workshops that underpin it, offer an 
insight into what young CSE survivors are 
thinking and how they are coping with the 
challenges presented to them in the three 
areas we identified – living with family and 
friends, dealing with professionals and 
the impact on mental and physical health. 
During the focus group and workshops 
Fixers were asked about their views 
and concerns on each of these issues 
before working as a group to formulate 
solutions to the problems they identified. 

The discussions in the focus group and 
workshops were challenging, thought 
provoking and insightful; and the solutions 
suggested by the Fixers were equally so. 
They offered any observer an insight into 
the lives of young CSE survivors – their 
worries, their concerns and their hopes 
for making change for the better – and a 
unique resource for understanding them as 
people.

From the focus group and workshops, 
the Fixers presented their findings and 
recommendations to a live audience 
of professionals, practitioners and 
policy makers at the Fixing Child Sexual 
Exploitation conference held in London 
on 26th April 2017. The conference was 
an opportunity for experts in the field 
of CSE, child safeguarding, health and 
law enforcement to hear from the real 
experts, those that know the most about 
young people’s lives – the young people 
themselves. The report which follows brings 
together the voices and recommendations 
of young survivors, along with the findings 
and recommendations they arrived at 
during the workshops, to be presented to 
policy makers and professionals. 

For safeguarding and legal purposes, all 
names have been changed unless the 
young person has expressly waived their 
right to anonymity.

You can find out more about Fixing Child 
Sexual Exploitation, and the resources 
created during the conference, via our 
microsite here: www.fixers.org.uk/cse

The following offers an overview of the 
main findings and recommendations of the 
Fixing Child Sexual Exploitation workshops 
and conference.
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Introduction
For survivors of Child Sexual Exploitation 
(CSE) and abuse, decades of silence and 
stigmatism have created a void in society 
where survivor voice has not been heard 
or actively ignored by officialdom. In recent 
years, the silence that has permeated the 
debate around CSE and abuse has been 
broken by high profile cases of abuse in the 
media; such cases as the historical abuse 
committed by celebrities in the 1970s or 
more recent CSE cases involving gangs, 
including high profile cases in Oxford and 
Rotherham, have elevated the issue of CSE 
across society. The establishment by the 
UK Government of the Independent Inquiry 
into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA) marks 
a step forward for survivors in obtaining 
justice but, as the experience of some 
survivors indicates1, the voices of survivors 
have not always been listened to and acted 
upon by those charged with leading such 
inquiries.

Indeed, survivor voice has often been 
an element of the response to CSE and 
abuse that has been most absent. As the 
Children’s Commissioner’s If only someone 
listened report identified, agencies tasked 
with supporting, caring for and protecting 
CSE victims have ‘forgotten the child’2 ; this 
speaks to the urgent need to ensure that 
survivor voice becomes an integral part 

of any discussion of CSE/abuse and the 
policy recommendations that emerge from 
the public discourse. Therefore, this report 
comes at a timely juncture in the debate on 
CSE, abuse and survivor voice.

As recent debates on CSE have shown, 
including a House of Commons debate on 
sexual exploitation of 16 and 17 year olds, 
the instinct from adults and officialdom 
is ‘to recoil, and our next is to hide our 
children away, wrapped up so that no harm 
could ever come to them’3 . While this is 
an understandable reaction to often horrific 
and traumatic crimes, as this report shall 
demonstrate, young people with lived 
experience of CSE and abuse are calling 
for adults – whether parents, teachers, law 
enforcement or health practitioners – to 
listen to their voices and confront the issue 
head on.

Since 2008, Fixers has led the way in 
empowering young people through helping 
them get their voices heard and, more 
importantly, valued by those who make the 
decisions that impact their lives. In keeping 
with our ‘voice as value’ approach to youth 
engagement, this report shall place the 
voices of young CSE and abuse survivors 
front and centre; the report will aim to 
draw on survivor stories, experiences and 
ideas to put survivor voices at the heart 
of the policy debate through voice-based, 
collaborative process of formulating policy 
solutions to the issues affecting CSE and 
abuse survivors. The solutions in this report 
come from the experts who know better 
than most how to make life better for young 
CSE and the survivors themselves.
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In April 2017, Fixers organised a focus 
group, workshops and a live audience 
event in London. The workshops were 
populated by young people with lived 
experience of CSE/abuse; some of whom 
have worked previously with Fixers to run 
a campaign on this issue and others who 
were new to the Fixers process or had been 
previous Fixers but now able to talk about 
their experiences. With the assistance of 
our Young Person Coordinators (YPCs), the 
young people anonymously participated in 
group discussions facilitated by academic 
researchers and specialists in the field 
of sexual exploitation and abuse. The 
workshops focused on three key areas 
relating to young people’s lives and 
their experiences – family and friends, 
professionals and, finally, mental & physical 
impact. Under each of these subject 
areas the Fixers spoke openly about their 
experiences, the issues they were most 
concerned about and the solutions they 
wanted to see implemented to fix the 
problems facing survivors like them.

Following on from the focus group and 
workshops, the recommendations arrived 
at by the Fixers formed the basis of the 
Fixing Child Sexual Exploitation conference 
held in London. The conference provided 
young survivors with the opportunity 
to speak to an audience of health 
practitioners, education professionals, 
law enforcers and policy makers. This 
report, which brings together the voices 
and recommendations of young people 
across the UK, sets out the key findings of 
our workshops with recommendations for 
policy makers.

For reasons relating to the safeguarding of 
young people or respecting the wishes of 
participants, who are here on referred to as 
Fixers, the names of survivors participating in 
this Fix have been anonymized.

You can find out more about the Fixing 
Child Sexual Exploitation project, and the 
resources created during the conference, via 
our microsite here: www.fixers.org.uk/cse

The following offers an overview of the main 
findings and recommendations of the Fixing 
Child Sexual Exploitation Fix.  



8

“I don’t know a single person [my age] who hasn’t sexted… I don’t think 
there’s any stopping it and we need to accept its going to happen. Parents don’t 
understand this.” - Katie“

“

Findings and Recommendations

For any young person experiencing 
child sexual exploitation (CSE) or abuse, 
family and friends can be the first port 
of call for help or, in many cases, the 
source of the abuse itself. Especially in 
the case of family, the response of family 
members to a young person or child 
disclosing the fact they are a victim of 
exploitation or abuse can have a deep 
and formative impact upon how that 
individual transitions from being a victim 
to being a survivor in later life. As the 
Department for Education’s guidance 
on CSE states ‘child sexual exploitation 
damages children and like any form 
of abuse it can have long-lasting 
consequences that can impact on every 
part of a child’s life and their future 
outcomes’4.

Therefore, the response from young 
people’s support networks of family 
and friends is crucial to the wellbeing 
of survivors and how they overcome 
traumatic experiences. The evidence 
from young people who are Fixers 
indicates that, in terms of the reaction 

of friends and family, there is an urgent 
need for young people and their 
families to communicate with each 
other more to bridge a ‘generational 
gap’ that has developed in families 
between younger generations – who 
are more aware of issues such as 
‘sexting’ and online grooming – and 
parents/grandparents – who tend to be 
less ‘tech savvy’. Increasingly, the two 
groups are speaking at cross purposes 
about sexual exploitation and abuse, 
especially when it comes to discussing 
safety and vulnerability in the online 
world. As UNICEF has observed, lack of 
understanding of online communications 
and social media in industrialised 
societies is one of the greatest barriers 
for young people when it comes to 
disclosing CSE or abuse5.

Family & friends
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Indeed, as the Fixers themselves 
observed, inter-generational 
understanding of CSE, both online and 
offline, makes reporting abuse a lot 
harder for victims:

“When children tell their parents, they 
shouldn’t act shocked because this 
makes children even more scared. For 
example, saying that we need to go to 
the police straight away only makes 
the child more scared. It’s important 
to take some time to go through it and 
understand it with their child instead of 
scaring them.” – Becky 

“I think it’s something that can be 
changed if parents have more info on 
CSE. They need to know that it’s not 
taboo, and they shouldn’t act shocked 
or angry when a child tells them about 
something like sexting because it scares 
them.” – Amy

“I don’t blame parents for not knowing 
what CSE is because in their day it 
wasn’t talked about. A lot of it is hard for 
them to grasp because it happens over 
the internet now.” – Becky

“My school and social media life became 
very hectic. My parents didn’t know 
how to respond, they didn’t know about 
Snapchat and things like that.” – Mary 

The voices of the Fixers who 
participated in the CSE workshops 
speak of a growing divide between 
how young people approach CSE and 
how parents and family react to it. 
For many young survivors of sexual 
exploitation, disclosing it is hard enough 
but disclosing it to family members 
who may not fully understand it is even 
harder. As the Greater Manchester 
based Project Phoenix It’s Not Okay 
campaign makes clear, it is important 
that children know they can talk to 
parents about the exploitation and abuse 
they are suffering6; but what happens 
when communication between parent 
and child isn’t there? Or when parents 
don’t listen to their children either out 
of lack of understanding of CSE or 
victim blaming? The Fixers we spoke to 

relayed to us, and the expert audience, 
many personal lived experiences of 
how parents and families react to their 
disclosure.

“You want them [parents] to encourage 
you to talk about it. My friends were the 
ones who did that. Parents try to keep 
it in the family. Talk with friends rather 
than family and you get support.” 
– Amber 

“My mum was supportive but my dad 
didn’t believe me. It was his friend who 
was doing the abuse. You should have 
very strong support from your family. 
When my dad was in denial, because it 
was his friend, it was very hard.” – Molly 

“I personally found that my family were 
really unhelpful when I told them about 
being sexually abused when I was 12… 
they never created a space or explained 
to me that it was abuse and a crime, or 
offered me any support. I think there 
was an idea that if they ignored it and 
brushed it under the carpet it would 
solve it – but that’s definitely not the way 
to do it.” – Kelly 

“My mother was abused mentally and 
physically; when she was pregnant she 
made a vow she would make sure her 
children were okay. She asks us every 
single day after school, it really annoys 
us, but she made it clear from the age 
that we could talk to her about anything, 
which meant so much. Sometimes no 
matter how close your relationship, 
children don’t physically come to you – 
maybe they don’t know it was wrong, 
or they feel like it was their fault. But 
make it clear to them they own their own 
bodies and no one else ever will – not a 
partner, doctor, father or anyone.”  
– Catherine
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As the Fixers demonstrate, 
communication between family 
members and children is highly 
important in spotting the signs of CSE 
and preventing it. Fixers spoke about 
a range of experiences with family 
reactions to their disclosure, some 
positive but many negative; the message 
from young CSE survivors is that 
open, non-judgemental and supportive 
dialogue with parents is vital for young 
people to disclose past or ongoing acts 
of CSE.

Another area of concern for young 
people is the level of distrust and 
scepticism that greets many victims of 
CSE who make the decision to disclose 
their experience of CSE – often an 
ongoing ordeal for a young person 
trying to break free from their abuser. 
As the Children’s Commissioner has 
observed, as few as 1 in 8 victims of 
CSE/abuse come to the attention of 
the authorities7. Therefore, it is vital for 
successful prosecutions of abusers that 
their victims feel confident enough to 
come forward in the first place; this act 
alone is difficult enough for survivors 
to embark upon, but it is made no 
easier when those that are supposed 
to support young people – friends and 
family – react to the disclosure with 
suspicion, doubt and even blame. The 
Fixers we spoke to described their 
experiences of not being believed by 
people they trusted and the effect that 
had on them.

“It was eating me up and I’d never said 
the words out loud, so I had to build 
up the courage to say it and put it out 
there. Once I did it was a weight lifted 
off my shoulders. I realised it wasn’t 
just a secret that I could try and forget 
about – I had to deal with it… It takes 
a lot to tell someone. Appreciating and 
understanding that is an awful lot for 
someone to do.” - Laura

“It’s more likely to be your friends and 
family you tell first – that’s why it’s 
important they support you from the 
start.” - Catherine 

“I think confidence has a lot to do with it. 
If you’re confiding in someone you need 
confidence in yourself and the person 
you’re disclosing to as well. What you don’t 
want to do is be unsure of how someone 
will respond and be made to feel bad about 
yourself afterwards. It’s about working out 
how much you feel comfortable talking 
about and if that’s enough for the other 
person to understand.” - Andrew

“When I disclosed the abuse that happened 
to me, my Aunty doesn’t want to know me 
anymore. She blames me for ruining the 
family. Now it’s only a friend I’ve known for 
one year that supports me the most.” - Zoe

“My parents reacted with anger, asking 
me ‘why didn’t you tell us sooner?!’ They 
struggled to see that how it affected them 
wasn’t the most important thing. As a victim 
that’s the worst thing you could hear from 
your parents.” - Maddie

Top Problems Identified 
• Generational divide in understanding CSE

• Lack of communication between parents and 
children about CSE

• Parents and family hostile reaction to CSE 
disclosure i.e. victim blaming
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When you’re abused your power is taken away, and then you go to the police and 
it’s taken away again. You want to protect other people and prevent it from 
happening to them but the criminal justice system makes it difficult… they 
question you a lot and ask if you’re sure it really happened

- Kelly “

“
For victims and survivors of child sexual 
exploitation or abuse, their first contact 
with professionals and public agencies 
can have a formative impact on the 
rest of their lives. As the Office of the 
Children’s Commissioner has identified, 
with regards to police investigations of 
child sexual abuse, the unresponsiveness 
of public agencies can have ‘life-
changing’ consequences for victims and 
exacerbate the trauma they and their 
families experience8. Indeed, the voices 
of Fixers’ evidence a palpable sense 
that public agencies and professionals, 
instead of working with survivors, actively 
work against them; whether it’s part of 
the prosecution process of abusers or 
part of the recovery process for survivors, 
the Fixers who participated in our CSE 
workshops echoed the Children’s Society’s 
view that ‘children who are sexually 
abused and exploited need protection, not 
prosecution’9.

In the workshop sessions concentrating on 
survivors’ interactions with professionals, 

Fixers talked about the experiences they 
had with those in position of authority 
ranging from law enforcement to teachers; 
specifically, young people spoke of 
a barrier that exists between victims 
and professionals. As one Fixer put it: 
‘when police put on their uniforms, they 
almost become robots’. Further to this, 
young CSE survivors spoke about a 
sense of helplessness when dealing with 
professionals and public agencies – when 
young people reported CSE or abuse to the 
authorities, they felt a loss of control during 
the process of disclosure.

“There’s a lot of stigma about telling a 
professional. They’ve got to tell the police 
and your parents. You’re not just telling 
them, you’re telling half your town because 
it has to be passed on to everyone else.” 
– Catherine 

“You don’t want to feel a total loss of 
control… It can be very overwhelming and 
scary, especially when you trusted someone 
and suddenly the process is ten steps 
ahead of where you thought it was going to 
be at.” - Becky 

Professionals
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“The police go for prevention rather 
than cure. They want to prevent it from 
happening again to anyone else, which is 
understandable, but they end up forgetting 
about the person its happened to… a video 
of me got distributed and I had to sit with 
six police officers, my mum and dad and 
watch it to prove it was me in it. All the 
officers were male. They turned up at my 
door with a laptop and said, ‘is this you?’ 
The footage was around two hours long 
and it was me with two people. They didn’t 
offer me female officers, or ask my dad if 
he wanted to leave the room. It was really 
uncomfortable.” - Kelly

“I was told the police were there to protect 
but when you go through this personally 
it leaves you with no trust in the criminal 
justice system. There’s no justice and 
there’s nothing there to give you any way 
to move forward – it gives you nowhere to 
go.” - Laura

“I think the police need to take their 
uniforms off when they speak to children 
and young people to strip their world away 
and not be intimidating… police need to be 
human. They need to take the time to get 
to know the child, they should work with 
young people in their environment so they 
are seen as positive figures.” - Becky 

When it comes to how survivors make 
their way through the justice system, many 
Fixers expressed the view that the criminal 
justice system fails to represent victims and 
protect them from being exposed to further 
trauma. As one Fixer put it: ‘if the criminal 
justice system isn’t going to believe me 
then who is?’ This distrust of the criminal 
justice system may stem in part from the 
lack of resources some police authorities 
and local safeguarding of children boards 
(LSCBs) have to devote to supporting 
victims10, in other cases it may stem from 
what Fixers identified as a sense of being 
‘persecuted’ by a system that is meant to 
be in place to protect victims.

“There should be rules that they have to 
follow – it should be clear what questions 
they can’t ask.” - Catherine

“Juries should get educated about why 
we won’t report straight away and how 
it’s likely to have been done by someone 
you know. Questions like ‘what were you 
wearing’ shouldn’t be allowed… some 
police officers are told to observe the 
victim’s behaviour but if they haven’t been 
trained they are not going to understand. If 
police officers met me they’d probably think 
I’m okay, but on the inside I’m traumatised.” 
-  Laura

“Some victims don’t know what their 
rights are. They feel they’re going to be 
interrogated by the people who are there to 
protect them.” - Josie 

Another area of concern raised by Fixers is 
the way professionals engage with victims 
and survivors as well as the overall ‘official’ 
culture that pervades public agencies 
working with CSE victims and the issues 
relating to its aftermath. Recently, the 
Department for Education has encouraged 
practitioners in the education and social 
care fields to recognise the rights of 
young people ‘to participate in decisions 
about them in line with their maturity’11; 
this reflects what Fixers told us in our 
workshops and what they said during the 
live audience event – that professionals 
need to listen to survivors and be ‘less 
official’ in their approach to supporting 
them. As the Children’s Commissioner’s 
If only someone had listened report 
recommends, ‘young people’s voices 
should be at the heart of developing 
strategic plans to combat child sexual 
exploitation’12. 

“I disclosed at age 15 to the police. You 
have to make the child feel believed and 
reassure that it is not their fault. I would say 
to child victims: ‘it is never your fault’. The 
person you disclose to should welcome 
it and victims should get to decide who 
they talk to about the abuse they’ve 
experienced.” - Sarah 
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“The police treat you as a criminal. Because 
of the nature of my abuse (online, photos 
etc) they came into school and I was hand-
cuffed and in formal police interviews. I 
was made to feel guilty. I was questioned 
by two men about sexual stuff… that was 
really embarrassing and uncomfortable. 
Social services made me feel like I had 
done something wrong. Timelines are a big 
issue. They said they would keep in touch 
but didn’t.” - Molly

“You are penalised and judged for being 
sexually active, outside of the abuse… I 
would say to professionals not to go in 
heavy-handed but to let you speak. Allow 
us space. Respect our voices.” - Mary

“Social services spoke to me at school but 
they left it there and didn’t tell me anything. 
The next thing was, I was pulled out of 
lessons to see a psychologist. The police 
got involved… I felt so intimidated.”  
- Steph

Top Problems Identified
• Police and other professionals don’t 
relate to survivors on a human level

• Survivors feel they are the ones being 
persecuted by professionals for disclosing 
CSE

• Professionals need to be less official and 
more relaxed around survivors
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A lot of rapes happen by someone you know. It’s not getting grabbed in a dark 
alleyway, but that’s how its portrayed. Family members and friends do abuse you; 
it’s not just the guy in the hoodie at the side of the alley.

– Chloe“

“

While much of the focus and attention 
given to child sexual exploitation, in the 
media and in wider society, concentrates 
on the criminal aspect of the abuse and any 
prosecution that may follow, the aftermath 
of sexual exploitation and the impact it has 
on survivors’ mental and physical wellbeing 
is largely overlooked. As with any traumatic 
event in the life of a young person, it is not 
necessarily the most immediate harm that 
has the most impact on their lives; on the 
contrary, it is the long-term issues relating 
to both mental and physical wellbeing 
that have the most impact upon survivors 
of sexual exploitation and abuse. As 
multiple academic and medical research 
programmes have shown, those who have 
experienced abuse earlier in life are far 
more likely to engage in ‘high-risk health 
behaviours’13 14. For Fixers, the impact 
of CSE and abuse on their lives, as their 
lived experiences shall demonstrate, is 
very much a long-term burden that they 
continue to cope with.

When discussing the mental and 
physical impact of CSE, Fixers spoke at 
length about the deep traumatic impact 
exploitation had on their lives. From the 
mental health trauma CSE/abuse causes 

to the debilitative impact it has on forming 
romantic relationships, each Fixer shared 
their lived experiences and provided an 
insight into how young people cope with 
abuse.

“It [CSE] impacts everything. It’s still recent 
for me and I am working through it. It’s 
still very harmful and raw and I am taking 
baby steps. When you try to have sex with 
someone after that happens, you are going 
to be affected. I haven’t done that yet.”  
- Laura 

“When I was in school I had six to twelve 
anxiety attacks a day. Some teachers called 
me stupid because I couldn’t say anything 
and I would just sit there shaking. I couldn’t 
leave the room – I was rooted there. I was 
called into meetings and told I had to stop 
doing it. They told me I had to stay behind 
to make up the time for the anxiety attacks 
– but why should I have to do that?”  
- Catherine 
 
“I have got loads of scars because of my 
mental health. When I have sex with my 
partner I keep my clothes on. I can’t see 
myself as beautiful so I think that no one 
else can. He tells me I have nothing to be 
ashamed of but I know they’re still there.”  
- Molly

Mental and
 physical impact



15FIXING CSE
YOUNG PEOPLE ‘FIXING’ CHILD SEXUAL EXPLOITATION

 
“I’ve really struggled with sex and the 
physical side of a relationship since being 
abused. I have never been in a relationship 
and I find it hard to be intimate with people. 
I want people to be able to talk about sex 
and healthy relationships without being 
awkward about it.” - Emma

Another area of concern for the Fixers was 
the level of support available to them as 
survivors after their ordeal. For many of 
them, while support was initially available, 
it tended to dissipate over the longer term 
and ultimately resulted in leaving them 
feeling isolated and alone to cope with the 
legacy of the abuse. The importance placed 
on strong, enduring support networks by 
the Fixers demonstrates a need to ensure 
that CSE and abuse survivors had access 
to the support they require throughout 
their future lives, wherever they may be 
geographically located.

“I used to have a support network of 
consistent friends. Now everything has 
been taken away because I have had 
to move away for my own safety. Now 
I also don’t have consistency of health 
professionals. It might have been helpful 
if I could have maintained some contact.” 
-  Steph

“I started going to a female support group 
for rape survivors. You see how many other 
women out there feel the way you do, 
and it’s horrible hearing their stories, but 
it makes you feel like you’re not alone and 
gives you support. You know that you’re not 
on your own.” - Kelly 

“I’d like to see more mentors, counsellors 
and support workers available who have 
actually been through it themselves and 
who have overcome it.” - Amber
 
For many Fixers, wider misconceptions 
about what child sexual exploitation is and 
who is at fault remain issues of concern. 
For many survivors, the debate around CSE 
is distorted by a lack of knowledge and 
understanding on the part of professionals 

and the public; Fixers talked about the 
difficulties in overcoming ignorance about 
CSE when trying to seek help or support 
from family, friends and professionals. 
The testimony of the Fixers’ voices point 
towards the need for better awareness of 
CSE as an issue and how best to support 
survivors.

“It’s important to raise awareness – it’s not 
viewed as socially acceptable to talk about 
it to children but they need to be aware of 
it because it happens to them. It’s not an 
invisible thing, it can happen from when 
you’re born. I think there should be more 
public campaigns showing people who 
have been through abuse – but showing the 
positive side that they are still here.”  
- Catherine

“There’s an idea that what you’re wearing 
has an impact on what happens to you… I 
am from an Asian culture and its very quiet 
on topics like child abuse and it’s never 
spoken about; if you do talk about it, you’re 
called a liar or told you have brought shame 
on the family. That needs to change.” 
- Andrew

“Doctors and professionals take one look 
at us and we’re judged. If I can get one 
thing out of today I want to stamp out the 
judgement.” - Kate

Top Problems Identified
• Long-term impact of CSE on the lives of 
survivors

• Lack of support available to survivors 
throughout their lives

• Lack of understanding and awareness of 
CSE in society
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Policy Recommendations

Recommendation #1: Support and Intervention for CSE Families

Throughout the Fixing Child Sexual 
Exploitation workshops and conference, 
survivors talked about their experiences 
at length and identified a range of issues 
that practitioners and policy makers need 
to address. As with any Fixers project, the 
voices of the Fixers remain at the centre 
of everything we do – including this report 
and its recommendations. During the 
workshops and live audience event for the 
CSE Fix, the young people discussed how 
their lived experiences had shaped their 
lives, the lives of others and what these 
experiences can tell those who make the 
decisions about helping survivors.

From the discussions in the workshops and 
the problems identified by the Fixers, the 
Fixing Child Sexual Exploitation conference 
has brought forward three key policy 
recommendations to address the issues 
being raised by young CSE survivors and 
to help, not only themselves, but other 
young people going through the same 

One area where Fixers felt there needed 
to be change was support for families 
going through the trauma of child sexual 
exploitation or abuse. During the CSE 
workshop session on ‘family and friends’, 
Fixers expressed concerns that because of 
a generational divide in understanding CSE, 
especially where online mediums are used 
in exploitation, CSE can have a traumatic 
impact upon family stability. As Andrea 
put it: “Family still need support even ten 
years later” and as Becky explained: “It 
depends on the parents. Talking about sex 
is one thing, CSE is another thing entirely”. 
Andrea and Becky’s experiences speak to 
the wider concern that families struggle 
to support CSE victims and survivors 
throughout their ordeal and its aftermath.

While some Fixers maintained, as Katie 
said, that you “can’t train parents”, there 
was nonetheless a broad consensus 
amongst the Fixers that more needed to 
be done to support families by educating 

experiences. These recommendations were 
arrived at through discussion between the 
Fixers and the ideas expressed by their 
own voices; on issues ranging from support 
for relatives of CSE victims to making 
professionals in public services more 
responsive to the needs of survivors, these 
recommendations come from the Fixers 
themselves.

parents about CSE and assisting them 
to better support their children through 
mentoring. While many local authority 
social services and local safeguarding 
children boards (LSCBs) make considerable 
efforts to support CSE victims and their 
families – by intervening if a child is at-
risk of abuse or directing parents to 
organisations providing support – many 
Fixers highlighted the lack of on-going 
support in the succeeding years following 
the abuse as an area for improvement. An 
idea for policy makers to consider would 
be the creation of such a statutory service, 
administered by local authorities, to 
support families going through the trauma 
of CSE or abuse. 

Following the riots across England in 
2011, the government launched the 
Troubled Families programme, where 
intervention by local authority services is 
directed towards families that are deemed 
‘troubled’ (i.e. families involved in criminal/
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anti-social activity, not having children in 
school, an adult long-term unemployed 
or created high costs for the taxpayer). 
As the Department for Communities and 
Local Government has observed, over a 
third of troubled families experience ‘child 
protection problems’15; however, while the 
Troubled Families programme considers 
child protection in its definition, it only 
considers intervention where children 
are part of a child protection plan16. This 
leaves most CSE and abuse victims 
and their immediate families outside of 
statutory support structures as they cope 
with the aftermath of CSE trauma. As the 
College of Policing states, regarding the 
aftermath of CSE for families, ‘the stress 
of the situation can limit their capacity to 

Another area where Fixers identified 
opportunities for change and improvement 
in the lives of survivors was in how 
professionals understood and interacted 
with survivors. In the ‘professionals’ 
segment of our workshops, which dealt 
with issues relating to how public services 
treated survivors and how survivors could 
relate to professionals, Fixers talked about 
their lived experiences with a range of 
professionals and services – from teachers 
to social workers, from law enforcement 
to health services. The importance of 
good quality support from public services 
was underscored by Chris when he said: 
“Talking openly is important. I had problems 
coming to terms with it [the abuse]… when 
I did open up it was like a big burden had 
been lifted off my chest”. As another Fixer 
commented: “When I spoke to the police, 
one officer treated me like a small kid, it 
didn’t help. The other officer just had a chat 
with me and treated me as their equal. It 
really helped me open up about the abuse”.

The ability of professionals to relate to 
victims and survivors was something highly 
valued by Fixers. As mentioned above, 
many Fixers relayed experiences of both 
good and bad practice by professionals 

respond to the needs of their children and 
to deal with crises that occur following 
the exploitation’17. This emphasises what 
Fixers told us during the CSE workshops, 
that families need support and guidance 
to cope with life after their child has been 
abused or sexually exploited.

For Fixers, the best way to support families 
following the aftermath of CSE or abuse is 
to ensure that families that require support 
are provided with advice and support 
from social services in their local authority 
area. As one Fixer, Katie, said: “The focus 
needs to be just as much on what support 
networks are in place after the abuse as 
there is focus on preventing abuse in the 
first place”. 

charged with working with victims of 
CSE/abuse. As Katie said in the CSE 
workshop, “talking about it can be so 
scary. If you’re struggling with your mental 
health, someone who’s been through 
the same thing as you can really help”. 
Indeed, Andrew used the analogy of drug 
rehabilitation when he said: 

“If you have a rehab person to talk to who 
has been through what they’re talking 
about, then people really listen. It’s because 
it’s not just another person in a suit talking.”

Both Katie and Andrew spoke to a wider 
reluctance to engage with formalised or 
‘official’ support structures on the part of 
survivors; this is very much understandable 
and serves as a reminder that survivors 
may not always engage with support 
services as professionals – whether in law 
enforcement or the health service – may 
intend them to do.

For many Fixers the lack of relatable and 
accessible support services and workers 
was an issue identified that needed 
solving. Further to this, Fixers strongly 
recommended that more effort was done 
on the part of local authority safeguarding 

Recommendation #2: More professionals with lived experience of CSE and abuse
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Recommendation #3: Peer-led support networks for survivors

boards, the NHS, education providers and 
law enforcement to recruit more frontline 
personnel with lived experience of CSE and 
abuse. As one Fixer said to practitioners 
during the afternoon live audience event, 
“we need to have people who have been 
through what we’ve been through… 
there should be support in the form of a 
bursary to help people who have real life 
experience of abuse study to become 
professionals”. This proposal was met 
with approval across the young people 
who participated in the Fixing Child Sexual 
Exploitation workshops and is an idea for 
policy makers to consider.

Indeed, this recommendation from the 
Fixers might be modelled along the lines 
of the, now defunct, NHS bursary scheme 
for students in England studying health 

The importance of peer-to-peer support 
during the traumatic aftermath of sexual 
exploitation or abuse was raised repeatedly 
by Fixers during the CSE workshops and 
audience event. From friends to family, 
Fixers spoke of the value of talking to 
someone about their experience and 
working through the ordeal that follows 
abuse, however there was a reoccurring 
theme throughout the workshops that 
speaking to your fellow peers, especially 
those with lived experience of CSE or 
abuse. As Catherine put it during the 
workshop session on friends and family: 
“it’s more likely to be your friends that you 
tell first…  family members don’t always 
want to accept the truth, that’s why you 
have more confidence talking to friends”.

Fixers also relayed to us their experiences 
of support available to them as survivors 
– both good and bad. For Sarah, the 
main support she had relied on was a 
close friend but this crucial support was 
withdrawn when her friend moved away. As 
Sarah put it, “you might have your family to 
fall back on, but I didn’t have that. I had no 
one”. Sarah’s voice speaks to many young 

courses. While the bursary will be phased 
out by August 2017 and henceforth be 
covered by Student Finance England18, 
the introduction of a bursary for survivors 
to study a degree in a relevant field for 
a career in social care, health, child 
protection or law enforcement could be a 
cost-effective measure when compared to 
the potential benefits in terms of improved 
service user experience and increased 
practitioner knowledge of the issues they 
work on. As the voices of Fixers attest 
to, the lack of trust of traditional support 
services for survivors, and a sense they are 
not being listened to by professionals, is 
contributing to a divide between survivors 
and those that are there to help them – 
survivor-led services is a possible route to 
resolving this for many young survivors.

abuse survivors who, for whatever reason, 
are unable to turn to family for support 
and instead rely on friends. However, due 
to increasing geographic mobility and 
lower levels of social trust among younger 
age cohorts19, especially millennials, 
social support networks are increasingly 
fragmented or non-existent for young 
people. Therefore, the need for consistent 
and durable support networks for CSE/
abuse survivors was highly valued by the 
Fixers.

Many Fixers talked about the need for 
peer-led support networks that were both 
accessible and understanding of their lives 
and experiences. One Fixer summed up the 
predicament of many survivors when they 
said: “I used to have a support network 
of consistent friends. Now everything 
has been taken away because I have had 
to move away for my own safety. Now 
I also don’t have consistency of health 
professionals. It might have been helpful if I 
could have maintained some contact.” This 
need for support networks that are not only 
accessible but, perhaps more importantly, 
consistent in support came through in 
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many of the conversations with Fixers. 
While there are many good examples of 
support networks available to survivors, 
including online-based platforms such as 
Barnardo’s RealLoveRocks ‘online space’, 
most young people who participated in the 
CSE workshops expressed the sentiment 
that there was not enough or inadequate 
support available to victims and survivors 
of CSE/abuse.

Young survivors strongly recommended 
that public and third sector organisations 
that work with survivors should do more to 
put in place support networks that offered 
consistent support and were led by their 
peers. Such organisations as The Survivors 

The Fixing Child Sexual Exploitation 
workshops and conference brought 
together young survivors of CSE and 
abuse with decision makers whose 
decisions impact their lives; the voices 
of the young people have formed the 
basis for this report and its key findings. 
As with all Fixers’ campaigns, the policy 
recommendations for professionals and 
practitioners contained in this report come 
from the real experts, those that know 
the most about these issues – the young 
people themselves. In keeping with this 
philosophy, Fixers has brought forward 
three key recommendations, arrived at by 
the Fixers themselves, designed to address 
the main concerns of CSE victims and 

Trust, a nation-wide network of survivor 
support groups, is a good example of what 
Fixers envisioned. As a network made 
up of groups that work with survivors of 
rape, CSE and abuse; the Survivors Trust 
offers a template for the sort of nation-wide 
network Fixers want. The young survivors 
in the workshops placed high value upon 
support being relatable and understanding 
of CSE through personal experience; those 
tasked with developing such support 
services for young CSE survivors would do 
well to listen to these young people as they 
construct effective programmes aimed at 
assisting survivors in the aftermath of their 
ordeal.

and a sense that ‘victim blaming’ were 
widespread obstacles confronting young 
CSE survivors. While friends were viewed 
by the Fixers as broadly supportive and a 
go-to support network for survivors, this 
was no substitute for supportive family 
members; most Fixers identified the lack 
of support from family largely emanating 
not from malice but from ignorance of 
CSE and social stigmatism. For many 
young people all they ask for is for older 
generations to understand more and judge 
them a little less, as one Fixer put it: “Some 
understanding would be appreciated, and 
someone taking the time to get to know the 
situation.”

survivors.

During discussions about the reactions of 
family & friends, the Fixers explained how 
different understandings of CSE across 
different generations can often lead young 
people who have experienced exploitation 
or abuse feeling isolated from their own 
family support networks. Further to this, 
Fixers identified lack of communication 

On the issue of interacting with 
professionals, this report has identified 
concerns among young CSE victims and 
survivors regarding how professionals 
– health practitioners, educators, law 
enforcement etc – interact and relate to 
survivors. Many Fixers identified a lack 
of empathy or learned understanding 
of the impact CSE and abuse has on 
the lives of survivors, especially young 

Conclusion



20

survivors. The lack of empathy towards 
survivors, particularly in the case of law 
enforcement, was summed up by one Fixer 
who described the police as ‘robotic’ and 
inhuman when they were in uniform. This 
barrier between survivors and officialdom, 
manifested in this case in police uniforms, 
speaks to a wider feeling of distrust 
and detachment felt by young survivors 
who have experienced interaction with 
professionals. To break down these barriers 
the feedback from the workshops had a 
broad consensus towards more support 
services recruiting frontline staff with lived 
experience of sexual exploitation and/or 
abuse.

Finally, on the subject of the physical and 
mental impact on CSE on their lives, the 
Fixers spoke about a wider societal failure 
to understand that CSE and abuse have 
longer-term consequences for their lives. 
Many expressed the sentiment that there 
needed to be more structured support 
available to survivors throughout their lives 
that assisted them in navigatingW life post-
abuse; the young people in our workshops 
spoke about a need for accessible support 
networks in their localities or in the online 
sphere. Further to this, the need for peer-
led support networks was a high priority 
for many survivors who felt that what 
support they had been given in the past 
had failed to connect with them about 
a deeply traumatic experience that only 
someone with lived experience could truly 
understand and be able to support them.

The Fixing Child Sexual Exploitation 
workshops and conference helped to 
amplify the voices of CSE and abuse 
survivors so that they could get their voices 
heard by those that make the decisions 
that impact on their lives. Through their 
lived experiences, the Fixers have brought 
a level of knowledge and expertise to 
this report that has helped shed light on 
issues that should be at the forefront 
of the policy agenda when it comes to 
CSE and abuse. Apart from the specific 
policy recommendations that Fixers have 
identified in this report, they also spoke to 
a broader sense that officialdom is distant, 
unresponsive and uncaring; this disconnect 
between service user and service provider 
– whether in the public sector or the third 
sector – is an obstacle that survivors want 
professionals to respond to and improve 
the way the help survivors. The message 
for professionals, practitioners and policy 
makers alike was succinctly summed up by 
Zoe when she said: “we are not ‘a case’. 
We are real people.” 
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