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The HOPE Project – Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) Figures and Findings
1. Prevalence
It is estimated that 1.2 million people in England have learning disabilities which is about 2-3% of the general population (adults and children.) In 2016, The National Autistic Society identified that there are 700,000 autistic people in the UK. Furthermore, it is estimated that between 44-52% of people with autism also have learning disabilities.
In terms of identifying children and young people with learning disabilities and/or autism who have been subject to or who are at risk of CSE:
· There is a lack of statistical evidence with the invisibility of disabled children common in prevalence studies
· The limited research identifies that children with learning disabilities and/or autism are more at risk and more vulnerable to CSE
· There is recognition that boys and young men with learning disabilities are at risk of CSE
· There is little research evidence focused on addressing sexual identity, sexuality and sexual orientation.




The Newcastle Joint Serious Case Review (2018) emphasised:
“….understanding the prevalence of sexual exploitation requires assuming it is taking place and adopting a pro-active approach to look for it, recognising that the most reliable sources of information is from victims and those targeted.”
The review asserted that “all children and vulnerable adults are at risk” and that “sexual exploitation is not restricted to child victims; vulnerability is not determined by age and it is likely that extensive abuse of vulnerable adults is taking place across the country unrecognised.”
A study conducted by the NSPCC (Miller and Brown, 2014) found that young people with a disability are three times more likely to be abused than young people without a disability.
The same study showed that a significant number of young people with harmful sexual behaviour have learning difficulties. Hacket (2013) examined 700 British child and adolescent abusers and found that 38% of them had identified disabilities.
In a 2002 study focusing on young women’s experience of sexual exploitation, it was reported that three of the 55 women had diagnosed learning disabilities. 
In 2011, Jago et al (What’s going on to safeguard children and young people from sexual exploitation? University of Bedfordshire) found of 1065 cases of identified sexual exploitation of young people, 95 (14%) had diagnosis of learning disabilities.
In 2013, Smeaton’s work addressing the relationship between running away and CSE notes that of the 41 young people in the research study, 17 self-defined as having some sort of learning disability, learning difficulty, behavioural issues or autistic spectrum condition.
A meta-analysis of 17 studies of violence against disabled children (Jones et al, 2012, The Lancet, vol 380) that represented over 18,000 individuals illustrated that the group is between 3-4 times more likely to experience violence than a non-disabled child. For sexual violence, the estimate of prevalence is 8-9% but the prevalence for children with intellectual disabilities rises to 15%.
Sullivan and Knutson (2000) examined the case records for 50,000 young people in Nebraska, USA and found that disabled children and young people are 3.4 times more likely to be abused than their non-disabled peers.
The most recent literature review is Child Abuse, Child Protection and Disabled Children which was carried out by Stalker and McArthur (2012). They report that young people with communication needs, learning disabilities, behavioural disorders and sensory impairments are more likely to experience higher levels of neglect and violence.
The Health Working Group Report on CSE (2014) confirmed “the presence of a learning disability can heighten the vulnerability of a child or young person to CSE.” The sexual exploitation risk assessment tool used in Northern Ireland and the Welsh Sexual Exploitation Risk Assessment Framework both include learning disability as a vulnerability factor.
The Department of Education’s CSE non-statutory Advice (2017) confirms
“….what is clear is that child sexual exploitation can occur in all communities and amongst all social groups and can affect girls and boys.”

The factors that limit the amount of information about prevalence include:
· The majority of CSE is hidden from public view
· Victims are encouraged to keep what is happening secret
· Young people with learning disabilities not seen as being sexually active
· Lack of diagnosis and assessment of needs
· Lack of understanding of CSE and/or learning disabilities by professionals
· Lack of specific data collection relating to sexual exploitation of children with disabilities
· Grooming means that victims do not realise or recognise they are being exploited
The Newcastle Joint Serious Case Review (2018) asserted that
“…any child, in any community, may be vulnerable to sexual exploitation and all practitioners should be open to the possibility that the children or adults they work with might be affected.”
Smeaton (2013) Running from hate to what you think is love –the relationship between running away and CSE found that:
· Young people with learning disabilities are particularly vulnerable to being encouraged to run away so they can be sexually exploited
· Young people with learning disabilities have a lack of awareness of online risks
· Those who have parents and carers with learning disabilities are at risk as families may be targeted by exploitative adults and are not always able to recognise the risk
· Professionals can find it difficult to understand the impact of learning disabilities
Research shows that disabled children are less likely to disclose abuse and more likely to delay disclosure than their non-disabled peers (Herskowitz et al, 2007).
In 2014, of the 9042 referrals to Barnardo’s in relation to CSE, 33% were male and 66% were female. However, more males (35%) than females (13%) present with disabilities, particularly learning disabilities, autism and ADHD.
The Newcastle Joint Serious Case Review (2018) asserts that “sexual exploitation of boys and men is complex and hidden with different models to those identified with female victims. The low incidence of identified cases is likely to be a significant under representation of the abuse that is occurring.”
Research shows that boys may be less likely than females to disclose experiences of CSE and less likely to have these identified by others.
The Safeguarding Adults Annual Report (2015) additionally reports that victims in minority communities are unlikely to disclose due to shame and the impact on themselves and their relationships with their families. This results in a lack of referrals of young people with learning disabilities from Black and Minority ethnic communities to specialist CSE services.




2. Multi-agency working
Many local areas have not started to address CSE of young people with learning disabilities at either a strategic or operational level. The Unprotected, Over Protected report (2015) analysis of survey responses from local authorities and health and social care trusts found:
· Only 31% of those who responded collected information on CSE that identified the numbers of young people with learning disabilities
· Only 25% of those who responded had information sharing protocols that identified  potential or known young people with learning disabilities at risk
· 41% of those that responded said that they have a specialist CSE service but only half of them felt that this service was able to meet the needs of young people with learning disabilities 
· 25% of those that responded had no support available to address CSE
· A lack of representation from disability services at multiagency strategic or operational groups
· Lack of attendance from disability services on local CSE training
· Lack of referrals relating to CSE from disability services
The Newcastle Joint Serious Case Review (2018) confirmed that “effective safeguarding is a collective responsibility – it requires a culture of robust interagency and professional challenge of practice and strategy.”
“…The early identification of victims or potential victims or the activities of perpetrators depends on alert universal services, in particular education, health and community services.”

3. Online risks
“Sexual exploitation could not happen on such a scale without mobile phones, the internet and social media being used to maintain contact with and control victims and arrange activities.” Newcastle Report (2018)
Ofcom’s 2015 annual report identifies that 90% of 16-24 year olds and 69% of 12-15 year olds own a smart phone that gives them the ability to quickly and easily create and share photos and videos. In terms of use of the internet, 2017 Childwise survey show that 91% of 5-10 year olds and 98% of 11-16 year olds access and use the internet.
The amount of time that young people use the internet each week has been increasing. The annual Ofcom surveys show that weekly hours online have risen from over nine hours in 2007 to over 15 hours in 2016.
Digital dangers – the impact of technology on the sexual abuse and exploitation of children and young people Barnardo’s and Marie Collins Foundation (2015) identifies that
“….certain groups of children and young people, such as young people with learning difficulties, appear to be particularly vulnerable to online harm. This is in part due to seeking social interaction on line that they are not able to achieve off line and in part due to not fully understanding the consequences of sharing personal information, sending images or arranging to meet strangers met online.”
The report outlines specific issues in relation to autism “there is an increase in autistic young people being referred to us for internet harm. It seems the way they perceive the world and relate with others leaves them particularly vulnerable to be taken in by perpetrators and yet they can often be really savvy in manoeuvring themselves around the net.”
The NSPCC reports that in 2016/17, there were 64,667 sexual offences against children. 10% of these had an online element which was a 59% increase on the previous year.
CEOP reports that 33% of 8-17 year olds have taken part in live streaming.

The UK Safer Internet Centre reports results of a survey of 2000 young people aged 8-17 in December 2017. (Digital friendships – Feb 2018). The most popular platforms to chat to friends are:
· YouTube 41%
· WhatsApp 32%
· Snapchat 29%
· Instagram 27%
· Facebook/Messenger 20%
54% said they would feel isolated if they could not talk to their friends via technology.
39% said they had made friends online that they would not have done otherwise.
58% said their teachers did not always understand their online lives and 28% said the same of their parents.
Girls are more likely to use Snapchat to talk to their friends (48%) in comparison to boys (39%). They are also more likely to use Instagram (42%) in comparison to boys (34%).
Boys are more likely to use platforms such as Xbox Live (32% of boys compared to 9% of girls), PlayStation Network (24% of boys compared to 8% of girls) and Minecraft (22% of boys compared to 12% of girls.)
40% say it is easier to tell someone how they feel online than in person.
72% of those surveyed want their school to teach them about cyberbullying and how to manage friendships online.
The NSPCC Research in 2016 found that children rated the following sites as the best:
· Chatroulette 100%
· Sickipedia 100%
· Omegle 89%
· Askfm 86%
· Tinder 76%
· Meowchat 67%
More recent favourite sites include Musical.ly and Periscope.
Young people said that they were most likely to see harmful content on the following:
· Self-harm – Askfm
· Violence – Call of Duty
· Bullying – Askfm
· Sexual – Deviant Art; Omegle
Child net’s report Young People’s experience of online sexual harassment (2017) showed that girls are more likely to be targeted than boys. There are four main approaches which are:
· Non-consensual sharing of intimate images and videos
· Exploitation, coercion and threats
· Sexualised bullying
· Unwarranted sexual requests, comments and content
The UK Safer Internet Centre 2016 survey of 1,512 children and young people aged 13 –18 found that:
· 24% said they had experienced online hate because of their gender, sexual orientation, race, religion, disability or transgender identity
· Children and young people with disabilities are more likely to have experienced this – 38% compared to 21% of those with no disabilities
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