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Understanding Child Sexual Exploitation

Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) is a distressing form of abuse characterized by the 

manipulation, coercion, or forceful involvement of individuals in sexual activities. This 

exploitation is often rooted in a significant power imbalance and emerges through processes 

of grooming, control, and the creation of emotional dependency. Unfortunately, CSE is not 

always easy to spot, as it frequently thrives within relationships that may superficially appear 

supportive or caring.

Grooming Dynamics

Grooming is a gradual process rather than a single event. It typically begins with the 

perpetrator offering attention, validation, and building an emotional connection. Over time, 

this grooming may evolve to include:

Gifts or financial support
Increased communication and dependency
Isolation from trusted adults

What may initially seem like support can ultimately transition into control and exploitation.

Recognising the Signs

Identifying CSE can be challenging. However, certain signs may indicate exploitation:



Sudden changes in behavior
New or older relationships
Secretive phone or online activity
Unexplained money or gifts
Withdrawal from family or support systems
Increased anxiety, fear, or aggression

It's essential to recognize that no single sign confirms exploitation; it’s the patterns that tell 

the story.

Impact on Young People

The impact of CSE on young individuals can be profound and long-lasting, often resulting in:

Trauma and emotional distress
Fear and dependency
Loss of identity and self-worth
Difficulty forming safe relationships
Long-term mental health challenges

It’s important to understand that behaviors exhibited by these young people often reflect 

survival strategies, not personal choices.

Professional Insight

Young individuals experiencing exploitation might:

Not recognize themselves as victims
Defend those causing harm
Return to harmful situations

These behaviors should not be viewed as defiance; rather, they are frequently the outcomes 

of grooming and trauma.

Reflection Questions

What signs may be overlooked in practice?
How might behavior be misinterpreted?
What assumptions influence decision-making?
How can responses become more trauma-informed?

Practical Action

To effectively address CSE, consider the following actions:



Act early on concerns
Record observations clearly
Follow safeguarding procedures
Prioritize trust over judgment
Remain consistent and present
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