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Abstract 

This research is an exploratory study of the potential problem of children and young people in residential care 

being groomed and sexually exploited and abused by people from outside care without the involvement of care 

staff. A postal questionnaire was sent to all Chairs of English Local Safeguarding Children‟s Boards (LSCBs). 38 

responses were received, covering a range of types of local areas. 40% of respondents reported cases of this 

problem, 9.4% in relation to asylum seeking children. 17.1% recorded more than 15 cases in the previous 2 years. 

Respondents were split almost equally with regard to whether the current law was adequate to deal with this 

problem or not. Only 3% of LSCB areas felt this was a declining problem. LSCBs felt that the most available 

existing resource to deal with the problem was professional knowledge, and the least was available physical 

resources. Given the size of the sample caution needs to be exercised in generalising from these results, but it 

seems that further investigation of this area would be helpful to aid the development and improvement of child 

protection services.  
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1. Introduction 

It is well recognised that children and young people who are in care are potentially vulnerable to exploitation. In 

particular there have been a growing number of reports about children in residential care who have been sexually 

exploited and abused by those who have direct responsibility for their „care‟, or by others with the knowledge, 

and sometimes involvement, of the residential staff (e.g. Gil, 1982; Bibby, 1996; Corby, Doig, and Roberts, 2001; 

Barter, 2003; Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2010). 

More recently however, there has been a developing concern that there is a problem that children and young 

people who are in care – particularly but not exclusively in residential care - are at risk of being groomed, 

procured and sexually exploited and abused by abusers from outside care without the involvement and indeed 

often despite the best prevention efforts of care staff. (Office of the Children‟s Commissioner, 2012a). It is clear 

then that there is a growing concern about this area of human activity and the vulnerability of children and young 

people. However, it is also clear that despite the recent concern there is still relatively little literature on this 

specific area of abuse, and the scale of the problem it presents. 

Biehal and Wade (2000), carrying out one of the few studies that referred to this issue noted that children who go 

missing in England from care (three- fifths for periods of 24 hours or less) said that: 

at considerable risk of sexual assault and sexual exploitation, including prostitution, whilst absent. The 

majority of those interviewed who had a history of prostitution had been coerced or enticed into it 

following their admission to residential care, either through other young people or procurers who 

targeted children‟s homes (p.217). 

Although this issue is not addressed directly in the latest edition of statutory government guidance, it is implied 

in the „non – statutory practice guidance‟ section of “Working Together” which refers (presumably) to the abuse 

of children in care (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2010) by stating that “previous high profile 
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inquiries and reports into abuse of children living away from home have raised awareness of the particular 

vulnerability of these children” (p.292), before going on to underline the necessity that “staff and carers are alert 

to the risks of harm to children in the external environment from people prepared to exploit the additional 

vulnerability of children living away from home” (p.294). 

The historic abuse of some female children and young people in this position has been highlighted by Coy (2009) 

in her survey of the literature on young women and care, who suggested that “young women who are currently 

looked after or have backgrounds of local authority care are significantly over- represented in prostitution in 

most major cities…similar findings are reported in Norway, Canada, and Australia” (p.255).  

In addition, there has also been recent concern, and evidence, that trafficked children may be at particular risk of 

entering care and then being subsequently abused this way. One study that looked at the issues relating to 

agencies and trafficked children across three regions of England (EPCAT, 2007) found that:  

Of the 80 children identified throughout this study as known or suspected victims of trafficking, the 

majority originated from Africa and East Asia with only three reports of children from Russia and 

Eastern Europe. China (30) and Nigeria (15) figured prominently with other children coming from 

Somalia (9), Vietnam (4), Eritrea (3), Bangladesh (3), Democratic Republic of the Congo(2), Burundi 

(2), Benin(2), Uganda(1), Togo (1), Cameroon (1), Liberia (1), Kosovo/Albania (1), Moldova (1), 

Russia(1) and 3 unknown. Participants in the study registered high levels of concern, but no 

conclusive evidence, about a „significant‟ number of children from Afghanistan, India and Pakistan 

who may have been trafficked for labour exploitation or who may have become victims of labour 

exploitation after arrival in the UK. Without further information we are unable to include these cases 

in the final figures. However, the concerns around these children require much more investigation. 

Across the three regions, social services and other statutory agencies identified concern about child 

trafficking for sexual exploitation, domestic servitude, benefit fraud, labour exploitation in „cannabis 

factories‟, manual labour, and for under-age forced marriage. Although patterns varied from one 

region to another, child trafficking for sexual exploitation appears in reports across all three regions 

(p.7).  

Recent government guidance in the UK (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2007), has sought to 

respond to this and echoes the concern that “Children who have been trafficked may be sexually abused as part 

of being controlled or because they are vulnerable. In many cases sexual exploitation is the purpose of the 

trafficking” (p.15). 

It has been suggested that unaccompanied asylum seeking children may be particularly vulnerable to being 

targeted in relation to this form of abuse – whilst the evidence, including numbers, is difficult to obtain a recent 

parliamentary inquiry (House of Commons, 2009) noted that 

we are alarmed by accounts given by our witnesses and reinforced by anecdotal evidence of traffickers 

training children to present themselves as unaccompanied asylum seekers in order to be placed in 

insecure care, often near the port of entry, which the trafficker can persuade or coerce them to leave. In 

effect, traffickers may be using the care home system for vulnerable children as holding pens for their 

victims until they are ready to pick them up (p.58). 

It seems therefore that there is a range of possible dimensions to this area including  

1) UK resident children and young people who are in residential care and are targeted and exploited by 

external agents for sexual purposes 

2) UK resident children and young people who may be sexually abused prior to entering residential care 

and who continue to be abused by the same or other agents whilst they are in care  

3) Non UK resident children (including asylum seeking children and trafficked children) who enter the UK, 

enter residential care, and are then sexually abused by external agents.  

As information about this area is patchy and often anecdotal, the intention of this research was to try to obtain a 

more detailed picture of the size of the problem of this problem, and indeed to clarify if it was a problem. To 

achieve this we sought the views of all the English Local Safeguarding Children‟s Boards (LSCBs), which are 

the statutory bodies established under the Children Act 2004, and which have the responsibility for co-ordinating 

and ensuring the effectiveness of the work of partner bodies to safeguard and promote the welfare of children. 

2. Methodology 

A postal questionnaire was devised based upon a reading of the child protection literature and some of the issues 
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that appeared to be of potential relevance from the published cases. The resulting questionnaire was then piloted 

with a small number of very experienced children‟s services and related agency professionals, and their feedback 

received and incorporated in relation to scope, ease of use and intelligibility. Using the strategies recommended 

to improve questionnaire return (Edwards, Roberts, Clarke, Diguiseppi, Wentz, et al., 2009), the revised 

questionnaire and a letter of introduction and explanation about the research were then sent to all the Chairs of 

the LSCBs in England in 2009. The chairs‟ names and addresses were publically available via the relevant 

government department website. University ethical approval was sought and obtained for this research. A copy 

of the final questionnaire is presented as Figure 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Survey Questionnaire 

 

GCS Questionnaire 

The statements below relate to issues that appear relevant to the issue of children in residential care being exploited for 

sexual purposes by external agents.  If the data is difficult to obtain then we would be grateful   if you would make an 

estimate based upon your professional judgement and experience.   

1.  Has this issue been one that has been discussed at the LSCB                                      Yes / No 

    If YES, was this in relation to                                         policy issues/ specific cases / both 

2.  Is such grooming/procuring a problem in your area?                                             Yes / No 

3.  If so, how many suspected cases have there been in the last 2 years?             0,  1–5,  6–10,  11- 15, > 15.  

4.  How many actual cases have there been in the last 2 years?                    0,  1–5,  6–10,  11-15,  > 15.  

5.  Were the cases mainly                                                           boys / girls  / both  

6.  In your view is this problem                                 increasing / decreasing / remaining the same  

7.  Is it a particular problem with unaccompanied asylum seekers in your area?                          Yes /No 

8.  Is this grooming/procuring difficult for the services to deal with?                                   Yes /No 

9.  Does the law provide adequate recourse?                                                      Yes / No 

10. If not, what are the particular problems? 

11. Do the agencies involved agree how such cases should be handled?                                 Yes / No 

   If  NO – which agencies disagree most commonly? 

12. In dealing with these cases, do your services have sufficient   

                                               - financial support                            Yes / No 

                                               - professional knowledge                       Yes / No 

                                               - professional training                         Yes / No 

                                               - physical resources                           Yes / No 

Other issues 

13. Is there anything else/significant about this area you would like to comment on? 

Thank you very much for your help and cooperation with this survey. 
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The questionnaire asked for information about the problem in relation to that particular LSCB area. Whilst the 

information sought was general, if specific information relating to individuals was mentioned then we asked that 

it be anonymised by the chairs of the boards.  

A total of 146 questionnaires were sent, and then after a 10 week period, a follow up letter and repeat 

questionnaire was sent. In total we had 38 responses. Interestingly, there were 7 questionnaires that were 

returned as „not known at this address „ – even thought the address was that which was listed as the correct one 

on the relevant government website. This raises the question as to whether all correspondence from government 

was getting to all chairs of LSCB‟s. In most cases, we were able to obtain the correct address by searching the 

relevant websites for the information, although in the cases of 2 local authorities, despite our best efforts, 

including direct contact with the relevant children‟s services section, it proved impossible to determine the 

contact details of the chairs of the LSCBs as the respondents did not know and could not access the relevant 

information. 

The responses, although representing a minority of LSCBs, were received from a wide sample that covered 

urban and rural areas spread across the whole of England, including areas with large mixed race populations. The 

returns also included London boroughs and LSCB areas that contained points of entry into the UK such as 

airports and seaports. Thus there is the possibility, whilst our sample was limited, that the picture the 

questionnaires presented was broadly indicative of the national position, although caution needs to be exercised 

in relation to drawing this conclusion. 

3. Findings 

Overall, 40% of LSCB respondents said that children in residential care being procured by those outside 

residential care, without the involvement of the care staff, for sexual purposes was a child protection problem for 

them.  

We were interested to know if the issue had been discussed by the LSCBs, and 66% of the sample said that it had 

and 34% that it had not. (subsequent statistics refer to the whole of the sample of respondents unless otherwise 

indicated). In relation to unaccompanied asylum seeking children, responses indicated that only 9.4% of LSCBs 

who completed returns reported that it was a problem in relation to these children, a lower figure than might 

have been expected given the Home Office Select Committee Report (House of Commons, 2009). 

With regard to the suspected and actual incidence of cases of procuring children in residential care in the 

previous 2 years, Table 1 indicates that whilst a sizeable minority reported no suspected cases, the majority of 

LSCB respondents reported at least 1 case, with one in seven reporting more that 15 suspected cases.  

 

Table 1. Number of suspected cases of procuring children from residential care by external agents in the previous 

two years.  

 None 1-5 6-10 11-15 Over 15 

Number of suspected cases in indiv LSCBs (%) 22.9 45.7 14.3 2.9 14.3 

 

In relation to actual cases recorded, Table 2 indicates a similar position to suspected cases, albeit with an even 

higher percentage of LSCBs reporting 15 or more actual cases of procuring in the previous two years.  

 

Table 2. Number of cases of procuring children from residential care by external agents in the previous two 

years.  

 None  1-5 6-10 11-15 Over 15 

Number of cases in indiv LSCBs (%) 28.6 48.6 0 5.7 17.1 

 

In relation to actual and suspected cases, the overwhelming majority related to girls (88.5%), followed by cases 

involving girls and boys (8.6%), with boy‟s only cases being the least prevalent (2.9%).  

How far does this seem to be a problem that is changing in terms of its extent? 42.5% of LSCBs judged that the 

problem was increasing in their area. 54.5% indicated that it was remaining at the same level, and only 3% of 

LSCBs felt that it was a decreasing problem. 
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Respondents were divided as to whether or not the law was adequate in regard to dealing with the problems 

thrown up by this child protection issue. 54.3% were of the opinion that it was, and 45.7% that it was not. There 

was a high level of agreement within individual LSCB areas about the adequacy or inadequacy of the law for 

dealing with this problem, with 90.3% saying there was agreement, and only 9.7% reporting disagreement. 

 

Table 3. Availability of resources to deal with the problem 

Availability in LSCB Area of  sufficient resources Yes No 

Financial Resources  51.9% 48.1% 

Professional Knowledge 64.5% 35.5% 

Professional Training 56.7% 43.3% 

Physical Resources 42.9% 52.7% 

 

With regard to the issues of resources to respond to such events (Table 3), the LSCBs felt that the most available 

resource to deal with this problem was professional knowledge, and the least available physical resources. 

4. Discussion 

This survey sought to clarify the scale of the problem presented by the procurement of children in care for sexual 

exploitation. The responses did suggest that for some areas this is a major problem, and that certain LSCB‟s are 

gaining significant expertise in this area as a consequence.  

Our findings showed that two-thirds of the sample of respondents had discussed the issue. It is perhaps 

surprising that at the time of our survey not all LSCBs have discussed this area in relation to the potential for the 

work of child protection agencies, even in those areas where it is perceived it has not been a problem. It may 

now be that following the publicity surrounding the Derby cases more LSCBs have discussed this potential area 

of activity.  

The findings showed that this type of abuse of children and young people was a problem in 40% of LSCB areas. 

It is possible that this figure under represents the extent of the problem, which, by its nature, is often secretive 

and hard to detect. What is not clear is whether the LSCB areas where respondents said they do not have a 

problem preventing the occurrence of this child protection problem or missing it? If the former, it may be that 

there are some areas which do not experience this problem because of good preventative policies and practices, 

and this needs further investigation. If the latter, then policies and procedures need to be devised to capture 

information about potential cases that are currently being missed.  

A number of other issues were highlighted by the responses from the Chairs of the LSCBs. It is not clear what 

might the reasons be for the large differences in occurrence between areas? In part, this could simply be a 

reflection of the relative number of children in residential care within different areas – in some areas residential 

child care is not available or only used in respect of a tiny percentage of children in care. 

It is also the case that this survey focussed on children in residential care, as this was anecdotally reported as 

being a key area. However, the majority of children in care are in foster care - is there also a problem for children 

in foster care being procured by those outside foster care for sexual purposes, without the involvement of the 

foster carers? Our results showed variation between local areas in relation to their ability to respond to this 

problem. Further research is necessary to begin to ascertain why some LSCB areas that report finding the 

problem of children in residential care being procured by those outside residential care, without the involvement 

of the care staff, for sexual purposes find the problem more difficult to deal with than others? 

Our survey indicated that some LSCB areas find the law adequate yet others areas inadequate in responding to 

this problem, this may be to do with different interpretations or understandings of the law in respect of the 

problem, or differences in the nature and extent of the problems with which different areas are having to deal? 

The figure of 9.4% of areas reporting this as being a problem in relation to asylum seeking children is lower than 

might have been expected based upon the EPCAT study quoted earlier (EPCAT, 2007) . The recent publication 

by the National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) (2010) on promoting the quality of care for looked after 

children and young people only refers to a danger of sexual explotation for such children, talking about the “need 

to address (asylum seeking children‟s) exceptional health and well being needs including post – traumatic stress, 

dislocation from country, family, culture language and religion (and) risk of sexual exploitation” (p.26).  
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None of our respondents highlighted issues to do with Asian male predators and abuse – we did not specifically 

ask about this, and future research would be helpful to explore how far this is indeed and issue and in what ways. 

Is the problem of children in residential care being exploited by external agents for sexual purposes a problem 

that is confined to England, or is it more widespread, and how far does the asylum seeking dimension resonate 

with other countries? Anecdotal evidence following an international conference presentation of these preliminary 

results (Barker and Place, 2010) indicated that professionals from other countries in Europe, North America and 

Australasia felt there may be a similar problem in their countries. 

What are the implications for services of only 3% of respondents believing the problem of children in residential 

care being exploited by external agents for sexual purposes is decreasing? The Coalition Government‟s 

Comprehensive Spending Review of October 2010 set out its plans for public spending plans until 2015, over 

five years the plan is to cut public spending by £81 billion pounds. Certain areas are said to be protected, the 

Department of Education budget is to be raised in real terms by 0.1% per annum, Health Service funding by 0.4% 

per annum. However, most commentators believe that in effect there will be real cuts to all budgets in practice, 

and most estimates are that at least 100,000 public service jobs will be lost each year. Maurice Bates, interim 

Co–Chair of the College of Social Work (Community Care 2010), said that councils faced cuts of 7% per annum 

and “any cuts will put pressure not only on the already stretched local authority social work teams, but also on 

the voluntary and private sector providers of social work services” (p.4).  

Thus, the implication is that „new‟ areas of child protection challenge such as this will have to be responded to in 

a climate of dwindling resources. 

5. More Recent Cases 

The problem of children in residential care being exploited by external agents for sexual purposes has recently 

received high profile attention in the popular media as a result of the criminal convictions in the Derby case and 

other areas (Derby LSCB, 2010; Rochdale LSCB, 2012). In Derby, a number of men were imprisoned for 

procuring and sexually abusing vulnerable girls, two of who either were or had been in care. The LSCB reported 

(Derby LSCB 2010): 

The two young people were known to agencies, and there had been concerns about their welfare over 

a number of years. However despite these concerns they were seriously abused both before, and 

subsequent to being looked after by the local authority. Individual agencies had sought to offer 

specific support, but did not recognise the signs and symptoms of abuse evident in the behaviour of 

both young women and information was not shared effectively. Therefore the full picture of the young 

women‟s circumstances was not understood (p.5).  

Subsequently, there has been a media furore about such cases, in part sparked by the suggestion that men of asian 

origin targeted vulnerable girls (The Guardian, 2011a). One commentator (The Observer, 2011) suggested that 

“of course such victims are targeted. However, far more significant than colour is the fact that many of them are 

in care and, therefore, more vulnerable generally” (p.15).  

These comments were supported by the Head of Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre (CEOP), (The 

Guardian, 2011b): 

the sexual exploitation of children cannot "be simplified along ethnic lines", the head of the Child 

Protection Agency said today. Peter Davies was announcing that the Child Exploitation and Online 

Protection (CEOP) centre is to investigate "on-street" grooming, leading to abuse and exploitation 

(p.18). 

This potential dimension of this problem was not one which we asked specific questions about in our research. 

Accordingly, the only conclusion we can draw from our data is that the issue of race and predators as a potential 

or actual problem was not one which was raised by any of our correspondents in their responses, and some of our 

respondents were from areas with large minority ethnic populations.  

6. Conclusion 

The results from this survey appear to confirm that there is a problem of children in residential care being 

procured by those outside residential care, without the involvement of the care staff, for sexual purposes. 

However, there appear to be great variations within the country including - between areas which perceive that 

there is an problem in their locality and areas which do not; between areas which have to deal with a relatively 

high number of cases and areas which do not; between areas which perceive that they can deal with the problem 

and areas which do not; between areas which feel they have adequate professional and physical resources and 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/childprotection
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/childprotection
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/childprotection
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areas which do not. 

The statistical results from the questionnaire were supported and illuminated by written comments from 

respondents who responded to the survey including:  

“This is a new area of work which is throwing up numerous challenges and finance remains unclear at 

the moment.” 

“There are some professionals in some agencies with sufficient knowledge currently but this can vary 

dramatically with staff changes. Hence, a rolling programme of training is required” 

“We have been able to respond appropriately to date but have low numbers so yet to be challenged”  

“We respond through 'standard' Child Protection processes - but we need specialist' skills and 

services”  

Our research indicated that there is almost universal agreement that this is not a problem which is likely to 

diminish in the future. Since this data was collected there has been an increased concern in the UK about the 

sexual exploitation of children, (Barnardo‟s, 2011; CEOP, 2011; Department of Education, 2011) and the Office 

of the Children‟s Commissioner (England) has produced an interim report from its inquiry the problem of sexual 

exploitation in gangs and groups. (Office of Children‟s Commissioner, 2012b). This fuller interim report 

followed an earlier accelerated report in July 2012, which showed that a disproportionate number of children 

who are sexually exploited were living in residential care, and that some residential children‟s homes (Office of 

Children‟s Commissioner, 2012a) “have been targeted by those who want to sexually exploit children”. (p.40). 

It seems clear then that there is substantiation that the information from our exploratory study indicates that 

concern about this subject is not misplaced. However, in relation to the practice on the ground in responding to 

this concern, here do appear to be some areas and authorities that are more successfully responding to these 

problems than others. Thus alongside further investigation of the problem there is the opportunity for further 

research into responses, and for good practice, policy and training lessons to be learnt and disseminated from 

these areas.  
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