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What is Stop to Listen? 

The Stop to Listen initiative aims to develop, and improve, prevention, early 

intervention and child-centred responses to children and young people who 

may be at risk or have experienced sexual abuse and exploitation.   

It is a multi-disciplinary initiative across both statutory and third sectors, and is being 

rolled out in four Scottish local authority pathfinder areas. These will identify changes 

to practice and culture in their local context, which can make the aims a reality. The 

changes will then be implemented and evaluated, and any learning will be shared 

widely across Scotland. 

The aims of Stop to Listen can be achieved in different ways, by:   

 Targeting prevention and early identification of need; 

 Slowing down the pace of how we work with children and young people, and 

offering them more control of what happens when they come forward; 

 Ensuring our processes to protect children are genuinely child-centred and 

child-friendly; 

 Working in close collaboration across agencies; 

 Improving staff knowledge, skills and confidence to work with sexual abuse; 

and exploitation; 

 Providing high quality trauma and recovery services 

  

Stop to Listen hopes to enable vulnerable and abused children and young people to 

come forward and tell with less fear what is happening to them, to improve their long-

term outcomes, and to ensure that they get the right help at the right time. It shares 

the Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) principles of prevention and early 

intervention, as well as its focus on children and young people’s wellbeing. 

Why is it urgent to find better, more effective ways of enabling vulnerable and 

sexually abused children and young people to tell what is happening to them, and to 

be protected as early as possible?   

Sexual abuse is one of a range of risks to children which professionals have to 

manage, and at present, child protection authorities are only identifying a 

small number of sexual abuse cases. This is despite the very high public and 

media profile now being given to child sexual abuse and exploitation. 

 



3 
 

PREVALENCE AND THE DECLINE IN CASES 

 

A definition of childhood sexual abuse 
(from National Guidance for Child Protection in Scotland, 2014) 

 

Sexual abuse is any act that involves the child in any activity for the sexual 

gratification of another person, whether or not it is claimed that the child either 

consented or assented. Sexual abuse involves forcing or enticing a child to take part 

in sexual activities, whether or not the child is aware of what is happening. The 

activities may involve physical contact, including penetrative or non penetrative acts. 

They may include non - contact activities, such as involving children in looking at, or 

in the production of indecent images  

or in watching sexual activities, using sexual language towards a child or 

encouraging children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways. 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0045/00450733.pdf 

  
How common is childhood sexual abuse? 

 

Research studies present a confusing picture!  This is because responses will differ 

according to several factors. They include how ‘sexual abuse’ is defined, and within 

which age-limits; whether cases included are legally substantiated or not; which 

questions are asked; what type of language is used; and how far respondents feel 

safe and confidential to tell, trusting or distrusting the interviewer and setting. 

 

These are some examples of varied results. A large cohort study (Dube et al, 2005) 

found that contact sexual abuse was reported by 16% of males and 25% of females.  

A meta-analysis by Pereda et al (2009) suggested that almost 8% of men and almost 

20 % of women had suffered some form of sexual abuse before they were 18. A 

review of prevalence studies (Townsend et al, 2013) put their most accurate 

prevalence estimate at between 7.5% and 11.7%. A recent NSPCC prevalence 

study in the UK (Radford et al, 2011) found unusually low reports from children and 

young people of CSA, at only 5% of respondents (although methodological issues 

reduced the likelihood of children speaking freely, since they had a parent or carer 

with them during the telephone interviews). 

 

However, even if we take the most conservative estimate of 5%, it translates into 

many actual children ‘on the ground’– four schools of 500 pupils each in a city, for 

instance, could contain approx. 100 young victims. Further, it’s widely accepted that 

prevalence of child sexual abuse is likely to be higher than the research estimates.  

 

 

  

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0045/00450733.pdf
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Some reasons for this are: 

       

Problems about calculation 

 

1) Substantiated cases are a small minority, as are cases brought to the 

authorities’ attention. It remains notoriously difficult legally to substantiate the 

majority of CSA reports. Also, a major research study by the Children’s 

Commissioner for England (2015) estimated that only one in eight sexually 

abused children is identified by professionals. The main reason, they found, 

involves the great difficulties which children have in telling. 

            An analysis of more than 200 international studies of sexual abuse  

            prevalence, from 1980 to 2008, totalling nearly 10 million participants,  

            revealed still wider disparities. Prevalence figures of self-reported sexual 

            assault (18.0% of women, 7.6% of men), were 30 times higher than the  

            prevalence rates reported by authorities. (Stoltenborgh et al, 2011). 

 

2) Highly-publicised cases bring a sudden rush of new reports to be added to 

statistics. Initial revelations in 2012 about Jimmy Savile’s sexual abuse did 

not only lead to hundreds more allegations against Savile himself. Some 

support agencies recorded an eightfold increase in calls from adults, both 

about other historic abuse, and about their suspicions of current child sexual 

abuse (BBC News, 2014; NAPAC, 2014). 

 

3) “Spotlight” investigations reveal an apparently higher prevalence than 

previously known. When for example in 2014 Professor Alexis Jay, after her 

extensive study of records, calculated that at least 1400 children had been 

sexually exploited in Rotherham over 16 years, it became clear that these 

cases had been neither classified nor recorded as sexual abuse. This was 

because the stigmatised girls had been viewed as being in consensual 

relationships and this was not seen as abusive and requiring a child 

protection response. Thus, only now will these cases count in official records 

as CSA (Jay,2014). 

 

4) Children in particular groups or circumstances may not be having their needs 
met, or may be ‘invisible’ in the system. For instance research finds that 
disabled children are at significantly higher risk of abuse, including sexual 
abuse, than non-disabled children, with intervention thresholds often higher 
for them (Miller and Brown 2014, Taylor et al 2014). Those in residential care 
face particular risks. And yet few children on child protection registers are 
recorded as having an impairment.   

 
Problems have included a reluctance to believe disabled children are abused; 
indicators of abuse being attributed to a child’s Impairment; communication 
problems; children’s dependence on carers for personal assistance; and a 
perception that if cases are pursued, these young people will be unreliable 
witnesses.  
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Research also finds a lack of staff confidence or relevant training in  
identifying and addressing abuse in disabled children, with anxieties about 
“getting it wrong” or “making things worse” for the young person. We believe 
confidence-building and focused training among staff will be very important, in 
order to protect disabled children and young people from sexual abuse. 

 
5) Identifying child sexual abuse in Scotland: some statistics 

In Scotland (despite increasing numbers of children on child protection 

registers for any type of concern), between 2007 and 2013 numbers 

registered for sexual abuse concerns varied between only 190 and 240. 

Approximately 887,400 of the Scottish population are under 16. Even in the 

year with the highest annual number of CSA registrations, this forms only 

.00027 of that young population. 

 

Between 2008 and 2012, numbers of children on child protection registers 

increased by 23%.Yet the percentage of these with CSA concerns has 

continued to decline. From 2012, multiple concerns could be recorded at each 

case conference.  Most common were parental substance misuse (39 %), 

emotional abuse (39%) and domestic abuse (37%). Sexual abuse was 9th 

among 11 concerns, at just over 3%. (The Scottish Government, 2014a, b.) 

 

Accepting that placing children on child protection registers and drawing up 

child protection plans only form one way of addressing CSA, such figures do 

not begin to reflect the most conservative estimates of CSA prevalence. Take 

just one possible example - a substantial city like Dundee. If there are 

currently approx. 27,350 children under 16 there, and if one in ten is a present 

or past victim, that would involve 2735 children. If we took the NSPCC 

survey’s very conservative estimate of one in 20, the figure for sexually 

abused children would be 1367 in greater Dundee alone.  

Yet in stark contrast to very low figures in child protection statistics, police 

have been recording many allegations of sexual assaults against children 

every day, and numbers are rising annually. In Scotland, Government figures 

revealed that in 2013-14 there were 3,742 recorded sexual offences against 

children under 18, including rape, sexual assault and grooming: a 10-year 

high. (NSPCC, 2015) 

Genuine decline, or changed priorities? 

We can see that a gradual fall in officially known CSA cases and concerns has taken 

place side by side with a considerable growth in cases and concerns about 

emotional abuse, neglect and parental substance misuse. That suggests not genuine 

declines or increases in such problems, but rather changed policy decisions and 

professional priorities. These are affected by various pressures - for instance to 

concentrate more on very young children after highly-publicised child deaths, such 

as that of “Baby Peter” in 2007. Both the percentages and the numbers of children 

with sexual abuse-related concerns were considerably higher in the 1990s. 
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Yesterday’s issue? 

One factor which prompted the Stop to Listen project was a concern that the focus 

on child sexual abuse in the circle of trust, that which occurs in families and 

communities had declined.  This is a particularly difficult and challenging area of 

work, children often find it difficult to come forward and practitioners sometimes lack 

the knowledge or confidence to respond effectively.   Over time this may have led to 

a dilution of skills and a shift in focus to other forms of abuse due to competing 

demands.   

While Scotland’s National Action Plan to Tackle Child Sexual Exploitation and recent 

inquiries has had the effect of highlighting child sexual abuse once again, there is 

still much to do to help more children in family and community contexts to speak out 

and be reassured about the response they will receive if they do. 

 

Linking CSE and CSA: 

Victims of child sexual exploitation 

 

Definition of CSE: 

 

Child sexual exploitation (CSE) is a form of sexual abuse that involves the 

manipulation or coercion of young people under 18  into sexual activity in exchange 

for things such as money, gifts, accommodation, affection or status. A spectrum of 

exploitation includes peer exploitation, where young people are forced or coerced 

into sexual activity by peers;  development of inappropriate relationships where the 

person believes they are in a loving relationship with an older perpetrator; and 

organised/networked exploitation or trafficking. 

 

Many readers will be most familiar, through media publicity, of the type of child 

sexual exploitation which involves mainly younger, vulnerable teenagers by 

organised gangs. This may begin by offering them the affection of a “boyfriend” and 

gifts or favours, but soon inveigles them into often brutal sexual activity with other 

perpetrators. Most familiar is probably the image of the alienated young teenager, 

acting-out as a result of their abuse, who is perhaps from a looked-after background, 

who finds it difficult to accept help, and who has wrongly been regarded by some 

authorities as freely choosing relationships with older males, or even as freely 

entering ‘prostitution’. 

 

However in fact both the definition of CSE, and the kinds of young people who 

become victims, are drawn more broadly than that... A comprehensive definition has 

been devised by the Scottish Government (2016): 

 

Child sexual exploitation is a form of child sexual abuse in which a person(s), of any 

age takes advantage of a power imbalance to force or entice a child into engaging in 

sexual activity in return for something received by the child and/or those perpetrating 

or facilitating the abuse. As with other forms of child sexual abuse, the presence of 

perceived consent does not undermine the abusive nature of the act.  
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If someone takes advantage of an imbalance of power to get a child/young person to 

engage in sexual activity, it is CSE if:  

 

1. The child/young person receives, or believes they will receive, something they 

need or want in exchange for the sexual activity.  

 

AND/OR  

 

2. The perpetrator/facilitator gains financial advantage or enhanced status or 

power from the abuse.   

 

Where it is the victim who is offered, promised or given something they need 

or want, the exchange can include both tangible (money, drugs or alcohol, for 

example) and intangible rewards (status, protection or perceived receipt of 

love or affection, for example). It is critical to remember the unequal power 

dynamic within which this exchange occurs and to remember that the receipt 

of something by a child/young person does not make them any less of a 

victim. It is also important to note that the prevention of something negative 

can also fulfil the requirement for exchange, for example a child who engages 

in sexual activity to stop someone carrying out a threat to harm his/her family.  

Where the gain is solely on the part of the perpetrator/facilitator, it must be 

something more than sexual gratification to constitute CSE (as opposed to 

another form of sexual abuse). This could be money, other financial 

advantage (reduced cost drugs/alcohol or discharge of a debt for example), 

status or power. 

 

CSE can take place in person or online and involve both contact and non-contact 

sexual activities. Although CSE is not a specific criminal offence in itself, it does 

encompass a range of sexual offences and other forms of serious criminal 

misconduct that can be used to disrupt and prosecute this form of abuse.  

Any child under the age of eighteen, male or female, can be a victim of CSE, 

including those who can legally consent to have sex. The abuse most frequently 

impacts upon those of a post-primary age and can be perpetrated by adults or peers, 

on an individual or group basis. 

 

CSE can be difficult to identify. Many children and young people - and professionals 

- can misinterpret such experiences as consensual and fail to recognise the 

exploitation involved. This can contribute to misplaced feelings of loyalty or shame 

on the part of victims (many of whom will consequently not self-disclose) and a 

potential failure to identify abusive situations on the part of professionals.  

 

Child Sexual Exploitation - Definition and Summary October 2016. 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/10/6376/1 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/10/6376 

 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/10/6376/1
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/10/6376
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A further reason for the concerns which prompted Stop to Listen involved disturbing 

revelations of the extent of child sexual exploitation. Although scandals occurred in 

several English towns and cities, we don’t believe there should be any complacency 

about keeping young people in Scotland safer from CSE. 
 

Since child sexual exploitation is a particular form of child sexual abuse, and since a 

history of sexual abuse is a risk factor for later sexual exploitation, the very welcome 

profile now given to addressing CSE in Scotland on a multi-agency level, through 

Scotland’s National Action Plan to Tackle Sexual Exploitation will make less sense or 

progress, if the priority for intervention against sexual abuse earlier in life has been 

so downgraded. This is because of their close interconnections.  
http://www.gov.scot/resource/0046/00463120.pdf 
 

Although CSE has of course trapped some young people without vulnerable 

backgrounds - especially through skilful use of social media grooming - children of 

abusive backgrounds have been particular targets for the perpetrators. This is 

especially true if they have reacted to earlier abuse by difficult, chaotic and unsafe 

behaviour.  Often, as we have seen, they have been placed in the care system, but 

many have continued to be exploited by these perpetrators. Third sector agencies 

told the Scottish Parliamentary Inquiry into CSE of their own experience that 

numerous girls involved in CSE had been sexually abused at home:  
 

“As they are already taking big risks with their lives (using alcohol, drugs and running 

away) and have low self-esteem some of them see the exploitation as a way of being 

in charge … of being in control …that it is better to get money for sex than do it for 

nothing”. (The Scottish Parliament, 2014)  

 

The Office of the Children’s Commissioner’s sexual exploitation report (Berelowitz et 

al, 2013) noted: “So many young people told us ... of their early histories of being 

sexually abused within the family home, and of their experiences never being 

acknowledged”. This led to the OCC commissioning its two-year study into intra-

familial sexual abuse in 2014 (Horvath et al 2014; Sellgren, 2014).  

 

The Scottish Parliamentary Inquiry specifically recommended that ‘social work and 

other child protection services give higher priority to addressing childhood sexual 

abuse … which may put them at particular risk of CSE’. Thus one important way in 

which we can reduce CSE, and its human and other costs, is better to identify abuse 

which made young people more vulnerable to sexual exploitation in the first place. 
 

This information leaflet is no.1 in a series for the Stop to Listen pathfinder projects. 

Other leaflets currently available at (contact details) are 2) Why do sexually abused 

children find it hard to speak out? And  3) Long Term Effects of Childhood Sexual 

Abuse. Full details of references given in all the leaflets can be found at (website 

address). Please let us know at ruth.sills@children1st.org.uk if you would particularly 

welcome information on any other aspects of child sexual abuse and exploitation. 

 

http://www.gov.scot/resource/0046/00463120.pdf

