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What is Stop to Listen? 

The Stop to Listen initiative aims to develop, and improve, child-centred 

responses to children and young people who 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 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 sexually abused 

children and young people to tell what is happening to them, and to be protected as 

early as possible?   

One reason is that while our child protection system is heavily geared to 

waiting for abused children to reveal what is happening to them, very few 

currently manage to do so. And when they do tell, it is rarely to the 

professionals who are tasked with protecting them. 



3 
 

WHY DO SEXUALLY ABUSED CHILDREN FIND IT HARD TO SPEAK 

OUT?  

First, some definitions: 

 

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 

 

Child sexual exploitation 

 

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): 

 

  

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

 

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.  
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FEARS AND SILENCING 

 

The fear of telling 

 

There are many problems about tackling childhood sexual abuse effectively, but 

abused children and young people’s fear of telling is one of the greatest. Most 

sexually-abused children and young people do not come forward themselves to 

reveal their abuse: or at least, not in ways which adults can easily understand, nor 

which have the phraseology and consistency of time-line which criminal justice and 

courts, in particular, demand. 

Under current investigative and criminal justice systems children often retract, or 

their evidence is found insufficient. Thus they may remain unprotected or even be 

returned to abusive situations. This is distressing for staff, as well as for the children. 

What research tells us: 

Research has revealed that among sexually abused children delays in telling are 

common, and that significant proportions do not do so until adulthood - if at all. Boys 

are even more reluctant to tell than girls (Pipe et al., 2007, Nelson, 2009, Ungar 

2009). Secondly, many children deny that they were abused, even when that abuse 

has been corroborated and substantiated (Meyer Williams, 1994, Sjoberg and 

Lindblad, 2002, Malloy et al., 2007). They are even less likely to reveal abuse by a 

parent (Hershkowitz et al, 2005).   

During a single research discussion with sexually abused young people on why they 

did not tell as children, they revealed 14 different reasons for staying silent. These 

included self-blame; intense shame, especially in relation to their peer group; fear of 

reprisals and punishment; lack of control over events after telling; not having the 

words; being in denial; not trusting anyone; fear of getting in trouble; fear of being 

disbelieved; and mixed feelings towards the abuser.  
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“Fear of the consequences. Fear because police are involved, you don’t 

have any control over who you tell or what you want to happen.” 

 

“First you don’t know it’s wrong; then when you find out, you’re stuck and 

trapped; then if I wanted to tell, physically my tongue would not move”. 

 

“I assumed I’d be hated by my mum, that I was to blame”. 

 

“I was told people would die if I told. I thought then that I would have the 

power to make people die.” 

 

“If you are different, you’re targeted. You tell one person, and the whole 

school finds out.” 

 

“I was afraid I would contaminate other people.”  (All the above quotes from 

a range of sexually abused young women and men in Nelson, ed., 2008)  

 

Active withholding 

Research with children by McElvaney et al. (2012) identified three key dynamics: 

active withholding of the secret; the ‘pressure cooker effect’; and confiding itself. This 

means, they argued, that in supporting abused children to tell, the need for the 

secret to be contained and controlled must be respected. 

 Active withholding involves not wanting people to know, denying when asked, 

difficulty in saying the words, and confining the numbers of people told. Such 

active withholding may give a sense of control and safety in an unsafe world.  

 The pressure cooker effect is the great emotional strain in being unable to tell 

- in wanting yet not wanting to. Thus the secret may be blurted out suddenly 

and distressingly, without any prior planning or support.  

As for confiding, few children currently tell the people whom child protection services 

urge them to tell, e.g. police, social workers or teachers. For instance Priebe and 

Svedin (2008) in their large-scale study of adolescents, found that of those who 

revealed abuse, 43% of boys and 38% of girls mentioned “friend of my own age” as 

the only recipient of telling. Third sector organisations find that friends and mothers 

are the main recipients, while statutory agencies are rare recipients. (Crisma et al., 

2004, McElvaney et al., 2012, 2013). Could young people be given more trust in the 

statutory agencies? 
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Optimal conditions for telling  

Ungar and colleagues (2009) summarise these as:  

 Having access to someone who will listen, believe and respond appropriately 

and effectively;  

 Having knowledge and language about what abuse is, and how to get help;  

 Having a sense of control over the process, in terms of anonymity (until they 

are ready to be identified) and confidentiality (the right to control who knows); 

 Being asked directly about any experiences of abuse. 

 

The need to be asked:  

Hershkowitz et al. (2007) found 43% of their sample of children revealed abuse only 

after they were directly asked. Jensen et al. (2005) found that telling followed 

someone recognising a child’s cues, and probing further. McGee et al. (2002) 

followed up respondents who first revealed CSA during the survey. Questioned why 

they had not told before, many said because they had not been asked.  

However there is now much anxiety among child protection professionals of putting 

words into children’s mouths by questioning them directly about sexual abuse. Some 

have believed they cannot ask a child anything, however strong their suspicions of 

abuse. Yet if they saw bruises, burns or a rash on a child, they would not hesitate to 

ask. Another fear is of somehow contaminating evidence. But we cannot 

contaminate evidence which we do not even have.  

Professionals often worry greatly about the dilemma between protecting the child, 

and possibly contaminating any evidence in court. It is helpful to recall that by 

silencing or declining to hear a child, there will not be any evidence in any event, and 

also that not all cases come to court. That in itself is a decision for specific 

professionals within the criminal justice system... Our responsibility is to respond in 

as child-centred a way as possible. 

It is important that if we are to move to a truly child centred response,, that senior 

managers in all caring professions feel able in future to reassure their staff that it is 

responsible to ask a child they are worried about an open question about whether 

anyone has hurt them sexually (i.e. one which does not in any way suggest that a 

named individual is responsible). Just as they would ask if anyone has hit them, if 

children for instance came into school with bruises on their bodies. One of the 

important tasks of Stop to Listen  will be to establish much more clearly and 
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definitively with all responsible bodies in child protection what kinds of questions are, 

and are not, “OK to ask” in sexual abuse and sexual exploitation which has been 

suspected or revealed. Clearer up professional confusion or fears about “doing the 

wrong thing” and incorporating this information into training will, we believe, be a 

significant step forward in helping sexually abused children and young people to tell 

what has happened to them. 

Respecting children’s needs and fears 

Sexually abused children are extremely concerned about confidentiality, and its 

immediate breach silences many of them from revealing their abuse, because they 

fear rapid action over which they have no control, and the abuser being informed so 

that they become at further risk. If the adults whom children choose to tell 

immediately respond with “sorry I will have to pass on what you tell me”, especially if 

they do so in a brusque or panicky manner, this can silence children straight away. 

When children “when children choose to speak to an adult the response is crucial.  

Professionals need to be supported to develop confidence and skills to manage 

children’s information sensitively and keep the children informed about what will 

happen next. There are ways of gently saying that you may have to pass on what the 

young person has told you, and in the context of clearly listening and caring about 

that young person. 

This doesn’t mean children want us to do nothing. Nor would inaction be possible. 

But they do want more control over the pace and timing of what happens after they 

tell. They actively need help in overcoming a mass of fears and confusions, before 

they can speak freely. They also deserve to be respectfully consulted during 

investigations - they often have valuable information and ideas which would 

contribute to keeping them safe. 

Linking school or youth service information about keeping safe into Stop to 

Listen in your authority 

It can be very valuable for your authority to review the programmes and messages 

currently being given to children and young people in school and youth settings, both 

in relation to sex education in general, and in relation to keeping themselves safe 

from sexual abuse. These are both topics during which some children might reveal 

sexually dangerous behaviour towards themselves. They are topics the content of 

which can encourage or discourage young people from doing so – and topics where 

the adults delivering programmes need to feel confident and supported if young 

people speak. It will also be valuable, if your authority has not already done so, to 

review a range of programmes available which encourage sexual safety among 

children and young people to see if there are imaginative schemes which are worth 

trialling in schools or youth settings. Especially if abused young people themselves 

from sexual abuse support agencies were interested in giving feedback on schemes 

and materials they thought would be most helpful. 
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Some advice from abused young people on helping them to tell: 

 

 Always look for the reasons behind our difficult behaviour, and consider 

sexual abuse as one possibility. 

 Always notice changes in our achievement, in our attitude or the way we 

present ourselves. 

 Provide a support system for the friends we confide in. 

 Always take seriously distressing things young people say or write. Don’t 

dismiss them as attention-seeking. If children seek attention, it’s because they 

need it! 

 

 “(As a child) I got really angry, I used to scratch my face...trouble is, people 

are scared to find out why you’re doing it. It’s another stigma.” 

 “I cried all the time when I was nine. You are just waiting for one person to ask 

that question”.   

 “I couldn’t say the words, but I began writing darker and darker poetry. The 

teacher told me to stop because I as scaring everyone! People thought I was 

making it all up”.   

(All suggestions and quotes above from a range of sexually abused young people in Nelson ,ed. 2008). 

 

This is about keeping the child at the heart of the process, and offering them support 

and choices where possible about what will happen next. 

 

BME young people 

 

In some communities, there can be particular difficulties in telling about child sexual 

abuse. For instance Javita Narang’s (2015) Scottish research on the needs of black 

and minority ethnic (BME) communities, based on interviews with a wide range of 

statutory and voluntary agencies and survivors, found numerous barriers. They 

included cultural issues tending to the denial of CSA and the prevention of revealing 

it; a lack of research or data collection by police and other agencies, on the 

prevalence in BME communities and the needs of BME children;  lack of culturally-

specific services, language barriers, too few translators and interpreters; and lack of 

awareness of services. Respondents called for closer partnership working between 

statutory and BME organisations, and training of support people at local level. They 

urged research on the best ways of reaching out to particular (sometimes varied and 

diverse) communities on the issue. 

 

  



10 
 

Disabled young people 

 

In their study Disabled Children and Child Protection in Scotland, Taylor et al (2014) 

found that there were still ‘significant barriers in practice’ to ensure that disabled 

children were listened to in their own right, consulted and informed. These barriers 

contributed to the very low numbers of children with a notified impairment on child 

protection registers.  Some practitioners’ language suggested that they used an 

‘impairment-centred’ or ‘parent-centred’ approach, rather than a ‘child –centred’ one. 

Their view of disabled children as lacking ability and agency often preceded 

discussions about their inability to gather children’s views, or involve them in 

discussions around child protection concerns - even when the young people had 

actually tried to tell of abuse. 

 

These attitudes and beliefs speak of the need for more confidence-building and 

focused training, among all staff working with the protection and wellbeing of children 

with disabilities. 

 

This information leaflet is no.2 in a series for the Stop to Listen pathfinder projects. 

Other leaflets currently available at (contact details) are 1) Prevalence of child sexual 

abuse and the decline in cases; 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. 

 

 

 


