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The CSA Centre

We are the Centre of expertise on child sexual abuse 

(CSA Centre). We want children to be able to live free 

from the threat and harm of sexual abuse.

Our aim is to reduce the impact of child sexual abuse 

through improved prevention and better response.

We are a multi-disciplinary team that works closely 

with key partners from academic institutions, local 

authorities, health, education, police and the 

voluntary sector. 
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What we will cover today
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The scale and nature of child sexual 
abuse

The challenges in practice

What we can ALL do about it
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Looking after yourself

Sexual abuse can be difficult to think about and talk about.  Thinking 

about it  and talking about it will affect us all in different ways, at 

different times.  

It is important that we…

• Be aware of the feelings and experiences of other delegates

• Be kind to ourselves (personally and professionally)

• Respect each other’s learning journey
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“I don’t know why it 
started and I don’t know 
why it stopped…I still 
don’t know really, no 
one ever spoke with me 
about it”.  

(Survivor, aged 41)
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We, as professionals, are being held back by…
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Fear

IgnoranceSilence
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When we need hope, communication and knowledge
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Fear

IgnoranceSilence

Hope /

Courage

Knowledge
Communic

ation
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The scale and nature of child sexual abuse
What do we know?
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Over one in ten children are sexually abused by the age of 
16
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This is much higher 

for girls than for 

boys
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Understanding the different contexts of child sexual abuse 
offending 

Child sexual abuse within 

the family environment

Child sexual abuse through 

a personal connection

Child sexual abuse through 

viewing, sharing or 

possessing images

Child sexual abuse through 

online interaction

Child sexual abuse through 

trusted relationships outside 

the family environment

Child sexual abuse through 

an intermediary

Child sexual abuse through 

attack by an unknown person

Child sexual abuse arranged 

and perpetrated for payment

Child sexual abuse through 

groups and networks
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Most common contexts of abuse
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Sex of those who have sexually harmed
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(ONS, 2020)
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Age of victims
13

• 1 in 3 reported start of abuse before the 

age of 9

• 1 in 3 said it started between ages 9 to 

12

• 1 in 3 said it started between 13 to 15

• We are missing 16-17 year olds in this 

data

• Emerging evidence of abuse of very 

young children 

(ONS, 2020)
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Duration of rape / penetrative abuse
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42%

28%

20%

10%

Less than one year

1 to 4 years

4 to 8 years

8+ years

(ONS, 2020)
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Vulnerabilities in the child’s environment

Factors which increase the opportunities for 
abuse to occur include:

• Children who live in conditions of neglect are 
five times more likely to be sexually abused 
than those with no experience of neglect.

• Children who spend time in residential care are 
four times more likely to be (or have been) 
sexually abused than those who live only in a 
family home. 

• Disabled children are at least twice as likely 
as non-disabled children to be targeted by 
abusers.

15

(ONS, 2020)
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Factors which increase the pressure on 

families and can undermine their ability to 

protect children. Including:

• Children who live in a household with 

someone misusing alcohol or drugs are 

three times more likely to be sexually 

abused than children not exposed to 

parental substance misuse.

• Over a half of children who are sexually 

abused also experience other forms of 

child abuse, most frequently emotional 

abuse or witnessing domestic abuse.

Vulnerabilities in the child’s environment
16

(ONS, 2020)
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Challenges in practice
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Our response has always been too reactive
A pendulum swinging between media panics
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Assumptions that follow the stereotypes…

• That we can tell by looking

• That men who are ‘good with children’ do not 

sexually abuse them

• That if children say they want to see their 

abusive parent, they cannot be abusing them

• That if children don’t appear distressed when 

making a disclosure, then it must be untrue
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“Professionals rely too heavily on children to 
verbally disclose” 
(Report into Child Sexual Abuse in the Family Environment, JTAI 2020)
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Who was told at the time
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13%

5%
1%

82%

25%

9%
3%

75%

Someone known
personally

Someone in an official
position

Other support
professional or
organisation

Did not tell anyone

Males Females
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Far more children are being sexually abused than we are 
currently identifying and safeguarding

“The current statutory child protection 
approach to responding to concerns that a 
child is being sexually abused puts too 
much responsibility on children and 
young people to recognise the abuse they 
are experiencing and then to seek a trusted 
adult to talk about what is happening to 
them”. 

“This is a heavy, and frankly unrealistic 
responsibility. Children cannot and should 
not be the only witnesses to the harm 
they experience; it is the responsibility of 
the adults around the child to respond to 
help-seeking behaviour and to safeguard 
them”.

27

(Don’t wait for them to tell us, CSA Centre blog)
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“There were so many times when I thought about 
telling someone but it was just like, how do you 
bring it up? How do you just walk into a room and 
go to someone, ‘oh by the way this happened’?”

Making Noise (2017): IV29, Female 18 years
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Why is it hard for children to tell?
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Lacking language

Don’t recognise it as abuse

Shame or embarrassment 

Threat or manipulation 

Fear of the consequences

Feeling responsible
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Children need help to tell

We think about disclosure as the act of a child telling someone (i.e. a one-
way process)

This one directional view does not recognise the relational and social-
interactional context of disclosures.

Sender Message Receiver
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Our role in the process

Instead, disclosure develops through an interplay between children’s signs and expressions and 

the reactions of the adults around them

Children receive information on how adults respond to them, they process and evaluate this 

information, and they base their reactions on this

Message

Response

Sender Receiver
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Communicating with 
children
A guide for those working with 
children who have or may have 
been sexually abused
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The obstacle of fear
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What if 

I’m 

wrong 
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It can feel like a bit of a minefield
…Asking questions

…Contaminating evidence
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Police investigation outcomes by child sexual abuse 
offence type

8%

11%

12%

14%

14%

18%

27%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Sexual activity

Rape

Sexual assault

CSA images

Abuse of trust

Sexual grooming

Abuse through CSE
Charged

Out of court resolution /
diversion

Evidential difficulties

Investigation not in
public interest

Prosecution not in
public interest

(Home Office, 2020/21)
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The Burden of Proof

Beyond Reasonable Doubt Balance of Probabilities
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No further action (NFA)

• It does not mean the child has not been believed or listened to

• It does not mean that agencies walk away because there is nothing that can 

be done

• It is not the time to decide what  support can be given. That should already  

be happening.

• It does not mean that an investigation cannot be restarted should further 

evidence come to light.

No further action is when the Police / Crown Prosecution Service make a 

decision not to charge someone with an offence. This may be because there is 

not enough evidence or it is not in the public interest.
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The evidence:
Sexual abuse is rarely ‘clear cut’

How can we ‘absolutely know’ 
abuse has taken place?

• Clear disclosure…repeated at least twice

• Medical evidence of sexual harm

• Admission of guilt from perpetrator

• Witnessed by someone else

• Images/computer records of the abuse 
exist

Rarely will we reach a position of 
‘absolute knowing’
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Building a picture of concerns

Signs and 
indicators in 

children

Vulnerabilities 
in the child’s 
environment

Signs and 
indicators of 

sexually 
abusive 

behaviour
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Signs and indicators
The aim of our resource

The template aims to create a common language among 

professionals to discuss, record and share concerns that a 

child is being, or has been sexually abused. 

It aims to help you:

• Consider, identify and clearly record signs which indicate 

that sexual abuse is or has been taking place

• Discuss and explore concerns that a child is being or has 

been sexually abused, and communicate these concerns to 

other organisations and agencies 

Do note, it is not a diagnostic tool, nor is it intended for use as 

a “risk assessment” or a “box-ticking exercise”
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Understanding and responding well to signs 
and indicators in a child is a multi-agency 

responsibility
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We need hope, communication and knowledge
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Fear

IgnoranceSilence

Hope /

Courage

Knowledge
Commun-

ication
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Top tips 

✓ Challenge our own and others’ assumptions

✓ Remember our role in the disclosure process

✓ Think ‘what if I’m right?’ not ‘what if I’m wrong?

✓ Remember our legal burden of proof

✓ Ask ‘what evidence do I have?’

✓ Be hopeful

✓ Be brave 

✓ Seek knowledge

✓ Have confidence in our own skills

✓ Talk about it!
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Together, we have collective strength

“Remember there are always far more people who want to protect children 
than those who want to abuse them. We should use – and be heartened by 
– the great potential in collective strength”.  

(Sarah Nelson, 2016)
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Resources for practice 
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All resources are free to download on our site. With 12 short videos covering key themes: 

http://www.csacentre.org.uk/knowledge-in-practice/practice-improvement/
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More practice resources
46
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Just launched!
The Child Sexual Abuse Response Pathway
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A map showing how 
professionals can 
provide a holistic, child-
centred response to 
child sexual abuse

Specific guidance at 
different points on the 
pathway to support 
professionals in 
responding to the abuse 
and supporting the 
child’s welfare needs

Level 3: Resources

• Signs and indicators

• Communicating with 
children

• Supporting parents

Level 2: Guidance

Level 1: Pathway map 
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Key messages from research

What are they?

• Succinct, relevant information for frontline 

practitioners and commissioners

• The most up-to-date research to support confident 

provision of the best possible responses, in one 

accessible overview

Topics include:

• Impacts of child sexual abuse

• Child sexual abuse in institutional contexts

• Looked-after children and child sexual abuse

• Children and young people who display harmful 

sexual behaviour

http://www.csacentre.org.uk/resources/key-messages/
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Sign up to our newsletter

✓ Latest research

✓ Practice guidance

✓ Comment

✓ News

✓ Ideas

49

https://www.csacentre.org.uk/subscribe-

to-csa-centre-mailing-list/
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If you are affected by anything that has been discussed today… 50

The Survivors Trust 

Find help, support and advice in your area: Survivors Trust directory of 
services.

Rape Crisis helpline 0808 802 9999

www.rapecrisis.org.uk

National Association for People Abused in Childhood 
0808 801 0331

https://napac.org.uk/

SurvivorsUK

Online help for male survivors of sexual abuse and rape.

https://www.survivorsuk.org/ways-we-can-help/online-helpline/ 

http://thesurvivorstrust.org/find-support
http://thesurvivorstrust.org/find-support
tel:0808%20802%209999
http://www.rapecrisis.org.uk/
tel:0808%20801%200331
https://napac.org.uk/
https://www.survivorsuk.org/ways-we-can-help/online-helpline/
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Any questions?
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Tanners Lane

Barkingside, Illford

Essex IG6 1QG

info@csacentre.org.uk

csacentre.org.uk

12 December 2023@CSACentre

Thank you

For more information please contact

Anna Glinski

Deputy Director

Anna.glinski@csacentre.org.uk 
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