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INTRODUCTION

This chapter brings together case studies 
from two pieces of research – an evaluative 
study in the UK (D’Arcy et al., 2015) and a 
participatory action research project in South 
Africa (Wallace, 2015). The chapter aims to 
provide international perspectives on youth 
and community approaches to empowering 
children, young people and their families in 
preventing and raising awareness of Child 
Sexual Exploitation (CSE) and Child Sexual 
Abuse (CSA). It highlights the potential rel-
evance and significance of central tenets of 
youth and community approaches to preven-
tion work in CSE and CSA by drawing 
upon  the concepts of education, voluntary 
 engagement, participation, strengths-based 
approaches and rights-based models of work-
ing with children and young people.

Both case studies will be used to illus-
trate community level preventative work. 
They focus on the innovative methods used 
to engage children, young people and adults 

as social actors, collaborators, researchers 
and change agents, thereby shifting away 
from didactic approaches of designing pro-
grammes and interventions to address the 
‘problems’ of individual young people and 
families, where there is no consultation or 
involvement in the process. The two stud-
ies: the Families and Communities against 
Child Sexual Exploitation (FCASE) project 
in the UK, and the Participatory Approaches 
to Child Protection (PACP) study in South 
Africa, together highlight unique perspec-
tives and approaches in addressing CSA (in 
South Africa) and CSE (in the UK) through 
young people’s participation, education and 
empowerment. The frequently hidden nature 
of abuse and stigma are common factors for 
both CSE and CSA. The authors believe that 
this underscores the importance of examin-
ing the potential benefits of participatory 
approaches and of community engagement in 
sexual abuse and sexual exploitation preven-
tion work. Furthermore, these are areas that 
remain under-explored in the literature.
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Child sexual exploitation is a form of child 
sexual abuse which occurs where an individ-
ual or group takes advantage of an imbalance 
of power to coerce, manipulate or deceive a 
child or young person under the age of 18 into 
sexual activity (a) in exchange for something 
the victim needs or wants, and/or (b) for the 
financial advantage or increased status of the 
perpetrator or facilitator. The victim may have 
been sexually exploited even if the  sexual 
activity appears consensual. Child sexual 
exploitation does not always involve physi-
cal contact; it can also occur through the use 
of technology (Department for Education, 
2017).

Child sexual abuse is defined according 
to  the World Health Organization (WHO, 
1999) as:

… the involvement of a child in sexual activity that 
he or she does not fully comprehend, is unable to 
give informed consent to, or for which the child is 
not developmentally prepared and cannot give 
consent, or that violates the laws or social taboos 
of society. Child sexual abuse is evidenced by this 
activity between a child and an adult or another 
child who by age or development is in a relation-
ship of responsibility, trust or power, the activity 
being intended to gratify or satisfy the needs of 
the other person. This may include but is not lim-
ited to the inducement or coercion of a child to 
engage in any unlawful sexual activity; the 
 exploitative use of a child in prostitution or other 
 unlawful sexual practices and the exploitative use 
of  children in pornographic performance and 
 materials. (pp. 15–16)

The chapter is organised as follows. First we 
describe the context of youth and community 
work and young people’s participation in 
CSE and CSA awareness and prevention in 
both countries and give a brief overview of 
each project. Methods and ethical principles 
for each of the studies are described and key 
findings presented. The conclusion confirms 
that interventions aimed at addressing vio-
lence and abuse can and should be situated in 
parallel to children and young people’s (and 
their families’) participation in these efforts. 
The community’s acceptance, support and 
practice of this can foster a strength-based, 

empowering approach with regards to 
addressing child sexual abuse (Wallace, 
2015).

YOUTH AND COMMUNITY WORK

The National Youth Association (2016) 
describes youth work as a process of 
 enabling young people to improve self-
belief and life skills preparation. The foun-
dation of traditional youth and community 
work is underpinned by informal education 
and a series of values that Jeffs and Smith 
(1999) described as respect, promotion of 
well-being, truth, democracy, fairness and 
equality. They viewed conversations and 
encounters as important vehicles for empow-
ering young people. Youth work provision in 
England and Wales has been subject to a 
large range of financial cuts and restrictions 
since 2015, which have led to closures and 
reductions in provision. However, the princi-
ples of youth and community work remain 
intact and its qualities have huge potential 
for supporting children, young people and 
their families, and thereby increasing pro-
tective factors in the prevention of CSE. The 
authors observed these principles in opera-
tion in their research with children, young 
people and their families in the FCASE 
project  discussed in this chapter.

Over the past decade a series of high-profile 
police operations, court cases and on-going 
investigations into the sexual exploitation of 
children and young people has drawn atten-
tion to the nature and extent of CSE in the 
UK as a form of abuse (Beckett et al., 2013; 
Jay, 2014). There is growing research and 
practice which focuses upon support for vic-
tims and prevention of CSE (D’Arcy et  al., 
2015); and on the prevention of abuse before 
it occurs (Beckett and Warrington, 2015). 
While there is evidence of a need to educate 
and involve children and young people in 
preventative processes (Bhana, 2008; Cody, 
2015), their participation in public-health and 
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other approaches to prevention in both the 
UK and South Africa has been insufficiently 
articulated and practised. This principle is 
further explored in the South African case 
study presented in this chapter.

‘Taking part’ is an essential component 
of youth work practice. The common goal 
of participation is to create opportunities 
for young people to be more involved. This 
involves moving away from situations where 
young people are recipients of services 
towards a situation where they are invited to 
express their views and make a meaningful 
contribution to activities and decisions. There 
is now growing consensus that CSA preven-
tion and support approaches must run parallel 
with children and young people’s empower-
ment and that children have the capacity to 
deal with matters pertaining to sexuality, 
power relations and cultural beliefs (Bhana, 
2008). CSA affects children, families, com-
munities and entire societies, and its preven-
tion has been listed as a public health priority 
by WHO (Krug et al., 2002). Although South 
Africa has advanced legal and policy frame-
works, CSA rates are high and efforts have 
failed to reduce the number of cases, address 
cultural factors or encourage greater disclo-
sure. Despite the suggested benefits and calls 
for children and young people’s participa-
tion in matters affecting their lives, children 
remain invisible in efforts to address the 
issue and there remains a general paucity of 
research focusing on their participation in 
both CSE and CSA prevention and support 
for victims (Wallace, 2015).

THE UK STUDY – FAMILIES AND 
COMMUNITIES AGAINST CHILD 
SEXUAL EXPLOITATION

In the UK, voluntary sector services have 
been key players in the prevention and sup-
port of CSE (Pearce, 2009; Scott and 
Skidmore, 2006). Barnardo’s is one of the 
largest non-governmental organisation 

(NGO) providers of CSE-related services and 
has for the past two decades been supporting 
children and young people affected by sexual 
exploitation.

The Families and Communities against 
Child Sexual Exploitation (FCASE) project 
emerged out of Barnardo’s work with sexu-
ally exploited children and young people in 
the UK. The project was designed both to 
build on existing expertise and to address 
the gap in parental/carer support which 
had been identified. The aim of the project 
was to embed more effective practice in 
safeguarding children and young people, 
including those in foster care, from sexual 
exploitation, through harnessing the pro-
tective factors within a child’s family and/
or foster home. The project emphasised the 
need for work with parents and carers as 
well as the child or young person in order 
for early signs of CSE to be identified, and 
for preventative strategies to be put in place. 
In doing so it aimed to support processes for 
the sharing of intelligence and the disruption 
of abuse.

FCASE was piloted in three sites, as a 
component of existing Barnardo’s services 
which sit within existing local authority 
structures and processes for the safeguarding 
of children and young people. The project 
built on Barnardo’s wider work with sexu-
ally exploited young people, with the unique 
feature of working with parents/carers. The 
FCASE programme therefore complemented 
and developed the national UK strategy in 
supporting CSE prevention by drawing on 
other areas of work, such as family group 
work, family conferencing, influencing and 
awareness-raising strategies.

The three key objectives of the FCASE 
project were to provide:

1 Awareness training to 1,800 professionals work-
ing with children and young people;

2 A six- to eight-week direct work programme 
with children, young people and their parents/
carers (this includes the introduction of FCASE, 
initial assessment and incorporation of additional 
materials);

BK-SAGE-ALLDRED_ET_AL-180076-Chp30.indd   414 19/05/18   10:01 AM



Youth and CommunitY approaChes to preventing Child sexual exploitation 415

3 Support and information to representatives from 
different communities to develop understanding 
of CSE via 36 community events.

This chapter focuses upon the second aim, 
the six- to eight-week direct work pro-
gramme and the voices of young people and 
their families who participated in the pro-
gramme to highlight the importance of the 
educational, participatory process adopted by 
workers delivering programme. Data collec-
tion included interviews with children and 
young people and their families and their 
FCASE workers, focus group discussions 
with FCASE workers and drawing on a range 
of quantitative data. The research received 
ethical approval from the University of 
Bedfordshire and from Barnardo’s.

THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACHES  
TO CHILD PROTECTION (PACP) 
PROJECT – SOUTH AFRICA

The Participatory Approaches to Child 
Protection (PACP) project was undertaken to 
explore children’s participation and commu-
nity-based approaches aimed at involving all 
stakeholders, as essential elements of a holis-
tic and sustainable solution to addressing 
CSA. It sought to examine whether securing 
the awareness, commitment and participation 
of both adult stakeholders and children in 
protection planning and implementation 
could serve as a catalyst of change within a 
South African context. The study utilised 
several participatory approaches to uncover 
cultural beliefs and practices; gave children 
an opportunity to voice concerns and gener-
ate solutions, addressing events which 
affected their lives; and empowered a com-
munity to bring about change.

The study was designed as a participa-
tory action research project to address CSA 
and was undertaken by Candice Wallace 
as part of a placement for the organisation 
Project Hope UK, a global health education 

and humanitarian assistance organisation 
which has implemented numerous initia-
tives within a township in South Africa as 
part of their Thoughtful Path Programme. 
The project involved five phases over five 
weeks that included the participation of chil-
dren and young people, adult community 
stakeholders and government stakeholders 
(see below [p. 420] for a full description of 
these phases). It ended in a one-day report-
back session to foster cross-generational 
sharing, the establishment and strengthen-
ing of community-based protection systems, 
and the development of a community action 
plan. The study utilised participatory meth-
ods which gave participants the opportunity 
to choose different methods to express them-
selves, including art, dance, poetry, short 
stories, debates, games and song. Methods 
for the study are described alongside the 
key findings since the principles of action 
research make methods an integral part of 
the change process.

As a researcher, Wallace was cognisant 
that there was a chance that some con-
tributions/performances referred to real 
experiences of abuse, which would require 
heightened awareness throughout the pro-
ject to ensure that appropriate support was 
available to participants and that strict ethi-
cal guidelines were followed. Participants 
were reminded at the beginning and end of 
each session about the need for and impor-
tance of confidentiality due to the sensitive 
subject matter, their age and the familiarity 
between some group members. Participants 
had the option of writing down things they 
did not wish to share with the wider group 
in notebooks provided, which could be later 
shared in a more secure and private setting. 
The ethical process for the project was one 
of continuous reflection and learning, with 
clear awareness of the possibility that a 
child could disclose an incident of CSA, and 
highlighted the need for local support in the 
event that this occurred. The study received 
ethical approval from Brunel University, 
London (UK).
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This study highlights the viability of an 
approach to strengthening children’s protec-
tive environments, through recognising and 
valuing children as agents of change, estab-
lishing networks between key stakehold-
ers, and encouraging community ownership 
and commitment to the sustainability of the 
initiative.

FINDINGS FROM THE UK STUDY: 
A PROCESS OF EDUCATION AND 
EMPOWERMENT

Ingram and Harris (2001) describe good 
youth work as a learning process whereby 
youth workers and young people come 
together voluntarily to form equal caring 
relationships that can identify young peo-
ple’s needs to enable them to gain autonomy 
and hence take control of their lives respon-
sibly. Although these youth work principles 
did not explicitly inform the design of the 
FCASE model, they do underpin the ethos of 
the work carried out and we draw on these 
principles to analyse project findings.

In terms of a learning process, the direct 
work programme included a series of ses-
sions for parents, covering: understanding 
and living with risk; what is CSE?; abusive 
relationships and grooming; the Internet and 
consent. Sessions for young people covered: 
relationships; risk; abusive relationships; 
grooming in relationships; consent, law and 
e-safety, and each one ended with a summary 
of learning

The project entailed voluntary engage-
ment: although families were referred to the 
programme by a range of agencies, including 
schools, social workers and police, they chose 
whether to take part or not. The first step in the 
programme was to ask if families wanted to 
be involved. If they agreed, one worker would 
work with the parent or carer and another with 
the young person. The time-frame of the pro-
gramme was six to eight weeks for most fam-
ilies, however for more complex situations 

the work lasted longer. Workers needed to 
engage young people and their parents in the 
programme, and flexibility in time and place 
(as  well as the delivery of the programme) 
was an important factor. For example, parents 
and carers appreciated meetings being organ-
ised around their work responsibilities and 
other commitments. Consequently, most of 
the work with families and young people took 
place ‘out of hours’. Workers focused meet-
ings on the needs of the young person and 
their parents or carers. For one young man, 
work was undertaken in a van outside his 
home because that was the only way he was 
allowed to engage with FCASE. Workers also 
focused the learning programme on the needs 
of young people. There was certainly flex-
ibility in terms of the materials used. For one 
young woman, aged 14, with a much younger 
learning age, a whole new set of resources 
were developed in consultation with the clini-
cal supervisor. The new material involved cre-
ative and imaginative forms of play involving 
collage, drawing and use of the sand tray. For 
the purposes of the evaluation, the researcher 
observed a refresher session between this 
young woman and two FCASE workers and 
it was clear that the young woman had learnt 
and retained far more about staying safe than 
the FCASE workers could gauge during the 
actual sessions. Another example was where a 
worker adapted work for a young man on the 
autistic spectrum, making sure that sessions 
were more visual and asking him to create a 
poster summarising what he had learnt as an 
aide memoire for when the programme had 
finished.

A central focus of the project was the meet-
ing of young people’s needs. Some young 
people found it hard to focus on one thing 
at a time so the delivery of the programme 
work was fluid. This tended to be the case for 
most young people – all aspects of the pro-
gramme were covered, but some areas might 
receive more attention than others depending 
on the young person’s needs. Workers’ previ-
ous experience in working with young people 
and CSE was clearly advantageous.
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The young man on the autistic spectrum 
praised the approach; he also commented on 
his relationship with his worker, which was 
described as helpful because the worker was 
not a teacher or a member of his family. The 
fact that the worker was not his social worker or 
teacher made a difference as they were viewed 
as independent, even though several FCASE 
workers were qualified social workers.

Social workers and teachers they teach you about 
outside life. The FCASE worker talks about stuff 
more close to home, outside life and inside life and 
everything. (Young person)

The approach of the workers demonstrated 
strong relational skills and high levels of 
engagement with families, which sometimes 
were surprising to young people themselves.

Everyone at school prefers younger teachers and 
feels younger workers understand young people 
better. (Young person)

However, the young person reflected that 
somehow they clicked with the FCASE worker and 
started to enjoy the discussions and going to 
McDonalds.

Other research has highlighted the impor-
tance of such skills in work relating to child 
sexual exploitation (Shuker, 2012). A number 
of the families had experienced severe trauma 
and high levels of harm before the FCASE 
referral and had, in their words, experienced 
poor responses from other agencies such as 
the police, social services and schools. This 
was contrasted with the support that they felt 
they received from FCASE:

FCASE was the only agency that has been consist-
ent and done what they had said they would do. 
They were honest and kept in contact and returned 
your calls. (Parent)

In CAF meetings – we had been thinking we 
must be rubbish parents. (Parent)

The nature of the FCASE programme facili-
tated support for families and this was differ-
ent to other services:

I can voice my fears. Social Care and Social 
Workers are concerned with procedure; they don’t 
deal with me – if I am scared. (Carer)

The combination of voluntary engagement, 
flexibility and identifying young people’s 
needs resulted in learning. The research 
found that young people commented posi-
tively on the FCASE programme and pro-
cess, they could recall what they had learnt 
and made changes to their lifestyles. This 
reflects the goal of ‘good youth work’, 
described by Ingram and Harris as ‘achieving 
the autonomy to take control of their lives in 
a responsible way’ (2001: p. vii). The fact 
that parents and young people undertook a 
structured programme was found to be ben-
eficial as family members were learning 
together about CSE and this made it easier to 
discuss subjects that are often challenging:

I used to feel on edge but now I feel much more 
confident. Now I know what is safe/unsafe, right 
and wrong so I can say no. But she also knows her 
mum is there to support her if things go wrong. 
I  would not have realised this person was 
 grooming  – that is the word she used – and it 
shocked me, we did the same session and we were 
both able to discuss it afterwards. (Parent)

I don’t complain about my curfew of 7pm, 
before I thought it was too early but now I realise 
8pm is too late and I can still have fun and come 
in earlier. (Young person)

The UNCRC (1989) Article 12 states that 
when adults are making decisions that affect 
children, children have the right to say what 
they think should happen and have their 
opinions taken into account. The FCASE 
programme facilitated a rights-based 
approach as parents and carers were having 
conversations with their children and involv-
ing them in decisions. Parents and young 
people noted that this had reduced arguments 
in the house because it had opened lines of 
trust and communication. Parents and carers 
spoke about feeling confident that young 
people had been given vital information 
about keeping safe and also felt like they 
were being treated with respect:

This house has changed in the way we deal with 
teenage angst. If we feel angry, we leave it and go 
back when we’ve calmed down whereas previ-
ously it would get blown out of proportion.
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My son had lost even the language at home. 
He was taking street language into the home. He’d 
be rude. He has been told he is rude. Hearing this 
from an outside person has made a difference.

Barnardo’s stabilises her and helps her along. 
[Name of young woman] comes to us now, 
she  informs us of things that are happening. 
Before she was hiding things but now she has seen 
we are willing to talk about it.

Similarly, one young person summarised her 
learning as encompassing the following:

Types of abuse, how to avoid arguments, about 
internet safety … and I learnt about myself.

In some cases the study found that both par-
ents and carers and young people were 
expressing the same views:

We learnt how to deal with our differences.  
(Carer)

There is less arguing. (Young person)
It has stopped a lot of arguments. We feel more 

confident. (Carer)
We both learnt to stop and listen. (Young person)
We learnt how to communicate with each other. 

(Parent)

FCASE concentrated on the strengths of 
families, rather than what was lacking, lead-
ing to improved relationships at home:

We don’t fight anymore. I have learnt a lot and it 
changes my life. I think there should be more 
 services for mums and daughters … it did help. All 
her stress was leaving and all mine so we didn’t 
argue. (Parent)

Parents also commented on the improve-
ments in relationships and how the informa-
tion received had helped them feel equipped 
with understanding and respect for other 
family members. Parents explained how rela-
tions had improved:

I understand my daughter a little better now and 
we can all talk about things now things you don’t 
like to talk about. (Parent)

It has improved our home life; we can see each 
other’s opinions and respect them. It has helped 
the future of my daughter, my son-in-law, me and 
it extends to family and friends as you talk to them 
about things. (Parent)

In one case involving a single father using 
the service, outcomes included learning 
about internet controls and safety. He noted 
that this was the most ‘prominent thing’ and 
it ‘was good to be able to talk to someone 
else about it, because I’m on my own and it’s 
quite difficult for me to get my head around 
things, especially for girls’.

This strengths-based process enabled fam-
ilies to reach joint decisions about safeguard-
ing, enabling young people to have a voice in 
decisions made about them. For example, in 
reaching agreement over daily routines, one 
parent was very pleased that her daughter 
now calls her when she is out and explains 
where she is and what time she will be back, 
whereas in the past she would go missing for 
several hours without contact.

Relationships also improved because 
FCASE focused on parent/carer strengths. 
A review (D’Arcy, unpublished; D’Arcy et al., 
2015) which explored effective approaches to 
support the parents of adolescents who have 
been affected by CSE, suggested that an ideal 
model of support comprises of helping rela-
tionships based on voluntary participation 
and trust and engagement with young people 
in the design, delivery and evaluation of sup-
port and intervention; both are key principles 
of good youth work.

Parents/carers spoke of the way that 
FCASE support had reassured them about 
their parenting:

It helped with parenting. We feel happier now.

FCASE workers highlighted that the ability to 
build relationships in a short space of time is 
key to assessing strengths and enables workers 
to challenge a parent or carer without them feel-
ing that they are being talked down to or judged.

A rights-based approach was also evident 
in the final closing meetings at the end of the 
programme where families sat down with 
workers and other professionals involved to 
plan action for the future. These meetings 
were really valued by young people, par-
ents, carers and workers, as evidenced in the 
quotes below. Reflecting on this process in a 
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focus group discussion, workers spoke of the 
opportunity to create a space where conflicts 
could be resolved and mutually supportive 
rules could be established. As a worker stated:

These are good for getting everyone into one 
room and putting it all up on to flip chart paper, 
and often parents/carers and young people realise 
that they have the same objectives. (Worker)

It is striking that this had often been the first 
opportunity for parents/carers and young 
people to do this.

They’d listen to us and take note of what we 
wanted as a family. (Parent)

I thought the Safer You meeting was good 
because it got me back into school, I was 
 frustrated to not be attending school. At the Safer 
You meeting we talked about harm – I’d probably 
be in jail now if I hadn’t done this programme. 
(Young person)

To conclude, there is clear evidence that the 
process of the FCASE model was under-
pinned by core youth and community princi-
ples and values. There was respect, equality 
and participation for the whole family. The 
FCASE approach was voluntary and families 
themselves chose to take part. The pro-
gramme facilitated a process that was 
empowering for parents and their child, and 
as a result of FCASE they were able to take 
control of their lives together. The holistic 
mechanisms that brought about change in 
families also reduced risk behaviours, which 
supports our argument that community-level 
preventative work engages children, young 
people and adults as social actors, collabora-
tors, researchers and change agents in the 
prevention of abuse and violence.

FINDINGS FROM THE SOUTH AFRICA 
STUDY: A JOURNEY OF AWARENESS, 
EMPOWERMENT AND CHANGE

Active and voluntary participation is a key 
element of the youth work process. It is a way 
of thinking and working that facilitates joint 

decision-making by young people and youth 
workers and promotes personal and social 
development. This intervention adopted a 
participatory action research (PAR) approach 
which involved collaborative research, edu-
cation and action that is oriented towards 
social change. Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998) 
point to some important features of PAR, 
namely its ability to recognise actors as 
active agents working towards social action 
rather than passive subjects; encourage indi-
viduals to examine and challenge the role of 
larger social, political, economic and cultural 
conditions that shape their identities and 
actions; inevitably touch on the issues of 
power, domination and hegemony; as well as 
its reflexive nature as participants are encour-
aged to critically examine their own role. 
These features were embodied in the design 
of the study through its recognition of the 
role of children as social agents, encouraging 
their full participation in the study design, 
development of prevention strategies, analy-
sis of the power of various actors in CSA, and 
the reflection of participants on the role they 
play in addressing CSA. Although the princi-
ples of youth work highlighted by Ingram 
and Harris (2001) did not guide the design of 
this study, a youth development lens was 
applied to the process of PAR and the ele-
ments of voluntary engagement, meeting 
young peoples’ needs, and a learning process 
can also be seen in the findings.

The study was conducted in a township in 
West Rand District, Gauteng Province, South 
Africa, with an estimated 10,000 or more 
orphan and vulnerable children. The location 
was chosen following Project Hope UK’s 
2010 assessment, which indicated that the 
population composition reflected a ‘micro-
cosm’ of a wider orphan and other vulner-
able children context across South Africa and 
much of Sub-Saharan Africa. Access to the 
community was negotiated through Project 
Hope UK and formed part of a wider commu-
nity-based child protection initiative. In line 
with the principles of PAR, the findings were 
used by Project Hope UK and the community 
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to propose and initiate local-level changes, 
such as the establishment of a community-
based child rights and protection unit, and 
of a children’s centre established as a safe 
space in a once-abandoned lot, as well as cre-
ating networks between key stakeholders to 
strengthen the community’s response to CSA. 
The project was implemented in five phases:

Phase 1: A semi-structured focus group 
was held with an initial group of nine chil-
dren aged 9–14, selected through volunteer 
convenience sampling, to gain insight and to 
pilot research techniques and materials, and 
to consult with children about the research 
project and gain their feedback. This assisted 
in informing the design of the study, allowing 
children to play a strategic role in the forma-
tion and selection of methods used.

Phase 2: A participatory session was 
held with 27 adult community stake-
holders, including representatives from non- 
governmental organisations, counsellors, 
community workers, teachers and parents, 
who received an open invitation to partici-
pate. This session allowed the participants to 
open dialogue between them about the issue 
of CSA, and establish collaborative relation-
ships and support systems. It also provided 
insight about the community views, cultural 
beliefs, perception on actions to tackle CSA, 
participants’ ideas on what is needed and 
limitations or obstacles to address the issue.

Phase 3: Four sessions were held with 28 
children and young people, aged 9–17 years, 
in participatory activities designed to explore 
key topics. Children and young people were 
introduced to a range of participatory tech-
niques and invited to make additional sugges-
tions. Children were able to help shape the 
agenda, draw upon concrete real-life events, 
talk about complex and abstract issues, and 
to interpret social structures and relation-
ships which affect their lives. Thus, participa-
tory methods explored children’s capacities, 
needs and interests from their own points 
of view rather than viewing them as vulner-
able victims. By exploring children’s concept 
of CSA the findings show numerous social 

constructs that exist within a child’s world 
that cannot be ignored or overlooked and are 
a significant source for understanding and 
dealing with CSA. These included salient 
factors, beliefs and practices present within 
children’s subculture and gender-based 
beliefs held by both boys and girls.

Phase 4: Data analysis was dynamic and 
recursive and occurred throughout the process 
through open reflection and dialogue with 
participants during the participatory sessions 
in Phase 3. Children were asked to explain 
their submissions, providing the researcher 
with their interpretation and thus avoiding 
misinterpretation (Hazel, 1996). Within all of 
the participatory sessions children were also 
given an opportunity to write their thoughts 
before offering spontaneous verbal answers, 
they were therefore able to take their time 
and ensure that the finished product was a 
true representation of their thoughts. A jour-
nal was also kept by the participants and the 
researcher to foster individual reflection and 
provide a forum for the continuous explora-
tion of developing ideas throughout the study.

Phase 5: At the end of the participatory 
sessions with the children and young people, 
a one-day preliminary report-back session 
was held with the adult stakeholders from 
Phase 2, where the contributions of the child 
participants were displayed. The session was 
part of a four-day Child Sexual Abuse work-
shop under the PACP project involving the 
Child Protection Unit of the South African 
police and social workers, designed to com-
plement the study and simultaneously build 
adult awareness and capacity on the subject 
of CSA. The report-back session provided 
an opportunity for adult stakeholders to 
review children’s submissions, which pro-
vided a view of children’s subculture to bet-
ter inform prevention strategies, acknowledge 
children’s capacities in proposing solutions, 
and highlight the importance of their par-
ticipation in informing advocacy and action. 
Due to the date and time of the session, the 
children were unable to report directly to the 
community stakeholders. The session was 
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helpful in ensuring the children’s ideas were 
taken on board in community planning and 
were given the necessary support in preven-
tion initiatives. This allowed the community 
stakeholders to recognise and value children’s 
perspectives and actively nurture meaningful 
exchange between adults and children within 
the community. The children’s suggestions 
and recommendations were all incorporated 
into the action plan developed by the adults 
and there was a commitment to establish-
ing a children’s ambassador group where the 
voices of children could always be included 
in and guide community initiatives so that 
they would continue to participate in matters 
which affect their lives.

The stakeholders discussed the contribu-
tions and recommendations of the children 
and young people, and made resolutions to 
act on some aspects through establishing 
 community-based mechanisms to address 
CSA, continuing to create spaces for children’s 
participation, and creating safe spaces through 
strengthening child protective environments. 
The session contributed to the formation of 
the Child Rights and Protection Unit, estab-
lished under The Thoughtful Path programme, 
as well as a Children’s Ambassador Group and 
an action plan for continued initiatives after 
the study, including those proposed by the 
children and young people. A member of the 
children’s ambassador group will represent the 
group in community planning, and participate 
in the design, planning and implementation of 
future initiatives, to ensure the voices of chil-
dren continue to be heard in matters affecting 
their lives. These sessions demonstrated the 
importance of grounding initiatives in local 
knowledge and experiences, and involving 
communities in the process.

VOLUNTARY ENGAGEMENT

Participation in all the above sessions was 
voluntary and invitation letters and consent 
forms, requiring consent by both parent and 

child, were sent to children, young people 
and adults, seeking their willingness to 
 participate. Children and parents were 
allowed time to reflect on the project and 
were given opportunities to put questions to 
the researcher prior to making a decision on 
whether to participate. The sessions with 
children were held on Saturdays, which 
avoided disruption of school attendance. 
Additionally, participation was flexible, and 
children and young people chose whether 
they wanted to attend on any given day and 
for any number of sessions. On one occasion, 
four participants who were not issued invita-
tion letters heard about the  sessions and 
attended. Similarly, the adult sessions were 
held conveniently around the available times 
of the majority, which allowed for greater 
participation.

As highlighted by Langhout and Thomas 
(2010: 61), PAR can be broadly characterised 
as a theoretical standpoint and collaborative 
methodology which ensures that those who 
are involved in research have a voice. This 
was particularly important as often the voices 
of children remain unheard in defining issues 
which address them.

I like that we were discussing and coming up with 
our own plans and that shows that it’s a team not 
a crèche. (Young person)

This method proved useful in capturing the 
voices of both children and community 
stakeholders when proposing solutions. The 
researcher drew on her own professional 
experience as a mediator and child/youth 
worker, which proved helpful in the sessions. 
The findings of the study were presented, 
incorporating children’s pictures and excerpts 
from their written submissions. One such 
example is the below statement from a cam-
paign message proposed by a young person:

As South Africans we must stand up [for] these 
children … The situation is the problem a child’s 
future is blocked. Children don’t know what they 
can do or what they did to deserve this. South 
Africa’s great people. We can help these children. 
Thank you!!!
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The sessions were fluid: participants were 
introduced to a range of methods and were 
encouraged to think about additional meth-
ods for expressing their feelings and ideas. 
This recognised the need to tune into chil-
dren and young people’s ‘culture of commu-
nication’ in order to reveal their knowledge 
(Clark, 2010). Young people were free to 
choose the type of participatory method that 
they were most comfortable with and felt 
would best communicate their views, thereby, 
as Holloway and Valentine noted (2000), 
allowing them to construct their views in 
their own terms. Participants were able to 
contribute to the design and conduct of the 
sessions, to break down power imbalances 
and feel comfortable and unrestricted with 
regard to sharing information. They decided 
whether they worked individually or in 
groups, and the composition of those groups. 
The researcher acted as a facilitator, intro-
ducing key topic areas for exploration, 
observing and navigating the discourse led 
by the participants, and stimulating further 
discussion when necessary.

Children and young people were eager 
to develop their ideas through whatever 
method they chose. As such, they created 
messages, through their various mediums, 
geared towards educating various stakehold-
ers about CSA. This allowed participants to 
feel empowered and provided an opportunity 
for them to express their agency in address-
ing CSA. Consequently, participants spoke 
about organising a group to continue work-
ing on other CSA initiatives, for example, 
community marches and posters, as well 
as finding a way to share the presentations 
they created with other people, demonstrat-
ing child-led advocacy. Below is an example 
of a message from a child participant geared 
towards parents.

Have an open relationship with your child … teach 
your child about the privacy of the body … listen 
to your children when they try to tell you 
 something and give much attention to your child 
so that they won’t seek it anywhere else. (Young 
person)

Embedded in their presentations were bold 
mission statements and calls for the end of 
child abuse, displaying initiative and recog-
nition of CSA as a social problem by express-
ing themselves on the issue and the need for 
its eradication. In reflecting on the project 
most participants saw it as a learning process 
essential to educating the community and 
children, as well as to empowering the 
 community to address CSA.

It was great because I knew nothing about 
sexual  abuse, this campaign has been more 
 educational ... (Young person)

All these lessons taught me how to avoid CSA 
and how to prevent it. (Young person)

As a mother this information helped me a lot 
to know my kids better and to understand the 
consequences of abuse and what exactly is sexual 
abuse. (Community worker)

The design of the PACP project, which 
included a simultaneous programme for adult 
stakeholders, had a number of distinct advan-
tages. Through increased knowledge of CSA, 
parents/carers could create safer environ-
ments for their children and take better meas-
ures towards preventing the occurrence of 
CSA in their homes and in the community. 
Additionally, the participation of both adults 
and children, as with FCASE, resulted in 
open discussions on decreasing the secrecy 
surrounding CSA and stimulating adult–
child discussions about sexuality. While most 
of the adult participants were parents, only a 
couple were parents of the children partici-
pating in the initiative. This was due to the 
distance and hours of work, which made it 
hard to attend. In order to expand the reach of 
the benefits of the project to the parents of 
the participants, the community worker 
established relationships with some of the 
parents and knowledge was shared through 
informal methods where possible.

The PACP project utilised a rights-based 
approach by bridging children’s right to pro-
tection and their right to participation, which 
are often treated as oppositional thereby 
limiting the scope and depth of opportuni-
ties for them to be heard in matters affecting 

BK-SAGE-ALLDRED_ET_AL-180076-Chp30.indd   422 19/05/18   10:01 AM



Youth and CommunitY approaChes to preventing Child sexual exploitation 423

children’s lives (Moses, 2008). The study 
confirms that children, though often afforded 
little room to operate as independent actors, 
are willing to do so with some adult support 
where necessary. The findings support the 
need to establish further mechanisms to facil-
itate the participation of children in decisions 
affecting them.

The study also showed that children and 
young people’s involvement in the process 
was an intervention in itself, where partici-
pants learned skills through guided participa-
tion and active engagement with conditions 
that facilitated empowerment as well as 
social change.

The best thing is to learn about CSA and learn 
about how you can manage problems facing you 
in life. (Young person)

I think the project was very pleasing and very 
specific about what happens around us. We must 
always get with things like these and tell the com-
munity about these kinds of effects/happenings in 
our environmental situation. The happy part was 
when we presented our own thoughts … (Young 
person)

As they asserted their knowledge, the chil-
dren and young people creatively built on 
strategies to protect themselves (Jewkes 
et  al., 2005). At the end, they shared their 
desire to become advocates for themselves 
and others, in particular through expressing 
their agency and the importance of their 
participation.

We have to make adults understand that children 
can play a role in CSA … children can talk to their 
own parents and guardians to show them how 
children could play a role in CSA. (Young person)

We must involve ourselves as children to take 
part in community programmes … we have the 
responsibility to show interest and take part. 
(Young person)

A positive experience of participation can 
generate confidence and a belief among 
 children and adults that they can make a dif-
ference, and may encourage them to become 
actively involved in their local community 
and beyond. The PACP project’s unique and 

holistic approach involving collaboration 
between government agencies, community 
stakeholders and children in the development 
of child protection initiatives can provide 
meaningful and long-term protection for all 
children.

Five years on, based on the evidence revealed 
through the research, practical and effective 
 solutions to the challenges faced by children 
threatened by or experiencing abuse in the South 
African township have been developed to benefit 
thousands of children each year. (Director, Project 
Hope UK)

This supports our argument that securing the 
participation and empowerment of both 
adults and children as social actors in 
 community-based protection planning and 
implementation can serve as a catalyst for 
change.

CONCLUSION

The two studies underscore the value of 
empowerment, participation and community 
approaches in addressing CSE and CSA. 
Together they contribute to a larger argument 
about the benefits of applying the principles 
of youth work in working with children and 
young people on sensitive topics. The effec-
tiveness of these approaches in two very 
 different contexts – a UK child protection 
framework, a South African community-
based systems strengthening approach – dem-
onstrates the potential for these insights to be 
applicable in a variety of countries and con-
texts. Evidence from both of the programmes 
also points to the importance of taking youth 
work beyond the boundaries of working solely 
with children and young people and involving 
parents, carers, community members and 
other stakeholders in ethical, meaningful 
engagement.

The importance of ensuring that children 
and young people remain at the forefront of 
decision-making and planning along with 
family members and the community in a 
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programme is demonstrated in the South 
African study, while the UK study highlights 
the benefits of children and young people 
learning together in a parallel programme 
with their parents or carers. It is useful to see 
these elements of the two studies as related 
points for practice which youth workers need 
to consider as part of a rights-based approach. 
We do not suggest one ‘right’ answer for prac-
tice but instead hope that the insights from 
these two studies point up dilemmas that need 
to be addressed in the design of programmes.

These two studies suggest some advantages 
of a voluntary, strengths-based approach in 
supporting children and young people and 
their parents/carers. These include:

•	 Clear educational value for young people, 
 parents, carers and even the wider community;

•	 Improvements in family relations and conse-
quently a reduction in risk;

•	 Knowledge and confidence about keeping safe;
•	 Improved self-awareness and self-esteem for 

parents/carers and young people.

This chapter reveals how practices that encour-
age joint participation of community stake-
holders allows for the creation and strengthening 
of networks and the establishment of sustaina-
ble systems grounded within the community. 
This reinforces the need for a holistic approach 
involving children, young people, parents, the 
community and the  government, all working 
together and playing a significant part in the 
prevention of CSA and CSE and in child pro-
tection to create safer environments.
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