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Abstract 
While engaging survivors of sexual violence in participatory advocacy may not be new to adult services, it 

is less common among children and youth services that commonly prioritise “protection” over 

“participation”. This paper draws on monitoring and evaluation data collected from a youth advocacy 

project with fifteen survivors of sexual violence in Albania, Moldova and Serbia. Secondary analysis, 

adopting a trauma-informed lens, was undertaken on data generated through shared learning events with 

project partners, focus groups with project staff and workshops with the young women involved. We argue 

that the identified gains for participants resonate with key elements of trauma-informed responses to sexual 

violence, namely establishing safety and trust, empowerment, and critical reflection. Although based on 

work with young women, our findings are relevant to children and youth services interested in engaging 

survivors in advocacy. Despite the significant ethical and practical challenges, we argue that it is important 

to put risk into perspective and not lose sight of the potential protective benefits of participatory work for 

participants. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Recognising and responding to sexual trauma 

 
Sexual violence, defined by the World Health Organization (2002) as: “any sexual act or attempt to obtain a sexual act 

by violence or coercion, acts to traffic a person or acts directed against a person's sexuality, regardless of the 

relationship to the victim” (p.149), is a widespread and significant problem around the world (UNICEF, 2017). Young 

people, defined by the United Nations as those between the ages of 10 and 24, are particularly impacted by sexual 

violence with 1 in 10 girls under the age of 20 having experienced forced sexual intercourse or other forced sexual acts 

(UNICEF, 2014). The impact of sexual violence on young people’s physical and mental health and overall sense of 

wellbeing has been well documented (Domoney, Howard, Abas, Broadbent, & Oram, 2015; Stanley et al., 2016; 

Fisher, Goldsmith, Hurcombe, & Soares, 2017). Although adversity affects individuals differently, young people may 

experience a range of impacts including post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and depression, in the aftermath of 

sexual violence (Kendall-Tackett, Williams, & Finkelhor, 1993; Walsh, Fortier and DeLillo, 2010; Lanctôt, Reid, & 

Laurier, 2020). It has been noted however that certain behaviours and responses by victim-survivors may be viewed as 

problematic (Wurtele & Kenny, 2010), with professionals failing to recognise these as reactions to trauma (Hickle, 2020 
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). Without an understanding of the impact of trauma, this may lead to service responses that fail to respond sensitively to 

victim-survivors (see Fig. 1.). 

 

1.2 The rise of “trauma-informed” approaches 

 
Interest in trauma-informed approaches is growing at an exponential rate (Becker-Blease, 2017). Developed by the 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Association (SAMHSA) in the United States of America (2014), the six 

key principles of a trauma-informed approach recognise the importance of: establishing safety; building trust and 

transparency; providing opportunities for peer support; valuing collaboration and mutuality; prioritising empowerment 

and opportunities for voice and choice and; recognising dimensions of culture, history and gender. 

In recent years, academics have highlighted the potential, and need, for taking a trauma-informed approach when 

working with young people affected by child sexual exploitation (CSE) and trafficking (Muraya & Fry, 2015; Sapiro, 

Johnson, Postmus, & Simmel, 2016; Christie, 2018; Eaton, 2019a; Hickle, 2019, Hickle, 2020; Landers, Johnson, 

Armstrong, McGrath, & Dollard, 2020; Taylor, 2020). Therefore, there is a need to train professionals who work with 

young people in trauma informed practice (Taylor, 2020). However, as Hickle (2020) identifies there remain gaps in 

our understanding of how trauma-informed services are conceived and experienced by young people impacted by 

sexual violence. 

As children and youth services grapple with what adopting a trauma-informed approach means for their everyday 

practice, others are voicing concerns that key principles and tenets of what it means to be “trauma-informed” are being 

eroded due to its popularisation (Quiros & Berger, 2015; Becker-Blease, 2017; Vera-Gray, 2020). Specifically, they 

argue that the focus of trauma-informed interventions has been watered down into a form of counselling, aiming to 

“fix” individuals rather than address the wider socio-political context (Quiros & Berger, 2015; Becker-Blease, 2017; 

Vera-Gray, 2020). Becker-Blease (2017, p.133) for example argues that this “is in contrast to models of trauma- 

informed care, and a long history of clinical work and research, that emphasise connecting personal experiences to 

broader social systems that give rise to trauma and oppression, victim-survivor empowerment, and relationship 

building”. Therefore, it appears that the key principles of what it means to be truly trauma-informed are not always 

being fully considered. 

1.3 Connecting personal trauma with social change through participatory advocacy 

 
Although “participation” tends to be poorly defined, it is widely understood to mean “having a say, being involved in 

decision making and achieving influence (through words and actions): within personal lives, communities, practice, 

research and policy” (Warrington & Larkins, 2019, p.133). A key principle commonly attributed to this concept is a 

commitment to challenge systems of oppression (see Freire, 1970). As such, participatory practice may offer ways to 

connect the personal with the political, create important spaces for social action, and provide opportunities for 

marginalised groups to self-represent and affect change. Advocacy – sometimes defined as “speaking truth to power” ( 

Edleston et al., 2013, p.11) – can be a promising tool for young people to relay their perspectives and experiences to 

decision-makers and to call for change. Participatory advocacy in the context of this project involved young women 

affected by sexual violence drawing on their lived experience to develop advocacy activities to improve responses to 

children and young people affected by sexual violence. 

1.4 Tensions between protection and participation 

http://www.cdc.gov/cpr/infographics/00_docs/TRAINING_EMERGENCY_RESPONDERS_FINAL.pdf


In December 2016 the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child developed a General Comment on the rights of the 

child during adolescence, reflecting a growing recognition of the second decade (10–20 years) as a life stage when 

young people engage more actively in the exercise of their rights and seek to have greater influence in decisions 

affecting them. Equally, during this stage, young people play a growing role in their own protection. While this 

inevitably entails some risk-taking, the inherent value in both achieving change and helping explore and understand the 

assessment and control of risk has been highlighted (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2016). 

Yet, young people who are “victim-survivors” of sexual violence are still frequently sidelined from participatory 

initiatives on grounds of risk. In such cases, the desire to protect young people can often override their right to 

participate or be involved in decision-making about their care or the care of others (Warrington, 2016; Warrington & 

Larkins, 2019; Lefevre, Hickle, & Luckock, 2019). Lefevre et al (2019, p.1844) point out that there is a need for young 

people affected by CSE “to be ‘heard’” (participation) as well as ‘seen’ (protection)”. Others comment on the unique 

position of adult “victim-survivors” of sexual abuse, highlighting how “conventional service delivery tends to be based 

on an imbalance of power, which eradicates risk through limiting people’s agency” (Fisher, Balfour, & Moss, 2018, 

p.2103). The desire by services to “eradicate risk” has been identified in services designed to support young people 

affected by CSE (Lefevre et al, 2019). 

Although risks do exist in any work with young people impacted by trauma, we argue that excluding victim-survivors 

from participatory opportunities a priori on grounds of risk can mean that they might miss out on a range of potential 

gains resulting from working with others in a group to promote social change. Without trivialising the risks, we suggest 

that it is crucial to consider the risks alongside the benefits which may be significant in relation to protection and 

promoting posttraumatic growth. 

2 Method 

2.1 Background: The “Our Voices Too” youth advocacy project 

 
The article draws on data collected in 2019 as part of the monitoring and evaluation aspect of a small participatory 

advocacy project conducted as part of the “Our Voices” project co-ordinated by the International Centre: Researching 

child sexual exploitation, violence and trafficking (the ‘IC’) at the University of Bedfordshire in the United Kingdom. 

The IC has a commitment to the meaningful and ethical engagement of children and young people in its work and has 

developed young people’s participation in research on sexual violence over a number of years (Warrington, 2018). 

The overarching goals of the project were two-fold: (a) to boost the capacity of three partner organisations in Eastern 

Europe to ethically engage youth survivors in advocacy; and (b) to train a small group of service users to become 

“youth advocates” and equip them with knowledge and skills to promote change on behalf of other children and young 

people affected by sexual violence in their local contexts. 

2.2 Theoretical framework for the project 

 
The project was informed by a recognition of the varied impacts of sexual trauma on young people. Evidence 

highlights that experiencing sexual trauma can lead to a sense of powerlessness, loss of control, stigma, isolation, sense 

of betrayal and hopelessness (Taylor-Browne, 2002; Brown, 2004; Warrington, 2013; Beckett & Warrington, 2015; 

Hallett, 2016; Warrington, Ackerley, Beckett, & Walker, 2017). In any intervention with victim-survivors therefore it is 

important to think about how the work can be shaped to potentially counter some of these impacts. While young people 

affected by sexual trauma often require and benefit greatly from a range of support offered by trained counsellors and 

therapists, such traditional modes of work do not routinely address the socio-political context or provide opportunities 

for individuals to contribute to changing existing structures and systems (Burstow, 2003; Mendelsohn et al., 2011). In 

working one-on-one, it may also be challenging to address and counter isolation and stigmatisation that young people 

often report. 

Group work is something that is considered “risky” for those working with young people affected by CSE (Frost, 

2019; Cody, Bovarnick, & Peace, 2020b). There are concerns that introducing young people to others may increase 

risk and the likelihood of young people becoming connected to other potential perpetrators. However, group 

interventions have been identified as a potentially promising mode of support when working to address trauma in 

young people affected by CSA, including CSE and trafficking (Avinger & Jones, 2007; Foy et al., 2001; Hickle & 



Roe-Sepowitz, 2014; Offermann, Beltran, Rollo, & Connors, 2017; Landers et al., 2020). Research indicates that “the 

group” provides opportunities to develop skills in social interactions, build connections, gain mutual support and 

develop a clearer understanding of one’s experiences through understanding others’ circumstances (Avinger & Jones, 

2007; Foy et al., 2001; Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2014; Offermann et al., 2017; Landers et al., 2020). 

Although trauma-focused group work tends to be led by trained therapists, and is associated with clinical practice, 

Herman (1997) staged model of recovery recognises that there is a role for non-clinical “interventions” in “stage three”, 

the final stage of recovery. As Mendelsohn et al. (2011, p.12) write, “the third stage of recovery typically involves 

efforts to expand the individual’s social network, range of activities and self-definition beyond that of ‘trauma survivor’; 

and may include nonclinical ‘interventions’ such as increased community involvement and social activism.” The Our 

Voices Too participatory advocacy project falls into this category and constitutes a prime opportunity to test and refine 

some of the theories outlined here. 

In drawing from empowerment theory and feminist theory – and recognising the key principle of “peer support” in a 

trauma-informed approach – bringing together young people who have shared experiences to engage in dialogue and 

reflection may be beneficial (Cody, 2020c). The arguments are supported by a growing body of literature indicating 

that engaging in projects to develop resources or raise awareness of sexual violence can foster a sense of 

connectedness, resilience, self-confidence and self-worth for those affected by the issue (Brown, 2006; Oliver, Collins, 

Burns, & Nicholas, 2006; Batsleer, 2011; Levy, 2012; Martin, DeMarni Cromer, DePrince, & Freyd, 2013; Hagell, 

2013; Houghton, 2015). Furthermore, providing opportunities for young people to recognise they are “not the only 

one” and to develop a group dynamic that enables mutual aid and critical reflection of the institutions, systems and 

structures that contribute to the perpetuation of sexual violence and stigmatisation of victim-survivors may be powerful 

(Cody, 2020c). Supporting young people to actually challenge and contribute to making positive changes to these 

systems and processes is potentially significant. 

Based on this understanding, some of the key pieces underpinning the design of the youth advocacy project included: 

peer-based group working; space for critical reflection and education to gain knowledge, explore and discuss sexual 

violence, power and oppression; an understanding of one’s rights; an understanding of one’s own capacity to bring 

about change; and having opportunities and support to influence real change at political levels. 

2.3 The collaboration 

 
Following a scoping exercise, aimed at assessing the capacity of specialist local service providers in the region to work 

with young people affected by sexual violence in trauma-informed ways, three NGOs in Eastern Europe were 

identified as project partners. Located in Albania, Moldova and Serbia, three countries with distinct cultural and 

linguistic identities and socio-political contexts, they shared a history of transitioning out of communist rule after the 

collapse of the Berlin wall. 

While all three NGOs had long histories of providing high-quality support services in relation to sexual violence, they 

differed slightly in their ideological underpinnings, client bases, and levels of experience of working with service users 

in participatory ways. The implication of these varied backgrounds was that the three organisations had different levels 

of comfort in taking and holding risk in the context of a participatory project. The Moldovan partner primarily provided 

psychological and therapeutic assistance to children affected by child sexual abuse. The organisations in Albania and 

Serbia offered a wide range of support and reintegration services primarily to young people and adults affected by 

sexual violence including trafficking for sexual exploitation. 

Reflecting on the different age ranges and histories of their service users, the Moldovan partner organisation was 

grounded firmly in a child protection framework. By implication, the organisational ethos could be described as slightly 

risk averse. Having previously involved children who were not service users in their work, the organisation was keen 

to develop safe approaches to include ex-service users in participatory initiatives. By comparison, the Serbian and 

Albanian partners drew more strongly from feminist and empowerment-based theories and had already integrated 

service user participation more centrally into their organisations’ ethos and practice. The partner organisation in Serbia 

had a strong commitment to being service user-led. Staff were highly skilled at navigating complex processes of power 

sharing and engaging service users in decision-making. In some ways, the partner organisation in Albania represented a 

middle ground between the two other partners, combining a clear focus of safeguarding young people with a strong 

commitment to empowerment-based approaches. 



As two of the partner organisations were working with both children and young people and adults, they had a good 

understanding of the complex dynamics of “transitional safeguarding”, a term coined to “highlight the need to improve 

the safeguarding response to older teenagers and young adults in a way that recognises their developmental needs” ( 

Firmin, Horan, Holmes, & Hopper, 2019, p.6). This term recognises that harm does not stop at 18 and that more fluid 

approaches to safeguarding are required for individuals entering adulthood, a time that has been described as being “a 

‘cliff-edge’ in terms of support, exacerbated by the notable differences between thresholds / eligibility criteria of 

children’s and adults’ safeguarding” (Firmin et al, 2019, p.6). At this stage young people need opportunities to play a 

more active role in influencing decisions affecting them including their own protection. Acting as a crucial link between 

children’s and adult services, reintegration services therefore often model a successful integration of participation and 

protection. Typically, such services provide long-term, holistic and flexible support that adapts to the changing needs 

and levels of commitment of service users. 

2.4 Recruitment into the project 

 
Each partner organisation appointed two facilitators to deliver the work with the young people. The facilitators were 

highly trained with backgrounds in social work, case work, psychotherapy or psychology. All had a deep 

understanding of sexual violence and its consequences and were experienced in working with trauma-affected groups. 

Each partner organisation recruited five young women into the project. The majority (n = 12) of the participants were 

aged between 18 and 22. Although one youth advocate was aged 26, we use the term “young people” throughout this 

paper to more accurately reflect the average age of participants. All of the youth advocates were current or former 

service users of the organisations and in the later stages of recovery. All had been supported by the organisations for a 

minimum of two years and established a trusting relationship with the organisation, which emerged as a key 

prerequisite for successful engagement. 

The partner organisations already had processes in place to risk assess participants and to help them make informed 

decisions about joining the project. The selection process was informed both by young people’s desire to take part as 

well as staff considerations regarding who would enjoy and benefit from the project. While selection criteria and 

thresholds for inclusion varied slightly across the three partner organisations, we had extensive discussions about how 

to assess participants’ “readiness” (see Bovarnick and Cody, pp.18–19), which entailed weighing up the potential risks 

and benefits of taking part in the project for each individual. Reflecting the pluralism of organisational approaches, 

“readiness” meant different things to the different partner organisations and youth advocates. Key considerations 

centred around a young person’s general sense of wellbeing, “emotional stability”, and the amount of time that they had 

already been supported by the organisations. Recovery from sexual violence is not a linear process with a clearly 

defined end-line. There was a shared understanding across the project team that recovery is a highly individual process 

characterised by fluctuating periods and varying degrees of vulnerability and resilience. While trauma-related mental 

health challenges may persist, they should not per se preclude a young person’s participation. In an effort to promote 

equity, we sought, wherever possible, to identify and address individual barriers to participation by putting in place 

additional support and resources, including remuneration for participants and childcare for participants who had young 

children. 

2.5 The advocacy training programme 

 
The Our Voices Too project team together with the partner organisations produced a number of tools and resources 

specifically for the project. This included a toolkit for facilitators providing guidance on how to establish and support 

ethical group work and train youth advocates on how to develop advocacy activities on sexual violence. The toolkit 

consisted of four parts that were delivered over twelve weeks. Part one provided guidance on setting up the group and 

creating a safe space. It included a range of safety tools and participatory exercises to help the group develop trust and 

establish boundaries around confidentiality (see Warrington, 2020). Part two centred around sexual violence and 

provided a number of group activities to critically reflect on different forms of sexual abuse and key aspects, including 

consent. Section three focused on children’s rights and participation and provided opportunities for youth advocates to 

explore intersectionalities between different forms of discrimination and marginalisation. Section four introduced the 

topic of participatory advocacy and included a number of exercises to help young people identify a problem to 

advocate on and plan corresponding activities. A comprehensive overview of the project design and implementation 

has been published elsewhere (Bovarnick & Cody, 2020). 



2.6 Data collection 

 
The Our Voices Too youth advocacy project was a participatory project rather than a traditional research project. As 

such, the data presented in this article emerged from the project’s monitoring and evaluation process aimed at gathering 

evidence on the project’s value and impact. A range of monitoring and evaluation learning tools were developed to 

elicit information on (a) “what works” in boosting professionals’ and organisations’ capacity to ethically engage youth 

survivors in advocacy; and (b) participants’ experiences of taking part in the project. This article constitutes a secondary 

analysis of this data collected in 2019 during fieldwork visits in Albania, Moldova and Serbia, comprising: 

• Two, three-day shared learning events, facilitated by the authors and attended by 11 staff members from 

the partner organisations; 

• Three workshops, facilitated by the authors, with 121 out of the 15 youth advocates; 

• Three focus groups, facilitated by the authors, involving nine staff from the partner organisations. 

 

With the exception of one of the workshops with youth advocates, all of the conversations were recorded through 

manual notes and audio-recording. As one group of youth advocates did not feel comfortable being audio-recorded, we 

took manual notes instead, which resulted in a less detailed record of the discussion. In this article we have also drawn 

from blogs in which some of the youth advocates reflect on their experiences of taking part in the project in an effort to 

integrate young people’s own words as much as possible. The blogs have been published on the Our Voices Website 

(www.our-voices.org.uk). 

2.7 Data analysis 

 
The article presents findings from secondary analysis of data collected as part of the project’s monitoring and evaluation 

process. The original analysis involved coding and analysing the data thematically, first manually and secondly using 

NVivo 12. Coding was conducted independently by the two authors and then compared and discussed. We adopted a 

“thematic analysis” approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) as an analytical framework to understand, describe and interpret 

experiences and perceptions as key to uncovering meaning in particular circumstances and contexts. The rationale for 

conducting a secondary analysis emerged from the key themes identified during the primary analysis, which have been 

published in a report (Bovarnick & Cody, 2020). The key themes showed clear links between the tenets of participatory 

theory and practice and trauma-informed principles, specifically those related to “empowerment”. For the secondary 

analysis, transcripts and notes were re-read taking a deductive approach to identify where the six principles of a trauma- 

informed approach, as identified by SAMHSA (2014) were evident. 

In an effort to preserve the integrity of young people’s and practitioners’ voices, we selected quotes to construct key 

themes. At the same time, we acknowledge that our own identities as white, female, Western European academics 

shaped how we interpreted the data. Due to limits in time and resources the youth advocates were not involved in the 

analysis of the data. However, key themes were shared with project partners for review and feedback. 

2.8 Ethics 

 
The authors gained ethical approval (ref. IASR_05/18) for the M&E element led by the IC from the Institute of Applied 

Social Studies’ ethics committee at the University of Bedfordshire. Consent was obtained from all staff and participants 

involved in the M&E activities. The partner organisations assumed safeguarding responsibility for participants during 

the advocacy training programme. 

There were specific concerns arising from the sensitive nature of the topic including those related to secondary / 

vicarious trauma, sensitivities around communicating a highly stigmatised topic such as sexual violence, issues 

regarding representation, and potential risks relating to confidentiality and data protection. The toolkit was designed to 

address these issues throughout the programme of work to minimise the risk of anyone experiencing harm or distress as 

a result of their involvement in the project. 

During the initial project inception meeting, the project team, consisting of the IC and partner organisations, agreed 

minimum standards on ethical participation by developing a comprehensive ethical protocol. The ethical protocol 

included guidance on recruitment, equity and diversity, consent, confidentiality and data protection. In addition to 

considering training and support needs of both staff and participants, it outlined strategies for handling disclosures, 



managing complex group dynamics and responding to safeguarding concerns. Informed by principles of trauma- 

informed care, the ethical protocol was designed to support safe participatory practice that minimises harm and 

promotes the wellbeing of all involved in the project 

In recognition of the potential risks associated with secondary / vicarious trauma, a designated budget was allocated to 

offer counselling to staff and participants, as and when needed. Five youth advocates and one facilitator accessed this 

type of support whereas other youth advocates chose instead to speak to one of the facilitators during or after the 

sessions. Given that the topic was likely to evoke difficult emotions, we felt reassured rather than alarmed that formal 

and informal support was accessed. A key lesson was to anticipate support needs and to put resources and structures in 

place that could be easily accessed without stigma or complications. 

Other central elements of our approach included ongoing reflexive practice, underpinned by a culture of trust and joint 

learning, whereby challenges and concerns could be discussed openly and safely during regular project calls. The 

project team created, and continuously updated, a joint risk register to log incidents, challenges and actions taken. This 

allowed us to capture and share learning and reflections from the process as well as to identify strategies for mitigating 

risks. 

3 Findings 

Our findings suggest that taking part in the participatory advocacy project (that had been developed and implemented 

with an understanding of trauma) led to a number of benefits for participants in relation to countering the impacts of 

sexual trauma. Specifically, the article focusses on how the reported benefits connected with the following principles: a) 

promoting safety and trust; b) empowerment; and c) critical reflection on cultural, historical and gender issues. Given 

that these areas are interconnected and mutually reinforcing, there are some overlaps in how we attributed relevant data 

across themes. To contextualise the findings, we also reflect on some of the project facilitators’ experiences of putting 

the principles into practice. 

3.1 Safety and trust 

 
Sexual violence is a manifestation of abusive and exploitative power dynamics that typically involves an element of 

betrayal or abuse of trust. For affected young people, it is therefore particularly challenging - and at the same time 

important - to develop a sense of safety. Based on a UK-based study on children in care with experiences of CSE, 

Shuker (2013) highlights the significance for this group to regain a sense of multi-dimensional safety comprising 

physical, relational and psychological dimensions and to experience stability in their relationships. In short, learning 

how to trust again is a conduit to feeling safe and secure. 

3.1.1 Building trust 

Trust emerged as a key issue in establishing a safe space for the project work. Facilitators reported that establishing a 

sense of safety in the groups was challenging at first, particularly as most of the youth advocates did not know, and 

therefore trust, the other participants. One of the youth advocates shared: 

I know they are like survivors and everything but I don’t trust people. In my experience in life taught me that I don’t 

care if they are survivors or not I won’t trust anybody. (Youth advocate, Serbia) 

As professionals, we may hold expectations about bringing together individuals with shared or similar experiences. We 

may assume that having lived through, and survived, sexual violence may be enough to provide a shared identity and a 

deep mutual understanding. While some of the research literature supports this claim, suggesting that working with 

other survivors may foster a sense of belonging, connectedness and shared understanding (Hagell, 2013; Martin et al., 

2013; Houghton, 2015; Cody, Bovarnick, & Peace, 2020a), the above quote illustrates that “trust” remains a 

complicated issue for many survivors. While all of the youth advocates involved in the project had been affected by 

sexual violence in some form, individual group members’ biographies and personal circumstances differed. Bridging 

discrepancies between individual identities and a collective identity requires managing tensions and navigating the 

muddy waters of connecting one’s own personal story - pain and shame - with that of others. As the youth advocates 

worked through the toolkit and activities that were created to help build a safe and supportive environment, this helped 

to foster trusting relationships. “I am very grateful… for the chance to find a new me, to find friends whom I trust.” 

(Youth advocate, Moldova) 



3.1.2 Judgement and blame undermine trust 

Victim-survivors of sexual violence often report experiencing judgment and blame, including self-blame (Eaton, 2019). 

Judgement and blame undermine cultures of safety and trust, in which victim-survivors feel safe to talk about their 

experiences. Popular (and often highly normative) discourses around sexual violence act as repositories for our personal 

and collective judgement. These narratives are so pervasive in our societies that they can also inform the interactions 

between those affected by the issue. For example, some facilitators noted that tendencies among survivors to view 

commercial sexual exploitation as the “worst” form of abuse are not uncommon: “They [service users] think: ‘Ok, so 

you’ve been raped once but I have been raped a thousand times…’” (Facilitator, Serbia). The quote sheds an interesting 

light on what constitutes a (deserving) “victim” and raises questions about which types of sexual violence are 

considered “worse than others” by young people who themselves have experienced this type of abuse. It paints a 

powerful picture of some of the narratives that are at play in our societies and the roles these play in normalising sexual 

violence and in discrediting the experiences of victim-survivors. 

As part of their work with victim-survivors, each of the partner organisations actively addressed cultures of judgement 

and discrimination. One facilitator reflected: 

We work very hard at this as an organisation. To make them [service users] understand that every person’s pain is 

unique, individual and valid. The pain this person is feeling isn’t any less than your pain. (Facilitator, Serbia) 

When setting up the group work for the project, facilitators were mindful to counter hierarchies of oppression that might 

make some participants feel less entitled to take part than others. Addressing this issue was critical for nurturing a safe 

space and building trust. 

3.1.3 Reducing feelings of isolation and promoting relational safety 

Despite the time and hard work it required on the part of the youth advocates and facilitators to establish trust and gain 

a sense of relational safety in the group setting, the rewards became increasingly visible during the project. As the 

group work progressed, the bonds between facilitators and youth advocates grew stronger as did the level of comfort, 

trust and respect amongst participants. One of the youth advocates described how at first joining the group was 

daunting but how her concerns vanished when a sense of safety set in: “At the beginning I wasn’t sure how it would go 

and then when it started it felt safe and secure” (Youth advocate, Albania). In comparison to data collected at the 

beginning of the project, all of the youth advocates reported enhanced feelings of safety - both in themselves and in 

relation to others (facilitators and other youth advocates) - at the end of the project. 

Although the project did not specifically aim to set up peer support groups as such, the support the youth advocates 

found in each other through the group work was a significant and highly valued side effect. Our data mirrors the 

existing literature suggesting that for young people affected by sexual violence establishing relationships with others 

who have similar experiences can provide a sense of connectedness and belonging. As one of the facilitators pointed 

out, working with other survivors can reduce feelings of isolation: 

When the child is abused it is alone, and the child tends to think, for a while at least, that, “This never happen to 

anybody else, this only happens to me”, so now it was a chance for them to get aware of the fact that, “I was not alone 

in a similar situation.” (Facilitator, Moldova) 

Mirroring this, one of the youth advocates in Moldova noted how the project had helped her to connect her own 

experience of sexual abuse with that of others: “I found out that there are plenty of other children who experienced the 

same things that I experienced”. The quotes resonate with existing research that highlights the potential role of peer 

support in aiding recovery from sexual violence (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2014; Cody et al., 2020a). 

Coser, Tozer, Van Borek, Tzemis, Taylor, Saewyc, and Buxton (2014) suggest that developing a collective identity as 

part of participatory initiatives can promote a sense of community, which in turn, can provide a platform for collective 

political action. This aligns with Shuker (2013) model of multi-dimensional safety, which suggests that providing 

opportunities for young people affected by CSE to develop a positive identity outside abusive relationships can be 

critical in promoting psychological, in addition to relational safety. 

3.2 Empowerment 



3.2.1 Connecting the personal with the political 

Our data suggest that providing young people with opportunities and spaces to collaborate towards a common goal can 

offer multiple benefits to participants. The collaborative process gave individual group members the courage, and 

provided an impetus, to use a “terrible experience for something good” (Facilitator, Moldova). Whereas before the 

project, many of the youth advocates had felt powerless, together as a group there was a sense that achieving change 

was a real possibility. The process of contributing towards positive change for others instilled in the youth advocates a 

sense of meaning and purpose. 

During the entire process, they shared with the team that their experience has gained significance, in a sense that they 

feel that, through this process, they are turning something that was negative into positive. That contributed to the 

growth of self-respect, and a sense of greater respect they receive from the others. (Facilitator, Serbia) 

Resonating with experiences of survivors of CSA who have described the act of speaking out and joining forces with 

others to challenge sexual violence as a “healing experience” (Bovarnick & with D’Arcy, K. , 2018, p.23), such 

collaborations can play a role in promoting a gradual transition from victimhood to agency. As such, participatory 

advocacy undertaken in a group can constitute a valuable addition to more conventional, individual forms of 

therapeutic interventions. 

3.2.2 A genuine commitment to participation 

The project was based on an understanding of participation that recognises existing power differentials between young 

people and adults and service users and service providers. We sought to address these in efforts to promote greater 

levels of equality and mutuality between the youth advocates and project staff. Transparent communication was a 

cornerstone in our approach alongside a commitment to providing youth advocates with real opportunities to express 

their views and scope to influence decisions. In practice, this meant that facilitators engaged the youth advocates in 

open and honest conversations about risks and boundaries. They were transparent about what was, and was not, safe 

and/or realistic in terms of feasibility and outcomes. This entailed managing youth advocates’ expectations by drawing 

on organisations’ and staff’s professional experience and knowledge, for example, of dealing with key stakeholders and 

processes of change. But it also meant being open to youth advocates’ ideas and suggestions and including them in 

thinking through different scenarios, potential outcomes, and possible solutions: 

We always need a back-up plan, that is also a recommendation, you cannot rely totally on everything is going to be on 

the plan A, you need to have plan B, and we include them [the youth advocates] also in making a plan B: “Okay, what 

are we going to do?” We plan a meeting with the National Coordinator, and we spoke about what you're going to say, 

and then we ask, “What if nobody wants to say anything, what are we going to do?”, because it is a possibility, so they 

figure out what we’re going to do. (Facilitator, Serbia) 

Facilitators kept the youth advocates informed about each stage of the project and made sure to honour agreements. 

Aside from making youth advocates feel that they were taken seriously and maintaining their trust, it was a way to 

ensure that participants were truly involved in each aspect of the project. Echoing others in the group, one of the youth 

advocates recalled: 

I was proud that my contribution was taken into consideration and that our expectations were met. When we expressed 

the desire to meet the film producers, we met them; when we wanted to meet other specialists, that turned out to be 

possible again. (Youth advocate, Moldova). 

This was in contrast to some of the youth advocates’ previous experiences: 

 
As for other meetings that I attended before this project my feeling was that they had been organized just to tick a box, 

while the sessions held in [name of the organisation] really made me benefit of useful information. (Youth advocate, 

Moldova). 

One facilitator summarised how the youth advocates’ understanding of participation had expanded as a result of the 

project: 

Initially the youth advocates thought participation equals to merely presence. Subsequently they understood that 

participation implies much more action on behalf of them and that it allows them a power to change the important 



aspects affecting children, adolescents and also them. (Facilitator, Moldova) 

 

3.2.3 Managing tensions between “protection” and “participation” 

Professionals often struggle to balance young people’s participation rights with their rights to protection (Warrington, 

2016; Lefevre et al, 2019). In this project facilitators similarly faced the tension of protecting young people and 

supporting them to lead the way. Adopting a strength-based and youth-led approach required staff to step back and 

manage their own anxieties over the level of risk they were prepared to hold. Due to their backgrounds in case 

management and therapeutic work, facilitators noted that taking calculated risks was not always easy and entailed 

having to critically reflect on their tendencies to want to shield the youth advocates from negative experiences. 

[We] are case managers and we worked with them [the youth advocates] before. And we still tend to overprotect them. 

I am worried in meeting that it’s too much for them, is this a safe place, stop people from asking them questions. But 

they are ready. (Facilitator, Serbia) 

Being in charge of identifying key problems and designing advocacy activities to address them meant that the youth 

advocates had control and ownership over the project activities. The need for professionals to trust young people’s 

decision making in empowerment programmes has been highlighted as central by others (Bulanda & Johnson, 2016). 

Offering young people “choice” can, however, be challenging for service providers. It entails relinquishing control and 

adopting a different mind-set. This may feel uncomfortable particularly to professionals whose day-to-day work centres 

around safeguarding vulnerable individuals. The facilitators shared how they worried how activities would go, whether 

it would lead to problems and tensions with those who were the targets of the advocacy activities and whether the 

activities would achieve change. 

3.2.4 Fostering growth and self-efficacy 

Some of the facilitators stressed that handing control over to young people was a pivotal learning curve - both for 

service providers and service users – promoting greater levels of independence and self-efficacy amongst the youth 

advocates. Facilitators reflected on how enabling young people to make choices and decisions felt empowering for the 

youth advocates, noting that they observed that youth advocates felt a sense of power to change things and help others. 

… after having gone through such a bad experience, they felt themselves powerful, capacitated to provide some support 

to other peers who went through similar situations (Facilitator, Moldova) 

Reflecting on their work as part of the project, youth advocates reported a sense of accomplishment and growth. They 

spoke of feeling proud, self-confident, ambitious and optimistic for the future due to their involvement in the project. 

Our Voices Too is like a soul project for me, a chance for my future. My experience with this group helped me to 

develop myself psychologically, to become stronger and more courageous. Together with the other colleagues, with 

whom I became friends, I managed to cope with a challenging period in my life. They offered support to me, they 

encouraged me to apply for University studies… (Youth advocate, Moldova) 

Several other youth advocates noted that the project had offered opportunities for personal and professional growth: “It 

[the project] helps me to go ahead” (Youth advocate, Serbia). 

3.2.5 Challenging the silence surrounding sexual violence 

Opportunities for young people to have their voices heard in high places are still rare. The youth advocates commented 

that it felt important to speak on behalf of other young people who might not have the same opportunity to express their 

views. 

When we talk about the children’s rights we thought they are small children and nobody can hear their voices that’s 

why we as a group have to do have to advocate for the voice so their voices should be heard through us. (Youth 

advocate, Albania) 

Given that young people who have been victimised are often silenced by shame, stigma and fear, the act of challenging 

“cultures of silence” is highly significant (Bovarnick with D’Arcy, 2018). The youth advocates in this project shared 

how they had experienced this culture of silence prior to joining the project: “When you have had bad experiences, 



there is a lot of judgement. You learn not to speak” (Youth advocate, Serbia). “I felt like sexual violence was a taboo 

before I joined this project. Now I feel free to talk about it” (Youth advocate, Albania). 

To reduce potential risks of stigma, the youth advocates had agreed not to share their own personal stories during their 

advocacy activities. Instead, they represented a wider constituency of children and young people affected by sexual 

violence and talked about sexual violence as an important social issue. 

… they represent a lot of girls, that it is very important…they want to show that they are not just a case in front of the 

court, and a name, a statistic number without a face, without emotions, and without families behind them…and they 

realise what influence they can be on the system and on the institutions, and power, they feel the power that they have, 

for maybe the first time in their lives. (Facilitator Serbia) 

3.3 Cultural, historical and gender issues 

3.3.1 Creating space for reflection 

Linking with one of SAMHSA’s principles of a trauma-informed approach, participatory advocacy can create spaces 

for critical reflection and engage young people in thinking about cultural, historical and gender dynamics that allow 

sexual violence to persist and to flourish with impunity. Due to high levels of shame and stigma associated with this 

issue in many societies, such opportunities are limited (Cody, 2017a; Bovarnick with D’Arcy, 2018). 

As part of the training programme, the youth advocates critically engaged with sexual violence and most fed back that 

this had expanded their knowledge of the topic: 

We thought that sexual abuse was only when you’re raped but now we have learned that sexual abuse is even when 

someone touches you in different parts of your body, this is what we’ve learned. (Youth advocate, Albania) 

Gaining a deeper understanding of the issue of consent helped youth advocates to make sense of abusive experiences. 

Facilitators reported that this reduced self-blame, which was deemed significant in the context of recovery. 

Before being part of the advocacy group, all of them felt guilty for having triggered their abuse, then based on training 

they analysed their situation and now they are aware that actually it was not their fault. (Facilitator, Moldova) 

Facilitators also observed that the training programme had increased the youth advocates’ ability to recognise different 

forms of abuse and to identify risks to self and others. 

Through [the] project they are more able to identify signs of abuse, so young people are more vigilant in their lives. 

One participant was subjected to emotional abuse by [her] husband – through [the] project she was able to disclose and 

recognise this abuse was happening to her. (Facilitator, Moldova) 

[The participants] take this active part even in protecting their peers. For example, one of the youth advocates… she 

called us, and she said, “Well my friend is pregnant and her boyfriend, he’s threatening her… and things like this, so 

what to do, what advice should I give to her?” (Facilitator, Albania) 

At the end of the project, the youth advocates in all three settings fed back that the advocacy training programme had 

enabled a critical engagement with prevailing social norms and constructions of gender, including victim-blaming 

attitudes that normalise and stigmatise sexual violence or keep it hidden. Having the space, and activities to support 

these discussions, appeared to improve young people’s understanding of sexual violence and challenge some of the 

stereotypes and harmful myths that exist. 

3.3.2 Harnessing difficult emotions for political action 

In gaining feedback on the different sections of the training toolkit as part of the workshops, we asked the youth 

advocates to select “emoji” stickers to share their feelings. One youth advocate in Serbia chose an emoji of an “angry 

cat” and subsequently shared: “it was the part of the project where I realised the scope of sexual violence and I felt 

angry about the amount of sexual violence and how we had been affected by it in the room”. Having the opportunity to 

connect their own experiences with others, and to contextualise that within a broader understanding of sexual violence, 

led to increased emotions and a desire to take action. 



In discussing feedback on the section exploring child rights and participation it was evident that this too had an impact 

on the young people involved. In Serbia, the group talked about how it was very emotional: “don’t know why, in our 

group nobody was abused as a [young] child, it was a strange feeling, we were emotional but not because of our  

experiences”. One young person had chosen an “emoji” of faeces and explained: “I realised what human rights are – 

it’s crap”. In Albania, the group shared how it had felt to see their rights written on paper and then to explore how in 

reality the situation is quite different: 

We had the paper in our hands where the articles were written down of children’s rights and we saw each of them to 

see them so carefully there are a lot of rights but how are these rights practices in the right way? (Youth advocates, 

Albania) 

Similarly, in Moldova the group reflected on the chasm between the rights discourse and their lived realities: “this is real 

life, you have no knowledge, you have no supportive relatives, you have no money, you're just invisible”. Reflecting 

on their own experiences of abuse and marginalisation, the youth advocates gained a better understanding of the 

different dimensions of discrimination. At times, this surfaced a collective feeling of disenfranchisement. 

Exploring different types of the abuse and discrimination that children and young people suffer evoked a myriad of 

emotions. Some of the youth advocates found it difficult to be reminded of their own experiences, and for some it led to 

feelings of sorrow and anger about the scale of sexual violence experienced by young people. Participants expressed 

frustration that many children, and they themselves, were still experiencing discrimination, rejection and fear. Although 

as professionals we may be anxious about reinforcing young people’s feelings of disempowerment by educating them 

about their rights and highlighting the limitations of these in practice, the project created opportunities to address and 

harness these feelings for positive change. Some of the youth advocates highlighted the importance of giving these 

feelings space: 

I disagree with boundaries to getting emotional I do my best work and best ideas when I get emotional real life never 

stops…I encourage the girls to get emotional and talk about what are they feeling because in the end nobody is  

disclosing personal things we are just talking about things that are making us sad and mad and I think it’s important to 

feel those things and not be “I’m just advocating” or “I won’t feel anything about this, everything is ok”, I don’t think 

so… (Youth advocate, Serbia). 

Recognising difficult and painful emotions appeared to motivate the youth advocates to continue to work together to try 

and make things better for others. 

4 Discussion 

In adopting a trauma-informed lens in the secondary analysis of the data collected, it was evident how engaging in 

participatory advocacy contributed to a number of trauma relevant outcomes for the young women involved. The 

elements of the project - which included group work, spaces for critical reflection and growth, together with genuine 

opportunities for shared decision making with the aim of influencing positive change - fostered a sense of trust, safety 

and empowerment for the youth advocates involved. 

The learning from this project is significant in a number of ways. It demonstrates that in addition to services, and 

society as a whole, benefitting from the unique insights and perspectives of individuals with lived experience, that those 

engaging in participatory advocacy can also benefit. Participatory activities that may not be considered “therapeutic” or 

specifically designed to address the consequences of abuse, can still have powerful benefits for the individuals who 

take part. Engaging in participatory advocacy provided the youth advocates with a high level of power and control and 

carved out spaces for them to be heard by different audiences to influence change for other children and young people. 

When reflecting on the relevance of these findings for children and youth services, particularly those working with 

young people transitioning out of children’s services, there are a number of important learning points to consider. 

Firstly, the project demonstrated how engaging in participatory advocacy may be a potential conduit for enabling 

children and young people to make choices and exercise power and control. In working with children and young 

people affected by CSE and other forms of sexual violence, strengths-based approaches, rights-based approaches, 

trauma-informed approaches and participatory approaches have all been identified as promising (Muraya & Fry, 2015; 

Warrington, 2016; Cody, 2017b; Christie, 2018; Hickle, 2019; Scott, McNeish, Bovarnick, & Pearce, 2019). One of 

the key principles that runs through these approaches is that of “voice” and “choice”, enabling young people to inform 



and influence decision-making. Yet research with children and young people impacted by CSE routinely draws 

attention to the limits of current service provision, which often prioritises protection rights over participation rights ( 

Warrington, 2013; Lefevre et al, 2019; Aussems, Muntinga, Addink, & Dedding, 2020). Engaging in participatory 

advocacy offers opportunities to exert control, but additionally it provides opportunities for critical reflection and group 

work, which although identified as an important element of a trauma-informed approach, remains elusive in many 

children and youth services for individuals impacted by sexual violence. 

Secondly, as the findings highlight, in order for benefits for young people to arise, particularly those related to 

empowerment, there has to be genuine opportunities for individuals to inform decision-making and influence change. 

As Lundy (2007) identifies in her model of child participation “voice” is not enough, “space”, “audience” and 

“influence” are also crucial aspects. In this project, as the findings illuminate, youth advocates felt they had a safe and 

supportive space to voice their views and influence decisions. With the support of the project partners, who had 

experience and connections within the sector, the youth advocates had access to individuals with power and the 

authority to influence change. For example, in Serbia the youth advocates had face-to-face meetings with the National 

Co-ordinator on Trafficking of Human Beings to share details about the project and their perspectives on the system. 

As part of the project, the research team collated data on activities to gain an estimation of how many individuals and 

organisations were reached through the youth advocates activities (see Bovarnick & Cody, 2020). 

Youth advocates in each country held meetings with high-level officials working on sexual violence at the national 

level to share details about the project. A number of products developed by the youth advocates also received national 

interest. In Moldova, a film developed by the young women was officially launched at a high-level event in 

collaboration with the Ministry of Health, Labour and Social Protection. In Albania, a film developed by the advocates 

was viewed over 45,000 times in the first few months. Through discussions with high-level officials in the police in 

Albania, the youth advocates also organised information sessions on responding to victim-survivors for 69 first contact 

police officers. While in Serbia, the youth advocates mailed information about child rights that they had compiled, 

together with personalised messages, to 194 institutions working with children and young people in the country. These 

achievements were in part possible due to the national standing of the organisations, their existing relationships with 

key figures and their experience of advocacy. In considering this, children and youth services with existing advocacy 

experience, and influence in the sector, may be better placed to support young people to access audiences and influence 

change. 

Connected to influence, another important point arose from the project, the importance of managing expectations. As 

noted in the findings, communicating to young people that change takes time, that impact is hard to measure, and that 

influence may occur beyond the timeframe of the project are also critical conversations to have. 

Thirdly, as part of conducting risk assessments and establishing a risk register that was continuously updated, all project 

partners identified various risks and concerns in the planning and implementation stages of the project. This included 

the potential for engagement in the project to: re-traumatise or trigger participants; compromise confidentiality and 

anonymity; increase stigma and judgement; lead to misrepresentation; and result in negative reactions or responses to 

their work from the audiences involved. Although there will be additional considerations and challenges when working 

with younger age groups - thinking about developmental stages, evolving capacities, different safeguarding needs and 

legal context - the risks identified above equally apply to working with children and young people affected by sexual 

violence. What the project team learnt from this experience was that risks need to be identified and strategies 

developed, but that risks can be managed and they should not prevent the participation of survivors of sexual violence 

in participatory advocacy. 

Our perception of risks changed. We are [now] more courageous to allow survivors to get involved. Seeing risks will 

not prevent us from getting involved but preparing. [Our] perceptions around [young people’s] resilience changed. 

(Facilitator, Moldova) 

 
Any action or intervention with trauma-affected populations including “tried and tested” approaches, such as cognitive 

behavioural therapy or one-on-one or group counselling, bear some degree of risk and can trigger or cause upset to 

those involved. In clinical settings, trauma may be surfaced intentionally as part of a strategy to address posttraumatic 

stress disorder (Van der Kolk, 2015). There is also an increasing recognition that distress and posttraumatic growth can, 

and often do, co-exist (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995; Ulloa, Guzman, Salazar, & Cala, 2016; Walker-Williams & Fouche, 



2018; Volgin, Shakespeare-Finch, & Shochet, 2019). While more research is needed to fully understand the 

circumstances under which posttraumatic growth develops, there is some evidence indicating that one’s struggle with 

traumatic experiences – which necessarily involves revisiting difficult and painful emotions – can promote personal 

transformation and growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996/2004, Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004; Rolbiecki, Anderson, Teti, 

& Albright, 2016). Similarly, evidence indicates that in working with sexually abused adolescent girls there are ways to 

“leverage resilience-enabling practice” (Haffegee and Theron, 2017, p.37) through involving young people in 

developing meaningful narratives about their abuse and engaging them in interventions which challenge social and 

cultural norms that perpetuate abuse. Such research illustrates the balancing act required in working with trauma. 

While risks and concerns are significant and valid, it is important, as evidenced in this project, to put risk into 

perspective and to recognise that risks and benefits often co-exist. The findings suggest that participatory, and other 

empowerment-based interventions with survivors of sexual violence should not be rejected a priori on grounds of risk. 

As we argue elsewhere (see Bovarnick & Cody, 2020), the project showed that, despite the risks, youth advocacy on 

sexual violence can be delivered safely with professionals with relevant training, experience and expertise, careful 

planning, ongoing support for participants and staff, and adequate time and resources. This challenges the notion that 

bringing together a group of young survivors to develop participatory advocacy, if enacted ethically, is inherently riskier 

than other, more conventional interventions. 

As of yet there is little robust evidence on the benefits of “youth-empowerment and leadership” programmes in the 

context of violence (Harden et al., 2014). However, findings from our project indicat clear, if self-reported gains for 

participants. Correlating these with the six principles of SAMHSA’s (2014) model of a trauma-informed approach 

suggests that the identified benefits may have fostered posttraumatic growth amongst participants. These findings align 

to Bulanda and Johnson (2016) argument that youth empowerment programmes can be valuable in addressing a 

number of consequences resulting from trauma. 

5 Limitations 

A number of limitations arise from our methodological framework. Firstly, the evidence presented here is largely based 

on self-reporting and observations. Secondly, the project involved a small sample size. While we do not claim our 

findings to be universally representative, we believe that the lesson presented here nevertheless offer valuable insights 

for children and youth services into the benefits of engaging vulnerable young people in participatory advocacy. 

Thirdly, there are specific issues with regard to collecting, analysing and comparing data across different cultural and 

linguistic contexts. Where some staff and youth advocates had a good command of English (as a foreign language), 

data were submitted in English. Otherwise, we relied on translation. Despite our best efforts and intentions, we 

acknowledge the possibility that meaning got ‘lost in translation’ or accidentally distorted. All partner organisations 

reviewed the findings for accuracy and meaning. 

6 Conclusion 

Contributing to debates outlined in the introduction, this article explored the value of engaging young people with 

experiences of sexual violence in participatory advocacy as part of a trauma-informed response. Participatory initiatives 

that provide important spaces for critical reflection and actively engage young people with lived experience in 

processes for change are potentially key in countering a number of impacts related to sexualised trauma, such feelings 

of powerlessness, loss of control, stigma, isolation, sense of betrayal and hopelessness (Taylor-Browne, 2002; Brown, 

2004; Warrington, 2013; Beckett & Warrington, 2015; Hallett, 2016; Warrington et al., 2017). Such initiatives may be 

particularly relevant to services working with older children and young people where they may be the need to 

recognise increasing levels of autonomy and agency. 

While further research and rigorous evaluations are needed to establish a more robust evidence base to support the links 

between participatory and trauma-informed approaches, the evidence emerging from the Our Voices Too youth 

advocacy project demonstrated some promising potential. Although individual youth advocates benefitted in different 

ways and to varying degrees from the project, there were significant gains across the board. In particular, participants 

reported enhanced feelings of safety; a deeper understanding of sexual violence and children’s rights; increased levels 

of peer support; and gains in relation to a range of empowerment-related criteria. This suggests that participatory 

advocacy can play an important role, not only for promoting social change, but also in addressing the effects of trauma 



of those directly involved in such projects. Without negating or minimising the associated risks, we argued that the 

presence of risk should not lead to exclusion whereby children and young people are not involved in projects that might 

bring significant benefits to themselves and others. What is important is reflecting on how to enact these approaches 

ethically so that they benefit those involved. This often requires organisational and professional commitment and 

capacity-building to manage and hold risk. 

Author Note: This project was supported by Oak Foundation [grant number OCAY-16–457]. The funder had no role 

in the design of the project, collection or analysis of data or input into the development of this manuscript. The authors 

would like to thank the funders and acknowledge our project partners in Albania, Serbia and Moldova, particularly the 

coordinators and facilitators who contributed so much to the project and shared their learning and insights with us. Our 

special thanks go to the youth advocates who worked so hard on this project and generously shared their experiences 

and perspectives. The authors are grateful for the invaluable contributions and ongoing support from other members of 

the IC project team: Helen Veitch, Jenny Pearce, Camille Warrington, Delphine Peace and Helen Beckett. We would 

also like to acknowledge our external consultants, Maria and Irko Zuurmond, who helped to develop the monitoring 

and evaluation learning tools for this project. 

 

CRediT authorship contribution statement 

Silvie Bovarnick: Conceptualization, Methodology, Investigation, Data curation, Writing - original draft, Writing - 

review & editing, Project administration. Claire Cody: Conceptualization, Methodology, Investigation, Data 

curation, Writing - original draft, Writing - review & editing, Project administration, Funding acquisition. 

Declaration of Competing Interest 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial interests or personal relationships that could have 

appeared to influence the work reported in this paper. 

 
References 

 
 

 

Aussems, K., Muntinga, M., Addink, A., & Dedding, C. (2020). “Call us by our name”: Quality of care and  

wellbeing from the perspective of girls in residential care facilities who are commercially and sexually exploited 

by “loverboys”. Children and Youth Services Review, 116. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105213. 

Avinger, K.A., & Jones, R.A. (2007). Group treatment of sexually abused adolescent girls: A review of outcome 

studies. American Journal of Family Therapy, 35(4), 315–326. 

Batsleer, J. (2011). Voices from an edge. Unsettling the practices of youth voice and participation: Arts-based 

practice in The Blue Room, Manchester. Pedagogy, Culture and Society, 19(3), 419–434. 

Becker-Blease, K.A. (2017). As the world becomes trauma–informed, work to do. Journal of Trauma and 

Dissociation, 18(2), 131–138. 

Beckett, H., & Warrington, C. (2015). Making justice work: Experiences of criminal justice for children and 

young people affected by sexual exploitation as victims and witnesses. Luton: University of Bedfordshire. 

Bovarnick, S. with D’Arcy, K. (2018) ‘Let’s talk about sexual violence: Involving young people in preventative 

peer education’ in Beckett, H. and Pearce, J. (eds.) Understanding and Responding to Child Sexual Exploitation. 

London: Routledge. 



  

Bovarnick, S. and Cody, C. (2020) ‘They need to see the people they are affecting by their decision-making’: 

Developing participatory advocacy with young people on sexual violence in Albania, Moldova and Serbia’. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 

3(93), 77–101. 

Brown, K. (2004) Paying the price: a consultation paper on prostitution: response from the national youth 

campaign on sexual exploitation. Available at: http://www.ecpat.org.uk/sites/default/files/paying_the_price.pdf 

(Accessed: 22 July 2014). 

Brown, K. (2006). Participation and young people involved in prostitution. Child Abuse Review, 15(5), 294– 

312. 

Bulanda, J., & Johnson, T.B. (2016). A trauma-informed model for empowerment programs targeting vulnerable 

youth. Child Adolescent Social Work Journal, 33, 303–312. 

Burstow, B. (2003). Toward a radical understanding of trauma and trauma work. Violence Against Women, 

9(11), 1293–1317. 

Christie, C. (2018) A trauma-informed health and care approach for responding to child sexual abuse and 

exploitation current knowledge report. Available at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/712725/trauma- 

informed-health-and-care-approach-report.pdf. (Accessed: 28 February 2020). 

Cody, C. (2017a). “We have personal experience to share, it makes it real”: Young people’s views on their role 

in sexual violence prevention efforts. Children and Youth Services Review, 79, 221–227. 

Cody, C. (2017b). Connecting the dots: Supporting the recovery and reintegration of children affected by sexual 

exploitation. Bangkok: ECPAT International and the University of Bedfordshire. 

Cody, C., Bovarnick, S., & Peace, D. (2020a). Research findings: Peer support initiatives for young people who 

have experienced sexual violence - the value: Briefing paper three. Luton: University of Bedfordshire. 

Cody, C., Bovarnick, S., & Peace, D. (2020b). Research findings: Peer support initiatives for young people who 

have experienced sexual violence - tensions, challenges and strategies: Briefing paper four. Luton: University of 

Bedfordshire. 

Cody, C. (2020). An ethnographic study of a group photography and digital storytelling project for young 

people accessing a child sexual exploitation service. Professional Doctorate Thesis. Luton: University of 

Bedfordshire. 

Coser, L. R., Tozer, K., Van Borek, N., Tzemis, D., Taylor, D., Saewyc, E. and Buxton, J. A. (2014) ‘Finding a 

voice: participatory research with street-involved youth in the youth injection prevention project’, Health 

Promotion Practice, 15(5), pp.732-738. 

Domoney, J., Howard L. M., Abas, M., Broadbent, M. and Oram, S. (2015) ‘Mental health service responses to 

human trafficking: a qualitative study of professionals' experiences of providing care’, BMC Psychiatry, 15. 

Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4650496/# ffn_sectitle. (Accessed: 20 February 

2020). 

Eaton, J. (2019a). “Logically, I know I”m not to blame, but I still feel like I am’: Exploring and measuring victim 

blaming of women subjected to sexual violence and abuse. Birmingham: University of Birmingham. PhD. 

Eaton, J. (2019a) After CSE films: supporting children and families without traumatic imagery. Available at: 

https://www.victimfocus.org.uk/resources-for-professionals. (Accessed: 2 February 2020). 

http://www.ecpat.org.uk/sites/default/files/paying_the_price.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4650496/
http://www.victimfocus.org.uk/resources-for-professionals


Edleston, J., Smith, D., Saluja, S., Crone, D., Bah, C., & Laurie, E. (2013). The Education We Want. Plan 

International, UNICEF, UNESCO, Global Education First Initiative Youth Advocacy Group: An Advocacy 

Toolkit. 

Firmin, C., Horan, J., Holmes, D. and Hopper, G. (2019) Safeguarding during adolescence – the relationship 

between Contextual Safeguarding, Complex Safeguarding and Transitional Safeguarding: A briefing. Available 

at: Safeguarding during adolescence – the relationship between Contextual Safeguarding, Complex 

Safeguarding and Transitional Safeguarding: A briefing (Last accessed 19 February 2021) 

Fisher, C., Goldsmith, A., Hurcombe, R. and Soares, C. (2017) The impacts of child sexual abuse: a rapid 

evidence assessment. Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse. Available at: https://www.iicsa.org.uk/key- 

documents/1534/view/iicsa-impacts-child-sexual-abuse-rapid-evidence-assessment-full-report-english.pdf. 

(Accessed: 28 February 2020). 

Fisher, P., Balfour, B., & Moss, S. (2018). Advocating co-productive engagement with marginalised people: A 

specific perspective on and by survivors of childhood sexual abuse. British Journal of Social Work, 48, 2096– 

2113. 

Foy, D.W., Eriksson, C.B., & Trice, G.A. (2001). Introduction to group interventions for trauma survivors. 

Group Dynamics: Theory, Research and Practice, 5(4), 246–251. 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. London: Penguin Books. 

 
Frost, N. (2019). Providing support and therapy for victims and survivors of child sexual exploitation. Journal of 

Public Mental Health, 18(1), 38–45. 

Hagell, A. (2013). AYPH Be Healthy project evaluation. London: AYPH. 

 
Hallett, S. (2016). An uncomfortable comfortableness’: “care”, child protection and child sexual exploitation. 

The British Journal of Social Work, 46(7), 2137–2152. 

Harden, T., Kenemore, T., Mann, K., Edwards, M., List, C., & Martinsen, K.J. (2014). The Truth ‘N Trauma  

Project: Addressing community violence through a youth-led, trauma-informed and restorative framework. Child 

and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 32, 65–79. 

Herman, J. (1997). Trauma and recovery: The aftermath of violence – from domestic abuse to political terror. 

New York: Basic Books. 

Hickle, K., & Roe-Sepowitz, D. (2014). Putting the pieces back together: A group intervention for sexually 

exploited adolescent girls. Social Work with Groups, 37(2), 99–113. 

Hickle, K. (2019). Understanding trauma and its relevance to child sexual exploitation. In Pearce, J. (Ed.), Child 

sexual exploitation: why theory matters (pp. 151–173). Bristol: Policy Press. 

Hickle, K. (2020). Introducing a trauma-informed capability approach in youth services. Children and Society. 

doi:10.1111/chso.12388. 

Houghton, C. (2015). Young people’s perspectives on participatory ethics: Agency, power and impact in 

domestic abuse research and policy-making. Child Abuse Review, 24, 235–248. 

Kendall-Tackett, K., Williams, L.M., & Finkelhor, D. (1993). Impact of sexual abuse on children: A review and 

synthesis of recent empirical studies. Psychological Bulletin, 113(1), 164–180. 

Lanctôt, N., Reid, J.A., & Laurier, C. (2020). Nightmares and flashbacks: The impact of commercial sexual 

exploitation of children among female adolescents placed in residential care. Child Abuse and Neglect, 100. 

doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104195. 

http://www.iicsa.org.uk/key-


Landers, M., Johnson, M., Armstrong, M., McGrath, K., & Dollard, N. (2020). Exploring relationships as 

mediators of treatment outcomes among commercially sexually exploited youth. Child Abuse & Neglect, 100. 

doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104095. 

Lefevre, M., Hickle, K. and Luckock, B. (2019) ‘Both/and’ not ‘either/or’: reconciling rights to protection and  

participation in working with child sexual exploitation’, British Journal of Social Work, 49, pp.1837–1855. 

Levy, L. (2012). Hidden nobodies: Female youth in care participate in an arts-based trauma informed 

empowerment intervention program. Relational Child and Youth Care Practice, 25(1), 5–19. 

Lundy, L. (2007). “Voice” is not enough: Conceptualising Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child. British Educational Research Journal, 33(6), 927–942. 

Martin, C., DeMarni Cromer, L., DePrince, A., & Freyd, J. (2013). The role of cumulative trauma, betrayal, and 

appraisals in understanding trauma symptomatology. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and 

Policy, 5(2), 110–118. 

Mendelsohn, M., Herman, J.L., Schatzow, E., Coco, M., Kallivayalil, D., & Levitan, J. (2011). The trauma 

recovery group: A guide for practitioners. New York: The Guildford Press. 

Muraya, D.N., & Fry, D. (2015). Aftercare services for child victims of sex trafficking: A systematic review of 

policy and practice. Trauma, Violence and Abuse, 17(2), 204–220. 

Offermann, B., Beltran, M., Rollo, C., & Connors, K.M. (2017). Group work with children impacted by sexual 

abuse. In Grief, G.L., & Knight, C. (Eds.), Group work with populations at risk (4th edn., pp. 347–375). New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

Oliver, K.G., Collins, P., Burns, J., & Nicholas, J. (2006). Building resilience in young people through 

meaningful participation’. Australian e-Journal for the Advancement of Mental Health, 5(1), 1–7. 

Quiros, L., & Berger, R. (2015). Responding to the socio-political complexity of trauma: An integration of 

theory and practice. Journal of Loss and Trauma, 20(2), 149–159. 

Rolbiecki, A., Anderson, K., Teti, M., & Albright, D.L. (2016). “Waiting for the cold to end”: Using photovoice 

as a narrative intervention for survivors of sexual assault. Traumatology, 22(4), 242–248. 

Sapiro, B., Johnson, L., Postmus, J.L., & Simmel, C. (2016). Supporting youth involved in domestic minor sex 

trafficking: Divergent perspectives on youth agency. Child Abuse and Neglect, 58, 99–110. 

Scott, S., McNeish, D., Bovarnick, S., & Pearce, J. (2019). What works in responding to child sexual 

exploitation. Barkingside: Barnardo’s. 

Shuker, L. (2013). Constructs of safety for children in care affected by sexual exploitation. In Melrose, M. (Ed.), 

Critical perspectives on child exploitation and trafficking. Pelgrave Macmillan: Basingstoke. 

Stanley, N., Oram, S., Jakobowitz, S., Westwood, J., Borschmann, R., Zimmerman, C., & Howard, L.M. 

(2016). The health needs and healthcare experiences of young people trafficked into the UK. Child Abuse and 

Neglect, 59, 100–110. 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) (2014) SAMHSA’s concept of 

trauma and guidance for a trauma-informed approach. Available at: 

https://www.nasmhpd.org/sites/default/files/SAMHSA_Concept_of_Trauma_and_Guidance.pdf (Accessed: 23 

November 2019). 

 
Taylor, J. (2020). Child sexual exploitation: Innovation and moving forward. Victim Focus. 

 
Taylor-Browne, J. (2002). More than one chance! young people involved in prostitution speak out. London: 

ECPAT. 

http://www.nasmhpd.org/sites/default/files/SAMHSA_Concept_of_Trauma_and_Guidance.pdf


Tedeschi, R.G., & Calhoun, L.G. (1995). Trauma and transformation: Growing in the aftermath of suffering. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Tedeschi, R.G., & Calhoun, L.G. (1996). The posttraumatic growth inventory: Measuring the positive legacy of 

trauma. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Tedeschi, R.G., & Calhoun, L.G. (2004). Posttraumatic growth: Conceptual foundations and empirical evidence. 

Psychological Inquiry, 15, 1–18. 

Ulloa, E., Guzman, M.L., Salazar, M., & Cala, C. (2016). Posttraumatic growth and sexual violence. A literature 

review. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment and Trauma, 25, 286–304. 

UNICEF (2014) Hidden in plain sight: A statistical analysis of violence against children. Available at: 

https://www.unicef.org/reports/hidden-plain-sight (Last accessed: 19 February 2021) 

UNICEF (2017) Child protection from violence, exploitation and abuse: Sexual violence against children. 

Available at: https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58006.html (Last accessed: 10 January 2018). 

UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). General comment No. 20 (2016) on the implementation of 

the rights of the child during adolescence, 6 December 2016, CRC/C/GC/20. Available at: 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/589dad3d4.html (Last accessed: 4 February 2021) 

Van der Kolk, B.A. (2015). The body keeps the score: Mind, brain and body in the transformation of trauma. 

London: Penguin. 

Vera-Gray, F. (2020). The whole place self: Reflecting on the original working practices of Rape Crisis. Journal 

of Gender-Based Violence, 4(1), 59–72. 

Volgin, R.N., Shakespeare-Finch, J., & Shochet, I.M. (2019). Posttraumatic distress, hope and growth in 

survivors of commercial sexual exploitation in Nepal. Traumatology, 25(3), 181–188. 

Walker-Williams, H., & Fouche, A. (2018). Resilience enabling processes and posttraumatic growth outcomes in 

a group of women survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Health SA Gesondheid, 23. 

doi:10.4102/hsag.v23i0.1134. 

Walsh, K., Fortier, M.A., & DiLillo, D. (2010). Adult coping with childhood sexual abuse: A theoretical and 

empirical review. Aggress Violent Behaviour, 15(1), 1–13. 

Warrington, C. (2013). “Helping me find my own way”: Sexually exploited young people’s involvement in 

decision – making about their care, Professional Doctorate Thesis. Luton: University of Bedfordshire. 

Warrington, C. (2016). Young person-centred approaches in child sexual exploitation (CSE) – promoting 

participation and building self-efficacy. Devon: Research. in Practice. 

Warrington, C., Ackerley, E., Beckett, H., & Walker, M. (2017). Making noise: Children’s voices for positive 

change after sexual abuse. Luton: University of Bedfordshire/ Office of Children’s Commissioner. 

Warrington, C. (2018). Children and young people’s participation in research to address sexual violence: Ethical 

working paper. Luton: University of Bedfordshire. 

Warrington, C., & Larkins, C. (2019). Children at the centre of safety: Challenging the false juxtaposition of 

protection and participation. Journal of Children’s Services, 14(3), 133–142. 

Warrington, C. (2020). Creating a safe space Ideas for the development of participatory group work to address 

sexual violence with young people. Luton: University of Bedfordshire. 

http://www.unicef.org/reports/hidden-plain-sight
http://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58006.html
http://www.refworld.org/docid/589dad3d4.html


 
 

Footnotes 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Highlights 

• Lessons for children and youth services from a participatory advocacy project with survivors of sexual violence 

• The protective benefits of engaging in participatory advocacy as part of a trauma-informed response are explored. 

• ‘Risk’ must be put into perspective to enable trauma-affected young people to harness potential benefits from engaging in 

participatory work. 

• Participatory advocacy with youth survivors requires expert facilitation, careful planning and adequate time and resources. 
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