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Abstract 

This thesis is based on a case study of a group photography and digital storytelling project for 

young people accessing a specialist child sexual exploitation (CSE) service in the UK. The 

research aimed to fill current gaps in the evidence base by exploring how young people 

accessing specialist CSE services experienced working in a group setting and utilised arts-

based methods to share their experiences. The study explored the benefits and challenges 

associated with such projects, and the similarities and differences between group arts-based 

projects and traditional forms of support, which predominantly involve one-to-one support with 

a key worker.  In striving to understand the potential power and purpose of ‘the group’, the 

study was informed by theories of feminism, trauma and empowerment. 

The primary research method was participant observation of the group sessions and this was 

supplemented by interviews with those involved; young people, project facilitators and CSE 

support workers. A thematic analysis of the data, informed by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

methodology, was undertaken. 

As the first study exploring a group arts-based project with young people accessing a 

specialist CSE service in the UK, this research provides new insights into a number of areas. 

This study highlights the benefits, practical challenges and considerations required in 

developing group work with this population. In exploring these complexities, the findings offer 

a new perspective on the current dominant narrative that group work may exacerbate young 

people’s risk to CSE. The findings instead highlight important factors to consider in creating a 

safe space. This includes reflecting on: the diversity of service-users; where ‘common 

ground’ may be established; the criteria and selection of young people; and what, and how, 

information about young people is shared with project facilitators. 

The study illustrates how the structure of a group can enhance a sense of normality for young 

people. This offers a new perspective to the literature on therapeutic group work which 
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focusses on how the group can normalise specific ‘symptoms’ of trauma rather than how it can 

promote a general sense of normality for young people. 

In this study, the structure of the project and the use of photography and digital storytelling 

appeared to add value in a number of ways. Arts-based methods: helped young people engage 

in the project; supported group members to get to know each other; allowed others to ‘see’ 

young people’s identities that went beyond that of victim-survivor; and provided a sense of 

control and achievement for young people. From the data, I argue that given how past 

experiences of talking about one’s experience may impact on a young person’s confidence 

and comfort in sharing information related to their experiences, photography and digital 

storytelling play an important role in supporting young people to reflect, explore and 

communicate their emotions and experiences in a different way. This is significant, as the 

majority of literature on the use of photography in research has focussed on it as a method of 

inquiry rather than as a supportive tool for the individuals involved. Such methods can provide 

a mechanism to respond to young people in a strengths-based, trauma-informed way, and add 

value to traditional forms of support. However, the study also identified a number of challenges 

and risks that are inherent in working in this way that also need to be acknowledged and 

considered. 
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Chapter one: Introduction to the thesis 

Introduction  

This thesis is based on a case study of a photography and digital storytelling project for young 

people accessing a specialist child sexual exploitation (CSE) service in the UK. The research 

sought to explore: how this group of young people experienced being in a group setting with 

others who had shared similar experiences; how these arts-based methods were experienced; 

the benefits and challenges of such projects; and how this form of support was similar or 

different to traditional one-to-one support with a key worker.  I was drawn to this field of study 

due to my experiences of working in the CSE field, both in the UK and overseas, over the past 

decade. 

On commencing my studies I carried out an extensive literature review in order to understand: 

what research had been conducted in this area; what gaps existed; and what learning could 

be garnered from research with other groups who had faced related forms of trauma and 

adversity. In order to understand how and why group arts-based activities might be of value to 

young people affected by CSE it was important to firstly understand the impact of CSE. The 

literature review uncovered that despite the evidence base being less developed with regards 

to the effects of CSE as a specific form of child sexual abuse (CSA), there was a well-

established body of literature on the impact of sexual trauma on a young person’s health and 

wellbeing that may offer transferable learning. By applying Finkelhor and Browne’s (1985) 

traumagenic model, and considering the literature that does exist on the impact of CSE, it was 

possible to identify a number of potential outcomes. Such impacts are critical to consider when 

reflecting on interventions for young people affected by this form of CSA1.   

With regards to understanding how best to support young people accessing CSE services in 

the UK, the majority of academic literature focussed on the perceived challenges of engaging 

                                                
1 Based on my reflections of the girls’ circumstances, as revealed in their digital stories, in my findings chapters I 

use the term CSA/E to try and capture the range of experiences shared by the young people. 
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with young people. This literature emphasised the importance therefore of building rapport and 

developing a trusting relationship with a young person. However, there was a notable lack of 

evidence to suggest what types of support should be in place or how different approaches to, 

and modes of, support were experienced by young people.  

I was interested in whether arts-based methods could offer an alternative means of expression 

and support for young people. As arts-based projects often involve group work, I wanted to 

focus on both aspects in the review. The literature review identified that there were no 

published academic articles that specifically explored group work, or arts-based methods, for 

young people accessing a specialist CSE service in the UK (however, both elements were 

touched on in wider studies exploring support for young people affected by CSE).  The 

literature indicated that group work may be an effective mechanism for supporting young 

people who had experienced different forms of CSA. There was also evidence from other fields 

and contexts indicating a positive link between the arts and health and wellbeing. This was 

particularly evident with groups of ‘vulnerable’ or ‘marginalised’ young people and adult women 

and men who had exited, or were still involved in, the sex industry. Learning from these studies 

indicated that arts-based tools and processes may be helpful in countering some of the impacts 

related to CSE by providing opportunities to exert power and control and challenge stigma and 

negative representations. Through an understanding of this field of work, it appeared that 

group arts-based projects may add value to traditional approaches of engagement that tend to 

rely on one-to-one verbal communication between a young person and a worker. However, 

the literature also suggested that such methods may pose complex risks and challenges. 

In research studies exploring CSE, professionals highlighted potential risks associated with 

group work with this population. Given this, there were questions surrounding how appropriate 

groups were for young people who have experienced CSE and how such groups could be 

formed and managed. Despite the paucity of research on this topic, through reviewing the 

literature, and drawing from a range of theoretical perspectives, there were indications that 

group arts-based projects, as a form of support, deserved further exploration. 
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I was therefore interested in exploring: 

 How a group arts-based project worked in practice; 

 How young people found working in a group; 

 The process of working creatively with the arts; 

 The benefits, risks and challenges of working in this way; and 

 How such projects were similar or different from traditional support offered at a 

specialist CSE service. 

Through my work I had spoken to practitioners about arts-based projects and found it 

challenging to get the level of detail required about how such projects worked in practice. I 

therefore felt it was important to observe and take part in a project. Knowing that young people 

affected by CSE may find it hard to trust professionals, including researchers, I also felt this 

may be a way to build rapport and increase the likelihood that young people would allow me 

to interview them following the project.  

Based on the research objectives developed following the literature review, I identified a 

photography and digital storytelling project designed for young people accessing a specialist 

CSE service in the UK. This project became the case study for this research. Once I had 

identified the site for study, I further refined my research questions: 

 How do young people accessing a specialist CSE service experience being in a group 

with other young people who have been through similar experiences? 

 How do these young people experience, and feel about, using photography and digital 

storytelling to explore and share their experiences of CSE? 

 What are the benefits, opportunities and risks of engaging in this type of project for 

those involved? 

 How are these experiences similar or different to engaging in traditional one-to-one 

support that young people receive at a CSE service?  
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In the remainder of this chapter I outline the contents of subsequent chapters and define a 

number of key terms used throughout the thesis. 

Structure of the thesis 

 

Chapter two: Literature review 

In this chapter I begin by outlining the methodology applied in reviewing the literature. I briefly 

explore the context of CSE and reflect on some key conceptual issues relevant to this study. I 

apply Finkelhor and Browne’s (1985) traumagenic model to frame and explore the evidence 

on the impact of CSE. I move on to explore how services in the UK are responding to CSE.  I 

summarise where and how young people typically receive support and draw attention to the 

gap in the evidence base regarding group work with this population. Drawing from other fields, 

I consider the potential value of group work and reflect on potential risks. I outline evidence 

from the arts in health field to explore what we know about the potential of the arts for 

supporting young people. I share the limited data that we have from young people affected by 

CSE in the UK with regards to how they view creative methods of working. Finally, I explore 

findings from the literature in relation to the use of participatory photography and digital 

storytelling and consider potential outcomes, risks and challenges of working with such tools.  

 

Chapter three: Theoretical underpinnings 

In this chapter I share the theoretical underpinnings that have influenced me as a researcher. 

I outline how different theoretical perspectives have contributed to my understanding of the 

problem of CSE and informed my thoughts of how to respond and support young people. I 

explore key tenets of feminist, trauma and empowerment theory and consider how these 

approaches can provide a framework, which may be integrated alongside other 

psychotherapeutic approaches, to help explain the potential of group work. 
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Chapter four: Methodology  

The primary method utilised for this study was participant observation. I outline the arguments 

for selecting this method and describe how my field notes were triangulated with interview data 

garnered from young people and professionals involved in the project. I also provide details of 

additional sources of data collected through the arts-based project. This included the digital 

stories that were developed by the group and the girls’ evaluation video diaries that were filmed 

during the sessions. I describe the process for gaining entry and ethical approval for the study. 

I provide an overview of the data collected and detailed steps related to the thematic analysis 

undertaken. I describe a sense-checking workshop I organised with three young people, 

members of the Young Researchers’ Advisory Panel at the University of Bedfordshire’s 

International Centre, following data analysis in order to share and discuss issues and questions 

arising from the data. In this chapter I also outline key ethical issues that emerged and reflect 

on my role as observer. Finally, I consider the limitations of the research. 

 

Chapter five: Forming and managing the group  

In this first of a series of four findings chapters, I explore how the group was determined, 

formed and managed. I share how members were selected from the specialist CSE service 

and how heterogeneous group members were. I reflect on what ‘common ground’ in a group 

work setting means and whether ‘shared experience’ matters. I describe and analyse the 

methods used by the facilitators to help the group gel, including the importance of arts-based 

methods in expediting that process. I also explore two of the key challenges highlighted by the 

facilitators in relation to managing the group – the age range and the lack of information about 

the girls’ circumstances. I conclude by exploring how the findings add to the field’s current 

understanding of group work with this population, drawing attention to the complexities of 

group work and diversity of service-users. 
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Chapter six: Talking about, and understanding CSA/E 

In this chapter I explore how, in being led by the data, young people’s previous experiences of 

talking about CSA/E was identified as a key theme. The chapter is structured in three parts. 

Part one explores how the act of ‘talking’ in a support setting may be tainted by previous 

experiences of feeling pressured to talk or to stay silent. A model developed from this study is 

presented that captures the cyclical nature of young people’s experiences of talking. Part two 

explores how the project, and the way that it was designed, provided alternative routes for 

talking that did not rely solely on verbal communication. Examples of the tools and strategies 

employed by the facilitators to help the girls share their stories2, think more deeply about their 

experiences, and locate them within a broader framework are explored. Part three provides a 

critique of such strategies, sharing potential risks that were identified through this study. I 

conclude by highlighting how the findings identify the significant impact that previous 

experiences of talking may have on young people’s confidence and willingness to talk and the 

implications of this for services. I reflect on the utility of photography and digital storytelling as 

supportive tools for reflection for the individuals involved, an area that has received less 

attention in the literature. 

 

Chapter seven: ‘Normal’ girls and ‘normal’ conversations 

Chapter seven explores the concepts of ‘normality’ and identity. I argue that due to the nature 

of the project which was being studied, and the research methods applied, it was possible to 

really ‘see’ the young people involved, going beyond their victim-survivor identity. In part one I 

explore how the project made visible their ‘normal’ identities as daughters, schoolgirls and 

friends. In part two I reflect on how the girls enjoyed the ‘normal’ fun activities and 

conversations during these sessions. Finally, in part three I illustrate how for one young person 

her involvement in the group had a powerful normalising affect. In conclusion, I draw attention 

                                                
2 I am aware that using the terms stories and storytelling in the context of CSA could have negative connotations 
as children and young people in these situations may be accused of ‘making things up’ with their versions of 
events being questioned and dismissed. However, as this project culminated in young people making ‘digital 
stories’ this term is used throughout to capture this process of storytelling.  
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to how the group provided a general sense of ‘normality’ for the young people involved. This 

offers a new perspective to the current literature on therapeutic group work which focusses on 

how the structure of the group can normalise ‘symptoms’ of trauma rather than how it can 

enhance a general sense of normality.  

Chapter eight: Illustrations of a strengths-based approach 

This final findings chapter is written in five parts and considers the strengths-based approach 

of the project. Part one explores the key, and complex, role of the facilitators in the group. Part 

two explores how flexible the facilitators and project were and how this enabled the girls’ 

continued participation. Part three turns to focus on the method of photography, considering 

how, as an art form, it engaged, appealed and empowered all the girls to progress and achieve 

in the project. Part four illustrates how and where young people were able to take power and 

control over different aspects of the project. Finally, in part five, I share one dimension of the 

project, the use of a temporary venue, which felt in contrast to the overall strengths-based 

approach. In conclusion, I reflect on the key role of the facilitators and their approach and 

highlight how the findings add to the literature by demonstrating how photography and digital 

storytelling can engage and support young people accessing CSE services. 

Chapter nine: Conclusions and recommendations  

In this concluding chapter I return to the original research questions to consider how this study 

has filled gaps and contributed to the evidence base in this field. In doing so, I also draw on 

findings from the sense-checking workshop. In part one, I examine what has been learnt 

regarding group work with young people accessing specialist CSE services. In part two, I 

explore the value of arts-based methods for engaging with young people accessing specialist 

CSE services individually and in a group setting. I also draw out the key similarities and 

differences between group arts-based work and traditional forms of support. I reflect on how 

risks associated with these modes of support could be mitigated and how group arts-based 

work could be strengthened in the future. Finally, in part three, I explore the learning from this 

study in terms of conducting future research in the field. I also consider the use of participant 
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observation, its value and other potentially promising methods for researching young people 

and groups in the future. 

Language and definitions 

 

CSE and CSA 

This study set out to explore a group arts-based project for young people who had experienced 

CSE. All the young people in the group were accessing a specialist CSE service at the time of 

the project. In this thesis CSE, in line with the current UK definition, is understood as being a: 

 

form of child sexual abuse. It occurs where an individual 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 physical contact; it can 

also occur through the use of technology (Department for Education, 2017, p.5). 

As I explore in chapter two, the concept of ‘exchange’ is viewed as imperative in differentiating 

CSE from other forms of CSA (Beckett and Walker, 2018). In the context of this thesis I 

understand that CSA includes broader forms of abuse in that it: 

Involves forcing or enticing a child or young person to take part in sexual activities, not 

necessarily involving a high level of violence, whether or not the child is aware of what 

is happening. The activities may involve physical contact, including assault by 

penetration (for example, rape or oral sex) or non-penetrative acts such as masturbation, 

kissing, rubbing and touching outside of clothing. They may also include non-contact 

activities, such as involving children in looking at, or in the production of, sexual images, 

watching sexual activities, encouraging children to behave in sexually inappropriate 
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ways, or grooming a child in preparation for abuse (including via the internet). Sexual 

abuse is not solely perpetrated by adult males. Women can also commit acts of sexual 

abuse, as can other children (HM Government, 2015a, p.93). 

As I discuss in chapter four, based on the information shared through the girls’ digital stories, 

I suggest that the majority of experiences shared may be better defined as CSA as opposed 

to CSE. However, due to the spectrum of experiences, in discussing the findings I use the term 

CSA/E to capture their diverse experiences.  

Young people 

The eight girls involved in the arts-based project at the time the study began, were between 

the ages of 12-19.  The majority (seven) however were 15 and over. The UN define ‘young 

people’ as between the ages of 15-24 (UNDESA, 2013). I recognise, as others have, that using 

the term ‘young people’ as opposed to ‘children’ in discussing those above the age of 15 is 

helpful as a way of “foregrounding [young people’s] rights and voice”  (Lefevre et al., 2019, 

p.1844). Therefore in this thesis I use the term ‘young people’ when writing about the group. 
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Chapter two: Literature review – an overview of child sexual 

exploitation in the UK  

Introduction 

In part one of this chapter I share details of the literature review undertaken. In part two I move 

on to explore, in brief, the current context of CSE in the UK. I focus specifically on the struggles 

regarding conceptualisation of, and our understanding of vulnerabilities to, CSE which impacts 

on how young people are identified, represented and supported. Part three explores the impact 

of CSE, applying Finkelhor and Browne’s (1985) traumagenic dynamics framework to examine 

the literature on CSE.  Following this, part four reflects on current approaches to responding 

to and supporting young people affected by CSE. I explore the existing evidence base 

surrounding engagement and highlight gaps in the literature regarding group work with this 

population. In the final part of this chapter I consider the literature surrounding the use of arts-

based activities with vulnerable groups. I explore in more detail the potential utility of 

participatory photography and digital storytelling in addressing some of the reported impacts 

of CSE. 

Literature review methodology  

In seeking to understand the current state of the literature with regards to my thesis topic, I 

developed a template to outline the parameters of the search including key words and inclusion 

and exclusion criteria (see appendix 1)3. I began by searching the University of Bedfordshire’s 

library resources through the search tool DISCOVER4.  In addition to the online search, 

additional sources were identified through my own professional knowledge of the field and 

through searching the internet to locate key research reports, policy documents, books and 

grey literature. The search uncovered limited data on group work and arts-based practice with 

young people who had experienced CSE specifically. However, four separate bodies of 

literature were deemed useful in providing context for this study. The first body of literature 

                                                
3 This template was revisited and revised throughout the process of undertaking this study. 
4 This search engine enables the user to conduct a search of a range of databases and resources available at the 
University. 



11 
 

considered the impact of, and response to, CSE. The second related to the use of group work 

with individuals impacted by trauma. The third explored arts-based methods in both research 

and practice, specifically with populations who have experienced trauma or are referred to as 

being ‘marginalised’ or ‘resistant’ to what Wright et al. (2013, p.192), describe as “traditional 

forms of service delivery”. The fourth was a collection of work that describes and reports on 

group arts-based projects with primarily adult women and men who have exited, or are still 

involved in the sex industry, in various country contexts. As Phoenix (2019) notes, many 

researchers are wary to make direct links between CSE and ‘prostitution’ as this may infer an 

element of consent in situations of CSE. However, in the context of this study, drawing on this 

knowledge base is helpful because of the areas of commonality with regards to how both 

groups may be treated by professionals and stigmatised by society (Taylor-Browne et al., 

2002; Brown, 2006; Pearce, 2009; Berelowitz et al., 2013; Orchard et al., 2013; Warrington, 

2013; Capous-Desyllas, 2014).  

Once publications were identified, titles were read and abstracts or summaries were screened 

for relevance (see appendix 1). If deemed relevant the full text was read and drawn on to 

inform the literature review. On reading articles and reports, references were also reviewed in 

order to identify further relevant sources. As this research study was undertaken over a period 

of six years, I returned to the literature on a number of occasions. 

Part one: CSE in the UK 

Context 

CSE is a form of CSA that is distinguished from broader forms of CSA due to “the presence of 

some form of exchange (sexual activity in return for something); for the victim and/or 

perpetrator or facilitator” (Beckett et al., 2017, p.6). CSE has been propelled into the spotlight 

in recent years. In the wake of a number of police operations, high profile court cases and 

several serious case reviews, it is evident that CSE is a significant problem in towns and cities 

across the UK; and an issue that has historically been overlooked (Rochdale Borough 
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Safeguarding Children Board, 2013; Coffey, 2014; Jay, 2014; Bedford, 2015; Casey, 2015). In 

the last decade a number of nationwide inquiries into different aspects of CSE have taken 

place across all four nations. Following mounting evidence and concern, in 2015, David 

Cameron – the then Prime Minister – announced that CSA, including CSE, was to be 

considered a ‘national threat’ and would be prioritised in a similar vein to serious, organised 

crime (HM Government, 2015b). 

With this increased interest in CSE, there has been a significant investment in research which 

aims to understand the nature and extent of CSE across the UK (Beckett, 2011; Jago et al., 

2011; Brodie and Pearce, 2012; Beckett et al., 2013; Melrose, 2013a; Smeaton, 2013; 

Warrington, 2013; Beckett et al., 2014). This body of research has revealed that there is not 

just one model or form of CSE, CSE is fluid and varied and can involve a multitude of situations, 

contexts and elements (Pearce, 2009; Beckett, 2011; Melrose, 2013a; Beckett and Walker, 

2018). Whilst this recognition is important, the broadening of definitions has also led to 

confusion and different understandings of what may constitute CSE (Melrose, 2013b; Kelly 

and Karsna, 2017; Beckett and Walker, 2018). This has implications on how the issue is 

quantified and presented and on how young people are identified, assessed and supported. 

‘Typical victims’ 

CSE is a distinct form of CSA in a number of ways. One way relates to how victim-survivors 

have been, and continue to be perceived by professionals. It has been argued that young 

people experiencing CSE do not often present as ‘typical victims’ (Pearce, 2009; Warrington, 

2013; Beckett, 2019). As Beckett (2019) writes, such cases often challenge the prevailing 

discourse that conceptualises victims as young, passive, sexually innocent and in need of 

protection. The fact that CSE tends to predominantly affect adolescents, at a time where they 

may be exploring their sexuality, appears to pose additional challenges (Warrington, 2016; 

Coleman, 2019). Lefevre et al. (2019, p.1840) highlight how it can be hard for professionals 

“to distinguish risky and dangerous situations from normative adolescent sexual and relational 
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experimentation.” Beckett (2019) argues that the central element that makes CSE a distinct 

form of CSA, ‘exchange’, provides further barriers preventing professionals from responding. 

She argues that if a young person is perceived to ‘gain’ from the exchange, or may appear to 

be making a ‘choice’, within a constrained situation, this can lead to victim-blaming and a failure 

to respond. Beckett states that it is imperative to recognise “the potential concurrent presence 

of gain and harm and an associated acceptance that the exercise of agency does not 

necessarily negate the abusive or exploitative nature of the act” (2019, p.30). Similarly, Brown 

(2019, p.632) recognises the problem of young people’s agency in contexts of CSE noting the 

“complex perceptions of risks and rewards”. The combination of these complexities, 

highlighted in recent reports and inquiries, have led to inaction for those impacted (Jay, 2014; 

Bedford, 2015). 

With the growing acknowledgement that those affected by CSE are ‘victims’, a stereotype has 

emerged of ‘who’ is affected by CSE. Within the media a ‘victim of CSE’ is often presented as 

a young, white, female who is in care and/or from a troubled family. There are however mixed 

messages when it comes to understanding young people’s vulnerabilities to CSE. Most up to 

date policy guidance, and key messages from research, strive to highlight that CSE can affect 

anyone (Coy et al., 2017; Department for Education, 2017). As the Department for Education’s 

(2017, p.7) guidance states, CSE can happen to “any child, in any community”– there is then 

no such thing as a ‘typical victim’. Brown (2019) however writes that such narratives do not 

reflect what we know about vulnerabilities to CSE, particularly the socio-economic dimensions. 

There is a growing body of research that has attempted to isolate predictive factors related to 

CSE (Klatt et al., 2014; Reid, 2014). Such research on vulnerabilities is used in practice to 

develop indicators to asses for CSE. However, a number of academics have critiqued the 

attention on individuals’ vulnerabilities suggesting it directs the gaze away from considering 

structural forces and inequalities (Coy, 2016; Brown, 2019; Eaton, 2019b). Whilst others 

question the evidence base that has led to the identification of risks and vulnerabilities in this 

field (Brown et al., 2016). 
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A number of studies have endeavoured to capture the lived realities of young people who have 

experienced CSE (Coy, 2009; Beckett, 2011; Hallett, 2013; Smeaton, 2013; Warrington, 2013; 

Brown, 2019). However, one could argue that the sample of children and young people 

involved in these studies does not always reflect the ‘any child in any community’ policy line. 

For example, early research studies overwhelmingly involved cohorts of white, young women 

with histories of care involvement (Coy, 2009; Hallett, 2013; Warrington, 2013).  It has been 

noted for some time that little is known about the impact or prevalence of CSE on certain 

groups and communities (Fox, 2016). This includes boys and young men, those from black, 

Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds, those who identify as LGBTQ and young people with 

disabilities (Ward and Patel, 2006; Sharp, 2013; McNaughton-Nicholls et al., 2014; Franklin 

and Smeaton, 2015; Fox, 2016; Coy et al., 2017). That said recent studies have attempted to 

fill these gaps to some extent (Sharp-Jeffs, 2016; Montgomery-Devlin, 2018). Such studies are 

welcomed and may help to address the balance of how victim-survivors are typically 

‘imagined’. Through our limited understanding of vulnerabilities, together with our non-diverse 

research cohorts – and the narrow depictions presented by the media – we are left with a 

partial understanding with victim-survivors in danger of being misrepresented and 

misunderstood.  

Part two: The impact of CSE – understanding the dynamics of sexual trauma 

Trauma 

Trauma can be defined as “any exposure to an extraordinary experience that presents a 

physical or psychological threat to oneself or others that generates a reaction to helplessness 

and fear” (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, cited in Hickle, 2019). Each individual deals 

with adverse and distressing situations in different ways. Different forms of sexual violence – 

which includes CSE – along with war, torture and natural disasters, are all acknowledged to 

be types of ‘trauma’ (Briere, 2006). Exposure to such traumatic events can have a devastat ing 

impact on individuals and communities culminating in numerous psychological outcomes 

(Martin et al., 2013). A number of studies have identified trauma symptoms in survivors of CSA 
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and CSE (Finkelhor and Browne, 1985; Kendall-Tackett et al., 1993; Hossain et al., 2010; 

Stanley et al., 2016; Lanctot et al., 2020). Young people affected by CSE in the UK have 

reported excessive stress, anxiety, panic attacks and self-harm (Beckett, 2011; Berelowitz et 

al., 2012; McClelland and Newell, 2013). In interviews with 20 children and young people who 

had been sexually exploited in England, 85% had either self-harmed or attempted suicide as 

a result of their exploitation (Berelowitz et al., 2012). Recent research exploring the impact of 

online CSA, including CSE, identified similar impacts with young people reporting flashbacks, 

nightmares, depression, low self-esteem, anxiety, panic attacks, and self-harm (Hamilton-

Giachritsis et al., 2017). Additional impacts were also cited due to the technology element of 

the exploitation. Young people may attempt to deal with these symptoms through various 

means. Hickle (2019, p.156) refers to the literature on CSE noting that behaviours such as 

alcohol and drug abuse, anger and self-harm may be used by young people to “self-sooth, self 

regulate and cope with traumatic experiences”. Such responses however may be viewed as 

the ‘problem’ or as a ‘risk factor’ and may become the focus for interventions by professionals 

(Brown et al., 2016; Brown, 2019). 

Models of impacts 

Over the last decade there has been a sharp increase in research that describes and 

documents the immediate negative impacts of CSE on individuals. However, there has been 

less conceptual thinking that aims to explain these impacts. This is in stark contrast to the field 

of CSA where a number of conceptual frameworks – drawing from different theoretical 

perspectives – have been developed with the aim of explaining the negative impacts of this 

form of abuse on those affected (Freeman and Morris, 2001). Finkelhor and Browne’s (1985) 

‘traumagenic model’ remains one of the most influential and established frameworks in the 

field (Collin-Vezina et al., 2013) and provides a useful framework for “organising and unifying 

different aspects of sexual abuse” (Freeman and Morris, 2001, p.369). This model has 

received criticism due to it being based on clinical experience rather than empirical data 

(Freeman and Morris, 2001), however it has withstood over the years and continues to be 
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drawn on to understand the impact of CSA/E (Fisher et al., 2017; Christie, 2018). Recognising 

the criticism, and existence of other models and theories, in this thesis I draw on this model as 

a useful way to categorise and reflect on the impacts of CSE for young people. 

Finkelhor and Browne’s (1985) model presents four traumagenic dynamics and outlines the 

psychological impacts and manifestations connected to these dynamics. In the following 

section I explore the literature on CSE and connect this to the four traumagenic dynamics, 

recognising that a number of impacts may be linked to more than one dynamic. 

Traumatic sexualisation 

Finkelhor and Browne (1985) describe ‘traumatic sexualisation’ as a process that occurs when 

a child or young person’s sexuality is developed and shaped through their experiences of 

abuse. The authors identify a number of effects which they believe are connected to this 

dynamic. This includes: inappropriate sexual behaviour; a higher risk of future sexual 

victimisation; and confused understandings over sex and relationships. In considering the 

literature on CSE, numerous reports highlight how professionals have commented on young 

people’s ‘promiscuous’, ‘risky’ or hypersexualised behaviour (Jay, 2014; Coffey, 2015; Ofsted, 

2016). In such cases these perceptions have prevented adequate responses as they have 

been taken to be a cause, with young people consenting, rather than a possible effect of 

CSA/E. Whilst there is some evidence that experiencing CSA may contribute to sexual 

victimisation in the future (Filipas, 2006; Barnes et al., 2009; Lalor and McElvaney, 2010), there 

is little evidence related to experiencing CSE, as a distinct form of CSA, and being at increased 

risk to sexual re-victimisation or perpetration.  

With regards to confused understandings of relationships, it has been reported that young 

people affected by CSE may: not see themselves as victims; believe they are in a romantic 

relationship; appear to protect their abusers; and seem unwilling to accept help (Scott and 

Skidmore, 2006; Pearce, 2009; Beckett, 2011; Warrington, 2013). Evidence describes how 

young people affected by CSE may focus on the benefits of that relationship or situation rather 
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than the negatives (Beckett, 2011; Burton et al, 2011; Smeaton, 2013). For example, the 

attention and affection, the relationship providing a certain ‘social status’, access to drugs and 

alcohol or providing a way out of a problematic or disruptive home (Beckett, 2011; Beckett et 

al., 2013; Hallett, 2013; Smeaton, 2013). Such ‘benefits’ may lead to confusion surrounding 

relationships.  

Betrayal 

Betrayal, when a victim trusts and is then abused by the one they trust, has been found to be 

an established predictor of negative psychological outcomes (Martin et al., 2013). Betrayal 

Trauma Theory argues that when a victim trusts or depends on a person, and that person 

abuses them, this leads to conflict on the part of the victim (Freyd, 1994). There is a desire to 

maintain the relationship but also awareness that they need to break away from the harm 

(Freyd 1994; Martin et al., 2013). In situations where relationships appear to be romantic, this 

sense of betrayal may have a profound impact on a young person’s wellbeing. Finkelhor and 

Browne (1985) note that betrayal may impact young people in different ways, it may cause: 

extreme dependency; misplaced trustworthiness; distrust; suspicion; and anger. 

Burton et al. (2011), in their discussion paper exploring relationships and betrayal among 

young women who have experienced ‘dating abuse’, draw on Bowlby’s attachment theory, 

observing that attachment happens across an individual’s lifespan. The authors explain that 

partners in adolescence may provide a ‘secure base’ for young people which enables that 

individual to explore the new and sometimes confusing environment that this stage of life 

brings. Burton et al. (2011) point to the value that adolescents place on relationships and 

therefore the impact and damage of betrayal on a young person’s confidence and willingness 

to trust. In the context of CSE, in addition to the betrayal a young person may feel from their 

abuser, young people may also experience betrayal during and following disclosures.  

Finkelhor and Browne (1985) note that betrayal may be compounded if CSA is disclosed but 

not believed or if the child is treated differently because of the abuse. “Children who are 
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disbelieved, blamed, or ostracized undoubtedly experience a greater sense of betrayal than 

those who are supported” (Finkelhor and Browne 1985, p.532). There have been a number of 

studies exploring the barriers and facilitators to disclosing CSA (Collin-Vézina et al., 2013; 

McElvaney, 2015; Alaggia et al., 2017; Allnock and Miller, 2013; Allnock et al., 2019). Research 

by Allnock and Miller (2013) points to the fact that most individuals with experiences of 

childhood abuse report that part, if not all, of the ‘disclosure journey’ was negative. In many 

cases this is to do with disclosures not being heard. Wagner (2013, p.878) describes this as a 

“double betrayal”. There is less research exploring how a sense of betrayal, when it comes to 

disclosing CSE, impacts on how young people then feel about talking about their experiences 

in the future. However, research is expanding our understanding in this area (Cossar et al., 

2019). 

Disclosure may lead to further emotional distress, anger, shame, fractured relationships with 

family and friends and additional concerns and challenges for young people (Hamilton-

Giachritsis, et al., 2017; Allnock, 2018; Allnock et al., 2019; Cossar et al., 2019). Such factors 

might be labelled as ‘post-abuse or post-exploitation stressors’. Research with survivors of 

trafficking have highlighted the impact of such stressors suggesting that poor social support 

and unmet needs may affect survivors’ mental health outcomes (Abas et al., 2013; Domoney 

et al., 2015).  

 

Powerlessness 

Finkelhor and Browne (1985) state that a sense of powerlessness, which comes from 

experiencing CSA, impacts on a child’s sense of power and control over every aspect of their 

life. The pattern of effects that are thought to be linked to this dynamic include: fear and anxiety; 

an impaired sense of efficacy and coping skills; and the desire for control. Researchers have 

argued that victim-survivors of CSE are exposed to situations where they have little control 

and limited options and choices (Reid and Jones, 2011; Hossain et al., 2010; Hallett, 2013; 

Warrington, 2013; Brodie et al., 2016; Warrington, 2016). Experts argue that ‘unpredictability’ 
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and ‘uncontrollability’ are likely to lead to more intense psychological reactions (Hossain et al., 

2010). Herman (1997) observes that in the aftermath of a traumatic event, family members or 

professionals often attempt to make decisions for that individual which may further disempower 

them.  

Studies with children affected by CSA highlight how this sense of powerlessness can be 

heightened particularly in their dealings with the police and justice system (Berelowitz et al., 

2013; Beckett and Warrington, 2015; Warrington et al., 2017). Experiencing the criminal justice 

system may be a significant ‘post-exploitation stressor’ for victim-survivors of CSE. Research 

in the UK, with young people who had been involved in CSE legal cases as victims or 

witnesses, identified an array of issues that negatively impacted on wellbeing. This included 

the insensitivity of professionals, lack of communication and support, inability to exert power 

and control, and the overall lack of a sense of justice (Beckett and Warrington, 2015). Brown 

(2019) highlights how even when court cases end in convictions, acts that have not been 

prosecuted can still lead to anger and distress in young people. Such experiences add to the 

negative impact experienced by young people and could be viewed as secondary victimization.   

 It has therefore been argued that services need to ensure they do not mirror this sense of 

disempowerment and instead develop participatory and empowering approaches with young 

people (Berelowitz et al., 2013; Warrington, 2013; Hallett, 2013; Hickle and Hallett, 2016; 

Warrington, 2016, Lefevre et al., 2019). 

Stigmatisation  

Stigma impacts on a child’s sense of self-worth and value. Finkelhor and Browne (1985) 

postulate that there are a number of effects of CSA that are linked to the dynamic of 

stigmatisation. This includes: isolation; involvement in drugs, alcohol and criminal behaviour; 

suicide; guilt and shame; and low self-esteem. Young people affected by CSE have spoken 

about how they feel stigmatised due to their experiences and how this can impact on future 

relationships with friends, partners and professionals (Taylor-Browne, 2002; Brown, 2004a; 
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Warrington, 2013). Research indicates that professionals’ responses to young people can add 

to their feelings of shame, isolation and discrimination (Creegan et al., 2005; Warrington, 2013; 

Hallett, 2013). Nielsen (2016) argues that there is something very stigmatizing about being 

labelled as a victim of sexual abuse. She notes that the ‘victim’ identity becomes dominant 

when interacting with support services. Nielsen (2016, p.392), in exploring social dynamics 

and the taboo around CSA, writes that victims may not report the abuse “out of fear of getting 

an identity as ‘victim of sexual abuse’”. Nielsen theorises that being labelled as a ‘victim’ of this 

form of abuse is in some respects equally harmful as the abuse itself due to the ‘tabooing’ of 

sexual abuse. Nielsen describes how victims of sexual abuse are doubly harmed – sexually 

and socially.  

Children and young people affected by various forms of CSA have spoken about how they do 

not wish to be labelled as victims or survivors (Warrington et al., 2017). Young people explain 

that a label can dominate and may remain even once the abuse stops (Warrington et al., 2017). 

The impact on a young person’s identity of being labelled and categorised as ‘a victim of CSE’ 

has not been fully explored. 

Part three: Responding to sexual trauma and supporting young people affected 

by CSE 

 

Approaches 

The literature recognises the dearth of evidence surrounding effective interventions for young 

people who have experienced CSE (Bovarnick et al., 2017; Eaton and Holmes, 2017; Scott et 

al., 2019). Lefevre et al. (2017, p.2457) write that responses to the problem are “embryonic” in 

nature. In the absence of an evidence base, much of the writing on effective support for young 

people is framed and underpinned by a number of general approaches. This includes 

approaches that have been described as: ‘child centred’ (Lefevre et al., 2019); rights-based 

(Muraya and Fry, 2015); ‘participatory’ (Warrington, 2016), strengths-based (La Valle et al., 

2016; Scott et al., 2019) and trauma-informed (Muraya and Fry, 2015; Sapiro et al., 2016; 
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Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz, 2017; Hickle, 2019). Whilst these approaches all differ to some 

extent, there are a number of similar overarching principles. This includes: the importance of 

listening to and providing opportunities for young people to be involved in decision-making; 

working collaboratively and flexibly; working in an inclusive and sensitive manner; and being 

transparent. Principles developed by young people themselves echo these values (CSE 

Principles Comic Project, 2017). However, there are tensions and challenges that 

professionals face in implementing these principles in practice. For example, several 

researchers have highlighted how practitioners struggle with balancing a young person’s right 

to protection with their right to be involved in decision-making (Warrington, 2013; Sapiro et al., 

2016; Lefevre et al., 2019; Warrington and Larkins, 2019). 

The language of ‘trauma-informed’ practice dominates recent publications on CSE in the UK 

(Eaton and Holmes, 2017; Christie, 2018; Hickle, 2018). In writing about trauma-informed 

approaches, Bush (2018) notes that it is important to emphasise that although not all young 

people affected by trauma will have the collection of symptoms that would allow for a clinical 

diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder or acute stress disorder, the care and services they 

receive should still be trauma-informed. There is a dearth of research into what trauma-

informed care looks like in practice for young people affected by CSE. However, in recent 

years professionals have started to consider the importance of taking a trauma-informed 

approach to working with sexually exploited and trafficked young people (Macy and Johns, 

2010; Muraya and Fry, 2015; Sapiro et al., 2016; Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz, 2017; Hickle, 

2019). In 2014, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 

in the USA developed six principles for a trauma-informed approach: safety; trustworthiness 

and transparency; peer support; collaboration and mutuality; empowerment, voice and choice; 

and recognition of cultural, historical, and gender issues. Those working with young people 

who have experienced CSE, have built on these and note that key elements include: 

professionals having an understanding of the impact of trauma; building safety, trust and 

transparency; making services work for individual’s needs; returning control to young people; 
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and preventing re-traumatising situations (Hickle, 2019). Such responses do not necessarily 

require professionals to be highly trained, but to have an awareness of, and commitment to 

adopting these principles within a strengths-based framework (McKenzie-Mohr et al., 2012).  

In discussing a strengths-based approach, Hutchinson (2019) reflects on how such an 

approach challenges a preoccupation on deficits and instead concentrates on a person’s 

resilience, strengths and ability to cope. Despite criticisms that a focus on strengths has the 

potential to minimise individuals’ problems and place responsibility on the individual to ‘recover’ 

(Hutchinson, 2019), the majority of recent academic writing on responding to CSE is 

underpinned by strengths-based principles. Principles which include: making assessments 

based on strengths and resources; inducing hope; helping individuals make informed choices 

and engage in decision-making; and enabling individuals to create their own goals (Pattoni, 

2012).   

The overlaps between trauma-informed care and strengths-based practice are evident. 

McKenzie-Mohr et al., (2012, p.141) note that “a trauma-informed lens assists in shifting the 

focus to youths' strengths and to empowerment strategies”. Hickle (2018, p.279) also highlights 

the commonalities between both approaches stating that a trauma-informed response “is an 

inherently relational and strengths-based way of working”. To date, in the UK the majority of 

academic literature uncovered through the literature review focuses predominantly on the first 

step in building ‘the relationship’ with those affected by CSE – engagement. 

Engaging with young people at risk of or affected by CSE – the relationship  

It is recognised that to work effectively with any child or young person a “relationship-based 

approach” is key (Lefevre, 2018, p.4). When supporting young people who have experienced 

CSE, establishing a trusted relationship with the professional is of central importance (Scott 

and Skidmore, 2006; Pearce, 2009; Jago et al., 2011; Lefevre et al., 2017; Frost, 2019; Lefevre 

et al., 2019). The importance of having a trusting connection with a worker has been validated 

in studies with young people (Hallett, 2013; Smeaton, 2013; Warrington, 2013; Gilligan, 2016). 
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However, a consistent theme in the literature surrounds the perceived challenges 

professionals have identified in engaging with young people affected by CSE (Brown, 2006; 

Pearce, 2009; Berelowitz et al., 2013; Saldanha and Parenteau, 2013; Frost, 2019). In one 

study that mapped current responses to CSE across London, survey respondents stated that 

one of the main challenges they faced was getting young people to access support and/or 

remain engaged with services (Beckett et al., 2014). As highlighted in the preceding section, 

distrust, which may in part be due to previous negative experiences with services, may also 

contribute to the fact that young people may appear unwilling to engage with any type of 

professional (Edinburgh and Saewyc, 2009; Pearce, 2009; Smeaton, 2013; Warrington, 2013; 

Hallett, 2016).  

Research has attempted to shed light on how practitioners can broker relationships with young 

people who may be untrusting of professionals. Ahern et al. (2017), identified a number of 

strategies which included: recognising the length of time and intensity of work required to build 

rapport; keeping interactions informal; and being warm, non-judgemental and empathetic. 

Young people identify the importance of having a worker who will listen to them and is non-

judgemental and the importance of working with someone who is respectful, sensitive and 

friendly (Warrington, 2013; Gilligan, 2016; CSE Principles Comic Project, 2017). In order for 

young people to develop a relationship, it is critical that young people therefore have access 

to a consistent worker (Berelowitz et al., 2013; Warrington, 2013; Hallett, 2016; Hickle et al., 

2017). As engagement calls for consistent, long term, flexible support based on relationships, 

this leads professionals to argue that specialist voluntary sector, rather than statutory services, 

are best placed to offer this type of support (Smeaton, 2013; Brodie et al., 2016; Harris et al., 

2017). 

Models of support in the voluntary sector – one-to-one support  

Research with young people supports the notion that specialist voluntary services are often 

preferred to statutory services (Smeaton, 2013; Warrington, 2013; Gilligan, 2016). There has 

been considerable investment in specialist voluntary sector services for young people at risk 
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of, and affected by, CSE in recent years (Harris et al., 2017; Scott et al., 2019). Scott et al., 

(2019) report that one-to-one support is the most common form of direct support for young 

people affected by CSE in the UK but notes there is a growing recognition of the value of peer 

support and group work provision.  

Despite the growth in services, there is little documentation or research evidence surrounding: 

what organisations do in terms of supporting young people; if and how trauma-informed, 

strengths-based approaches are applied; and how activities and processes contribute to 

addressing the unique dynamics of CSE. As Hickle and Hallett (2016, p.302) note with regards 

to responding to CSE, “much remains unknown regarding effective practice”. The most well-

known and documented model of practice in the field is Barnardo’s model, known as the ‘Four 

A’s – Access, Attention, Assertive Outreach and Advocacy (Barnardo’s, 2009; Shephard and 

Lewis, 2017). This model recognises the importance of a number of elements. It attempts to: 

make services open and welcoming; provide young people with a positive, consistent, attentive 

key worker; be persistent in engaging with a young person if help is initially rejected; be 

assertive in contacting young people; and advocate and help young people access other 

services that are needed. This model emphasises the relationship of the young person and 

worker. In the most recent documentation surrounding this model, the impact of trauma is 

explored, however, it does not explain how the support offered aims to address and counter 

the effects (Shephard and Lewis, 2017). Although getting the relationship right is key in 

engaging young people, there remains a number of questions about the support that is offered 

through these relationships. 

Group work  

As highlighted above, specialist voluntary sector services, which offer the majority of support 

for young people affected by CSE work mainly on a one-to-one basis (Scott et al., 2019). 

However, in applying a trauma-informed lens, it would appear that group work with peers could 

be an important aspect in addressing some of the consequences of CSE. As SAMHSA note in 

outlining the role of peer support: “Peer support and mutual self-help are key vehicles for 
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establishing safety and hope, building trust, enhancing collaboration and utilizing their stories 

and lived experience to promote recovery and healing” (2014, p.11). 

Group work with young people affected by CSE 

Through the literature review undertaken, no academic articles on group work with young 

people affected by CSE in the UK were identified. This mirrors findings from Brodie et al.’s 

(2016, p.26) review on the participation of young people in CSE services noting that “the 

majority of the literature focusses on one-to-one work as a model, and there is an absence of 

UK based literature relating to the role of peer support in CSE services”.  Despite this lack of 

evidence, there are indications in wider studies that young people have benefitted from, or 

would like to have more opportunities for, peer support and group work (Smeaton, 2013; 

Warrington, 2013; Gilligan, 2016). For example, Warrington (2013) shares how research 

participants in her study expressed a desire to hear others’ stories and know they were not 

alone, something that is echoed in Gilligan’s (2016) research with young people. In a 

collaborative article written by Warrington, together with young researchers, the authors 

contemplate what is protective in group work asking “What opportunities might be missed if 

young people are never given the chance to work in groups?” and “Is there anything that 

happens in a group that doesn’t happen in a one-to-one setting?” (Hamilton et al., 2019, p.231). 

For example, the authors reflect on how information shared by peers in a group can have more 

credibility with young people than when shared by a professional. They also acknowledge that 

working in a group could help young people to recognise their own situations of exploitation. 

Therefore there appears to be potential in further exploring the power of group work with young 

people accessing CSE services. 

Through widening the review to locate examples of group work outside of the UK, a handful of 

studies were identified exploring group work for young people who had experienced domestic 

trafficking and commercial sexual exploitation (Twill et al., 2010; Thomson et al., 2011; Hickle 

and Roe-Sepowitz, 2014). In Twill’s and Thomson’s papers there is little detailed information 

on how the group being studied is organised or structured. However, Hickle and Roe-
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Sepowitz’s (2014) paper does discuss a 12 week programme for adolescent girls affected by 

domestic sex trafficking in the USA in some depth. The authors share details of the group 

process, content and impacts which I draw on in the following sections. 

Potential benefits of group work – countering isolation and difference 

Sexual violence, including CSE, differs from many other forms of trauma, in that experiences 

of sexual violence may be hidden. In other traumatic situations such as natural disasters, war, 

terrorism or political oppression it may be, to some degree, obvious who has been impacted 

and there may be significant numbers affected by one specific event who live in one area. In 

these situations there have been strong arguments put forward for collective healing to address 

the collective trauma experienced (Saul, 2013). In cases of CSE, where young people may 

feel like they are the only one who has been affected, knowing that others have faced similar 

experiences may be particularly significant. Conversely, a sense of ‘difference’ and distrust 

may also prevent young people from wanting to engage in a group. 

Despite the lack of evidence surrounding group work in the field of CSE, in the fields of clinical 

psychology and therapeutic work with survivors of trauma, group work is not uncommon. Foy 

et al. (2001) write that group work for those who have experienced trauma can help individuals 

cope with a number of emotions and consequences. They observe that: 

the appeal of group interventions for trauma survivors rests, to a large extent, on the 

clear relevance of joining with others in therapeutic work when coping with victimization 

consequences, such as isolation, alienation, and diminished feelings. A group 

intervention seems even more suitable for populations such as Vietnam veterans or 

sexual assault survivors, who often feel ostracized from the larger society or even judged 

and blamed for their predicament. Bonding with similar others in a supportive 

environment can be a critical step toward regaining trust (2001, p.246-7). 
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Similarly, Knight in considering group work notes that when individuals realise they are not the 

only ones, and that others are “all-in-the-same-boat” that this can have a positive impact on 

trauma survivors (2006, p.23). Mendelsohn et al. (2011) too observe that: 

the experience of connecting with group members who have had similar experiences 

and difficulties is a powerful vehicle for combatting these feelings of isolation as well as 

laying a foundation for enabling the survivor to connect or reconnect with safe others in 

their outside lives (2011, p.22-23). 

As such there is an argument that trauma recovery groups are key to supporting survivors of 

all forms of interpersonal violence. Whilst it is recognised that these examples are designed 

and usually facilitated by trained therapists, reducing a sense of isolation and difference may 

be a desired, and potential, outcome in any form of group work.  

Increasing understanding 

Those writing about group work also share how working in a group can help individuals to 

better understand their experiences. Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz (2014) observe that through 

exploring different stories and scenarios, and asking group members to reflect and identify 

points of exploitation within these, this can provide a ‘light bulb’ moment for those who are 

struggling to understand or name what has happened to them. 

 

The role of peers in helping to develop trust 

Avinger and Jones (2007) state that group work can be the preferred way of working with 

adolescents affected by CSA as peer relationships are so critical in this unique stage of identity 

development. in their review of outcome studies of groups for sexually abused adolescents, 

Avinger and Jones also propose that “teens who have been sexually abused often find it easier 

to establish trust and rapport with each other in a group setting, depending less heavily on the 

adult than in individual therapy” (2007, p.316). In their review they note that increased levels 

of trust was one reported outcome. The significance of group work helping to restore trust has 
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also been cited by others (Knight, 2006). Linked to this Offermann et al. (2017), in their 

discussion of group work with children impacted by CSA, write that children may be more likely 

to disclose their victimisation in a group setting as opposed to in individual work with an adult 

professional. The fact that young people may feel more comfortable and trust other peers in a 

similar situation may therefore be significant. 

Mutual aid 

Knight (2006) in discussing social work practice with groups, suggests that one of the key 

benefits of such a format for working with individuals with histories of trauma is the 

development of ‘mutual aid’. She states that in group work as there are ‘multiple relationships’ 

this means that individuals are able to give and receive support in a variety of ways. Hickle 

and Roe-Sepowitz (2017) note that promoting mutual aid is a key principle to effective group 

work. In their earlier paper on group work with victims of domestic sex trafficking they describe 

examples of mutual aid as involving group members validating, offering support and comforting 

other members. The desire young people appear to have, to help others in similar 

circumstances, has been identified in a number of studies with young people affected by CSE 

(Levy, 2012; Hagel, 2013; Warrington, 2013). Therefore it is not only the receiving of support 

that may be valuable, but also having the opportunity to draw on one’s own experiences that 

may be equally beneficial. This will be further explored later in this chapter in exploring the role 

of arts-based projects specifically in bringing about social change.  

Normalising responses and feelings  

Research with young people affected by CSA/E highlight time and again that children want to 

have ‘normal’ lives and be like any other child or young person (Warrington, 2013; Beckett and 

Warrington, 2015; Warrington et al., 2017). When young people are experiencing reactions 

and symptoms related to their traumatic experiences, it can be challenging for them to feel 

‘normal’. Klein and Schermer (2000, cited in Knight, 2006) report that one significant impact of 

group work is that it can help to ‘normalise’ individual’s reactions, responses and emotions. 

Through members sharing similar feelings this can validate their own responses. Hickle and 
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Roe-Sepowitz (2014) share examples from group work where individuals have expressed 

feelings and emotions related to their experiences of exploitation and received validation and 

concurrence from other group members. There are therefore a number of specific elements 

present in group work that could be particularly helpful to victim-survivors of CSE. This includes 

reducing isolation, increasing understanding of one’s experience, building trusting 

relationships with peers, accessing opportunities for mutual aid and ‘normalising’ responses. 

What are the risks involved in group work with young people affected by CSE?  

Despite the potential value of such modes of support, some practitioners in the UK have shared 

concerns about group work with this population (Frost, 2019; Cody and Peace, 2020). For 

example, Frost (2019, p.42) in his research with frontline practitioners highlights a notable 

quote: “Group work? You have to be careful – we have some have been quite low risk [on the 

CSE risk matrix] and then within weeks they are high risk because of the association!” There 

is therefore a concern about increasing the vulnerability of young people by introducing them 

to other ‘risky’ young people. Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz (2017, p.316) also acknowledge this 

as a risk in their reflection on group work, “it is important to consider that sex trafficking victims 

of any gender can also transition into being sex traffickers”. The authors also highlight the risks 

of group work in potentially increasing an individual’s guilt and shame through responses, 

actions and messages from other members of the group. Other potential risks one might 

assume include the potential for triggering or re-traumatisation through the telling of, or 

listening to other young people’s stories of harm. Listening to such material may be upsetting 

and distressing for those who have experienced something similar. In addition, in a group 

setting there may be challenging dynamics due to individuals’ different abilities, opinions and 

styles of working and communicating. There may also be concerns surrounding maintaining 

confidentiality within the confines of a group. Due to the limited evidence base on group work 

with this population, there is a need to identify and further explore the risks and challenges that 

may be involved in this form of support. 
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Part four: Creative, arts-based methods of engagement and support 

 

Context: Arts in promoting health and wellbeing 

The origins of applying the arts for health promotion dates back to the 20 th Century when 

psychiatrists began utilising the arts in clinical settings (Heenan, 2006). The arts were used to 

aid in diagnoses and improve clinical outcomes for mental health patients. Subsequently, over 

time, a large body of literature on art therapy has developed. Although helpful, this literature 

falls outside the scope of this thesis which focuses on the broader ‘therapeutic effects’ of the 

arts on young people rather than on ‘art therapy’. Exploring the use of arts in non-clinical 

settings is appropriate given young people affected by CSE in the UK are, as highlighted 

earlier, more likely to access support in voluntary sector, community-based, rather than clinical, 

settings (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 2013; Beckett et al., 2014; Harris et al., 

2017). As such, support is often provided by project workers rather than trained psychologists 

and therapists. 

In a review of the medical literature exploring the relationship between the arts and humanities, 

Staricoff (2004), identified a number of ways in which the arts can have an impact on 

individuals. In this review, ‘the arts’ encompassed a range of mediums including the visual arts, 

performing arts, theatre, dance, poetry, creative writing and music. Benefits included helping 

individuals: to develop a deeper understanding of their circumstances; feel in control of their 

‘inner worlds’; and express and communicate with others. It was also reported that the arts 

could help professionals to understand service-users’ feelings and emotions. In addition, 

Staricoff’s review illustrated how expressive outputs could bring hope to those in similar 

circumstances and empathy and understanding from those who were not. These findings were 

reported in addition to direct effects on health such as reducing stress and anxiety, a finding 

which has been reported by others (Leckey, 2011; Martin et al., 2018). 

Stuckey and Nobel, in their review exploring the relationship between health outcomes and 

engagement in creative arts, suggest that there is evidence that such engagement can reduce 
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adverse health outcomes and that “there are clear indications that artistic engagement has 

significantly positive effects on health” (2010, p.261). Daykin et al’s (2008) systematic review 

of the impact of participation in performing arts on adolescent health and behaviour, found 

evidence of a range of positive outcomes following participation in arts-based activities. The 

studies included in the review identified the greatest evidence in the areas of improving peer 

interaction, social skills and empowerment, followed by evidence suggesting engagement 

improved knowledge and attitudes and reduced risky behaviours. Nevertheless, the 

researchers acknowledged that the heterogeneous nature of the studies reviewed made it 

difficult to make overall assumptions about the impact on health and behaviour change.  

A rapid review of creative activities on the health and wellbeing of children and young people 

identified some evidence that taking part in creative activities “was empowering and re-

engaged excluded young people, helping to build self-esteem and confidence” (Bungay and 

Vella-Burrows, 2013, p.51). The researchers also report that the most commonly reported 

outcomes across studies concerned an increase in confidence in the young people and that 

self-esteem, sense of achievement, empowerment, social skills and positive behaviours were 

regularly reported across the reviewed studies. Recent studies, together with rapid reviews of 

the evidence, have also identified positive effects of the arts on building resilience and 

wellbeing in young people through increasing a sense of belonging and strengthening 

relationships (Macpherson et al., 2016; Walls et al., 2016; Zarobe and Bungay, 2017).   

In recent years there has been an increase in arts-based programmes with marginalised 

groups and at the same time the academic literature exploring the impact of the arts has 

increased. For example, in the field of youth homelessness a number of studies outline the 

benefits of the arts on youth experiencing homelessness (Prescott et al., 2008; Kelly, 2017; 

Schwan et al., 2018). These relate mainly to how the arts can provide a way to cope, 

understand, express and overcome related trauma (Schwan et al., 2018). 
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In addition to the reported benefits to an individual’s overall health and wellbeing, a separate 

body of research reports how the arts can contribute to the promotion of wider political and 

social justice goals – bringing the struggles, the oppression of, and ‘truth’ about different groups 

to a wider audience to promote positive change (Reed, 2005; Dewhurst, 2011; Adams, 2012). 

There is an assumption that this ultimately impacts on the overall wellbeing of the individuals 

and groups involved. 

Arts and creative practice with young people affected by CSE 

Anecdotally there appears to be a growing number of CSE projects that are using the arts to 

capture and share the experiences of service users5. However, these projects tend to be poorly 

documented and are rarely evaluated. There is a considerable lack of scholarship in this area 

and the literature review did not surface any research studies explicitly exploring how young 

people accessing specialist CSE services experience participation in arts-based projects. 

Arts-based programmes are considered to be a key part of trauma-informed programming in 

some contexts (McKenzie-Mohr et al., 2012). The arts can be used as a tool, to not only help 

people express themselves but also to help individuals better understand their own situation. 

The arts provide a way for young people to ‘speak’ without having to talk. 

A handful of research studies and writing that explores the experiences of young people 

affected by CSA/E more generally have indicated that some young people may feel more 

comfortable communicating through writing, poetry or in other non-verbal modes (Taylor-

Browne et al., 2002; Pearce, 2009; Warrington, 2013; Warrington et al., 2017). In one study 

with young people affected by CSA, the authors highlight that young people appeared to 

greatly value different creative tools and activities utilised to promote communication. Such 

tools created “a sense of ‘fun’ and ‘normality’, helping to build rapport, and countering the 

intensity of other aspects of therapeutic input” (Warrington et al., 2017, p.97). Practice 

resources also indicate that art and craft based activities can help young people who have 

                                                
5 Through conversations with professionals as part of my work numerous individuals have shared details of 
projects that have involved some form of arts-based practice. 
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experienced CSE reflect on their experiences and communicate with others (Eaton, 2019a). 

Despite an indication from young people affected by CSE that such forms may be helpful, little 

is known about how young people experience participation in arts-based projects. As this 

thesis is concerned primarily with visual arts, more specifically the use of photography and 

digital storytelling, I now turn to explore these forms in more detail. 

Participatory photography as a research method 

The majority of academic writing on participatory photography is related to its use as a research 

tool, predominantly in public health and international development settings. ‘Photovoice’ is a 

research method that was developed by Wang and Burris to inform a health needs assessment 

of women in rural China (Carlson et al., 2006). Photovoice was developed as a visual, 

community-based participatory action research methodology that aimed to enable individuals 

and groups to identify, document and critically reflect on issues that mattered to them and their 

community. Individuals are provided with a camera and asked to photograph places, spaces, 

objects and other scenes of importance to them. They are then asked to discuss and reflect 

on why they took the image and what it means to them. The images and dialogue provide the 

basis for analysis and action. 

Photovoice is underpinned by Paulo Freire’s work and the central process of ‘critical 

consciousness’, which is explored in more detail in the following chapter (Carlson et al., 2006). 

Photovoice also draws heavily from the feminist tradition, specifically in terms of viewing 

participants in research projects as actors and ‘experts’ on their lives rather than objects to 

study. Due to its feminist influence, photovoice methods have been used widely with female 

groups (Catalani and Minkler, 2010). Due to the emphasis on participation, collaboration and 

action, the method has also been used extensively with groups who are perceived to be 

‘marginalised’ or ‘hard to reach’, for example with homeless populations (Seitz and Strack, 

2016); individuals affected by HIV (Teti et al., 2013; Teti et al., 2015) and those engaged in 

sex work (O’Neill et al., 2002; Barlow and Hurlock, 2013; Cheng, 2013; Capous-Desyllas, 
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2014). Wang (2006) has drawn specific attention to how photovoice is a helpful method when 

working with young people. Wang writes that: 

Youth involvement in photovoice harnesses the desire of young people to exercise 

autonomy and express creativity while documenting their lives. Photovoice enables 

young people – including those who may be underrepresented, labelled, or stigmatized, 

and those of “different communities and subcommunities” (Gutiérrez, 1997) – to 

advocate their concerns using their language and experiences (Wang, 2006, p.159). 

In Catalani and Minkler’s (2010) review of photovoice research projects, the authors note that 

most studies were developed to understand the lives of the participants, they did not assess 

the impact of taking part in a photovoice project. However, Foster-Fishman et al. (2005), draw 

attention to the fact that engaging in the participatory process of photovoice, in a group setting, 

may itself lead to a range of outcomes for those involved. The authors note that although 

researchers select tools that are ‘participatory’ and ‘collaborative’ as a way to reduce power 

inequalities for participants, it is rare that researchers seek to understand whether these 

methods result in a sense of empowerment for participants. Therefore, participatory 

photography has been utilised as a method primarily by researchers to gain access into the 

lives of those on the margins, rather than being viewed as a potentially powerful intervention 

in its own right. 

Participatory photography as an intervention  

Rolbiecki et al’s., (2016) study however did aim to examine photovoice as a therapeutic 

intervention, and understand whether the method of photovoice – the taking of photos, group 

dialogue and exhibiting of images – empowered young women (aged between 18-34) who had 

experienced sexual assault. In their discussion of photovoice as a method of intervention, the 

authors reflect on the limitations of popular interventions that are designed to support survivors 

of sexual assault such as cognitive behavioural approaches. They postulate that such 

approaches, which focus on individuals, are more designed to deal with short term symptoms 
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of post-traumatic stress disorder, they do not aim to foster ‘post-traumatic growth’ or 

empowerment in survivors. The authors also suggest that the failure to address wider issues 

of oppression and powerlessness in such traditional interventions is limited. This aligns with 

concerns expressed by other academics in relation to trauma-informed interventions more 

generally, which will be explored further in the following chapter (Burstow, 2003; Quiros and 

Berger, 2015; Becker-Blease, 2017; Vera-Gray, 2020). 

In Rolbiecki et al’s. (2016) study, the authors sought to understand how photovoice can work 

as a narrative intervention for survivors. The findings of this study suggest that through 

engaging in a photovoice project, impact occurs on four levels. It exposes survivors to different 

triggers which is viewed as positive as it may help lessen post-traumatic symptoms and help 

individuals to control their emotional responses (this is in contrast to the common view that 

‘triggering’ is harmful and therefore should be avoided). The process enables survivors to give 

meaning to their experiences. Through the group process there is the potential for relationship 

building and mutual support. Finally, through group dialogue this supports a form of 

‘consciousness-raising’.  This study therefore suggests that engaging in a group participatory 

photography project may lead to outcomes which could potentially benefit young people 

affected by CSE.  

Digital storytelling 

Similar to participatory photography, digital storytelling has, in the last few years been utilised 

as a research method to better understand the lives of those who are being ‘researched’ 

(Barcelos and Gubrium, 2018; Lenette et al., 2019). Digital storytelling differs from participatory 

photography as it involves a combination of images and spoken word.  Images are selected 

and curated on a moving reel to help tell a ‘story’. Digital storytelling has been described as an 

‘empowering’ way for individuals to construct their own narratives (Lenette et al., 2019). 

Researchers who have used this tool note that there is value in not only accessing information 

from participants, but that there may also be a range of positive outcomes for those who take 

part in this process. In addition to digital storytelling being applied in research settings, the use 
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of video and film making is also being utilised in clinical and community settings (Lenette et 

al., 2015; De Vecchi et al., 2016; Tuval-Mashiach et al., 2018). The use of such methods 

recognises that due to the multisensory nature of post-traumatic stress syndrome, with 

traumatic memories embodying other senses such as visual, auditory and olafactory, 

traditional verbal approaches may not effectively address all aspects of experience (Tuval-

Mashiac et al., 2018). This approach aligns with current thinking in the field of trauma studies 

as leading figures, such as Bessel van der Kolk (2015) and others are promoting the need for 

alternative intervention strategies; “The cutting edge of trauma treatment today involves 

alternative and integrative intervention strategies that move beyond traditional verbal 

therapies” (Emerson and Hopper, 2011, p.17). 

In the remaining section of this chapter, I will explore how the tools of participatory photography 

and digital storytelling in a group setting may potentially address a number of the impacts of 

CSE as explored earlier in this chapter. As I note above, although there is a paucity of research 

with regards to the impact of the arts on young people accessing specialist CSE services, there 

are a limited number of small-scale studies which explore group arts-based interventions with 

adults involved in, or who have exited, the sex industry in different contexts (O’Neill et al., 2002; 

Cheng, 2013; Barlow and Hurlock, 2013; Capous-Desyllas, 2014). In addition, there are a 

handful of reflective accounts from arts-based projects with young people affected by CSE in 

the UK and Canada (Levy, 2012; Hagel, 2013).  In reviewing these studies it is challenging to 

disentangle whether the ‘group part’ of the intervention was helpful or whether it was the ‘arts-

based’ element. However, in this section I focus on the elements that appear to be more 

directly linked to engaging with the arts. 

Potential benefits of arts-based work – gaining an alternative perspective or understanding of 

one’s experience 

Woodgate et al. (2017, p.3) propose that when individuals are asked to take photos to 

represent or ‘show’ aspects of their lives and stories, this requires thought and reflection and 

enables individuals “to have a conversation with themselves by thinking through how they want 
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to represent their own perspectives and experiences around a given topic”. Similarly, Foster-

Fishman et al. (2005, p.277) suggest that photovoice methodology requires storytelling and 

this provides individuals “with a unique opportunity to document and communicate important 

aspects of their lives.” Through considering how to represent something as an image, this 

process requires individuals to think about, process and explore their experiences from a 

different viewpoint. Given that young people affected by CSE may feel that their experiences 

are misrepresented and rehashed by the media and wider society, having the opportunity to 

create their own narrative may also be an important step (Fisher et al., 2018). Connected to 

this is the recognition that through the use of art, individuals may also be able to reframe and 

transform those experiences in some way. In Barlow and Hurlock’s (2013, p.12) study with 

exited sex workers in Canada, participants talked about how through art, they were able to 

transform something painful and ‘ugly’ into something beautiful, ‘“We took something tragic 

and made it beautiful”. Through the use of photographs they were able to take control of those 

experiences and reframe them. 

 

From stigmatisation to approval 

It has been observed that engaging in arts-based projects can help counter and challenge 

negative stereotypes and beliefs. As Mattingly (2001, p.445) notes, “community art is one way 

the stories and perceptions of typically marginalized community residents can reach a large 

audience”. Mattingly, argues that arts programmes can support the self-representation of 

marginalised young people, and challenge negative representations. Batsleer (2011), 

reporting on an evaluation of ‘The Blue Room’, an arts-based project for men who sell sex in 

England, noted that the project offered new identities for the boys and men involved noting the 

shift “from ‘scum’ and ‘shit’ to artist, volunteer and ‘helper’ of other boys” (Batsleer, 2011, 

p.429). The author suggests that such engagement transformed how the boys and men viewed 

themselves and were viewed by others. 
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Other researchers have similarly highlighted how arts-based exhibitions have effectively 

challenged negative opinions and stereotypes of those involved in the sex industry (O’Neill et 

al., 2002; Barlow and Hurlock, 2013; Cheng, 2013; Capous-Desyllas, 2014). For these groups, 

being in charge of how they were represented allowed them to resist negative representations 

and represent their real worlds to diverse audiences. Therefore, producing photographs or 

digital stories that are not just shared within the group, but are shared in other spheres, appears 

to provide opportunities for individuals to challenge the stigma and shame they may feel related 

to their experiences. 

Helping others 

Research with young people who have been affected by sexual violence indicates that they 

have a desire to help other young people (Levy, 2012; Horwath et al., 2012; AYPH, 2014; 

Cody, 2017). By producing creative resources for young people and professionals that may be 

used in trainings or exhibited in public spaces, young people may feel that they are able to 

draw on their experiences and contribute to change. For example, in a film-making project 

involving young people affected by sexual exploitation in Canada, one young woman said “me, 

making a film tells my mistakes and my good stuff, and it could help out others” (Levy, 2012, 

p.17). Such opportunities may help young people to not only recognise their victimhood but 

simultaneously illustrate their strength and agency. Through engaging in some form of activism 

this can also provide individuals or groups with a clear purpose. As illustrated by Capous-

Desyllas’ (2014, p 494) arts-based project with sex workers, “I’m SO glad that I participated in 

this project because it’s given me a purpose, a great opportunity to pursue my mission – to 

help the girls.” 

What are the risks in engaging with arts-based activities?  

There have been numerous academic articles that explore the ethics of utilising visual methods 

in research (Wiles et al., 2012; Gubrium et al., 2014; Pierce, 2019). A number of these 

concerns are also relevant when thinking about photography and digital storytelling in practice 

settings. For example, Gubrium et al. (2014), point to the complexity of identifying when 
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individuals may be ready to take part in a digital storytelling project, noting that participation 

may ‘trigger’ individuals. Barlow and Hurlock (2013), in their research with exited sex workers, 

observed that engaging in a creative process could bring back painful memories for those 

involved and that it was important that individuals did not push themselves too much. Eaton 

(2019a), has written about the potential negative impacts on young people who have 

experienced abuse of just watching visual content on CSE. Eaton (2019a) reflects on how 

young people at risk of, and affected by, CSE have traditionally been made to watch films with 

graphic, explicit storylines as part of direct work. She argues the content and messaging is 

traumatising. Such reports have highlighted to the field the need to think carefully about the 

ethics, and effectiveness, of presenting visual resources exploring CSE to young people.  

Gubrium et al. (2014) also reflect on how funding and research priorities may lead to facilitators 

‘steering’ participants down a certain path. In addition, the authors recognise the fact that 

stories by ‘marginalised groups’ may actually inadvertently perpetuate negative 

representations or contribute to victim-blaming, something that has also been raised by Eaton 

(2019b). Pierce (2019) echoes this concern observing that visual images are open to 

interpretation and may be construed in a way that is not intended by the curator. Gubrium et 

al. (2014) also highlight the common tension in participatory projects where individuals may 

want to be acknowledged for their work, yet this may compromise their safety and anonymity. 

Others note that it is important that facilitators utilising the arts do not attempt to work beyond 

their capabilities if they do not possess the skills and training required to work therapeutically 

with the arts (Springham, 2008, cited in Macpherson et al. 2016; Lefevre, 2018). Therefore, 

there are a range of elements and potential risks to reflect on and navigate in implementing 

arts-based projects. 

Concluding comments 

In this chapter I have given an overview of the literature review process that provided the 

foundation for this chapter. In providing a brief summary of the current context of CSE, and 

highlighting some specific challenges related to the conceptualisation of CSE and those 
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affected, I have attempted to highlight some key areas relevant to this study. I have reflected 

on the importance of not only being aware of the immediate impact of CSE on young people, 

but also the importance of understanding how ‘post-exploitation’ stressors – negative 

responses to disclosures, fractured relationships, unmet needs, the lack of justice and the 

application of the ‘victim’ label may shape how young people view themselves and the world 

around them. These experiences, together with earlier experiences, will undoubtedly impact 

on young people’s overall health and wellbeing. This all has implications for the type of support 

that may be required but also the way that services and professionals should engage and work 

together with young people. The unique dynamics that have been identified, compounded 

together, suggest that services to support young people need to be grounded in an 

understanding of these elements and built on a set of trauma-informed, strengths-based 

principles that simultaneously aim to address and ‘counter’ these potential effects whilst 

promoting opportunities for empowerment. Yet, the majority of research to date focusses on 

‘enablers’ that may help build the initial relationship with young people rather than considering 

other elements that may be important in offering support. Through the literature explored, there 

are indications that group work might be one approach to help young people feel less isolated, 

and more ‘normal’. Moreover, group work may help young people to build positive, supportive 

relationships with peers and gain a better understanding of their experiences. When it comes 

to group work with this population however the evidence base is thin. Although group work is 

seen as a useful therapeutic approach in working with trauma survivors more generally, and 

adolescents affected by CSA specifically, it is not clear how appropriate group work is with 

young people accessing specialist CSE services in the UK. There is therefore a need to further 

explore group work with this population. 

In addition, given there are indications that some young people who have experienced CSE 

might find arts-based projects helpful, there is a need to explore the potential of these 

approaches. I suggest that given the growing evidence base surrounding the arts and health 

there may be a number of benefits to such approaches. In exploring photography and digital 
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storytelling in particular, these methods may provide avenues to help young people to 

communicate their experiences and feelings to professionals working with them. Through the 

taking of photographs, and using these different processes and tools, young people may be 

supported to organise and understand their experiences in a different way. If the resources 

developed are shared more widely through training and exhibits, this may also help young 

people to gain a sense of control over how they are represented and challenge stigma and 

shame whilst at the same time contributing to social justice goals. However, due to the lack of 

research in this area, there is limited understanding of some of the risks that may occur from 

engaging with such methods. There is therefore a need to better understand how young people 

accessing specialist CSE services may experience photography and digital storytelling and 

how these may add value to traditional approaches to support.  Based on this review of the 

literature, and identification of key gaps in the evidence base, the remainder of this thesis 

outlines how I strove to fill these gaps and generate new knowledge to inform the academic 

discipline and influence professional practice. 
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Chapter three: Theoretical underpinnings 

Introduction 

In this chapter I firstly explore how feminist theory informs my understanding of the wider 

problem – why does sexual violence, including CSE happen? Applying a feminist lens to 

understand the cause and effect of CSE provides insight into understanding how a feminist 

approach can inform responses. In the context of this study, this means understanding why 

and how group arts-based interventions for young people may or may not be appropriate. In 

considering this, I examine the ongoing relationship and debates between feminist and trauma 

theorists, particularly focussing on the current feminist critique of how ‘trauma-informed’ 

approaches are being adopted. I argue that ‘reembracing’ feminist theories, and drawing on 

principles from empowerment theory, may provide one approach to shaping interventions to 

support and empower young people affected by CSE. In particular I argue that principles from 

feminist and empowerment theories, that prioritise the role of the group, can complement 

traditional psychotherapeutic approaches and may help counter some of the evidenced 

impacts of CSE. I conclude by distilling a number of key processes and principles from these 

theories to see the connections and to help develop a framework for considering responses to 

young people’s experiences of CSE. 

Feminism 

Feminist scholarship is far reaching and a full exploration of the history, criticisms and myriad 

schools and types of feminist thinking are beyond the scope of this thesis. For the purposes of 

this thesis I focus on three key areas: how feminism shapes my understanding of CSE; how 

second wave feminism introduced and ‘tested’ a structure for young women to come together 

to explore and reflect on their personal experiences of abuse and oppression; and finally how 

feminism influenced the concept of, and responses to, trauma in the 1960s and 1970s and 

continues to provide an important role in critically analysing the growth of ‘trauma-informed’ 

interventions and organisations today. 
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Feminism and sexual violence 

Feminists have played a central role in theorising and analysing the many different forms of 

sexual violence experienced by women and girls, particularly in early writing on rape 

(Brownmiller, 1975; Dworkin, 1982; Kelly, 1988; Cahill, 2001). Feminism is not a unitary theory 

and theorists have provided a spectrum of views and understandings of the experience of 

sexual violence, impact and responses required both socially and legally (Cahill, 2001). 

Despite the different schools (which include a number of types and sub-types including those 

associated with radical, socialist, liberal and postmodern feminism) and variations in 

perspectives, when it comes to analysing the problem of sexual violence, radical feminists 

have, it has been argued, contributed the most to this field (Egan, 2016; Whisnant, 2018).  

Radical feminism emerged during ‘second wave feminism’, from the late 1960s onwards 

(Turner and Maschi, 2015). Brownmiller, (1975) in her ground breaking book ‘Against Our Will’ 

was one of the first to assert that sexual violence was a vehicle for maintaining male privilege 

and power, and oppressing women. Brownmiller, along with other writers who have been 

framed as radical feminists, described how patriarchal gender norms, which perpetuate and 

reinforce male power, lead to a gender hierarchy where sexual violence perpetuated by men 

against women is normalised and legitimised. The feminist movement during this time provided 

spaces and opportunities through research, writing, art, performance and activism for women 

to share, for the first time, their experiences of sexual violence and for these experiences to 

be heard and validated by other women (Reed, 2005; Webster and Dunn, 2005; Princenthal, 

2019). Women’s voices were privileged and storytelling, on women’s own terms, countered 

the culture of silence that surrounded sexual violence. One of the aims of these actions was 

to reject the individualising of sexual violence which activists argued led to victim blaming and 

the pathologising of victim-survivors. Through shifting the focus away from individual, 

psychological or biological factors, instead the responsibility was located squarely on wider 

social and cultural forces.  
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Despite the extensive feminist analysis of sexual violence, some argue that there has been 

less feminist theorising over the sexual abuse of children (Whittier, 2016). Whittier, although 

acknowledging the key role feminists played in exposing the issue of CSA in the 1970s and 

1980s and engaging in activism on the issue, argues that in recent years CSA has been largely 

ignored by feminists and is routinely treated as a separate issue. 

In the 1980s, writers such as MacLeod and Saraga (1988, p.43) wrote about “the problem of 

masculinity” being at the heart of how CSA should be analysed. However, applying a theory of 

radical feminism to understanding CSA has been criticised by postmodern feminists 

(Featherstone and Fawcett, 1994) who have challenged some of the narratives that underpin 

clear demarcations and binary oppositions between male and female, victim and perpetrator. 

It has also been argued that such a perspective is too descriptive, universalistic, simplistic and 

does not explain why only some males offend, why some women commit sexual crimes, or 

why boys are also victims of CSA (Featherstone and Fawcett, 1994; Lancaster and Lumb, 

1998; Javaid, 2016; Azzopardi et al., 2018). Critics also question the unwavering focus of 

radical feminists on structures rather than recognising individual factors and wider contexts 

(Azzopardi et al., 2018). In more recent years, there have also been calls for an intersectional 

feminist approach to CSA and CSE which considers other forms of oppression and 

discrimination (Whittier, 2016; Bernard, 2019). Brown (2019, p.636), in advancing a different 

view of vulnerabilities to CSE, argues for a deeper understanding of different dimensions of 

“intersectional social divisions related to gender, class, ‘race’, disability, sexuality and age”. 

Whilst recognising these limitations to some of the feminist analyses of CSA, I align myself 

with a feminist and intersectional approach to understanding CSE as this draws attention to 

societal inequities and hierarchies (including gender, race, class, sexuality, disability and 

ethnicity) and acts to mute ‘victim-blaming’. Instead such an approach asks professionals to 

acknowledge these factors and work with young people affected to better understand the 

structural forces and constraints that underpin their experiences.  This aligns to Coy’s (2019) 

argument surrounding the importance of giving young people space to consider gender, and 
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intersectional discrimination to help them contextualise their own experiences. Through my 

understanding of the impact of trauma and my commitment to young people’s participation, I 

am interested in exploring how young people affected by CSE can be involved in bringing 

about social change. In so doing, I am influenced by those championing the participation of 

young people, particularly those affected by CSE who are often viewed as ‘too vulnerable’ or 

‘too risky’ to engage in decision-making (Brown 2006; Pearce, 2009; Warrington, 2013; 

Warrington, 2016). This leads me on to the second key area where feminist thinking and action 

has contributed to my understanding of how young people affected by CSE may begin to make 

the connections between the personal and the political. 

 

Consciousness-raising groups 

Second wave feminism was significant in relation to this study, as during this wave a model of 

group work was developed and tested. Consciousness-raising groups provided the main 

platform for women to connect with each other over shared concerns and experiences and 

were seen as the key mechanism of social activism and new feminism at that time (Kravetz, 

1978). Kravetz in her paper on consciousness-raising groups writes about how the purpose of 

these groups evolved past the primary goal of political education and how they: 

became widely identified as a way for women to examine issues in their own lives in 

terms of their social conditioning. Discussing role-related problems and sharing personal 

experiences as women were seen as meaningful ways to find new solutions for redefined 

problems. As such, CR [consciousness-raising] groups were increasingly viewed as an 

alternative mental health resource for women (Kravetz, 1978, p.170).  

Such structures provided spaces for women to share their experiences and understand they 

were not alone, which in turn helped to challenge self-blame and move away from the common 

pathologising of individuals. In Kravetz’s large scale survey of women attending these groups 

she concludes that these groups acted in a similar way to other self-help or therapeutic groups. 

Kravetz identified a number of important mechanisms within these spaces which included 
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“sharing personal experiences, mutual aid, and peer support” (1978, p.177). Such conclusions 

highlighted how education paired with activism could lead to positive individual and social 

outcomes. Herman (1997) writes that consciousness-raising groups were similar to a form of 

psychotherapy in terms of the process, but that the primary outcome was to effect social 

change rather than individual change. Richmond et al. (2013) observe that due to the perceived 

value of these groups, therapists began to integrate feminist principles into their practice. 

This period of feminist thinking was significant in developing an understanding of the value of 

group work for individuals who had survived sexual violence. Mardorossian (2002) argues that 

activities and activism during this period enabled women to straddle both identities as victims 

and agents. Their victimhood was recognised but they were also actively engaged in change 

– they were not passive victims but taking part in concrete actions. This is an important 

distinction, in contrast to group therapy or self-help groups, there was a focus on wider issues 

and activism rather than solely on individual ‘recovery’. This acknowledgment of the potential 

for group work, to influence individual and social change, has contributed to my interest in 

studying group work with those affected by CSE. 

Feminism and trauma theory 

Hickle (2019, p.152) writes that “trauma theory is best understood as an approach to working 

with trauma”. Since the 1970s, feminists have played a critical role in the development of 

trauma theory and therapy (Burstow, 2003; Brown, 2004b; Tseris, 2013). Burstow (2003) 

suggests feminists have ‘normalised’ trauma partly through recognising the everyday trauma 

experienced by women and through reframing trauma ‘symptoms’ not as deficits but coping 

mechanisms. Although feminists heavily shaped the original discourse of trauma and 

responses to it, particularly in recognising the socio-political context of trauma, in recent years 

there has been criticism by some feminist academics of how the concepts of trauma and 

trauma-informed approaches are evolving. Quiros and Berger (2015) argue that current 

understandings of what it means to be trauma-informed are limited as they only take account 

of the personal rather than the political dimensions of trauma.  
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Vera-Gray (2020) in a recent paper supports these arguments suggesting that an 

understanding of trauma has been reduced to focussing on deficits through individual 

counselling. These moves are in opposition to a feminist approach to addressing trauma which 

recognises that “it is insufficient to treat one client and return that person to a world in which 

her or his trauma will continue to occur unchecked” (Brown, 2004b, p. 470). Similarly, Becker-

Blease (2017, p.133) has argued that in exploring how trauma-informed is being understood, 

there is a clear emphasis on responding to individual pathology and 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.   

The consequence of ignoring the context is that individuals continue to be blamed for 

experiencing the trauma and are judged for how they respond to their circumstances, thus 

perpetuating the stigmatisation of individuals (McKenzie-Mohr et al., 2012). 

Mendelsohn et al. (2011, p.3) in their writing about trauma therapy groups, acknowledge that 

“social and political conceptual thinking is generally lacking in the psychology literature”, and 

they highlight how a feminist framework can fill this gap and provide principles to guide 

therapeutic trauma work. Mendelsohn et al. (2011) note that during the later stages of recovery 

there is a need for non-clinical interventions that focus on expanding social networks, and 

encouraging involvement in activism. The authors criticise treatment plans and principles that 

do not acknowledge the context. They note that “without this broader perspective, survivors of 

interpersonal violence remain trapped to the particulars of their experience without fully 

understanding the commonalities of their suffering” (Mendelsohn et al., 2011, p.13). 

In recognising the shortcomings that exist, despite the wide support for introducing trauma-

informed responses, I align my thinking to that of Quiros and Berger (2015) who argue that a 
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postmodern feminist lens in understanding and responding to trauma may be helpful. They 

note that such a perspective allows for inclusive understandings of the socio-political context 

of girls’ and women’s lives and recognises the importance of addressing stigma and 

oppression in our responses to trauma (Quiros and Berger, 2015). 

Through bringing together an understanding of the impact of trauma on an individual level, with 

the adoption of a feminist lens which recognises the wider, diverse and varied social structures, 

that postmodern feminism discusses, this may offer one approach to supporting those affected 

by CSE. This recognises the importance of addressing the needs of individuals, whilst 

acknowledging the potential value of young people understanding, through group dialogue, the 

various socio-cultural forces that contribute to CSE and the stereotyping, victim blaming and 

questioning of young people that compounds these experiences. Feminist theories and 

practices have highlighted the importance of bringing those together with shared experiences 

to help develop this insight and to develop a sense of self-efficacy through engagement in the 

‘movement’. This thinking can be further strengthened through drawing on empowerment 

theory, which will be explored in the final section of the chapter. 

Empowerment theory  

The term empowerment has been described as: 

a group-based, participatory, developmental process through which marginalized or 

oppressed individuals and groups gain greater control over their lives and environments, 

acquire valued resources and basic rights, and achieve important life goals and reduced 

societal marginalization (Maton 2008, p.5, cited in Christens et al., 2016).  

The term ‘empowerment’ is widely used in the context of supporting or helping individuals 

(Cattaneo and Goodman, 2015). Although it is not possible in this chapter to delve into the 

growing scholarship surrounding empowerment, it is helpful to explore how empowerment 

theorists propose that this process of empowerment happens. 
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Rappaport (1987, cited in Bay-Cheng, 2012), developed a multi-level model of empowerment 

in the 1980s and identified three key interconnected components, the intrapersonal, 

interpersonal and behavioural. These three elements were concerned with building self-

efficacy in individuals, joining individuals together to engage in critical reflection to explore the 

problem and taking action to tackle the problem (Bay-Cheng, 2012). However, Bay-Cheng 

argues that over time the focus and understanding of empowerment has been eroded noting 

that, “in particular, the intrapersonal component of the theory (i.e. an individual’s sense of 

empowerment) has eclipsed its collective and action-oriented counterparts, thus depoliticizing 

and eroding its promise as a pathway to social justice” (2012, p.214). 

 It has been argued that the process of empowerment has to involve all three aspects if it is to 

be considered as true ‘empowerment’ (Riger, 1993). Peterson (2010, p.307) rightly suggests 

that there is a difference to these elements of empowerment as “feeling self efficacious is not 

always the same as having social or political power”. Just because somebody feels that they 

have more power does not mean that this power is going to be granted to them. 

For the purposes of this study, the process of empowerment is particularly helpful in thinking 

about group work. Theorists writing about empowerment refer to the process of bringing 

individuals together and developing ‘critical awareness’ about their, and others’, situations and 

circumstances (Zimmerman, 1990; Carr, 2003; Foster-Fishman, 2005). The starting point, of 

increasing understanding and educating oneself, comes from the work of Paulo Freire. Freire 

(1970) argued that a key part of achieving empowerment was for individuals and groups to 

gain a better understanding of their own situation in society and the structures that led to 

inequity. Freire, believed that the process of ‘conscientization’ or critical consciousness, 

gaining an understanding of, and being provided with opportunities to question the status quo, 

led to reflection and action. Carlson et al. (2006) however argue that there has been limited 

analysis of how ‘critical consciousness’ actually leads to social change. 
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Carr (2003), in her paper on using a feminist lens to understand empowerment, draws attention 

to the similar processes of ‘critical consciousness’ and ‘consciousness-raising’ as a process 

where individuals begin to understand the political roots of their oppression.  As Carr (2003, 

p.9) notes, this allows for those to “see the political dimensions of their personal problems”. A 

key part of this process is through group work and group dialogue:  

the group offers the opportunity to find power in unison what is more effective than most 

solo performances and thereby acts as a forceful vehicle in relations with larger systems 

and communities. It is no wonder, then, that theorists of empowerment and feminists 

have lauded the group as an ideal venue to host empowerment praxis (Carr 2003, p.19). 

Carr therefore identifies the power of individuals working together to reflect on similar 

challenges and problems. Empowerment theory strengthens the argument that providing 

opportunities for individuals to explore the root causes of injustice and oppression is not always 

enough if things externally do not change. Providing opportunities to exert action and 

contribute to change is also required and this may be a missing ingredient in many efforts to 

support young people affected by CSE. 

Concluding comments  

Pearce (2019) asks professionals to question what underpins and influences their thinking with 

regards to why CSE occurs as theory inevitably shapes our responses. Exploring perspectives 

from feminist, trauma and empowerment theorists provide useful insights that, taken together, 

may provide a potentially useful theoretical framework for understanding how individuals who 

have experienced trauma, oppression and discrimination may be better supported and 

‘empowered’. 

Amongst these theoretical standpoints there is agreement that there is value in: 

 Connecting those who have experienced harm and oppression, so for example bringing 

individuals together in groups while enabling a recognition of difference and diversity 

of experience; 
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 Providing the space for critical reflection, education and mutual peer based support; 

 Explaining harm and abuse through locating responsibility with social and political 

structures rather than on individuals; 

 Harnessing motivation to take action and bring about some form of structural change 

which in turn may lead to individual outcomes of self-efficacy. 

The group provides the arena for these key processes of ‘critical reflection’, mutual aid, and 

developing a sense of power through contribution to positive action and social change. 

Therefore, applying this theoretical framework may complement traditional approaches to 

supporting young people that are typically informed by theories of psychotherapy drawing from 

cognitive, psychodynamic, behavioural and humanistic traditions. In considering this, the 

remainder of this thesis outlines how I undertook this research study and my key findings. In 

the final chapter I return to reflecting on the usefulness of adopting these theoretical lenses to 

develop and explore group arts-based projects for young people who have experienced CSE 

in the future. 
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Chapter four: Methodology  

Introduction 

The existing gaps in the evidence base on CSE, together with insights from the wider literature 

bringing together theory and practice, suggests there may be value in group arts-based work 

for young people. The key gaps identified indicated that there was a: 

 Lack of evidence regarding the use of group work with young people accessing 

specialist CSE services in the UK; 

 Dearth of research into the utilisation of arts-based methods with this population; and  

 Limited understanding, and documentation, of how such processes may add value to 

traditional one-to-one models of support for young people and/or pose risks and 

challenges. 

In addition, the acknowledgement in the literature that young people affected by CSE may 

need time to develop rapport and trust with professionals, indicated that a one-off interview or 

focus group with young people may not be an appropriate way to gather data. This study was 

designed to address these limitations and to develop a methodology that would enable 

rigorous, yet sensitive, exploration of how young people accessing a specialist CSE service 

participate in a group arts-based project. 

This chapter is written in six parts. Part one outlines the research aims and design for this 

study. In part two an in-depth account of data collection and analysis is described. Part three 

discusses key ethical dilemmas arising.  In part four, I reflect on my positioning as a researcher 

and observer who also, at times, took on additional roles as ‘volunteer’ and group member. In 

part five I reflect on the issue of ‘timing’ noting how critical timing is when planning projects 

that rely on observation of group work. Finally in part six, I reflect on the cohort more generally, 

specifically in relation to the experiences of CSA/E that the young people shared as part of the 
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wider project through their digital stories as this has implications on the interpretation of the 

findings. I conclude with some reflections on the limitations. 

Part one: Research aims 

The aim of the study was to understand how young people accessing a specialist CSE service 

experience participation in a group arts-based project. A number of objectives were developed 

at the start of my studies and these were later refined into research questions. One field site 

acted as a case study to explore the use of a photography and digital storytelling project to 

answer the following questions: 

 How do young people accessing a specialist CSE service experience being in a group 

with other young people who have been through similar experiences? 

 How do these young people experience, and feel about, using photography and digital 

storytelling to explore and share their experiences of CSE? 

 What are the benefits, opportunities and risks of engaging in this type of project for 

those involved? 

 How are these experiences similar or different to engaging in traditional one-to-one 

support that young people receive at a CSE service?  

Based on my positioning as a feminist researcher, I was interested in approaching these 

questions in a way that enabled me to tell the story of the project and the young people 

involved.  As Couch et al., note “both feminist and qualitative research challenge the dominant 

definition of valid research as being quantitative, positivistic, and objective” (2014, p.14). I 

therefore chose to undertake an in-depth, qualitative study drawing on ethnographic 

techniques to study an arts-based project working with young people accessing a specialist 

CSE service. The primary method for collecting data was participant observation and as such 

the study was small-scale revolving around seven young people6. Due to the complex 

                                                
6 As I note earlier, eight young people took part in the group, however, as explained later in this chapter, only 

seven provided consent for me to take notes surrounding their involvement in the activities. 
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interactions involved in group work participant observation was viewed as a particularly useful 

method. In addition to observation, I also triangulated my findings through the collection of 

original data from interviews together with data from the digital stories and evaluation video 

diaries that were developed in the sessions by the young people as part of the arts-based 

project. As participant observation was the primary method, and in my positioning as a feminist 

researcher, reflexivity – when collecting and analysing my data – was of paramount 

importance. I was aware that I was part of the research setting and central to the production 

and interpretation of knowledge, and as such transparency was key (Couch et al., 2014; Clarke 

and Browne, 2019). I explore my approach to reflexivity in more depth later in this chapter. 

The primary method selected for this study aligned with my own theoretical outlook, as Buch 

and Staller (2007, p.187) note ethnographic methods are “well suited to answering many of 

the kinds of questions feminists are interested in”. The method was also determined to be most 

appropriate for the population of the study. As explored in the preceding chapters, 

professionals note that rapport and trust building can take a considerable amount of time when 

working with young people affected by CSE (Brown, 2006; Pearce, 2009; Berelowitz et al., 

2013; Saldanha and Parenteau, 2013; Frost, 2019). Although this has been reported in relation 

to direct practice, the same can be assumed for research. Therefore, I believed that rather 

than attempting to undertake one-off interviews or focus groups with young people who did not 

know me, a better approach would be to take time to develop a relationship of trust.  I also felt 

that it was important to be present to really understand the dynamics, rhythms and 

mechanisms of the group work. To see how the group came together and was managed, the 

interactions, and to be privy not only to what was said but what was not said. Based on this, 

participant observation was determined to be a suitable approach as it would enable me to 

observe the group dynamics and allow the young people to get to know me before attempting 

to undertake interviews. Through observing the development of the girls’ digital stories and 

viewing their final stories at the celebration event – which provided information about their 
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experiences of abuse, disclosure and support  – this provided critical insights that helped me 

interpret and contextualise other data collected. 

 

Why participant observation? 

DeMunck and Sobo (1998, p.43 cited in Kawulich, 2005) cite several advantages to collecting 

data through participant observation, one being that it provides access to the “backstage 

culture”. Participant observation refers to field work where by the researcher acts as both an 

observer and as a participant, taking part in the day to day events or lives of those who are 

being observed. Participant observation has traditionally been the method of choice for 

anthropologists who seek to immerse themselves in the everyday lives of those they study 

(Guest et al., 2013; Montgomery, 2013). This method is viewed as particularly helpful in 

developing rich, in-depth insights (Guest et al., 2013). Researchers also note the utility of this 

method for accessing and learning about so called ‘hard to reach’ groups on the margins who 

may not easily welcome or trust outsiders (Couch et al., 2014; Russell, 2013). As one 

researcher working with homeless youth explained, participant observation is about “‘hanging’ 

out with young people, becoming witness to, and achieving meaningful insight into, both the 

social position and perceptions of participants” (Couch et al., 2014, p.18). In this study the 

observation was more structured than this and took place in weekly sessions. This meant that 

observation was intense but did not take place over an extended time frame but instead over 

the lifespan of the project. 

In the case of observing and participating in interventions or programmes, researchers may 

attend workshops or sessions, or take a more active role as a ‘volunteer’. Such exposure not 

only allows the researcher to experience the setting and understand the context, but also 

provides opportunities for the researcher to talk with participants in a relaxed and informal 

manner (Stickley et al., 2012). By taking on tasks within these positions – assisting facilitators 

or workers – over time the researcher’s presence is perceived to be less intrusive and can 

allow for relationships to be built: 
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The benefits of substantial and regular contact with participants whilst undertaking 

‘ordinary’ volunteer tasks enabled me to make observations in a way that, as a ‘static’ 

onlooker, might otherwise have been awkward and obtrusive; this volunteer presence 

also framed the research as essentially relationship work (Watts, 2011, p.310). 

Despite the many benefits of participant observation as a research method, due to the unique 

positioning of the researcher in the lives of those they are studying, a number of criticisms have 

been voiced. One of the most significant criticisms is the subjective nature of participant 

observation (Kawulich, 2005; Angrosino, 2007). Researchers have written about the 

importance of the researcher acknowledging and fully understanding his or her biography and 

status and reflecting on how this may affect observation, documentation and interpretation 

(Kawulich 2005; Angrosino, 2007; Buch and Staller, 2007). Linked to this, it has been argued 

that such a method cannot lead to ‘representative’ findings; as it is based on the researchers’ 

own interests and observations – they ‘see’ and report on what is of interest to them rather 

than what may be of interest to the group or community (Kawulich, 2005). In discussing the 

validity of such methods, Angrosino notes that “observational findings are rarely ‘confirmable’” 

(2007, p.59). In addressing this criticism there have been calls for more ‘systematic’ 

approaches to observation that are transparent and report exact details with regards to who is 

observed, and when, where and how observations are recorded and analysed (Kawulich, 

2005; Guest et al., 2013). There have also been concerns related to how participants view the 

researcher. Due to the level of engagement, and due to the fact that researchers may take up 

volunteer roles, participants are likely to forget that the researcher is in fact a researcher and 

therefore may accidently disclose more than they are happy to share (Watts, 2011). Due to the 

positioning of the researcher, a number of related ethical tensions may arise, and some of 

these are explored later in this chapter. 

In acknowledging these criticisms, throughout data collection I constantly questioned my 

perceptions, observations and role. In my field notes I was careful to separate out what actually 

happened as opposed to my own view and interpretation of what I thought was happening. 
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Although I had a number of original research questions, through observation I was open to 

observing and recording everything that happened, not just aspects of interest to my questions. 

I explore some of the ethical tensions and limitations in more depth in later sections of this 

chapter.  

Part two: Data collection and analysis 

 

Site selection and sampling 

At the time the study was being designed I identified only one planned group arts-based project 

that was due to start. This project would be using the mediums of participatory photography 

and digital storytelling with young people accessing a specialist CSE service. The service was 

part of a national children’s charity and was working with children and young people who had 

been, or were at risk of CSE in a town in the UK. The aim of the project was for young people 

to develop photographic images and digital stories that would then be used in a resource pack 

to help professionals deliver services and structure workshops with other young people7.  

Gaining entry and ethical approval 

I initially met with Jane8, one of the facilitators from the creative partner organisation, to discuss 

the project and the aims of the research. Following the meeting I shared my CV, draft ethical 

review application for the research and summary of the research with her. Subsequently I was 

invited to meet with the CEO of the creative partner and the other project facilitator (Vicky) who 

would be working together with Jane.  Jane contacted the Service Manager of the specialist 

CSE service who was happy in principle with my involvement, but asked for a summary of the 

research to share with the Area Manager and with parents and carers. Following this, I spoke 

with the Service Manager to discuss the research in more detail. Together with the creative 

partner, we developed a document outlining the terms of engagement to ensure both parties 

                                                
7 The young people would receive a BTEC for completing the project. 
8 All names used throughout this thesis are pseudonyms.  
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were clear about the objectives and process of the study. The researcher was also provided 

with the organisations’ safeguarding policy and followed this. 

Ethical approval was granted for the study from the University of Bedfordshire’s Research 

Ethics Committee9. An ethics application was also submitted to, and approval was given by, 

the Research Ethics Committee of the national children’s charity that the service was a part 

of10.  

The young people involved 

Eight young people took part in the group arts-based project and seven agreed for me to 

observe them during the project and thus formed the sample for the study. The young people 

were all selected and invited to attend the creative project by the support workers at the 

specialist CSE service. Therefore the sample was purposive and opportunistic. Although I tried 

to get a general sense of how long the young people had been supported by the service 

through my interviews with the CSE support workers, it appeared that this greatly varied. 

Although personal details were not collected directly from the young people or CSE support 

workers, through observation and discussion with the girls, the group could be described as 

involving mainly white young females who at the start of the study were between the ages of 

12-19. 

The study was designed to be in-depth and was not intended to provide information that is 

necessarily representative of young people accessing support from a specialist CSE service. 

The fact that these young people all chose to engage with the service, and the project, also 

indicates a certain level of interest and enthusiasm for accessing support and engaging in 

group arts-based activities. This may not be the case for all young people affected by CSE or 

for those accessing specialist CSE support services.  

 

                                                
9 See appendices 2-3. 
10 The approval letter is not included in the appendices in order to maintain anonymity of the service involved. 
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The participatory photography and digital storytelling project 

The initial project was planned over ten sessions. This included weekly sessions running on a 

week day from 10:30am – 4:30pm once a week for the first seven weeks (during the summer 

holidays) and then three Saturdays for the same period of time. Once the project started some 

changes were made to the schedule in order to ensure the girls could attend and fit in the 

sessions around other commitments. Prior to the intervention officially starting, a ‘taster day’ 

was organised a couple of weeks prior to provide young people accessing the service with a 

chance to meet the facilitators and hear more about the project. As it was presumed that the 

young people did not know one another, the specialist CSE service also planned two sessions 

after the taster session, and before the project began, to enable the girls to meet, chat and get 

to know each other before working together. The table below outlines the different sessions, 

along with the details of which young people attended, my presence and an outline of the key 

activities. 

Table 1: Details of the sessions running as part of the participatory photography and digital 

storytelling project 

Sessions Time Attendance My 
participation 

Main activities  

Taster 
session 

4 – 6pm Maya, Kelly Introduced 
research 

 

Pre-project 
meeting 

Cancelled    

Pre-project 
meeting 

11:45 – 
12:45 

Chelsea, 
Maya, Rachel 

Introduced 
research  

 

Session 1 10:30 – 4:30 Rosa, Maya, 
Lucinda, 
Mariana, Lyn 

Observed Group viewing  of images and 
digital stories made from young 
people involved in different 
projects; developing ground rules; 
getting used to the camera; colour 
treasure hunt; object treasure hunt; 
working in pairs to take ‘portraits’. 

Session 2 10:30 – 4:30 Rosa, Maya, 
Chelsea, Lyn 

Observed Group viewing of homework 
images; thinking about the impact 
of colour and lighting; recap on 
what learnt/ aims of project; visual 
literacy exercises; taking images to 
picture emotions. 
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Session 3 10:30 – 4:30 Rosa, Lucinda, 
Mariana, 
Chelsea, Lyn 
Kelly 

Observed Group viewing of homework 
images; thinking about landscapes; 
power walk activity; thinking about 
power; power photo activity. 

Session 4 10:30 – 4:30 Rosa, Lucinda, 
Chelsea, Kelly, 
Maya, Sophie 

Observed Group viewing homework images; 
game focussing on gender and 
language; collage making using 
magazines to explore gender; 
photo treasure hunt; viewing digital 
story; agree/ disagree exercise 
reflecting on statements 
surrounding CSE. 

Session 5 10:30 – 4:30 Rosa, Kelly, 
Sophie 

Observed Group viewing of homework 
images; activity thinking about 
relationships and who provides 
support; viewing digital stories from 
other projects and reflecting on 
relationships; selecting and 
photographing  objects to illustrate 
emotion; thinking about titles and 
captions for images. 

Session 6 10:30 – 4:30 Rosa, Kelly, 
Maya, 
Mariana, 
Chelsea 

Observed Working in two groups - half using 
the professional lighting equipment 
to take images of objects and 
portraits – the other half catching 
up on the activities from the week 
before; one-to-one sessions with 
Jane to discuss story; making 
group sculptures to picture 
emotion; group viewing of images 
taken during the day. 

Session 7 4 – 7pm Maya, Kelly, 
Chelsea 

Observed Working individually on 
storyboards. 

Session 8 4 – 7pm Chelsea, 
Maya, Rosa, 
Sophie 

Observed Working individually on story 
development; selecting and taking 
additional images for story. 

Session 9 4 – 7pm  Unable to 
attend 

 

Session 10 4 – 7pm  Unable to 
attend 

 

Session 11 4 – 7pm  Unable to 
attend 

 

Session 12 4 – 7pm Chelsea, Rosa 
Sophie, Lyn 
Lucinda, Kelly 
Mariana 

Observed Working individually on story 
development; recording stories, 
planning for celebration event. 

Session 13 
Celebration 
screening 
event 

4 – 8pm Chelsea, Rosa 
Sophie, Lyn, 
Lucinda, Kelly, 
Mariana 

Observed Preparing for screening event; 
screening of stories with family and 
friends. 

 Total hours 
of 
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observation 
49 

 

Gaining consent   

For the purposes of the observational part of the research, the young people were asked to 

provide consent regarding two separate issues. One revolved around giving consent to allow 

me to attend the sessions and the other was around providing consent for me to take notes 

about their specific involvement in the activities. In order for the research to progress, every 

young person had to at least agree for me to attend the sessions. 

It was envisaged that the research would be discussed and consent asked for, and organised, 

during the initial taster session. However, as the charity’s Research Ethics Committee had not 

had the chance to review the application, during the taster I simply introduced the research to 

the young people who attended. I attended the beginning of one of the other pre-project 

sessions and also introduced the research. Following approval from the charity’s ethics 

committee, I asked the CSE support workers at the service to share information sheets to all 

the young people, and for those under the age of 16, information for their parents. Parental 

consent, where required, was facilitated by the CSE support workers.11 

The process of gaining consent took a number of weeks as new young people were still joining 

the project at week four. This therefore involved ongoing conversations and the collection of 

consent forms as different girls joined the project. All of the young people, apart from Kelly, 

gave consent for both my attendance and for me to take notes about their involvement. Kelly 

however only provided consent for me to attend, not to take notes about her engagement in 

the activities. This ended up being quite challenging as Kelly was one of the group who 

attended most of the sessions and was often central to conversations in the group. I reflect 

further on these challenges later in this chapter. 

                                                
11 See appendices 4-6. 
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Note-taking  

In approaching note-taking I aimed to be as systematic as I could, ensuring I noted what I 

observed, what was said and what I thought about what was going on. Emerson et al. (2011) 

explain that often researchers capture ‘headnotes’, in order to mentally remember significant 

aspects of conversations. Going further than this Emerson et al. suggest recording jottings 

where possible in order to “preserve accuracy and detail” (2011, p.29). The authors describe 

at great length the challenges of taking field notes whilst in the presence of those being studied 

(Emerson et al., 2011). I was aware that if the young people wanted to see my notes I would 

want to be able to be transparent and therefore needed to think about how and what I was 

recording. I found that over the period that I was engaged with the project my approach to 

writing field notes changed and evolved as the set up and structure of sessions changed. 

During the first session I struggled to make jottings as I was very conscious that I did not want 

to be seen to be the ‘researcher’ scribbling down all that was being said. During that session I 

found myself going to the bathroom or kitchen to scribble things on the piece of paper in my 

pocket.  However, during the second session I found a way to take notes that felt comfortable. 

During this session a lot of the session revolved around the girls viewing images and digital 

stories. This meant they were in a horseshoe formation viewing images and stories which were 

projected on the wall. I therefore was able to sit, just outside the horseshoe behind the group, 

on a table and take notes. My field notes captured how this worked in practice. 

In this session I had positioned myself more in the corner and made a lot more notes 

than I had the previous week. As I was sitting on a desk out of the circle of girls I felt 

more comfortable taking notes as it didn’t seem like the girls noticed. The next day 

however I emailed Jane and Vicky to see whether they felt my note-taking was distracting 

and whether I should do less note-taking. Vicky said she didn’t notice me taking any 

notes and Jane said she didn’t really and didn’t think it was distracting as long as I was 

‘joining in’ and being part of the group and had said I was so she thought it was fine. I 

did feel sitting a bit further out that I maybe wasn’t fully participating as I wasn’t sitting in 
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the horse-shoe as such, but then I’m not a facilitator and not participating as such so my 

physical positioning seemed to fit with my positioning as a researcher (Field notes from 

session two). 

Early on in the sessions when the group was large and there were group discussions that 

revolved around looking at a projected image it was easy to position myself at the back sitting 

on a table or chair where I could jot down notes without drawing much attention to myself. 

However, when the group was smaller and involved general conversations, or involved sitting 

around a table together, it was harder to take notes in this setting, as described below. 

As soon as lunch was done, the group were asked to go back to the collages and talk 

through which images they had selected and why. As I was sitting in the group rather 

than in my usual spot on the table and wanted to be more engaged in this activity, I 

struggled to make notes during the descriptions of the collages (Field notes from session 

four). 

As I was just sitting there mainly talking to Vicky with the girls either side of me I felt like 

a bit of a loose part. I couldn’t take notes as I was sitting in between the girls and I couldn’t 

really take part in the exercise either. I decided to make tea – an additional role I had 

taken on in addition to buying snacks and taking lunch orders (Field notes from session 

seven). 

By the fourth session I had started to use my phone to take anonymised notes.  As the young 

people were on their phones quite often and I had my phone out during the sessions it became 

a quick, easy, way to jot down quotes, sentences or thoughts that arose during the sessions. 

As the sessions started to change and the setup of the room changed it also provided an easier 

way of recording jottings: 

 As with the session before, I felt a bit more like a spare part as there were only two 

young people and two workers who were helping when help was needed. As I was sitting 



64 
 

around the table and sitting right next to Rosa it was very hard to make written notes so 

instead, as I had during various sessions, I used my phone to take notes. I felt this could 

be disguised as me texting or writing emails and was less obvious as I could hold my 

phone up and know that no one could see the writing. I did think however that as there 

was a general kind of rule about not using phones until the breaks I could get pulled up 

on this or that it could look like I wasn’t paying attention and was bored and distracted. 

However, using the phone to take notes seemed like the easiest thing to do given the 

setup of the room (Field notes from session eight). 

It was also challenging to take notes when the group was split in two, I had to make a choice 

with regards to which group I would join and that invariably meant missing out on conversations 

and observations of the other group. Even though I developed strategies throughout the 

fieldwork to deal with keeping notes and jottings there were times where I still found myself in 

difficult situations which made it harder to capture observations and conversations. For 

example, during the celebration event I was one of the last to sit down and my physical 

positioning made it awkward to observe the young people’s interactions with family members 

and friends as revealed in my journal:  

It was soon time to move downstairs and I was one of the last to go down as I wanted to 

grab my bag which was at the back of the room. When I came down there were only a 

few seats left at the front. I was a bit annoyed with myself that I hadn’t thought more 

about where I wanted to sit so that I could see the reactions to the stories. Though in all 

honesty I’m not sure where would have been the best place. I couldn’t really sit on the 

floor at the front with Vicky and Jane as it would be obvious that I was looking directly at 

people and not watching the stories and if I sat at the back I could perhaps see someone 

lean over and touch or put their arm around someone but not much more (Field notes 

from session 13). 

On leaving the sessions I got in a set pattern of immediately writing full field notes up wherever 
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I was. I tried to get down as much detail as possible referring back to my jottings to provide the 

framework and add further details from memory. 

Despite adapting and developing strategies to keep clear notes I inevitably missed things. 

Others have commented on the ethical challenges that may arise when the researcher is both 

a participant and an observer (Watts, 2011). For example, if the researcher is acting as a 

volunteer, they may be called upon to help out in a number of situations instead of simply 

having the time to observe and keep accurate field notes (Watts, 2011). Although this was the 

case on occasion, what I found challenging and frustrating was that as session times and dates 

were changed it meant that I ended up missing some sessions. As the project timeline 

extended it meant that I missed three shorter evening sessions, one session as I had a 

maternity appointment and two subsequent ones as I was out of the country attending a 

wedding. I felt that this impacted on my ability to capture and ‘tell’ the whole story of the group’s 

engagement with the project, particularly as one of the sessions I missed, according to the 

project facilitators, felt quite significant as it was the first time one of the group’s digital stories 

was shown to the others. 

Reflexivity  

The methodological practice of reflexivity has been described as “engaging in active, 

continuous, and critical reflection on the knowledge produced and the means through which 

the knowledge is acquired” (Zheng, 2013, p.53). Clarke and Braun (2019) note that one of the 

characteristics and values of feminist research requires a commitment to reflexivity. This is of 

particular importance in participant observation as a researcher may become less objective as 

they become more immersed in the setting. Zheng (2013), writing specifically about research 

with sex workers, highlights a list of areas that the researcher should reflect on. This includes 

considering how one’s social position with regards to class, gender, sexual identity, values, 

beliefs and race may impact on the research design and research questions asked, the 

interpretation of data and the representation of, and relationships with, research participants. 



66 
 

Zheng concludes that it is therefore critical for a researcher to be reflective and transparent in 

their writing: 

While they reflect on their own social positions, researchers not only practice the belief 

that readers have the right to know that the knowledge is socially produced, but also 

empower readers to evaluate the text with their own judgement. In this way, researchers 

achieve ethical responsibilities and accountabilities for their writing (Zheng, 2013, p.54). 

As a white, middle-class, University educated female in her 30s, who had been working in the 

field of CSE and trafficking for a decade prior to carrying out the fieldwork, I brought with me 

to the study a number of assumptions and beliefs. I was informed by theory and practice about 

the impact and response to CSE. Additionally, through my work I was aware of the work of the 

creative partner and was impressed by what I had seen and heard. Through undertaking the 

study I got to know the project facilitators and liked and respected them. I was therefore aware 

that I was not completely neutral. That said, once the project ended, and with time away from 

the field site, I believe I was able to distance myself enough from my personal views on the 

facilitators and their approaches to be objective in my analysis of the data. 

Van Maanen (1978, pp.345-346, cited in Boll and Rhodes, 2015) neatly describes how 

researchers can feel when doing observation that they are “part spy, part voyeur, part fan, part 

member”. As Emerson et al. (2011) suggest, when writing field notes you are not just writing 

down ‘facts’ but choosing what to describe, focus on and record and what to miss out.  

Due to the potential bias that can come from observation it is therefore helpful to triangulate 

data through the use of alternative methods (Angrosino, 2007; Guest et al., 2013). The 

rationale being that the mix allows the limitations of each method to be addressed. In 

developing this study, my initial plan was to carry out some participatory activities during the 

sessions with the girls, however it was determined by the creative partner and ethics committee 

of the national charity that this would not be appropriate as it would blur the lines between the 
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project and the research and interfere with the planned sessions. However, the interviews that 

I undertook, together with the young people’s digital stories that were developed as part of the 

project, provided an important counterpoint to the collection of field notes. 

Interviews with the young people 

My plan had always been to either facilitate focus group discussions or interviews with the girls 

following the project. Over the final sessions I spoke about this aspect of the research with the 

group and distributed information sheets and consent forms12. I had agreed with the creative 

partner and charity’s ethics committee that the interviews or focus groups should take place at 

the end of the project so as not to ‘blur’ the research activities with the project activities. 

However, in waiting for the project to end the challenge then surrounded organising times to 

meet the girls.  

The most obvious place to hold the interviews was at the service, where the other project 

sessions took place. Through holding the interviews at the service it also meant that I could 

arrange for a CSE support worker from the service to be on hand in case any of the young 

people became upset or needed support during or following the interview.  

Finding a time to meet was hard as by this point the girls were all back at school and college 

and the service was not open late into the evenings. In addition some of the young people had 

to rely on lifts from their parents. Strack et al. (2004) notes that there are particular difficulties 

for youth when it comes to their continued involvement in projects where they have to rely on 

their parents for transportation and for at least two young people, I knew this was the case. 

As I lived far away from the service it was also hard for me to be spontaneous. I had to plan 

interviews weeks in advance and if the young person did not show I could not easily rearrange 

for the next day. I also realised during this time that not all the young people were still linked 

with a project worker which meant that I also could not communicate through the workers. This 

                                                
12 See appendix 8. 
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also posed ethical challenges which again will be explored further below. From the eight girls 

who took part in the project, seven agreed to be interviewed and I initially set up dates with six. 

However, in the end only two girls showed up for interviews. I made several efforts to contact 

the other girls but after a number of attempts I felt that it was not appropriate to keep on trying 

to contact them. 

The topic guide developed for the interviews was semi-structured and explored: 

 How young people felt about the arts-based aspects of the project; 

 How young people felt about working in the group; 

 How the project was similar or different to traditional one-to-one support they received; 

 What young people liked and did not like about the project; 

 What young people felt had changed for them, or what they learned from the project. 

Interviews with young people were short and lasted around 30 minutes13. During the interviews 

I tried to make them less intense by having music on low in the background and an array of 

sweets and biscuits on offer. I also asked the young people to look at the sketch books they 

had developed over the course of the project. The books included some photographs and 

captions they had developed. I also provided other visual aids, such as cards with a range of 

different emotions on them to help them think through how they felt about the project at various 

points. I was aware of the power differential during the interview and tried to reduce the 

hierarchy inherent in the interview setting (Oakley, 1988, cited in Campbell et al., 2010). I 

ensured that young people knew they did not have to answer questions, felt free to pause and 

stop the interview and at the end asked them if they wanted me to remove anything that was 

said from the transcript. In chapter nine, I reflect more on the appropriateness of interviews 

with young people at risk of or affected by CSE.  

 

                                                
13 See appendices 7,9 and 10 for information sheet, consent form and topic guide. 



69 
 

Interviews with professionals  

There were four project workers at the specialist CSE service who were engaged at some point 

in the creative project. Their participation included bringing young people along and supporting 

the young people involved. During the project one worker went on maternity leave and moved 

away. I approached the three remaining workers and invited them to take part in an interview 

to share their reflections on the project. All three agreed and I scheduled times to meet with 

them. One of the workers was sick on the day we had scheduled and despite my attempts to 

rearrange the interview I did not hear back from her. Therefore, I ended up interviewing two of 

the CSE support workers, one who was an allocated support worker for members of the group 

and the other who provided general support to the project. 

During these interviews support workers were asked about their role and the support they 

offered at the service, the process for referring young people into the creative project, and their 

views on the creative project and impact on young people. The interviews lasted 35 – 50 

minutes. There were two project facilitators involved from the creative partner organisation and 

both provided consent to be interviewed. These interviews explored their reflections on the 

project and group, their concerns and different mediums for engagement14. These interviews 

lasted 50 – 80 minutes. In reflecting on my transcripts with the facilitators, it was clear that my 

relationship with these interviewees was slightly different than it would have been in a setting 

where the interviewee and project was not known to me. As I had been part of the group and 

worked with the facilitators over a number of weeks there was a level of familiarity with the 

young people, processes and topics that were discussed. This came through in my re-reading 

of the transcripts. In table two I outline the interviewees involved in the study. 

 

 

                                                
14 See appendices 8, 9,11 and 12 for information sheets, consent form and topic guides. 
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Table 2: Interviewees 

 Total number involved in 
project 

Number interviewed 

Creative project facilitators 2 2 

Support workers from specialist 
CSE service 

4 2 

Young people 8 2 

 

Recording and transcription  

The interviews were all audio-recorded as all interviewees provided consent for this and 

appeared comfortable with the recording process. Following the recordings I transcribed the 

interviews. 

 

Evaluation video diaries and digital stories  

As part of the project the project facilitators set up a ‘diary room’, a small room with a video 

recorder. Near the end of some of the sessions the girls were asked to go into the room 

individually, sit in front of the camera, and answer a couple of evaluation questions. This 

included questions such as ‘what did you enjoy most about today?’ and ‘what did you find most 

challenging today?’ The diary room was not set up every week but in the early sessions (one-

six) this was a standard part of the session. At the start of the project I was not aware that this 

material would be available but once I was, I spoke to the project facilitators about the 

possibility of viewing and using the data from these evaluation video diaries. I discussed this 

with my supervisors and asked the girls whether they would consent to give me access to view 

these recordings and use this in my research. Only four of the girls were at this session and 

therefore consent was given by these four. Of the eight girls who took part in the project, seven 

finalised their digital stories. I was able to watch some of these in the final sessions and all of 

them during the celebration event. Following the project, I transcribed the dialogue from the 

video diaries and the digital stories for analysis. 
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Analysis 

Due to the diverse forms of the data collected during this study, thematic analysis was applied 

due to its flexible nature and ability to provide rich insights (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  Braun 

and Clarke in their paper provide a six step guide to doing thematic analysis. Thematic analysis 

can be described as a method with the researcher “identifying, analysing and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.79). It has been acknowledged that 

thematic analysis can be problematic; description of the process can be vague and ‘themes’ 

identified may not constitute real themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). In 

defining a theme Braun and Clarke observe that, “a theme captures something important about 

the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned response 

or meaning within the data set” (2006, p.82). 

The authors underscore the importance of the researcher’s judgement when it comes to 

developing themes. As Fine (2002 p.218, cited in Braun and Clarke, 2006) notes we as 

researchers do inevitably “select, edit, and deploy to border our arguments”. In countering this 

I have attempted to be as open and transparent as possible in terms of examining my own role 

in the project and study throughout the thesis and in relation to documenting the process of 

analysis. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) note that a fundamental aspect of analysis is whether the themes 

capture something that is important to the research question (rather than simply identifying 

answers to research questions as themes in themselves). They also identify the importance of 

there being a ‘pattern’ with regards to the theme and ‘meaning’ in terms of the overall data set. 

As they note, the ‘pattern’ is not simply about the quantity or number of times the theme is 

noted, but about the relevance.  

Clarke and Braun (2019) reflect on the use of thematic analysis in feminist qualitative research 

and note that it is important for researchers to be transparent about “how theory consciously 

or unconsciously informed analysis”. Moreover, Cooper observes that: “Observations and the 
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observational method are always theory laden and context dependent. It is impossible to make 

observations free from at least some implicit assumptions, beliefs, theories or prejudices” 

(Cooper, 2017, p.177-178). 

 In my analysis, theory did not drive my coding or theme choice, however it undoubtedly 

unconsciously influenced my interpretation of the data, as such data was not, as Clarke and 

Braun (2019) discuss, coded in a “theoretical vacuum”. Analysis was inductive and data-driven. 

Although, through my literature review I had identified certain themes that I might have 

expected to have captured in the data it was important to be open and aware during my 

analysis for the unexpected.  

 

Stages of analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2006) set out a six stage process of undertaking a thematic analysis and 

this includes: familiarising oneself with the data; transcription of verbal data; generating initial 

codes; searching for themes; reviewing, defining and naming themes; and producing the 

report. This was the process that I followed in approaching analysis. Once all transcripts had 

been transcribed, all the written data items (field notes, interview transcripts, transcripts of 

digital stories and transcripts of video diaries) were printed, read and re-read in order to 

familiarise myself with the data. In relation to the visual data (the images in the digital stories) 

I viewed these and used text to describe the images. This provided me with additional 

reflections with regards to how the young people had captured a range of emotions through 

the photographs they had chosen to use. I provide examples of the power of these images in 

the findings chapters.  

It should be noted that due to my first period of maternity leave, I had taken six months away 

from the research following data collection and transcription and therefore this familiarisation 

was particularly important. This re-reading gave me an initial sense of codes. All data items 

were uploaded and coded using NVivo10. Following this step, a long list of codes emerged 

and I then took part in a process of collapsing codes that were similar and reviewing the codes 
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to identify key themes from across the data set. As advised by Braun and Clarke (2006), I used 

visualisation techniques to help me think through, organise and categorise my thinking with 

regards to codes and themes using mind maps and diagrams to rearrange, what Braun and 

Clarke describe as, ‘candidate themes’ and ‘sub-themes’. At this point further review was 

conducted, re-reading the data coded under each theme to ensure that it ‘fit’ and provided an 

accurate representation. This enabled me to also consider the best names for the themes and 

sub-themes again ensuring that they were representative of the data coded within them. Braun 

and Clarke (2006) highlight how analysis involves going back and forth over the data and 

acknowledges that writing is a key part of the process of analysis. Through writing I was able 

to revisit and refine themes and sub-themes. 

Sense-checking 

Following data analysis, and during the writing up of the research, I applied for an ethical 

amendment to my project to allow me to organise a sense-checking workshop with three young 

people, members of the International Centre’s Young Researchers’ Advisory Panel at the 

University of Bedfordshire15 16. This workshop provided me with an opportunity to share with 

young people my findings and hear their perspectives. I was unable to go back to the original 

young people who were involved in the project and this provided me with a way of testing out 

some thoughts and posing some new questions that had arisen from my analysis. The findings 

of these discussions are weaved into the final discussion chapter of the thesis. 

 

Part three: Ethical issues 

 

Ethical issues arising  

As noted above, ethical approval was gained for this study from two separate bodies. The main 

ethical issues of concern when designing the study related to informed consent – particularly 

                                                
15 See appendices 13-16. 
16 The Young Researchers’ Advisory Panel consists of young people aged 16–25 years old from across the UK 
who are committed to raising awareness of sexual violence and other forms of abuse against children and young 
people. 
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that young people may have felt that, to take part in the creative project, they needed to agree 

to all elements of the research, specifically with regards to the observational part. It was made 

clear to the young people that if they did not want me to observe and/ or take notes about their 

participation that would not impact their engagement in the project. One young person did ask 

that I not make notes about her, which although presented its own challenges, was reassuring 

that young people felt comfortable to make that decision.  

Due to the experiences of the young people, and the focus of the creative project, I was also 

aware of the possibility that, through the research process, new disclosures may arise, 

however this did not transpire. There were though three key ethical issues that arose. Firstly, 

that young people may have been confused by my role. Secondly, that I felt that young people 

may have felt pressurised to agree to take part in an interview with me. And thirdly, the fact 

that it came to light that not all the young people had an allocated support worker as assumed. 

A confusing role 

One of the primary ethical concerns when it comes to observation is “the gradual invisibility of 

the researcher” (Watts, 2011, p.303), as participants become so used to the researcher they 

forget that they are ‘being researched’ and may divulge more than they intend.  Watts (2011) 

notes that this is a particular concern when working with so-called ‘vulnerable populations’ 

whereby they may be viewed as being unintentionally exploited through this process of 

research. In the context of this study my need to establish consent at various points of time 

ensured that the girls were constantly reminded of my role as a researcher. However, despite 

this, at times I felt my role may have been confusing and I reflect more on this in part four of 

this chapter. 

A sense of pressure to do the interview 

When it came to the interviews seven out of the eight girls originally consented to take part in 

the interview, however I felt that some of them may have felt almost obliged to say yes. Even 

though it was clearly expressed that it was voluntary, I felt that comments made by one of the 
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project facilitators, during my discussion about the research with the group may have led to 

some young people feeling like they ‘should’ take part. 

I had explained the interview part of the research on a few occasions and on one particular 

occasion I again was relaying details of the interview process. One of the girls asked during 

this conversation, whether she ‘had to do it’ and I was clear that she did not. However, Jane 

then came in and gave the research a bit of  a ‘push’, which on the one hand I was grateful for 

but on the other felt that this may have led to the girls feeling like they ‘should’ agree to take 

part. Below my field notes document the conversation: 

 

Jane said that basically if the girls felt that [the creative partner’s] projects should be 

available to other young people like them that by taking part they could share their views. 

She talked about me being a ‘big dog’ and that people would listen to the research. 

Basically saying if they took part that would be helping other young people access similar 

projects in the future. It felt a bit like this was adding guilt/ an element of duty on the girls 

but I know Jane’s intention was not to do this but to give them a gentle push and highlight 

the potential benefits of them taking part (Field notes from session 12). 

Following this conversation all the girls who were in attendance, apart from Kelly, filled in the 

consent forms to say they were happy to take part and most of them gave me their phone 

numbers to arrange a suitable time. However, as explained above, securing interviews was 

problematic and I am unsure whether that was because there was a reluctance to do the 

interview with me, whether they just forgot to turn up, or if other things just got in the way. 

With one of the girls, Lyn, I did get the clear impression that she was not interested. Following 

this conversation, when I spoke to Lyn at the celebration event and asked if she had thought 

about the interview and brought in a consent form she said she had forgotten it. I said I had 

another one so she could fill it in tonight and that it did not matter if she did not want to do it 

but that way I knew. She said she wanted to wait for her mum to get there and I said that was 
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fine to wait and ask her mum. However, I could tell from her voice and body language that she 

did not really want to fill in the form (which had options to consent or not). After this the following 

exchange took place. 

Jane started clearing papers away including the goal forms the girls had to complete [as 

part of the project] and handed back the papers to me that I had left with Lyn who was 

still sitting there. I said that those were Lyn’s and Lyn said, “ok I might as well do this 

now’” I said she didn’t need to and that she could wait but she started reading the consent 

form, the information form and ticking the boxes as she read them out. She ticked the 

box that said ‘yes’ I want to take part in the interviews but then asked me about it. I 

explained and showed her the information sheet to show her the type of questions I 

would ask and I said it would be a time and day that suited her. She said that she needed 

to ask her mum as she lived far away and it was difficult for her to get there so she didn’t 

know when she could do it. I said why didn’t she wait and talk to her mum and as she 

had my contact details on the information sheet she could email me or text me if she 

decided she wanted to take part…It felt clear from the interactions to me that Lyn was 

not really interested in doing the interview and the paper with my contact details stayed 

on the table until the end of the night when I picked it up and put it back in my bag (Field 

notes from session 13). 

I therefore did not try and contact Lyn via a worker as I felt her response indicated that she did 

not really want to take part in the interview. 

It was important to me that young people felt a level of control when it came to making decisions 

regarding their participation in the research. Although every aspect of the research required 

informed, voluntary consent, and I was independent – so not affiliated to the service or creative 

partner – I still felt that the circumstances may have led to some young people feeling that they 

‘should’ tick the ‘yes’ box when it came to the interview. The fact that I had been with them 

throughout the project meant some of the young people may have felt an allegiance to me. 
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Moreover, comments by Jane, and the fact that the girls seemed to really like Jane and Vicky, 

may also have meant that young people felt that if they took part in the interview they were 

‘helping’ Jane and Vicky and potentially other young people. However, in discussing the 

research with Vicky, one of the facilitators, she reflected on how she felt that the process had 

allowed young people to make meaningful choices: 

Vicky: say you had been coming from, like you were a researcher from [the service] and 

they’re completely dependent, they know that they’re quite dependent on the [the 

service] and they know, cos young people aren’t stupid, like they know that researchers 

or like moderators coming in means that it can be, it could affect the future of the service. 

That ok yeah they have the choice to say no, but also they don’t want [the service] to not 

be there. Yeah so they feel a level of responsibility in saying yes. And I think because 

there wasn’t that set up, and it didn’t feel like they needed that you were, that their 

experiences of the project or their experiences of [the service] was contingent on you 

being there or not being there, I think that’s really crucial like you did feel like…. you did 

feel part of the group, but I think you felt enough of a third party that they were able to 

say, to be in control. Whereas they wanted the [creative] project, they wanted [the 

service] so they couldn’t, it would have been more difficult, if you would have been an in 

house researcher for [the creative partner] I think that would have been very different or 

an in house researcher for [the service], it would have been a very different set up 

(Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

In carrying out the two interviews with the young people, although they were short, both young 

people, Chelsea in particular, chose to stay on after the interview and we chatted for about half 

an hour before she left to go home. This reassured me that the girls were happy to meet and 

talk with me even if the ‘interview’ part may have felt daunting in some way. 
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Presumption that every young person had an allocated key worker 

In designing the research there was a presumption that all of the young people, as they were 

being referred from a service, would have an allocated support worker for the duration of the 

project. Based on this assumption on all the information sheets and consent forms developed 

I had indicated that if the girls had any questions or concerns they could speak to me or their 

worker. The service had sight of these documents and circulated these with young people and 

parents. However, in later discussions with the girls it transpired that some of them did not 

have an allocated worker.  As they were accessing the project through the service, and were 

still attached to the service, I believed they would have been able to access support if required. 

As I did not face any acute issues, such as having to break confidentiality, or seek support for 

the young people, this only proved problematic when trying to contact the girls regarding the 

interviews. However, it was an important learning point in not assuming that young people 

involved in projects are still accessing or able to access support from a referring service. 

Part four: My positioning as a researcher and reflection on the research 

process 

As noted earlier in this chapter, there are many advantages to participant observation, in this 

section however I highlight where I felt some of the challenges lay in the context of this study. 

The roles adopted – researcher, participant and facilitator  

Gold (1958) identified four different stances for researchers to take when observing. These 

stances include ‘complete participant’, where the researcher is part of the group but their 

identity as a researcher is unknown to the group; ‘participant as observer’, where the 

researcher is a participant of the group but is observing more than participating; ‘observer as 

participant’, where the researcher is not a member of the group but is interested in participating 

in order to observe and understand; and the ‘complete observer’, where the participant is 

observing from afar and the public are unaware of the research. In considering this typology I 

believe my stance fits with Gold’s description of the ‘observer as participant’ – I was not 

technically part of the group but I did engage in some activities in order to observe. My 
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‘participation’ in the group transversed from ‘group participant’ to ‘facilitator participant’ as on 

occasion I took part in the group activities together with the girls and at other times acted more 

like a ‘volunteer’ with the creative partner.  

In terms of my ‘volunteer’ role, I tried to be helpful to the project facilitators and that included 

taking on practical jobs like helping to set up the room, picking up snacks and drinks, taking 

and picking up lunch orders, making hot drinks and clearing up. I also tried to help the girls 

when they got stuck on different activities, accompanied them when they went out on photo 

shoots, posed in pictures for them and reassured them. However, when the girls were 

engaging in group activities, particularly early on, I acted as a group member doing some of 

the same activities that they did. 

There were also times where I felt that I did not have a role other than observing and this felt 

slightly uncomfortable. During some sessions, particular during the later ones, there was not 

always that much to do and at times I felt like a ‘spare part’ particularly where the girls were 

working on their individual stories and recordings. As noted earlier the format of the activities 

impacted on my ability to take notes but it also impacted on the role I felt I could take.  Below 

I share reflections from my field notes as an example of these types of situations: 

I originally sat with Maya [young person] and Vicky [project facilitator] and said to them 

“I think I’ll stay with you guys”. I thought that more would come out of the discursive 

exercise than the photo shoot. However as the time went on and Vicky started to walk 

Maya through the exercise I realised that a lot of it was silent work to begin with - Maya 

thinking about all the relationships in her life etc. I also felt it was too much for me to be 

there just with the two of them listening and might feel a bit intense for Maya and so I 

ended up hovering between both groups and then eventually settled with the other group 

although tried to also listen to Vicky and Maya’s conversation on the other side of the 

room (Field notes session six). 

I was most comfortable adopting the role of ‘volunteer’ with the creative partner as I was a 
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similar age and the same gender as the two project facilitators. The facilitators also treated me 

as a peer in many respects and on occasion referred to me as if I was one of them. For example 

on one occasion, on reviewing the tapes of the video diaries, Jane realised that one of the girls 

was upset following the screening of a digital story. In the following week Jane explained that 

after the session last week they had been reflecting on the session and that it was important 

for the group to know that if they found anything during the sessions upsetting or distressing 

that they could leave at any point or talk to ‘the three of us’. Thereby categorising me as one 

of the facilitators who the young people should talk to if they had any concerns. However, on 

other occasions the facilitators asked me questions related to the research. Following one 

session for example asking me “are you getting enough?” 

Throughout the project I was very conscious that I did not want the girls to think that I was 

‘actively’ researching and analysing everything and due to that I was careful to ensure that our 

conversations were light and general to ensure that it did not seem like I was trying to extract 

information from them. This may have had an impact on my data as it meant our conversations 

tended to be ‘light’ revolving around films, music, TV shows, school and other general topics 

rather than their engagement in the project. During the later sessions however, I needed to 

explain the second part of the research to the group – the interviews – and this meant not just 

talking about the research but presenting more forms. I felt this affected the rapport that had 

developed over time and reminded the girls that I was different and not part of the project in 

the same way. 

Reminders of research and ‘the interview’ 

In coding my data, ‘the forms’ became a code in itself due to the prominence I felt they took 

during the research process.  As noted above, having to discuss the research and the forms 

were the part that I felt potentially fractured the relationships to some degree. The forms I felt 

were problematic on a number of levels. Firstly, through engaging with the project the young 

people had to fill in numerous forms asking for their consent to use their images, stories etc. 

When I then introduced consent forms for the observation, the interviews and the video diaries 
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it felt excessive and in the eyes of the young people just more paperwork. At one point near 

the start of the project I realised the confusion over paperwork:  

At this point Maya [young person] looked at me and said she had forgotten to bring in 

the form. The form she was referring to was the project’s form that Jane has given out 

the week before asking the young people to get consent from their parents/ carers to be 

involved in the photography project and to discuss with their parents whether they 

wanted to use their real names or use pseudonyms (Field notes from session two). 

Secondly, as not all the girls were present in every session I had to talk about the research 

and forms in the group on multiple occasions, which meant some of the girls heard the same 

thing several times. My discomfort with the continuous reminders was also highlighted to me 

when I tried to explain to the group about the interview in a less formal way. I explained that 

as the project was nearly finishing I wanted to ask whether the girls would be happy to meet 

with me either individually or with others to talk about the project and discuss what they liked 

and did not like and give their views on or advice if the project was to run again with other 

young people. Lucinda said straight away “you mean an interview” and I said yes and Vicky 

and Jane laughed at Lucinda’s straight to the point description compared to my vague one. 

I was not only conscious of how ‘research’, and the related terminology, acted as a way of 

emphasising my different position, but I also was very aware that the girls had taken part in 

multiple ‘interviews’ with police and other professionals and therefore felt their perception of 

‘an interview’ was likely to be informed by potentially negative associations. This is something 

that has been highlighted by others researching CSE (Warrington, 2013). 

I also became more aware of this through listening to the girls’ digital stories. Following the 

celebration event I realised how unappealing an ‘interview’ with me would be for some of the 

girls. I explore more about the issue of ‘talking’ in chapter six, as it appeared as a central theme 

in the data. This study highlights how difficult it can be for young people impacted by CSE to 

talk, not only because of how horrific the actual acts may have been, but also because talking 
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about CSA/E may be associated with feelings attached to the actual telling and how that in 

itself may have been forced, controlled and upsetting. It is imperative that researchers think 

about the best way to ‘talk’ to young people affected by CSA/E in a research setting, even 

when the questions are not directly related to their experiences of abuse. 

Perceptions of my presence  

My slight discomfort with my ‘researcher’ identity I believe was due to two main concerns. 

Firstly, that I did not want the research to ‘get in the way’, I wanted to gain real insight into the 

girls’ engagement with the project and did not want my presence to impact on that. Secondly, 

I wanted the girls to think I was ‘ok’ and could be trusted. On reflecting on my fie ld notes, my 

desire to be accepted was something that I reflected on each session. 

My acceptance by the girls 

I felt that the girls responded to me in different ways, some appeared quite trusting straight 

away whilst others I felt were more suspicious of me and I was never sure what they really 

thought of me. Other researchers have noted how young people who may be ‘marginalised’ 

may be distrusting and cautious in their interactions with researchers (Couch et al., 2014). I 

only really got a sense of some of the girls’ feelings towards me when I had missed a few 

sessions and when the project was coming to a close. 

During the project I had missed three evening sessions and when I came back some of the 

girls, and the project facilitators, commented on my absence, as captured below in my field 

notes: 

Sophie came in wearing a gold and grey tracksuit wearing a lot more make-up than usual 

and had lots of black eyeliner on making her eyes look dark. She came in and said to 

me “we missed you!”, I said, “I missed you guys too!” (Field notes from session 12). 

Later on during the same session Rosa came in and also commented on my absence from the 

group: 
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She hadn’t seen me sitting down at first and then said “I didn’t see you, we missed you!” 

Vicky then shared that the girls had commented on me not being there and had said that 

they had missed me. I wondered why in a way…perhaps it was just because I was always 

there, present (Field notes from session 12). 

I was quite pleased that I was ‘missed’ by some of the girls, this made me feel like they viewed 

me as part of the group rather than some ‘outsider researcher’. In addition to me missing some 

sessions, another significant moment, where I felt that I became more accepted by the group, 

was when they learnt I was pregnant.  

Throughout the project the girls asked me questions like “are you married?”, “where do you 

live?” and “what are you doing at University?”, but the only time that the young people seemed 

to be really interested in me was when they found out that I was pregnant. In session 12 we 

were sitting around the table and the girls were working on their stories, one of the girls asked 

me if I wanted any children and I responded to say I was pregnant. The following exchange 

then took place: 

 I said “four and a half months so about 18 weeks”, at this point the other girls had picked 

up on our conversation. “What are you pregnant?”, “really?”, “what are you having?” I 

said I didn’t know but would find out in the next couple of weeks. This led to what seemed 

like an opening of the flood gates as suddenly all the girls were talking about their birth 

control choices. Sophie said “I’m on the pill but once I didn’t have a period for two 

months”, then Chelsea, “I’ve got an implant and once I didn’t have a period for like 5 

months”, I started trying to respond with “yep that can happen” (Field notes from session 

12). 

It felt like the fact that I was pregnant was something that made me more real or exciting and 

that it signalled to the girls that they could start talking to me about related issues. During this 

exchange there was a significant shift in mood and it felt for the first time the girls appeared to 

be interested in me as a person. In a way this aligns with findings from other research projects 
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that note that research participants want to know something ‘real’ about the researchers in 

order to equalise power (Barlow and Hurlock, 2013). 

During the final project session, the celebration event, I had another encounter with Sophie 

which again made me feel that at least some of the girls had developed a connection to me. 

As we made our way up the stairs to the kitchen I heard someone say “where’s Claire?” 

and as I turned the corner Sophie was there in the same grey and gold tracksuit and 

handed me a bar of chocolate and said “this is for you”. I took it and said “aww that’s 

really nice of you, what’s that for?” and she just repeated that it was for me (Field notes 

from week 13). 

During the same session, at the end when people were leaving Sophie also came up to me 

and said “bye” before hugging me twice – again, this made me feel like I was not perhaps such 

a ‘spare part’ after all. 

The facilitators’ perceptions of my acceptance  

Another criticism of participant observation has been that the researcher’s presence can lead 

to ‘observer effects’ (Angrosino, 2007, Watts, 2011). This refers to the belief that the very 

presence of the researcher will influence the behaviour of those involved (Monahan and Fisher, 

2010). Although I never got a true sense of how the girls viewed my presence, or the research, 

as part of the interview I asked the project facilitators about their reflections on this. I was 

particularly interested in finding out whether they felt that my presence had impacted on the 

girls’ engagement with the project in any way.  

Below are several extracts from my interview transcripts with Jane and Vicky, the project 

facilitators, as we discuss my presence in the group: 

Claire: I was going to ask about my presence in the group and do you think that would 

have an impact in terms of what the young people shared, do you feel that they thought 

much about the fact that I was there as a researcher? 
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Jane: No I don’t think they thought about you being there as a researcher at all … maybe 

had you behaved differently that would have had a different impact, but because you 

know like, you were really aware of the fact that you didn’t want to sit there kind of…. 

Claire: Scribbling? 

Jane: And that was really important cos I think had you done that, well we might have 

said actually Claire we don’t want you in the room. 

Claire:  Yeah [laughter]. 

Jane: And you didn’t, you were really sensitive to that, so I think that for them, that just, 

I mean they did didn’t they, like when you weren’t there they were like, they were like 

“Oh Claire we’ve really missed you!” you know cos actually you were part of the group 

and you know you were part of the process for them and for us. You know so it wasn’t 

about, you know and that’s a really good thing and I think that’s the other thing isn’t it, is 

that often in research, my experience of when people have come to kind of certainly 

come to groups in terms of research and observation, they don’t, they might just come, 

they think it’s alright just to come to one session, or can we come to one at the beginning, 

one in the middle and one at the end and I would just say no now, like I wouldn’t be 

having any of that (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

For Jane, she appeared to value the fact that I was present throughout the project and took on 

an active role, did not just observe and write notes, but that I became part of the group. Vicky 

in her reflections on the research similarly felt that the method had worked well given the 

setting: 

Claire: Ok and then my last question, so obviously I was involved, do you think that my 

presence had an impact in terms of the group, in terms of how they felt or how they acted 

or..? 
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Vicky: Um I don’t think so, no I don’t think so because I think of your character. I think it 

had the potential that it could have been like, if it was a different type of researcher or 

someone who was kind of less, more formal, less willing to like lie on the floor and… 

Claire: Pose? 

Vicky: [Laughter] Yeah also I think like because we were very relaxed between the three 

of us and then within the wider group, I think that was really important I think that set up 

was important (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

Vicky felt that my willingness to ‘join in’ and to become part of the group, rather than observing 

from afar meant that the girls were, on the whole, comfortable with my presence.  

Part five: Timing 

There were a number of issues related to timing in this study. The first was around the actual 

timing of the project. Before the project started I was informed of the dates and times of the 

project and I ensured that I was free and able to attend every session. However, once the 

project began, dates and times changed. This was partly to accommodate the girls and partly 

because due to some of the girls missing sessions, additional weeks were needed to finalise 

stories. This meant that the timeframe extended. During this extended period, I had a planned 

trip overseas and a maternity appointment and therefore missed three of the shorter evening 

sessions. I also missed a short final meeting where the girls received their BTEC certificates 

which happened five months after the celebratory screening as it was the week of my due date. 

In addition, a public event was held 15 months after the project with one young person 

attending, and again I was overseas and unable to attend this. These changes were important 

for the project and the girls, however they were difficult to manage from a data collection point 

of view. The fact that I had other commitments and lived far away from the project made it 

challenging to attend the additional sessions that were added. As I did miss some sessions I 

felt that I was not able to capture the full journey of the project. 
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Timing was also an issue when it came to arranging interviews. I was conscious that it may be 

hard to get in touch with those attached to the project once it ended and I therefore carried out 

interviews very soon after the screenings, in some cases the next day. In hindsight if I had 

given myself more time to review and reflect on my field notes I may have identified other 

themes to explore in my interviews. Although I did note down questions that came up when 

writing up my field notes, I did not have the luxury of fully absorbing myself in the data prior to 

embarking on interviews. Therefore, I was unable to explore certain questions, contradictions 

and themes that came up through analysis with my interviewees. This is one reason why the 

sense-checking workshop was helpful. As I note earlier, it was also challenging to arrange 

interviews with the girls once the project stopped.  

In thinking about what may have ‘changed’ for the young people from being involved in a 

project like this, I also feel that such changes, if any, may only become apparent a certain time 

after a project ends. For example, in terms of friendships made, it would only be a few months 

following the end of a project that it would be possible to see if any lasting connections, beyond 

the life of the project, were made.  

Part six: Limitations 

 

The cohort 

The main limitation of this study relates to the sample size. As noted above the sample size 

was small (seven) and represented a cohort of young people that does not necessarily 

represent all young people accessing specialist CSE services in the UK, or indeed all young 

people affected by CSE. This study did not collect the individual case histories of the girls who 

took part in the project. I therefore only developed an understanding of the girls’ experiences 

once they screened their digital stories. I had seen a couple of the stories prior to the 

celebration event, but it was only when reviewing them subsequently that I began to reflect on 

the details and consider the implications of this on the findings. 
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From what was shared through the digital stories, it appeared that some of the experiences 

described would not fit the current definition of CSE. As outlined in chapter two, the definition 

of CSE from the Department of Education (2017) clearly differentiates CSE from other forms 

of CSA by highlighting that there must be some form of ‘exchange’ – whereby the victim and/or 

perpetrator receives something in return for the sexual activity (Beckett and Walker, 2018). 

Beckett and Walker (2018, p.13) argue that “cases should only be classed as CSE if the 

‘exchange’ is the core dynamic at play, as opposed to incidental to the abuse”. Therefore, they 

provide more depth to the interpretation of the definition noting that the exchange has to be 

central to the act. From the information provided through the girls’ digital stories (and it is noted 

that caution needs to be applied as the information shared is limited), one appeared to be a 

clear example of CSE. However, in the remaining stories ‘exchange’ did not appear to be 

present or, if it was, did not appear to be the core element. I would argue, based on the 

information available, that the young people in their stories are describing what would perhaps 

be better categorised as other forms of CSA. This has implications for the study. Firstly, it 

becomes unclear as to whether all of the young people experienced CSE as opposed to other 

forms of CSA. Secondly, during my observation of the sessions I held assumptions about the 

experiences of the young people involved. These assumptions may have influenced in some 

way how I interpreted my observations. 

By questioning the categorisation of the girls abuse does not in any way minimise their 

experiences of harm and need for support, it simply raises the question as to whether labelling 

distinct forms of CSA under one category, CSE, is helpful and whether that has implications 

for group work. This also raises further questions related to the reporting of CSE. If young 

people experiencing different forms of CSA are accessing services that are labelled as 

specialist services working purely with those affected by/at risk of CSE, then this skews our 

understanding of the issue. Whilst at the same time limiting our understanding of the context, 

dynamics and support needs for those affected by other forms of CSA.  
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Melrose, a number of years ago, highlighted the concerns that the concept of CSE was being 

stretched “to the point of meaninglessness and in practice this means that distinguishing CSE 

from other forms of adolescent sexual activity has become increasingly difficu lt” (Melrose, 

2013b, p.11).  Beckett and Walker (2018) identify a number of problems relating to the fact 

that there is not a clear line between CSE and other forms of CSA. They note that having CSE 

as essentially the only sub-category of CSA is unhelpful and call for a model that instead 

acknowledges the “many different sub-categories of experience and seek to move towards a 

model that allows for a nuanced understanding of these and does not prioritise one over the 

other” (2018, p.20). Based on this study I would agree that a clearer separation of experiences 

would be helpful, responding to young people’s unique situations, particularly in a group work 

setting.  

The issue of categorisation and labelling is one issue that was apparent in this study, another 

was the conflation of CSE with ‘at risk of CSE’. Services, including the site for this study, often 

serve both those affected by and those considered to be ‘at risk of’ CSE. When bringing a 

group together, this becomes a potential problem and is further explored throughout this thesis. 

Due to the size and experiences of the group members there are therefore limitations in terms 

of what conclusions can be drawn about how young people who have experienced CSE 

specifically perceive and engage in group arts-based interventions. 

The ‘group’ 

It is also important to be transparent about the structure of the ‘group’ as it transformed over 

the period of time of the project. Early sessions initially involved group discussions and 

activities. However, when the young people were asked to start thinking about their own stories 

(from session seven), they in essence started working on an individual basis, working at their 

own pace, within a group setting. The level of discussion in relation to sharing ideas, aspects 

of each other’s stories, or showing storyboards or first cuts did not appear to happen on a 
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meaningful level17. This too limited what conclusions could be drawn with regards to the value 

and challenges associated with group work. 

Limited number of interviews 

The final limitation identified surrounded the number of interviews I was able to secure with the 

young people following the end of the project. As I interviewed two of the young people I was 

not able to explore certain areas of the project or hear the perspectives from all members of 

the group. In addition, this meant I had significantly more data from my interviews with the 

facilitators and support workers and therefore more insights from professionals’ viewpoints as 

opposed to young people’s. However, due to the varied and rich data I gathered through other 

means, I felt I was still able to tell the story of the group. The final data set included 

approximately 50 hours of observation with the group; field notes from ten sessions; semi-

structured interviews with young people, project facilitators and CSE support workers; digital 

stories produced by young people; and video diaries capturing young people’s reflections on 

the project. Following analysis I also organised a sense-checking workshop which enabled me 

to further test out and gain new perspectives from a wider group of young people on the data 

collected. 

Concluding comments 

In this chapter I have outlined the rationale for the methods utilised and provided a detailed 

account of data collection and analysis. Participant observation enabled me to develop a rich 

understanding of how the project worked, the group dynamics and the young people’s 

engagement with each other, the activities and arts-based tools. The digital stories developed 

by the young people through the project provided critical perspectives on their experiences of 

sharing details about CSA/E. This data provided context enabling me to reflect on how young 

people may experience the act of talking and communicating. The interviews with 

professionals allowed me to dig deeper and helped me to explore the challenges practitioners 

                                                
17 It must be acknowledged that I missed three shorter sessions during this period of time. 
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face in offering support and the similarities and differences between traditional and arts-based 

modes of engagement and support. The small number of interviews I was able to arrange with 

the young people following the project was disappointing, yet, not surprising given what I 

identified about young people’s previous experiences of being asked to ‘talk’. This is something 

that is explored in more depth in chapter six. 

In this chapter I also shared my reflections on the research process considering my role as 

‘observer’ along with ethical tensions, struggles and limitations. I also question the 

categorisation and labelling of young people accessing specialist CSE services. In doing so I 

acknowledge the limits of what the findings can say about those who have experienced CSE 

as a specific form of CSA, as opposed to those who have experienced broader forms of CSA. 

I return to reflect on some of these issues in further detail in the final chapter.   
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Chapter five: Findings – forming and managing the group 

Introduction  

This chapter explores how the group was determined, formed and managed. The chapter also 

examines some of the benefits and challenges that were discussed and observed with regards 

to the group. Part one examines the referral process for young people into the group. The girls’ 

experience of CSA/E, age and character are briefly discussed to illuminate the heterogeneous 

nature of the group and service to which they were attached. I argue that it cannot be assumed 

that because young people are accessing the same service and are categorised as 

experiencing some form of CSA/E that this automatically indicates there is shared ‘common 

ground’ – a principle that is key in bringing people together in groups (Knight, 2017). In part 

two the use of photography and the periods for free time are identified as being key in helping 

the girls get to know one another and establish shared interests. In part three there is some 

discussion related to the benefits of the group as identified by some of the group members and 

as observed through the sessions. Finally, in part four two key challenges that the project 

facilitators faced in managing the group – the lack of information about the girls’ backgrounds 

and experiences along with the wide age range of group members are examined. In this 

section I also explore some of the other challenges that the support workers at the service felt 

that the girls might have faced in being part of a group, together with other difficulties I observed 

during the sessions.  

Part one: The group 

Group criteria and referral 

In discussions with the support workers from the specialist CSE service regarding the referral 

pathways into the group project, there did not appear to be strict criteria in place. In my 

interview with Kathy, she talked about how the project was introduced to those who they felt 

“were at the stage that they could participate”, noting that it was important that the workers 

referring them into the group had a good relationship with, and sense of, the young person in 

order to assess risk. However, in the same interview Kathy appeared to contradict herself as 
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she shared that one young person had been referred to the group and had only gone through 

an initial assessment and had not received prior one-to-one support from the service: 

Kathy: I think, cos I did speak to quite a number of my young people about it, those whom 

I felt were at the stage that they could participate in this, um which you either had to be, 

you had to have quite a good relationship with them and you kind of had to have a really 

good sense of what’s going on, um, or you know from speaking to them because 

speaking with them as we did have some referrals from Tom’s whose our [inaudible] 

interviewer [makes initial assessments] um where you kind of have a measure of risk 

because you know we don’t want to introduce young people in who might be in say the 

X [high risk] strand or could be potentially be in that strand into a group of young people 

who you know that are fairly safe and stable’ (Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

It was also unclear how much support or work had already taken place with the different group 

members. In asking how long the girls has been accessing support from the service, Kathy 

responded: “It’s very different, um some young people, some young people I think even though 

the plan may be that they’ll have six months’ worth of work they won’t actually have a full six 

months…”(Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

When asking if the girls continued to receive one-to-one support during the project or would 

receive this following the end of the project, Kathy explained that it was different for each of 

the girls. From my discussions with Kathy it appeared that although she had noted that it was 

important for the young person to have been engaged with the service for a while in order for 

them to understand risk levels, that in reality there was not clear criteria in place. The girls had 

received different levels of support over different periods of time. In addition, at various points 

throughout the project it was clear that the workers from the specialist CSE service were not 

always aware of significant people in the young people’s lives (as examined in part four of this 

chapter) and given this, one could question how able they were to assess risk. 
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In establishing groups, it is common to have a set of criteria in place to aid in the selection of 

potential members (Tourigny et al., 2005; Knight, 2017). Knight (2017), in discussing group 

work, emphasises the importance of thinking through the group composition and screening 

potential group members. Knight (2017) highlights two basic principles that should guide 

selection. Firstly, Knight (2017) discusses the “not the only one principle” which means that no 

one member should feel like they are different in some way to the rest of the group. This sense 

of difference could for example be based on gender, ethnicity or experience. Linked to this 

principle, Knight identifies the second important principle which she refers to as “Noah’s Ark”, 

that members should share at least some common characteristic with at least one other 

member in the group. As explored below, group members were very diverse and although they 

may have broadly fitted under one category, ‘belonging to a service for those affected by or at 

risk of CSE’, their experiences and characteristics were quite different.  

Experience of abuse 

As I document in the preceding chapter, based on the information that was shared by the girls 

in their digital stories, I would question whether all the experiences described represent cases 

of CSE as opposed to other forms of CSA. Whichever label is attributed to the girls’ 

circumstances, their experiences were extremely varied. This ranged from: a young person 

having what she described as a ‘relationship’ with an adult male friend of the family over an 

extended period of time; a young woman experiencing a one-off incident of sexual abuse 

perpetrated by peers at primary school; and a young girl entwined in a court case revolving 

around her father’s viewing of indecent online material. The girls’ situations represented a wide 

spectrum of CSA and although I do not wish to argue for a hierarchy with regards to what form 

of sexual violence is more ‘serious or harmful’, I do argue that in experiencing such diverse 

situations the ‘common ground’ shared by the girls related to these particular experiences may 

have been limited. Although some of the young people through the discussions appeared to 

have some shared experiences – such as experience with the police, and of going through the 

criminal justice system – the length, nature and type of abuse appeared markedly different. 
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One could therefore presume that the dynamics and impacts on the girls were equally diverse. 

However, due to the nature of the project, the girls were not aware of these differences of 

experience until the very end of the project when their digital stories were shared with the 

group. I was therefore unable to get a clear sense of whether these differences mattered to 

the girls. In interviewing two of the girls following the project, they both indicated that there 

were some shared experiences amongst group members. Maya talked about how they were 

in the same project as “we had tragic experiences”. Chelsea talked about the fact that “we’d 

all been through hard times” but also said that they “were just normal girls”. Maya had not been 

present at the screening of the digital stories and therefore had not viewed any of the other 

girls’ stories at the point at which the interview took place. 

Age 

At the beginning of the group, the age range of the group members ran from 12-19 years old. 

The majority being 15 and over however Rosa, being 12 at the start of the project, clearly stood 

out as being younger and at a different developmental stage compared to the rest of the group. 

In observing Rosa during the sessions I recorded in my notes that she appeared confident in 

the group and was not shy to volunteer, ask questions and contribute to discussions. However, 

despite this, in observing Rosa’s interactions with the other group members what struck me 

was that she appeared unable to relate, contribute or share experiences at the same level with 

the rest of the group. This was particularly evident in conversations surrounding relationships 

with boys, ‘hanging out’ and drinking alcohol. On other occasions, through observing the thread 

of conversations in the group, it felt that she was saying things to ‘fit in’, mirroring what other 

group members had said previously in the conversation. Below is one such example of this 

where the girls were viewing each other’s images and discussing them in a group: 

This photo was taken on an angle and one of the girls said it made her feel dizzy. Jane 

asked why she had taken it at an angle and she said it made you “pay more attention to 
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it”. Rosa then said “oh my god it makes me feel like I’m falling” mirroring the language 

used (Field notes from session five).   

The age range was one aspect that appeared more challenging for the facilitators than the 

young people and this is further explored in detail in part four of this chapter which focusses 

on the challenges of group work. 

Character 

It was evident from the start that the girls in the group had very different characters and this 

was something that the facilitators discussed in their interviews. 

Vicky: I was a little bit apprehensive at the beginning, cos I thought that we had lots of 

very different characters, just because I don’t know how they’re going to get on 

like….And I was like, I can’t see you, I’m worried about you meshing, and I knew, I knew 

that the [name of the creative partner’s] method would create an environment that they 

were supportive of each other but I didn’t think that they would get on as well as they did. 

And I think um, I mean I think actually part of that was down to having the three of us as 

women, in an all-female group as well. Like it did feel like, it was, they were obviously 

quite relaxed in the space, they felt like a lot of ownership over the space they felt quite 

a lot of, like permission I guess to be whoever they wanted to be within the room. But 

yeah I was quite surprised and, and, but then to be fair in some ways I think because we 

did have some quite, like Lyn’s eccentricity [Lyn had what she described at different 

points as Aspergers or Autism], actually I think became a massive strength for the group 

because they were, they all didn’t quite know how to deal with her, but then they all didn’t 

quite know how to deal with her, but they also all wanted to be supportive of her, so there 

was something quite uniting in that (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

In responding to my question about the mix of the group, Jane, responded “Oh my god, I 

mean… And to their credit they managed it, they really did manage it” (Interview with Jane, 

project facilitator). 
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Both Vicky and Jane commented on the diverse nature of the group. In particular Vicky 

highlighted Lyn’s development disorder (Aspergers or Autism) as being a particular feature 

that impacted on the group. Jane commented more on the age gap as being a specific 

challenge, something which will be further explored in part four.  

In discussing the group with the girls in their interviews, Chelsea referred to it as “quite a weird 

mix” and when I asked Maya whether she felt it mattered that they were different ages and 

different personalities she just replied “not really” and did not expand on this. 

As I did not get the opportunity to interview all of the girls following the project it remains unclear 

as to whether, for them, the variation in age, experience and character mattered. What was 

interesting was that for the CSE support workers, the fact that they were all engaged with the 

same service, and were considered not to be too high risk, was enough to be referred to the 

group. The fact that the abusive incidents were markedly different, some happening years 

earlier in early childhood, some abuse going on for a number of years and others being one-

off incidents, was not seen to be something that was taken into account. One of the aspects 

that this study identified was the truly heterogeneous nature of users of the same service. This 

has implications for research and practice which will be further explored in the concluding 

comments section and in the final chapter of this thesis. 

Part two: Strategies for forming the group 

At the beginning of the project, one of the first things that the facilitators did was to ask the 

young people to develop a list of ground rules for the group. Through conversation group 

members suggested rules such as: be kind; no-one has to do anything they don’t want to do; 

and everyone is social. In addition to these there was agreement to maintain confidentiality 

within the group and encourage each other to take part in activities. Following this initial 

exercise, there were then a number of strategies I observed which appeared to help the group 

gel. 
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The use of photography and the ‘art-school format’ as a way of seeing into each other’s lives 

From as early as the second week, and through the lens of a camera, the girls were able to 

glimpse into each other’s worlds outside of the group. In these first few sessions the girls were 

given homework which involved them being asked to take photographs of the different places 

and objects that surrounded them. The first homework assignment tasked them with taking 

photos in and around their homes and they were asked to take the following images: 

Figure 1: Homework activity from session one 

1. My room  

2. Where I eat 

3. A view out of a window in my home 

4. An object/ item that is important to me 

5. An object that says something about me (i.e. what I like to do, what I’m good at, what I’m 

known for) 

6. Somewhere I spend time relaxing 

7. Somewhere I feel comfortable 

8. Somewhere I have fun 

9. Somewhere I feel uncomfortable or don’t like spending time 

 

During the second session the girls’ photographs were then uploaded onto the facilitator’s 

computer and the group gathered around to view the images together which were projected 

on the wall. The facilitators took it in turns to show each girl’s images and asked questions 

about what they were looking at and provided comments and feedback as the rest of the group 

also shared their initial reactions to the photos. This format I later learned from the facilitators 

was what they referred to as the ‘art school format’. Vicky, in her interview explained this format 

in more detail: 

Vicky: It means, so showing your work which can be quite scary. So you share your work 

to the whole group and everyone in the group feeds back their opinions and you also 
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have to explain a little bit about what you’ve done and why you’ve done it. So it’s that 

showing. 

Claire: That kind of fear? 

Vicky: Yeah, yeah so that set up is for them to start to articulate why they took a photo, 

what they were trying to do with a photo, and then also for their peers and us to feedback 

whether that was successful, or get them to think about something they maybe haven’t 

or um but its, it can be quite an exposing thing to do, to put your images up like that. 

Claire: Yeah. 

Vicky: But it’s about setting up the kind of supportive group nature, that’s why it happens 

a lot at the start of the project I think. So, cos you set up the kind of supportive group 

environment that means they have got used to sharing, to a certain level, something 

personal of theirs (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

In her description, Vicky points to the use of the format as being important in setting up the 

supportive nature of the group. Enabling the girls to start to get positive affirmation for their 

images, and supporting the sharing of something that is personal which might feel daunting. 

An additional benefit that I felt came from this process was the fact that it enabled the girls to 

get to know each other and ‘see’ behind the person in the group. Most of the girls had not met 

before the sessions started and therefore their knowledge of each other was simply that they 

attended the same service. Although early on the girls asked each other questions, mainly 

about their age and what school they went to, these exercises provided them with a better 

understanding of each other’s home life. 

In my field notes I captured examples of the discussion from the art-school format in session 

two:  

“That’s my bed before it’s messed up” Lyn explained. “You can learn a lot about me by 

looking at my bedroom”. Jane asked if it was a bunk bed as the angle made it look like it 
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might be. Lyn said it wasn’t but it was a “high up bed”. After a few different images of her 

bed she had then taken a couple of images of electronic devises. “This is a picture of all 

my important stuff, games, Ipad, my DS…..” and went onto list different games and 

devises in the image. At this point Jane inquired about the lighting and whether she had 

used the flash. Lyn explained that the curtains weren’t open when she took the photo. 

She said “I always have them closed, I hate having them open”. Maya chipped in here 

agreeing and saying that she always had her curtains closed too. Jane asked the rest of 

the group including Vicky and I about our curtains. We all said we had ours open. Lyn 

explained that she had hers closed in the night too as “the view at night is eerie” (Field 

notes from session two). 

Through these interactions, and using images to facilitate discussions, other group members 

could comment and share how things were the same or different for them. Through these 

exercises and discussions it was possible to build up a picture of the girls’ lives, where they 

lived and who and what was important to them. For example, Chelsea in showing her 

homework images the following week showed multiple images of family members. Through 

the sessions as Chelsea talked about her family and showed images of them at different points, 

it became evident that they were an important part of her life. In Rosa’s case she showed a 

number of images of one of her friends. This same friend arrived at the celebration event at 

the end of the project and was mentioned in Rosa’s story as being someone who had helped 

her through her experiences. Using photographs appeared to help the girls open up and they 

found it easy to talk about aspects of their lives whilst using the images as prompts. It led to 

conversations about their parents, siblings, pets, friends, activities out of school and in a way 

expedited the group getting to know each other. As one of the girls remarked during this second 

session “choosing pictures shows a lot about you”. This type of format occurred during 

sessions one to six and in the interview with Chelsea, she shared how she enjoyed those 

activities: 
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Chelsea: I think that was one of my favourite bits. 

Claire: Oh when you looked at everyone else’s images?  

Chelsea: Yep. 

Claire: Yep I thought that was really nice as well as I felt that you got to … 

Chelsea: Know someone (Interview with Chelsea, young person). 

These activities provided a window into the girls’ lives and provided background information 

about their circumstances. The activities appeared helpful in building up connections with the 

group members and helped the girls feel like they knew a bit more about their peers. In 

observing how the girls responded to these activities, it illustrated how photography could be 

a helpful tool when working with young people in either a research or support capacity. The 

method provides a ‘sneak preview’ into an individual’s current circumstances, living situation, 

peer groups and places where they inhabit. Therefore, such an exercise could be useful in 

assessing and understanding young people’s worlds more generally. The images themselves 

also provide a helpful springboard for more in-depth discussion, as discussed in chapter eight. 

Offermann et al. (2017) writes about the need to be mindful in activities that aim to help young 

people get to know each other in a group setting in case such discussions trigger memories of 

abusive situations. Offermann et al. (2017) talk about this specifically in activities that may lead 

to discussion about family members or living situations. In this project, I did not observe that 

these particular activities sparked any concerns for the young people. However, as I highlight 

at various points in this thesis, the facilitators did not know the background to the girls ’ 

experiences of CSA/E, therefore they were unable to think about this and anticipate where 

triggers may lie for the girls during such exercises. 

Photography and the activities as a way of identifying common ground 

The use of photography and the art school format appeared to be useful in helping the girls to 

not only learn about each other but identify where they had common interests and experiences. 
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There were many examples of how the images the girls viewed led to group conversations 

which revealed shared interests and knowledge of places and spaces. From my field notes I 

capture some of these moments: 

The next image was a completely black background with a small blue light. Lyn explained 

that it was a “light from the DS”. There were more images of her games and devices and 

the group asked what they were. Lyn started to count all the different Nintendo DSs she 

had “I have the original DS, DSi, DS lite…”. She later said though that “I saved up to get 

them”. The others in the group started to talk about what they had. “I’ve got a Wii” said 

Maya “but I never use it”. “I had a DS but it broke” said Rosa (Field notes from session 

two). 

There was then an image of the music shop and Sophie said, “I like music and that’s why 

I took it”. Rosa said “same” and went to put her hand out to Sophie to high five’ (Field 

notes from session five). 

Knight (2017) underscores the importance of members of a group engaging in activities early 

on that reveal commonalities. Offermann et al. (2017) in discussing group work with individuals 

experiencing CSA note that activities that help members get to know each other, which might 

lead to discussions about favourite movies or video games, are helpful in easing anxiety and 

promoting opportunities to reveal common interests. From these activities that occurred in the 

early stages, there were ample opportunities for the girls to identify shared interests that were 

not related to their engagement with the service. 

Free time 

In addition to the organised activities, what also appeared useful was the ‘down time’ where 

the girls were just hanging around in each other’s company. As the earlier sessions ran for six 

hours at a time, there was free time which occurred whilst Jane and Vicky were uploading 

photos or sorting out the computer. This gave the girls the chance to talk and find out more 

about each other and again, search for common ground. For example, in the first week there 
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was a lot of questioning of each other to find out where people lived, how old they were and 

what school they attended: 

Over the session the girls started to ask questions to find out about the other young 

people “What school do you go to?”, “Where’s that?”, “How old are you?”, “Where do you 

live?”, “Where’s that?”, “How long have you lived here for?”, “Which college do you go 

to?” When Maya told the group which school she want to Lucinda asked “Do you know 

Natasha?” when Maya asked what her last name was, Lucinda replied “she’s in our year, 

she’s black”. Maya said “I know a few Natashas so I probably know her but can’t think” 

(Field notes from session one). 

I did not observe any particular discomfort with this level of questioning and all the girls 

appeared to be joining in. However, as noted in section four of this chapter, given that later on 

during the project some of the young people shared that they liked the anonymity of not being 

connected to others in the group, attempts by some of the girls to make these links may have 

led to concerns regarding confidentiality.  

The combination of photography activities and free time provided the girls with opportunities 

to get to know each other and make connections. The use of photography was a key vehicle 

in establishing group dialogue. Such encounters enabled the group to form and for the girls to 

feel comfortable. 

Part three: Benefits of working in the group  

Working with others and feeling supported 

One of the questions this study aimed to address, was what the benefits and risks were for the 

young people taking part in the group. From the video diaries, and limited interviews, it 

appeared that one aspect of the project that a number of the girls enjoyed was being in a group 

setting. From the start of the project, some of the girls commented on this aspect of working 

with others in their video diaries: 
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Lucinda: I’ve just really enjoyed interacting with everybody it was kind of exciting 

(Lucinda’s video diary session one). 

Lyn: I enjoyed, I just enjoyed the company of other people and the fact that I’m actually 

getting on well better with the people here now and, also I enjoyed taking a photo um 

using one theme like emotions or state of being (Lyn’s video diary session two). 

Lucinda: I’ve enjoyed the activities, different activities that we’ve been given to do. I’ve 

enjoyed working, with Lyn, in pairs and we’ve taken pictures of each other what 

represents us and pictures without our faces and like just pictures that describe who we 

are with our faces in it (Lucinda’s video diary session one). 

Lyn, valued the fact that she was in a group with ‘normal’ girls (this is further explored in chapter 

seven), she also spoke in the video diaries about not liking “being split off into groups because 

I prefer to be with all my friends rather than just a few” (Lyn’s video diary session three). Lyn 

and Lucinda appeared to like the fact that they were part of a wider group and the elements 

that involved working together. 

In my interviews with the two girls they appeared to view working in the group differently. 

Chelsea, in her interview did speak about the added support she felt from being in the group: 

Chelsea: Yeah and then when we did do the issues you didn’t have to talk even if you 

did talk everyone respected you, and I’m not saying no one, but it’s good to have lots of 

support. Cos like when you’re talking to a worker you know she respects what you’re 

saying but you’ve only got one opinion coming back at you. Whereas everyone else 

respects you and then they’ve got lots of their opinions, and sometimes that scares me, 

but in a way I felt really comfortable in that group (Interview with Chelsea, young person). 

From her interview Chelsea appeared to value having the opportunity to hear others’ views 

and opinions, particularly when discussing some of the images and digital stories that did relate 

to CSA/E developed by other young people from different projects. She also commented on 
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how the project had been important in terms of strengthening the relationship with one of the 

girls in the group. “I’m glad for it because, not just because of what I’ve achieved, but also 

because I’ve shared it with [name of young person], cos she’s actually a really good friend”. 

Chelsea, had known one of the group prior to the project starting and she reflected on how her 

participation had strengthened the relationship: 

Chelsea: it was weird because it was the first time like us telling each other what had 

happened. We knew something bad had happened, well I knew something bad had 

happened to her, she didn’t really clock that something bad had happened to me. But 

when I said to her, “whenever you need to talk I’m here”, it was kind of like, when she 

saw that [the digital story], she was like “now I understand”’ (Interview with Chelsea, 

young person). 

Chelsea also commented in her interview that “just not being alone and knowing other people 

have been through things…and that other people understand and stuff like that” was also 

important for her. Although the girls did not share details of their experiences of CSA/E verbally 

in the group setting, for Chelsea, being in a group signalled that she was not the ‘only one’ and 

that others had an understanding of what it felt like to have experienced abuse. 

Maya however, when I asked her about the group said “I didn’t hate anyone, I got along with 

everyone like, and tried to be civil basically”. When I asked whether she thought she would 

stay in touch with any of the girls she said she did not think she would. Maya therefore did not 

express specific value from being in the group, most of the value she described was through 

engaging in the creative process (which is further explored in the following chapter). However, 

she did comment that reflecting on her story in a group setting was different. “I think it’s different 

doing it in sessions, one-on-one, and then doing it as a group thing”. 

In thinking about mutual aid, it was difficult to observe during the sessions how the group 

setting supported the girls, or provided opportunities to enable the girls to support others, 

specifically in relation to their experiences of CSA/E. Although for Chelsea there was a sense 
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that the group did provide a supportive community, and helped her feel that she was not alone 

in experiencing CSA/E, due to the limited number of interviews I was unable to confirm this 

with other group members. However, when the girls were showing each other their images, 

the wider group would provide positive feedback about their photos which were often 

illustrating more general scenes and emotions. This positive feedback may therefore have 

helped to build confidence in their abilities to engage in the project and the group. 

During the project the different activities meant that there was time for whole group work, 

smaller group work, work in pairs and work undertaken individually. The girls did not specifically 

comment on what parts they preferred, and as Chelsea alluded to there were benefits and 

challenges of working in a group. One aspect that I observed and felt was important about the 

group setting was that discussions and activities felt less intense, being part of the group 

diluted the focus away from individuals. 

Group work feeling less intense 

In the sessions I observed examples where the same activity felt very different when it was 

carried out in a group compared to where it was undertaken on a one-to-one basis with a 

facilitator. For example, in session six it was explained that those that had missed the week 

before would do the ‘relationships’ activity whilst the rest of the group worked with the lighting 

and studio equipment. In the preceding week I had observed the relationships activity when 

three of the girls had been involved in it. My field notes during session six highlighted how this 

activity felt like a very different process when it involved one young person and one facilitator: 

Vicky, as was the case last week, asked Maya to divide the paper into four and went 

through the same stages as the week before. Vicky talked intensely to Maya asking her 

about support and asking her to come up with “all the words and feeling you can think 

of”. She then asked Maya to watch the same digital stories as before and Maya listened 

to them with her headphones in. After each one Vicky asked her some questions. I was 

sitting with the other group at this stage but heard a few comments from Maya. After 
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watching the last digital story Vicky had asked again about how she felt, she replied - 

“not as bothered, I don’t know” and said the parents were uneducated and from a poor 

background, she said “I mean I feel sympathy to all of them”.  Vicky kept on reassuring 

Maya, “I’m not testing you” but kept pushing “do you want to write anymore down? It’s 

not for me” (Field notes from session six). 

I felt this dynamic was very different to last week. Last week as there had been a group, 

only three but still there was perhaps not so much pressure on individuals to share their 

feelings and thoughts and they could chip in and get a sense of the group views before 

imparting their own. Maya is a confident and articulate young person but I still felt the fun 

element of discussions was taken away in this more one-to-one set up (My observations 

from session six). 

As noted above the girls did not comment on the different format that the activities took, 

however Maya and Chelsea in their interviews did talk about liking the project as it was less 

intense than the usual one-to-one support they received. They appeared to suggest that this 

intensity was partly to do with the focus being on their experiences but also due to it being one-

on-one. “The sessions I usually do here [at the specialist CSE service], it’s very like detailed 

and intimate…it’s just like one-on-one is serious I think” (Interview with Maya). Maya therefore 

felt that being in a group felt less serious, and although she acknowledged in her interview how 

challenging the project was in relation to the emotional nature, she still seemed to indicate that 

overall the project, and group working, felt lighter and more fun. 

Part four: Challenges of group-working 

The lack of background information on the girls 

One of the problems that I identified in my observations and conversations with facilitators was 

the fact that they were not provided with information about the girls’ backgrounds or current 

status. The workers from the specialist CSE service took the decision to not share relevant 

information about the girls’ experiences with the facilitators and in my interviews they shared 
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their reasoning: 

Kathy: I think there was a period where we kind of toyed with, cos I think Jane was saying 

you know it might be helpful for us to know a bit more about them, about what’s 

happening with them, um you know in a very kind of basic way and that was something 

that I really kind of struggled with in terms of how much do I tell them without having the 

young person’s permission. And what it was, was ok, we can tell, you know, and I think 

what it came down to was professional to professional I’m literally giving you even less 

than the basic minimum it was just more of this might be possibly what you need to know 

but even then I’m not going to tell you who or what but it’s just that these are the elements 

that might be in the group. 

Claire: Hmm. 

Kathy: Because what was important was the young people have the power and the 

control over what they disclose, and how, and how much …. so I think once Jane had 

that one-to-one session [this occurred in week six] with them about their story and could 

tell, you know that was what we wanted them to do, to have that control over rather than 

going “oh Jane’s already got this bit of information from this person” and not knowing 

what was said or you know how it was said…So it was definitely much better for them 

and I think the process for them to tell it themselves how much they wanted to tell was 

definitely better (Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker).  

Danielle: I know that we did sort of spend a bit of time thinking about confidentiality and 

how we would manage that in that um we know we were trying to get the balance 

between the staff at [the creative organisation] knowing enough about the young people 

in order to kind of keep them safe; but also keeping things on a need to know basis so 

that we were respecting the confidentiality of the young people and only sharing 

information about them that’s absolutely necessary. Um so I think from [the creative 

organisation’s]  point of view, maybe they found that difficult, not knowing everything 
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about these young people’s pasts and why they’re there and that kind of thing. But I think 

that’s probably an important process and then its then up to the young people to disclose 

that as they want to and have control over that information (Interview with Danielle, CSE 

support worker). 

In research with young people affected by CSE, Warrington (2013) highlights that for young 

people a central concern for them surrounds the sharing of personal information. Warrington 

(2013, p.121) describes how young people she spoke to felt “an exponential loss of control 

over personal and intimate stories” and shared multiple examples of how information about 

their abuse was shared without their consent or knowledge. Although this poses questions in 

regard to practice, Warrington found that the young people she spoke to did understand that 

information sometimes needs to be shared. Warrington writes about such information sharing 

to be “largely accepted, even when it was described as uncomfortable” (2013, p.123). What 

appears critical is that young people are involved in the process when it comes to determining 

what information is shared, why and with whom so they still have some level of control over 

that information. In this scenario it appeared that the support workers made a blanket decision 

that by not sharing any information this not only assured confidentiality, but through an 

extension of this, gave young people a sense of power and control. 

The facilitators had mixed feelings about the fact that they knew very little information about 

the girls. Throughout the project there were examples where they both aired frustration over 

this, however Vicky stated that she could understand the decision taken by the workers from 

the service to some degree: 

Vicky: It’s not my preference about how I would choose to work normally…it’s something 

I found quite difficult, and I think, but having said that when we spoke to Kathy about it, I 

did actually kind of see where she was coming from quite a lot. The idea that actually 

that’s the kind of thing that they need to share, that they’re that they’re responsible for, 

they’re not, they’re young people who have had those experiences and actually that’s 
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part of their support work is being able to articulate what they are or aren’t comfortable 

with and they’re kind of self-care within that as well (Interview with Vicky, project 

facilitator). 

Jane on the other hand felt strongly that it was not the best way to work and felt that it potentially 

could lead to problems. In her interview Jane identified two examples of situations that 

occurred in the project that were complicated by the fact that they did not have any information 

on the girls’ background or current status: 

Jane: I think we will probably have a feedback meeting with them but and I know it’s their 

policy, but I just think, I think it’s a bit unsafe. I think it’s alright that it underpins their 

practice with the young people, but if you’re going to work in partnership the young 

people’s safety should be paramount. And if, you know if we were for example if we did 

go “oh that’s amazing that you’re pregnant [name of girl]!” and then actually she was 

pregnant by the guy who was in her story. That would be a really mixed message that 

was being given to her by adults that she identifies as working out of the same service. 

Claire: Yeah. 

Jane: So it’s, that was my one kind of sticking point and it hasn’t happened in any other 

project that we’ve worked on (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

Jane in sharing the example of a conversation that occurred surrounding one of the girls 

sharing that she thought she was pregnant (which occurred in session 11 when I was not 

present) demonstrated the problems of not having an understanding of the girls’ current 

situations. Jane felt this made it hard for them as facilitators to always know how to react to 

conversations as they were not aware whether the girls still had contact with their perpetrators. 

Another example, where this lack of knowledge caused tensions, was recounted by Jane 

regarding an incident that arose during the celebration event: 
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Jane: I came out to see who else was arriving, Elizabeth [CSE support worker] came up 

the stairs looking quite red faced and said “oh my god Sophie’s brought a young man!” 

and I said “yeah that’s her boyfriend”. 

Claire: Yeah. 

Jane: And she said, “well we don’t know who he is” and I said “well I don’t know who he 

is apart from the fact that she’s talked about him a lot he’s her boyfriend and she would 

like him to be here”. And she said “oh well maybe we should have had that discussion”. 

But actually if we had had a discussion we don’t know anything about her, nothing about 

what’s happened to her, nothing about, all we know about her is that she lives with her 

mum and that’s from what she’s told us. We’ve had none of that information, we don’t 

know whether he’s, you know her story (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

These examples illustrate not only the practical challenges that the facilitators faced in 

responding to different conversations and situations without having that knowledge of the girls’ 

status in terms of their connection with perpetrators, but also the underlying risk. From the 

second example, it is evident that neither the workers nor the facilitators are clear about the 

identity of Sophie’s boyfriend and yet he was attending a closed screening together with the 

other seven girls who all brought friends and/or family members. This brings up a question 

regarding the levels of knowledge that may be required to ensure the group’s overall safety. 

Jane also identified in her interview other important information that she would have liked to 

have known about the group: 

Jane: And those were the questions that I asked. So when I emailed to say we don’t 

have any information about the young women and actually it would be really useful for 

us if we knew a bit more, these are the things we mean. I said is anybody in an on-going 

court case, is anybody still in a really risky situation or relationship, what else did I ask, 

there was one other thing. I can’t remember what it was oh and yeah I just asked for kind 

of like an overview about of, of you know, in terms of the whole group whether there were 
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individualised kind of situations, whether there were any people who had kind of gang 

activity, because what I said was that might have an implication of where we can and 

can’t go in [name of town] when we do our photo shoots, it might have an implication for 

who is in the group… 

Claire: Not really detailed information. 

Jane: Yeah and Kathy just said “oh look they’ll tell you, if they want to tell you they’ll tell 

you”. And of course they did, and I think in fact gave us more information than probably 

they had given the team there. But that’s not really the point is it (Interview with Jane, 

project facilitator). 

In reflecting on the decision that the support workers made to not share any significant 

information with the facilitators, this raises questions about how confidentiality is understood 

and maintained. It appeared that the support workers understood confidentiality in black and 

white terms. Rather than exploring with the young people individually about what information 

they may have felt happy to be shared with the facilitators in order to keep the group safe, 

instead the support workers made the decision for them; yet they felt this was giving control to 

the young people in some way.  

One of the key pieces of information that appeared useful was with regards to the girls’ 

relationships with others. Some form of exercise that enables an understanding of these 

relationships appears critical. When there are plans to bring ‘outsiders’ to a closed screening, 

there is also a need to be mindful of who is invited. 

 

Managing the age range 

As noted above the age range was diverse with the girls spanning from 12-19 years old. The 

facilitators, especially Jane, spoke about how she struggled with this dynamic and it felt that 

Rosa, the youngest, unlike the other girls, was spoken to on numerous occasions for not paying 

attention, not listening and interrupting.  
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I sat back down as Jane tried to get Rosa to concentrate on the task at hand but Rosa 

kept on joining in the conversations and Jane said “I’m going to get strict with you now” 

and Rosa responded saying “You’re always strict with me” (Field notes from session 12). 

Vicky had gotten up to get something and Rosa asked Vicky to bring her some more 

crisps. It was about 11:30 and Jane said no and explained that she had just had a packet 

a minute ago and it wasn’t even lunch time yet. She said “it’s too much, I’m going to put 

my foot down” (Field notes from session five). 

Rosa had also forgotten her sketch book so she was given some paper to start her 

storyboard. Jane explained to Rosa that she was “basically making a storyboard of your 

story”. Jane had printed out Rosa’s story putting in spaces and Rosa, as the others had, 

started to chunk it up. When Rosa had made her storyboard she started straight away 

putting numbers in the boxes that related to the chunks and Jane said “what did I say 

about not putting the numbers in the box just yet?” explaining that she may want to use 

a number of images for her chunks. Rosa was quick to respond explaining that she would 

just split up the box into smaller boxes. This was the first of many ‘words’ Jane had with 

Rosa about her concentrating and getting on with things as she continued to chat and 

get distracted (Field notes from session eight). 

I did not observe occasions where other members of the group were spoken to in the same 

way, although at times other members of the group similarly appeared to not pay attention. On 

a number of occasions my field notes showed a record of how the facilitators reflected after 

the sessions on how they found Rosa’s behaviour challenging: 

At the end of the session when talking to Jane as we packed things away she commented 

on how difficult she had found Rosa in the session (Field notes from session three). 

Jane said that in today’s session she also really noticed the age divide in the discussions 

(Field notes from session four). 
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Rosa’s behaviour was viewed by Jane as a sign of Rosa’s level of maturity. In my interview 

with Jane she reflected that Rosa was not doing anything wrong as such, she was just too 

young for that group. In considering how the wider group responded to Rosa, I observed a few 

occasions where the age difference and level of maturity stood out:  

Rosa as she continued to work on her picture said “you’re going to think I’m weird but 

I’m thinking about taking the [unclear] oath”. Chelsea and Sophie asked what that was 

and she explained it was an oath you took and you wore a silver ring and it meant you 

committed to not having sex before you got married. Sophie said “that don’t work in 

England” and both Chelsea and Sophie laughed (Field notes from session eight). 

Through observing the interaction Rosa did not appear to be visibly bothered by the girls’ 

responses but the difference in age and experience showed. On another occasion, in session 

six, one of the girls spoke about a stabbing that had happened the evening before near her 

house and that she had had to walk home as there were no buses running. Rosa, responded 

“what were you doing till 11:30?”, and “why were you out till 11:30?” As Rosa was considerably 

younger than the other girls her questions, comments and inquisitive nature indicated how she 

was at a different life stage. She could not relate to the older girls whose conversations often 

revolved around going out at night, drinking and boyfriends. At one point during a discussion 

about the group in session eight, Sophie made a comment about Rosa’s age and how she was 

like a “little sister” asking lots of questions. 

Jane in her interview spoke about how she felt Rosa was too young to be in the group with the 

other girls: 

Jane: My one anxiety right at the beginning was that I rang the team because I was 

worried about Rosa being too young and she was too young, for me, she was too young 

for that group…and I think it wasn’t fair on her, and we managed it, and we managed it 

really well, but it did feel like we had to manage her sometimes and that wasn’t fair on 

her. Cos she wasn’t doing anything that was not ok she was just being 12. 
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Claire: Yeah. 

Jane: You know but people, you know found her difficult and it was about trying to 

manage them. I had to have two conversations out of the group with people about talking 

about Rosa and trying to be more patient and I did that without her knowing about it 

obviously, but yeah she was too young. And when I rang up to say oh my goodness you 

know we’ve got two 17 year olds, a 19 year old and then everyone’s around 14 and 15 

she’s 12, I’m, you know, a bit worried about that, and Elizabeth [CSE support worker] 

just got really defensive and said “I wouldn’t have referred her if I thought she couldn’t 

manage it” but she couldn’t. And you know really early on you know when we were in 

that other building she would say things, and it was really clear that it was just a child 

saying what they thought they should say about relationships and she didn’t really know 

it or, understand it and in that way, I mean if she’d have been another person I think it 

would have completely silenced her (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

Jane explained that it was not her age that meant she was not suitable for the type of project, 

it was the fact that the group could not be ‘pitched’ for her due to the mix. Jane felt Rosa did 

get a lot out of the project but not in the same way as the others.  

Vicky on the other hand, although agreeing with and recognising the struggles with the age 

range, felt that there was a certain benefit of having Rosa in the group. Vicky felt that it allowed 

a level of ‘silliness’ which she felt was important to the overall dynamics: 

Vicky: I think the age range was really important actually because there were times when 

having Rosa in the group allowed [names of two of the girls] to be silly and to be young…I 

think it’s taught me that it can work, and actually it can be a strength for the group 

dynamic as opposed to something to deal with (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

The age range clearly was challenging for Jane to manage and although Rosa continued with 

the group and appeared comfortable in the group, if she had not been as confident, she may 
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have struggled due to her inability to understand and contribute to some of the conversations. 

As Jane explained, Rosa was able to take part in activities and create a digital story, however 

being in a group with those of a similar age and life stage may have been more appropriate 

and enabled Rosa to develop closer friendships. This therefore again points to the argument 

for some clear criteria when selecting young people to join a group. 

Not knowing each other 

The two challenges noted above were predominantly challenges that the facilitators had to 

confront in managing the safety and dynamics of the group. For the girls, it was a little less 

clear what the challenges were for them from being part of the group. The CSE support 

workers, in their interviews identified a challenge they felt might have been significant for the 

girls and that was the fact that the girls, on the whole, did not know each other before the group 

work began: 

Danielle: I think getting here in the first place is a challenge. I mean having for them 

having to come along and be with new people it’s scary and it’s difficult and I’m sure lots 

of them worry about the judgement that’s going to come with that due to their previous 

experiences…So I’m sure lots of the issues around young people, kind of their 

expectations of themselves and the group is a struggle. And other people and how 

they’re going to get on with them, and again you know having to disclose again potentially 

to a new group of people and professionals when you’ve maybe, you’ve already done 

that and you’ve moved forward and you don’t want to think about it again, that’s always 

potentially a risk for young people that I don’t know aren’t ready to do that (Interview with 

Danielle, CSE support worker). 

Kathy: For others I think it was the prospect of groups that maybe put them off and it was 

“I’m a bit anxious about that” “I don’t think I want to do that” um and so maybe therefore 

didn’t come to the, yeah so we also tried to oversubscribe (Interview with Kathy, CSE 

support worker). 
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The girls did not share whether these fears were true for them. Interestingly, in contrast to the 

views held by the CSE support workers, in session eight, there was some discussion by the 

group about the fact that they liked not knowing the others in the group, as captured in my field 

notes: 

Maya said “but I wouldn’t want to be in a group with people I know” and said “like that 

girl that came to one session that didn’t come to any others” [Here she was referring to 

Rachel who attended a taster session before the project began]. Jane and I tried to think 

and said some names of the current group, she said “no, she came once”, “Alice?” I said 

and Chelsea said “wasn’t it Rachel?” and I said yes that was it and Maya said “Yeah 

her, I knew her” and I said “oh yes weren’t you at the same school?” and she said “yes”. 

Sophie then agreed with Maya and said she wouldn’t want to be in a group with someone 

she knew but it was different if it was like your best friend and Maya agreed and said 

“yes, that was different” (Field notes from session eight). 

So although it might have been difficult for the girls in initially joining the group as they did not 

know who would be there, they actually appeared to value being in a group with people that 

did not know them. The anonymity of not being in a group with those from the same school 

appeared to help them feel more comfortable. However, as cited earlier Chelsea, who did know 

one of the girls before, talked about how being in a group together strengthened their 

friendship. 

The time and focus of the facilitators 

In addition to the challenges identified by the facilitators and support workers I observed that 

at times it was challenging for the facilitators to support all the girls in their work. As the 

facilitators were often trying to ‘catch up’ those girls who had missed earlier weeks, at times 

some of the girls were left not knowing what they were doing and waiting for help. 

As I captured in my field notes, at the later stages of the project as different individuals got to 

different points in developing their stories, often one of the facilitators was out of the room 
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recording one of the girls’ stories.  This then left the other facilitator with potentially seven girls, 

all at different points, all needing some direction or time. This meant that in the later sessions 

some of the girls were left with not much to do as I observed in my field notes: 

Lyn was sitting not doing much and she said to Vicky “I’m technically waiting now” as 

Vicky and Jane were trying to sort out all the different girls with different things. Vicky 

asked Lyn to practice going through her story which she had cut out on paper in chunks. 

Sophie spent her time drawing [removed for anonymity] and then drawing a minion and 

colouring it in (Field notes session 12). 

Chelsea said “I don’t know what I’m doing” so Vicky said she would help in a minute. I 

said I would help Maya as I wasn’t doing anything and Maya said “I’m bored too” as if I 

was stating I was bored (Field notes from session eight). 

Due to the flexible nature of the work and the fact that as the project went on the girls were 

focussed on their individual stories, it felt that it was harder to manage the group as the ‘group’ 

were not involved in the same activities at the same time. This had implications on my data 

too, as I highlight in chapter four, the ‘group’ part of the project felt like it did not continue 

throughout the project. As the girls started working on their stories they worked on an individual 

level therefore it was challenging to capture reflections about how the ‘group’ aspect evolved.  

As highlighted in chapter eight, the flexibility of this project was something that was in essence 

a strength and therefore balancing this while ensuring everyone had the support felt like a 

challenge at times for the facilitators. 

Concluding comments 

There are a number of key themes and reflections that emerged in this study relating to the 

formation, management, value and challenges of ‘the group’. As such, this study adds new 

strands to the current conversations surrounding the ‘risk’ of group work for those accessing 

CSE services. The findings highlight the complexity of group work and identify a number of 

elements that need to be thought through when establishing groups with service-users. The 
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first relates to the importance of not presuming that users of a service are a homogenous 

group. From the data gathered, the diversity, specifically the age range, within the group 

appeared to be challenging for one of the project facilitators in particular. Due to the limited 

number of interviews with young people I was unable to get a clear indication if this diversity 

was experienced as challenging for the young people involved. As the young people did not 

share a great deal about their experiences of CSA/E during the sessions, it was not evident 

whether the fact that their experiences were so varied impacted their engagement in the group. 

However, if the group had been focussed on them sharing their experiences during the 

sessions, this may have been an issue. The diversity of experiences of CSA/E that surfaced 

through this study also raises larger questions for research and practice in this field, which are 

explored further in the concluding chapter. 

Managing a group is complex. In reflecting on the issues and challenges that arose during the 

project, I would argue that it is important that facilitators are involved in developing criteria and 

selecting members as the facilitators are the ones who have to design the activities, navigate 

the dynamics and keep the young people safe. Even with criteria in place, one could argue 

that if the facilitators are not aware of the young people’s experiences and relationships, then 

such a set of criteria is not particularly useful in helping them to think through potential triggers 

and when to flag concerns. In discussing how to prepare for group work, Knight (2017) reflects 

on the importance of workers ‘tuning in’ – thinking about the individuals, their experiences and 

how this might impact on the initial group sessions. Knight believes that the screening process 

by facilitators is a helpful exercise in this preparatory stage. In this situation the facilitators were 

in essence working in the dark with no knowledge of the girls’ situations. 

Another finding linked to the criteria of the group is around what ‘common ground’ in a group 

setting refers to. In this project, from what they shared, the girls were affected by different forms 

of CSA/E and any common ground in terms of their experiences did not significantly surface 

in the group discussions. In fact, the elements where ‘common ground’ were found was in their 

everyday lives, the music they listened to, the technology they used and the places where they 
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spent time. This links to the findings captured in chapter seven, that highlight how the project 

unveiled the ‘normal’ identities of the girls rather than focussing on their shared identity as 

‘victims’ or ‘survivors’ of CSA/E. One therefore needs to ask whether ‘common ground’ has to 

surround traumatic experiences or whether common ground can be established through other 

avenues. This is likely to depend on the objectives of the group and whether the sharing of 

experiences is viewed as an important element or not.  

Due to the limited number of interviews with the girls, and the lack of conversation surrounding 

their own experiences of CSA/E during the group sessions, it was challenging to identify clear 

benefits of engaging in a group project. Specifically benefits identified in chapter two linked to 

the  power of the group in countering a sense of difference, normalising feelings and emotions, 

and providing opportunities for mutual aid connected to one’s experience of CSA/E (Foy et al., 

2001; Knight, 2006; Mendelsohn et al., 2011; Hickle and Roe Sepowitz, 2014). Some of the 

girls indicated that they enjoyed working together and Chelsea spoke about feeling supported. 

However, the lack of ‘group activities’ as the project progressed meant that when the girls 

started to explore their stories, I did not observe group conversations or discussions about the 

images they were selecting or the meaning behind them related to their stories. Many of the 

girls’ stories were not finished until just before they were screened at the celebration event and 

therefore the majority of the group did not all see each others’ stories until the final event. This 

in one way may have been the preferred way of working, or may have been due to timing, but 

it also meant that the group did not appear to meaningfully develop some of the supportive 

elements that are reported in other group work situations.  

This goes back to the objectives of the group, this group was not a ‘support group’ but was a 

project with the aim of developing a set of digital stories. Therefore, in order for some of the 

potential benefits of group arts-based work to emerge, the focus of discussion and activities 

needs to be facilitated in a way to allow for those particular shared connections to be 

established. Which given the lack of knowledge of the girls’ experiences by the facilitators, 
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would have been a very challenging task. However, for some of the girls, they enjoyed working 

in the group and felt an element of support from working in a group setting. 
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Chapter six: Talking about, and understanding CSA/E 

Introduction  

This chapter aims to shed light on how the act of talking about CSA/E may be experienced by 

some young people. It explores how and why certain arts-based tools and techniques may aid 

these conversations and improve young people’s understanding of their experiences. The 

chapter is structured in three parts. The first part explores, through listening to the girls’ digital 

stories, how the act of ‘talking’ about their experiences may be tainted by previous experiences 

of feeling pressured or forced to talk or remain silent. Using data from the digital stories I 

develop a model that captures the cyclical nature of young people’s experiences of talking 

following CSA/E. The difficulties that young people face in talking to workers in a one-to-one 

setting are also outlined through the voices of the support workers from the specialist CSE 

service. 

With a recognition of this potential ‘baggage’ attached to ‘talking and telling’, part two explores 

how the project, and the way that it was designed, provided alternative routes for storytelling 

that did not rely purely on verbal communication. Examples of the tools and strategies 

employed by the facilitators to help the girls share their stories, think more deeply about their 

experiences, and locate them within a broader framework are explored. 

Part three provides a critique of these alternative modes of reflection and expression and 

highlights the potential risks identified in this study. I address these by outlining methods that 

could be employed to manage or mitigate these risks in the future. 

Part one: Past experiences of talking 

 

As part of the project seven girls developed digital stories which explored their thoughts and 

experiences. Through analysis I identified a common thread in the girls’ digital stories that 

focussed on ‘talking’ about those experiences to friends, family members and professionals. 

Through the descriptions that were shared, there appeared to be an almost cyclical process of 

forced silence and forced speech. This was not something that the study originally set out to 
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explore, however, being guided by my data, this emerged as an important theme that 

connected to my research questions. 

Forced silence 

In viewing the girls’ digital stories there were examples of what kept the girls initially silent. For 

example, one young person in her digital story shared how she felt pressure from her 

perpetrator not to tell anyone: 

He was still sending messages after this. Dirty and horrible messages saying how I better 

not tell because he’ll never forgive me, he has been hurt too many times before (Digital 

story two18). 

 

Forced telling   

The digital stories also captured the shift that many victim-survivors face where, once the 

abuse comes to light, there is then a contrasting expectation that they must talk about it, and 

tell everything, straight away in one go to someone or multiple people that they have no existing 

relationship with: 

As part of my recovery I tried to push it out of my mind until the police got involved and I 

was forced to talk about it over and over (Digital story three). 

When I recovered the police got involved again. They took lots of other statements from 

me and I was feeling really low so I dropped the charges as I was really stressed. The 

police allowed me to do this but then the crown court saw the case and thought there 

was enough evidence present for him to be prosecuted and I was under pressure again 

to testify. I didn’t but looking back I could have become seriously unwell because of the 

stress involved in the legal process mainly because I withdrew my statement and they 

were still making me go to court (Digital story three). 

                                                
18 In order to protect anonymity the pseudonyms used in this thesis have not been linked directly to the individual 
digital stories that the group produced. 
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When my teachers heard they asked me to make a detailed account of what had 

happened those few years earlier. I kept saying I’d forgotten because I was nervous to 

tell them, but looking back I’m glad I did. That night…. the police came and asked me to 

tell them everything (Digital story four). 

The words used in digital story three in particular, being ‘forced’ and being put ‘under pressure’ 

to talk illustrates the ways that young people can feel almost manipulated into sharing details 

of their stories. This sense of pressure that young people feel when dealing with the police in 

particular has been documented in other research with young people (Beckett and Warrington, 

2015). Warrington’s research with young service users identifies that one response to this 

pressure is that of resistance by young people who decide to take control and “stop telling 

anybody anything” (2013, p.170). 

Forced silence following disclosures  

Following the stage of ‘telling’ – to a professional or family member – three of the girls spoke 

about the disbelief they faced and/or the experience of being called a liar by the perpetrator, 

teachers or police officers involved in their cases: 

It felt like the teachers never really believed her [this young person spoke in the third 

person telling the story of a ‘friend’]. She had this reputation and so people thought she 

was just promiscuous. But she’s always said it was true (Digital story five). 

It was hard for my family because he said I was lying about everything (Digital story one). 

The police officer said that he believed that it could have been me [viewing child sexual 

abuse images] so I was the one that the police blamed (Digital story six). 

As explored in chapter two, betrayal is a common feeling that those affected by CSA/E may 

experience. Research tells us that the ‘ultimate betrayal’ comes when the abuse is not believed 

by those who are meant to support them (Wagner, 2013). The disbelief that some of the girls 

faced from those they told could potentially have led them to simply stop talking about their 
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experiences and feel or wish that they had remained silent. One of the girls talked about how 

she felt after the abuse had initially come out. This young person talks about ‘it’, being the 

CSA/E: 

 Just shoved it under the carpet and tried to move on…It wasn’t really my mum who 

made me feel like I was living on the outside, but I have older sisters who made me feel 

like I was walking on eggshells (Digital story one). 

Although from the statement it is not clear what the young person was referring to, one 

interpretation of this is that the abuse was not spoken about again by her family. 

Talking in a therapeutic environment  

The point at which the CSA/E came out appeared central to many of the girls’ digital stories. 

In addition to the experience of talking in relation to their disclosures, some of the girls also 

reflected on their experiences of talking in a therapeutic environment following the disclosure: 

I’ve had workers before, some have been helpful but counselling wasn’t helpful. I 

found talking hard and so sometimes I sat through the session without saying 

anything. Writing things down or drawing are much better for me, some things are 

easier to talk about than others (Digital story two). 

Something happened to me in the past that I’ve had help with but is still difficult to talk 

about (Digital story four). 

From these descriptions it is clear that for one young person in particular, she did not find it 

easy to engage with talking therapies and in fact, for her, writing things down provided her with 

a better way of expressing her feelings and emotions. 

In week six Jane met with each of the girls one-on-one to discuss with them what they wanted 

to share in their digital stories. Jane in her interview later reflected on how two of the girls talked 

about their experiences of counselling during these sessions. One had shared that when she 

was put in a room with a counsellor she could not speak. When Jane had reflected back that 
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she had just managed to share her account with her she responded “yep but if you were just 

sitting there all silent and not saying anything I wouldn’t tell you nothing” (Interview with Jane, 

project facilitator). The other girl spoke about how she wished you could talk about serious and 

not so serious things which you could not do in a therapeutic setting. 

The excerpts above from the girls’ digital stories demonstrate how young people who 

experience CSA/E can feel when they are silenced, forced to talk and in some respects 

silenced again by the disbelief and unwillingness to revisit their experiences. Figure 2 below 

demonstrates this cyclical nature of how young people may feel pressurised. 

Figure 2: The cyclical nature of pressure young people may feel when talking about CSA/E 

(Cody, 2020) 
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Given this backdrop, it is not surprising that the act of talking about CSA/E in a therapeutic, 

support, or research context, may not be that appealing for some young people. In reflecting 

on what this means in a support setting, it was also interesting to hear from CSE support 

workers following the sessions on how the facilitators seemed to be getting more from the 

young people than they managed in their one-to-one sessions. For example, in week one when 

one of the workers was present for part of the session, at the end of the session she talked 

about how surprised she was that Lucinda had “opened up” and contributed to the group 

discussions. She noted that in her own work with Lucinda it was like “getting blood out of a 

stone”. In week four after the session, Kathy, a different support worker said whilst talking 

about a different member of the group that “you guys get more out of her in a session than we 

do in a year” (Field notes from session four). 

 

Feeling that you are not ‘good’ at talking 

Connected to their experiences perhaps of ‘having’ to talk to the police, counsellors or 

therapists, I was struck that both girls I interviewed appeared to feel that they were not able or 

capable of talking to me. In my interview Chelsea shared that this project was different from 

her usual work at the specialist CSE service noting that at the service “a lot of the time you 

have to talk and I’m not very good at talking” (Interview with Chelsea, young person). Chelsea’s 

past experiences of talking had clearly coloured her perception of her ability to talk either in an 

interview or with someone who could be viewed as an adult professional. My experience 

interviewing Maya was similar, at the end of the interview with Maya we had the following 

exchange:  

Claire: Ok well that’s it, you see that was short wasn’t it? 

Maya: Yeah it was like 10 minutes. 

Claire: How long was it? I’ll tell you [looking at my recorder]…18 minutes. 
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Maya: Was it really?  I spoke for 18 minutes that’s 20 minutes wow!” (Interview with 

Maya, young person). 

From her reaction to the time we had spent talking Maya appeared shocked at how long she 

had managed to talk to me for. My reflections on the appropriateness of interviewing young 

people for the purposes of research who have already experienced multiple interviews is 

further explored in chapter nine. The fact that both of the girls felt unable to talk suggests that 

they may have experienced uncomfortable situations in the past where they may have come 

away feeling that they had not done something right. When talking to Jane, she also reflected 

on how feeling the pressure to talk in a counselling or therapeutic setting could potentially be 

even more damaging for young people who were not ready to engage in that process: 

Jane: So like [she] said that she spent you know weeks going to therapy and not saying 

anything and you just, you know for anyone, you just come out feeling shit don’t you?, 

cos you feel like you haven’t done it properly, or you feel like you haven’t got something 

out that you should have got out cos actually you should be getting such and such 

(Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

Jane, reflecting on her conversation with one of the girls in the group, clearly felt that such an 

experience could not possibly be helpful. A sense of ‘failing’ or not progressing is likely to 

reduce, rather than increase, confidence and self-esteem in young people. In a way this 

chimed with comments from the workers from the specialist CSE service who felt that in their 

traditional one-to-one sessions with the young people, it was hard for the girls to see the value, 

or the progress they made in these sessions. This is further explored in chapter eight. The 

implication of this therefore is that in any kind of support that involves talking in an environment 

that does not feel comfortable for young people, it may be harder to keep young people 

engaged. Feeling a sense of pressure to maintain that engagement may also have the opposite 

desired effect and actually make young people feel less confident and less secure. 
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The environment of ‘storytelling’ 

As touched on above, it is not necessarily just the act of talking that might be challenging for 

young people, but the environment and format may also play a part in how young people 

respond to support. In this study there was a recognition amongst the CSE support workers 

who were interviewed that the standard one-on-one format of traditional support could be 

difficult for some young people. Even if services are aware of this and try and make spaces 

warm and welcoming this does not take away from the fact that being in a room with an adult 

professional and staring into each other’s eyes cannot help but feel serious and intense. Both 

Kathy and Danielle, the support workers at the specialist CSE service, talked about the 

importance of young people being engaged in something whilst talking to try and minimise that 

intensity: 

Kathy: you know kind of like when you get someone to talk about something whilst doing 

something else having those conversations of… 

Claire: Like when you’re cooking? 

Kathy: Yeah and its how’s this and how’s that going and they’re not really conscious of 

that as they’re doing something else so the process [of the project] is the same but on a 

slightly bigger scale…You do get certain details, but we couldn’t come in and go tell us 

your story, what happened, that’s not how we would work, to hear it like that, to hear the 

feelings associated with that it’s just been articulated probably a lot better than it would 

if they were to sit down and tell you (Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

Here Kathy is acknowledging that when young people have another focus or something else 

happening they may be more open and better able to articulate their feelings without even 

realising it. In this project the fact that young people were often using images to prompt 

conversation may have acted in a similar way. The other support worker, Danielle, echoed this 

view noting that in her work she tries to get the young people to focus on something else so it 

is not as intense and intimating: 
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Danielle: We try to be quite creative but it depends on what the young people 

want, some of them, you know, some of them do just want to come and have a 

chat, maturity and how, how articulate they are, you know. Some of them just 

want to come and tell you know us, so we might use just little activities in order 

to kind of, to support engagement and build rapport. So that can be silly things 

really, like playing Connect four, or playing with playdough, doing some 

colouring whilst we have a chat, it makes it feel less formal than kind of just 

sitting someone down and grilling them about sexual abuse, do you know what 

I mean? (Interview with Danielle, CSE support worker). 

Danielle uses the term ‘grilling’ to describe how a one-to-one might feel for some young people 

and how it is important to try to counter that feeling. Given that there appears to be an 

understanding amongst workers that talking one-to-one is not necessarily the best or easiest 

way for all young people to express themselves, it raises the question, why this is not more 

widely discussed in the literature on engaging with young people affected by CSA/E.  

My data indicates that there is something about the formality of the situation that needs to be 

fractured in order to enable young people to open up and become less conscious of what they 

are saying. With the intensity of a one-to-one it is easy to see how a young person may be 

more aware of, and also more careful, in constructing the narrative. In order for young people 

to feel comfortable in expressing and exploring their feelings around the CSA/E it appears that 

utilising different tools and strategies may help. 

Part two: Tools and strategies for reflecting, expressing and telling  

Although this project was predominantly a photography and digital storytelling project, there 

was a process and different layers and stages that culminated in storytelling. Different methods 

were used to facilitate the process of telling, and activities also enabled the girls to think about 

the broader frameworks of gender and power. Young people were not just expected to share 

their stories at the start of the project, the sessions instead provided space for young people 
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to listen and reflect on other young people’s stories (from different projects) and to consider 

wider structural issues that undercut their own experiences of abuse and violence.  

Tackling broader issues of gender and power through group activities 

Through participating in the sessions I was initially struck at how the discussions did not appear 

to focus specifically on CSE, instead activities appeared to revolve around more general 

themes surrounding photography and then some activities exploring gender and power. One 

such activity tackling gender, in the fourth week in which I joined in, involved the group being 

split into two teams of three. Vicky and Jane explained that when they said ‘go’, members of 

the group should take it in turns to run up to the two whiteboards and write down a word that 

is related to a category that they would shout out. When the person had written one word down 

they then had to run back to their team and give the pen to the next person and this went on 

until the time was up.  

The activity started with the theme ‘girls’ and then moved onto ‘boys’, ‘what people might call 

girls’ and ‘what people may call boys’. The words and terms that the group came up with are 

captured in the box below:   

Figure 3: Words to describe different categories related to males and females 

For girls 

Pink, dress, best, kind, friendships, make up, glasses, shoes, purple, boyfriends, make up, drama, 
respect dreams, relationships, love, skirts and fashion. 

For boys 

Cars, sporty, girls, rude, annoying, image, reputation, beer, bad, hard, bike, boxers, cheat, stupid, 
short hair, player and magic. 

Things people may call girls 

Easy, slut, slag, whore, bitch, cunt, ugly, attention seeking, beautiful, liar, emo, hoe, loose, emotional, 
slut, drama queen and possessive. 

Things people may call boys 

Shallow, player, ‘bros before hoes’, cock-blocker, idiotic, ‘you have to have short hair’, dumb, dick, 
dickhead, a-hole, player, loser, one inch wonder, emo, hard, wuss, loves himself, bastard, bad boy, 
poser and idiot. 
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Once the activity was over Jane and Vicky asked the group a few questions about what they 

noticed from looking at all the words and if there was anything they ‘didn’t get’. Someone 

commented on the word “magic” and one of the girls said boys “sell dreams” to girls and make 

them believe what they want them to believe. They asked the girls what were equivalent words 

for boys for words like “loose” and this opened up a discussion about the different ways men 

and women’s actions were perceived. Maya said it was different for boys and that if girls 

messed around with boys it looked bad but if guys were with lots of girls it put them “on top”; 

they were praised even though they were doing the same thing.  

Through the activity and discussions the facilitators were trying to let the girls come to their 

own conclusions about what this all meant in terms of gender inequality. During this discussion 

the facilitators challenged some of the conversation from the group. For example, there was 

some discussion about how the girls would feel if their boyfriends were possessive and Jane 

asked them what they thought that was all about. Sophie said it was because they were jealous 

and Rosa said it was “cute”. Jane commented on the big difference between the different 

opinions from the two girls and asked whether the others thought it was “cute to be jealous”.  

Following this particular session, in the video evaluation diaries, the girls reflected on the 

exercise. One of the questions in the evaluation feedback was around how they felt about 

being a girl: 

Chelsea: I realised that women are hard on themselves and girls as well cos a lot of my 

friends when they were describing what people would say about girls they kind of said 

all the bad things (Chelsea’s video diary week four). 

Lucinda: You can be taken advantage of that’s the main thought I’ve had about being a 

young girl (Lucinda’s video diary week four). 

Maya however, although sharing that she enjoyed the activity, did not feel that this led to any 

new knowledge as such for her. 
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Maya: Name any thought you’ve had today about being a girl, young woman? I haven’t 

really had any thoughts everything’s the same to me, so yeah (Maya’s video diary, week 

four). 

In discussing the goal of these type of activities in the interviews with the facilitators, the 

facilitators shared that the aim was to help the group understand dynamics that may also help 

protect them in the future. It was felt that rather than narrowly focussing on CSE, it may be 

more beneficial to help the group think about things more broadly: 

Vicky: I think that we explored issues that were related, so like things like gender and 

power and as a result of that, they’re able to reflect on the other experiences that they’re 

having with [the service] or wherever they are. And I think that it’s important to look at 

things in a more, what’s the right word? I don’t mean holistic, almost outward looking so 

that they, because in many ways what, particularly for the [service’s] girls, like this project 

is about them reflecting on their experiences but also safeguarding them potentially to 

not have those experiences again. So thinking about what the power dynamics are, like 

what a healthy relationship, how the power dynamics might be, and beginning to identify 

those things not only so that they can reflect on the experiences they’ve had, but also to 

build on experiences they might have going forward. I think if you just look 

wholeheartedly at a very specific – at CSE – you’re losing capacity for them to look at 

the rest of their lives (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

Jane: I just think getting them to think in a way that is creative and conceptual. Because 

I think that’s a real gap in lots of kind of traditional services, is that young people are not, 

they’re not supported to think conceptually. So they don’t see, they can’t place their own 

experience in, what’s the word I’m looking for? Alongside other young people, within a 

context of other things like power and gender and all of those kinds of things. And I think 

that’s key for them to learn from each other to understand how they fit, how they fit into 

a world where they’ve been hurt, or they’ve been you know, abused in some way, and 
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then once they start understanding that context they don’t have to see themselves as 

the person who has failed, or the victim, or they can start making a bit more sense of it 

(Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

What Jane seems to be talking about here is the importance of the girls understanding 

structural forces on their lives and how these impact and contribute to individual acts of 

violence and abuse. Although Jane and Vicky did not talk explicitly about a theory behind this, 

they acknowledge the importance of young people understanding the broader social context. 

They see the value of having a space to reflect and understand that their experiences are part 

of a larger societal problem. This very much aligns to the theories of feminism and 

empowerment explored in chapter three. As noted in chapter three, ‘consciousness-raising’ 

and being provided with a space to critically reflect, in a group setting, may be an important 

step in helping young people understand their experiences on a deeper level and potentially 

reduce future re-victimisation through helping young people understand and recognise 

unhealthy dynamics. So although the girls did not talk about their own experiences in detail in 

the group, they were given the tools to start thinking for themselves about how their own 

experiences fitted into these wider frameworks of gender and power.  

Use of other young people’s photographs and digital stories 

In addition to exploring these broader issues through group activities, the facilitators also 

utilised photographs and digital stories that had been developed in other projects by other 

young people. There appeared to be a number of benefits to using such materials: the images 

and stories provided a ‘safe’ basis for discussion; they presented different scenarios 

introducing themes related to CSA/E; and they provided a springboard to help the girls to start 

sharing their own experiences and reflections. In addition, they provided the group with clear 

examples of what they were working towards in the project – helping them to imagine the 

concrete final, professional products that would be produced. 
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Introducing themes  

In the first session the group were shown a series of different images and were asked to 

comment on them. One set of images showed a girl in a number of different positions. In one 

image she was enclosed and trapped behind a circle of wire fencing. In another she was pulling 

a rope with a stone looking like she was trying to break away, and then the final image saw 

her standing at a harbour looking up, arms open. This led to a few of the group commenting 

on what they felt the photographer was trying to say. Lyn said “it shows that you can feel down 

and broken but that you won’t be broken”. Mariana said simply “it’s her life [and shrugged] and 

she is free” (Field notes session one). 

These sessions started to introduce the group to some of the content that their stories may 

explore and how images could be used to illustrate and express different feelings and states. 

These activities also served as a way of getting the young people to become confident in 

reviewing images and sharing their own opinions. Through using these resources in the first 

week it provided the group with something concrete to think about and comment on. They were 

able to share some thoughts but were not expected to share personal details. They could also 

choose to just say they liked something and not explain why. The images and digital stories 

were a vehicle to start group dialogue around these issues.  

A springboard to start sharing own experiences  

At various points, through viewing the digital stories and discussing the content and imagery, 

some of the group members started to share their own experiences that were related to the 

subject matter. On viewing one digital story about an abusive situation between a young man 

and a person in power, this led to a discussion around relationships. Lyn spoke about how a 

friend at school had forced her into a relationship with someone in her class but she had not 

wanted to be in the relationship. She said she had had to explain this to the person and that in 

the end it was fine. Lyn then went on to talk about how difficult year nine and ten were for her 

and shared how she had suffered from depression and self-harm.  
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Lyn went on to explain why it was a difficult period for her. She said that at that time her best 

friend became friends with her arch enemy at school and that also she was involved in a 

“criminal investigation”. Following the screening of the digital story and the discussion about 

inappropriate relationships, Lyn chose to, in her own way, share fragments of her story.  

The digital stories that the group viewed together early on, which including content around 

friendships, relationships, trust, self-harm and depression, enabled the girls to, if they wished, 

start sharing their own experiences. These stories acted as a catalyst for sharing.  As other 

young people had shared their experiences through previous digital stories, some girls in the 

group felt able to reveal aspects of their own experiences. 

Sharing their own stories 

Despite these activities, I had reservations about how ‘ready’ the girls would be to share their 

full stories. Although some of the girls had shared very small snippets, from my perspective it 

seemed like a big jump to go from general group discussions to feeling confident and 

comfortable enough to share these very personal details within the group setting. I had 

expected that there would be more of a ‘run up’ to this. However, in week six Jane explained 

that she would start having individual one-to-one sessions with the girls to start thinking about 

their digital stories and discussing what they wanted to share. I was not present in these 

different individual sessions and therefore my knowledge of what happened, and how these 

were approached, is based on the interview I had with Jane at the end of the project. However, 

one aspect that was evident from talking to Jane was that the young people approached this 

differently and Jane enabled this. For example, Jane shared that some young people were 

straight away ready and able to verbalise their stories but for others, they recognised that they 

needed some time to think about and write down their stories in narrative form: 

Jane: And they all did it in different ways as well. So of them like Sophie said “right I can’t 

talk to you about it right this second” she said I need to go away and write it for my 

homework. Maya was like “I can’t talk to you about it this second but can I write 
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something down and then we can talk about it?” So they all, no they were the only two 

actually that did it, that wanted to, did it in different ways. The others just had their story 

and they were like. So then I said well how would you like us to do it, do you want to write 

it down, do you want to just talk and I’ll make some notes and then, so we did it that way 

for everybody. So I made the notes, then I read back the notes, then we talked about 

which bits of the story were most relevant or how the story could make sense to other 

people, so did they need to add something or in Lyn’s case take something away, um so 

yeah it was, it was amazing (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

It is interesting that, although this was in essence a one-to-one with a professional, according 

to Jane, all the girls were happy to share their story in one way or another. In addition, as an 

observer to the group, I felt that sitting down with Jane to tell her their stories was a big step 

from the other activities that very much focussed on discussing more general concepts. I did 

not explore why the girls’ felt able to share so readily with Jane, however there may have been 

a number of reasons why they felt comfortable to do so. All the girls from the outset knew this 

was the goal so although to me it felt it could be daunting, they had known this was coming. In 

a way this was what they ‘signed up for’. In addition, perhaps hearing others’ stories from 

different projects meant that they had started to think about what they would say and how, 

based on what they had already seen; they were not working from a blank sheet as such, they 

had examples to work from.  

 It may also have been due to the fact that they had built up a relationship with Jane over the 

previous weeks. Some of the girls did not see Jane as a ‘professional’ adult in the same way 

they might have viewed a support worker or counsellor.  For example, Sophie in one session 

spoke about how she had enjoyed the project, remarking that “well it’s not like you’re adults, 

we can talk in front of you”. In addition, it is not clear whether the girls were under the 

impression that Jane and Vicky already knew about their experiences and situation. In any 

case it appeared that in this one-to-one, the girls felt able to share in one way or another.  
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Third-person methodologies  

In addition to having different styles when it came to sharing their stories with Jane, the girls 

also took different approaches to telling their stories digitally. Through the production of digital 

stories, the girls were provided with a number of tools to anonymise and distance themselves 

from the storyline. In addition to using pseudonyms and having ‘pitch-shifts’ on their recordings, 

some of the girls chose to tell stories in the third person. This meant that I, and the other girls, 

were not necessarily aware of whether the stories were 100% based on their own actual 

experiences. For example one girl talked about ‘a girl’ in her story and another talked about ‘a 

friend’. 

Enabling young people to use the ‘third person’ as a distancing tool when talking about 

sensitive subjects has been applied in research with children and young people affected by 

CSA/E (Beckett et al., 2013; Beckett and Warrington, 2015; Warrington et al., 2017). Such a 

method provides young people with a safe way of sharing which does not make them feel 

pressurised into having to disclose personal details. This however was a challenge from a 

research perspective, making it difficult to decipher whether two of the stories were based on 

the girls’ own experiences. The use of the third person also I felt, had additional implications 

with regards to the group which will be explored in part three of this chapter. 

 

Using images to capture emotions 

As Van der Kolk (2015) notes, different tools and strategies can help individuals to unlock and 

express feelings and emotions that are linked to traumatic experiences. In this project the 

process of young people choosing images to reflect their stories provided an added layer to 

demonstrate their emotions. Although I did not analyse the visual imagery of the digital stories 

in detail, as this was not the focus of the study, it was evident that the images selected provided 

powerful dimensions to the storylines. For example, in one digital story the young person 

selected a powerful string of images to illustrate the following words: 
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I felt resentful of myself and antagonised I was bitter. I felt like I as a human being didn’t 

actually deserve to live. My whole identity was just demolished. It got to the point where 

I didn’t recognise myself, I was horrible and malicious. I blame myself and I don’t know 

if I’ll ever forgive myself and recognise that it was completely his fault. Rage, hateful, 

sorrow. Regretful, low spirited.  I felt like my whole childhood was stolen from me. I 

developed trust issues with any man. I felt used, mistreated, betrayed (Digital story one). 

In talking about how the experience made the young person feel about herself, she chose one 

image of finger nails scratching into skin, hands tethered behind a back in handcuffs, a broken, 

shattered beer bottle, a dead pigeon on the side of the road and raindrops on a washing line. 

These images provided a powerful depiction, alongside her words, of the raw emotions and 

feelings attached to her experience.   

Part three: A critique: the challenges of utilising creative tools and strategies  

The use of these different techniques and methods appeared to provide the girls with more 

control and choice over what they chose to share, when and how. Through using other young 

people’s digital stories to reflect on, and through using third person methodologies to share 

their own experiences, these provided what could be seen as ‘safe routes’ helping them to 

express themselves in ways in which they felt comfortable. In both my interviews with the girls 

they commented on how safe and comfortable they felt in the group. These methods did 

however also create challenges for the girls. In this section I highlight three different problems 

that arose from using these techniques. The first related to the use of the third-person 

methodology, the second explores instances of ‘triggering’ during the project and the third 

reflects on the fact that young people may not have anticipated the emotional impact of 

engaging with the project. 
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Challenges with third-person methodology  

As stated above, two of the girls chose to tell their stories in the ‘third person’ and I was in the 

room when one of these stories was first screened to two other girls. Below are my notes from 

the session: 

The sound wasn’t great and there was the buzzing of a fly flying around and the buzz of 

the security door that we had left on the latch. I recognised lots of the images but 

struggled to hear the details of the story. It also was said in the third person [removed for 

anonymity]. Once it had finished Vicky asked “what did you think?” and [the young person 

who had made the digital story] said “I think it’s emotional”, the other two girls didn’t say 

anything (Field notes from session 12). 

In my discussions with Vicky and Jane about the week before, when I was not there, it 

appeared that the first screening of Maya’s story had prompted lots of discussion and emotion. 

I was therefore expecting that the two young people would respond with comments of support. 

Instead in witnessing the lack of verbal or emotional responses from the two girls, I felt that the 

story had not impacted them perhaps in the same way as the one they had seen the previous 

week (which was told in the first person). In my field notes I reflected on the reasons for why 

this particular story had seemingly left less of an impression: 

It could have been because her story was not told in the first person, through the 

language she had chosen to use, it acted as to distance her from the words and story in 

some way. Perhaps also this was because of the distracting noises and the fact that it 

was so quiet that the girls may not have been fully immersed in the story (Observations 

from session 12). 

I felt that the third person distancing may have in some way diminished the other girls’ reactions 

to the story. In my interview with Chelsea I asked her about how she felt when her story was 

first screened. In her response she seems to suggest that getting her story out was positive 

but then infers that other people ‘made up’ their stories: 
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Chelsea: well like people would do it even if they didn’t cos some of them were made up 

… but it’s just about like, you know just getting your feelings out and stuff (Interview with 

Chelsea, young person). 

I therefore wondered whether the girls were all aware that they could use this technique and 

whether they understood the reasons for why some may choose to use it. Although such 

strategies may enable self-care, there may be problems with using these methods in group 

work when not everyone chooses to draw on this technique.  There may have been discussions 

with the girls individually about the possibility and choice of using this technique but I did not 

observe these. I therefore wondered whether some of the girls who had spoken graphically 

and openly about their experiences, felt in a way cheated when they heard others’ stories. I 

also considered whether some of the girls may order stories in a kind of hierarchy depending 

on how stories were shared and the level of detail attached. This is something that is further 

explored in the final chapter. 

Triggering  

One might assume that if young people are not directly discussing their own experiences in 

the group that the likelihood of triggering traumatic memories is minimised. However, triggers 

can occur at any point and during the project on one occasion in session three, Chelsea 

reported that the screening and discussion surrounding a digital story from a different project 

had ‘triggered’ memories for her. The story was of a girl who described her close relationship 

with her dad but then shares how him leaving the family led to heartbreak. The girl goes on to 

explain how her behaviour changed and then talks about a sexual assault. In discussing this 

Lucinda said that “lots of people use the fact that their dad is not around as an excuse”. Chelsea 

straight away responded to this and interpreted it as if Lucinda was blaming the young person 

in the story for the assault. She said, “that had nothing to do with it” and that “it wasn’t her fault” 

that she was sexually assaulted. Chelsea looked visibly upset following the exchange and sat 

in her chair, head slightly down not saying or looking at anyone. At a later point during the 

same session, watching a different digital story, Chelsea responded that she did not like the 
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story as it depicted violence. In later viewing Chelsea’s video diary, this is what she said 

following the session: “I enjoyed the power and powerless activity the most, I enjoyed the video 

activity the least because it’s just a bit triggering, I found it kind of hard to talk about, like what 

was in the videos, I don’t know” (Chelsea’s video diary session three). 

Up to this point the facilitators had not talked to the group about the potential of ‘triggering’ or 

that the girls could take some time out or talk with them if any of the activities were upsetting. 

However, following this session, in the next session Jane addressed the group at the start of 

the session: 

Jane explained that after the session last week we had been reflecting on the session 

and that it was important for the group to know that if they found anything during the 

sessions upsetting or distressing that they could leave at any point or talk to the three of 

us. Jane mentioned the digital stories in particular and said that they could be upsetting 

and triggering for young people and that it was ok if they wanted to take some time out 

or discuss them with us. Vicky also said that if anything in the discussions were difficult 

that also they could leave and sit with one of us or by themselves. Jane said that today 

they would be playing another digital story but that this one was not about one young 

person’s experience but was about young people describing and explaining what sexual 

exploitation was and that it was not as maybe hard to listen to as the ones in the week 

before (Field notes from session four). 

The facilitators therefore promptly acted on this when they realised that the content and 

discussions could be particularly difficult. However, this discussion should have taken place at 

the start of the project and young people needed to be reminded of this throughout the project. 

The use of visual resources depicting sexual violence in direct work with young people who 

have experienced CSE has received recent criticism (Eaton, 2019a). Whilst Eaton’s criticism 

focusses on the range of graphic videos which were developed to ‘raise awareness’ and aid in 

disclosures with young people affected by CSE, any use of imagery or content that relates to 
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experiences of CSA/E needs to be carefully thought through. It is also important for young 

people to be made aware, in advance, of potentially triggering material. This example also 

points to the fact that even in a project where the emphasis is on creativity and fun that there 

still needs to be an understanding and anticipation of triggering, and support in place to 

respond to such occurrences. 

More emotional than anticipated?  

In asking Chelsea and Maya about why they joined the project, they both shared that it was to 

get the BTEC and to do something over the summer. They were perhaps therefore not 

anticipating the emotional nature of their participation. Maya in particular spoke of how she 

found the project harder than expected: 

Claire: And in terms of what you thought you might learn or come away with, was 

there anything that you thought you might cover or might learn that you didn’t or 

were your expectations kind of met? 

Maya: Um I didn’t, I don’t think it relates to the question, but I didn’t realise how 

hard it would be. 

Claire: To do … 

Maya: Emotionally. 

Claire: Ok yeah. 

Maya: And mentally, physically its fine, write it down put it together there you go. 

Claire: But you didn’t realise that it… 

Maya: It would affect me. 

Claire: And did you feel like that at the beginning or was it like near the end? 
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Maya: Near the end when everything was coming together. Cos in the beginning 

we took what - pictures of green objects or something that’s soft you know? Like 

its very vague, but then at the ends it’s about you. 

Claire: Yeah.  

Maya: So yeah. 

Claire: And did you realise at the beginning that it was going to be like that or did 

you not think… 

Maya: I didn’t realise. 

Claire: Cos did they say it was going to be focussing on your story and stuff..? 

Maya: Yeah, they did say that but I didn’t realise how hard it would be for me, I 

thought you know I’ve kind of covered this already in my one-on-one sessions I’ll 

be fine but I wasn’t, so yeah (Interview with Maya, young person). 

Maya had been the first to finish her digital story and therefore hers was shown to the rest of 

the group in session 11 (I was not present during this session). In reflecting on the session 

afterwards, the facilitators explained that Maya became upset following this and did not come 

back for the final session or celebration event. As Maya seems to say, the fact that the project 

was very open and just focussed on taking photos of objects at the start, in a way the switch 

to then focussing on her story may have felt quite intense. She also recognises the difference 

of talking about her experiences in a different setting using different tools.  In talking about how 

she felt about showing her story to the group she said: “I think with me, I was really like, you 

know ashamed and emotional to show it cause maybe it was the first one [first finished story 

that was shown to the group]” (Interview with Maya). In reflecting on this, showing the film may 

have heightened rather than countered a sense of shame for Maya. If Maya had seen the 

others’ stories this may have eased some of those initial feelings. 

In talking to Kathy, one of the CSE support workers, she had some insights into how she felt 
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the project worked and noted that because of the ‘doing’ or ‘creating’ the girls did not 

necessarily realise what was going on behind the scenes: 

Kathy: it’s like it’s almost like they’ve come with this idea they’re going to do photography 

and they’re going to do this even though we’ve told them this is the outcome, this is the 

purpose of this, buts it’s almost like you can keep this in the background while you work 

on this and you focus on what your story is, what your pictures are, what you’re saying. 

You see what I mean? and it’s almost like working subconsciously only in the background 

actually this is helping them, this is helping them talk about it, helping them make sense 

of it if you like, and how this can also potentially help others in terms of their messages 

(Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

As Kathy suggests in some ways, because the focus was on photography and taking pictures 

and making something, it might be easy for the girls to forget that they are focussing on their 

experiences and feelings attached to their story. This may be beneficial in one way, allowing 

them to express their feelings and process them in a different way. However, it may also be 

challenging for young people as they cannot necessarily prepare for those emotions and may 

not realise the impact on them until a later date. Informing young people of the potential impact 

on them of taking part in such projects is therefore an important dimension to consider at the 

start of the project. 

In the interviews with Chelsea and Maya they both commented that although they had spoken 

about their experiences before, that this process felt very different: 

 Chelsea: and my dad says “do you feel better about it now?” and I said yes definitely 

now that I’ve shared like it in this kind of way cos I’ve always talked about it, but that 

didn’t seem to be enough, so yeah… (Interview with Chelsea, young person). 

Here Chelsea appears to be acknowledging the difference in sharing her story on earlier 

occasions to sharing her experience through the digital story: 
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Claire: and then in terms of then benefits and challenges, and thinking about [the 

project], do you think anything changed for you from being part of the project? 

Maya: (Pause) I understand me more if that makes sense. 

Claire: Ok how, how did the project help you do that do you think? 

Maya: Cos I had to find pictures to represent my story, but then before that I had 

to actually make my story, so I then had to do a lot of thinking (Interview with Maya, 

young person). 

Maya felt that for her the process of engaging in the project and having to really think had 

helped her understand ‘me more’. In her digital story she talks about her feelings and emotions 

and as someone who appeared quite in control and confident this may have been something 

that she had not fully thought about or expressed before. Having to think and find words and 

images to describe feelings is very different from telling your story to professionals who may 

be interested in the facts rather than your emotions surrounding the actions.  

Vicky one of the facilitators, appeared to support this idea that engaging with imagery required 

more thought and reflection: 

Vicky: and they have to have a greater understanding of what it is to make a conceptual 

image and what it is to make that accessible to the audience as well…they have to be 

more creative in how they choose to represent and a lot of the time we would draw them 

away from staging a violent scene or staging a typical representation of anger or 

whatever. 

Claire: Yeah. 

Vicky: Because I think, that’s where the power is, if you start to express what that actually 

means to them as an individual, as oppose to someone is angry stands with their hand 

up or whatever, so encouraging them to do that and also for them to understand that as 
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well, so understand what anger is to them what they experience anger as like (Interview 

with Vicky, project facilitator). 

As Vicky notes the use of imagery is pushing them to not just use an obvious image of a feeling, 

but to get them to think about what that means to them and what that looks like in their situation. 

Through this process the facilitators both felt that it allowed the young people to articulate their 

experiences differently: 

Vicky: I think 90% of them are substantially more confident and more able to 

articulate their experiences specifically. But also kind of not be defined by those 

experiences a little bit. I think, particularly Maya, like it felt like she by the end of it 

was less defined by the experiences she had and was able to kind of almost feel a 

little bit in control of that experience rather than that experience controlling her 

(Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

Vicky’s perception of how Maya experienced the project is interesting as she highlights the 

role of the project in enabling Maya to ‘take control’ of her experience. As highlighted in chapter 

two, providing ways for young people to feel in control, following periods of having no control 

are potentially significant in countering some of the effects of trauma. However, when I 

interviewed Maya and asked her whether she felt anything had changed for her, or whether 

she had developed any new skills, she replied “I don’t think I can become more confident”. 

Concluding comments 

This chapter reflects on the experience of talking following CSA/E and explores how the project 

utilised group activities, photography and digital storytelling to provide strategies for the girls 

to not only share, but understand their experiences in a different light. These findings are 

significant as they illustrate how past negative experiences of talking about abuse may impact 

on a young person’s perceptions of their ability, and ultimately their confidence, to talk to others 

about their experiences. In planning any kind of intervention, or study, with young people 
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affected by CSA/E it is critical to think about potential past experiences of engagement. A key 

part of that is their experience of talking about what happened to them. From this study it is 

clear that ‘talking’ has felt uncomfortable and often led to negative outcomes. Past experiences 

have shaped how young people feel about their own ability to talk. The act of talking does not 

necessarily lend itself to feelings of achievement. That said, it is important to recognise that for 

some young people there will be great value in talking about their experiences. What the data 

demonstrates is the shortcomings of relying purely on verbal communication to engage all 

young people. This study illustrated different ways of aiding communication and alternative 

methods to uncover different dimensions of a young person’s experience. The findings 

demonstrate how the tools of photography and digital storytelling can be utilised as supportive 

tools for young people. As the majority of literature on photography and digital storytelling 

focusses on the benefits of these tools for research, these findings offer a different perspective, 

and add to the limited literature exploring the benefits for the individuals engaging in these 

processes (Foster-Fishman et al., 2005; Rolbiecki et al., 2016; Tuval-Mashiach et al., 2015). 

Professionals and young people describe how creative techniques can help break the intensity 

and help young people feel less conscious of what they are saying. Given this, it is surprising 

that standard specialist CSE services rely heavily on verbal communication. We ask young 

people and professionals what is important in developing the relationship, which we know is 

critical, but we do not ask about the actual ‘doing’, the communication and techniques to help 

young people express, share and understand their experiences.  

As highlighted in chapters two and three, research and theory suggests that working in a group 

with peers who have faced similar experiences can be helpful in aiding critical reflection which 

may lead to a deeper understanding of one’s circumstances. For some of the young people, 

engaging in this project did appear to help them think differently. For some it also appeared to 

help them take control of their experiences in some way, telling the story how they wanted to 

tell it, not how others, parents, police officers, judiciary, social workers or therapists wanted to 

hear it. Moreover, what was clear from this study was that creative techniques require added 
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layers of introspection. The young people had to really think about and select images to 

represent their emotions which may lead to different layers of insight, as Maya shared – “I 

understand me more”.  

The seemingly non-threatening techniques and tools that were used provided a gentle move 

into sharing personal stories. However, the impact of these techniques on the girls also 

demonstrated that creative projects are just as able to trigger and arise emotions in young 

people. With a recognition of this, this has implications for how arts-based projects are 

explained to young people, planned, facilitated and supported. 
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Chapter seven: ‘Normal’ girls and ‘normal’ conversations 

Introduction 

This chapter explores how the girls’ ‘normal’ identities – as opposed to their identity as a victim- 

survivor or ‘other’ – were made visible through their engagement in the project and why that is 

important. The term ‘normal’ is problematic in many respects. The term implies that there is a 

common standard, a ‘usual’ or ‘typical’ example or experience. It is often not helpful to describe 

or define ‘the norm’, as that by definition implies that what falls outside that is wrong, deviant, 

or ‘abnormal’ in some way. Despite the challenges of such a term, research indicates that 

children and young people often define and categorise themselves, and others, based on their 

construction of what they see as ‘normal’ (Thornberg, 2015; Warrington et al., 2017). In this 

study, the young people and professionals also chose to use this language, for this reason the 

terms ‘normal’ and ‘normality’ are used throughout this chapter. 

In discussing ‘normality’ in the context of this study, the term becomes inextricably linked to 

that of identity. Individuals have multiple identities and these are not static but constantly shift 

as we interact with others (Goffman, 1959). Different parts of our identity may be more 

prominent at different times or under particular circumstances. As highlighted in chapter two, 

Nielsen (2016) argues that for those affected by CSA, their identity as a ‘victim’ becomes 

dominant, specifically when interacting with support services. Yet, children and young people 

affected by various forms of CSA/E have spoken about how they do not wish to be labelled as 

victims or survivors (Warrington, 2013; Warrington et al., 2017; Brown, 2019).  

In this study the importance of recognising the girls’ ‘normal identities’, those that did not 

revolve around being a victim or survivor, revealed itself as being relevant in three different 

ways and as such the chapter is structured in three parts. Part one illustrates how the project, 

and the chosen research methods, meant that it was possible to ‘see’ the girls’ everyday lives 

and hear their everyday conversations which contributed to a more rounded representation of 

them as individuals. Rather than viewing them as a one-dimensional character – ‘a victim’ – 
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and focussing on this one aspect of their identity, their identities as sisters, friends, daughters, 

girlfriends and schoolgirls were revealed. In part two I explore how important the girls felt it 

was for them to have the space to share their everyday lives rather than focussing on the one 

‘abnormal’ aspect of their identity – the CSA/E. Finally, in part three I recount how one young 

person in particular felt that her engagement in the group had a normalising effect on her and 

helped make her feel included and, in her own words ‘normal’. 

Part one: ‘We were just normal girls’ 

Although the project focussed on the girls telling their stories of CSA/E the nature of the 

research, and the set up of the project, enabled the girls to display different aspects of 

themselves that did not revolve around the narrow identity of victim or survivor. Through 

discussions, activities and photography the girls explored and shared different parts of their 

identities and lives. Through these activities three things became clear, firstly they did not fit 

the ‘stereotype’ of the classic victim accessing a specialist CSE service as described in chapter 

two. Secondly, despite the difficult aspects of their lives that they were dealing with, they were 

clearly still ‘children and young people’ and having space to be just that appeared important. 

Finally, the girls had multiple identities and did not appear to be weighed down by the ‘victim-

survivor’ label. 

In the first session, as homework, the girls were asked to photograph their bedrooms. This 

simple activity managed to provide a window into each of the girls’ characters and home life. 

Among the images were collages made out of photos of friends, similar to those I had made 

whilst at school, pictures of soft toys, posters, pets, family members and messy bedrooms. In 

addition to this early activity helping the girls get to know each other, which was explored in 

chapter five, this activity also served to illuminate the ‘normality’ and everyday rhythms of the 

girls’ lives.  
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Daughters and sisters 

Through the project, the girls’ relationships with their parents and siblings were visible at 

different points. The girls, not surprisingly, had different relationships with different family 

members and they spoke about both supportive and strained relationships. Through the 

activities and photographs the girls identified a range of other people in their lives who they felt 

they had good relationships with whether that was siblings, aunts, grandparents, friends or 

other adults.  

The girls first started talking and sharing information about their family and home lives through 

the homework sessions when some of the girls took photos of family members. For example, 

in the second session, Rosa had taken a photo of two people sitting on the sofa. When asked 

why she had taken the photo Rosa said that she took this because family are “important to 

me”. At different points the girls’ parents were also visibly present. For example, both Rosa 

and Lyn were often dropped off or picked up by their mums. During the celebration event some 

of the girls had also invited family members to see their finished digital stories. However, some 

of the girls spoke about having bad relationships with, not trusting, or not thinking their parents 

would believe them, or wishing that their parents knew what to say or do around them. 

In week five the girls had watched a number of digital stories developed through different 

projects and were being asked to think about what advice they would want to give to parents 

after listening to what some of the young people in the digital stories had said. Sophie 

responded to this saying, “parents say you can talk to them about anything but you really can’t. 

If I said something bad happened to mum she wouldn’t believe me…” (Field notes from week 

five). Sophie went on to say that she talked to her brother because her mum would tell 

everyone what she said. The girls therefore were not homogenous in terms of their family 

background. However, they also did not fit the ‘stereotype’ that is often presented of young 

people who may be accessing specialist CSE services, young people ‘in care’ or belonging to 

deeply troubled families. All but one of the girls was living by herself away from family. Although 

some of the girls had difficult relationships, they did not appear to be the ‘unloved’, ‘uncared’ 
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girls that the media tends to portray. However, it is also important to note here, as I reflected 

on in chapter four, that based on the information shared through the digital stories, I would not 

categorise all of the girls’ experiences as being those of CSE but instead broader forms of 

CSA. 

Schoolgirls 

The girls talked about their life at school and college at various points. In the early sessions 

they asked about each other’s schools and throughout the sessions talked about homework 

and different teachers. Despite this, for some reason I was slightly shocked to see some of the 

girls later dressed in school uniforms. 

As the project began over the summer holidays I had been used to seeing the girls in their 

everyday clothes. Although they all had very different styles, wearing their everyday clothes 

they looked like teenagers or young women. When I first saw some of them in school uniforms, 

I was shocked at how different they looked – they looked like children. I captured one such 

occasion in my field notes: 

I arrived at about 4:15. On the way as I was walking to the [service] a young girl in school 

uniform said “hello”. I looked up and it was Lucinda. I barely recognised her in her school 

uniform. We hadn’t seen her for a few weeks so it was a bit of a surprise and I was 

pleased to see her as Jane and Vicky had said a few times that they thought we had ‘lost 

her’ (Field notes from week eight). 

At different points during the sessions some of the other girls also arrived in their school 

uniform. These occasions really emphasised, and brought home, the fact that the girls were in 

some respects still children. 
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Children and young people 

In addition to the school uniforms, there were other markers that signalled how young some of 

the girls were. For example on a number of occasions the girls talked about their birthdays with 

particular excitement. The section below is taken from my field notes relaying Sophie’s 

discussion of her upcoming birthday. 

“Guess what? My birthday is in 29 days and guess what? I’m getting a Minion cake, my 

mum’s already ordered it”. Sophie went on to describe the shape and size of the cake 

using her hands to measure it out (Field notes from week 12). 

The fact that Sophie talked about the number of days until her birthday illustrates the childlike 

nature of her conversations. Just as children often talk about their age in years and quarters, 

this focus on time and days reminded me of Sophie’s young age and that birthdays and other 

events were just as significant for this group of girls as they would be for any young person. 

On another occasion when I was going to the shop with Chelsea to get some snacks, as I 

knew Chelsea was planning a birthday party I asked her who was coming. It was clear from 

the conversation that followed that this was a significant event for Chelsea as she started to 

reel off a whole list of names, mainly family members including her mum, aunts, uncles and 

friends. 

In the girls’ digital stories they also appeared to acknowledge their status as children and used 

imagery of childhood when talking about their experiences. For example, in one digital story, 

the young person’s opening photo is that of a pink dolls’ house. The young person uses this 

image when talking about being 15 and leaving home as her mum did not understand how she 

was feeling (Digital story three). In another digital story, similarly when talking about the events 

that happened around the time of her twelfth birthday, one young person uses a photo of her 

bedroom which is covered in stuffed toys and posters (Digital story six). In one of these stories 

the young person also illustrated her story of recovery and support with a blurred photo of pink 
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plastic toys and of two teddy bears sitting side by side (Digital story three). Later in this story 

she talks about realising after the assault that she was just a child: 

I went back to school as normal, my carer dropped me off but a friend of a friend told me 

that the rapist was a parent of four children and it started to dawn on me that I was a 

child myself and what he had done (Digital story three). 

In another story the young person says that “I felt like my whole childhood was stolen from me” 

(Digital story one) and uses the image of a child’s handprint in a sandpit to illustrate her words. 

It is sometimes argued that experiencing CSA/E propels children into adulthood, in essence 

ripping away their childhoods. However, during the project when the girls talked about how 

many days until their birthday and their excitement about what birthday cake they were getting, 

illuminated their child like qualities. The importance of providing spaces and opportunities for 

fun and laughter, and for young people to get excited about ‘normal’ things, despite the CSA/E, 

was clear from these exchanges.  

Multiple identities that did not revolve around being a ‘victim’ or ‘survivor’ 

The project allowed for the girls’ multiple identities to surface. Their victimhood was not pushed 

on them by the facilitators and this was not the ‘thing’ that appeared to connect them as a 

group. Instead, it was their shared interests in talking about school, boys and their family. When 

talking to Chelsea she summed up what the girls had in common: 

Claire: do you think that you had anything in common? Kind of although you all had 

different personalities and interests in different things and… 

Chelsea: Yep we’d all been through hard times. But we also all had a sense of 

humour and were just normal girls [Laughter]. 

Claire: Yep. 

Chelsea: Talking about boys and stuff [Laughter]’ (Interview with Chelsea, young 

person). 



156 
 

This response by Chelsea, that she felt they were just ‘normal girls’ is in contrast to how other 

children and young people accessing specialist CSE services might see themselves. In 

Hallett’s (2013) research with children and young people accessing specialist CSE services in 

Wales, Hallett describes how the young people she spoke to talked about not being or feeling 

‘normal’. However, this sense of self appeared to relate to specific circumstances such as not 

going to school and not living at home in a ‘normal’ family. It was not necessarily the 

experiences of CSE but those that came before, or as a consequence of, the experiences that 

made them feel this way. It is also unclear whether Chelsea would have thought this way prior 

to taking part in the project. Through the project because there was space to have those 

conversations about boys, school and friends, this may have been why Chelsea described the 

group as ‘normal girls’. If there had not been that space for those lighter discussions and 

laughter, it is unclear whether Chelsea would have described herself, or the rest of the group 

in that same way. Unlike in other studies, the girls did not vocalise the desire or need to strip 

away the label of ‘victim’. They did however talk about enjoying and needing that space to talk 

about ‘normal’ things rather than focussing solely on their experiences of CSA/E. 

Part two: Focussing on the ‘normal’ rather than the ‘abnormal’  

During the sessions there was relatively little focussed discussion on CSE and from the girls’ 

perspectives they appeared to value that. When the young people did view images and digital 

stories developed by previous groups that explored CSA/E, Chelsea spoke in her video 

evaluation diary of not really enjoying those elements of the sessions. So, although the girls 

were accessing the same physical space to talk with workers, one-to-one about their 

experiences of CSA/E, in this project it appeared that they did not all wish to discuss these 

issues. In interviewing Maya and Chelsea following the project, they both talked about liking 

the fact that the sessions were not so focussed on their experiences and this made it different 

to the usual sessions they were involved in with the service: 
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Claire: And in terms of kind of, coming to the [service] and doing other sessions, 

how is [the project] different from what you might usually do when you come to the 

[service]? 

Chelsea: Um I just thought it was fun. 

Claire: More fun? [Laughter]. 

Chelsea: [Laughter] yeah’ (Interview with Chelsea, young person). 

As Chelsea shares, engaging in this project felt lighter and fun. They did not have to spend all 

of the time focussing on this one aspect of their lives. As Chelsea explained: 

Chelsea: Cos we were just talking about whatever you know? 

Claire: Yeah. 

Chelsea: It didn’t have to be about the work all the time (Interview with Chelsea, 

young person). 

Similarly Maya felt the same, the project was fun, and it was less serious than what 

she usually had to do with the service: 

Claire: So how would you say it [the project] is different? 

Maya: In the beginning with the sessions I usually do here it’s very like detailed 

and intimate.  

Claire: Ok. 

Maya: Whereas taking the photos, it’s not, you just take photos, you don’t explain 

everything, obviously at the end you have to do your story and stuff like that and 

yep, it’s just like one-on-one is serious I think.  

Claire: Ok, so [the project] didn’t feel that serious would you say? 
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Maya: Yeah it felt more like fun (Interview with Maya, young person). 

This indicates that this group of young people valued the opportunity to not focus just on their 

experiences of CSA/E. Chelsea and Maya in their interviews talked about the importance of 

traditional support but felt that this type of project was also important. They liked the fact that 

it was not as serious and that it enabled them to have normal conversations. This was also 

highlighted in one of the girls’ digital stories: 

The things that have helped me the most are just being able to talk about everyday 

things and only about issues or fears when I am ready (Digital story two). 

Interestingly in one of the interviews with Kathy, she shared that it is when conversations with 

young people start to sound more ‘normal’ that this signals a time to wind down the work with 

them: 

Kathy: It’s very different, some young people, some young people I think even though 

the plan may be that they’ll have six months’ worth of work, they won’t actually have a 

full six months because they’ll decide you’ll, you’ll get, you’ll start to tell they start to lose 

interest or they actually, they come in and they’re not talking about what’s bothering them 

they’re talking more about what’s going on with their school, what’s going on with friends, 

what’s going on. You get the more gossipy or very general teenager kind of stuff. In which 

case you can tell it’s time to start working down the work because other things are starting 

to take priority or starting to focus on other things in which case they’re starting to 

manage better with their emotions (Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

This is an interesting reflection as although it may be interpreted by support workers that things 

are better, it may be an indication that the young person is feeling more comfortable or just 

wants to take the focus off and make the interactions less serious. It is also important to 

consider that for young people who have experienced CSA/E, that experience itself may not 

be their primary concern at certain points of time and that other aspects of their lives may take 
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precedence. Without fully exploring this together with the young person it would be challenging 

to determine when the work should stop. 

Kathy, did however recognise that the less serious nature of the work, and the focus on 

establishing this type of normality was important in this type of project: 

Kathy: although I haven’t spoken to them as yet in terms of feedback of how they found 

it, but from what I’ve seen from it, just being sometimes in a group being in a group where 

the focus isn’t really sitting down and talking about what’s happened to you, um or 

sharing these experiences or your thoughts around what’s good or what’s bad, um that 

kind of normality which is healthy for them (Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

Within the literature on group work, one of the main arguments for group work is that it has a 

‘normalising’ impact. It allows those who are experiencing strong emotions, anger or anxiety 

to see that this is a normal response and that others have the same responses (Knight, 2006; 

Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz, 2014). However, from this project it appeared that although this may 

be one aspect that is particularly powerful in group therapy, in this situation it was at a far more 

basic level; the girls liked being treated as normal adolescents, whole human beings. Rather 

than focussing on one aspect of their past experiences, engagement in the project allowed 

them to share other aspects of their varied identities. 

Part three: Individuals seeing themselves as ‘normal’ 

For this group of young people, as highlighted above, the girls did not share that they felt 

particularly different or that the label of ‘victim or survivor’ impacted on their everyday lives. 

However, given that there was limited group dialogue surrounding their experiences of CSA/E, 

this may have prevented such conversations from emerging. This limited dialogue also meant 

that it was challenging to assess whether the group functioned in a way that helped to mediate 

any sense group members may have had about feeling different due to their experiences. That 

said, for one of the girls, she did speak about the normalising effect of the group; however this 

was not linked to her experiences of abuse but to a developmental disorder. 
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In the third session Lyn shared that she was autistic. She was talking about school and had 

said “I did the whole science GCSE in year 10, I also did RE and ICT”. Talking about one 

specific exam she said, “I was the youngest in my school to take the exam”. She then said in 

a matter of fact way “obviously I’m autistic”. She then went on to talk about her school 

explaining that it was a “special needs school”. None of the girls really seemed to respond to 

this admission. Later on during the same session there was some discussion about people 

who are powerful and those who are powerless. Through this the discussion turned to people 

with disabilities and mental health issues. At this point Lyn again, to the wider group this time, 

spoke about her autism. “So obviously I’m autistic, well Aspergers and sometimes people treat 

you differently”. She carried on talking about this and then Lucinda spoke up, “but you’re not 

really autistic”. From this I felt Lucinda was saying that as Lyn communicated well that she was 

not on the severe end of the spectrum. Lucinda went on to say that some people that were 

really bad could not speak or anything.  

Through the sessions there were indications that Lyn had started to view the girls as her new 

friends. For example, during the twelfth session, I noticed that at the end of the session when 

Rosa was getting ready to leave, she picked up her bag, hugged one of the girls and then as 

she passed Lyn, Lyn seemed to indicate that she wanted a hug as she turned to Rosa with her 

arms out and Rosa then hugged her. This really struck me as I had not seen the girls hugging 

before. On the night of the celebration event Rosa arrived with her mum and friend and went 

over and hugged Lyn again and said to her friend “yes I have other friends too you know” and 

her friend just smiled and shrugged. In week two, in her evaluation video diary Lyn also shared 

how she enjoyed being with ‘friends’, illustrating how she felt accepted in the group.  

In interviewing Jane, one of the project facilitators, she spoke about the significance for Lyn of 

being part of the group: 

Jane: like in terms of personal development, so all the stuff that’s about kind of raising 

confidence and feeling like you belong you know, somebody like Lyn you know who was 
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like, “I’ve never been in a”, whilst I didn’t want to support her with, you know in a “project 

without people without special needs you know”, I don’t want to get into that. But what 

she was trying to say was “I feel like I belong in a world that I consider to be normal and 

I’m not an outsider and I normally feel like an outsider” (Interview with Jane, project 

facilitator). 

For Lyn she shared that being part of the group was important not because of shared 

experiences but because she felt she was with other ‘normal’ girls – girls that did not have a 

development disorder. As Lyn attended a school that was specifically for girls with special 

educational needs, attending this project appeared to be one avenue for socialising with other 

girls that did not share these same characteristics and Lyn appeared to greatly value that 

aspect. 

Interestingly then the normalising effect of the group that was most strongly evident had 

nothing to do with the girls’ experiences of CSA/E, which again highlights that fact that 

victimhood does not necessarily define a young person’s life and identity. In fact, other aspects 

of their identity may be more significant. This aligns therefore with current thinking surrounding 

the use of intersectionality theory to consider the effect of intersecting areas of inequality, such 

as race, class, sexuality and disability, and how they impact on a young person affected by 

CSE (Ackerley and Latchford, 2018; Bernard, 2019).  

Concluding comments 

The theme of ‘normality’ and ‘identity’ revealed itself in different ways through the project. The 

research method and project enabled a thick description to emerge of the girls’ lives. Their 

experiences of CSA/E did not dominate or culminate in a one-dimensional view of their identity. 

Instead, a more holistic understanding of their multiple and complex identities was able to 

emerge. Through this, it became evident that the group members did not fit the stereotypical 

depiction of a victim; the project, and this research study, did not solely highlight the girls’ 

vulnerabilities or deficits. This is important as current discourse surrounding victims, 
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particularly those affected by CSE in the UK, as touched on in chapter two, can be negative. 

Common narratives often paint a picture of young people who are unloved, unsupported, 

problematic and have limited opportunities. It is important that research broadens these narrow 

depictions and provides a fuller picture representing the spectrum of CSA/E experienced by 

young people and recognising the diversity of those affected. 

When we label young people as ‘victims’, or focus on this one experience, there is a danger 

that we do not see the whole person and as a consequence do not provide the holistic support 

that is required. As Bath (2017, p.6) writes, a label relates to something “experienced by a 

person, not something that defines them”. 

The girls seemed to appreciate that the project did not only focus solely on their experiences 

of CSA/E. Although the output involved sharing their stories, the sessions also enabled them 

to explore other experiences. The fact that there was space to just chat about, as they 

described it, ‘normal things’, and that there was an element of fun was in contrast to their usual 

dealings with the service. In this sense, the project supported a sense of normality for the girls. 

This provides an additional strand to the argument put forth in the existing literature on 

therapeutic group work. This literature emphasises how group members often appear to 

appreciate the ‘normalising’ effect of the group in relation to understanding their responses to 

trauma (Klein and Schermer 2000, cited in Knight, 2006). In this study the ‘normalising’ impact 

was at a more general level, they just got to be ‘normal girls’. This has implications for practice. 

As highlighted in the research, when young people want to talk about normal everyday things 

this may inadvertently signal to a worker that they can wind down their support. However, what 

the findings suggest is that young people need that space to talk about things that are easier 

and less intense. It must be remembered that young people who have experienced CSA/E 

have other things going on and that their experience is just one element. They are also just 

young people who want to talk about everyday things sometimes. Getting the balance right 

however may not be that easy and this is something that is further explored in chapter nine. 
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Due to the lack of group discussion surrounding their experiences, or the impact of CSA/E, 

being in a group did not appear to have a ‘normalising’ impact in relation to their victimhood – 

one outcome that may have been expected in this group. For Lyn however, being in a group 

with ‘normal’ girls who did not have special educational needs did help her feel ‘normal’. 

Therefore there was value in just being in a group with other girls. This again strengthens the 

finding that CSA/E may not be the only element or experience that shapes how young people 

feel about themselves.  
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Chapter eight: Illustrations of a strengths-based approach 

Introduction 

As highlighted in chapter two, the majority of academic scholarship surrounding the response 

to young people accessing specialist CSE services has focussed on the importance of the 

relationship with a key worker. At the same time, there is a growing interest in trauma-informed 

approaches in the UK, yet a dearth of research with regards to what trauma-informed care 

looks like in practice for this population. Hickle (2018), however observes that trauma-informed 

approaches are inherently strengths-based. In this chapter I explore a number of elements 

identified in the data that illustrated the strengths-based nature of this project. 

This chapter explores these elements in four parts. Part one focuses on the multiple, supportive 

roles adopted by the facilitators. Part two describes the inherent flexibility of the project. Part 

three focuses on the specific tool of photography and how this supported a strengths-based 

approach. Part four turns to examine how young people were provided with opportunities to 

exert power and control in the project. This includes how they had control of the artistic process 

but also how they chose to share and contribute in discussions and make small choices 

throughout the project. Part five, in contrast, highlights one aspect of the project – the use of a 

temporary venue – which appeared to illustrate the antithesis of a strengths-based approach. 

In conclusion I reflect on the importance of taking a strengths-based approach to engagement 

and the different aspects that contributed to this approach in this particular project. 

Part one: The role and influence of the facilitators 

The group was facilitated by two staff members employed by the external creative partner. The 

group was not co-facilitated by support workers from the specialist CSE service. The two 

facilitators were experts in photography and digital storytelling but it also became evident that 

they were very skilled at taking on the multiple and varied roles required to facilitate the group. 

They were instrumental in setting up the group culture and environment, they were the voice 

of reason, the concerned adults, the fun-makers and the girls’ cheerleaders.  
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Motivating and encouraging  

What became clear from day one was Jane and Vicky’s role as ‘cheerleaders’ for the girls. 

Right from the start they found reasons to praise and encourage the girls. My field notes from 

the first session illustrated how this praise was given: 

Through the different photography sessions Jane was sure to praise the young people 

for their images. Ensuring there was something positive to say for each image; “that’s a 

really nice image”; “it really shows the delicacy”; “I like how you have the lines”; “that 

reflection is really good whether you meant to get it or not”; “sometimes it’s ok for images 

to be blurry if you want them to say something”; “well done”. After each activity Jane led 

the round of applause (Field notes from session one). 

In the early sessions whenever the girls were asked to show and discuss their photos this 

provided an opportunity for praise. Both Jane and Vicky provided positive feedback such as: 

“I love this”; “it’s really, really very strong”; “I like the symmetry in this one”; “very strong 

images”; “look how yummy it looks on screen!” Both Jane and Vicky were incredibly positive 

and encouraging of the girls’ work. Right from the start of the project the girls felt that they 

could not only complete the tasks but could complete them well.  

Sensitive questioning 

The facilitators were also careful not to push the girls into talking about things they might not 

be comfortable to discuss. Early on in particular they used open questioning as a way to invite 

the girls to share their opinions in a way that did not apply any pressure. For example, in the 

first session, after showing images and digital stories produced by young people that tackled 

issues of CSE, Jane and Vicky asked the group questions such as: “What do you think they 

might mean with this series of images?”; “Do you think you know what she was trying to say?”; 

“What did you think?”.  

Jane and Vicky were very careful to ensure that the girls knew they did not have to answer 

questions or share their feelings if they did not want to. Early on in establishing the group’s 
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ground rules there was some discussion over whether one rule should be that people should 

not have to do anything that they did not want to do. Jane said that “absolutely” in this project 

nobody would be forced to do anything they did not want to do. Mariana said yes but 

“sometimes it’s good to try” and then if you do not like it then that’s ok. To capture both opinions 

Jane wrote “No-one has to do anything they don’t want to do”; and “encourage each other to 

try new things”. 

There were times where the facilitators also gave the young people ‘an out’ letting them know 

that they did not need to say anything more. For example, during one activity looking at people 

in their lives, when Jane asked one of the girls about one of the people in her life,  it was 

obvious she did not really want to say much so Jane asked “is it hard?” and then said “you 

don’t have to say anything else”.  

It was clear that the facilitators were not in any way pushing the girls to share more than they 

were happy to. Later on in interviews with Vicky, she talked specifically about this point and 

the reasons why she did not ‘push’ the girls to reflect or share further: 

Vicky: previously if I’d have known more about their stories before I would have 

potentially pushed them at different points. So like when they’re feeding back their 

thoughts on the stories they watched originally, we were really cautious not to push, like 

to pry in at all at that point. And I think had we known their background, or their stories a 

little bit, we might have pried, like kind of pushed them a little bit further at that point. But 

actually maybe that wasn’t the right thing to do and actually. 

Claire: Push them to talk about their stories? 

Vicky: No not to push them to share their stories, but push them to talk about why they 

may be felt, cos I remember we said “how does that make you feel?” 

Claire: Yeah and they said emotional or whatever or that’s really sad. 
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Vicky: Yeah and I think, what is it about that, I would have probably have gone normally 

“what is it about that story that made you feel like that?’ (Interview with Vicky, project 

facilitator). 

As was explored in chapter five, the fact that the facilitators did not have any background 

knowledge about the girls meant that they felt unable in some respects to push them further to 

explore and reflect on their emotional responses to others’ stories. If the facilitators had known 

more about the girls’ situations early on they may have adopted different strategies. 

The ‘protectors’ 

The facilitators showed sensitivity in their questioning and at times also had to step in and 

mediate when some of the girls started their own questioning of other group members. This 

was particularly in cases where the girls were asking for personal information related to their 

cases or situations.  For example, in session eight Sophie had come to the session talking 

about going to court. Rosa straight away asked her, “what happened?” Jane stepped in and 

said “maybe she doesn’t want to say, but if you want to you can”.  This happened on a number 

of occasions where Rosa, the youngest, asked questions putting other members on the spot. 

On another occasion when Mariana had asked Jane if it was ok if she kept her phone on as 

she was waiting for a call. Jane replied “have you not heard yet?”, and Mariana said “no”. As 

Jane started talking to Mariana, Rosa chipped in “heard about what?” As there was no 

response she again said “what are you waiting to hear about?” At this point Jane said that 

perhaps Mariana did not want to say what she was waiting to hear about and Mariana just said 

“Home Office.” 

Jane was particularly sensitive in these situations, she did not completely close down the 

conversation but gave the girls a way out if they wanted it.  She also made it clear that they 

could talk about this in the group if they wished to. This made it clear that it was alright to share 

in the group but that it was not expected.  
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Jane also picked up on situations where she felt that the girls’ behaviour was disrespecting 

others in the group. During one exercise in session three where the girls were writing down on 

a piece of flipchart paper words to do with power, Rosa kept correcting Mariana’s spelling. 

Jane asked Rosa on multiple occasions to stop correcting Mariana’s spelling.  

The challengers 

There were also times where the facilitators stepped in and challenged what they may have 

perceived to be the girls making negative comments about themselves or others. For example, 

during one session there was some discussion around Lyn spending a number of hours to 

reach a particular level on a computer game and Maya commented on this saying “that’s 

commitment, I’ve never had a passion for anything”. Jane reassured Maya saying she was still 

very young to have found her passion and had plenty of time to develop a passion for 

something. During the same session Maya explained that she was “really into clothes” and 

that she loved shopping. She talked about the “thrill” of purchasing new clothes and how she 

just loved it. Jane commented on this saying “ten minutes ago you said you had no passion, it 

sounds like you have a passion to me!” Vicky chipped in, “and a job”, saying that if Maya was 

interested in clothes she could also turn that into a job and become a buyer, a designer or a 

stylist. Later on in the session the girls had been asked to pick a photo and talk about why it 

stuck out to them and what the dominant colour was. When it was Maya’s turn she had picked 

an image that looked like it had come from a fashion photo shoot. The image was of a model 

standing on the top of a spiral staircase with a long pale blue dress cascading down to the 

floor. Jane commented on Maya’s choice saying “there’s a passion emerging there” referring 

to Maya’s interest in clothes and fashion that was clearly emerging during the session. 

This example highlights how the facilitators were quick to challenge the girls when they made 

negative comments about themselves. They looked for evidence to counter those negative 

statements, making the girls feel more positive about what they potentially saw as deficits in 

themselves.  
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The facilitators also stepped in to challenge certain statements or perspectives that the girls 

shared during their conversations. Particularly when they felt that the girls were stereotyping 

or making false assumptions about gender, race, religion and sexuality. In session one, there 

was some discussion about religion, Lucinda said to Mariana “You’re Muslim aren’t you?” and 

Mariana nodded. Lucinda then went on to explain to the group that in some countries in some 

religions women had less power than men.  Mariana and Vicky were quick to emphasise that 

it was different in different places. 

On another occasion in session five, Rosa’s photos were being screened and Rosa had taken 

one of her friend’s clothing. She explained that her friend, a girl, wore “boys clothes”. The group 

then talked about boys’ clothes being comfortable. This started a discussion over gender and 

the girls said that “men don’t wear dresses” and that they could but that they do not want to be 

called “girlie”. Jane and Vicky immediately stepped in here and asked the group why they 

thought it was so wrong to be called “girlie” and what would make someone think that. During 

this exchange the facilitators tried to get the girls to question and think about what this meant 

and why. They were careful not to just cut off the conversation but to try and move it along so 

that the girls could start to question the assumptions and reasons behind some of their 

comments. 

The fun-makers 

The girls seemed to find the facilitators fun and they appeared to appreciate the fact that they 

could ‘mess around’ with them and be less serious than they might be in sessions with their 

support workers. It was not clear how the girls’ viewed Jane and Vicky. At one point for 

example, in session eight we were talking about the project and Sophie said “I don’t think 

there’s anything bad” and Jane said that that was very nice. She said “well it’s not like you’re 

like adults, we can talk in front of you” and the group laughed. In the interviews with Maya and 

Chelsea they both shared their views on the facilitators: 
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Claire: And what did you think of Jane and Vicky cos obviously they weren’t kind 

of staff from here? 

Chelsea: Yeah they were really nice (Interview with Chelsea, young person). 

Claire: Ok cool, and what did you think of Jane and Vicky? 

Maya: They were fun [laughter](Interview with Maya, young person). 

Showing genuine concern 

In this project on a number of occasions Vicky and Jane showed genuine concern for the girls’ 

wellbeing. On one occasion in week three Mariana had been talking about the fact that she 

had lost her house keys and that it was going to cost £500 to get new keys (Mariana was being 

housed and it appeared that due to the security fob to enter the building this is why the cost 

was so high). Jane said that she would raise this with Mariana’s worker Elizabeth to ask her to 

talk to the landlady about the cost and how Mariana would be able to access the building in 

the meantime. On another occasion Sophie had taken a photo of outside her flat in the dark. 

In the picture was some scaffolding and she said that she had got out and was sitting on the 

scaffolding. Someone asked what floor her flat was on and she said the third and Jane said 

that is was very dangerous and “it’s not for you to sit on” and said she needed to “be careful” 

and not to sit on it again. Although these were seemingly small things, the facilitators 

demonstrated through their responses and words that they cared about the girls and at times 

were worried about them. This care for the girls was sensed by the CSE support workers. 

Danielle in her interview commented on how she felt the facilitators had conducted themselves: 

Danielle: I think the staff were exceptional and they were very impressive in the way that 

they kind of conducted the work with the young people. How sensitive they were, how 

much effort they put in, their flexibility their sort of thoughtfulness about the young people 

and seeing them as individuals. Um and really, really valuing those individuals, and 

valuing their work and their contributions you know, and that kind of unconditional regard 
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stuff which I’m sort of a big believer in in terms of the therapeutic work and my own work 

in social work (Interview with Danielle, CSE support worker). 

Vicky shared that being non-judgemental was an important part of being a facilitator and 

making sure that young people knew they could always have that conversation with them if 

they wanted to.  

Being real 

For Jane, she felt that it was really important for the girls to see the facilitators as ‘real people’ 

who they had a real relationship with. She reflected that sometimes doing things wrong helped 

to humanise them in some way: 

Jane: when you do things wrong and it just, it humanises you as an adult but also it’s a 

bit like “oh god, oh know hang on the pictures haven’t come up or whatever” and it just 

breaks moments of tension you know when you’re having to do different 

things…Because you know you’re not going to talk about your own life with young people 

because that’s not appropriate, but actually they need to know something about who you 

are and how do they get to know that if not through doing things. Because you can’t tell 

them about yourself so they have to find it out somehow…and it’s just it gives them a 

way of kind of making sense of who you are without you having to tell them anything 

about yourself… Because they want, that’s what, they really want that don’t they? 

(Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

The project, which involved sessions that spanned most of the day allowed the young people 

to ‘see’ the facilitators as real people. Eating lunch together, figuring out technical hitches, 

chatting about general things, it was not just an hour focussing on the young person. More of 

a relationship was built through ‘doing’ and ‘sharing’. These simple acts such as sharing a 

meal, as others have noted, can be significant (Barlow and Hurlock, 2013). 
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Another aspect that indicated the comfortableness the girls felt towards the facilitators was due 

to the fact that all eight girls remained engaged in the project over the lifespan and felt they 

could come back even if they had missed a number of weeks. A few of the girls, particularly 

the older ones, also appeared to be in no rush to go home once sessions were wrapped up. 

Vicky commented on this in her interview noting that for two of the girls after some sessions 

they had to literally walk them out and tell them it was time to go home. 

The central role that the facilitators played in creating a fun environment and supporting the 

girls was evident in this study. The facilitators had a challenging role in balancing the need to 

create a fun and motivating atmosphere whilst knowing when to challenge negative comments 

and conversations and showing genuine concern for the girls where needed.  

Part two: The flexible nature of the project 

Flexibility is recognised as being key in working with young people accessing specialist CSE 

services (Berelowitz et al., 2013; Smeaton, 2013; Harris et al., 2017; Christie, 2018). In this 

project it was evident that the facilitators set up the project so that it worked for the individuals 

in the group. This flexibility was apparent in a number of ways. Firstly, the way in which the 

facilitators thought about and discussed with the group the best times for meeting. Secondly, 

through the fact that if the girls missed sessions they were still able to come back and catch 

up. Finally, the general flexibility the facilitators took in responding to the needs of the group 

rather than rigidly sticking to planned session plans. 

Dates and times 

At the beginning of the project the sessions were designed to run over a ten week period. 

However, due to some girls missing sessions and needing more time to finish things off, the 

sessions extended over a longer period of time which meant that the girls were back in school 

or college before the project had finished.  

In discussing how this would work once the summer was over, the facilitators were mindful of 

how they could arrange sessions so that everyone could attend. In the sixth session Jane 
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started to talk about dates and explained to the group that there was going to be some changes 

as they would be going back to school. Jane started going through her diary and writing down 

on a sheet of paper the new dates explaining that as they could not do full week days they 

would need to change to do two shorter evenings  for a couple of weeks. Jane explained that 

originally they were planning on doing some Saturdays but that some girls might have to work 

and that on Sundays Lucinda went to church. Jane talked through what time might be best to 

meet during the week. Some of the girls at college said they did not finish until five and 

therefore could not get to the space until a bit later in the evening. Rosa said that she would 

not be able to stay late. There was some compromise and Jane and Vicky said that they could 

be at the space from 4-7pm and then half the group could start earlier and finish earlier and 

the rest could come later and finish later. They explained that as more of the work would now 

involve them putting together their own stories it did not matter that much about them all coming 

at the same time. 

The facilitators also did what they could in terms of planning the more interesting and unique 

sessions to accommodate as many of the girls as they could. So for example, they had 

originally planned to hold the session where they would bring in professional lighting and studio 

equipment on one week, but as Chelsea was going to be on holiday they switched the session 

so that she could also attend. 

Catching up 

The facilitators also made the effort to help the girls catch up if they had missed some weeks. 

There was solid attendance by some of the girls but not for others. However, from my 

observations it appeared that the girls felt comfortable coming back to the group even if they 

had missed a number of weeks. In session eight I was quite surprised when Sophie walked in, 

all confident and chatty, as she had not come to the previous two sessions and had only made 

it to two sessions altogether. The fact that she had missed a few weeks did not appear to faze 

her. Jane, also commented on how comfortable Lucinda was when she came back to the group 

after missing a number of sessions: 
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Jane: but Lucinda came back and she was like she hadn’t been away it was really 

weird!...She just sort of walked in and was like “Hi!” like she’d just been there the week 

before and everyone was like “where have you been?!” and she was like “oh well I 

thought...” and you know did this whole thing – bizarre. 

Claire: Yeah. 

Jane: I think the strength is the fact that they felt able to come back. 

Claire: Yeah. 

Jane: I’m just relieved that the environment was such that they felt like they could 

reengage (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

The CSE support workers also discussed how they felt that the girls seemed comfortable 

coming back even if they had disappeared for a number of weeks: 

Kathy: And that comes down to you know, how the group is run, it comes down to the 

facilitators, it comes down to them creating that need, that desire in young people to 

come and finish and attend and be a part of that…Yeah, yeah because one young person 

was really worried that once she missed two she like couldn’t come back or she couldn’t 

catch up with you know that kind of thing. And you know the fact that Jane and them 

were like “no, no that’s absolutely fine we’ll make time for them and catch them up” and 

you know which just really helps cos sometimes it is quite chaotic for them (Interview 

with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

Danielle: Yeah, it’s a real testament to the, you know to the programme, to the staff for 

achieving that, cos again that’s a hard thing for a young person. It’s maybe they’ve got a 

lot going on and then they disappear for a few weeks and they might feel silly coming 

back or embarrassed, or like they’re going to get into trouble, but um to have that level 

of trust that they can come back and still be kind of welcomed and accepted is a really 

important thing so yeah (Interview with Danielle, CSE support worker). 
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This flexibility was viewed as particularly positive in terms of keeping the girls engaged in the 

sessions and making them feel comfortable to return. However, this obviously had knock on 

effects in terms of the costs and staff time required to provide those extra sessions. Jane 

discussed these aspects in her interview noting that they were concerned about the lack of 

attendance at points and that the additional sessions they had to run costed the project more 

than originally anticipated. 

Flexibility within planned sessions 

Both facilitators commented on how the project design allowed for flexibility within the separate 

sessions and how this was important as it enabled them to respond to the needs of the group 

and the individuals within the group: 

Vicky: well it’s a group for a start, and I think that it’s a group that responds to each other, 

like it’s not a kind of timetabled set of, like we have objectives and we have things that 

we know we’re going to cover but actually it has the capacity to be really reflective and 

responsive to the groups and the specific needs of both the individuals within that but 

also the wider group and I think that in my experience of support work that’s not 

something that always happens and they have a curriculum to get through and much 

less able to be… 

Claire: Reflective? 

Vicky: Yep. 

Vicky: I think it also, one of the things I love about [the creative organisation] is it 

completely caters to individuals’ like learning styles or individual tastes cos we don’t plan 

the next session till we’ve completed. We know vaguely, loosely what the structure of 

the project will be but don’t, we’re able to like adjust that and I think that’s a really crucial 

part (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

Jane also felt that the flexibility that they were able to provide contrasted with traditional models 
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of support: 

Jane: I suppose I think it’s about, having, cos I think with the traditional support models 

that I’ve seen, I think this compliments it by having a more flexible and much looser 

approach to certain aspects. So, in terms of trying to work as hard as you possibly can 

to support young people to make every session. So you know, having additional 

sessions, thinking about you know when people, when it fits in with their lives really. I 

think it’s not necessarily possible to do that with a traditional service. You know certainly 

with therapeutic services, it’s not part of a therapeutic model anyway, that’s not what you 

do. So this is a completely different approach in terms of trying to be as flexible as 

possible to enable people to engage with every kind of part of the process (Interview with 

Jane, project facilitator). 

Both facilitators therefore recognised that being flexible was a critical part of engaging the 

young people and that this contrasted from more traditional forms of support. This flexibility 

was something I also observed. In my field notes I noted how it was clear that the girls were 

not sticking to their homework tasks. Instead of photographing things or emotions they were 

asked to they often appeared to take photos of anything and the facilitators still allowed them 

to show and explore these within the group.  

Part three: Photography as a tool 

It was not only the facilitators who focussed on highlighting the girls’ individual assets and 

strengths. The primary tool, photography, enabled a sense of achievement and 

accomplishment that in some ways could be seen as unique to the medium. Photography as 

a tool, in comparison to other art forms, allowed the girls to quickly produce something concrete 

without having to spend hours mastering a technique. Digital photography provided instant 

gratification as images could be viewed back immediately. The facilitators and support workers 

felt that the use of photography was important for a number of reasons. 
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A ‘relevant’ art form for young people to engage with 

The CSE support workers in particular felt that photography as a medium was something that 

was familiar to the young people they worked with. The prominence of camera phones and the 

popularity of photography apps such as Instagram and Snapchat, along with the trend of 

‘selfies’, means that most young people in the UK feel able to take photos. Therefore, there is 

that sense that you are not necessarily starting from scratch or being put off from engaging in 

something that could be perceived as too technical or challenging: 

Kathy: I think you know they’re working with a medium that is kind of familiar to them but 

also not. Because everyone’s got their cell phones, everyone takes their selfies, their 

photos. Photos play a big part in these young people’s lives, but I think to give them a 

camera and a camera that can do so much, and teach them how to use it, and go “now, 

go out and take these photos, but think about this and think about that”, I think, I think 

has given them a whole new way of seeing what is almost every day to them. Um you 

know and I think that’s, that’s quite incredible because we all know about photos, we all 

take photos. But then someone gives you something and goes, “ok now look at it this 

way and do this with it”, you know suddenly it just kind of opens up that world to them 

and you can see a lot of them are now considering “oh photography it’s great” (Interview 

with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

Danielle: I don’t know it would be interesting to hear what the young people got to say 

about that because maybe there is appeal for them in doing something digital and that’s 

the medium that a lot of young people communicate through nowadays. And to have 

something um you know they can see on their phones, or their computers, maybe that 

is something that they kind of connect more or feel more engaged in, so yeah it would 

be interesting to see if it’s different…I think photography is quite cool as well, it’s not you 

know, nothing geeky about photography is there [laughter]. It’s, they all you know have 

phones on their cameras, it’s quite accessible to them um it feels accessible and also I 
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think it comes with a certain level of cool. So maybe there is something about that, that 

um hooks them in yeah (Interview with Danielle, CSE support worker). 

There was therefore this sense that photography was an accessible and appropriate art form 

for working with this group of young people. 

Not being ‘good at it’ 

Although there was a sense that young people ‘got’ or ‘understood’ photography to some 

extent, the fact that it was presumed that they had no real history of learning about photography 

that could colour their perception was also viewed as important. As most young people do not 

have experience of doing photography as a subject at school, Jane felt this was particularly 

important as it meant more specifically that this meant that young people had not developed a 

negative association with it as a medium. This was seen as being in contrast to other forms 

such as art, dance, drama, music or creative writing, which may have been taught at school, 

and as such, may have involved the girls being marked and assessed on their abilities: 

Jane: And also you don’t do photography when you’re three or four or five at school so 

you haven’t already built up this picture of yourself as being good at it or bad at it, so you 

come to it relatively fresh (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

As explored in chapter six, some of the young people had appeared self critical when it came 

to their abilities and felt for example that they were ‘no good at talking’. Similarly, in her video 

diary, Lucinda noted on one occasion “What I enjoyed the least today was writing, I don’t really 

like to write a lot”. Therefore, using a tool like photography, as Jane identified, appeared helpful 

as young people were not coming to it with a preconceived view of being good or bad at it or 

not liking it. 

In my interview with Chelsea, when I asked whether she would have engaged in a project that 

used a different art form like dance, drama, music, art or poetry, she responded in this vein 

making a statement about not being good at some of those forms. “I think art and poetry yes, 

but the rest I would’ve never been very good at” (Interview with Chelsea, young person). The 
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fact that photography was therefore something familiar, but not too familiar, may have been 

important as a way of initially attracting the girls to join the group. Other elements which I now 

explore may have then helped to maintain their engagement in the project. 

Easy to learn and be good at – develop mastery 

Gaining a sense of ‘mastery’ is a key element to a strengths-based approach. Being good at 

something, and mastering something can lead to a sense of pride and self-efficacy. In this 

study this was illustrated in three ways. Firstly, the facilitators and support workers commented 

on the fact that photography was relatively easy to learn which meant that young people could 

quickly feel as if they were making progress. Secondly, due the medium there was not a right 

or wrong way to take photographs and every image could lead to some form of praise. And 

thirdly, the fact that they were able to master and progress provided them with confidence that 

they could perhaps try new things, and succeed in future endeavours. 

Vicky in her interview shared how she felt that the medium of photography contrasted with 

other art forms, specifically film: 

Vicky: And film is great but film is really, it takes a lot, to get to a decent quality whereas 

photography you can do, get to a relatively high quality quite easily. And there’s 

something really empowering about that I think. Whereas film takes a lot of time, a lot of 

money, a lot of… 

Claire: To get good enough to kind of be able to show something? 

Vicky: Yeah and to look at something and feel like, I’m proud of that, whereas with 

photography…  (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

Jane used an interesting analogy from sport to explain how people might feel about 

photography: 

Jane: I liken it to the difference between tennis and badminton. That most people can 

play badminton at kind of an alright level where they don’t feel like an idiot and that they 
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can hit the shuttle back and you know they can go and have a game and enjoy it. But to 

play badminton at a high level is so, so hard you have to be so skilled to do it, but actually 

people don’t really necessarily get hung up on that, so most people will have a go at 

playing badminton and that’s fine. Tennis is the complete opposite, like you have to be 

a certain level to really enjoy it. 

Claire: And even get the ball over the net… 

Jane: Exactly, and get it back and get it in court and all that kind of stuff, and so it puts a 

lot of people off so a lot of people think “oh tennis that’s amazing”, you have to be so 

talented to play tennis. And they don’t think that about badminton because there’s a, the 

levels of progression comes at different points and I think that’s the same of photography 

and that’s why it really works is that you know you’re not responsible for every element 

of the aesthetic. You know you have a camera that you know is kind of, I don’t know 14-

16 mega pixels, if you use it on automatic in relatively good light the only thing that can 

go wrong is your framing. So that’s why it was really one of the things we really focussed 

on was getting them to thing about composition, getting them to thing about meaning, 

because the others bits we’re trying to, to kind of let them not have to worry about 

because that’s when you start getting hung up on not being good enough (Interview with 

Jane, project facilitator). 

This may be an important point, the fact that straight away all the girls could participate and 

produce something that was of a good quality. Nobody was being left behind, everybody was 

able to do the activities and keep up. This was significant as it enabled the girls to straight 

away, and very quickly, feel that they could do it, they could achieve something and be good 

at something. For young people who are often seen as ‘hard to engage’ in order to maintain 

that interest in, and commitment to, finishing something, young people need to think it is doable 

and achievable.  
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Vicky felt that for so-called ‘vulnerable groups’ this was something that was particularly 

important, presumably to maintain engagement and interest. “Like groups do need, particularly 

vulnerable groups, need to like reap the rewards quite quickly to feel good about what they’re 

doing” (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator).  

Secondly, due to the nature of photography, there was no right or wrong. The photographs 

produced were never ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’ or ‘not good enough’. As noted earlier, the facilitators 

always had something positive to say and see within the images and they could be praised for 

a number of things. It could be the framing, the object, the girls’ particular style of photography, 

or their description of why they had taken that image and what it represented to them. As 

explored earlier in this chapter, there was always something that the facilitators could find to 

praise in the girls’ images. The facilitators also talked about this during their interviews: 

 Vicky: I think that’s one of the good things about photography compared to other 

art forms. Like I’m from a theatre background and actually as much as there is 

subjectiveness to theatre, it’s quite obvious when something goes wrong in theatre. 

Whereas in photography if it’s blurred because you’ve moved, yes, that’s a 

technical inaccuracy but actually that can look really great creatively (Interview with 

Vicky, project facilitator). 

This was evident in the sessions too as on a variety of occasions when the girls’ photos were 

slightly out of focus, or not well framed, the facilitators still were able to talk about the 

effectiveness of that on the image. 

It was not just the exercises that involved the girls taking photos that allowed for this praise 

and encouragement. Other task based activities were also set up in a way that did not isolate 

or criticise. Exercises, such as the power walk, or those tasks that aimed to focus on visual 

literacy, were also set up so that there was no right or wrong answer. Below is an extract from 

my field notes capturing discussions during a visual literacy exercise: 
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Rosa went next. She had picked an image of a baby polar bear against green grass. 

Rosa talked about the dominant colour being green (in the grass) and said she had 

picked it because it was “cute”. Jane said that that was interesting because some people 

might say that the dominant colour was white (the colour of the polar bear). There was 

then some discussion and the group asked Jane about what she meant by ‘dominant 

colour’. Jane explained that there was no right or wrong answer as dominant means what 

sticks out for the viewer, so it doesn’t have to be the main colour, it could be a very small 

bit of colour in an image that pops out. She picked up an image of a street scene that 

had two small bright red fire hydrants to explain how some people may say that red is 

the dominant colour in the image even though it’s not the focus or main part of the image 

(Field notes from session two). 

As Vicky explained, young people were being praised for exploring things as much as being 

praised for the images themselves. “I think in this one it was less about praise for being good, 

it was more about praise for exploring something, does that make sense?” (Interview with 

Vicky, project facilitator). 

Thirdly, Jane shared how for her, it  was not just about the girls learning to take good quality 

photographs quickly, but Jane felt it could be used as an example to young people of what can 

be achieved in other areas of their life. The fact that they had embarked on this project, had 

committed and had achieved could serve as a positive model of how they can achieve different 

things in the future: 

Jane: It’s not a straightforward photography project where you’re going to get people 

who want to do photography the rest of their lives. But, I think it does enable people to 

think actually maybe I can, I can try something else new that I haven’t done before  and 

I’ll be able to do that as well cos I hadn’t done this before and now look what I’ve managed 

to achieve I did that and I can do that. So I think it has that kind of knock on affect  

(Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 
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Photography therefore felt like a safe tool for the group to explore and use. The girls were 

familiar with it, it was not too geeky or connected with their experiences at school, they were 

quickly able to master it and it was not the case that one girl’s photographs were necessarily 

better than others. It allowed all the girls to excel and produce equally valid work. 

Clear illustrations of progress and achievement  

As identified above the use of photography allowed for ‘quick wins’, the girls quickly had 

something concrete and tangible to see for their efforts. The concreteness of the photographs 

and digital stories was something that the support workers and facilitators also felt was 

particularly significant and important. The use of photography specifically here was contrasted 

against firstly, other art forms and secondly against the traditional support that young people 

often engage in. 

In exploring whether other creative art forms might have the same impact, or be experienced 

in a similar way, one of the defining features that respondents mentioned was the fact that 

photography led to something concrete, tangible and lasting. It had a permanency about it: 

Vicky: one of my challenges that I find difficult particularly about theatre and sometimes 

about spoken word, and music as well, is once it’s done, it’s kind of gone, it doesn’t really 

exist in any form afterwards (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

Kathy: I think that when it’s a medium that, that is tangible, so if it, like a movie or 

photographs that’s always going to have more of an impact I feel than if it was just drama 

or they put on a play because it’s something they can still go back and look at whereas 

when a play’s done it’s done. So I think there’s an element of, if you can create something 

permanent in that way I think that’s always got more of an impact. Because it also then 

serves as a reminder um you know if you’re feeling low or if you’re feeling like “oh I can’t 

do this” then that’s a reminder of you know you can, you have done this. So yeah, I think 

definitely if you’re looking at creative therapies I think um creative therapies can be great 

for the here and now and can have a lasting impact but I think when something is more 
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fixed um it’s, you know, it’s more likely to have a stronger impact particularly in the future 

(Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

There was this sense that it was important to have something that young people could look 

back on and think ‘I achieved this’, ‘I made this’, ‘I did this’. Although in the interviews 

respondents noted that drama or music may not have this permanency about it, there is of 

course an argument that such activities could be recorded, kept and replayed.  

One of the CSE support workers spoke about how being able to revisit their stories may be 

important for Maya in particular as she had not come to the celebration event so had not shared 

the story with any family or friends or seen the other girls’ digital stories: 

Kathy: But hopefully she will get to a point when she can, and I think what’s great is that 

it will be, it’s not just a sand sculpture that had to be seen then and there or otherwise its 

gone, she will have it and that is something that she can hopefully share later on when 

she’s ready.  

Claire: Yep I’m sure. 

Kathy: Or when she feels they’re ready to see it (Interview with Kathy, CSE support 

worker). 

The support workers felt that it was not just about having something concrete but also having 

something that was produced to a high quality, something which they felt only an external 

creative partner could bring: 

 Kathy: and just seeing them come in and being proud of what they’ve done and have 

these amazing images they’ve taken. And you see them watching at the slide show that 

they set up in the end and you know they’re having a little giggle about it and you 

know…And I think that sense of achievement is what’s really going to make the biggest 

impact - of I can do this, and knowing you know that I’m not alone in doing this (Interview 

with Kathy, CSE support worker). 
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Even before the girls’ stories had been developed there were indications that some of the girls 

were proud just to be taking part in the project. For example, in session three, Jane had spoken 

to Lucinda’s worker and she had talked about how Lucinda was going to her social work 

meetings with her camera around her neck, as if she was really proud of having it and being 

part of the project.  

Although it was felt by the professionals involved that engaging in the project was something 

that the girls should be proud of and should be acknowledged for, this assumes that others 

also perceive such activities in the same way. As other research has shown, there is for 

example a presumption that volunteering is seen as a positive act. However, young people 

have spoken about how, if the topic is related to sexual violence, then volunteering is not 

always viewed positively by others (Cody, 2017). In this case the girls may not wish to talk 

about or share details about the project as it may indicate their histories and be viewed 

negatively by others. However, Jane felt that young people could find ways to talk about their 

engagement in the project without it leading to some form of disclosure of their own 

experiences: 

 Jane: And the main launch yeah so I think in that way it’s just another element to the 

project which is quite good and it proves you know, if there are people that they don’t 

want to say what they were doing, what the project was about, they can say “oh well it 

was a photography project and I get a BTEC at the end of it”. So you know they don’t 

have to say it was a CSE project. So it gives them a kind of formal structure to talk about 

what the project was as well (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

Similarly, Vicky felt that there were ways to separate out aspects of the project from their 

experiences of CSA/E: 

 Vicky: they’ve got something they can take away and can put on their wall. And also I 

love the fact that they take away the prints because the prints, yes they’ve created a 
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digital story which is about their story, but that print stands alone as a piece of art that 

they created separate to any of their experiences (Interview with Vicky, project facilitator). 

Through the interviews there was also a sense that this project had a clear purpose and 

measures of progress, which was seen as being in stark contrast to traditional support: 

Kathy: I think when you’re coming and the focus is very different and you’re there for a 

specific purpose and you know that at the end of this, this is what you will have achieved. 

Because what we achieve in here in one-to-one sessions, or even in the group work that 

we do, it’s very hard to measure do you know what I mean? To say you’ve achieved this. 

Claire: Because you don’t have an output? 

Kathy: Yeah there’s no kind of tangible thing at the end of it, so even though you could 

have finished a load of one-to-one sessions, you could say you’ve done this and you’ve 

done this but it’s not, and collectively we know that has an impact on how they feel about 

themselves. But I don’t know, it’s different from spending that time and creating that one 

thing and being able to say this is the kind of finished product of it all (Interview with 

Kathy, project facilitator). 

The fact that Kathy talks about young people not being able to see progress in one-to-one 

sessions is an important point and something that requires further exploration. It indicates that 

there may be a need for young people and professionals to work collaboratively at putting in 

place goals or measures that enable young people to see and get a sense of their progress as 

they engage in support. Just as in other support groups there are ways to track progress, 

whether that is standing on the scales every week as part of a weight loss programme, or 

receiving a sobriety coin to mark how many days somebody has remained sober. Although 

this is the view of just one support worker it suggests that for some young people, in taking 

part in traditional one-to-one support, there may be something missing that can help them see 

change and progress and motivate them to continue on that path. This focus on goal-setting 
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is something that is highlighted in a strengths-based approach and may be a helpful 

component in working with young people (Pattoni, 2012). 

Jane too felt that the project was different from traditional forms of support as it involved 

building skills. This aspect of skills development she felt was helpful as young people could 

then see the reason for engaging: 

Jane: I think one of the things that’s quite different is that there is an overall aim for the 

project. So it’s not kind of a, it’s not saying that this project is just an opportunity for you 

to gain support. It’s an opportunity for you to learn some new skills, it’s an opportunity 

for you to produce something at the end and it’s an opportunity for you to gain support 

and have some kind of development through that process (Interview with Jane, project 

facilitator). 

Relating back to the point about young people feeling they were not good at talking (as 

explored in chapter six), or had failed at getting something out of the traditional forms of 

support, Jane felt that this type of project differed as there were various layers of success and 

achievement: 

Jane: Yeah so there’s an element where there are so many levels of achievement that 

aren’t all about that kind of emotional “oh god I’ve failed again” um because even if you 

haven’t been able to talk about things in the way that you might be able to a year down 

the line, you might have been able to take photographs, or you might have been able to 

go on a trip, or you might have been able to organise everyone to do wraps for lunch you 

know? Whatever there is there are so many opportunities to succeed that I think it’s a 

really, it’s a really good starting point, it’s a really good stepping stone and I think a lot of 

services do it the other way around (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

As identified in the earlier section this may be very different to their experience of accessing 

support, but also their general life experiences. Danielle, one of the CSE support workers felt 

that the project was something that may be particularly important to those who might not 
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believe they have achieved at school. She felt that the project provided a different way for the 

girls to achieve something: 

Danielle: working towards something and having those kind of goals and that structure 

was probably something that attracted those young people. You know for, for lots of 

young people who maybe, I don’t know, maybe they might not be very academic but they 

might um they might you know be attracted to the idea of achieving through something 

less academic through something you know more vocational more creative (Interview 

with Danielle, CSE support worker). 

As mentioned in chapter five, the girls were all very different characters and appeared to have 

diverse experiences in terms of academic achievement. Outside of school the girls also talked 

about past achievements or the lack of them. For example, on one occasion Lyn talked about 

appearing in the local paper and Maya responded that she had never appeared in a newspaper 

and that she was “not that child” the child who got certificates or achieved things. She also 

commented about how her attendance in school was not that great. Lyn on the other hand 

talked about excelling in school. Therefore, it is likely that the girls felt differently about their 

achievement within the confines of this project.  

A sense of pride and acknowledgement  

This sense of achievement that the facilitators and support workers identified was evident in 

some of the girls who appeared proud of what they had accomplished. This seemed most 

palpable during the screening with family and friends. Before friends and family members 

arrived Vicky and Jane showed some of the girls their own digital stories as they had not seen 

them before the event. Watching and listening to their reactions during this, and during the 

screening, it was clear that they felt proud of them: 

Once the story had finished exporting, Lucinda went around the other side of the table 

and put on the earphones and watched it [her digital story]. She smiled shyly when Vicky 

asked her what she thought and she said she didn’t like the sound of her voice. Vicky 



189 
 

asked “are you happy with it?” and she said “I’m proud of myself” (Field notes from 

session 13). 

Once the digital stories had been screened to family and friends I also witnessed family 

members and friends reinforcing that sense that the girls’ should feel proud. Again one moment 

I captured in my field notes illustrates this. “Once the screenings had finished, I heard Lyn’s 

sister who was sitting the other side of her say “I’m so proud of you”” (Field notes from session 

13). 

The fact that the girls were not only getting that affirmation from the facilitators and the support 

workers, but also from important people in their lives, cemented that this should be something 

that they should feel proud of. 

Following the screening, in my interview with Chelsea, she also commented on the fact that 

her dad, who had attended the screening, had said how proud he was of her and that this 

made her feel proud: 

Claire: so, you said a little bit at the beginning about one of the reasons you want to do 

it was to kind of help other young people, and how do you feel about the fact that you’ve 

created something that will be used to kind of raise awareness? 

Chelsea: Um really proud. 

Claire: Yeah. 

Chelsea: Cos um my dad said he was really proud of me so, I just feel like I’m giving 

something to the [specialist CSE service] for all they’ve like done for me (Interview with 

Chelsea, young person).  

In addition to the celebration event where the girls received certificates the project also 

culminated in providing the girls with a BTEC qualification. The facilitators felt that this 

acknowledgement was also important for the girls. “Yeah so really I think it is important to have 
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a kind of real acknowledgement, and I know sometimes they find it embarrassing to come up 

for their certificates but actually they also really like it!” (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

For the facilitators they also felt that the girls should be acknowledged for not only what they 

produced but for the fact that they have shared and explored something that is so difficult: 

Jane: So yeah I think that public celebration and acknowledgement of their achievements 

is really important not just photographically but about you know. I didn’t really go on about 

photography in the thing [Jane’s introduction during the celebration event] and I usually 

do say a bit more about photography but I just thought it was really important that you 

know the stories they created were so personal and so kind of clear that they had 

something to say that I just wanted them to be acknowledged for that as much as 

anything else (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

This feedback and acknowledgement appears to be important, particularly in light of what the 

girls are sharing in their stories. However, in organising screenings it is also important to be 

mindful of the fact that responses at public screenings may not always be or feel so supportive. 

 

Reframing negative experiences  

What the girls decided to share in their digital stories was not a positive experience in their 

lives. These stories not only describe the abuse, but in many of the stories the girls appear to 

be regretful of their actions. Although they acknowledge in the stories that they were not to 

blame there is also, in some of stories, a clear sense that the girls do look back in some way 

and think they should not have done something. They should not have taken that step, gone 

to the house, met up with that guy. Or they talk about drinking alcohol or taking drugs that 

happened alongside the abuse. Such detail is very exposing for young people and would not 

necessarily be viewed as something for them to be ‘proud’ of. Some of these statements from 

the digital stories illustrate this: 
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we then went out and stole a bottle of vodka before we went back to his. When we did 

go to the shop we had a spliff and then he took me to the other room and performed oral 

sex on me (Digital story three). 

I blame myself and I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself and recognise that it was 

completely his fault (Digital story one). 

Therefore these are things that the girls are not proud of and yet they are sharing them with 

those who they feel closest to. In sharing in this way they are getting positive responses back 

and being celebrated for sharing those difficult aspects. This was highlighted as significant by 

the CSE support workers and young people: 

Kathy: you know it’s just something to be proud of and that they can turn this horrible 

negative experience that they’ve had almost into something quite positive and they can 

almost be proud of this even though there’s still a sense of probably shame and guilt of 

what’s happened, but they can be proud of this story, this project that they’ve created 

you know? (Interview with Kathy, CSE support worker). 

Danielle: kind of being affirming in the sense that you know, they’re sort of being 

praised and valued for things that in the past may be have been horrible and 

shameful for them (Interview with Danielle, CSE support worker). 

Chelsea: And just the experience as well, it’s like I know something crap has 

happened, but this is all good and positive, and like everything, and it’s an 

experience (Interview with Chelsea, young person). 

This is a powerful aspect of the project. That those elements that young people have been 

silenced about, or feel a sense of shame and guilt about are being acknowledged and they are 

being praised for sharing these. This aligns to previous research with young people and adults 

in various circumstances who have also commented on how through photography projects 
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they have drawn positives out of very difficult experiences (Prescott et al., 2008; Levy, 2012; 

Barlow and Hurlock, 2013; Cheng, 2013). 

Part four: Establishing a sense of control and power  

As highlighted in the literature, a common consequence of CSA/E is the sense of 

powerlessness that children and young people can feel (Finkelhor and Browne, 1985; Hossain 

et al., 2010; Reid and Jones, 2011; Hallett, 2013; Warrington, 2013; Brodie et al., 2016; 

Warrington, 2016). Young people accessing specialist CSE services have described how this 

lack of power and control can continue once the exploitation has been disclosed and they are 

accessing support (Berelowitz et al., 2013; Warrington, 2013; Beckett and Warrington, 2015). 

Opportunities for ‘voice and choice’ have been highlighted as important in guidance on trauma-

informed programming (SAMHSA, 2014). In this study it was evident during the sessions that 

the facilitators felt that it was important to provide opportunities for the young people to take 

control of various aspects of the project.  

Small choices throughout the project 

Throughout the project Jane and Vicky tried to identify spaces and opportunities where the 

group could make choices. This ranged from decision-making about the food they ate to giving 

editorial control over their stories. As an example, my field notes capture the process and 

discussions involved in getting lunch: 

For lunch Jane had mentioned earlier that last week we had said we could get chicken 

and chips as that was what Lucinda had asked for. She explained that as Lucinda was 

not here this week though the group could go for something else. Maya piped up “I’m not 

going to lie I like chicken and chips”. Lyn then said she’d have chips but no chicken. Jane 

asked then whether everyone wanted something from the chicken and chip shop or 

something else. Rosa said she would like something from the Caribbean shop that was 

near the office. Jane then suggested that it might be a good idea if we all went out and 

then people can just pick what they want. However, none of the girls wanted to go outside 
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and said they would rather we go and get it for them and bring it back (Field notes from 

session two). 

Although these examples of the freedom young people had to choose lunch may feel small, 

they set the right tone. This extended to various aspects of the project. Jane felt that one of 

the most important elements of the project, and one that contrasted with traditional support, 

was the fact that young people had choice over what they chose to share during the sessions: 

Jane: they bring their lives into it, but they decide which parts of their lives they bring into 

it. But the focus of it isn’t about you now if they’ve had a shit week, have they, you know, 

got thrown out of class, have they had a massive row with their mum, but, so they can 

choose which elements they bring to you. And I think that’s different as well, you’re not 

always asking them about their lives and how they are, so there they have more control 

I suppose, over what they share with you and what they bring to you, and what they take 

as well, and that’s different (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

In addition to reflecting on the sessions in general, Jane, reflecting on the use of photography, 

drew parallels to how photography provided the girls with more choice and control over their 

stories as compared to other mediums: 

Jane: When I’ve done film projects, I think young people have less autonomy in them, 

because the software is really difficult to manage so I think although we were going “oh 

my god you must have this image in!” and all that kind of stuff. Even though we had our 

input in that way, we didn’t you know, they decided which bit of the script went with which 

image and although they were kind of rolling their eyes and it felt like a laborious process 

at least they had control of the edit to that degree (Interview with Jane, project facilitator). 

As Jane joked in her interview, there were examples where the facilitators suggested and tried 

to gently persuade some of the girls to use certain images, however it was done in a very light-
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hearted way. For example, in one instance Jane and Vicky were helping Maya to select images 

for her story, identifying ones they felt she could use: 

Maya was very sure in what she did and did not want to use, “I don’t think I want to use 

that one”. As this back and forth went on Vicky joked “you’re not going to be persuaded 

are you!” and then said that she respected her creative decision-making and said “I will 

not persuade you any further”. 

As they looked again at Maya’s past images suggesting which ones might work with the 

content they commented “I love that one” and Maya explained “it’s not that I don’t like it” 

but explained that it didn’t go with the story (Field notes from session eight). 

There were therefore some examples of the facilitators trying to persuade the girls to use 

certain images that they felt were good or powerful, however it was done in a way that was 

encouraging and the girls appeared to be able to maintain control. Other researchers have 

highlighted how in some projects however this may be an ethical challenge, particularly when 

facilitators or others have a stake in the outputs (Gubrium et al., 2014). 

This control over their stories and how they wished to illustrate them appeared to be an 

important part of the project. Through observing the process it did not feel that they were being 

censored and controlled but that young people had real ownership over them.  

The way that the facilitators worked, and the use of photography as a medium, provided the 

girls with opportunities to take power and control. This extended over what they wanted to 

share in discussions, what they wanted to eat, what photographs they wanted to use in their 

stories and how they wanted to share their stories.  

Part five: Elements that contrasted with a strengths-based approach 

A contrasting space and environment  

As highlighted through these earlier sections, the project illustrated a strong strengths-based 

approach where the girls’ strengths and abilities were acknowledged. Although there were 
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times where the facilitators struggled with Rosa’s behaviour, and spoke to her in a way that 

was perhaps less supportive and encouraging than they did with the rest of the girls, their 

participatory and strengths-based approach was evident. The one instance however that felt 

in contrast to this, was when the group had to move to a temporary venue whilst the service’s 

space was being renovated. My field notes capture the mood of the temporary venue: 

Over the summer the usual space (which is where we had been last week and where 

the young people met their workers in the office) was being renovated. This meant that 

we were in a temporary venue five minutes down the road. The venue provides a wide 

range of services for young people including youth workers, the police, voluntary 

services, social workers and health advice. The feel of the venue was very different from 

the one we had been in the previous weeks. For a start security was a lot higher. You 

could not just go to the toilet but had to be buzzed in by reception. They explained this 

to me and the two facilitators when we arrived as they needed “to monitor the use of the 

toilets” and needed to know how long people were in there for. There were lots of posters 

up saying things like ‘No hoods’ and displays about cancer and how to prevent cancer. 

They also gave Jane a fob explaining that if any of the young people became violent or 

abusive we could just press the button and the staff would come to our aid. The room we 

were given was itself a bit like a corridor quite long and narrow with uncomfortable chairs 

and we discovered later a centrally controlled temperature system so at certain points 

we were freezing and reception explained there was nothing we could do about it. The 

room felt less light and homely than the venue the young people were used to. In the old 

venue there were bright comfy armchairs and cushions and outside space. It was very 

quiet with no other young people about and the room felt quite airy and light even though 

it wasn’t massively bigger. In the new venue as the day went on and we ventured out to 

the reception area there were quite a few professionals and young people milling about 

and in the small rooms next to us through the glass you could see some young people 

having one-to-one’s with workers (Field notes from session two). 
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My initial impressions were supported when I later arrived at the space on a different week 

with two of the young people: 

The three of us arrived about the same time at the temporary space. We walked in and 

Chelsea said she wanted some water so I pointed out the water cooler. The ‘scary ones’ 

on reception looked concerned that a couple of young people had walked in and were 

straight away on guard. Chelsea said there wasn’t any cups and the unfriendly woman 

on the reception said they had to sign in first. They went through the rigmarole of asking 

the girls for their full names, ages and where they were from. The place is so unfriendly. 

The whole sign in process is over the top and off putting and their manner is so not young 

person friendly (Field notes from session four). 

From my notes there is a clear sense of rather than a warm, inviting venue, the temporary 

venue was chilly in more ways than one. The immediate sense was that young people were 

not trusted and therefore had to be monitored and controlled. It felt like they were being treated 

with contempt and it was presumed that they would be doing something negative. This was 

my own impression but I also felt that the young people may have felt less comfortable in this 

space as compared to the service’s venue. For example, from my field notes I recorded the 

girls’ mood in one of the sessions: 

Jane asked the young people to give her their memory cards so she could start uploading 

their homework images and explained about the toilets and how they needed to let 

reception know they needed the loo as they monitored the use of them. The young 

people appeared like they weren’t that impressed or were a bit uncomfortable about this 

and Jane said that if they didn’t want to go out by themselves to let us know and we 

would come and sort it out at reception (Field notes from session two). 

As noted above the space was used for a number of purposes and I was unsure how the girls 

felt about the space and whether there was a stigma attached to the venue and the young 

people that used it. During one session Sophie had taken a photo of the centre’s sign and in 
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describing it said that this place “can change you as it turns savage, gutter people into nice 

people like us”. The choice of the space felt really important in setting the right atmosphere for 

the project. It has been observed by others that all staff, including receptionists and volunteers, 

influence and leave an imprint on how individuals feel about their interactions with a service 

(Ullman and Townsend, 2008; Hickle, 2018). From this example, the behaviour of the staff on 

reception clearly set the tone and potentially influenced how young people felt about the space. 

Concluding comments 

There is a current gap surrounding what it means in practice to take a strengths-based, trauma-

informed approach to young people affected by CSA/E in the UK. This study, based on what 

was observed during the project, and the subsequent interviews, identified a number of factors 

as being potentially important in supporting young people affected by CSA/E. 

The facilitators were key in creating the environment that enabled this approach to flourish. 

Their approach to working with the girls, facilitating discussions, and their willingness to be 

flexible created an environment where the girls wanted to engage and complete the project. 

Part of this was due to the facilitators’ personalities, traits and characters and part was likely 

to be based on their skills and experiences and the approach of the creative partner. One of 

the facilitators had a background in social work and this no doubt aided in her ability to manage 

the group and adopt this approach. The fact that some of the girls’ attendance was sporadic 

highlights the importance of taking a flexible approach when working with this group of young 

people. This has implications for how projects such as these are planned, supported and 

funded. 

This study highlighted a number of benefits associated with the tools of photography and digital 

storytelling that go beyond those frequently documented in studies using these methods for 

the purposes of data collection. The tool of photography appeared to be instrumental in 

providing the girls with the means to really engage with and benefit from the project. The ability 

to quickly master and produce outputs that are at a good standard may set photography apart 
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from other art forms such as art, drama, music and creative writing. The enduring nature of the 

products developed may also act as a reminder to the girls of what they were able to achieve 

and accomplish. A significant discussion that emerged from the project revolves around the 

centrality of young people seeing progress and the value, or outcomes, of their engagement 

with a service or project. In contrast to traditional support, creative projects may be able to 

provide these milestones which not only can keep young people engaged but also help them 

see the purpose of their engagement. The fact that coming to the project was about more than 

receiving support, may have helped the young people view the project as worthwhile. These 

findings suggest that arts-based methods may provide a complimentary approach that could 

be potentially helpful for young people affected by CSA/E. 

The fact that young people firstly had control over how they wished to portray their story and 

secondly were praised and applauded for doing this is, one can presume, very different to their 

prior experiences of telling their stories and the response to this. The girls were being 

celebrated for their outputs, bravery and their stories. 
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Chapter nine: Conclusions and recommendations  

Introduction 

This study aimed to generate new knowledge, through original research, in order to fill several 

gaps in the academic literature. Specifically, with regards to how young people accessing a 

specialist CSE service experience taking part in a group with others and engaging in arts-

based methods to explore their stories. Through the literature review undertaken, and with an 

understanding of the impact of sexual trauma on young people, the application of an arts-

based group work project appeared theoretically promising in addressing and countering some 

of the consequences of CSE whilst ‘empowering’ individuals.  

Despite the growth in research in the UK on the issue of CSE, much of the academic writing 

focusses on the significance of ‘the relationship’ with the key worker. The literature is nebulous 

when it comes to understanding how young people may wish to communicate their 

experiences, or how current activities and approaches aim to counter specific impacts of 

sexual trauma or empower individuals. The growing interest in taking a strengths-based, 

trauma-informed approach to young people (Sapiro et al., 2016; Bush, 2018; Christie, 2018; 

Hickle, 2018; Hickle, 2019) – an approach that prioritises peer support, mutual aid, voice, 

choice and empowerment – requires that the field reflect on how such principles may translate 

in practice. This study therefore provides a unique, timely opportunity to explore how group 

work and arts-based methods may provide a vehicle to enable some of these principles to 

flourish, whilst also highlighting the potential risks and challenges of adopting such 

approaches. 

This study was the first study to explore a group, arts-based project for young people accessing 

a CSE service in the UK. It was unique as the group was not an art therapy group, a research 

study utilising photovoice research methods or a traditional therapeutic ‘support group’. To 

date the majority of academic writing that offers transferable learning to the sector has been 

linked to one of these group formats. This project in a way included features of all three whilst 
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blending elements of group work with individual practice. As such, this study generated novel 

learning relevant to these varied fields of work. It provides insights into the complexity of group 

work and identifies key areas for reflection. In doing so, it highlights a number of elements to 

consider, that are not necessarily linked to reducing group members’ risk to CSE, but instead 

are helpful for creating a safe space for group work. The study highlighted the importance of 

acknowledging young people’s previous experiences of talking about their abuse and thinking 

creatively about ways to support young people to reflect and communicate their emotions and 

experiences. The research also illustrated the utility of photography and digital storytelling in 

supporting young people to engage and achieve. This adding another layer to the literature, 

which currently emphasises the usefulness of arts-based tools primarily for the researcher. 

This study set out to extend the academic and professional discipline by increasing 

understanding of group arts-based practice through exploring the following questions: 

 How do young people accessing a specialist CSE service experience being in a group 

with other young people who have been through similar experiences? 

 How do these young people experience, and feel about, using photography and digital 

storytelling to explore and share their experiences of CSE? 

 What are the benefits, opportunities and risks of engaging in this type of project for 

those involved?  

 How are these experiences similar or different to engaging in traditional one-to-one 

support that young people receive at a CSE service?  

This final chapter draws from the preceding findings chapters and outlines the key elements 

and discussion points gleaned from this study. The methodology applied, and thematic 

analysis utilised, leads to significant learning related to theory, policy, practice and research in 

this, and related, academic disciplines. Through exploring these aspects I will examine how 

these are linked back to the original research questions and reflect on what new knowledge 

this study contributes to the field. I will also share  a number of new questions that have arisen 
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through this study. In this chapter, I weave in relevant responses from the sense-checking 

workshop that was held with three young people following analysis of the data. Comments 

from this group provided additional layers of reflection and enabled me to substantiate a 

number of key findings. 

In part one, I examine what has been learnt from this study surrounding group work for young 

people accessing a specialist CSE service. I also pose several new questions in relation to 

group working that have arisen from this research. In part two, I explore what this study 

contributes relating to our understanding of the value of arts-based methods, photography 

specifically, for engaging and working with young people accessing specialist CSE services. 

In both sections I reflect on the benefits, opportunities and challenges of these modes of 

engagement and draw out similarities and differences with traditional forms of support. I also 

explore how future group arts-based projects may be strengthened, by drawing on the 

theoretical foundations explored in chapter three. I conclude this section by summarising a 

series of recommendations for practice. In part three, I consider the learning from this study in 

terms of future scholarship in the field.   

Part one: Supporting young people affected by CSA/E in a group setting 

As noted in chapter two, there is a lack of understanding of how young people accessing a 

specialist CSE service in the UK experience taking part in group work and a dearth of evidence 

surrounding the benefits, opportunities and challenges in implementing such modes of support. 

As this project was a group arts-based project it was challenging to unpick the value of arts-

methods as opposed to the group element of the project. However, this study identified a 

number of benefits and risks that appeared to be associated with the group element. The data 

garnered also led to significant learning about the importance of recognising the diversity of 

young people within the same service and therefore the importance of developing criteria for 

group work. The diversity of experiences of CSA/E, that may to some extent be hidden when 

young people access the same service, also calls for greater recognition of the wide spectrum, 
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and different forms, of CSA/E that young people face in adolescence that do not all fall neatly 

under the current definition of CSE. This study illustrated the many different forms that group 

work may take and the need to consider the goal of group work, and structure of sessions, as 

these ostensibly influence both group criteria, outcomes and risks. The data generated 

provides new insights into different areas to consider when developing group work with CSE 

service-users. This includes in the planning stage thinking about: the purpose of the group; the 

role of the facilitators in developing criteria; and the sharing of personal information. This is in 

addition to reflecting on factors that may influence the group dynamics such as the diversity of 

service-users’ age, experience, needs and expectations from group work. This learning 

therefore extends the sector’s knowledge and understanding of group work with this 

population, moving it on from the standpoint that group work may simply increase group 

members’ risk of CSE.  The findings also raise three key questions surrounding group work: 

how similar do young people’s experiences need to be?; how do you balance exploring the 

issue of CSA/E with the desire young people have to focus on ‘normal’ things?; and is it helpful 

for young people to already know each other before working together in a group?  These 

questions require further consideration and are discussed in more detail below. 

 

The goal of the group 

Whilst recognising the value of different psychotherapeutic theories to understand the process 

and value of group work, in chapter three I outline how feminist and empowerment theories 

offer a complementary framework to explore the potential of group work with traumatised and 

marginalised populations. However, what became clear from observing the group in this study 

is that group work can take various forms. In order for young people to potentially benefit from 

the group element – specifically mutual aid and normalising emotions associated with CSA/E 

– this requires careful facilitation it does not just happen from sharing the same space. In this 

project the goal was primarily for young people to draw on their individual experiences and 

develop a series of individually produced digital stories for a resource. So although some of 

the key ingredients were in place for young people to benefit from critical reflection and develop 
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a deeper understanding of their experiences – a group of young people who had experienced 

CSA/E; discussion and activities surrounding sexual violence and the related issues of power, 

control and gender; and working towards a concrete output with the aim of making a difference 

– the ultimate goal was to make individual stories.  

The structure of the sessions 

As noted in chapter four, one of the limitations of this study is that the group element of the 

project did not continue for the duration of the project. I observed little discussion surrounding 

how the young people would develop their stories or what images they would choose to depict 

their emotions. Due to these discussions not seeming to meaningfully develop it was hard to 

understand how being in a group might impact on, for example, young people’s potential sense 

of stigma, self-blame and shame. Although for some of the girls, Lyn and Chelsea in particular, 

it felt that being in the group had been valuable to them, this study cannot provide concrete 

conclusions surrounding the specific value of ‘group work’ with regards to countering these 

specific effects. 

As peer support, which may be found in groups, has been identified as an important part of a 

trauma-informed approach (SAMHSA, 2014), and has been identified as a potentially effective 

source of support for young people affected by CSE (Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al. 2018; O’Brien, 

2018; Scott et al., 2019), it is likely that more group work will be developed in the future to 

complement existing interventions. As such, there is a need for further research into the 

different formats of group work for young people. Future studies should explore how groups 

work in practice, the ‘key ingredients’, or contexts and mechanisms, that are necessary to 

achieve particular outcomes in order to inform the academic and practice communities.  

 

Setting up the group – developing criteria and selecting group members 

In assessing whether group work is appropriate for this population, it is helpful to think about 

the timing, or stage at which group work may be appropriate. In considering the criteria applied 

in the context of this project, it appeared to be primarily based on CSE support workers’ 
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assessments of the individuals’ levels of risk in relation to CSE. The project was only 

accessible to those who were not deemed ‘high risk’, so currently not known to be in an 

exploitative situation. Workers talked about them having to have a good understanding of the 

girls’ situation and therefore knowing whether it was appropriate for them. As explored in 

chapter five, despite these parameters one of the young people had been referred in straight 

away without having substantive one-to-one work.  

In the sense-checking workshop that was facilitated with young people following data analysis, 

young people felt that it was hard to recommend a timeframe for when group work might be 

right for individuals noting that everyone was different. “Personally, I don’t think there is a ‘right 

time’, the case workers role, they kind of have to observe and watch and think carefully about 

how to ask the person whether they would like to do it” (Frankie, sense-checking workshop). 

One young person also reflected on the importance of the young people having insight into 

their experiences: 

Sam: I really worry that if you bring someone into a group, especially a group of young 

people who are already known to be vulnerable to sexual exploitation, when you bring 

someone into the group who has no insight really, the same level of insight I had, you 

know when I was first referred to X [name of service], you’re playing with fire I think. I 

don’t think it’s sensible or wise to just do it without thinking about the potential 

consequences and where it could lead to. I think that groups are fantastic, I think groups 

should be done more you know in sort of the CSA world, support world, but I also feel 

that you know before you bring someone into a group you really need to think about 

whether they have the insight needed to not put other people in that group at risk….just 

because they’re working with a CSE service doesn’t necessarily mean they are, that they 

have insight into what’s going on and they believe that its wrong. I didn’t believe it was 

wrong when I first started working with [name of service]. I feel that it’s a dangerous 

game and it’s something that has to be thought about carefully (Sam, sense-checking 

workshop). 
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In reflecting on the data, and sense-checking exercise, group work may be less appropriate 

for young people who are new to a CSE service. Instead of setting criteria for group work based 

purely on an individual’s risk level of CSE, I would also argue that in taking a strengths-based, 

trauma-informed approach to considering group work, it would also be helpful to ask the 

question ‘what do we want the young people to get out of this project?’ rather than ‘what do 

we not want to happen in this project?’ Some criteria to think about in selection may therefore 

include how empathetic and understanding of others a young person may appear to be, their 

openness to hear others’ stories, their commitment to developing a safe space where nobody 

is judged and their desire to meet other young people who have had similar experiences. Such 

a process would be best handled in a conversation with potential participants rather than 

relying solely on practitioners’ perspectives. 

It is also important to note that individuals will be looking for different things from taking part in 

a group project. Barlow and Hurlock (2013) in reporting on their photovoice research project 

note that the participants involved had different reasons for engaging, some had a desire to 

share and others wanted to focus on their own healing rather than enter a ‘support group’ 

setting. As the authors note there may be collective and individual goals and as such managing 

expectations and boundaries in such a project requires transparency, clear communication 

and skill. 

I would propose that the main risks and challenges that facilitators faced in this project was 

due to the fact that they were not involved in selecting group members and were not aware of 

members’ past experiences or current situations. As such, they were unable to prepare or 

predict where certain risks may lie and were not clear what discussions, images or 

environments may be challenging and upsetting for the group. As explored in chapter five, the 

service felt that they were protecting young people in doing this. Research shows that privacy 

and confidentiality are critical for young people who have experienced CSE (Berelowitz et al., 

2013; Hallett, 2013; Warrington, 2013; Beckett and Warrington, 2015). Research has also 

highlighted how information about young people is often shared too freely, without 
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consideration for a young person’s privacy (Warrington, 2013; Beckett and Warrington, 2015; 

Lefevre et al., 2019).  

In exploring this issue in the sense-checking workshop, one young person shared that she had 

hated lots of professionals knowing information about her so could understand that it might be 

uncomfortable for young people to have information shared with the facilitators. However, 

when it was explained that the facilitators felt it would help them respond to young people and 

keep them safe, the young people, as a group, felt that it would be important to have a 

conversation with young people individually. Noting that the, “first thing is that it’s their choice, 

and secondly that it’s explained to them, I think it’s nice to know, instead of someone saying 

“right we need this information”” (Jamie, sense-checking workshop). 

It is critical for young people to be involved in discussions about information sharing in such 

contexts so they can reflect on and decide whether they think it is necessary to share 

information and what information they wish to share.  

How similar do ‘shared experiences’ need to be? 

In addition to adding to the knowledge base about group work with this population, this study 

also raised a number of questions. One of these is the question surrounding how similar 

experiences need to be in a group setting. Based on this study it was not clear whether it 

mattered to the young people that group members had seemingly experienced very different 

forms of CSA/E as this was only revealed during the final session as the group watched each 

others’ stories. Instead, as I report in chapter five, in this group it appeared that ‘common 

ground’ was found through interests other than those connected to their experiences of CSA/E. 

The literature on groups points to the fact that establishing common ground is important 

(Knight, 2017). As explored in chapter five, one could hypothesise that it would be important 

for young people to all have experienced CSE as opposed to having a mixed group of those 

who had experienced different forms of CSA, or those who might have been considered to be 

‘at risk of’ CSE due to their earlier experiences. However, given that the definition of CSE 
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encompasses such a range of experiences, one could argue that ‘experiencing CSE’ does not 

in itself guarantee common ground. Individuals may have experienced: a one off sexual assault 

or a prolonged period of abuse; being abused by one perpetrator or multiple-perpetrators; 

online or offline abuse. In the sense-checking workshop, we discussed whether including 

individuals with a range of experiences in a group setting mattered. One young person drew 

attention to where they felt this may lead to problems: 

Sam: With the different experiences of abuse I think what needs to be considered is 

potentially is, that obviously if it’s one off sexual assault you know there’s much less likely 

to have been a grooming process. And equally I think, what’s most important to consider 

is with sexual exploitation, and even sexual abuse if it’s been done over a prolonged 

period and there’s been quite an intensive grooming process behind it but particularly so 

for sexual exploitation, there isn’t often a lot of insight into the fact that they have been 

sexually exploited or that, and that might cause problems in a group setting. Because it 

could mean that you know you could have one young person maybe speak about their 

experience and then another young person who lacks that insight into exploitative and 

abusive processes might say something insensitive to that young person (Sam, sense-

checking workshop). 

If young people have these different experiences, there may therefore be a risk of young 

people being dismissive or insensitive towards each other and that hierarchies of victimhood 

develop within the group. Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz (2017) draw attention to the potential 

problems of group members judging and potentially re-victimising individuals based on 

differences in circumstances. This may be particularly problematic in situations where ‘at risk’ 

young people are mixed with those who have experienced CSA/E or indeed where abuse has 

happened online as opposed to offline. In this project there was one conversation I reflected 

on in chapter five, where I observed where one of the girls was talking about taking a ‘chastity 

oath’. This young person, from her digital story, appeared to be in the group potentially because 

she was considered to be at risk of CSE. Although the other members of the group laughed at 
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this, such statements in a group which involved young people who have been raped illustrate 

the problems of mixing groups of ‘affected by’ with those ‘at risk of’. If a group is being put 

together with the explicit aim of young people sharing their experiences, it will therefore be 

important to consider how ‘shared’ the groups’ experiences are and how the potential risks 

cited above may be mitigated early on by skilled group facilitators. 

 

How do you balance talking about ‘normal things’ with doing ‘the work’? 

Another important question that arose from the data was related to how to get the balance right 

in a group in relation to having space for ‘fun’ whilst also making the most of the opportunity of 

being in a group with young people deemed to have had similar experiences. What appeared 

to be of central importance to the girls in this project was that in the group they had the space 

to just be ‘normal’ they could talk about normal things and be ‘normal girls’. This is important, 

and aligns with the desire expressed by young people in other research projects to feel ‘normal’ 

(Warrington et al., 2017). This finding is also significant as it provides a different strand to the 

current literature on group work with traumatised individuals which stresses how group work 

can help individuals normalise their ‘symptoms’ (Klein and Schermer, 2000, cited in Knight, 

2006). This study illustrated how being in a group with others enhanced normality in spite of 

young people not sharing their experiences of CSA/E within the group setting. This finding was 

also mirrored in the discussions in the sense-checking workshop where one young person 

spoke about how being in a project with other young people accessing specialist CSE services 

was positive, because they did not talk about CSE: 

Sam: we never spoke about CSE, and I don’t just mean that in terms we never spoke 

about our own personal experience of CSE, we never really spoke about CSE full stop, 

and it was really nice. Because you know we all had common ground and knew we had 

common ground and because we knew that of each other we kind of had this bond but 

equally we had a lot of fun (Sam, sense-checking workshop). 
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All three young people in the workshop agreed that even when you did not share your own 

experiences in a group it was profound just knowing you had all experienced something. It is 

therefore challenging to know whether guiding young people to explore ‘the issues’ in a group 

setting is always desired by young people or indeed helpful. Getting the balance right with 

creating a ‘fun’ group project, but also providing space for exploration of experiences, is not an 

easy task and would no doubt depend on a number of factors. The data suggests that this 

would include thinking about the aims of the group, the skills, training and comfort of the 

facilitators, and the young people’s willingness to share in this way. It is of course critical that 

young people hold the power and can choose how and what to share in a group setting as this 

will vary by individual. From this study, due to the limited number of interviews with young 

people, it is challenging to make claims about the value of young people just being in a group 

with peers, those who are attached to a CSE service, and not talking explicitly about their 

experiences together. Therefore, more research is needed into group work with young people 

affected by CSE in order to unpick and deepen our understanding of the different layers of 

outcomes that may arise depending on the level of sharing of experiences within a group 

setting. What is important is ensuring open conversations so that young people understand 

the expectations, format and goal of being in a group with other young people who may, or 

may not, have shared experiences. If we return to the key principles of trauma-informed care 

explored in chapter two, trustworthiness and transparency about and within the group are 

seemingly key. What is also important to ensure, is that young people have options and 

choices when it comes to support as group work, or certain group formats, will not be for 

everyone. 

 

Is it helpful to not know each other before being placed in a group? 

One contradiction that came up in relation to the group was over whether or not it is helpful to 

involve young people who already know each other. The girls expressed during one session 

that they would not want to be placed in a group with people they knew and this was 

emphasised in my interviews with Chelsea and Maya. That said, Chelsea did know one of the 
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girls in the group prior to the project and their friendship seemed to develop through the project 

which for Chelsea, appeared to be one of the most positive elements of participating in the 

group. The CSE support workers felt the fact that the girls did not appear to know each other 

was one of the challenges for the girls in joining the group. It may therefore be difficult to predict 

the outcome of this, and also difficult to ensure that young people are not connected in some 

way. In this project, through conversations, the young people attempted to make connections 

with each other, and in some cases there were shared acquaintances. Therefore, it may not 

always be possible to bring together a group from the same area who are not connected 

outside of the project in some way. Drawing from the data, what appeared to be key in bringing 

together a group is thinking about how confidentiality among the group is explained, managed 

and respected as this, one can assume, may be at the core of these fears. 

 

Group facilitation 

As explored in chapter five, there were some challenges when it came to managing the group, 

and the age range appeared particularly challenging for one of the facilitators to manage. 

However, both facilitators navigated these challenges and were able to support the young 

people to develop their digital stories. This study illuminated how diverse the role of a group 

facilitator can be in a project like this. Through observing the group, I was able to document 

instances where the facilitators had to get the balance right in terms of knowing when to 

challenge and intervene and when to give the girls space. In this project one of the facilitators 

had a background in social work and I believe this provided a strong foundation. It is also 

important to recognise how working on such projects can take its toll on the facilitators involved. 

One of the facilitators spoke to me about how she was finding it quite stressful working on this 

particular project, something that she had not experienced before whilst facilitating other 

projects. It is important not to underestimate the need for facilitators to have support and 

supervision when working with groups of young people affected by CSA/E. This may be 

something that is not often built into creative projects but something that should be available. 

As has been highlighted in recent research, professionals’ wellbeing may be compromised 
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through working with those affected by CSE (Ahern et al., 2017). I would also argue that in 

future group projects of this kind it may be helpful to have ‘mixed’ teams of facilitators. One 

facilitator who has the creative skills and knowledge necessary to guide the group and one 

facilitator who has the training, skills and expertise to navigate potentially sensitive 

conversations but also work therapeutically during the sharing of experiences. 

Part two: The use of arts-based methods  

As explored in chapter two, despite the emerging interest in creative, arts-based methods for 

promoting health and wellbeing, this is the first known study of its kind exploring a group arts-

based project for young people accessing a specialist CSE support service in the UK. In 

designing the research, based on the evidence base surrounding arts-based projects with 

other groups of individuals in various contexts (O’Neill et al., 2002; Levy, 2012; Barlow and 

Hurlock, 2013; Cheng, 2013; Capous-Desyllas, 2014) there was an indication that such 

methods may help counter specific dynamics related to sexual trauma such as challenging 

stigma and providing opportunities for individuals to make sense of, and reframe their 

experiences.  

As noted above, in this study it was challenging to detangle the value of arts methods as 

opposed to the group process, however, it appeared that the use of photography and digital 

storytelling specifically was helpful in myriad ways both at an individual level and in helping the 

group to gel.  

Engagement 

As explored in chapter two, a key barrier that has been identified by professionals working with 

young people affected by CSE has been the difficulty in building rapport and engaging with 

individuals (Brown, 2006; Pearce, 2009; Berelowitz et al., 2013; Smeaton, 2013; Frost, 2019). 

In this project the young people did not have a relationship with the facilitators before they 

joined the project. Their relationship was with the specialist CSE service. One may then 

hypothesise that due to them trusting the service they were willing to extend that trust to the 
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creative partner they would be working with during this project. Although as I outlined in chapter 

eight, it was clear that the girls had a good relationship with the facilitators, it appears that what 

helped them to engage in this project was also the medium of photography. 

Through discussing with the professionals and young people it was evident that photography 

was viewed as a current, relevant art form, something that young people know how to, and like 

to, use. Photography was not coloured by previous bad experiences; the girls had not failed at 

photography or been told that they were no good at it. Therefore, the girls chose to initially 

participate in the project partly because it involved doing something that was appealing and 

engaging. Once the girls joined they could equally engage with it at the same level, there was 

no hierarchy of achievement and no instances where they were no good at it, did it ‘wrong’ or 

failed in anyway. Photography was in some ways the ‘hook’. As Vicky, one of the project 

facilitators mentioned, for some groups of young people being able to “reap the rewards quite 

quickly” is likely to be an important aspect of keeping young people engaged. Photography 

therefore is quite unique as an art form as anyone can do it, first time round, no practice is 

required. However, it is important to recognise that for young people who may have 

experienced CSA/E online, the use of cameras and film is likely to be inappropriate (Hamilton-

Giachritsis et al., 2017).  

 

Progression and praise 

Connected to the importance of engagement, is that of praise and progression. The creative 

project involved a set path. There were a number of weeks, a number of steps and a number 

of goals to be reached in order to finish the project. Each week the girls were involved in getting 

one step closer to having this very tangible, concrete professional output. The fact that the girls 

were working towards something appeared to help them to keep on coming back, even when 

they had missed several weeks. The CSE support workers and project facilitators felt that 

having a measure of progression was important for the young people. This may be in contrast 

to traditional one-to-one support, and some forms of therapy, where there may not be a clear 
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indication of progression or a finish line. In discussing arts-based projects with the three young 

people involved in the sense-checking workshop following the research, one young person 

drew on her experience of engaging in an arts-based project: 

Jamie: I think as well especially with the groups I took part in it was I think it’s really nice 

to have an end goal as well. When I started this art group right from the first session we 

said we’re going to be doing this for so many sessions and then have a little event…it 

was just nice to think like I’m going to work on this and at the end of it there’s something 

to be proud of, it was nice to have an event where you know parents, or friends or people 

you’re close to, I think that was really nice (Jamie, sense-checking workshop). 

This young person went on to comment on how the fact that there was an event organised to 

showcase the work encouraged and motivated her to keep attending sessions, even when she 

did not always feel up to it. Having an output of some form, therefore feels like an important 

element when thinking about support programmes. 

As the young people were involved in developing individual stories, they and they alone were 

responsible for finishing them. They had to choose what to say, how to say it and what images 

to use. Having this control was a central element of the overall strengths-based approach that 

was clear throughout the project. As such, all the praise they received in the sessions from the 

facilitators and during the celebration screening event was for them. For young people who 

are stigmatised and have been silenced in the past, receiving praise which is attached to this 

element of their life, is powerful on a number of levels. The sense of pride that was evident in 

the majority of young people on seeing their final digital stories aligns with findings from 

research on arts-based projects with other marginalised groups (Barlow and Hurlock, 2013; 

Wright et al., 2013; Salmon and Rickaby, 2014). 
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Tools to help verbalise and communicate  

One of the aims of this study was to explore the similarities and differences of group arts-based 

interventions as compared to traditional one-to-one approaches of support for young people 

accessing specialist CSE services. This study did not involve observation of any one-to-one 

sessions, however, through interviewing CSE support workers and young people it was 

possible to identify some key differences in the approaches taken. One difference was the fact 

that one-to-one support involves verbal communication and according to the two young people 

who were interviewed, these exchanges focussed predominantly on the ‘work’ – young 

people’s experiences of abuse. One of the most significant themes in the research revolved 

around the challenges associated with talking about one’s experiences of abuse (chapter six). 

Paired with this was the desire for ‘normality’ and relief when young people were able to focus 

on different elements of their lives. The research shed light on how young people may feel 

when it comes to talking about their experiences and how this can be coloured by previous 

pressures to talk and their experiences or perceptions of how this has been received. Both 

CSE support workers also commented on how the project appeared to be able to ‘get more’ 

out of the young people than they were able to in one-to-one sessions. Through observing the 

group, the use of photography and digital storytelling appeared to be valuable in helping young 

people conceptualise, verbalise and structure their thoughts and emotions. This aligns to 

Levy’s (2012, p.18) conclusion that “arts-based activities are among the more important 

vehicles for enabling young women to discuss their situations and express their feelings”. 

Young people in this study talked about how in one-to-one support settings it was “intimate”, 

“serious”, “work” and you had “to talk”. Both CSE support workers interviewed noted that one-

to-one settings can feel too formal, intense and intimidating for young people.  It was clear 

from observing the group that certain creative tools and strategies, like the use of images, 

could help break the intensity and act as a springboard to help young people share and 

communicate. The girls seemed more at ease when they had aids such as photographs, to 

talk to, all eyes were on the images not on them. Such techniques, supporting forms of non-
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verbal dialogue, could be transferred into one-to-one settings to help try to break the focus and 

intensity. This is a significant finding as although professionals indicate that engaging with 

young people affected by CSE can be challenging for them, there is limited research on how 

such conversations could be eased or approached differently.  

 

Processing experiences in a different way 

As I explore throughout this thesis, the young people did not discuss their stories of CSA/E 

together in a meaningful way during the group sessions. However, when it came to the digital 

storytelling, the girls had to really think about the images to use to illustrate different emotions 

and elements of their stories. This appeared to provide them with a different level of 

understanding about their own experiences. So, although they had shared their stories 

previously in a variety of settings, both young people in their interviews talked about this 

experience as being different: “I’ve always talked about it, but that didn’t seem to be enough” 

(Interview with Chelsea). “I had to actually make my story, so I then had to do a lot of thinking” 

(Interview with Maya). This aligns with learning from other studies that have applied 

participatory photography as Barlow and Hurlock note – “storytelling led to emotional 

engagement” (2013, p.148). In the field of trauma studies there is a move to acknowledge the 

limits of verbal processing of traumatic events. There have been calls to recognise that creative 

and movement based modes of engagement can help with the processing of trauma (Emerson 

and Hopper, 2011; Anderson and Cook, 2015; Van der Kolk, 2015). Van der Kolk (2015), a 

leading trauma expert talks about victims of trauma having ‘two systems’ when it comes to 

processing their trauma. He explains that one system is engaged when we tell the story, but 

that there is another ‘system’ that is rarely unlocked which is connected to one’s true feelings 

and emotions that are attached to a traumatic situation. Part of ‘unlocking’ this of course hinges 

on the relationship that a young person may have with the individual who is trying to talk with 

them, but part of it also appears to be down to arming young people with different tools and 

strategies so that they can explore and express their feelings and emotions in different ways. 
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The findings of this study appear to align with this perspective, however, further research is 

required. 

A way to gel the group  

In addition to photography being a useful tool at an individual level, photography was also a 

powerful method in allowing the girls to get to know each other very quickly. Photographs 

helped the girls see commonalities and connections between their lives, and provided a 

springboard to initiate conversations in the group. Talking to an image seemed to enable the 

girls to talk more about whatever topic the photo sparked, there was more depth and 

substance. Therefore the use of photography and digital storytelling was useful on both the 

personal level and in helping to establish the group as a whole 

 

What challenges or risks might such approaches pose? 

Creative methods, despite on the surface seeming less intense and more fun, carry different 

risks. During this project there were examples of times where individuals got upset or were 

triggered by the different activities. In the interviews both girls talked about how they felt that 

telling their story through photography and digital media was a different experience for them 

than just talking about the CSA/E. Maya in particular talked about it being an emotionally 

difficult process that she did not anticipate at the start. It is therefore important, to think through 

how to approach discussions and activities sensitively, and as others have suggested, ensure 

adequate support is in place (Barlow and Hurlock, 2013). This also means working with 

facilitators who have the experience, qualifications and skills to respond and support young 

people. On one hand the risks of re-traumatising young people may dissuade professionals 

from designing similar projects or utilising creative techniques. However, I would argue based 

on the findings from this study that working in this way provides young people with an important 

space for individual critical reflection, allowing them to process their experiences in a different 

way, which can ultimately lead to benefits. This aligns to Carlson et al.’s, (2006, p.849) 

assertion that: 
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novel experiences, such as photovoice, that are able to arouse strong emotional 

reactions and challenge the assumptions embedded in cultural norms lead to more 

significant cognitive changes than would occur without the emotional element… 

Storytelling becomes a fundamental means to this emotional engagement. 

This is relevant in wider discussions around the value of applying strengths-based approaches 

and not avoiding risk but planning for and mitigating risks when there are potential benefits to 

be gained for the young people involved (Warrington, 2016; Cody, 2017; Warrington and 

Larkin, 2019). 

What about other art forms? 

As this research did not involve a comparison group of young people engaging in a different 

arts-based project, it is impossible to draw concrete conclusions regarding the appropriateness 

and value of projects that involve the application of other arts; such as music, theatre, film, 

dance and creative writing. That said, from considering the key benefits that appeared to be 

connected to photography as noted above, these could not all be transferred to other art forms. 

Art forms like drawing, making music or a film may for example be perceived by young people 

as requiring more skill. It is also unlikely that all those in a group could engage on an equal 

footing. They may also require more external support, may be less ‘permanent’ and may be 

coloured with negative associations from school. In the sense-checking workshop undertaken 

with three young people following the workshop there was agreement that young people could 

easily be put off projects that involved the arts if they had not excelled in these subjects in 

school. There is a need however for further research into different forms of group arts-based 

activities in order to fully understand the spectrum of issues, outcomes and challenges 

associated with the varying creative art forms that could be utilised with young people. It is 

also important to be mindful that different art forms are likely to appeal to different individuals 

and as such it may be helpful to provide some level of choice to young people (Zarobe and 

Bungay, 2017). Another issue to consider surrounds negative aspects associated with having 

a permanent record of one’s experience. Although in this study facilitators and support workers 
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felt the permanency of the digital stories was a strength, there is always the risk that, as young 

people move on from their experiences, their perspectives and ways they wish to be 

represented alter. Therefore, it is important when developing arts-based projects for young 

people to consider this aspect. 

How similar or different is a group arts-based project to traditional support?  

It is worth noting that young people, facilitators and CSE support workers all recognised the 

value of traditional forms of support. Group arts-based projects therefore should not be viewed 

as an alternative to other interventions, but instead considered as a potentially useful addition. 

There were a number of attributes of the project which appeared to support young people in a 

number of different ways. In reflecting on how different it was for young people to work in a 

group setting, as opposed to a traditional one-to-one format, there appeared to be two key 

differences. Firstly, that working in a group reduced the intensity and pressure on young people 

to talk. Having other young people in the room diluted the focus on them as individuals and as 

such led to a more relaxed environment. Secondly, being in the group enabled, to some 

degree, for young people to understand that others had also been impacted by similar 

experiences, they were not alone.  

The arts-based project also appeared to be structured in a way that was in contrast to 

traditional forms of support in that there was a clear purpose and goal to achieve. As there was 

a final output to develop there were a number of milestones to reach and an element of skill 

development. This was viewed by the CSE support workers and facilitators as a key difference 

to traditional forms of support and one aspect that they felt helped the girls to engage and 

maintain that engagement throughout. It also provided the girls with a sense of progression 

and achievement. This was again viewed as different to traditional verbal support where, if 

young people were resistant and did not engage, or could not see any value from attending, 

they may internalise this as a failure on their part. 
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The potential to take group work further: recommendations  

As noted in chapter three, applying a feminist, trauma-focused empowerment lens may be one 

way to understand and develop group arts-based interventions with young people affected by 

CSE. The project studied did incorporate some elements from these theoretical frameworks. 

In the following section, based on the learning from this study and the existing literature, I 

outline how future group arts-based projects may further integrate, feminist-empowerment 

elements with the aim of addressing the negative effects of CSE and contribute to 

empowerment. 

Strengthen critical reflection and group dialogue around the continuum of sexual violence in 

adolescence 

Feminist, empowerment and trauma theorists all recognise the importance of individuals, who 

have been affected by any kind of trauma or ‘marginalisation’, coming together with others who 

have faced similar struggles or experiences to talk and learn more about the context of their 

oppression to help them to contextualise their individual experiences. In the current project, as 

outlined in chapter six, there was some group discussion around power, gender and 

relationships. I would argue that in further developing this type of project in the future, that 

these activities could be strengthened and more structured.  

As noted in chapter six, in responding to my questions regarding why there was so little 

discussion about CSE or broader forms of sexual violence in the group, the facilitators felt that 

the girls had already covered this in one-to-one work. However, we know that at least for one 

group member no one-to-one work had taken place. Even if this had been discussed 

individually, these discussions within a group context may be helpful on a number of levels. 

Firstly, by discussing this in a group the facilitators can ensure that everyone is on the same 

page in terms of understanding. This may present an opportunity to deal with any 

misconceptions in the group regarding hierarchies of harm and victimhood, which as indicated 

above may be a potential risk in group work. Secondly, such dialogue may also help individuals 

to see the commonality of their experiences even if the dynamics and nature of abuse differed 
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– as it did in this case. Thirdly, discussing such issues in a group context may feel very different 

than doing that one-to-one. For example, young people have commented that learning about 

healthy relationships in a group setting, with peers, can be more powerful for young people 

(Cody, 2017; Hamilton et al., 2019). Fourthly, having opportunities to revisit such themes at 

later points, when young people are in the right place to ‘hear’ that or engage with that may be 

poignant. Having this focus on educating, and providing space for reflection aligns with 

perspectives from others who have been involved in group work with victim-survivors of sex 

trafficking who argue that educating group members on the scope of sexual violence can be a 

helpful starting point (Thomson et al., 2011; Hickle and Roe-Sepowitz, 2017). However, as I 

note above, it may be challenging to get the balance right between ‘the fun’ and ‘the work’ and 

if this element was further developed it would be important to be mindful of that balance.  

 

Maintain group dialogue around the images taken by individuals specifically for their stories 

Initially in the project there were a lot of exercises which involved the girls taking photos and 

bringing them back to show and discuss with the group. These tasks were useful in the girls 

getting to know each other, and as I highlight in chapter five were, I believe an important part 

of the group forming. The topics for these activities moved from fairly neutral subjects to 

focussing more on emotions and feelings. However, the images that were discussed in the 

group setting were not explicitly linked to the girls’ individual stories. Once they began working 

on their stories they went back to these images to use some and took new photographs to fill 

in the gaps. The foundations were there to carry on these discussions regarding the images 

they chose to depict sections of their stories. As I note, I did not observe such discussions 

unfolding. In future group arts-based projects, having the opportunity to discuss images linked 

to individuals’ stories may provide young people with opportunities to discuss and recognise 

similarities and differences between their experiences and as such may lead to opportunities 

for mutual aid, validation and reaffirming messages. As the celebration screening event with 

family and friends, for most was the first time they had seen others’ stories, there was also not 

that space for the group to provide positive feedback and encouragement about individual 
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stories. However, again, this would need to be thought through carefully and young people 

would need to be comfortable doing this and facilitators trained and confident in facilitating 

such conversations. 

 

Strengthen the ‘action’ element of the project 

In the interviews with the young people, both shared how they wanted to help others through 

sharing their stories in this project. This aligns to research by others (Batsleer, 2011; Levy, 

2012; Capous-Desyllas, 2014; Cody, 2017) that often those who have experienced something 

negative may wish to use these experiences to help others. In this project the girls knew that 

the stories they produced would be viewed by others and used in a resource however, it was 

not clear how they would be involved in this element. There was a showcase event of the girls’ 

photographs held 15 months after the project finished. The date changed for this and I was 

unable to attend, but in my communication with the facilitators only one of the girls attended 

this event and left early. In future projects it may be important to give the group more ownership 

of what they have developed and involve those who wish to be involved more heavily in the 

action and dissemination element. As Barlow and Hurlock (2013) note the telling of stories 

does not automatically lead to social action. This may not be of interest to all group members, 

but as young people appear to be interested in making a contribution to change in the field, 

having some input into the dissemination of what they create, or receiving feedback on the 

impact, might provide added value to some young people. 

 

Summary of practice recommendations developed through this study 

In addition to the recommendations above exploring how group work may be strengthened by 

drawing on theory, a number of practical recommendations were also developed through this 

study which are listed below. 

Group work 

 Professionals involved in developing group work should be clear on the goal of 

bringing young people together and establish criteria based on this goal. 
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 Depending on the goal and structure of the sessions, professionals should think 

about where common ground may be built and consider how shared or similar 

experiences may need to be.  

 The age range of the group should be carefully considered. There may be a need to 

set limits within a group project, such as 12-14, 15-17,18-25. 

 Support workers, who have knowledge of the young people, should be involved in 

selection processes to ensure the young people are at the right stage to participate. 

 The individuals who will be facilitating the group should also be involved in developing 

criteria and selecting members.  

 In carrying out a thorough risk/ strengths assessment it may be helpful to come from 

the place of ‘what do we want the young people to get out of this group?’ rather than 

‘what do we not want to happen as part of this group?’. Some criteria to think about 

may include how empathetic and understanding of others a young person may 

appear to be, their openness to hear others’ stories and their commitment to 

developing a safe space where nobody is judged. Such a process would be best 

handled in a conversation with potential participants. 

 Young people should be actively involved in discussions that relate to the sharing of 

information with those facilitating the group. Talking with young people about this and 

giving them control over what information is shared, when, how and with who is an 

important part of the process. 

 As individuals will be looking to get different things out of a group arts-based project it 

is important to understand individuals’ expectations and be open about the goals of the 

group. Where young people’s needs cannot be met within the group structure, other 

forms of support should be made available e.g. engagement in group therapy, a 

support group or art therapy. 

  As young people may come with preconceived ideas about other members, 

professionals should be clear in how the group is described and communicated in order 
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to mitigate tensions and challenges between group members. For example, young 

people should be clear from the start about what it is that brings the group together, 

what the aims and expectations are and how different individuals may approach the 

different tasks (e.g. using third person techniques in storytelling). 

 Young people should be prepared with information about what to expect from taking 

part in a project and made aware of the potential for triggering. Young people should 

be provided with adequate support throughout the lifespan of the project. 

 As young people may know each other, or through working together establish shared 

acquaintances, working to establish confidentiality amongst group members is 

important. 

 Facilitators must have the right skills, training and experience to recognise and 

respond accordingly to safeguarding concerns and challenges. In working with young 

people affected by CSE, experience in managing and working with adolescents and 

with populations who have experienced some form of trauma may be helpful.  

 Facilitators, and the organisation and funders supporting such projects should be 

flexible as it is likely that project timelines will extend to enable young people’s 

participation. 

 Facilitators should also have adequate support and supervision in place due to the 

potentially emotional and complex role. 

Arts-based projects 

 As it may be challenging to find facilitators with skills and knowledge in the fields of 

safeguarding and working with trauma, along with artistic skills, it may be beneficial to 

have mixed facilitation teams. However, it might not always be appropriate to have 

staff from the service who are actively case managing group members facilitating 

group projects. 

 In thinking about what art form to introduce in a group project, it is important to consider 

what different young people may consider to be engaging and appealing. Whichever 
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art form is chosen it is helpful to think about how young people may equally be able to 

engage and achieve within the project. 

 Building in opportunities for praise and the development of a tangible output is 

important. 

 In addition to thinking about how young people may be able to engage with the art form, 

it is also useful to think about how arts activities may help to gel the group. 

 Facilitators and young people should be made aware that taking part in creative 

projects can be emotionally difficult. Even if young people have told their story many 

times before they should be informed of the potential for experiencing distress. 

 As it may be presumed that an arts-based project is less intensive and emotional than 

accessing other forms of support, it is imperative that facilitators are trained and 

prepared for scenarios where young people may become distressed. 

 Young people should be given an opportunity to reflect on how they feel now, and how 

they may feel in the future, about their stories and the outputs they create being 

recorded and permanently available on line or elsewhere. 

 Young people should have access to ongoing support during their engagement in arts-

based practice. 

 Facilitators involved in arts-based projects working with young people affected by 

CSA/E should be provided with ongoing support and supervision. 

Integrating arts-based methods into practice 

 Professionals working one-to-one with young people affected by CSA/E should be 

supported to explore the use of creative tools and strategies, such as photography, as 

one option to help young people communicate and explore their emotions connected 

to their experiences. 

Part three: Lessons and recommendations for future research 

As explored in chapter four, the gaps identified in the literature, together with the recognition 

that young people accessing a specialist CSE service may need time to develop rapport and 
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trust with a researcher, led me to design the research study based primarily on observation of 

a group arts-based project. In reflecting on the methodological learning from this study I have 

identified two key areas. The first surrounds the problems in holding a set of assumptions prior 

to the research starting. I outline lessons learnt from this, and question specifically how the 

diverse population accessing specialist CSE services in the UK raises questions for 

scholarship in this field. Secondly, I reflect on the primary method of participant observation 

and the value of this in exploring group work. I consider what the findings from this study 

indicate about the appropriateness of holding research interviews with young people accessing 

specialist CSE services. I also explore how observation and arts-based methods may be 

applied in future studies in order to contribute to our understanding of young people affected 

by CSE and the role of group work. 

 

Underlying assumptions 

Through reflecting on the process of undertaking this study, it became clear that I had made a 

number of assumptions prior to collecting data. These were related to the group of young 

people involved and what I believed I would observe during the group sessions. As highlighted 

in chapter four, from the information shared during the project, it appeared that not all of the 

girls had experienced what would technically be defined as CSE. The young people appeared 

to have experienced a range of CSA in childhood and adolescence but each case was 

markedly distinct, and in the majority of cases the core element of exchange was not seemingly 

present. It is important to reiterate at this point that I did not have access to the girls’ case files 

and did not talk to support workers about the girls’ experiences therefore these conclusions 

are based purely on what was shared by the girls during the study. However, the fact that not 

all young people appeared to have experienced CSE means that my findings cannot be linked 

specifically to supporting young people who have experienced this particular form of CSA. 

Instead they apply to a broader group of young people affected by CSA/E. 
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This had an impact on this research study, but it also raises critical questions with regards to 

existing and future scholarship on CSE. Researchers identify that the distinctions between 

CSE as opposed to broader forms of CSA are still unclear in practice and as such agencies 

are likely to interpret cases differently (Kelly and Karsna, 2017; Beckett and Walker, 2018). As 

I note in chapter four, this has implications for how we understand the full spectrum of CSA 

that young people are experiencing in adolescence. Exploring this one step further, I would 

also conclude that there is a need to interrogate research studies that have accessed 

participants through specialist services set up for those affected by or at risk of CSE.  Due to 

the sensitivity of this field of work, researchers are not always privy to the background history 

of children and young people who are accessing services. Ethically, in order to minimise the 

risk of re-traumatisation, researchers may interview or gather data in other ways from young 

people who are accessing a support service without asking for specific details about their 

experiences. There may be a presumption there that all these young people have been directly 

affected by CSE. This means that research with service-users, where there is an assumption 

that they have been directly affected by CSE, may be flawed in some instances. How do we 

as researchers proceed where background information is not known or not shared? How are 

we able to decipher whether the element of exchange is evident? If workers do share details 

should we take their interpretation as fact? These are questions that are not easily answered 

in a context of carrying out ethical research that aims to minimise harm and respect privacy 

and confidentiality. On the flip side how ethical is it to misrepresent a population group? As 

applied research in this field directly informs the development of models, tools, assessments 

and training, who researchers speak to and include in their studies all has an impact on tackling 

CSE and acknowledging and addressing wider forms of abuse in adolescence.  

As I was informed by the literature review prior to starting data collection, I went in to the 

research feeling confident that there would be various conversations between group members 

related to what I felt were likely to be key themes. Themes such as stigma, isolation, support 

and trust. I had presumed that these would be apparent as the young people were in a group 



227 
 

and had shared experiences. However, there was in fact very little discussion about the girls’ 

actual experiences or subsequent consequences of what they had experienced during the 

group sessions. This meant that it was challenging to report on how group work may be useful 

in countering particular impacts of CSA/E. The absence of these conversations meant that 

other important themes, patterns and questions came to light. This was important as I realised 

that being in the same room as each other is not enough to spark sensitive conversations 

about one’s experience. There is more than one group format. How we talk about and ‘imagine’ 

interventions is critical as by thoroughly understanding what actually happens in these spaces 

this helps us to unpick the nuances and further identify or question what is really important for 

young people in gaining support – participant observation provides a window into 

understanding these complex interactions. 

 

The role of participant observation and visual methods in research 

On reflecting on the primary method applied in this study, participant observation, two aspects 

stood out. Firstly, that it was complex in a number of ways (as highlighted in chapter four) and 

secondly, that it led to a detailed picture and deeper understanding of both a cohort of girls 

accessing a specialist CSE service and of how a group arts-based project functioned in 

practice.  

As I note in chapter two, in the UK there is a clear stereotype of a ‘victim of CSE’. Through this 

research I was able to gain a clearer, well-rounded understanding of the young people 

accessing specialist CSE services in the UK. Through the method I was able to see the girls’ 

multiple identities, not just the ‘victim’ part. Capous-Desyllas (2014) argues in her arts-based 

research with sex workers, that providing women with cameras highlighted their multiple 

identities. I would argue that in this project, the method of participant observation, paired with 

the girls taking photos as part of the project, enabled me to see into the girls’ real lives which 

were not all consumed with their experiences of CSA/E. My understanding of young people 
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accessing specialist CSE services, I believe, would have been very different if I had relied 

purely on data from interviews.  

My use of participant observation provided a critical lens into the workings of the group. By 

being able to observe the conversation exchanges and the pace of the group I was able to 

recognise and identify points of tension and points of ease. I was able to see how the facilitators 

worked and to capture the details of the seemingly small things that they did to set the tone for 

the group. Through observation I was able to capture detailed data that it would simply not 

have been possible to collate through standard interviews or focus groups. Through 

observation I was able to challenge my own preconceptions and highlight critical issues related 

to the group that would not have necessarily been revealed through other methods. As Guest 

et al. (2013, p.77) note, participant observation enables the researcher to capture “routine 

actions and social calculations that happen below the level of conscious thought”. 

Although I felt that being present in the sessions made me part of the group in some ways, 

and helped build rapport and trust, I was still only able to carry out interviews with two of the 

eight girls. I had a number of reflections on this. Firstly, although it is futile to speculate on the 

reasons why the interviews with the other five who agreed to be interviewed did not in the end 

take place, it is possible to reflect on the learning from this study to understand why some may 

have not wished to engage in an interview. This study highlighted how young people’s previous 

experiences of talking can impact on how they feel about speaking to professionals. Given 

this, an interview may be perceived, quite rightly, as being a negative experience. This is 

important and adds to the dialogue around researching those affected by trauma (Newman 

and Kaloupek, 2004; Becker-Blease and Freyd, 2006; Campbell et al., 2010; Hoover and 

Morrow, 2015). Researchers have a responsibility to think carefully about how, through 

traditional forms of interviewing they may be replicating negative dynamics and experiences. 

Through my experiences I also felt that through becoming familiar to the girls, there is a risk 

that group members feel that they ‘owe’ the researcher something, or have to say ‘yes’ to 
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taking part in other research activities. As I describe in chapter four, for one young person it 

was clear that she ticked the box, but did not really want to take part in an interview with me. 

In future research projects I believe, as others have proposed, that participant observation, 

and the use of participatory arts-based research methods, would be helpful on a number of 

levels (Oguz, 2015; Abma and Schrijver, 2019). Photovoice research methods in particular 

would allow more of a collaborative dialogue between the researcher and the researched, 

exploring in more detail why young people took certain images and gaining insight into their 

thoughts and feelings. Through using photovoice research methods in a group, there is also 

the potential to gain a better understanding of how engaging in the process itself may be of 

value for young people and why. Such methods prioritise the voices and stories of young 

people and may help to minimise power differentials between the researcher and researched. 

Moreover, such methods enable young people to be more directly involved in analysis.  

Participant observation, through this study, also proved to be a useful and relevant method in 

its ability to understand the small, details. These details, taken together, provide the field with 

a clearer understanding of the context, processes and mechanisms that contribute to building 

a strengths-based, and potentially trauma-informed, environment for group work. 

Concluding comments 

In this final chapter I have presented a summary of how the findings relate to my original 

research questions. I have outlined how this study, the first to explore a group, arts-based 

project with young people accessing a CSE service in the UK, has contributed to filling the gap 

surrounding the use, value and challenges of group arts-based projects for this population. 

Through reflecting on the findings I highlight how this study provides new insights into group 

work with young people and identify a range of issues that need to be thought through in 

developing group work that are not all connected to reducing group members’ ‘risk of CSE’. I 

also pose a series of new questions for further reflection. The findings suggest that the arts, 

specifically photography and digital storytelling, can be useful in engaging young people who 
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are viewed as ‘hard to engage’ or resistant.  Such learning suggests that arts-based methods 

may be one way, alongside other interventions, for assisting young people affected by CSA/E 

in their communication both internally with themselves and externally with others. This again, 

adds to the current research through affirming the utility of photography and digital storytelling 

but in new ways, as supportive tools rather than tools for inquiry. I have reflected on how the 

use of images and creative methods may help in both one-to-one settings and in group work. 

Through drawing on a number of theoretical frameworks, I propose how group arts-based 

projects could be strengthened in the future. I conclude that more research is needed to 

examine how the arts and creativity can help on an individual level  and also be utilised to 

counter the current narrow understandings of, and discourse surrounding, ‘victims’ of CSA/E. 

Finally, I have shared lessons learnt from conducting the research. I have reflected on the 

usefulness of participant observation as a method and suggested how future research with  

this group of young people may be conducted, taking on board the rich learning and 

experiences gleaned from this study. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Literature review search strategy 

 
 

Search strategy 

A number of search terms were developed at the start of the literature review process (January 

2014). The terms covered: the form of abuse (those affected by child sexual exploitation); the 

population affected; intervention terms; and terms linked to arts based practice.  

Different key words were entered interchangeably into the search database ‘DISCOVER’. 

DISCOVER is a single engine search tool available at the University of Bedfordshire. It enables 

a search of multiple electronic databases including: Cochrane Library, JSTOR, PsycINFO, 

SocINDEX and Web of Science.  

Where access to the full text was not available, where possible, articles were accessed through 

ResearchGate or university repositories. 

 

Table 1: Key search terms 

Form of 

abuse terms 

Population 

terms 

Intervention 

terms 

Arts-based terms 

Sex* 

exploitation 

Vulnerable Service provi* Arts-based 

Prostitut* At risk Service Visual 

Commercial 

sex* 

exploitation 

Young people Support Art 

Transactional 

sex 

 

Child* Trauma Community art 

Sex work 

 

 

Youth Trauma-informed Activist art 

Sex* violence Adolescen* Group Creative 

Sex* abuse Juvenile  Strengths-based Participation 

Rape Minor Recovery  Photovoice  
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Sexual assault  Mental health Photo* 

  Therap* Digital storytelling 

  Peer support  

  Engage  

 

Table 2: Inclusion/ exclusion criteria 

 Include Exclude Exceptions 

Language  If English  All other languages  

Evidence type Any qualitative, 

quantitative or mixed 

methods studies.  

Primary and 

secondary research 

  

Publication type  Peer reviewed journal 

articles  

Magazines, 

newspaper articles 

 

Policy documents, 

research reports, 

serious case 

reviews, relevant 

books  

Location  UK  Exclude research 

undertaken in lower/ 

middle income settings 

Literature from high 

income settings if 

relevant (e.g. USA, 

Canada, Australia) 

Population Children and young 

people  

Exclude articles 

focussing 

predominantly on 

adults 

Include articles on 

other populations/ 

older groups if 

involve group/arts-

based working to 

address sexual 

trauma 

 

Screening 

Titles were read and screened for relevance. Where abstracts were identified as relevant to 

the central questions of the thesis the full article was read. If the methods and arguments 

were deemed rigorous and generated useful, relevant information items were coded by hand 

and included in the literature review. References identified in articles were also searched and 

considered for inclusion. 
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Appendix 2: Ethics application 

Institute of Applied Social Research 

Application for Ethical Approval for a Research Project involving 

 Primary Research 

 

 PLEASE ATTACH A ONE PAGE SUMMARY OF YOUR PROPOSAL OR 

PROVIDE AS MUCH DETAIL AS YOU CAN ABOUT YOUR PROPOSED 

RESEARCH AT QUESTION 16 

 PLEASE INCLUDE ANY OTHER RELEVANT SUPPORTING 

DOCUMENTATION SUCH AS CONSENT FORMS AND INFORMATION 

SHEETS (Draft versions ARE acceptable) 

 IF YOUR INTENTION IS TO WORK WITH SPECIFIC AGENCIES OR 

ESTABLISHMENTS YOU SHOULD ATTACH ANY LETTERS OF 

AGREEMENT YOU HAVE WITH THOSE AGENCIES/ESTABLISHMENTS 

 PROVIDE AS MUCH INFORMATION AS YOU ARE ABLE TO ON THIS 

FORM AND ANSWER EACH QUESTION AS FULLY AS POSSIBLE 

 INSTRUCTIONS FOR SUBMISSION ARE TO BE FOUND BELOW THE 

SIGNATURE PANEL AT THE BACK OF THE FORM 

 GUIDANCE NOTES ON COMPLETING THIS FORM CAN BE FOUND ON 

PAGE 7 OF THIS DOCUMENT. PLEASE CONSIDER THESE CAREFULLY 

AND CONSULT ANY OTHER RELEVANT GUIDANCE DOCUMENTS ON 

THE IASR ETHICS COMMITTEE WEB PAGE PRIOR TO COMPLETION. GO 

TO: www.beds.ac.uk/research/iasr/ethics and follow links to relevant 

documents 

 BEFORE COMPLETING THIS FORM YOU SHOULD CONSULT THE 

ETHICAL GUIDANCE OF THE SOCIAL RESEARCH ASSOCIATION AT: 

WWW.THE-SRA.ORG.UK OR ETHICAL GUIDANCE RELEVANT TO YOUR 

DISCIPLINE 

 UNERGRADUATE AND POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS SHOULD 

COMPLETE THIS FORM IN CONSULTATION WITH THEIR SUPERVISORS 

http://www.beds.ac.uk/research/iasr/ethics
http://www.the-sra.org.uk/
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 IF YOUR INTENDED RESEARCH INVOLVES CLIENTS OR STAFF OF 

LOCAL AUTHORITIES OR THE NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE YOU WILL 

NEED TO SEEK ADDITIONAL ETHICAL APPROVAL FROM THE 

RELEVANT LOCAL AUTHORITY RESEARCH GOVERNANCE 

COMMITTEE OR THE RELEVANT NHS LOCAL RESEARCH ETHICS 

COMMITTEE THROUGH NHS PROCEDURES 

 ALL STAFF AND STUDENTS MUST OBTAIN ALL NECESSARY 

ETHICAL APPROVAL BEFORE BEGINNING ANY FIELDWORK 

UNIVERSITY OF BEDFORDSHIRE 

 
When completing this form please ensure that you read and comply with the following: 

 

Researchers must demonstrate clear understanding of an engagement with the following: 

  
1. Integrity - The research has been carried out in a rigorous and professional manner and due credit 
has been attributed to all parties involved.  

2. Plagiarism - Proper acknowledgement has been given to the authorship of data and ideas.  

3. Conflicts of Interest - All financial and professional conflicts of interest have been properly 
identified and declared.  

 4. Data Handling - The research draws upon effective record keeping, proper storage of date in line 
with confidentiality, statute and University policy.  

5. Ethical Procedures - Proper consideration has been given to all ethical issues and appropriate 
approval sought and received from all relevant stakeholders. In addition the research should conform 
to professional codes of conduct where appropriate.  

6. Supervision - Effective management and supervision of staff and student for whom the 
researcher(s) is/are responsible  

7. Health and Safety- Proper training on health and safety issues has been received and completed by 
all involved parties. Health and safety issues have been identified and appropriate assessment and 
action have been undertaken. 
 
The Research Institutes are responsible for ensuring that all researchers abide by the above. It is 
anticipated that ethical approval will be granted by each Research Institute. Each Research Institute 
will give guidance and approval on ethical procedures and ensure they conform to the requirements 
of relevant professional bodies. As such Research Institutes are required to provide the University 
Research Ethics Committee with details of their procedures for ensuring adherence to relevant 
ethical requirements. This applies to any research whether it be, or not, likely to raise ethical issues. 
Research proposals involving vulnerable groups; sensitive topics; groups requiring gatekeeper 
permission; deception or without full informed consent; use of personal/confidential information; 
subjects in stress, anxiety, humiliation or intrusive interventions must be referred to the University 
Research Ethics Committee.  
 
Research projects involving participants in the NHS will be submitted through the NHS National 
Research Ethics Service (NRES). The University Research Ethics Committee will normally accept the 
judgement of NRES (it will never approve a proposal that has been rejected by NRES), however NRES 
approval will need to be verified before research can commence and the nature of the research will 
need to be verified.  
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Where work is conducted in collaboration with other institutions ethical approval by the University 
and the collaborating partner(s) will be required.  
 
The University Research Ethics Committee is a sub-committee of the Academic Board and is chaired 
by a member of the Vice Chancellor’s Executive Group, appointed by the Vice-Chancellor and 
includes members external to the University  
 
Research Misconduct: Allegations of Research Misconduct against staff or post graduate (non-
taught) research students should be made to the Head of the Research Graduate School.  
 

ALL PROPOSALS: 

Name: Claire Cody 

Contact email/phone:  XXXXXX 

Date: 30th March 2015 

Title of Proposal: 

How do young people affected by child sexual exploitation in the 

UK experience participation in structured, group arts-based 

interventions? 

 

Anticipated Start Date: of Project: September 2013  Of fieldwork: April 2015 

Anticipated Duration of project:  3 Yrs:  

Is the project to be externally funded? YES  NO x 

 

UNDERGRADUATE AND POSTGRADUATE STUDENT PROPOSALS: 

Supervisor Name: Dr Helen Beckett 

Award studied for: 
Professional Doctorate in Leadership in Children and Young 

People’s Services 

 

STAFF PROPOSALS:  

Department:  

Role/Job Title:  
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Principal Investigator:   

 

What are the key aims or objectives of your research? (provide a brief summary in bullet points) 

The aim of the study is to understand how young people affected by child sexual exploitation (CSE) 

experience participation in structured, group arts-based activities. 

The specific objectives are to: 

 Identify the perceived benefits, changes or opportunities that young people affected by 

CSE report from engagement in structured, group arts-based interventions  

 Examine what it is about these arts-based interventions (e.g. that they involve creative 

approaches; that there is a relationship being built with the facilitator; that they 

involve group work with others; and that they culminate in something concrete etc) 

that are attributed to reported benefits and changes 

 Explore the similarities and differences of structured arts-based interventions as 

compared to traditional approaches to working with young people affected by CSE 

 Observe the group dynamics and relationships that develop during the intervention 

 Gain an understanding of the ways that structured, group arts-based activities may 

benefit some young people affected by CSE, specifically in enhancing or inhibiting 

young people’s sense of well being, identity, social relationships, sense of belonging 

and as such contribute to ‘reducing risk’ 

What is the key question your research will address? 

 

How do young people affected by child sexual exploitation in the UK experience participation 

in structured, group arts-based interventions? 

 
Who is your target group or sample? 

The primary target group for this study will be young people (both boys and girls) affected by CSE 

who are participating in an arts-based intervention in the UK and are being supported by a specialist 

CSE provider. When using the term ‘affected by’, we refer to young people who have directly 

experienced sexual exploitation OR those who have been identified and assessed as ‘at risk of CSE’.  

In addition to the primary target group, the study will also involve interviewing professionals who are 

involved directly with the arts-based intervention for example the creative facilitator from the creative 

participatory organisation, along with key individuals in the lives of the young people involved such as 

CSE case workers.  

What data collection methods will you use? 

Young people 

Participant observation will be the primary method undertaken. This method will allow in-depth 

information to be collected and will also allow the researcher to build rapport and trust with young 

people affected by CSE who are participating in the structured, group arts-based programme.   
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Young people will also be invited to take part in a number of participatory activities (such as ranking, 

mapping, drawing etc.) and in order to meet their needs and competencies; they will be given a choice 

of whether these activities take place in the context of focus groups and/or interviews. These activities 

will include employing creative and visual methods to elicit responses to key questions related to the 

themes of identity, relationships, belonging and well-being.  

 

Professionals 

In-depth interviews will also be undertaken with creative facilitators involved in the intervention and 

CSE case workers who have a strong connection to the young people involved in the activities. These 

interviews will explore the perspectives of these professionals in regards to whether, why and how 

structured, group arts-based interventions may operate differently compared to other interventions and 

approaches to working with young people affected by CSE. These interviews will also explore 

perspectives on whether such interventions lead to different outcomes including whether they are 

perceived to enhance or inhibit overall well-being.  

 

Answer the following questions by checking ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and supplying any additional 

information as required 

 Does the study involve children (anyone under 18 years), vulnerable participants or those who 
are unable to give informed consent? [Please consult the notes on researching with children 

and young people and the list of those who may be considered ‘vulnerable’ at the end of this 

form before completing] 

YES X   NO  

 If YES: Explain what steps will be taken to ensure that participants understand what 
participation will mean 
 

 Young people will be accessed via the organisation organising and facilitating 

the group arts-based intervention. The arts-based organisation will be working 

in partnership with a number of specialist CSE service providers who will be 

involved in risk assessing and referring young people who are accessing their 

services to take part in the wider arts-based project. Between organisations 

there will be clear assessment and safeguarding processes in place. ‘Blanket 

consent’ must therefore firstly be obtained from the arts-based project and the 

specialist CSE service providers taking part. These organisations  in essence 

will act as ‘gatekeepers’ for the young people taking part in the arts-based 

project who are the target group for the study. 

 Young people involved in the arts-based project therefore will not only need to 

agree to take part in the programme, but also must be informed of and given 

the option to consent or dissent to being involved in the research. 
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 Both CSE case workers and young people will receive an information sheet 

explaining the aims and methods of the research in user-friendly language 

before the programme begins (see draft information sheet in appendices). CSE 

case workers supporting the young people will also be asked to explain the 

research to the young people before the first session. 

 During the initial ‘taster’ session of the arts-based project, the researcher will 

be present and the details of the research will be again shared with the young 

people involved. They will also have the chance to ask questions and to share 

fears, concerns and expectations about their involvement in the research. To 

allow the group to fully discuss any concerns about taking part in the research, 

at a certain point during the session the researcher will leave the room. This 

will allow young people to raise concerns in an anonymous way with just the 

creative facilitator being present. 

 During this first session consent will be asked for by the young people and 

professionals involved (see more details about gaining consent in question 2 

and on page 9 and a draft consent sheet in the appendices) 

 As the primary method will be participant observation, it must be carefully 

explained what this means for young people who may not want to be involved 

in the research. (1) The researcher will explain that in these cases the 

researcher will not take any field notes about those individuals and will not ask 

those individuals to engage in any research activities such as participatory 

activities or focus groups. (2) and if some young people in the group do not 

want to be involved in the research but are happy for the researcher to be 

present, then this will be discussed with the creative facilitator to ensure that 

their presence does not negatively impact on the group dynamic and process 

(particularly considering when and how these research activities are delivered). 

(3) If any of the young people involved do not give permission for the 

researcher to be present in the room observing the workshops, then the 

research design and use of participant observation will need to be revisited and 

revised.  

 

 If YES: Have/will researchers been DBS checked? (obligatory) 

YES X   NO  

 

Enhanced certificate October 2014 

 

 If you are researching with children/young people, what is your target age 

group? 
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 15-24 years old 

As the arts-based intervention has not yet started at this stage it is unclear of the exact age 

range of the group involved. However, the researcher is prepared for and recognises that there 

may be different processes involved when working with under 18s as opposed to over 18s. 

 

 From whom will consent be sought and how is consent to be given? (it is anticipated that 

written consent will be sought in most circumstances) 
 

Young people 

 Written consent and agreement will be required from gatekeepers (the creative 

organisation and all partner specialist CSE service providers involved). 

 Young people who are being recruited for the programme will be informed of 

the research aims and methods at the time of being approached to take part in 

the arts-based project. This information will be explained verbally by CSE case 

workers and in writing in the form of a simple leaflet (see draft in the 

appendices). 

  If children are over 16 years old, then after the introductory session where the 

young people will get the chance to meet the researcher, hear more information 

about the research and ask any questions they have, they will be asked to read 

and sign the consent form (this will have been read out and explained during 

the session). The consent form will seek consent for three different levels of 

consent  

(1) consent for the researcher to be present during the sessions  

(2) consent for the researcher to take notes during activities of what a young 

person may discuss and 

(3) consent from the young person to be involved in participatory activities in 

the context of interviews or focus groups.  

Young people will keep a copy of this sheet along with other information on 

the project. 

 If children are under 16 years of age the process for consent will in addition to 

the above involve gaining parental consent. In these cases: 

o Children will be asked for their consent for the three levels above and 

if given, 

o Parent/carer consent will be sought (for the three levels depending on 

what the child consented to) from a person with parental 

responsibility for the child (unless this is contrary to the best interests 

of the child) 
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o  If the parent/ carer does not give consent for the young person to be 

involved. The CSE case worker will further explain to the 

parent/carer the research and the young person’s desire to be 

involved, and will try to address any concerns that the parent/ carer 

may have.  

o If concerns are not resolved and parent/ consent is not given, then it 

will be explained to the young person the reasons why they are not 

able to take part in the research  

 Consent will be a continuous process as prior to specific research activities that 

will take place in the context of focus groups and interviews, consent will 

again be asked for, discussed, and recorded. 

Professionals 

 Written consent will be obtained from the arts-based project and the specialist 

CSE service providers taking part in the study. These organisations in essence 

will act as ‘gatekeepers’ for the young people taking part in the arts-based 

project who are the target group for the study. The specialist CSE provider, as 

part of the consent procedure, will be asked to take responsibility for the young 

people involved, particularly in dealing with any sensitive issues that arise and 

in providing support if young people become upset at any point during the 

project/study. 

 Consent will also be required from the creative facilitators, CSE case workers 

and any other professionals who will be interviewed as part of the study. 
 

 Is participation voluntary? 

YES X   NO  

 

 Will it be necessary for participants to be involved without consent? (eg covert observation in 

public places) 

YES    NO X 

 

As explained above, due to the method of participant observation being used, young people may be 

involved but may not have given consent for the researcher to take notes about them and their 

interactions with others in the group. However, they will have given consent for the researcher to be 

present and will be fully aware of the research and the role of the researcher.  

 

 Will the study make use of gatekeeper(s) to access participants? 

YES X                            NO  

 



241 
 

 Will the study include participants or involve accessing information or case files pertaining to 

those who are part of your client group, case load or with whom you are working? 
 

YES   NO X 

 If YES: How will you obtain their consent to use information about them, access their 

files or otherwise participate? 
      

 

 Will the study be exploring ‘sensitive’ topics? [Please consult the list of what may constitute a 

‘sensitive’ topic given at the end of this form]  

  YES X   NO  

 

 Will the research investigate involvement in any illegal activity? 

  YES    NO X 

        

Although the research is not focussing on illegal activities, it is recognised that in discussing young 

people’s involvement in the intervention young people may disclose certain information related to 

illegal activities, for example drug-taking. The researcher will work with the organisations involved to 

develop a response to dealing with such disclosures in advance. 

 

 Will any incentives or rewards be offered for participation? 

YES X  NO  

 

 If YES: Explain the nature of the incentives or rewards 

Through initially discussing with the creative facilitator, the researcher will, based on the principles of 

reciprocity, show her thanks to the young participants involved in the study by for example buying 

pizzas or cakes on the last session to show appreciation to the young people for allowing the 

researcher to observe the programme. In addition, the researcher will offer to lead a workshop for 

professionals involved in the arts-programme on the learning from the research and/or arrange for an 

expert from the International Centre to deliver a session to the workers on CSE.  

 

 Is the research likely to cause any distress to participants? 

YES    NO    NOT SURE X 

 

 Will arrangements be made to support participants after their involvement 
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in fieldwork if necessary? 

 YES X   NO  

 If YES: Please explain the nature of the arrangements 

As the project involves a partnership between a creative organisation and specialist CSE 

service providers, the understanding across the partnership will be that the CSE providers and 

case workers will offer support if one of the young people they already support becomes upset 

at any time during their involvement in the programme and during times where they may be 

involved in research activities. This support will continue beyond the life of the research 

project with the CSE service providers actively committing to provide on-going support. 

 Will the research involve intrusive interventions? (eg provision of drugs to participants, 

hypnosis, physical exercise, blood or tissue sampling) 

YES    NO X 

 

 Will the research involve any participants from the NHS (patients or staff) 

YES    NO X 

 

N.B. If you have answered YES to this question you MUST additionally submit 

your proposal to the National Health Service Local Research Ethics Committee 

through NHS procedures 

 Will the study involve clients or workers of a Local Authority? 

YES    NO X 

 

N.B. If you have answered YES to this question you should additionally seek the 

permission of the relevant Local Authority Research Governance Committee 

 Will ethical approval for the project be sought from any other source? 
YES X                           NO  

As the CSE specialist service providers who will be involved in the arts-based programme are not yet 

determined this is still unknown, however it may for example involve asking for ethical clearance 

from X if they are one of the providers involved. 

If you have answered YES to this question please give details and forward the letter of 

approval to: CARA SENOUNI, ROOM C411, PARK SQUARE, LUTON, LU1 3JU, 

BEDS       

 

16) Summarise below any ethical issues involved in your proposed research and state how you intend 

to address them, paying particular attention to any of the questions to which you have answered ‘yes’ 

above. Provide as much detail as you can about your project here.  
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If your research involves fieldwork with human subjects provide details of: 

o how you will gain informed consent,  

o how you will ensure confidentiality and deal with disclosures of harm or illegal 

activity,  

o how you will inform participants about the purpose of the research and dissemination 
of findings, who will have access to the data,  

o what steps will be taken to ensure the safety of researchers and participants,  

o what mechanisms you will employ to enable participants to withdraw from the 
research if they should wish to do so.  It may in some circumstances be appropriate to 

impose time limitations on the right to withdraw, but in that event, you should indicate 

what considerations you have taken into account when determining those limits. 
o how you will store the data and what you will do with it on completion of the project.  

Data may be retained after the completion of the project, but where it is proposed to 

do so, you should indicate the purpose of retention – for instance, subsequent re-

analysis, as a baseline for future comparative or complementary research, or to allow 
other researchers in the field access to the raw data in anonymised form. In the event 

that you intend to retain data for such purpose.  Data should only be held beyond the 

life of the current research project with participant consent and where such retention is 
intended, participants should be made aware of that possibility through information 

sheets and consent forms. 

[NB. If it is envisaged that data will be processed outside of the research team (e.g. external 

transcribers) a confidentiality agreement may be required.] 

Ethical issues (full details will be expanded on in the ethics form to be completed alongside this 

report) 

 

INFORMED CONSENT 

Informed consent will be ensured as: 

 Consent will be discussed with the professionals involved in the arts-based 

project and those who are supporting the young people who take part. A 

leaflet outlining the goals of the research will be shared with professionals 

involved, specifically with those who will be invited to take part in an in-depth 

interview 

 Ensuring that those involved in recruiting young people to take part in the 

arts-based project understand the concept of informed consent. During 

early conversations with the organisations involved in the programme the 

researcher will discuss informed consent and other elements of ethical practice 

to ensure all those involved fully understand the concept of informed consent. 

 Specialist CSE service providers will identify young people to take part in 

the wider arts-based project. Therefore it is presumed that all young people 

taking part in the wider project will be able to give informed consent and will 

not be in a ‘crisis’ situation as all partners will have assessment and 

safeguarding checks in place. However, if the researcher does have concerns 

that a young person is unable to give true ‘informed’ consent, this will be 

discussed with the creative facilitator and appropriate actions will be taken. 

Information on the project will be shared verbally and in writing by the CSE 

case worker, and in the first session consent will also be discussed giving 

opportunities for young people to consider what informed consent means with 
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the researcher and to discuss concerns when the researcher is absent from the 

room. 

 Children and young people will be informed that they do not have to be 

involved in the research but can still participate in the arts-based project. 

This is critical as some young people may feel that they have to take part in the 

research if they want to be involved in the arts-based project. It will be made 

clear that if they do not wish to take part in the research they will not be 

expected to participate in any participatory activities and focus groups and that 

in any field notes, observations about them will not be documented. However, 

it is recognised that in reality it will be challenging to document the group 

dynamics for example if data can only be captured about certain individuals in 

the group and not others. As other researchers have also noted some may feel 

like they do ‘not have the option of ‘opting out’ of any observations’ (Thomas 

et al, 2011). Therefore, this will be a particularly important part of the research 

to be clear that young people do not have to be involved and to discuss with 

the creative facilitator the best way to ensure the group dynamics are not 

damaged by the researcher being present. 

 Children and young people will receive child/ youth-friendly information 

about the research (see draft in appendices). This will include written and 

verbal information on: who is doing the research; the purpose of the research; 

what the research involves in terms of time and activities; what will happen to 

the information; information on confidentiality and limits of confidentiality; 

how what young people say will be kept anonymous; that participation is 

voluntary and not being involved will not impact on the current or future 

relationship with the specialist services;  and that young people can leave at 

anytime and do not have to take part in activities if they do not wish to. When 

young people receive the information they will be told that they can have a 

chat or ask the researcher or CSE case worker about anything they don’t 

understand and that they can ask them any questions they have about 

participation. They will also be given the opportunity to say that they do not 

wish the researcher to be present during the project. 

 Ensuring that young people understand what is being said. In the 

introductory session the process of informed consent and details outlined 

above will be verbally explained. Young people, after hearing the information 

and reading the consent form, will be asked if they are happy to sign the 

consent form, if they are not happy to ‘sign’ something then the creative 

facilitator will explore with them whether they would like to consent but 

record this in a different way, i.e by recording their consent for example rather 

than having to sign. 

 Asking for ongoing consent. As activities will run over a period of time, 

gaining consent will be an ongoing process. Before the researcher asks 

individuals to take part in participatory activities for example, the process of 

informed consent will again be explained and specific consent will be sought 

for these activities, and consent if agreed will be recorded.  

 Asking for consent at the end of each session. At the end of each session 

young people will be given the option of whether they would like to ‘take 

back’ anything that was said that may have been recorded by the researcher 

during the session. A feedback box will be in the room and young people will 

either be able to speak to the researcher about something they don’t want 
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recorded in the research or to put a note in the feedback box explaining what 

they want to be deleted from the notes. 
 

PARTICIPATION AND DISCRIMINATION 

 

The researcher will not have any control over which children and young people are invited to 

participate in the wider arts-based project. Therefore it is not known whether for example young 

people with learning difficulties or disabilities; young people who are considered ‘too hard to engage 

with’ or those from marginalised groups will be discriminated against in the selection procedures for 

the wider project. The only control the researcher will have is to ensure that all those in the group have 

the same opportunity for involvement in any research activities that take place; for example, by 

ensuring that the activities are appropriate for everyone, taking into account gender, age and the 

individual capacities of the young people in the group. It is envisaged that the organisations involved 

in the wider project will ensure that all efforts are made so that young people can attend programme 

sessions. For example, by selecting times and places to meet that are suitable to the young people and 

work around other commitments such as work and school. It is also envisaged that transport costs will 

be covered and arranged by the organisations involved in the wider project. 

Professionals 

The researcher will ensure that all CSE case workers working with the young people involved have an 

equal opportunity to be involved in the study and share their views and experiences of the project. 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION AND RIGHT TO WITHDRAW 

During the process of gaining informed consent, the children and young people will be made aware of 

the voluntary nature of participation and that they do not have to participate and do not have to provide 

a reason to not participate in the research process. It will also be made clear to them that they can 

withdraw at any time and this will not have any negative consequences on their participation in the 

wider project or on future support. They will also be informed that if they wish to withdraw, the 

researcher will not use the data that has been recorded to date about them.  

At the end of the project, young people again will be reminded of their right to withdraw from 

the research and will be given 2 weeks to get in touch with the researcher if they do wish to 

withdraw. Another ‘end of project’ information sheet will be shared detailing this along with 

contact details for young people to get in touch if they change their mind and no longer want 

their experiences to be captured in the research. 

 
Similarly, any professionals that take part in the research will also be made aware of the voluntary 

nature of participation and their right to withdraw at any time. 

SENSITIVE ISSUES 

As Melrose (2002) highlights, the sexual exploitation of children can be considered a ‘sensitive’ area 

of research. Melrose argues that there are a number of levels to this sensitivity: socio-political, ethical-

legal and emotional. In terms of socio-political, research on CSE aims to explore a ‘taboo’, it 

challenges assumptions of innocence and ‘threatens to undermine historically and culturally dominant 

discourses of ‘childhood’ and ‘children’ (2002:336). Melrose notes that data garnered from research in 

this field may reveal incriminating or stigmatising information. The information may also throw up 

legal dilemmas surrounding, not only the exploitation of children and young people, but related areas 
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of criminality such as drugs, violence and gang association that may be revealed. Such information 

may lead to practical challenges and responsibilities in terms of confidentiality and duty of care. 

The aim of the research however is not to understand or document young people’s personal 

experiences of CSE. The aim of the research is to understand how young people affected by CSE 

experience participation in structured, group arts-based activities. Although the research will not 

involve asking personal questions about exploitation, the young people involved are likely to have not 

only experienced sexual exploitation but may also have suffered from related violence and abuse. This 

means that information may be divulged about their own experiences of abuse even if they are not 

asked to relay details of this. The research will also be exploring particular aspects and consequences 

of exploitation such as stigma, low self –confidence, isolation etc which are of course all sensitive and 

potentially embarrassing and humiliating issues for a young person to discuss particularly as they may 

be directly linked to a young person’s history of exploitation. It is therefore important to prepare for 

situations where a child or young person may start telling the researcher, or the whole group about 

their personal experiences of abuse.  To minimise the risks, and potential for discomfort for children 

and young people, the following actions will be taken. 

 The researcher will discuss with the creative facilitators and CSE case workers 

how they will deal with such situations  

 Before the participatory research activities in focus groups/ interviews, the 

researcher will begin by running through issues to do with confidentiality, 

feeling safe and consent. It will be made very clear that young people do not 

need to share their own experiences in regards to problems they had prior to 

joining the arts-based project and that they can leave or take breaks whenever 

they feel they need to. 

 If a young person starts to share what the researcher or creative facilitator 

considers to be too much information about their past, the researcher or 

creative facilitator (depending on whether this occurs during participant 

observation or during the researcher-led participatory activities) will, at an 

appropriate point, acknowledge what is being said and say that although this is 

very important they do not need to talk about these experiences if they do not 

wish to. Different scenarios will be discussed between the researcher and 

creative facilitator prior to data collection commencing. 

 All the children and young people taking part will be attached to specialist 

support services that will already have working relationships with the children 

and young people. These services will therefore be in a good position to offer 

any support that might be necessary. All young people will have a named case 

manager who will be contactable if support is required. Numbers of relevant 

helplines will also be collected in case out of hours support is needed.  
 

It must also be remembered that taking part in a research project that allows young people to reflect on 

progress made over the period of a programme can be a very positive experience for young people, 

particularly when they are not afforded such opportunities on a regular basis. 

DISCLOSURES, CONFIDENTIALITY AND SUPPORT 

Although unlikely, there is a chance that a young person involved in the research may disclose 

information that they or another child or young person are experiencing or are at significant risk of 
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harm or neglect or being involved in illegal activities. This may occur during the wider project when 

the researcher is observing, or during particular research activities such as focus groups.  

Prior to the research starting, the researcher will discuss in depth with the creative facilitator leading 

the project the policies and procedures for dealing with such disclosures. All the CSE specialist service 

providers involved will have their own policies and procedures in place for dealing with disclosures 

and therefore it will be important to have clear, consistent procedures in place across the wider project 

and the research project that are consistent with legal obligations.  

 

STEPS TO ENSURE SAFETY DURING PROCESS 

All research activities will take place in either, (a) the spaces where the arts-based project sessions will 

run or (b) in the offices of the CSE specialist service providers if different. During sessions and during 

participatory activities, it will be a requirement that a CSE case worker is contactable and able to offer 

immediate support in case any young person becomes distressed or upset through their involvement in 

the activities. 

Melrose (2002) highlights the importance of ‘designing in’ considerations surrounding ethical 

dilemmas, practical constraints and emotional stress from the start in order to minimise risks to both 

participants and the researcher. 

Melrose (2002) draws attention to the emotional impact and safety of the researcher when working on 

sensitive research. Melrose identifies how emotionally draining research surrounding the sexual 

exploitation of young people can be and the feelings that the researcher may experience - feelings of 

anger, guilt, powerlessness and frustration. 

Therefore when planning this research, a clear ethical research protocol will be designed in order to 

outline procedures for dealing with, and minimising risks to both the participants and the researcher. 

In terms of emotional support for the researcher, a ‘buddy system’ will be arranged with another 

researcher who has been through a similar process of researching with young people affected by 

sexual exploitation. This ‘buddy’ will be in place to allow the researcher to talk through issues and 

problems as they arise. Support will also be available from the researcher’s supervisors for this study, 

both of whom have a wealth of experience of researching with children and young people around 

related issues. 

 

STORING DATA AND ACCESS TO DATA 

Field notes will be collected in a journal by the researcher. The researcher will use codes for each 

young person that will be kept separately (on a separate password protected data stick) so that if the 

journal is lost participants are not identifiable. During breaks and where appropriate during activities 

notes will be scribbled down and then every evening these notes will be typed up (in anonymised 

format – using codes) and saved on a password protected computer/ data stick. During interviews 

and/or focus groups, when permission is given, these sessions will be recorded and transcribed.  

In all write ups, pseudonyms will be used throughout data collection. The names of the children and 

young people involved will only be recorded on consent forms and any associated risk assessments 

and these will be kept in a locked cabinet in the International Centre office at the University of 
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Bedfordshire. Information collected that identifies certain cases or locations will be removed to ensure 

that the young people cannot be identified.  

At the beginning of the research project a data management plan will be discussed with the 

researcher’s supervisors to ensure that electronic data collected is safely stored and backed up. This 

will include ensuring data is kept on password protected computers and that any USB sticks 

containing data are encrypted/ password protected. The coded, anonymised data will be kept on a 

separate data stick to the codebook (which would allow the pseudonyms to be decoded). The 

codebook will be safely stored for up to a year after the doctorate has been awarded at which point it 

will be safely destroyed. The anonymised data will be retained indefinitely in order to allow for re-

analysis at a later stage and this will be explained to all those participating in the research. 

 

REPORTING AND DISSEMINATION 

As is fitting with research that is considered to be ‘sensitive’, there must also be ‘sensitive 

dissemination’. One area where this is particularly important is when it comes to representations of 

young people. Researchers studying young people who are marginalised must be conscious that their 

research findings don’t further marginalise or indeed depict or present young people as a homogenised 

group. It is also critical that through dissemination of the findings, this does not further stigmatise 

young people affected by CSE.  Researchers have outlined that scholars have a duty and ethical 

responsibility to avoid perpetuating stigma of oppressed groups in the research design and 

dissemination of findings (Dewey, 2013:15). At the same time there are problems with depicting 

children and young people affected by sexual exploitation as ‘vulnerable’ ‘victims’ as this is often 

equated with ‘passive’ and ‘unable to make decisions’. This therefore calls for carefully, constructed 

messaging and reporting. 

 

How young people choose to be represented in findings that are presented externally will also need to 

be discussed and negotiated with all those involved. This will involve for example discussions with the 

young people around how they wish to be described in any literature for example as ‘service –users’ or 

‘experts by experience’. 

 

This research project relies on developing relationships with a creative organisation/s involved in 

developing and implementing a group arts-based project. There is the chance that if the intervention is 

found to make little difference, or have little impact on the young people involved, that such 

conclusions could put a strain on the relationship between the researcher and the organisations 

involved. There may for example be pressure to over-emphasise the positive elements and underplay 

any negative or problematic findings that are related to the intervention and organisations involved. 

This is something that will be constantly considered throughout the life of the project. 

 

 

Applicant declaration 

I understand that I cannot begin any fieldwork until the application referred to in this form has been 

approved by all relevant parties. I agree to carry out the research in the manner specified. If I make 

any changes to the approved method I will seek further ethical approval for any changes 
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Signed (Applicant): Ccody   Date: 30/03/15 

 

Signature of Supervisor/ Director of Studies (N.B. This is NOT required for staff applications)  

 

  Date: 30/03/15 

 

 

Note to Supervisors: Signing this form certifies that in your opinion, the project described here is ethical 

under Departmental and SRA guidelines. Do NOT sign if you are unsure or if the student has not attached 

complete details of the research design and methodology 

 

SUBMISSION OF APPLICATIONS 

Please save this form as word document using the following convention: 

Applicantsurname_IASRECapp_MMMYY.doc (eg Smith_IASRECapp_NOV14) 

 

Forward one electronic copy of this form to: hemlata.naranbhai@beds.ac.uk clearly 

states ‘Ethical Approval Application’ & includes your surname. As well as your 

electronic submission, send one signed, hard copy of the form to Hemlata 

Naranbhai, Research Administrator, IASR, Room C411, Department of Applied 

Social Studies, Park Square, Luton LU1 3JU. Again, please make sure your hard 

copy is clearly marked ‘Ethics Application’ if you are sending it through the post.  

 

 

TURN TO PAGE 7 FOR GUIDANCE ON COMPLETING THIS FORM 

 

   

mailto:hemlata.naranbhai@beds.ac.uk
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Decision of the Ethics Committee 

This proposal has been considered by:  

The Sub-committee of IASR at Bedford Campus     

IASR Ethics Committee     

 

Approved ………………….  

Returned for Amendments..  

Rejected ………………….  

Referred to IASREC   _________________ Date Referred 

Referred to UREC   _________________ Date Referred  

 

Please Note: This Ethical Approval may be subject to further scrutiny by the University 

Research Ethics Committee and any other relevant internal and/or external committees as may 

be required. It is the responsibility of the student/PI to ensure that such approvals are obtained 

and can be evidenced if and when necessary 

Signature of Ethics Committee Member: (specify which committee)..................................... 

_____________________________ 

Chair:  

Print Name………..………………………………Signature: …………………………………. 

Vice-Chair/Counter-signatory:  

Print Name: ………………………………………Signature: …………………………………… 

 

Date……………………………………………………………..... 
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IASREC – NOTES AND GUIDANCE FOR ETHICS COMMITTEE APPLICATIONS. 

The IASREC considers proposals for primary research from all undergraduate and post-graduate students and 

staff within the Dept of Applied Social Studies. The Division of Psychology has its own arrangements for ethical 

approval of student projects at under-graduate level as does the Institute of Health Research for Postgraduate and 

Undergraduate Students and Staff.  

The IASREC is responsible for ethical approval of all research undertaken by staff, undergraduate and post 

graduate students within the Department of Applied Social Studies whose research focus is Social Research  

Completing the form: The IASREC form has been designed to ensure that when fully completed an application 

has addressed all relevant areas. This form should be able to ‘stand alone’ meaning that members of the ethics 

committee should not need to read your complete proposal to understand what you intend to do. Not all 

questions will be relevant to all projects but it is important that the information provided is sufficient for the 

committee to be able to gain a thorough understanding of: 

 what you wish to do 

 how you intend to do it and what methods you will use 

 which groups of participants are to be approached 

 the extent to which risk and safeguards have been considered and addressed. 

If in doubt about completing any aspect of this form consult your supervisor or, where appropriate, a member 

of the IASR Ethics Committee 

Researching with children and young people: If the child or young person is aged under 16 it may be 

necessary to obtain parental consent or the consent of someone acting in locus parentis to include them in your 

research. If the young person is aged 14-18 and is considered to be ‘Gillick Competent’ they are able to give 

consent on their own behalf. However, for people in this age group, please consider the notes below on groups 

that may be regarded as ‘vulnerable’ and who may therefore require some special considerations 

Examples of groups who might be considered ‘vulnerable’ include: (this list is not exhaustive) 

People with learning disabilities 

People with mental health problems 

People with drug/alcohol problems or addictions 

People in situations of extreme powerlessness (for example, homeless people) 

People with relationships to the researcher over whom the researcher may exert power or control (for example, 

your own client group or your own students) 

People in custody 

People with long-term, life threatening illnesses 

People living in residential care (children, young people, elderly people, people with disabilities) 

People living in extremely disadvantaging social and/or economic circumstances 

People involved in situations of, or recovering from, child abuse/rape/domestic violence/sexual exploitation 

People on migratory journeys (refugee groups and/or people who are seeking asylum) 

 

‘Sensitive’ research involves researching topics that may be considered ‘taboo’, morally or legally 

ambiguous and/or emotionally challenging. While some topics might be considered inherently sensitive 
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(child sexual abuse, for example) other topics are rendered sensitive by the moral or political climate that 

surrounds the activity being investigated. For this reason, it is difficult to provide a definitive list of topics 

that may be considered ‘sensitive’ but some examples might include: (this list is not exhaustive). Please use 

your discretion when deciding whether your topic might be considered ‘sensitive’ or not.  

Sexual activity 

Drug/Alcohol Misuse 

Bullying 

Domestic Violence 

Parent/child conflict 

Experiences of being looked after 

Experiences of being fostered / adopted 

Experiences of child abuse 

Experiences of mental health problems 

Experiences of eating disorders 

Living with a life threatening condition (e.g. HIV/AIDS) 

Involvement in criminal behaviour 

Involvement in migratory processes (legal or illegal) 
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Appendix 3: Approval letter from the Institute’s Ethics Committee 

 
Institute of Applied Social Research 

Dept of Applied Social Studies 
Park Square 

Luton 
LU1 3JU 

24th April 2015 

Dear Claire Cody  

 

Re: IASREC Application:  

Project Title: How do young people affected by child sexual exploitation in the UK experience 

participation in structured, group arts-based interventions? 

The Ethics Committee of the Institute of Applied Social Research has considered your re-

vised application and has decided that the proposed research project should be approved.  

Please note that if it becomes necessary to make any substantive change to the research 

design, the sampling approach or the data collection methods a further application will be 

required.  

If the proposed work involves users or providers of any local authority service (this includes 

some education, pre-school and care establishments) you will additionally need approval 

from the relevant Local Authority.  

If the project involves users of providers of health services approval will also be required from 

the relevant NHS Research Ethics Committee.  

Proposals relevant to Luton Borough Council’s Research Governance Committee will be 

forwarded by IASREC on your behalf. For other councils this will be the responsibility of the 

researcher.  In all cases it is your responsibility to ensure that you are in possession of 

proof of all necessary authorisations before any fieldwork commences. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Dr.Kate D’Arcy 

Acting Chair IASREC 
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Appendix 4: Information sheet for observation 

 

 

Information sheet for young people 

Why have I been given this leaflet? 

To tell you about research that I am doing and help you decide if you want to take part. 

 

Who is doing the research? 

Me! My name is Claire and I am doing a doctorate degree at the University of Bedfordshire. 

 

What is the research about? 

It’s trying to understand how young people feel about taking part in X [arts-based project] – 

the good and the bad. 

 

Who can take part? 

Anyone who is involved in the X [arts-based] project.  

 

How can I take part? 

If it’s ok with you, I will join the X [arts-based] workshops so that I can see what happens 

during the different sessions to understand how the programme works. And if you are happy 

to, you can take part in an end of project group or individual activity with me to talk about 

what you think about the X [arts-based] project.  

 

Do I have to take part? 

No. It is totally up to you whether you want: 

 me to be in the room 

 me to take notes about the discussions in the group and activities 

 And whether you want to be involved in the group or individual activity at the end of 

the project to explore your experience of being involved in the X [arts-based] project. 

 

What will you do with the information that I tell you? 

 

I will take notes and write a report about the project. I will not take any notes about your 

background or any personal details about you apart from your name (which will be 



255 
 

confidential) and will not be used in the report. No-one will be able to tell who was involved in 

the project and who said what as I won’t use your name or say where you’re from in the 

report. 

 

Will you tell my worker what I tell you? 

I won’t tell anyone – your worker, the police or anyone else –what you tell me unless you 

say something that makes me worried about someone being seriously harmed or seriously 

harming someone else. 

 

What if I change my mind about taking part? 

That’s ok. You can change your mind at any point, even after the project, you could ask me 

to remove anything that you said. You don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to 

either. 

 

If you have any questions, talk to your worker.  

If you want to talk to me you can email me at claire.cody@beds.ac.uk or call or text me on 

07912778361 
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Appendix 5: Consent form for observation 

Consent form for young people 

We need to check that you are happy to take part in the research bit of the X [arts based 

project].  

 

If you are not happy to take part in the research, this will not affect whether you can take part 

in the [arts-based] project and will not affect your relationship with X [the service]. 

 

Please read or listen to the statements below and tick the box if you agree.  

If there is anything you’re not sure about, just ask Claire or one of your workers at x 

[the service]. 

 

Information 

 I understand what the research is about and have had the chance to ask any questions 

that I have 

 

 I know that you will use the information you collect about the project to write a report 

and that you will not use my name or anything that would let people know it was me that said 

or did the things that you will write about 

 

 I know that I can choose if I want to take part in the research  

 

 I know that if I tell you about me or someone else being seriously harmed or seriously 

harming someone else, or you are worried that this is going to happen, that you will have to 

pass it on. Apart from this, you will keep what I say confidential to the research 

 

 I know who I can talk to if I have any worries or questions 

 

Consenting  

We want to check whether you are happy for Claire to be present in the workshops and then 

whether you are happy for Claire to make notes about your involvement in the activities. You 

do not have to tick both boxes. 

 

Even if you tick the boxes, you can change your mind about being involved in any part of the 

research so long as you let Claire know.  Claire can also remove any notes about you from 

the report if you tell her before the x [date]. 

 

I’m happy for you to come to the x [arts-based] workshops Yes              No  

 

I’m happy for you to make notes about my involvement in the group activities  Yes            No  

Your name:  _________________________________________________ 

Your signature: ______________________________________________ 

Date: _____________________________________________________ 

If you have any questions you can call Claire on 07912778361 or speak to one of the x 

workers. 
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Appendix 6: Parental information and consent form for research 

 

Information sheet and consent form for parents and carers 

 

Dear Parent/Carer  

 

I’m a researcher from the University of Bedfordshire and I’m researching how X [arts-based] 

projects can support young people. 

 

I would like to ask young people taking part in the X [arts-based] project with X [name of 

service] to give their consent to take part in this research project. If permission is given by 

you and your child, then I would come along to all the X [arts-based] workshops over the 

summer and observe the different activities and discussions during the session to try to 

understand how the X [arts-based] project works.  

 

I would also invite the young people involved to take part in an end of project focus group 

discussion or interview. This would be to help me better understand their perspective and 

views of taking part in the project. 

 

I have spoken to X [the service] who are happy to support your child to take part in this 

research, but we want to check if this is ok with you. We will, of course, also check with your 

child for themselves to see if they want to take part. 

 

I will not be asking your child anything about their personal experiences, the research will 

mainly be observation. At the end of the project I will also invite all the young people involved 

to take part in an interview. However, I will only be asking general questions about their 

experience of taking part in the X [arts-based] project. 

 

To help you decide if you are happy for your child to take part, the information sheet included 

with this letter gives you a bit more information about the project and what we would be 

asking your child to do. Please read it carefully and contact either your child’s worker at X 

[service] or myself if you have any questions. 

 

You can contact X [service] on x 

You can contact Claire by email at claire.cody@beds.ac.uk  or by telephone/text on 

07912778361 

 

 

Many thanks  

Claire Cody 

 

University of Bedfordshire 

 

 

 

mailto:claire.cody@beds.ac.uk
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Name of child   

I confirm that I have read the information about the research and am happy for my child to take part.  

Name of parent/carer  

 

Signature of parent/carer 

 

Date   
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Why have I been given this leaflet? 

To tell you about a research project that we would like to involve your child in, and check if 

you are happy with that. 

Who is doing the research? 

A researcher called Claire Cody studying at the University of Bedfordshire 

What is the research about? 

Claire wants to find out how X [arts-based] projects work and how they can support young 

people. She wants to understand the benefits, challenges and opportunities that involvement 

in a X [arts-based] project brings. 

What do you want my child to do? 

If your child decides to take part in the research (and you are happy with this) Claire will 

attend the X [arts-based] workshops at X [service] and observe the activities.  

At the end of the project, Claire will also invite the young people to take part in a focus group 

discussion or interview to share their experiences of being involved in the X [arts-based] 

project. 

Does my child have to take part? 

No. It is totally up to you and your child whether they take part.  

What will you do with the information that you collect? 

Claire will make notes during the X [arts-based] workshops and during the end of project 

activity. She may also take photographs of some of the activities (photographs would not be 

of any young people).  This information will be kept safe and your child’s name would not 

appear in any reports so nobody would know who said or did what. 

The findings will be written up in a final report. 

Will you tell anyone else what my child tells you? 

The only time we would tell someone what your child has told us, and tell them that it came 

from them, is if they say something that makes us worried that they or someone else is being 

hurt or is in danger. If they tell us something like this, we would have to tell someone else to 

make sure that they, or the other person, got help to keep them safe. 

What if my child changes their mind about taking part? 

That’s ok. They can change their mind at any point, even after they have started. If they tell 

us by the X [date] then Claire can also ensure that any data about them is removed from the 

final report. 

What if I have more questions, or want to make a complaint? 
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If you have any questions please contact Claire Cody at claire.cody@beds.ac.uk or on 

07912778361 

 

If you are unhappy with anything about the research you can contact an independent person 

at the University of Bedfordshire who will listen to you and has a duty to investigate your 

concerns.  The contact is Mike Fisher at mike.fisher@beds.ac.uk or 01582 743473. 

 

[Removed details about complaint’s procedure at charity] 
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Appendix 7: Information sheet for interviews (young people) 

 
Information sheet for young people: interviews and group discussions 

Thank you for allowing me to take part in the [name of project] workshops. As part of my 

research I would also like to talk to you about the project. This information sheet explains 

why I would like to talk to you and what we would talk about. 

Why do you want to do an interview or group discussion with me? 

As you know, the research is trying to understand how young people feel about taking part in 

a [name of] project – the good and the bad. 

As well as taking part in the workshops, I would like to talk to you either alone, one on one in 

an interview OR in a small group with some of the other young people who have taken part in 

the [name of] project in a group discussion. 

I want to talk to you so I can understand more from you and what you thought about the 

project - what you liked and didn’t like, what your favourite images have been and whether 

you think [name of] projects should be available to other young people. 

Who can take part? 

Anyone who is involved in the [name of] project.  

How can I take part? 

If it’s ok with you, I would check to see if you would like to talk to me alone or in a small 

group and then I would arrange a time and date to come and visit you at the [name of 

service] to talk about the project. 

How long would it take? 

An interview would take about 30 – 40 minutes in total. However it may take longer in a 

group discussion as more people would be talking!  

Do I have to take part? 

No. It is totally up to you whether you want to talk to me about the project. 

What will you do with the information that I tell you? 

If it is ok with you, I would use a tape recorder to record our discussion and then I would 

listen to this afterwards so that I can include what you said in the report I will write. 

I will not ask you to share any personal details about you apart from your name (which will be 

confidential) and will not be used in the report. No-one will be able to tell who was involved in 

the project and who said what as I won’t use your name or say where you’re from in the 

report. 

Will you tell my worker what I tell you? 
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I won’t tell anyone – your worker, the police or anyone else –what you tell me unless you 

say something that makes me worried about someone being seriously harmed or seriously 

harming someone else. 

 

What if I change my mind about taking part? 

That’s ok. You can change your mind at any point, even after you talk to me, you could ask 

me to remove anything that you said. You don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want 

to either. 

 

If you have any questions, talk to your worker.  

If you want to talk to me you can email me at claire.cody@beds.ac.uk or call or text me on 

07912778361 
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Appendix 8: Information sheet for interviews (professionals) 

 

Information sheet for professionals 

What is the research about? 

This research forms part of a Professional Doctorate and aims to understand how young 
people affected by child sexual exploitation (CSE) experience group arts-based 
interventions. 
 
Who is conducting and overseeing the research? 

The research is being conducted by Claire Cody who has been working in the field of CSE 

for over 5years and who is working and studying at the International Centre: Researching 

CSE, trafficking and violence at the University of Bedfordshire. Claire is being supervised by 

Dr Helen Beckett and the research has received ethical approval from the Ethics Committee 

at the Institute of Applied Social Research at the University of Bedfordshire and from [name 

of charity] ethics board. 

 

What is the purpose of these interviews? 

In addition to observing the [name of project] sessions and interviewing the young people 

involved, Claire wishes to ascertain the views and experiences of professionals who are 

attached to the service/ project. 

 

When, where and how long will the interviews last? 

We would arrange a time that suits you and we could meet at the [name of service] or in a 

nearby, private location. The interview would last approximately between 30 – 45 minutes. 

 

Do I have to do an interview? 

No, the interviews are voluntary and it is entirely your choice whether you would like to take 

part in the research or not 

 

What will you do with the information that I tell you? 

If it is ok with you, I would use a tape recorder to record the interview. I would then make 

notes from this afterwards, and destroy the recording.  

All information that is shared will remain confidential, unless child protection or wider public 

protection concerns apply.  

 

In writing up the research, care will be taken to ensure that all identifying features have been 

removed and professional participants will only be identified by their general position (e.g. 

CSE case worker). Details of their name, specific role or agency will not be shared. 
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All data collected will be anonymised and securely stored in locked cabinets and password 

protected computers.  

 

Can I change my mind at any time? 

If you decide at a later date [date removed] that you do not wish me to use your data in the 

research, I can remove any data that is related to you from the final report. 

 

What if I’m not happy about the research or want to make a complaint? 

If you would like to complain about any aspect of the study (Removed details about 

complaint’s procedure at charity) 

 

You can also make a complaint to the University. If there is something that you are not happy 

with about me or the research you can contact Mike Fisher who works at the University of 

Bedfordshire. Mike can be contacted on mike.fisher@beds.ac.uk. Mike will then follow up on 

any complaints with Claire. 

 

Further Information 

If you are interested in taking part and/or have any questions or require any further 

information please do not hesitate to contact Claire Cody by email at claire.cody@beds.ac.uk 

or by telephone on 07912 778361 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:claire.cody@beds.ac.uk
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Appendix 9: Consent form for interviews 

 
Consent form for interviews 

Please read or listen to the statements below and tick the box if you agree.  

Information 

 I understand what the research is about and have had the chance to ask any questions 

that I have about the interview 

 

 I know that you will audio record the discussion and use the information you collect to 

write a report and that you will not use my name or anything that would let people know it 

was me that said or did the things that you will write about 

 

 I know that I can choose if I want to take part  

 

 I know that you will keep what I say confidential to the research unless child protection or 

wider public protection concerns apply 

 

 I know who I can talk to if I have any worries or questions 

 

 I know that I can change my mind at any point, even while we are meeting and that if I 

change my mind after you talk to me, I can ask for any notes about me to be removed if I tell 

Claire before the [date removed] 

 

Consenting  

 

I’m happy to take part                                                          Yes              No  

 

I’m happy for you to record the interview? (even if you say ‘no’ you can still be involved in the 

research)                                                                             Yes              No 

 

 

Your name:  _________________________________________________ 

 

Your signature: ______________________________________________ 

 

Date: _____________________________________________________ 

 

If you have any questions you can call Claire on 07912778361  
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Appendix 10.  Topic guide (interviews with young people) 

Interviews/ group discussion 

Prior to interview/ discussion the young people will be asked to bring with them their sketchbooks (over 

the lifespan of the project each young person has been using their sketchbooks to stick in photos and 

write comments about their photos.) 

To start with we would flick through the sketchbook together to take a look at the images as I start to 

explore some of the following themes: 

Photography 

 What they think of the project  

 Their favourite images  

 Images from the group that stood out to them 

 How photography is the same or different to other creative activities (dance/ drama) 

 How they feel about their contribution to the project (digital stories/ resource pack) 

Group work 

 Other group work they have been involved in before 

 Their thoughts on the group (the size, the different age range, people joining later) 

 Whether they feel they developed friendships/ relationships that will continue  

 Their thoughts on the facilitators 

Similarities and differences to other interventions at [the service] 

 Whether (the project) is different in any way to the sessions they usually have at the 

(service) 

 How the experience is different  

 Anything they prefer between the usual way of working as compared to (the project) 

 

Benefits and challenges 

 Whether they felt the project was helpful in any way 

 The best things about the project 

 The worst thing about the project 

 Things they felt were difficult  

 Whether they would recommend the project to other young people 

 Whether they think anything should be changed 
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Appendix 11: Topic guide (interviews with CSE support workers) 

 

Introduction 

Introduce research 

Go over information sheet/ consent form 

 

Background 

 Details of role/ time at organisation 

 Overview of type of support provided by organisation (e.g. activities, time frame, 

intensity of support)  

The project 

 Selection and referral of young people into project (how much support received prior/ 

how know who to refer) 

 How the project was introduced and initial reactions/ responses by young people  

 Whether this was the first group project ran by external agency (if not details of 

others) 

 Thoughts on whether and how the project had impact on young people  

 Elements that may be particularly important/ helpful for young people 

 Elements that may be challenging/ difficult for young people 

 Thoughts on young people missing sessions – reasons/ impact 

 Challenges, concerns and risks from professionals point of view 

Similarities and differences  

 Thoughts on similarities and differences between traditional support and the group 

(arts-based) project 

 Whether such methods could be applied in one to one work 

 How project viewed in terms of helping or hindering their work at the service 

 

Arts-based projects 

 Thoughts on other creative methods – filmmaking/ dance  

 

Other reflections or comments 
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Appendix 12: Topic guide (interviews with facilitators) 

 

Introduction 

Introduce research 

Go over information sheet/ consent form 

 

The group 

 Feelings about how the group worked 

 Any anxieties about the group/ members of the group 

 Anything they would change in terms of makeup of group 

 Impact of young people missing sessions 

 How/ whether such methods could be applied in a one to one setting 

 Thoughts on young people working together to create a ‘group story’ as opposed to 

individual stories 

 Whether important for young people to know anything about each other’s experiences 

The project 

 How similar or different (arts-based) projects are compared to traditional support  

 How/ whether complement traditional support 

 Anything specific in the way the project works that may be helpful in supporting 

young people affected by CSE 

 Impact, benefits and challenges for young people 

 Thoughts on other creative methods – filmmaking/ dance  

Facilitating 

 Whether not knowing information about the background of the girls influenced their 

work 

 Thoughts on facilitators role in challenging conversations/ responding to 

conversations  

 Reflections on content of sessions (e.g. why less focus on CSE) 

 Impact of engaging in project for the facilitator (and whether support available)  

 Skills/ background helpful in facilitating a group like this 

Future 

 If they would change anything in future projects 

 Whether happy to have a  mixed group of males and females (what issues may arise)  

 

 

Other reflections or comments 
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Appendix 13: Sense-checking workshop ethics amendment documentation 

 

 

  

 

Change of research design that require ethical approval 

Instructions to applicant 

 This form notifies the Institute of Applied Social Research Ethics Panel of any changes to 

research design that require ethical approval. 

Contact details: 

Name: Claire Cody 

Contact number/s: XXXX 

Email address: Claire.cody@beds.ac.uk 

 

Date submitted: (original application submitted April 2015)  

Nov 2019 

 

Reference no. (e.g. IASR 17/17) Cody_IASR_30MAR15 

 

Have your proposed changes been discussed with the RIEP? ☒ Yes 

☐ No 

If no, please contact a member of the panel prior to submission. 

 

mailto:Claire.cody@beds.ac.uk
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About your research: 

Project title: 

How do young people affected by child sexual exploitation in the UK experience 

participation in structured, group arts-based interventions? 

 

Please describe changes to research design (max. 200 words):  

I have undertaken my primary data collection using the methods outlined in my earlier 

ethics application. However, I would now like to add into my research design a ‘sense 

checking’ exercise with (a) members from the International Centre’s Young 

Researchers Advisory Panel (YRAP) and (b) professionals with expertise in 

supporting young people affected by child sexual exploitation (CSE) . These group 

discussions (which will be held face to face or online via Skype or Zoom, depending 

on the preference of participants) would enable me to explore some of the themes and 

questions arising from the analysis of my data. If consent is given these discussions 

would be recorded, transcribed and drawn on in the conclusions and 

recommendations section of my thesis. 

 

I would approach these ‘sense checking’ workshops in a similar way to my original 

research in regards to the ethical issues: ensuring voluntary participation, gaining 

informed consent and explaining the purpose of the research, parameters of 

confidentiality, and rights to withdraw etc (as noted in my original application). 
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Please identify participant group(s) (please summarise in bullet points):  

 Members of the International Centre’s Young Researchers Advisory Panel (YRAP)  

(all over 18) 

 Professionals working with services supporting young people affected by child 

sexual exploitation (CSE) 

Please outline any anticipated ethical issues arising from your research (please 

summarise in bullet points):  

 YRAP members are employed by the University. As such they are paid for 

taking part in consultation and workshop activities. I will need to ensure that 

members understand that participation in this workshop/ discussions is entirely 

voluntary and their participation is not expected as part of their general role on 

the panel. 

 Due to the introduction of the GDPR that has come into force since my initial 

ethics application, this may have an implication when it comes to: sharing 

information to participants about how data is used and stored and; my own 

practice in regards to storing and using data (see appendix 1 for updated 

arrangements for data collection and storage; appendix 2 consent form which 

refers to GDPR and appendix 3 information on GDPR for participants.)  

 

Additional information: 

Are you requesting expedited ethical 

approval?19 

 Yes 

 No 

If yes, please provide a 

valid reason for expedited 

review:       

 

 

Given changes proposed, do you think 

that your application requires additional 

 Yes 

 No 

If yes, please explain why 

you think referral to UREC 

is required:      

                                                
19 Expedited approval is granted only in exceptional circumstances, i.e. where it has not been 

possible to submit an application any earlier and work is due to start imminently. 



272 
 

approval by University Research Ethics 

Committee (UREC)?20 

 

 Unsure  

 

Attachments: Please attach the following items to the form or explain if not 

attached. Please note that incomplete forms will be returned. 

Information sheets, consent 

forms and other materials to be 

used to inform potential 

participants about the research. 

 Yes 

 No 

 

Please list attachments below: 

Appendix 1 Changes to collection and 

storage to data (updated from earlier 

application) 

Appendix 2 Consent form  

Appendix 3 Information to participants 

on GDPR 

Appendix 4 Information sheet for 

participants 

Research materials, interview 

schedules, questionnaires etc. 

 Yes 

 No 

 

Please list attachments below: 

Appendix 5 Draft topic guide 

 

Please email this notification to Hemlata.Naranbhai@beds.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

                                                
20 Proposals that do not conform to general research principles, or potentially involve complex 

or novel research designs, reputational risk to the University, fall under the University’s 

Prevent Duty or involve multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary research may be referred to 

UREC for review. 

mailto:Hemlata.Naranbhai@beds.ac.uk
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Appendix 14: Sense-checking information sheet 

Information sheet for YRAP 

What is the research about? 

This research forms part of a Professional Doctorate and aims to understand how young 

people accessing a specialist child sexual exploitation (CSE) service experience group arts-

based interventions. 

 

Who is conducting and overseeing the research? 

The research is being conducted by Claire Cody who has been working in the field of CSE 

for a number of years and who is working and studying at the International Centre: 

Researching CSE, trafficking and violence at the University of Bedfordshire. Claire is being 

supervised by Dr Helen Beckett and the research has received ethical approval from the 

Ethics Committee at the Institute of Applied Social Research at the University of 

Bedfordshire. 

 

What is the purpose of the workshop? 

Claire has carried out her data collection which included observing the sessions and 

interviewing the young people and professionals involved. I would now like to explore some 

of the key themes and emerging questions with members of the YRAP to get their 

perspectives and thoughts on some of the questions that relate to group working and arts-

based methods of communication. 

 

When, where and how long will the workshop last? 

I would arrange a time that suits you and we could meet face to face or online via zoom. The 

workshop should last between one hour and an hour and a half. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

No, your participation is entirely voluntary and it is entirely your choice whether you would 

like to take part or not 

 

What will you do with the information that I tell you? 

If it is ok with you, I would use a tape recorder to record the discussions. I would then 

transcribe the discussion and destroy the original recording. 

 

All information that is shared will remain confidential, unless child protection or wider public 

protection concerns apply.  
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In writing up the research, care will be taken to ensure that all identifying features have been 

removed. 

 

All data collected will be anonymised and securely stored (please see GDPR privacy 

statement for more information on storage and use of data)  

 

Can I change my mind at any time? 

If you decide at a later date (date removed) that you do not wish me to use your data in the 

report, I can remove any data that is related to you from the final report. 

 

What if I’m not happy about the research or want to make a complaint? 

You can also make a complaint to the University. If there is something that you are not happy 

with about me or the research you can contact Emily Munro who works at the University of 

Bedfordshire. Emily can be contacted on Emily.munro@beds.ac.uk. Emily will then follow up 

on any complaints with Claire. 

 

Further Information 

If you are interested in taking part and/or have any questions or require any further 

information please do not hesitate to contact Claire Cody by email at claire.cody@beds.ac.uk 

or by telephone on XXXXXXX 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:claire.cody@beds.ac.uk
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Appendix 15: Sense-checking consent form 

 
Consent form for members of the Young Researcher’s Advisory Panel 

Please read the statements below and tick the box if you agree.  

Information 

 I understand what the ‘sense checking’ workshop is about and have had the chance to 

ask any questions that I have about taking part in it 

 

 I know that you will audio record the discussion and use the information you collect to 

inform the conclusions and recommendations of your research report  

 

 I know that as the research is anonymous nobody will know that it was me that said or did 

the things that you will write about 

 

 I have seen the University of Bedfordshire’s privacy notice for research participants and 

understand how you will use any personal data collected 

 

 I know that I can choose if I want to take part  

 

 I know that you will keep what I say confidential to the research unless child protection or 

wider public protection concerns apply 

 

 I know who I can talk to if I have any worries or questions 

 

 I know that I can change my mind at any point, even while we are meeting and that if I 

change my mind after you talk to me, I can ask for any notes about me to be removed if I tell 

Claire before (date). 

 

Consenting  

 

I’m happy to take part                                                          Yes              No  

 

I’m happy for you to record the discussions (even if you say ‘no’ you can still be involved in 

the workshop)                                                                             Yes              No 

 

Your name:  _________________________________________________ 

 

Your signature: ______________________________________________ 

 

Date: _____________________________________________________ 

If you have any questions you can call Claire on XXXXXXXX 
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Appendix 16: Sense-checking topic guide 

 

‘Sense checking’ workshop questions for YRAP 

 CC give overview of project.  

 Check if participants have any questions 

 Discuss GDPR statement and consent forms. 

 Check if everyone is happy to be recorded.  

 

Topics for discussion 

 Group work  - Whether age and ‘shared experience’ is important in group work and 

reflections on mixing those considered to be ‘at risk’ of CSE with those who have had 

direct experience 

 Confidentiality  - Whether facilitators should be aware of group members’ current 

situation or past experiences of sexual exploitation and how information should be 

shared 

 Focus of projects - How to balance time for ‘normal’ fun activities with opportunities 

to explore shared experiences and feelings related to what has happened to young 

people 

 Creative, arts based methods and tools – Whether other creative forms such as 

film, music, poetry etc may be experienced in a similar way to photography and digital 

storytelling 

 Implications for practice - How this learning could be integrated into traditional one 

to one support work for young people accessing CSE services 
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