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                                                         Abstract  

The purpose of this research was to explore how Harare (Zimbabwe) and London (United 

Kingdom, UK) social workers understand and interpret ‘child sexual exploitation’ (CSE), 

and how they apply CSE policies and legislation to practice, including addressing the 

barriers they encounter when trying to protect children. Recognising that individual social 

workers interpret CSE legislation and policies differently, this thesis contributes new 

knowledge and shows gaps in practice within a ‘developing’ (Zimbabwe) and a 

‘developed’ (UK) country.  

I decided to adopt a qualitative phenomenological approach with elements of a 

comparative study between Harare and London which provided an opportunity to make 

an in-depth study of the phenomena. I have chosen these two cities as both are 

experiencing increased identification of cases of sexually exploited children. More so, the 

two countries, Zimbabwe, and the UK, share a common history in that the former was 

once a British colony. A review of existing literature on CSE and professionals’ 

experiences was utilised in order to shed light on the results. 

To deepen my knowledge of this context, and prepare for interviews with social workers, 

I first piloted my semi-structured interview questions with three work colleagues who had 

knowledge of CSE. The study is primarily based on in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with fifteen social workers from Harare and fifteen social workers from London who had 

experience of working with children at risk of CSE. Interviews were transcribed and 

analysed using a thematic approach, allowing me to inductively extract complex issues 

from my data, which was important to my topic using interpretative phenomenological 

analysis. 

The main findings of this research concluded that despite CSE being a subject that has 

attracted attention in both Harare and London, social workers still require more 

conscientisation, training and knowledge if their practice is to be more effective in 

reducing rates of CSE. The study noted that individual social workers give different 

interpretations of CSE and legislations and policies that guide practice, regardless of 

different geographical spatial locations. Although in London the study noted that some 

social workers still looked at CSE from a gender perspective towards girls, in Harare 

findings showed that customary law was legitimising gendered notions of CSE, posing 

challenges to social work intervention. In conclusion, the recommendations within this 
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study, if adopted, have the potential to articulate and resolve some of the problems that 

social workers face during practice.
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OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS 

The thesis consists of eight chapters with the last chapter dedicated to discussion, 

recommendations and conclusion of the findings.  

Chapter 1 gives the background and introduction of the study, introducing the nature 

and extent of the problem of sexual exploitation as well as the global response and its 

commitment to protect children. This discussion will be narrowed down to Zimbabwe 

and the UK. The aims of the study will be presented. 

 

Chapter 2 focuses on the literature regarding sexual exploitation of children in both 

Zimbabwe and the UK. An exploration of the available evidence of policy, failings in 

policy, programmes, practice and causes of sexual exploitation will be discussed. 

 

Chapter 3 provides details of the methodological approach and methods adopted for 

the thesis. This includes consideration of the ontology, epistemology, theoretical 

perspective, research design, the comparative approach to the study, ethical 

considerations pertaining to the study, sampling, eligibility criteria, interviewing 

method, data collection procedures, transcribing and analysis of data shall also be 

discussed. 

 

Chapter 4 presents the first part of this study’s findings derived from the analysis of 

the interviews with social workers. The chapter focuses on social workers’ 

understanding and interpretation of sexual exploitation of children. Themes are 

analytically presented providing different views of social workers in Harare and 

London. 

  

Chapter 5 presents social workers’ perceptions of causes of sexual exploitation as 

well as looking at their practice and intervention. This will demonstrate perceptions of 

individual social workers’ understanding of the causes of sexual exploitation and any 

possible impediments they face during their practice. 
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Chapter 6 concentrates on perceptions of social workers regarding contradictions and 

failings in legislation, policies, programmes and practice that intend to protect children 

from sexual exploitation.  

 

Chapter 7 discusses interpretations of social workers of child sexual exploitation 

policies and legislation with reference to gender, age and social class. The chapter 

explores the gap between policy and implementation as perceived and interpreted by 

social workers. The main focus will be on how this implementation gap impacts on the 

prevention of children from sexual exploitation. 

 

Chapter 8 critically discusses the important findings from social workers’ contributions. 

The chapter concludes with suggested recommendations and areas for possible future 

research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

1.1 Introduction  

Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, this thesis explores the topic of child 

sexual exploitation specifically focusing on how social workers (SWs) in Harare and 

London understand and interpret this phenomenon. By scrutinising the lived 

experiences of SWs in this study, it is acknowledged that in some way their 

contribution may be recognised. 

In this chapter, I will set out the context for this thesis by introducing the nature and 

extent of child sexual exploitation (CSE) and the global response and commitment to 

protect children, focusing on Zimbabwe and the UK. The chapter will highlight the 

commitment of Zimbabwe and the UK to protecting children through their ratification 

of relevant international conventions. The chapter also contains a discussion on the 

rationale for choosing this topic and the justification for carrying out research in two 

different locations. In addition, contributions that the research makes will be identified. 

As SWs took an active part in the research, the relevance of social work practice to 

CSE will be explored. This study was, to some extent, comparative in nature and 

therefore, outlining the significance of the problem of CSE in both Zimbabwe and the 

UK was necessary. This will lead to a discussion about some of the examples of 

harmful and cultural practices in Zimbabwe. Adopted definitions of a child and CSE 

will also be explored, as they are paramount to the discussions that were carried 

throughout this thesis.  

The chapter will introduce a discussion on the ambiguities in policy and legislation and 

the context of language used in this study. It ends with two sections: one about the 

historical and current language used in practice in Zimbabwe and the UK, and the 

other one on the nature of SE.  

1.2 Background 

The study acknowledged that CSE is not a recent global social problem and “due to 

the evolution of its conceptualisation”, it has attracted attention from child welfare 

professionals across nations (McDonald and Middleton, 2019:1). Indeed, Frederick 

(2010:1) posits that “sexual exploitation (SE) adversely affects the lives of countless 

children, from preschool boys and girls to adolescents”, and there is no country which 
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is free from its existence. All kinds of child abuse (CA) are perceived as bad and 

morally wrong since they negatively impact the wellbeing of children and there can be 

no excuse for adults ever doing this (Kelly and Bird, 2014). CA is a complex 

phenomenon that can appear as physical, sexual mistreatment/exploitation of a child, 

psychological abuse and neglect (Gonzalez and McCall, 2018). Though the full scale 

of this CA is unknown, children are considered to belong to a population of the most 

vulnerable group (Mohammadian et al, 2016).  

“Until quite recently, children had very few rights with 

regards to protection from abuse by adults and still 

continue to do so in many parts of the world” 

(Tshabalala and Khosa, 2014:23).  

“In Western countries, preventing CA is considered a high priority and detailed 

laws/policies exist to address this issue” (Abbasi et al, 2015:354). Likewise, African 

countries have sanctioned laws and policies that are aimed at protecting children from 

abuse, but the majority of abuse cases are unknown to the official agencies and the 

figures are estimated to be more than what is reported (Badoe, 2017). This is 

exacerbated by increasing social change and the patriarchal construction of a majority 

of African societies (Ibid). An important point to note is that the protection of children 

has always been a crucial topic of interest to international bodies such as the United 

Nations (UN) which saw the birth of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child (UNCRC) in 1989. The emphasis of some of the articles was on protecting 

children from all forms of SE and sexual abuse (SA) (UN General Assembly, 1989). 

Article 34 of the UNCRC states that SE of children is:  

a) The inducement or coercion of a child to engage in any unlawful sexual activity;  

b) The exploitative use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual 

practices;  

c) The exploitative use of children in pornographic performances and materials.  

(UNICEF, 2010:10). 

In addition, the UN defines SE as: 

The actual or attempted abuse of a position of 

vulnerability, differential power or trust for sexual 
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purposes, including, but not limited to, profiting 

monetarily, socially or politically from the SE of 

another (UN, 2017:6).   

Within Africa, Article 27 of the African Charter also provides the following definition of 

CSE:  

a) The inducement, coercion or encouragement of a child to engage in any sexual 

activity;  

b) The use of children in prostitution or other sexual practices;  

c) The use of children in pornographic activities, performances and materials 

(African Commission on Human and People’s Rights, 2015; Online).  

Meanwhile, the Lanzarote Convention (2007) used an almost universally accepted 

definition in Article 18 of its preamble. It defined CSE as: 

a. engaging in sexual activities with a child who, according to the relevant provisions 

of national law, has not reached the legal age for sexual activities; 

b. engaging in sexual activities with a child where: 

– use is made of coercion, force or threats; or 

– abuse is made of a recognised position of trust, authority or influence over the 

child, including within the family; or 

– abuse is made of a particularly vulnerable situation of the child, notably because 

of a mental or physical disability or a situation of dependence (Council of Europe, 

2007:7).  

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, CSE has become a topical issue in both 

Zimbabwe and the UK and has attracted a lot of voluntary sector and government 

attention. The UK government defines CA as:  

A form of maltreatment of a child. Somebody may 

abuse or neglect a child by inflicting harm, or by failing 

to act to prevent harm. Children may be abused in a 

family or in an institutional or community setting by 

those known to them or, more rarely, by others. Abuse 

can take place wholly online, or technology may be 

used to facilitate offline abuse. Children may be 
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abused by an adult or adults, or another child or 

children" (Department for education (DfE), 2018:102). 

Unlike the UK, Zimbabwe does not have a comprehensive definition of CA but 

categorises the following as forms of child abuse: physical abuse, sexual abuse, verbal 

abuse, emotional abuse and neglect (Parliament of Zimbabwe, 2006). With reference 

to CSA, the UK defines it as: 

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 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 (DfE, 2016:8) 

Comparatively, Zimbabwe’s definition of CSA seems to generalise the issue of 

physical sexual activity unlike the UK where the definition clearly shows that the sexual 

activity can either be physical or non-physical, penetrative or non-penetrative. Whilst 

the Zimbabwe definition of CSA refers to violation of the law and social taboos, it does 

not refer to issues of grooming or production of sexual images. However, it recognises 

that children can be abused by both adults and other children. Zimbabwe defines CSA 

as: 

the involvement of a child in sexual activity with 

another person that he or she does not fully 

comprehend; is unable to give informed consent to; for 
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which the child is not developmentally prepared; or 

that violates the law or social taboos of a society. 

Children can be sexually abused by both adults and 

other children who are in a position of responsibility, 

trust or power over the survivor by virtue of their age 

or stage of development (The Judicial Service 

Commission, 2012:13). 

Meanwhile, the UK definition describes CSE as: 

a form of child SA. 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 (DfE, 2017:5). 

Although there is an inclusion of 16 to 18-year-olds in the definition, it has been 

criticised for its reference to an ambiguous technique of exchange without mentioning 

harm or trauma to the child, including children approaching adulthood (Gladman and 

Heal, 2017; Taylor, 2019). The definition needs exploring with examples such as two 

thirteen-year olds are in a relationship and one of them mounts pressure on the other 

to have sexual intercourse in order to secure the relationship (Beckett et al 2017:10). 

While this example is clearly one of abuse, the relationship would be difficult to classify 

as involving CSE due to lack of significant power imbalance between the two children 

(Ibid). Referencing exchange as key in defining CSE, can be construed as seeing the 

process of the exploitation as prostitution “in which the definitions focus on children 

exchanging sexual acts for things they ‘want or need’” (Taylor, 2019:6). As such, I 

would argue that the definition portrays children as making an active decision in the 

exchange process and this will probably influence those protecting children to focus 



6 
 

on changing the behaviours and decision making of the child, instead of protecting the 

child from the perpetrator who is raping, sexually abusing and exploiting them (Taylor, 

2019:8).  

It is important to recognise that the exchange element does not remove the presence 

of the exploitation (Scottish Government, 2016, Hallett, 2017) and that definitions for 

CSE used by England and Wales slightly differ but share some common threads 

(Beckett et al, 2017). Another flow in this definition was highlighted by Allnock et al 

(2017:44) who noted that even though the current UK definition of CSE covers different 

types of abuses, the broadness of the definition has caused challenges to 

professionals and the police “in recognising sexual offences that can be defined as 

CSE”. Beckett and Pearce (2017) noted that the definition of CSE should align with 

other sexual offending legislation which put sexual offences and abuse into age 

categories. Several CSE definitions distinguish between children and young people, 

however, the age for different transitional stages through which a child becomes a 

young person (age for sexual activity, age for marriage, age for criminal responsibility 

and age for purchasing and consuming alcohol for example) is not generally agreed 

upon (Fox, 2016).  

Arguably, where there is lack of age specification, a child is deemed to be 11 years of 

age or under and young people/young people/women/men are those aged 12 to 17 

years of age (Sen, 2017). In the UK prior to the introduction of the term CSE, children 

who were sexually exploited were often deemed as child prostitutes and this became 

a familiar language even within professionals (Hallett, 2017). The UK government has 

acknowledged that there were different definitions of CSE that had been adopted by 

voluntary organisations and agencies. This had resulted in some confusion and 

additional challenges for practitioners working with children and families, such as 

inconsistencies in risk assessment and data collection (DfE, 2016). For example, 

historically, Save the Children, in its study of the different sex work experiences of both 

boys and girls in 1996, defined CSE as the use of people under the age of 18 for 

sexual satisfaction of adults. They noted that the exploitation was based on unequal 

power and economic relationships between the child and the adult, hence the child 

being exploited for their youth and sexuality.  

In Scotland, CSE is described as: 
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a form of child sexual abuse in which a person(s), of 

any age takes advantage of a power imbalance to 

force or entice a child into engaging in sexual activity 

in return for something received by the child and/or 

those perpetrating or facilitating the abuse. As with 

other forms of child sexual abuse, the presence of 

perceived consent does not undermine the abusive 

nature of the act (Scottish Government, 2017:3) 

It is evident from the above definitions that there is no general consensus regarding 

the definition of CSE even within the UK. Despite the different variations in some 

aspects of the definition of CSE, there is a general agreement that power, 

manipulation, remuneration/reward, deceit and inability to consent due to age, are 

central characteristics in the various definitions of CSE. The question of what is CSE, 

according to Brodie et al (2016), still remains a subject of debate and its application 

continues to present challenges for professionals. Meanwhile, young people may view 

the definition as not appropriate and therefore remain unwilling to accept it (Ibid).  In 

this study, I was conscious that there has been enough effort from various 

institutions/countries to try and perfect the definition of CSE and that the situation had 

not significantly changed at the time of carrying out this research. Meanwhile, I noticed 

that most studies in Zimbabwe commonly use the term “sexual abuse” and therefore 

researchers and professional bodies may be applying the definition of sexual abuse, 

(see Judicial Commission, 2012). Despite the constitution of Zimbabwe protecting 

children from CSE, there is no documented definition of CSE in Zimbabwe.  Instead, 

Zimbabwe uses definitions which are prescribed in the African Charter and UNCRC 

1989. This will be explored in more detail later in the thesis.  

1.3 International, Regional and National Pledge to Children’s Rights 

It is helpful here to understand the global and historical background to identifying and 

responding to CSE. “Historically, children in Western societies have been considered 

objects of concern” who require protection “from abuse” (McLaughlin, 2015:7). 

However, in a move to protect children, awareness of CSE globally has been 

increased as it is a growing problem which cannot be ignored (Cameron et al, 2015). 

In 1924 and 1959, there was an attempt to provide the rights of children at an 
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international level (Kaime, 2009). The “5th Assembly of the League of Nations adopted 

the Declaration of the Rights of the Child” in 1924, also known as the Declaration of 

Geneva, which acted as a precursor to the Declaration of the Rights of the Child 1959 

and the UNCRC 1989 (Kaime, 2009:11; Donnelly and Ward 2015). The focus was 

directed at recognising children worldwide as human beings who are entitled to 

develop physically, mentally, socially, morally and spiritually, whilst maintaining their 

freedom and dignity, and to protect them from all forms of exploitation (Kaime, 2009).  

Consequently, the first global World Congress Against the Commercial SE of children 

was convened in 1996 in Stockholm (Muntarbhorn, 2001). The Stockholm Declaration 

and Agenda for Action was established to promote the working together of nation 

states and various groups of society, paying particular attention to the criminalisation 

and punishment of perpetrators to protect children from CSE and SA (ECPAT 

International, 1997; Mahle, 1997; Council of Europe 2007). Although the Declaration 

and Agenda for Action acknowledged that factors such as poverty, gender 

discrimination, unbalanced socio-economic conditions, economic disparities, 

“dysfunctional families, lack of education, growing consumerism, urban-rural 

migration, irresponsible male sexual behaviour, harmful traditional practices, armed 

conflicts and trafficking” of children were channels that could be used to exploit 

children, it noted that none of these would be used as an excuse (ECPAT International, 

1997:1).   

The Yokohama congress followed in 2001 and adopted the same principles as the 

Stockholm congress (UNICEF, 2001). Other recommendations arising from these 

congresses were that states should implement effective policies/laws, gender 

sensitive programmes, information campaigns that promote awareness and national 

action plans to protect children from CSE and other forms of abuse (Ibid). 

Concurrently, there have been similar regional documents and conventions whose 

focus was on children’s rights and their protection from all forms of SA. The African 

Charter 1998, which came into force in 1999, was signed and ratified by 53 countries 

including Zimbabwe (African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights, 2015).  

In December 1991, the UK ratified the UNCRC 1989 articles 34 and 35 which gave a 

specific right to children to be protected from all forms of SE, SA and human trafficking 

(DfE, 2010; Beckett, 2011). Similarly, Zimbabwe ratified the UNCRC on 11 September 
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1990 and in 1995 it submitted the initial State Party Report which demonstrated its 

commitment to children’s rights in the country (Justice for Children Trust, 2011; 

Bhaiseni, 2016). However, since 1995 it has not reported to the UNCRC despite being 

required to do so every five years (Justice for Children Trust, 2011). In my view, this 

raises questions as to whether Zimbabwe is still following the guidelines of the UNCRC 

especially when there are reports that indicate that the courts are trivializing cases of 

CSE/CSA (Muntula and Saloojee, 2016). What makes the UNCRC’s principle 

unsuccessful in Zimbabwe is that it does not override domestic laws (World Vision, 

2018).  

According to World Vision (2018) Zimbabwe has not created a stable system that 

ensures that all policies related to children are coordinated. Despite Zimbabwe’s 

current challenges, it is required to implement the provisions within the Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (CRC) together with other countries who are signatories to the 

Convention (Welbourne and Hoare, 2008). There is also evidence of the UK falling 

behind in its commitment to the European Convention on the Exercise of Children's 

Rights (ECECR) in 1966 which focused predominantly on the rights and protection of 

children. Twenty-four countries signed and 10 ratified this convention. However, the 

UK did not sign or ratify this Convention. Whilst I acknowledge that the UK had taken 

steps to fight CSE, debatably, not ratifying the ECECR can be construed as a lack of 

commitment. The ECECR Convention was followed by the Council of Europe 

Convention 2007 on the Protection of Children against SE and SA, commonly known 

as the Lanzarote Convention, which came into force in 2009.  

Like the UNCRC, the emphasis of the convention was preventing, combating, 

protecting and promoting national and international cooperation against SE and SA of 

children (Council of Europe, 2007). As of August 2015, 37 countries had signed and 

ratified this convention and the UK signed in 2008 but did not ratify it (see Council of 

Europe, 2018). Nonetheless, it is important to know that finally the UK government 

ratified the ECECR on 21st June 2018 (ECPAT UK, 2018). Again, the UK can be 

criticised for the delay in ratifying such an important Convention when they had 

previously not taken time to ratify the UNCRC. However, the reason for not ratifying it 

earlier was that the UK felt that the bulk of its laws were compliant with the Council of 

Europe Convention (van der Hof et al, 2019). Almost 26 years after the UNCRC, CSE 
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remains a topical issue with millions of children all over the world remaining at risk 

despite increased visibility of this problem (Gwirayi, 2013; M’jid, 2014).  

1.4 Differences/similarities of child sexual exploitation and child sexual abuse 

CSE and CSA are terms which are often used interchangeably in both media and this 

may impact on practice to any professional who may misunderstand the two terms 

(Lovett et al 2018:31and Heal and Gladman, 2017). These terms relate to separate 

types of the wider spectrum of the victimization through sexual activities (Radford et 

al, 2015). The ambiguities in the definition of CSE and CSA have been criticised for 

causing complexities and challenges in terms of training, data capture and service 

responses (Beckett and Pearce, 2017). Becket and Pearce further emphasise that 

“variable interpretations filter through to identification and response” (Ibid:17). It is 

therefore essential that terms used are understood by professionals since there is a 

danger that they may lose their actual meaning and people will give their own 

interpretations in accordance with their understanding (Fox, 2016; Shuker, 2016). In 

England and Wales, according to Walker et al (2018) CSE is viewed as a form of 

(CSA) and there are differences in policy and practice frameworks with definitions 

having evolved over time thus having an impact on practice. Kerr et al (2017) argue 

that whilst CSE is viewed as a branch or form of CSA, there is lack of consistency in 

the definitions of both.  

One thing that differentiates CSA from CSE is the issue of power imbalance which is 

more pronounced in terms of CSE (Alderson, 2019:7). Nevertheless, it can be argued 

that power imbalance is also prevalent in CSA and abusers use this to force or entice 

young people/ children into sexual activities (Ibid; Taylor, 2017). Another noted key 

difference between CSE, and other forms of CSA is the exchange aspect that takes 

place between the perpetrator, victim and facilitator (Beckett et al, 2017 and Alderson, 

2019). Nevertheless, CSE does not always involve commercial activities or 

negotiations and is likely to happen through coercion and manipulation (Mlyakado and 

Chi Mei Li, 2018). Fundamentally, the definition of CSA acknowledges that a child is 

a victim of violence, harm and sexual acts whilst CSE definition does not mention rape 

assault and violence (Taylor, 2019).   

It is important to note that the inconsistencies in the definitions and understanding of 

what elements are regarded as CSA or CSE “means that some discourses relate to 
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both, while others emerge as more relevant to either sexual abuse (SA) or sexual 

exploitation” (Lovett et al, 2018:32). It is my argument that such disparities are likely 

to cause more confusion to professionals resulting in them compromising the 

protection of children. Noting the above, identifying how SWs from London and Harare 

understand and interpret CSE was the central tenet of this thesis. The following section 

will now focus on the adopted definition of CSE for this study. 

1.5 Sexual exploitation and commercial sexual exploitation (Global and the UK) 

The debates around CSE are essential in determining the involvement of children in 

commercial sexual transactions and this influences policy and practice responses to 

this phenomenon (Melrose and Pearce, 2013). Although there is an understanding 

that the term commercial sexual exploitation (CSEC) may have transformed to CSE, 

most countries including the USA, Australia, New Zealand, and Scotland still use this 

term when dealing with sexual abuse issues (see McNaul, 2012; Cameron et al, 2015; 

Arnot and Mackie, 2019). It is important to note is that major nongovernmental global 

organisations such as ECPAT (End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and 

Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purposes) in the many years they been involved in 

global conferences and campaigns against SE, they have continued to use the term 

CSEC (Greijer and Doek, 2019). This notion is supported by Nogler et al (2016) who 

indicated that the term usual used by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and 

the UN system to define SE is CSEC. Surprisingly, even now, some researchers and 

organisations around the world still conceptualise CSE as CSEC (Beckett and Pearce, 

2017). 

In the UK, Lovett et al (2018) posits that since the Victorian times, the term commercial 

sexual exploitation of girls was linked with prostitution and this meant that the 

exchange of the sexual activity was consensual removing the element of abuse. 

Commercial sexual exploitation of young people was used for some years as an 

umbrella term to define CSE regardless of gender of victim but mostly ascribed to 

males as perpetrators (Montgomery-Devlin,2018). The emphasis was on the financial 

transactional aspect such as, exchange of sexual activities for money, or gifts in the 

exploitation (Melrose, 2013).  More so, derogatory terms such as prostituting were 

sometimes used to refer to CSEC (Ibid). Van Meeuwen et al (1998) postulated that 

the terms ‘commercial’ or ‘child sexual exploitation’ could be understood as substitutes 
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to grooming and denotes pimps as perpetrators. Despite this term being associated 

with males as perpetrators, male victims were deemed ‘rent boys’ and this language 

is now considered inappropriate and thinly used for boys paid for sex by men 

(McNaughton Nicholls, 2014).  

CSE was from 2018 categorised as CSA, eliminating the commercial perspective 

whilst acknowledging that CSE does not only occur through commercial means 

(Sharp-Jeffs, 2016; Kelly and Karsna, 2018). Hickel and Hallett (2016) concur that 

understanding of what is CSE has grown within the UK and globally. In view of this 

debate, what has changed is the terminology, but the act of exploitation has remained 

the same. Hallett (2017:84) posits that in spite of the difference in the terms CSE and 

CSEC, “what is common is a conception of sexual exploitation underpinned by a 

grooming model” which is common in the exploitation. Having discussed the issues of 

CSE and CSEC, the next sections explore the adopted definition of CSE in this study. 

1.6 Adopted definition of child sexual exploitation. 

Despite CSE not being a new phenomenon, there have been several international 

debates in relation to this issue and there has been a failure to come up with an all-

inclusive definition (Itzin, 2005). Along similar lines, Jago et al (2011) concluded that 

there is no ‘one model’ of how young people are sexually exploited and no ‘one 

method’ of coercion, and according to Shepherd and Lewis (2017), due to its hidden 

nature, it is difficult to define. CSE can be classified as a complex form of CA, hence 

making it difficult to come up with an accurate definition for it (Montgomery-Devlin, 

2008). It must be noted that the definition of SE of children is extremely contentious 

and as a result, different countries have adopted different interpretations (Shepherd 

and Lewis, 2017). Meanwhile, it can be argued that the definition of CSE should be 

broad and “if the definition is too narrow the incidence and prevalence figures become 

deflated and our full understanding of the problem diminishes” (McCrann, 2017:3). 

Instead, where the definition is broader and includes different types or classification of 

CSE, accurate data is more likely to be gathered (Alderson, 2019).  

This alone made it difficult to select a definition to use throughout this thesis. For the 

purpose of this study, the DfE definition (see section 1.2 above) was used as this was 

considered to be relevant to all the related literature and the UNCRC Article 34, the 

African Charter Article 27 and the United Nations’ definition in 2017. The study was 
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aware that globally, “there is currently no recognised definition of CSE, and many 

definitions still retain the commercial focus” (Kelly and Karsna, 2018:5). Whilst 

acknowledging that they are a myriad of definitions of CSE that are in existence and 

adopted by professionals in the UK, the generally accepted definition within 

organisations and professionals in the UK is the one introduced by the Department for 

Education (DfE) 2017. This definition seems to be more comprehensive and covers 

most areas of CSE such as the exchange of goods for sexual behaviours, including 

situations where a child does not have physical contact with the perpetrator but may 

be enticed through technology.  

1.7 Definition of a child 

Children’s laws all over the world are numerous and they are not homogeneous, 

making it difficult to come up with a single definition of a child (Sutherland, 2012). This 

has been rectified through the UNCRC which defines a child as “every human being 

to the age of 18 unless, under the law of his State, he has attained his majority earlier” 

(Bennett, 1987:4). Despite the UNCRC definition, it can be argued that there is no 

universally accepted definition of a child as different people categorise children and 

young people in accordance with their cultures (Kaul, 2002; Greig et al, 2013). It is 

more complicated to define a young person than define a child, even though there is 

a significant difference between those aged over 18 and children (Barrett, 1998). 

Pasura et al (2012:201) posit that “childhood is a theory that lies at the intersection of 

multiple frames of reference, context-specific definitions of childhood – what it means 

to be a child – have a direct impact on the way in which the issue of child SA is 

constructed and understood”. 

 Children from the age of 10 in England and Wales can be held criminally responsible 

for ‘violence’ or ‘abuse’ but it is still maintained that they are unable legally to consent 

to sexual activity or marriage (Melrose and Pearce, 2013).  

Having acknowledged the conundrum and complexity surrounding the definition of a 

child, I adopted a definition from the UNCRC 1989, the Children Act 1989 (UK), The 

Zimbabwe National Orphan Care Policy 1999 (Section 81) which all define a child as 

any person who is under the age of 18.  
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Meanwhile, Zimbabwe’s Children’s Act, adopted in 2001, stipulates that a child is any 

person under the age of 16, whilst a young person is any person aged between 16 

and 18 years. However, any person under the age of 18, according to the Children’s 

Act 2002, is defined as a minor and should be offered protection. Now that I have 

explored the definitions in this section, the next section will look at the focus of my 

study. 

1.8 Focus of the study 

The purpose of this phenomenological research presented here was to develop a 

greater understanding of the prevention of CSE more specifically paying attention to 

how this term is understood by individual SWs in both Harare and London. Moreover, 

the study covers the period from 1980 to 2019, drawing from the current and historical 

messages from government and researchers of CSE. The study also looks at various 

issues of policy and practice and seeks to identify some of the difficulties and problems 

faced by SWs who play a major role in the prevention of CSE. The core of this study 

seeks to explore whether policies are effectively reducing the rates of CSE in a 

developed country and a developing country. In line with a phenomenological study, 

a discussion was conducted with SWs from Harare and London who were involved in 

child protection. This would locate current positions of how SWs manage to work and 

protect children at risk of SE. Although there are elements of good practice, however, 

serious shortcomings and lack of practitioner awareness in recognising CSE still 

remains an issue (Reisel, 2017; Lefevre et al, 2017). The research questions driving 

the study are:  

(1) How do SWs in Harare and London interpret, understand and apply CSE policies 

and legislation?  

(2) What gendered norms/stereotypes affect understandings of CSE in the two cities?   

(3) How do SWs’ understandings, interpretation and gendered notions affect 

implementation of CSE policies and legislation to practice? 

1.9 Rationale and contribution of the study 

The Government remains fully committed to ensuring 

that all children in Zimbabwe and their families have 
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their rights fulfilled in line with national, regional and 

international requirements to which the country has 

committed itself (The Judicial Service Commission, 

2012:5) 

In Putting Children First (July 2016 UK) the 

Government set out its ambitions to support 

vulnerable children to lead safe and positive lives, to 

become successful adults and to have the kind of 

happy childhood that we want for all our children (DfE, 

2017:3). 

These two statements above indicate a commitment by both Zimbabwe and the UK to 

fight any form of CA and exploitation. This thesis predominantly focuses on CSE. The 

next section will focus on the choice of topic, contribution and rationale of the study. 

1.10 Choice of topic 

My choice of topic stemmed from a desire to work with people who are unable to 

advocate for themselves. Throughout my first-year placement of social work training, 

I acquired experience of working with vulnerable, unaccompanied asylum-seeking 

children from Africa and East Asia. Many had experienced episodes of SE before 

leaving their countries of origin, during transit, and after arriving in the UK. This 

prompted me to reflect on some of the practices I witnessed in Zimbabwe. My 

experiences as a SW led me to consider and question whether policies were effective 

in reducing the rates of SE. I looked at Munro’s views:  

Many professionals, in the past, have reflected on the 

climate of fear, blame and mistrust that seems to be 

endemic within the child protection. There is 

considerable evidence that the child protection system 

and SWs in particular are still portrayed very 

negatively in the media. This undermines public 

confidence in the profession and puts children at 

greater risk (Munro, 2011:12).   

The above statement resounds with Gibson (2014):  
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SWs operate within a complex environment where the 

failure to live up to expectations can lead to negative 

self-judgements or negative judgements from others, 

a sense of inadequacy and not feeling ‘good enough’ 

(Gibson, 2014:2). 

The above narratives clearly show that SWs are functioning under challenging 

circumstances with continuous scrutiny from the employer, community and the media. 

It is against this backdrop that I wanted to further explore the prevention and protection 

of children from CSE. I found selecting London and Harare to be convenient for my 

study since I had knowledge of complex issues within the protection of children in both 

countries. 

Having grown up in Zimbabwe where there is multiplicity of cultural disciplines 

operating within a backdrop of customary law, children are susceptible to all forms of 

abuse including SE. Zimbabwe is still patriarchal and because of such systems, 

children are victims of unequal distribution of power which makes them vulnerable to 

any form of SA (Petrowski and Fry, 2016). As well as the challenges of patriarchy, the 

ongoing deteriorating socio-economic environment in Zimbabwe has compromised 

the status of children, placing them in more vulnerable positions. There are reports of 

high rates of unemployment and increased poverty within families and in such 

situations, children are easily manipulated and coerced into ‘transactional sex’ thus 

being at high risks of contracting AIDS (HIV) (Nkala, 2014). Transactional sex “may 

involve remuneration in cash or kind given to the victim or to a third person or persons 

in exchange for sexual activity” (ECPAT International, 2014:4). This seems to reinforce 

the notion that there is a connection between poverty and CSE/CSA including 

maltreatment (Radford et al, 2015; Mushowe, 2018). However, Radford et al (2015:12) 

argue that the connection between “poverty and sexual abuse is less clear-cut than 

for other maltreatment types”.  

There is realisation within research that CSE has serious negative consequences and 

can be viewed as a human rights violation (Mitchell et al, 2017). This, therefore, means 

that if children are not protected from CSE, they will continue to be subjected to this 

inhuman degrading experience which is likely to continue increasing the spread of HIV 

among children and young people in Zimbabwe. Reports suggest that in most cases 
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children are persuaded and manipulated by perpetrators to have unprotected sex 

(ECPAT, 2014). 

As in Zimbabwe, the UK has seen an escalation of detection and reporting of CSE 

(DfE, 2018). Children in the UK can also be manipulated or pushed into ‘prostitution’ 

by poverty and other social factors. This echoes Pearce (2013) and Dodsworth (2013) 

who noted that poverty can leave some children vulnerable to CSE. However, contrary 

to Zimbabwe where systems are fluid and at times seem to promote CSE, such acts 

are taken seriously within the UK’s child protection system and perceived as abuse 

and exploitation. Nevertheless, there are challenges to the ways professionals in the 

UK respond to CSE since it does not fit the traditional view that interprets SA as mostly 

occurring within the family home (Beckett et al, 2017). In addition, there is 

acknowledgement that professionals lack the skills and knowledge needed to 

recognise sexually exploited children and young people and at times ignore or 

stigmatize those reporting CSE (Reisel, 2017).   

The UK child protection system still has failings as witnessed in Rotherham (Jay, 2014) 

and other parts of the country, this will be explored further in chapter 2. Research in 

the UK revealed controversy surrounding the misconceptions and confusion around 

consent, especially with children who are aged 16 and above.  

These issues influenced my decision to explore the topic of this research in detail. It 

is important to note that there are up to date statistics or databases of CSE cases in 

the UK whereas in Zimbabwe there is no centralised database or coordinated reporting 

system in place, with some cases often settled out of court (McCrann, 2017). However, 

it is acknowledged that the pervasiveness of CSE often makes it difficult to have 

credible data and statistics even in the UK (Berelowitz et al, 2012). The prevalence of 

CSE in both countries will be explored later in this thesis. In order to explore these 

differences, it was necessary for my study to include SWs from the two capital cities, 

Harare and London.  

1.11 Contribution of the research study 

On reviewing literature, I found there were existing gaps. For example, UK authors 

such as Webb and Oram (2015) and Khwali et al (2016) and Zimbabwe Mantula and 

Saloojee (2016) had not included the voice of SWs in relation to the way they 
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conceptualise, interpret and understand CSE, policies and legislation in their 

respective countries. My research addresses this gap, bringing new knowledge to both 

literature and practice. Hence, the value of this research lies in its potential contribution 

to giving a voice to SWs. I realised that Zimbabwe has adopted social work practices 

from the UK, such as remedial and case work types of intervention without taking into 

consideration that the country’s contexts, including culture and systems of 

governance, are different, (this will be discussed in detail later in chapter 2). The 

weakness of using a remedial type of approach1 to social work is that it does not trace 

the root cause of the problem (Dziro, 2013).  

This method of social work intervention does not give sufficient attention to social 

contexts but assumes that the individual is to blame for their problems, when in fact 

many problems are caused by the environment (Dominelli et al, 2016). Due to current 

economic decline, Zimbabwe has considered dropping its social work strategy “which 

over the years has proved to be particularly costly” (Chogugudza, 2009:3). Moreover, 

the Zimbabwe social work model “has failed to adapt to the fast-changing nature of 

the profession in keeping with globalisation” (Chogugudza, 2017:81). I was also aware 

that the social work practice in Zimbabwe was generic as opposed to the UK system 

where there are specialist teams for childcare (Chogugudza, 2017). Meanwhile, in the 

UK, some areas try to use a developmental model of social work approach (Gray, 

2017) which focuses on social change and applies various forms of approaches 

including social development, advocacy, lobbying, social and judicial activism, social 

mobilisation and people’s participation (Pawar et al, 2015).  

These approaches do not perceive participants as dormant but as part of the solution 

to the problem (Ibid). The differences between these theoretical approaches are likely 

to contribute to the body of knowledge regarding the prevention of CSE in different 

geographical settings. This means that Harare’s SWs would probably benefit from 

having knowledge of systems that are applied in London for intervention and protection 

of children from SE, whilst London’s SWs might gain from acquiring information 

regarding the weaknesses and failings that can occur when a remedial approach is 

applied. Zimbabwe has a pluralistic legal system with common law operating parallel 

to customary law. The two systems seem to contradict each other, with customary law 
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overlooking elements of CSE and its promotion within some cultural norms. Many 

people have taken advantage of the inconsistency of the law to abuse children and 

justify child marriages (The Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO, 2013).  

The negative position of customary law is its failure to have a stipulated minimum age 

for marriage. Some of the failures include child pledging, the process where a child is 

given in marriage to an older person in exchange for material goods such as food and 

money (Muyengwa, 2014).  

Children are manipulated and promised good lives, but the adults (parents/caregivers) 

will receive gifts in the form of a bride price. According to several studies conducted in 

Zimbabwe, there are no accurate records on the exact number of child marriages, as 

many of them are not registered and the ages of the girls may be falsified (International 

Planned Parenthood Federation, 2006:11). In fact, child marriage, in Zimbabwe, is 

widespread, with some estimating that about 8,000 girls were forced into early 

marriages since 2008 (Sibanda, 2011). Such practices have shaped and perpetuated 

gender inequality, resulting in male domination and female subordination within some 

cultures in Zimbabwe (Kambarami, 2006). Despite family consenting, child marriage, 

according to ECPAT (2014), is a form of CSE where a child is used for sexual purposes 

in exchange for goods or payment in cash.  

Universally, it is recognised that CSA/CSE of this nature has a significant negative 

impact on the lives of children (Konopka, 2015). Invariably, the protection of children 

from CSE should be viewed as everyone’s business (ECPAT, 2012; DfE, 2017). 

Traditional chiefs, who are custodians of custom and tradition, are supposed to be 

upholders of policies that protect children, but they, and government officials, have 

supported the practice of underage marriages. While the Zimbabwean Constitution 

defines any person under the age of 18 as a child, contrary, the customary law does 

not deter marriages of girls aged 12 years and over, as well as not have a stipulated 

age of sexual consent for both boys and girls (Dzimiri, 2017; Masinire, 2016). Thus, 

even though the child’s consent is needed before consummating the marriage, the 

child will be exceptionally young to marry and young to consent (Muronda, 1989).  

This demonstrates how the customary law and the common law conflict although both 

of them are recognised in Zimbabwe (Ibid). It is against this backdrop, that traditional 

and community leaders in Zimbabwe have been tasked with applying appropriate 
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responses and promoting the prevention of CSE/CSA in their communities using 

community awareness and grassroots campaigns (Zimbabwe Judicial Service 

Commission, 2012). Whilst traditional and community leaders have been mandated to 

carry out this task, the common law in Zimbabwe which is Eurocentric is criticised for 

its inability to empower these traditional leaders (Shambare and Kurasha, 2020). 

However, the traditional norms and values are perceived to have mechanisms that 

prevent CSA/CSE (Ibid). Questions still remain on whether society should continue to 

encourage such negative practices in the face of Human Rights standards, which 

discourage and condemn underage marriages. It is necessary that children under 

these conditions need advocacy from professionals to ensure their voices are heard 

and there is change in the way children are protected (Masinire, 2016).  

It shows that the social systems in Zimbabwe do not place enough weight on the 

protection of children from any form of abuse including SE. In view of this, tradition is 

expected to change and conform to international laws that protect the rights of all 

children (Sibanda, 2011). This study contributes to an understanding of these parallel 

systems and my hope is that authorities and scholars will be able to critically look at 

ways of improving policies, legislation and practice. In these sections of I have 

discussed the contribution of the study and the next section will discuss social factors 

and different conceptual meaning of CSE. 

1.12 Social factors and different conceptual meanings of child sexual 

exploitation 

“Culture is a society’s common fund of beliefs and behaviours, and its concepts of how 

people should conduct themselves” (World Health Organisation 2002:59). It can be 

postulated that culture helps define the generally accepted principles of what can be 

defined as CSE. Therefore, different cultures have different ways of defining what 

constitutes exploitation. One lesson drawn from this study is that what may seem to 

be SE in London will not necessarily have a similar conceptual translation in Harare. 

In that sense, this research brings out cultural elements that define the role of SWs in 

Zimbabwe when protecting children from SE.  

Despite cultural practices regarding CSE being different from country to country, the 

universal agreement is that children should be accorded full protection from abuse 

(see the Lanzarote agreement Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of 
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Children against SE and SA, 2007). Therefore, social work in Zimbabwe is expected 

to comply with these international policies and conventions.  

However, it must be noted that “re-orientation is unlikely to be successful if it is done 

superficially without shaking the patriarchal and cultural roots that shape the values of 

practitioners” (Chikunda, 2016:11). My preposition is that marrying children to older 

men is part of the cultural practice socially accepted in Zimbabwe as opposed to the 

Anglo-Saxon environments which protect children from such marriages. Similarly, 

forced marriages are prevalent in some sections of society in the UK (Gutierrez and 

Chawla, 2017). Some groups who have migrated to the UK have maintained their non-

Eurocentric cultures. This thesis is consequently going to reveal the cultural factors 

that hinder effective social work intervention to CSE. It is my understanding that the 

thesis findings will inform SWs and scholars about some of the flaws in practice that 

can occur as a result of such systems. The comparative element of the study will be 

discussed in the following section. 

1.13 Comparative element between a developing and developed country 

Another issue noted during my literature review was that my research is the first study 

that begins to consider SWs’ interpretation of CSE, policy and legislation between 

Zimbabwe, a ‘developing’ and UK, a ‘developed’ country. Since my study is to some 

extent comparative in nature, the most important contribution is that new knowledge 

generated from analysis of data will help inform the government and authorities in 

Zimbabwe on best practice, with the possibility of adopting the international standards 

of CSE protection requirements. My research will be able to bring new insights to other 

scholars and researchers in both countries with the opportunity to enhance their 

understanding of some of the differences in practice between a developing and a 

developed country. In the next sections the study looks at prevalence of CSE globally, 

in the UK and in Zimbabwe. 

1.14 Prevalence of child sexual exploitation (Global data)  

As highlighted before, any child can be a victim of CSE and child sexual violence 

(CSV). According to data, it is assumed that girls are more susceptible and at higher 

risk of CSE (OAK Foundation and Together for Girls, The Equality Institute, 2019). 

Feminist researchers have claimed that SE/CSE is informed by patriarchal structures 

and gender plays a pivotal role in the process of the exploitation and abuse (Brown, 
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2019:629). Due to this, patriarchal structural settings have tended to negate the fact 

that boys can also be abused and exploited. This has been reinforced by undertones 

from policymakers, practitioners, researchers and the media whose focus was 

primarily inclined towards female victims (McNaughton Nicholls et al, 2014). It is 

important to note that measuring the exact prevalence scale has always posed 

problems and many researchers such as Cockbain et al, (2015), Mantula and Saloojee 

(2016), Beckett et al, (2017) and Muridzo, (2018) accepted that the exact figures of 

exploited/abused children are unknown.  

Murray et al (2015) noted that provision of reliable statistics of the prevalence of 

CSE/CSA can be difficult due to several methodological problems. These include 

variations in definitions of CSE/CSA, the age factor and definition of child (where 

SE/SA takes place between two children), and the understanding of practitioners of 

what constitute CSE/CSA. Parke and Karsna (2019) argue that taking CSE as CSA is 

something that has recently come into being and therefore there have been some 

inconsistencies in the way CSE is recorded and responded to. They further point out 

that in the UK, “some authorities have designed a specific CSE flag, and others 

manage it as ‘business as usual’ under broad safeguarding and child protection 

categories” (Ibid:5). In Sub-Saharan Africa, until recently there has not been significant 

attention paid to CSE/CSA. Additionally, in Africa as a whole, the subject of CSA/CSE 

has been largely neglected in research and extraordinarily little data is available.  

There is recognition that the majority of peer reviewed research about CSA in African 

countries is mostly found in South Africa (Lalor, 2004). With reference to the above, I 

suggest that lack of accurate data may be detrimental to the protection of children from 

SE and SA. There is also a possibility that practitioners may miss a lot of children who 

are at risk of exploitation and abuse. This may make it difficult to determine which 

geographical spatial areas are having the highest rates of exploited/abused children. 

Indeed, there have been some organisations and researchers who have tried hard to 

collate some statistics regarding prevalence. Globally, it is estimated that 120 million 

(1 in 10) girls below the age of 20 are deemed to have been subjected to a form of 

coerced or forced sexual contact, sexual intercourse or manipulated into engaging in 

other sexual performances at particular period of their lives (UNICEF, 2018 and Kumar 

et al, 2017). Africa was reported as having the highest rate of SA (34.4%) and Europe 

having the lowest rate at 9.2% (Mantula and Saloojee, 2016).  
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In their report, the Oak foundation and Together for The Equality Institute (2019) noted 

that estimates for global statistics for boys are still not available. Radford et al (2017) 

notes that in high income countries girls reporting rates of SA are approximately 3 

times higher than those of boys. In an analysis of data collected from 24 high and 

middle-income countries CSV was between 8%-31% for girls and 3% - 17% for male 

children (OAK Foundation and Together for Girls, The Equality Institute, 2019:13). On 

the other hand, the number of online SA cases appears to be increasing. Revelations 

from the Internet Watch Foundation in 2016, showed that globally 57,335 webpages 

were found containing CSA images/videos showing an increase of 60% from the 

preceding year. 

1.14.1 Prevalence of child sexual exploitation (Zimbabwe) 

It has been reported that CSE/CSA in Zimbabwe is on the rise despite there being 

much debate about this phenomenon. In a Research study by Petrowski and Fry 

(2016) the results showed that overall rates found in different countries in Africa were 

12% to 44% for boys and 15% to 53% for girls. Laccino (2014) in her report “Top five 

countries on child abuse”, Zimbabwe was rated to be among the top countries with 

highest rates of CSA occurrences globally. A report from the Zimbabwe Republic 

Police further cemented this view by revealing that more than one hundred girls are 

sexually exploited every day (Nyamanhindi, 2014). Additional revelations from The 

Home Office (2018:19) show that in Zimbabwe SA is extensive, especially against 

girls, and about “22 women are raped daily, translating to almost one woman being 

sexually abused every hour”.  

However, like the UK, research conducted by Zimbabwe National Council for the 

Welfare of Children in 2016, acknowledged that the enormity of the prevalence of CSE 

in Zimbabwe is difficult to quantify due to inadequate data and proper monitoring 

systems (Mwashita et al, 2016:2). Despite this, statistics collected from other non-profit 

agencies, such as ChildLine Zimbabwe, have indicated that in general there is an 

increase in the number of sexually exploited children below the age of eighteen. An 

economic crisis can result in many people living under poor conditions and according 

to Muridzo and Malianga (2015:50) “poverty is an underlying factor” which can expose 

children to CSE. Again, this fact is demonstrated by The Zimbabwe Demographic and 

Health Survey (ZDHS) report of 2010, which indicated that the country’s prevailing 
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economic and political crisis have pushed families to abuse children’s rights, mainly 

the girl child (Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZNSA) Harare, 2012).  

This resonates with a GoZ briefing paper on ending child marriages. This states that 

collected data shows that between 2009 and 2014, female teenage marriage (15-19 

years) was on the rise, from 21% to 25% with higher rates in rural areas than in towns 

(Parliament of Zimbabwe, 2017). The argument is that being in positions of socially 

and economic marginalization can increase vulnerability causing girls to be sexually 

exploited (Cooney and Rogowski 2017). In their report of life experiences of 

adolescents, ZNSA (2011) and Shamu (2019:2) showed that a third of female children 

(32.5%) and 1 in 10 males (8.9%) go through sexual violence before the age of 18 

years. To demonstrate the variations in the number of CSE cases, Petrowski and Fry 

(2016) indicated that in Zimbabwe, there were less numbers of boys (5.6%) as 

compared to 1 in 5 girls (20.2%) aged between the age of 18-24 reported having 

experienced unwanted sexual contact before reaching 18 years.  

Even though Zimbabwe has a well-structured legal and regulatory framework to 

protect children from CSE, its commitment to implement policies and legislation is still 

lacking (Mantula and Saloojee, 2016). Based on this, children continue to be sexually 

exploited. However, there are minimal social work interventions to address this 

problem, particularly in the Department of Social Welfare which is the largest employer 

of SWs in Zimbabwe (Muchacha and Matsika, 2017). It is based on this view that 

Research in Practice (2017) impresses on the need for professionals to have the ability 

to identify and respond to various manifestations of CSE.  

1.14.2 Prevalence of child sexual exploitation (UK)  

As highlighted before, there is lack of accurate data on the prevalence throughout the 

UK, and available data only shows cases brought to the attention of the authorities 

(Chase and Statham, 2004; Beckett, 2011). This is indeed a small proportion of the 

true extent of the issue (Allnock, 2010). Although statistics can be available, “they do 

not distinguish between those occurring within the context of SE and those occurring 

in other contexts'' (Beckett, 2011:7). Most studies in the UK, according to McClelland 

and Newell (2013), are from local research projects including voluntary agencies, such 

as NSPCC and Barnardo’s, that support sexually exploited children and young people. 
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However, “there is realisation that major public inquiries have similarly struggled to be 

able to assess what is a representative sample” for CSA (Delap, 2018:17).  

According to Allnock et al (2015:15), at the time of an audit carried out in 2007, “only 

one national prevalence study of abuse and maltreatment had been carried out in the 

UK” by Cawson et al in 2000. The study by Cawson et al highlighted that 11% of the 

young people in their sample aged between 18 and 24 had experienced contact SA 

(Cawson et al, 2000). The home office in 2006 estimated that nearly 5000 children 

under the age of 18 had experienced CSE although it was acknowledged this figure 

was likely not to represent the actual total (Sen, 2017). In Phase 1 of Berelowitz et al’s 

(2013) inquiry, it was disclosed that there were 112 groups/networks and 16 suspected 

street gangs involved in CSE. 2,409 were known victims and 16,500 were at risk of 

CSE. Nonetheless, there is acknowledgement that “technology has become a primary 

medium for child CSA and CSE” but the number of cases is unknown (Perkins et al, 

2018:6).  

Information from the CEOP (2013) revealed that 1,145 reports of online abuse were 

received from members of the public. This showed a fall of online CSE reports by over 

a quarter between 2011 and 2012. The majority of children reported to be victims were 

between the ages of 13 and 14 years and were female (see Fig 1). Meanwhile, the 

referrals for internet related CSE cases showed that the National Crime Agency was 

receiving from the industry (internet service providers) around 400 per month in 2010 

and 4,075 in 2016, with 500–750 reports per month being received from the public 

(Kelly and Karsna, 2018:50). 

                                        Fig 1 

              Victims of online CSE 2011-2012: (Adopted from CEOP 2013) 

Age Range % of OCSE reporting 

2011 

% of OCSE reporting 

2012 

<10 14 8 

11-12 27 26 

13- 14 36 35 

15-16 23 22 

>16 0 5 
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Male  21 17 

Female 79 80 

 

Between 2012 and 2013, police records indicated a total of 22,654 sexual offences 

against children in the UK (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2013). Of these 

offences, 373 were related to sexual grooming, 176 to abuse through prostitution or 

pornography, and 70 to trafficking for SE. Over the past decade, the collation of data 

has been done “through criminal justice, health and social welfare organisations'' and 

exploited young persons who go missing from home, absconding from school, abusing 

substance and are delinquent or assaulted who come into contact with these services 

(McClelland et al, 2013:250). The other factors that affect accurate data, according to 

Kelly and Karsna (2018:46), include current data not differentiating abuse that is 

reported by victims and those who support them “from cases that are identified by 

professionals and agencies''. More so, there is a lack of specific numbers of identified 

victims within the criminal justice data. They note that in many areas, only a single 

major concern relating to a child can be recorded for child protection plans and this is 

not updated if SA emerges later in the process.  

Prevalence figures are mostly based on estimates and these can be classed into two 

different strands: “the number of children/young people reported and recorded in 

official terms as already being subject to CSE; and the number of children/young 

people who are at risk of CSE” (Sen, 2017:8). Both categories reflect uncertainty and 

lack of accuracy when it comes to verifying definitive records of CSE. They are 

problems with these classifications for example, the number of children reported and 

recorded in official terms as already being subject to CSE can be inaccurate due to 

how practitioners and agencies report and make decisions. For instance, peer-on-peer 

types of SE can occur through the opposite gender or same sex and take place in 

schools or local areas, making it difficult for professionals to detect it as they can 

misinterpret this to be normal childhood relationships (Heal and Gladman, 2017).  

Furthermore, sex profiles of victims and perpetrators are not consistently recorded and 

data regarding relationships of perpetrators with victims and the length of the abuse is 

weak, lacking clear information on whether they are single, multiple or serial offenders 

(Kelly and Karsna, 2018). For example, trafficked children for SE are exploited in 
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different places such as hotels, private accommodation, sauna and massage 

establishments, online and many other locations (Brodie and Pearce, 2012; 

Barnardo’s, 2014). More so, there is a common misapprehension by people that 

perpetrators of CSE are adults (Ibid). Scott et al (2019:11) indicated that research has 

demonstrated that “66% of cases of CSA and approximately 25% of cases of CSE are 

perpetrated by young people under 18 years of age”. Meanwhile, Jay (2014:83) in a 

report for the Rotherham inquiry, indicated that there was a ‘high prevalence of young 

women being coerced and abused through prostitution’.  

From 66 case files in a randomised sample of 19 current and 19 historic cases, it was 

proved in 95% of the files sampled that children were victims of CSE (Ibid). Barnardo’s 

indicated that in 2014, they had worked with 2,118 victims of CSE in 40 locations 

across the UK and this figure was almost double the number of children they had 

worked with in 2010 (Barnardo’s, 2015). There have been recent serious cases of 

children being at risk and vulnerable to CSA. For example, data collected by police in 

2017 showed that: 

the number of sexual offences against children aged 

under 16 in England and Wales more than doubled 

between 2013 and 2017, increasing from 24,085 to 

53,496. This increase is likely to be due, at least in 

part, to an increased willingness of victims and 

survivors to come forward, and to improved recording 

of sexual offences by the police (Jay et al, 2018:13). 

According to the National Crime Agency (NCA), statistics from the Home Office show 

that 47,224 sexual crimes were committed against children under the age of sixteen 

between April 2016 and March 2017. This showed an increase of 15%, and actual 

figures are greater than those recorded in official statistics. Meanwhile, in Northern 

Ireland, sexual offences on under 18’s during the same period increased by 4% to 

1,875 when compared to the previous year. Scotland had an estimated 8%, equivalent 

to 4,762 crimes (NCA, 2018). More so, statistics ending March 2018 highlighted 14546 

crimes of CSE in crimes in England and Wales (NSPCC, 2019). It is, however, 

acknowledged that data differs between each police force but is expected to improve 
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with time (Ibid). Meanwhile, the number of children trafficked for purposes of SE 

continues to rise from 1,278 in 2016 to 6,993 in 2018.  

The potential victims were submitted to the National Referral Mechanism, the current 

system for identifying victims of trafficking and modern slavery (NCA, 2019). By the 

end of March 2019, records from the police in England and Wales revealed 73,260 

sexual offences where the victims were children. In England 2,230 children were under 

a child protection plan compared to 120 in Wales (ONS, 2020). I suggest that this 

could mean that there are less children on the child protection plan as compared to 

the numbers of highlighted sexual offences which may mean that further interrogation 

into this issue is required. Despite current statistics, it can be argued that these figures 

do not reflect accurate prevalence rates since CSA/CSE remains hidden and officials 

are sometimes unable to uncover it from some sections of society, for example those 

from minority ethnic groups and oftentimes their figures are underrepresented (Parke 

and Karsna, 2019.  

With professionals failing to apply child protection processes to young people and 

children who are at risk of SE, prevalence, according to Ofsted (2014), is difficult to 

understand despite some places having experienced high-profile cases. In view of the 

above, this study set out to investigate the awareness, interpretation and 

understanding levels of SWs about the various forms of SE perpetrated against 

children. The above sections have focused on the prevalence of CSE and the next 

section will explore the relevance of social work to practice in protecting children from 

CSE,  

1.15 Relevance of social work practice to child sexual exploitation 

The involvement of SWs in child protection issues is unequivocally essential since they 

have a statutory responsibility to protect children and as such, they pull together 

different professionals to protect children. SWs can be seen as the cement that 

connects and brings together multiagency working (CareKnowledge, 2020). In terms 

of protecting children from CSE, “SWs are well placed to lead and coordinate such 

responses, particularly if there are adequate and effective resources in place (Hayes 

and Unwin, 2016:1)”. It is important to note is that SWs deal with complex cases and 

their role is to provide advice “to some of the most vulnerable people in society and 

make decisions and judgements that have profound effects on people’s lives'' 
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(Thomas, 2010:37). Due to the nature of the social work profession and varying 

systems in different settings, it can be argued that there is no universally agreed 

definition of social work. The following is a definition from the international Federation 

of SWs: 

Social work is a practice-based profession and an 

academic discipline that promotes social change and 

development, social cohesion, and the empowerment 

and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, 

human rights, collective responsibility and respect for 

diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by 

theories of social work, social sciences, humanities 

and indigenous knowledge, social work engages 

people and structures to address social challenges 

and enhance well-being (International Federation of 

SWs, 2014) 

It is my strong belief that social work, though not the absolute solution to all the CSE 

problems emerging globally, has some answers to most of them. Social work can 

therefore be a tool for addressing CSE and influencing social change. It can also be 

viewed as “a helping profession that aims to assist people, so they are able to assist 

themselves through the use of various techniques, skills, theories and methods” 

(Kurevakwesu, 2017:2). CSE is characterised by uncertainty and complexity, hence 

SWs need to intervene in more successful ways to effectively support children (Palmer 

and Foley, 2016).  

However, there are arguments that social work in Zimbabwe has been influenced by 

Western types of “social work principles that seem alien to African contexts” 

(Mabvurira, 2018:1). For example, “the social work principle of individualisation is 

unAfrican as it promotes individualism and yet life in Africa is communal” (Mabvurira, 

2018:1).  

These imported models neither provide sufficient 

responses to contemporary challenges in society nor 

do they effectively meet the sociocultural realities in 

these contexts. Hence, the core of the struggle for 
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indigenization of social work in African contexts lies in 

the search for culturally relevant education and 

practice (Spitzer, 2017:571). 

It is my argument that such ideological differences to the social work approach 

between the Western and African culture identifies challenges and may require further 

exploration. Maybe, African SWs should be equipped with Afrocentric knowledge in 

order to be more effective in the African settings. This means there is a need to 

improve and professionalise practices that were originally in place before the 

introduction of the Eurocentric philosophy (Mabvurira, 2018). Faced with the perennial 

problems presented by CSE, social work intervention should move beyond the general 

traditional approach and assume robust, complimentary, proactive, developmental 

approaches (Muridzo, 2014). To explore what some of the African context is, I explain 

below the Ubuntu African philosophy and some of the ‘cultural practices’ that influence 

behaviours.   

1.16 The African philosophy Ubuntu 

Ubuntu is an African philosophy that places emphasis on ‘being human through other 

people’. It has been succinctly reflected in the phrase ‘I am because of who we all are’ 

(Mugumbate and Nyanguru, 2013). It can also be translated as ‘I am because we are, 

and I am human because I belong’, which underpins and reinforces oneness, 

promotion of intense humanness, caring, sharing, respect, compassion and 

associated values, ensuring a happy and qualitative human (Samkange and 

Samkange, 1980; Konyana, 2013; Ndoda and Sikwila, 2014). More so, Ubuntu 

involves “a moral obligation to be concerned for the good of others, in terms of both 

one’s sympathetic emotional reactions towards other people and one’s helpful 

behaviour towards them” (Komparic, 2015: 608). It is also instrumental in promoting 

social cohesion, managing peace and order for the good life of everyone in society 

and this includes strangers (Ibid).  

Bastian et al (2013:156) reminds us that the concept of Ubuntu believes that “When I 

dehumanise you, I inexorably dehumanise myself”. In view of this, the argument is 

whether or not molesting innocent children, in one’s desire for happiness, can 

constitute a rational act by a rational human being (Makuvaza, 2014). The challenge 

is how to promote the ideals of Ubuntu in a way that can promote the protection of 
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children from any form of SA. It is not enough to just look at children as vulnerable and 

yet leave them susceptible to abuse and exploitation (Lombe and Ochumbo, 2017). 

However, SWs have mediating influences and cultural values such as Ubuntu which 

may provide guiding principles on how to work with children (Hope and van Wyk, 

2018). Moreso,  

given social work’s emphasis on using strengths 

perspectives, i.e. those broader frames that 

deliberately look for and build on the strengths of 

clients and client systems, one is more inclined to 

think that social work practice with children in Africa 

should, as a matter of principle, engage with Ubuntu 

Mugumbate and Chereni, 2019: 28). 

Although the principles of Ubuntu enhance rather than conflict with human rights, in 

Zimbabwe, Ubuntu is largely dysfunctional due to corruption which has affected 

conventional organizations and law enforcement agencies (Ndondo, 2016). It has 

been argued that some of the values of Ubuntu can weaken societies. For example, 

this philosophy entrenches loyalty values which can subject the abused to a 

conspiracy of silence about the abusive relationship (Mesatywa, 2009; Mugumbate 

and Nyanguru, 2013).  

 

1.17 Examples of harmful cultural practices in Zimbabwe  

Kuzvarira is a cultural practice in Zimbabwe which can be translated as child pledging 

(Chitereka, 2010). It is viewed as CSE as there is an element of coercion of the girl 

who is taken (Mawere, 2012). This practice marries off a child, an underage girl 

(sometimes as young as 8 or from birth), without their consent, to rich men who already 

have another wife/wives in exchange for money, food and other material possessions. 

Pledging the child guarantees the girl’s family a good life, hence eliminating future 

economic deprivation (Mawere, 2012).   

Chiramu is a practice in which a brother/sister-in-law can sexually touch and indecently 

assault his/her young and unmarried sister/brother-in-law, under the guise of and in 

the confidence that he/she too is his/her husband/wife (The Zimbabwe Human Rights 
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NGO, 2002). Although this is CSE embedded in cultural practice, a man is purported 

as engaging in a ‘joking/friendly relationship’ with his younger sister-in-law, also often 

resulting in pregnancies and subsequent forced marriage to remedy the resulting 

situation (UNICEF, 2010). Many children have been abused as a result but most of 

these offences have gone unreported (Muronda, 1989).  

Chimutsa maphfihwa is another part of cultural practice that has left many girls 

vulnerable to SE. Murthy and Smith (2010) describe this as ‘wife inheritance’ where a 

girl is expected to replace her deceased aunt or sister. The process involves emotional 

and physical duress on the part of the child who is obliged to protect the legacy of the 

family (Chinyoka and Naidu, 2013). In completing this practice, it is believed that spirits 

are appeased or settle long-standing disputes between families. Girls are not only 

given to husbands when their sister or aunt dies but can also be given away when 

their sister or aunt fails to conceive (UNICEF, 2010). 

Another cultural practice that continues to promote CSE is the use of girls in paying 

off avenging spirits. This is commonly known as Ngozi in Zimbabwe. In their opinion, 

Magezi and Myambo (2011) view Ngozi/avenging spirits as one of the most feared 

spirits across most cultures in Zimbabwe. Murthy and Smith (2010) stated that Ngozi 

is a cultural practice in which a girl is given as compensation for the death of a man 

caused by her family. On reaching puberty, the girl is forced to have sex with male 

members to beget a male member who was killed by her family. The girl must be a 

virgin and the common belief is that if the avenging spirit is not paid off, it will cause 

deaths of many family members (UNICEF, 2010). I now turn to explore the way some 

assumptions about age globally and in both the UK and Zimbabwe impact on 

interpretation of policy.  

1.18 Ambiguities in global policy and legislation in both UK and Zimbabwe  

Complications are caused by mixed messages carried out in different policies and 

legislation regarding age criteria and this may end up confusing children who are 

between the ages of 16 and 18, who may not understand whether they are adults or 

still considered as children (McLaughlin, 2015). Some authors have cited that there 

are some ambiguities within the definition of a child within Article 2 of the UNCRC. For 

example, Edelson (2001:489) argues that “the UNCRC (UN Convention) defines 18 
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as the age of majority but does not preclude countries from establishing a lower 

threshold”. Such conceptions are further evidenced by the continued debate within the 

law/policy in both Zimbabwe and the UK, as in some areas including the age of sexual 

consent (SC) in both countries is 16 years. Therefore, a sexually exploited 17-year-

old girl will fall into an unclearly defined situation, somewhere between exploitation 

and consent, childhood and maturity (Manion, 2006).  

In general translation, consent is an act of will, more so, “a competence to freely 

exercise one's will” (Lowenkron,2015:230). However, as previously cited, young 

people are still considered to be children under the Children Act 1989 and 2004 (UK) 

and the Criminal and Evidence Act 2006 (Zimbabwe). More so, they are viewed as 

vulnerable to SE from adults (DCSF, 2009; COPAC, 2013). Any adult who engages in 

sexual activity with a child in this age group, even with the consent of the child, still 

remains guilty of exploitation (Mutangi et al, 2017). The age of SC should therefore be 

seen as the “Age of Liability” for the perpetrator, contrary to being regarded as an age 

at which children are seen as able to consent (Gillespie and Ost, 2016).  

Meanwhile, Edelson (2001) argues that varying ages of consent from one country to 

another can result in prosecution problems as those involved can use consent in their 

defence depending on the country in which the incident has occurred. Despite some 

societies forbidding adult-child relationships, Ritzer (2004) noted that in some 

countries, it is within the law for adults to marry, cohabit with or date a child who is 

below the age of 18 years. I propose that this places children within those societies at 

high risk of SE.  

There is a need for practitioners, parents, society and children to have a clear 

knowledge of what SC means. Melrose and Pearce (2013) have argued that most 

young people are groomed through false promises of love and making them feel 

special which results in coerced consent. Therefore, it is necessary to have a full 

knowledge of different kinds of consent to SE which are normalised consent, survival 

consent, condoned consent and coerced consent (see Pearce, 2013). 

1.19 Context of the language used for purposes of the study 

Language matters; it both reflects and can inform 

attitudes. The use of inappropriate language can act 
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as a significant barrier to protecting young people from 

CSE (Webb and Oram, 2015:16). 

The above statement reminds us that it is essential to note that the language we apply 

is particularly important in depicting how an issue is constructed, understood and 

responded to in practice (Pearce, 2009). Furthermore, the behaviour of people is 

based on their perception of what reality is rather than on reality itself (Schneider et 

al, 2005). This means that various definitions of CSE can create inconsistent 

approaches by agencies and voluntary organisations (Drummond and Nacro, 2018). 

From the context of this study, terms such as prostitute, commercial SE, ‘pimp’, 

‘punter’ and sex workers were considered to be inappropriate, discriminatory, labelling 

and humiliating when applied to children (Davidson, 2005; Manion 2006).  

Despite negative labelling, terms such as ‘young sex worker’ have in the past been 

used by practitioners and those working in the field, who were supposed to alleviate 

the stigma that was attached to young people involved in SE (Melrose 2004). In this 

study, I acknowledged that most published research for CSE relates to young people 

as exploited. Sometimes this is seen as being exploited through prostitution (Chase 

and Statham, 2005). My study recognises that SE of children is a child protection 

issue. Referencing CSE as ‘child prostitution’ removes the legitimacy of the abuse as 

oftentimes, there is an implication that children freely make choices to sell sex 

(Barnardo’s, 2014).  

Such assumptions expose children to further exploitation as professionals may fail to 

protect them (see Rochdale Borough Safeguarding Children Board, 2013). More so, 

labels such as ‘moral danger’ and ‘corruption’ in reference to sexual behaviour or 

vulnerability of children have created the worst images and increased stigmatisation 

of children (Melrose and Barrett, 2004). According to Beckett and Pearce (2017:10), 

“the 1980s and 1990s witnessed increasing discomfort in child protection circles with 

the application of the term prostitution to those under 18 years of age”. Campaigns in 

the UK and internationally to stop the use of such terms on children have been 

successful (Ibid). These campaigns have witnessed British MPs, such as Coffey, 

advocating for the removal of the word prostitution from legislation (Coffey, 2014). 

Researchers from children’s charities have also been pushing for the use of new 

terminology which promotes the protection of children from SE (see Scott and 
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Skidmore, 2006). As a result of this advocacy, the Serious Crime Act 2015 changed 

the terminology from ‘child prostitution’ to CSE.  

Nevertheless, “the shift in language from ‘child prostitution’ to CSE represents a 

significant change in understanding” (Lovett et al, 2018:32). More so, this shows that 

there is recognition that there is a difference between an adult and a child’s world 

(Chase and Statham, 2005). Changing previous language for intervention and 

adapting to new terminology of SE has caused greater confusion and some 

professionals have struggled to define their understanding of SE (Melrose, 2010). As 

awareness of children and young people’s abuse through prostitution increased, the 

language of ‘exploitation’ became firmly ‘fixed’, and almost unshakeable, in 

practitioners’ and policymakers’ discourse (Ibid). Like in the UK, in Zimbabwe children 

who are sexually exploited are referred to as prostitutes in some pieces of legislation, 

and professionals including newspapers still use this language in their practice 

(Mushowe, 2018).  

More so, a few individuals who managed to carry out research in this field have used 

such terms as individual ‘voluntary’ child prostitution. They have even emphasised that 

child prostitution is the prevalent type of abuse in Zimbabwe (see Mushowe, 2018). 

Law enforcement agencies and magistrates “tend to look at children in sex work with 

a biased lens and are likely to acquit the perpetrator” (Nyakurerwa, 2016: xii). It is 

argued that this behaviour is attributed to the attitudes of professionals who need to 

recognise that child prostitution is a form of child sexual victimisation, not child 

deviance (Ibid). The essence of my argument is that such identities and language are 

shaped by patriarchal social systems (Nyambi, 2015). The use of terms such as 

‘children selling sex’ negatively portray children instead of protecting them as 

vulnerable and requiring protection (Murungweni, 2017). It is necessary to highlight 

that the language was refashioned from ‘abuse through prostitution’ to ‘SE’.  

Whilst I acknowledged that these terms referring to prostitution are no longer relevant 

in relation to CSE, I have used some in this study for reference purposes, as some 

researchers during the late 1980s and early 2000s used such terms in their work. 

Considering the views of Melrose and Barrett (2004) and Jago and Pearce (2008) who 

state that terminology used is key to practice, I decided to use the term CSE as the 

main contextual term throughout the study. This appeared to be relevant to my study 
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as most professionals who took part in this study agreed to adopt this term. The next 

section will now look at the nature of CSE. 

1.20 Nature of child sexual exploitation 

All forms of CSE are abusive and can impact negatively on children, young people, 

their families and communities (Pearce, 2013). However, SE is usually performed for 

financial gains. The Declaration and Agenda for Action of the World Congress against 

SE of Children of 1996 states that CSE is SA by an adult and the remuneration is in 

cash or kind to the child or third person or persons (ECPAT, 1997). In the same 

capacity, the child is degraded and treated as a sexual and commercial object (Van 

Bueren, 1998). Other forms of identified SE include peer-to-peer exploitation where 

young people are forced or coerced into sexual activity by peers, trafficking and 

internet exploitation which include CA images (Melrose and Pearce, 2013; Webb and 

Laird, 2014). Alternatively, there can be organised/networked SE that involves men 

and women (Salter, 2013). Melrose’s (2013) research with practitioners from the Local 

Children Safeguarding Boards, showed that there were various forms of SE in different 

places and at different occasions, including children trafficked from abroad. It is 

important to note that all children are at risk of SE including those in their own homes, 

those who go missing or looked after children (Paskell, 2012). As explained:  

Wider structural factors, particularly of poverty and 

limited employment opportunities, constrain choice 

and for some young people, agency is exercised in 

this context by choosing involvement in selling sex, 

often as a survival strategy (Dodsworth, 2013:186).  

As highlighted before, CSE can reflect how children may be vulnerable in situations of 

extreme poverty where choices for survival are minimal (Van Vuuren-Smith, 2001).  

1.21 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the magnitude and problem of CSE. It also 

highlighted that CSE falls under SA and this means there is a fine line between the 

two, thus creating confusion among professionals. The chapter also noted that CSE 

can have adverse effects on children and these include anxiety, depression, stress 

disorder, co-dependency on drugs and alcohol. It has also been seen that the 
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protection of children from any form of abuse including CSE has always been a 

controversial topic in international bodies such as the UN. It was established that 

UNCRC 1989 aims to protect the rights of children worldwide. The historical 

background of various declarations was explored, and these include The Stockholm 

Declaration and Agenda for Action whose tenet was to criminalise CSE and punish 

perpetrators.  

The chapter established that the UK as well as Zimbabwe ratified and signed many 

conventions. However, it was noted that almost 30 years after the UNCRC 1989, 

millions of children all over the world are still experiencing CSE and SE. It was clear 

in this chapter that CSE has remained a political topical issue in both countries, 

prompting both governments to make increased efforts to protect children from CSE. 

Heavy penalties have been introduced in Zimbabwe, and in the UK, and there have 

been steps to bring perpetrators to justice. The chapter has revealed that some issues 

of CSE have been deliberately swept under the carpet, with some researchers such 

as Nelson (2016) contending that progress on the protection of children could be 

stationary or moving backwards. Therefore, more awareness is required. What has 

been established in this chapter is that CSE as a social and political problem has been 

in existence for many years, although different terminology has been used to define it.  

Another area addressed in this chapter was the area of CSE and Commercial sexual 

exploitation of children. It was established that in the UK the term CSEC was 

previously used as an overall term to define CSE and was gendered. The chapter also 

demonstrated that the term CSEC was diminishing the abuse of victims as the focus 

was on the monetary transaction. However, the term has transformed to CSE. It was 

drawn that there is still controversy around the term CSEC as some researchers and 

other parts of the UK are still using it. Therefore, it can be argued that these changes 

in terminology could be just a smoke screen due to political pressure. I suggest that 

this is why there are still gaps in SW’s responses to CSE. My recommendation is that 

researchers must explore SW’s understanding of these terms so that they can inform 

practice. The rationale and choice of the study were discussed. The chapter noted that 

there are still gaps in practice and the voice of the SW has not been conspicuous in 

research. 
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The chapter also explained my choice and rationale for the study, I have demonstrated 

that my experience of working with children played a major role in my decision to 

further explore issues around CSE. The comparative element of the study was briefly 

introduced. The chapter highlighted my adopted definition of CSE and elaborated that 

despite being the UK definition, it was deemed appropriate for the study. Relevance 

of social work practice to CSE was explored. Another issue stressed in this chapter 

was prevalence of CSE, noting that here is a lack of availability of accurate statistics 

on rates of CSE in both Zimbabwe and the UK. However, available statistics indicate 

that there is an increase in rates of CSE. It was established in this chapter that 

Zimbabwe and the UK have different approaches to social work interventions. Another 

important factor that was drawn from this chapter is that the two countries have 

different legal systems, with Zimbabwe having a plural legal system: customary and 

common law.  

The World Report on Violence Against Children acknowledged that, despite having 

laws in place that can protect children, it is difficult to effectively implement the law due 

to “the strength of traditional attitudes, and the existence of customary legal systems” 

that actually support acts of CSE (UNFPA, 2016:10). The concepts within Ubuntu, an 

African philosophy, were discussed. It was clear that the philosophy has great 

emphasis on the moral obligation of society of valuing humanity with the tenet of 

placing importance on the protection of children. As definitions of some of the cultural 

harmful practices were important to the study, Chapter 1 has attempted to elaborate 

on the meanings of some of the terms that were used. Another important factor 

established in this chapter was the issue of ambiguities in policy and legislation and 

the likeliness of them causing discrepancies in practice, especially when looking at the 

age of consent. The transformation in the use of language was explored and it was 

acknowledged that practitioners moved from using the language of blame to that of 

protection. The chapter concluded by exploring the nature of CSE.  

Having considered all discussions in this chapter, I realised that there is no universal 

agreement in the definition of CSE. This can result in different interpretations of 

practice. The gap means that further research is required as to why nation states are 

unable to come up with a universally accepted definition. Chapter 2 will present the 

literature that was used as a foundation to the study and its findings. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.0 Introduction  

In a Phenomenological study, a literature review helps the researcher to get an in-

depth picture of the phenomenon being studied. However, when the 

phenomenological approach is applied to reviewing literature as a method, “the goal 

is to arrive at the essence of researchers’ empirical experiences with a phenomenon 

by presenting a research report on the event as opposed to conveying individual lived 

experiences” (Randolph, 2007:10). Using phenomenology as a review technique, 

allows for assessment of data from empirical research documents, some of which may 

include experiences of people who have experienced the event being studied 

(Randolph, 2009). It is with this view that in this chapter, I look at the findings of other 

CSE literature reviews. As cited before, despite there being considerable academic 

research around CSE, most research studies seem to come from NGOs in both Harare 

and London as well as reports from several branches of government within the social 

services.  

This literature review explores what is actually known in the literature about CSE as 

well as the causes of CSE. Much of the literature notes that CSE has a significant 

negative impact on children. I considered CSE as a form of CSA and these terms shall 

appear throughout the literature review. The exclusion and inclusion criteria and the 

methods of how the literature searches were carried out will be discussed.  The full list 

of the exclusion and inclusion criteria is found in appendix 1. 

In order to arrive at the essence of my empirical experiences with issues of CSE in 

this phenomenological research, I first familiarised myself with current developments 

in the area of my study, as highlighted by Bless et al (2007) who state that a researcher 

should be familiar with the problems, hypothesis and results gathered from other 

researchers in order to avoid duplication. Based on this approach, the purpose of the 

literature review in this study was to build a general base of knowledge regarding 

controversial issues that surround the topic of children’s involvement in SE (Oliver, 

2012). More so, I wanted to identify findings that have been established in previous 

research and to identify gaps that can be explored in my study. Also, the reviewed 
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literature and topics selected were intended to answer some of the research questions 

raised in this study and to give me better insight into issues around policy, practice 

and the prevention of children from SE. 

Firstly, this chapter will begin by explaining how the literature search for this study was 

conducted. The chapter will go on to explore the universal causes of CSE, impact of 

religion and culture on understandings of CSE in both the UK and Zimbabwe. Chapter 

1 has demonstrated that there seems to be a bias towards girls when discussing CSE 

issues. Due to this, in this chapter I was interested in exploring the SE of boys and 

related policy and evidence of commitment to manage the problem in both Zimbabwe 

and the UK. This will lead into an exploration of literature on the development of 

policies and legislation. In addition, the chapter looks at programmes that supplement 

practice in both Zimbabwe and the UK. Awareness of practitioners, practice in 

Zimbabwe and high caseloads will be explored. It will then conclude with a summary 

of the literature reviewed. One major factor to note, is that literature collected was 

mostly based on the national context of each country, since I was aware that the terms 

that are used in describing CSE in Zimbabwe could be different from those used in the 

UK. I also did not search other CSE literature related with the impact of CSE and more 

recent work on trauma informed perspectives, this was because I realised that this 

topic was broad and wanted to narrow down the literature reviewed for this study. 

2.1 The literature search approach 

As noted above, I carried out a literature review to ensure that I was aware of what 

had already been studied and to help identify gaps in knowledge.  This process was 

in a way informed by Pan (2017:2) who proffers seven steps to follow, which include 

“selection of topic; locate and read; establish specific purposes; evaluate and interpret 

the literature; synthesise the literature; plan and write the first draft and have the first 

draft evaluated and revise it”. One of the main concepts that is featured in 

phenomenological studies is a persistent augmentation process between the whole 

and its parts. This process necessitates grasping the entire literature and allows the 

interpretation of the different parts and “going back to the holistic understanding” 

(Efron and Ravid, 2019:204). Ely et al (2007) confirm that keyword search terms are 

the most important methods of identifying literature, and it may be appropriate to limit 

searches to a certain timeframe (Polit and Beck, 2014).  
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Firstly, I conducted a thorough search for themes and trends from large numbers of 

existing research documents in the UK using search terms such as ‘SA of children and 

young people’, ‘CSE of children and young people’, ‘sexual exploitation and 

trafficking’. “Using a variety of synonyms for the keywords can improve search results 

because different authors use different terminology for the same terms (Efron and 

Ravid, 2019).  The searches focused on the international view with specific focus on 

the UK and Zimbabwe. The terms SA and CSE are used interchangeably in the 

literature and this also applied to the terms,’ child’, ‘children’ and ‘young people’. Any 

papers that were not written in English were excluded. As cited above, a full list of the 

inclusion and exclusion criteria is shown in Appendix 1. Zimbabwe literature for this 

topic was very limited and the terminology and vocabulary used was slightly different 

from that used in the UK.  

In most articles that were completed by Zimbabwean researchers, the terminology 

used for SE was ‘sexual abuse’, sexual violence and gender-based violence although 

in some areas the term SE was applied. As cited above, I noted that significant 

literature around this topic came from NGOs, as these have carried out most of the 

research around CSE in Zimbabwe. “The literature review provides that previous 

knowledge and gives us an anchor to which to attach our new ideas” (Oliver, 2012:1). 

Searching for literature provided me with in-depth knowledge regarding policy and 

practice and the impact of SE on children globally. More so, carrying out much 

background reading helped me to familiarise with key issues, authors, events, and the 

terminology used in this subject area.  

I looked at a variety of sources such as books, journals, newspapers and both 

government and non-governmental reports. The material mostly comprised academic 

peer-reviewed journals. The internet contains information about most topics as well as 

grey literature, but one must find the specific addresses that will provide the required 

data (Fink, 2014; Hewitt-Taylor, 2011). Internet searches were conducted using 

databases of voluntary child protection organisations such as the NSPCC and 

Barnardo’s, Google Scholar, and the University of Bedfordshire’s Ebsco host.  More 

searches were explored via websites of newspapers and international organisations 

such as the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and 

Girl Child Network Zimbabwe. Government and policy websites were also explored for 
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information regarding previous and current policy changes. Most of my searches 

ranged from research completed between 2000 and 2017 (see Appendix 1).  

Each of my searches included a short narrative of the specific topic of my subject area 

(see Appendix 1). I later compiled a list of the material under themes that I perceived 

to be potentially relevant to my review. The list was later narrowed down to seven 

major themes that had manifested as core issues in most of the researched 

documents. These themes were: 1. Indicators and causes of CSE: UK and Zimbabwe, 

2. impact of religion and culture on understanding CSE: UK and Zimbabwe, 3. sexual 

exploitation of boys and young men; global perspectives, 4. development of policies 

and legislation, 5. programmes that supplement practice, 6. social work practice in 

Zimbabwe and UK and 7 failings. Where searches resulted in too many sources 

generated, some additional search parameters that reduced the number of articles, as 

suggested by Dawidowicz (2010), were considered. The Boolean searching approach 

was applied by combining search terms with the operators AND/OR. The linking of 

words was more helpful, especially in searching for literature related to Zimbabwe 

where terminology for CSE is interpreted in various terms.  

Alternative searches that combined abuse and exploitation ended up producing a 

considerable amount of material in Zimbabwe. I noticed that most articles that were 

referred to as SA had a lot of content which was synonymous with SE. With each 

journal article, the title and the abstract were extremely useful components with the 

abstract carrying a brief summary of the report/research. Furthermore, I read the 

conclusion to find out the results and the noted gaps or areas for further 

research/study. Using this method was effective in that it became easy to identify 

content that was less relevant to my study. In summary, recurring central themes were 

organised into subsections that were relevant to my study and these addressed 

different areas of my topic. Most newspaper and report articles were downloaded and 

stored in a USB in clear headed folders. Mendeley and Refworks were used for 

reference, and journal article storage for further use during my write up. The following 

section is going to explore the causes and indicators of CSE in both Zimbabwe and 

the UK. 
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2.2 Universal causes and indicators of child sexual exploitation (UK and 

Zimbabwe) 

There is a multiplicity of push and pull factors that place children in vulnerable positions 

of CSE, including gangs, and drugs and alcohol misuse as well as where children are 

exploited by their peers. Some children and young people who are dependent on 

drugs, can fund these habits by way of selling sex (McClelland and Newell, 2013). In 

the form of peer-to-peer abuse, children and young people may be involved in CSE in 

multifaceted ways, such as facilitators, abusers or bystanders (Sharp-Jeffs et al, 

2017). This, according to Beckett et al (2017), normally takes place in gang-related 

incidences where young females may be forced to introduce younger girls if they do 

not want their sisters to be sexually abused.  

Research according to Firmin et al (2016), has shown that children who are moving 

into adolescence are likely to be more susceptible to CSE and this can be determined 

by their interaction with peers and the type of society they are in. “In addition, peer-to-

peer sexual abuse is frequently linked to the use of messaging applications and social 

media” (Kelly and Karsna, 2018:48). In view of the above, concepts of seeing adults 

as perpetrators are dispelled since “sexual victimisation of children/young people can 

also happen through peer-to-peer interaction” (Sen, 2017:12). Equally, as cited above 

by Beckett et al (2017) this dismisses the constructions of seeing males as sole 

perpetrators of CSE. However, Alderson (2019) contends that in peer-to-peer 

exploitation, power difference is present regardless of the perpetrator having the same 

age as the victim. On the other hand, professionals are still having difficulties in 

understanding the nature of peer-to-peer CSE although there seems to be an 

understanding of how children are sexually exploited (Hallett, 2017).  

SE does not only have to be physical contact between the child and the perpetrator 

(Palmer, 2015). Professionals have suggested that more children are now in 

possessions of phone and tablets and this has created avenues for perpetrators to 

easily have access to their intended victims (Muridzo, 2018; Kelly and Karsna, 2018). 

Perpetrators use these gadgets as a tool to control children (Palmer, 2015). In such 

situations, children may not instantly become aware of the exploitation and may not 

receive immediate payment (Gill and Harrison, 2015). A number of indicators, such as 

homelessness, abuse in the family, association with gangs and being in care, have 
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been cited as causing some young people to be more susceptible than others 

(McNaughton Nicholls et al, 2014; Hanson et al, 2016; Sharp-Jeffs et al, 2017). 

Besides, children who frequently go missing from home or school for hours or days 

show high levels of significant risk to CSE (Sen, 2017). For example, a child running 

away from home due to family difficulties may be offered a place to stay by an adult in 

return for sex, and some perpetrators may deliberately target specific places where 

they are likely to find young runaways (Sen, 2017).  

Perpetrators apply the same methods and tactics of flattery, friendship, gifts and 

offering drugs and alcohol (Palmer and Foley, 2016). Due to the vulnerability of 

children, the nature of grooming used by perpetrators may result in children believing 

that they are truly in love and therefore unable to recognise the exploitative nature of 

the relationship (Webb and Oram, 2015). “Young people and professionals may 

normalise abuse experienced through CSE, either because of a lack of knowledge 

about CSE or because it is viewed as ‘normal’” (Fox, 2016:3). The underlying factor is 

that children at risk of CSE are in most cases experiencing a series of vulnerabilities, 

such as living in a chaotic or dysfunctional household (Codd et al, 2016). The other 

factors include religion and culture, and the next section will explore this. 

2.3 Impact of religion and culture on understanding child sexual exploitation: 

UK and Zimbabwe 

The UK witnessed a significant increase in immigrants during the 1960’s and then 

again during the mid-2000s (The Migration Observatory, 2019). In essence, the issue 

of culture and cultural practices is no longer confined to regions and geographical 

spatial areas due to an increase in migration into and within the UK (Shafe and 

Hutchinson, 2014). It must be understood that when people move to live in other 

countries, they bring with them their cultural norms and values (Congress and 

González, 2013) and some of the social values conflict with laws and policies of 

country they now live in (Nyangweso and Olupona, 2019). Moreover, cultural practices 

are likely to spread as groups of people intermingle (Shafe and Hutchinson, 2014). 

Due to cultural norms, sexually exploited children from some sections of society may 

not come forward to report their exploitation (CEOP, 2013). For example, Gohir (2013) 

established that Asian girls were being sexually exploited and feel unable to report the 

abuse due to the culture of honour and shame that bestows power on men.  
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Traditional patriarchal values and norms are identified in such practices (Gill and 

Harrison, 2015). Arguably, this can complicate practice, resulting in most children and 

young people from different cultural backgrounds being overlooked by practitioners 

due to underreporting (Gohir, 2013). For the UK, evidence can be seen in the 

Rotherham scandal where Pakistani girls were being exploited by landlords and their 

names passed to other men for further abuse, but the girls were unable to report such 

cases for fear of their marriage prospects (Jay, 2014). These children may have not 

disclosed their exploitation to professionals as a way of protecting their father’s and 

family’s honour (Fox, 2016). Added to this, are some instances where some parents 

propose that their cultural or religious beliefs are engulfed in their parenting practices 

resulting in them refusing to cooperate with services and professionals, accusing them 

of discriminating against them (NSPCC, 2014).  

This reinforces the belief that “cultural acceptance” of sexual violence, “as a private 

affair” hampers intervention and prevents victims from reporting in order to get support 

(World Health Organization, 2009:4). What may be effective is for SWs to avoid the 

cultural blindness approach which tends to miss the important needs of other cultures 

(see Pearce, 2009). Meanwhile, for boys, the “fear of judgment is greater than it is for 

girls” (Leon and Raws, 2016:20). This is especially true of those for whom religion 

forms an important part of their identity and as a result can be reluctant to be identified 

as ‘victims’ (Ibid). However, it must be noted that CSE does not exclude communities, 

races or religions, and in every culture in the UK, according to the Home Office (2015), 

it is considered as a serious crime. Meanwhile, CSA/CSE in Zimbabwe is understood 

in a certain cultural context which permits violence against women and girls and 

ignores the negative impact that may arise (Manyonganise and Museka, 2010; 

Mukanangana et al, 2015).  

According to Okome (2003:71), “custom in Africa is stronger than domination, stronger 

than the law, stronger even than religion”. Culture can be translated as a system of 

interconnected values active enough to influence and condition perception, 

judgement, communication and behaviour in a given society (Mazarui, 1986). In 

Zimbabwe, society sees the family as an institution that has responsibility over 

children, has assisted in allowing CSE through religious beliefs, cultural practices, and 

customs, as a survival tactic against poverty with “the marriage of children often seen 

as a strategy for economic survival” (Mbirimtengerenji, 2007:611; Manyonganise and 
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Museka, 2010; Sibanda, 2011). CSA/CSE in Zimbabwe (Muridzo, 2018:71) “should 

be seen and understood within stratification constructed on gender lines and 

sanctioned by deep rooted cultural and religious beliefs and practices”. 

Like in the UK, Cultural and religious beliefs in Zimbabwe promote CSA/CSE and the 

victims are not likely to report the abuse (Muridzo, 2018; Landa et al, 2019). People’s 

cultures, history and geography play a major role in influencing policies and legislation. 

A critical point to note is that due to differences in legislation, geography and cultures, 

debates are shaped around what can be constructed as CSE/CSA “making it political 

and controversial from society to society” (Muridzo, 2018:31).  

It is against this backdrop, that traditional and community leaders in Zimbabwe have 

been tasked with applying appropriate responses and promoting the prevention of 

CSE/CSA in their communities using community awareness and grassroots 

campaigns (Zimbabwe Judicial Service Commission, 2012). Whilst traditional and 

community leaders have been mandated to carry out this task, the common law in 

Zimbabwe which is Eurocentric is criticised for its inability to empower traditional 

leaders (Shambare and Kurasha, 2020). However, the traditional norms and values 

are perceived to have mechanisms that prevent CSA/CSE (Ibid). 

Meanwhile, Zimbabwe’s communities hold with high esteem their religious beliefs and 

superstitions which significantly expose children to SE (Chitereka, 2010). There can 

be overlaps between culture and religion, with some religious groups adopting child 

marriages as part of their tradition and religion (Mukombachoto, 2016). Like in the UK, 

where some young girls are forced into marriage through religion rather than their 

nationality or ethnic group (see Chantler et al, 2009 and Idris, 2019), some religious 

groups/churches in Zimbabwe, sanction girls to be married off as wives, and they are 

manipulated into believing that CSA is normal and part of life (Muridzo, 2018). 

Churches such as the Vapostori Johanne Marange in Zimbabwe, do not value girls’ 

education, and young girls are paraded in front of adult males and enticed into 

marriages (see Mutseta, 2018). This process provides an opportunity for men to 

choose as many wives as their resources permit, putting children at high risk of SE 

through manipulation and persuasion (Muyengwa, 2014.) Sadly, parents, guardians 

and society are part of this system and therefore compromise the protection of children 

(Muridzo, 2018).  
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The government has involved religious leaders to help address these negative 

religious practices that promote the exploitation and abuse of children (Rington,2020). 

Muridzo (2018) argues that the effectiveness of these religious leaders’ intervention is 

doubtful as a lot of the followers do not know the legality of such practices. In addition, 

though there is an existence of laws that deter such practices, implementation is weak 

despite having a few arrests (Muridzo, 2018; Feltoe, 2019). Nevertheless, when 

societies are allowing children to be abused, violated, forced into marriage and 

sexually exploited, it could be necessary to re-evaluate their values in relation to such 

practices (Msuya, 2017).  

More so, there is a need to challenge cultural norms and values that negatively impact 

the lives of children (McCrann,2017). The literature review in this section shows that 

culture has inhibited progress in effectively implementing the rights of children in 

Zimbabwe and most African countries (Ekundayo, 2015:144). In addition, such 

practices, inhibit effective practitioner intervention in both Zimbabwe and the UK. 

2.4 Global perspective: Sexual exploitation of boys and young men 

An important aspect to acknowledge is that, despite much research evidence 

presenting girls and young women as the majority of victims, boys and young men are 

also exploited (Sharp-Jeffs et al, 2017). According to the World Health Organisation 

(2010) 8.6 million boys and young men who are below the age of 18 have undergone 

experiences of CSA/CSE in Africa (Mantula and Saloojee, 2016). In a comprehensive 

meta-analysis according to Bovarnick et al, (2018) Africa was among countries that 

had the highest rate of sexual abuse of boys with a rate of 193/1000. On the other 

hand, the number of boys sexually exploited globally is approximately 73 million 

(Muridzo, 2018). Although most research in Zimbabwe has concentrated on the 

exploitation and abuse of girls, Chinyoka et al (2016) acknowledges that boys in 

Zimbabwe are also at risk of CSE/CSA. 

According to ChildLine (2017), of the 3,690 reported cases of SA in Zimbabwe in 2017, 

9% of these were boys. To further demonstrate that boys are victims of CSE, in a 

report by Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (2011), it was revealed that the 

victimisation rate for sexual violence on children aged 13-17 years was 9% for females 

and 2% for boys. Similarly, there is recognition in the UK that boys can be equally at 

risk of CSE (see Kelly and Karsna, 2018 and Marsh, 2019). Studies completed by the 
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UK NWG Network (2010) and CEOP (2011) indicated CSE of males was between 

11% and 29% and this comprised already known and suspected victims. Recent 

government research analysis shows that statistics for boys who have been victims of 

sexual abuse in the UK is between 7–8% (Care Quality Commission et al, 2020). As 

cited before, the above sentiments dispel the concept that boys might not be victims 

of CSE, and this reinforces the fact that lack of accurate data underrepresents the 

nature of the problem.  

McNaughton Nicholls et al, (2014) argue that even though the belief is that men and 

boys are the majority of perpetrators of CSE, likewise, boys can be victims and in 

some instances facilitation and perpetration is through girls and women. Some 

professionals, therefore, concur that “circumstances and experiences that can make 

boys more vulnerable to SE are broadly similar to those vulnerabilities experienced by 

girls” (Thomas and Speyer, 2016:15). However, McNaughton Nicholls et al (2014:12) 

argue that some professionals often perceive males “as less vulnerable than females 

and their relationships with other people viewed as less inherently risky”. Such 

attitudes are fundamentally leaving many boys at risk even though a third of reported 

victims are male (Lepkowska, 2014). What seems to underpin the notion that boys 

and young men cannot be victims of CSE are societal values regarding masculinity, 

resulting in boys believing they must be tough and deal with things themselves, whilst 

seeking support would be seen as weak (McNaughton Nicholls et al, 2014).  

In conclusion, from what has come up in this section, it can be argued that in the 

political context research and policy seem to have ignored the sexual exploitation of 

boys. In essence, perceptions of professionals regarding CSE must change as without 

this, a large number of boys are likely to continue to experience SE without protection. 

This is supported by Reisel (2017:1293) who acknowledged that researchers and 

policymakers have observed that perceptions of race and gender may play a crucial 

role in professionalsˈ perceptions of agency and choice”. Similar attention has not 

been placed on boys (Ibid). 

2.4.1 Causes of child sexual exploitation in boys  

According to McNaughton Nicholls et al (2014) not enough is known about the average 

age of onset for CSE in boys. However, on average, males were noted to be slightly 

younger than females. This means any boy can be at risk of CSE and this includes 

those who have gone missing, are out of education, or are involved in gangs or criminal 

activity (Williams, 2013). Boys are considered to be particularly at risk of CSE via 
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online gaming (Lepkowska, 2014).  In the UK, boys can also fall victim to CSE due to 

sometimes being attracted to the social aspects of relationships with older men and/or 

the opportunity to explore their sexuality (Shepherd and Lewis, 2017). Meanwhile, 

studies in Zimbabwe have revealed that boys who live in the streets are at significant 

risk of SE due to being homeless and use of drugs particularly the use of sniffing glue 

(Ndlovu, 2015).  

However, there is no one single factor that causes the problem of CSE of boys 

(Radford et al, 2015:7). The other universal causes which apply to both the UK and 

Zimbabwe include but are not exhaustive of, grooming by older men, older women, 

and their peers, of both genders, negative experiences of care and family life, and 

learning disabilities (Thomas and Speyer, 2016). Debatably, in developing countries, 

both girls and boys with low levels of education who in most cases come from 

neglected families where physical and psychological violence are present are easily 

coerced and manipulated and become victims of CSE (Mekinc and Music, 2015). 

2.4.2 Disclosure of child sexual exploitation amongst Boys  

As mentioned before, children’s vulnerabilities may be related to cultural norms, 

religious belief, and taboos around sex and these may inhibit disclosures (Gohir, 

2013). “Cultural factors include shame; sexual modesty; sexual scripts (blaming girls 

for victimisation and believing boys cannot be victimised); and virginity (where its loss 

incurs shame, affects marriageability, and destroys family honour)” (Mathews, 

2019:338). Moreover, some children and young people do not identify themselves as 

victims due to “self-blame, stigma, mental health problems, or due to sexual violence 

being normalised” (Bovarnick et al, 2018:11). According to Fox (2016), unlike girls, 

boys find it particularly difficult to disclose their exploitation and this is often attributed 

to feelings of fear and stigma. Additionally, underreporting may be caused by society’s 

traditional view which does not see men as victims but aggressors.  

Also, boys might not disclose as they may feel that their stories will not be taken but 

instead, can be considered to be the initiators of CSE instead of victims 

(Muridzo,2018). Therefore, professionals must have “a better understanding of why 

help-seeking behaviours are so low amongst adolescent boys and girls (Rumble et al, 

2015). Another useful point to note is that unrealistic responses by caregivers or 

professionals to a disclosure of CSE/CSA are likely to increase victims’ and survivors’ 

feelings of guilt and shame, and this results in them not wanting to seek help in the 
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future (Fisher et al, 2017). Meanwhile, it is proposed that positive responses and 

supportive relationships are seen as important factors in promoting recovery (Ibid). 

Therefore, it is important for practitioners to acknowledge that disclosure of abuse/SE 

and engaging in interventions are most likely to be achieved within the context of a 

trusted professional relationship (Lefevre et al, 2017:2459). The above sections have 

discussed the causes and disclosures of CSE amongst boys, the next sections will 

look at the development of CSE policies. 

2.5 Development of policies and legislation (UK) 

In this section, it was necessary to give a brief history of the development of child 

protection policies. I will, thereafter, discuss the introduction of the UK Children Act 

1989, Working Together to Safeguard Children 1999 and the supplementary guidance, 

Safeguarding Children Involved in Prostitution 2000. In the discussion, current children 

protection policies will be drawn upon. In the UK, sexual abuse has always been a 

political concern and the first tranche of legislation directed at addressing issues 

around children and young people involved in prostitution was incorporated in the 

Sexual Offences Act (SOA) 1956 and the Street Offences Act 1959 (Phoenix, 2012). 

These legislations did not make a distinction between children and adults in 

prostitution (Ibid). It was gendered with specific reference to women without proper 

consideration to age (Hallett, 2013). However, the SOA 1956 stated that it was illegal 

to cause or encourage young girls under 16 into prostitution (Phoenix, 2012). 

Regardless of the legislation’s inability to distinguish between adults and children or 

young people, there was a clear distinction between male and female involvement 

since female involvement was constituted as street prostitution and ‘public nuisance’ 

under the Street Offences Act 1959 (Melrose, 2013).  

The Street Offences Act 1959 focused on behaviours relating to loitering and soliciting 

by females for sexual purposes being punishable by law. Cementing the gendered 

notions in this legislation, offence was measured by ‘persistence’ occurrence and the 

female would be deemed a ‘common prostitute’ (Melrose et al, 1999). However, this 

term ignored the inverse power relationships between adults and children, dismissing 

the exploitative nature of this crime (Barrett, 1998). The above only demonstrates that 

children remained the focus of blame, with females being the centre of attention and 

once again, showing that males were overlooked (Montgomery-Devlin,2018). Children 
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involved in prostitution were cautioned or punished through fines, imprisonment or 

taken to ‘safe houses’ as a measure of controlling and protecting them, creating a 

climate of mistrust amongst children and a reduced confidence to access support and 

services (Van Meeuwen et al, 1998; Pearce, 2000; Gillespie, 2005).  

Arguably, the continued use of the Criminal Justice System to prosecute young people 

gave out the wrong message to victims and the adults who abused them (Barrett, 

1998). As the phenomenon of children SA continued, it became a social and political 

issue, and the late 1980s witnessed the introduction of a new wave of legislation, with 

the Conservative government introducing the Children Act in 1989, which was seen 

as the most progressive and comprehensive for child protection issues (Phoenix, 

2012). Irrespective of these changes, previous legislation (SOA 2003) remained 

focused on blaming and penalising children who were involved in SE (Ibid). As a result, 

approximately 4000 cautions and convictions for children under 18 years were 

instituted for those who were seen loitering or soliciting in relation to prostitution 

(Phoenix, 2012).  

Working Together to Safeguard Children was introduced in 1999, its viewpoint being 

to ensure that child protection was achieved through a coordinated multi-agency 

approach (Phoenix, 2002). In 2000, policymakers and practitioners produced a 

guidance which was linked to the Children Act 1989, this transformed responses to 

children’s protection issues with a focus on protecting children from involvement in 

prostitution (Department of Health, 2000). Several institutions embraced the fact that 

the guidance had finally realised children’s involvement in prostitution was not 

voluntary but was coerced, enticed and in extreme positions of hopelessness 

(Melrose, 2013). This period, according to Melrose and Barrett (2004), was a 

renaissance to the policies that intend to protect younger children at the expense of 

considering the needs of older children. More so, there was an emergence of a variety 

of models and services that were meant to provide appropriate responses to the 

affected children.  

The introduction of the SOA in 2003 ushered changes to child protection procedures 

(Sanders et al, 2009) and it remarkably consolidated the legal framework in terms of 

addressing CSE (Jago and Pearce, 2008:7). It must be noted that children under 13 

years were not legally able to consent to sex and it would be an offence for an adult 
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to have sexual activity with children under 16 and under 18 (Murray, 2013). In 2009, 

the DfE published specific guidance on safeguarding children from CSE (DfE, 2009) 

which, according to Brodie and Pearce (2012:16), shifted the focus from ‘prostitution 

to CSE as an issue of concern in its own right’. This period saw a new definition of 

CSE being adopted, with the guidance stressing the need for a ‘dual approach’ of 

protection for children and young people (Ibid:16). The 2009 guidance mandated 

professionals to proactively respond to SE and work in accordance with laid-down 

local area child protection committee procedures (Brodie and Pearce, 2012).  

The Serious Crimes 2015 Act amended the SOA 2003 to refer sexual offences against 

children as SE as opposed to the term child prostitution (Gladman and Heal, 2017; 

Taylor, 2017). Subsequently, the DfE has produced further guidance (DfE, 2017) 

which clarifies the difference between CSA and CSE in the UK and brings procedures 

up to date with other child protection policies. MacDonald (2018) posits that despite 

several years of improving legislation and policy, practice has remained inconsistent 

and the historic approaches to CSE have contributed to differing current responses.  

2.5.1 Policy development (Zimbabwe) 

Detailed information about policy development in Zimbabwe was restricted by the 

scarcity of literature around this area. Nevertheless, literature indicated that Zimbabwe 

boasts of a comprehensive legislative framework that promotes the rights and welfare 

of children (Mushongera, 2015; Muridzo, 2018). Similar to the UK, historically, the act 

of prostitution has been criminalised in Zimbabwe and children who engage in such 

activities are still being labelled and seen as perpetrators of crime who do not deserve 

protection (Nyakurerwa, 2016). There is a misconception of viewing victims of SE in 

the form of child prostitution as willing participants and therefore victims by choice 

(Mushowe, 2018). Cases of arresting children and charging them for vagrancy to 

appease the offended majority of law is common (Nkala, 2014). Children are put into 

the same category as adults and the same moralistic attitudes applied to adults in sex 

work are applied to children (Nyakurerwa, 2016). 

To show its compliance with the notion of protecting children, Zimbabwe introduced 

such policies as the Child Protection and Adoption Act 1996 (CPAA). This act was 

seen as a continuation of policy from the previous government and had some 

provisions that were similar to those used in South Africa before its independence 
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(Lachman et al, 2002). “Being a former colony of Great Britain, child protection 

provisions were and are modelled on the British system, right down to case work, but 

often without the human and material resources” (Ibid: 597). In 1999, the government 

introduced the Zimbabwe National Care Policy to establish safety for orphaned 

children. In 2001, laws on children such as the CPAA were reviewed and as a result, 

consolidated into the Children’s Act 2002 which became a major child protection 

legislation (Madhuku, 2010; Imoh and Ansell, 2014). The Children’s Act was adopted 

“largely in conformity with the international treaties, and in particular declaring that the 

best interests of the child shall be paramount in matters concerning them” (Imoh and 

Ansell, 2014:107). 

It is important to note that guidelines for interventions and promotion of children’s rights 

are provided in Zimbabwe’s main child protection policy, The National Action Plan for 

Orphans and Other Vulnerable Children (NAP for OVC) (Zimbabwe Ministry of Labour 

and Social Services, 2011). The legal protection of children against SE and other 

forms of abuse in Zimbabwe are provided in the Sexual Offences Act 2001 and the 

Domestic Violence Act 2006 (Gwirayi, 2013). The Domestic Violence Act 2006 

acknowledges that CSE/CSA can occur within family or outside of family settings. This 

Act prohibits child marriages as before its introduction, CSA/CSE cases were 

considered to be private issues that could only be resolved by the family and those 

around them (Muridzo, 2018). The NAP for OVC has evolved over the years from 

phases I (2004-2010) and II (2011-2015) to the current III (2016-2020) (Musiwa, 2018). 

It provides guidelines on the rights of all children, including protecting them from all 

forms of abuse and denotes “married girls” as a particularly vulnerable population, 

putting in place measures to identify and help them (Ibid:91).  

However, Smith (2009) argues that despite having these multiple legislations, 

reluctance in the judiciary system to protect children and lack of fulfilling the dictates 

of the existing frameworks including the absence of political will, mean children will 

remain at risk of CSE/CSA. I suggest that where there is an existence of a weak 

legislative process, children remain at increased risks of CSE. This section has 

discussed development of policies and legislation in both Zimbabwe and the UK. The 

following sections will explore programmes that support practice in both the UK and 

Zimbabwe. 
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2.6 Programmes that supplement practice (UK) 

Like Zimbabwe, the UK has seen several organisations, including charities, engaging 

in programmes for protecting children. More so, it has invested large sums of money 

into practice, service delivery and research (Eaton, 2018). According to Leon and 

Raws (2016) in March 2015, the UK government introduced new measures to address 

and stamp out CSE in a more robust approach through an Action Plan, Tackling Child 

Sexual Exploitation (Rogers, 2015). This was a response to the Rotherham inquiry 

1997-2013 (Jay, 2014). 

The emphasis of the Action Plan was that CSE must be every professional’s concern, 

with local authorities, police, children’s and health services having a statutory duty to 

work together to identify and eradicate SE in their area (Rogers, 2015). Furthermore, 

communities were encouraged to support in tackling SE rather than have a blame 

culture (Ibid). In 2018, the UK government committed approximately 2.6 million pounds 

as funding towards tackling CSE in the country and to countries outside of the UK 

(Home Office, 2018). Subsequently, there have been a number of agencies that have 

been campaigning for the protection of children, such as the NSPCC, National 

Working Group For Sexually Exploited Children and Young People (NWG), Centre of 

Expertise and CSE Response Unit, which have been working closely with Local 

Safeguarding Children’s Boards (LSCBs) (now changed to Local Safeguarding 

Children Partnerships, LSCP since September 2019).  In 2011, Barnardo’s launched 

‘Cut them free from sexual exploitation’ whose overarching aim was to call for urgent 

action to tackle CSE in the UK (Carrie, 2012).  

In the same year, the DfE funded Barnardo’s to launch the Safe Accommodation 

Project in response to safeguarding children and young people living in care from SE. 

The aim of the project was to bring awareness to foster carers, improve practice, and 

build expertise within practice in order to improve response to CSE issues and to 

protect children from harm (Shuker, 2013). The Community Awareness Raising 

Events Programme Families and Communities against SE (FCSAE) was launched in 

April 2013 and funded by the DfE (D’Arcy et al, 2015). The aim of the programme was 

to determine good practice in supporting families and communities to bring in more 

effective practice on protecting children and young people, including those in foster 

care (Ibid:4). Other such programmes are the Centre of Expertise on Child Sexual 
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Abuse (CSA Centre) funded by the Home Office and the Independent Inquiry into Child 

Sexual Abuse in England and Wales (IICSA) introduced by the government in 2014 

(Pascoe, 2019). 

Meanwhile, the UK government, recognising occurrences of CSE through gangs and 

groups, appointed the Children’s Minister as the lead minister for CSE. It also 

produced a National Action Plan in 2011 to ensure that children were safe from all 

forms of SE (Paskell, 2012). This defined a number of actions which included 

awareness of CSE amongst young people, parents, carers and professionals. It also 

defined the provision of more CSE training to stakeholders to enhance their knowledge 

and strengthen the role of LSCBs (DfE, 2012). Furthermore, the Action Plan outlined 

the importance of the role of voluntary organisations working in collaboration with 

LSCBs and other professionals to ensure the goals of the Action Plan were met (Ibid). 

In addition to the above programmes, there has been acknowledgement and 

recognition of elements of good practice in most local authorities in the UK and the 

concept of CSE ‘champions’ has been introduced across some partnerships (Ofsted, 

2014).  

Despite recognising CSE since 2000, awareness and training (Brodie et al, 2011; Jago 

et al, 2011) has not been comprehensive across the country, and SWs have at times 

been unable to identify and address risk within existing child protection procedures. 

However, since 2009, LSCBs have been working in collaboration with agencies to 

prevent CSE, identify young people at risk or already involved in SE, and intervene in 

activities of the exploiters (DCSF, 2009; Melrose, 2013). Regardless, of all the 

programmes mentioned above, professionals in the UK still require broader 

professional understanding of the skills and activities which are important for there to 

be a comprehensive approach to CSE (Cameron et al, 2015). 

2.6.1 Programmes that supplement practice (Zimbabwe)  

In order to strengthen CSA/exploitation protection systems, in the late 1990s, 

Zimbabwe introduced the Victim-Friendly Court (VFC). This was introduced as a 

channel to manage CSA/exploitation and violence through multi-sectoral collaborative 

partnership (Musiwa, 2018). According to the Judicial Service Commission (2012:14) 

this is a “specialised court that has been enacted by law to allow vulnerable witnesses 

to give evidence through closed circuit television and other special survivor sensitive 
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measures”. This is supported by a number of necessary child protection policies and 

laws (National Victim-Friendly Court Committee, 2012). In addition, the protocol allows 

CSE/CSA victims to be provided with coordinated, comprehensive quality care and 

support. Agencies that fall under the protocol are the Zimbabwe Republic Police Victim 

Friendly Unit, including the following ministries: Health and Child Care, Women Affairs, 

Gender and Community Development, Department of Public Prosecutions, Justice 

and Legal Affairs, Labour and Social Services and Education.  

Other agencies comprise the Attorney General’s Office, Judicial Services 

Commission, civil society including faith-based and non-profit organisations (NPOs), 

and traditional and community leaders. The child protection committees (CPCs) and 

NPOs play a major role in raising awareness alongside the GoZ (Zimbabwe Judicial 

Service Commission, 2012). Since the VFCs are operating in few areas and they are 

unable to cover all communities (Gwirayi, 2013) this may mean a lot of children are 

not receiving support portraying a weakness in the system. The VFCs according to 

Muridzo (2018) are experiencing an immense staff shortage and this is affecting its 

functions thus causing delays. In addition, the delays impact on other partners who 

are part of the process and “this may affect outcomes of other players and impact 

negatively on the entire processes” (Ibid:458). Generally, staff shortages are as a 

result of professionals leaving the country caused by instability of the socio-political 

environment and an increase in demand for Zimbabwean professionals in other 

countries (Chogugudza, 2009; Mugumbate, 2016; Muridzo, 2018).  

In order to avoid delays in attending to victims of CSE/CSA who require support from 

hospitals, Family Support Trust clinics have been established within hospitals where 

they are treated by child friendly staff (Makamure, 2010). However, availability of these 

services is still limited, especially in urban areas (Carvalho and Chatiza, 2015). 

Likewise, the multi-sectoral approach is considered biased towards the management 

of children who have already been sexually abused in comparison to primary 

prevention, whose aim is to prevent the abuse before it occurs (Mantula and Saloojee, 

2016). Information sharing on cases of CSE/CSA is inconsistent among agencies and 

it is characterised by a poor referral system, thus negatively impacting on responses 

by agencies (UNICEF and Family Support Trust, 2011). 
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Since 2008, there have been campaigns of zero tolerance for all forms of CSA through 

a programme code named ‘Stand Up and Speak Out Information Campaign’ which is 

run by the Ministries of Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare, Women’s Affairs, 

Gender and Community Development, Justice, Education and Culture, UNICEF and 

other partners (Poyrazli and Thompson, 2013:60). Having considered the 

programmes that supplement practice, the following sections will now discuss failings 

in policy in both the UK and Zimbabwe.  

2.7 Social Work Practice in Zimbabwe 

The history of social work in the UK is well documented, see authors such as Pierson 

(2011) and Bramford (2015). Meanwhile, Zimbabwe’s social work is strongly 

associated with “colonial history, its orientation reflecting a wholesale transfer from the 

British experience” and theories which do not meet the social needs of the indigenous 

people (Kaseke, 1991:33; Mabvurira, 2018). In essence, it is believed that this type of 

social work does not “respect African values, beliefs, taboos and traditional social 

protection systems” (Ibid:1). It was because of these arguments, that I felt it was 

necessary for this thesis to give a brief overview of the origins of social work in 

Zimbabwe. Social work in Zimbabwe started in 1964 under the School of Social 

Services established by the Jesuits Fathers of the Roman Catholic Church. Their focus 

at that time was to look at the needs of the unemployed urban youths (Chogugudza, 

2009).  

Young people in urban towns encountered many social problems, such as 

unemployment, overcrowding, destitution, juvenile delinquency, prostitution, family 

breakdown and social disintegration, and these were noted as requiring social work 

intervention (Clifford, 1966). Although social work training was open to all ethnic 

groups, the majority of SWs were from the black community (Chogugudza, 2009). 

After Zimbabwe gained its independence in 1980, there were significant changes to 

social work training with its philosophy rooted in the new government’s socialist-

oriented policies (Watts et al, 1995; Chogugudza, 2009). Meanwhile, it can be argued 

that there are weaknesses that are associated with social work practice in Zimbabwe 

as in several other African countries. They emanate from conflicts between social work 

and local traditional cultural values (Dziro, 2013). Social work in Zimbabwe has taken 

longer to be appreciated as an effective profession. As a result, according to Masuka 
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et al (2012), there were only 90 SWs employed by the Department of Social Services. 

By 2014, the number of SWs being employed in government sectors was around 120 

for the whole country (Imoh and Ansell, 2014).  

Wyatt et al (2010) acknowledged that the ratio of children in need of a SW was 

extremely high and this was compromising the social work practice whilst putting 

children at risk. Several children’s homes are managed without much social work 

involvement. It is also worrying that the Council for the Welfare of the Children, which 

was established by the Children’s Act 2003, appears to have achieved an insignificant 

effect in terms of protecting children (Imoh and Ansell, 2014). However, it must be 

acknowledged that parallel child protection committees, which are a combination of 

adults and children, have been established in many parts of the country and have 

achieved greater awareness of children’s rights (ibid). Selective implementation and 

compliance to practice have been referenced as major hindrances to the effective 

protection of children from CSE (Nhapi and Mathende, 2017).  

The judiciary, traditional leaders and judges in customary and religious courts were 

identified as critical challenges to practice (Ibid). As highlighted before, the lack of 

adequate funding, material and human resources have restricted full implementation 

of child protection programmes (Dzirikure and Allan, 2014). Similar to the UK, “the 

approach to sharing information on CSE/CSA is inconsistent among agencies. This is 

characterised by a weak referral system” (Mantula and Salojee, 2016:872).  

This section has discussed social work practice, the next section will now turn to the 

issue of practitioner awareness in the UK and Zimbabwe.  

2.7.1 Practitioner awareness UK 

As said above, According to Jago et al (2011) and Harris et al (2015), since 2010 there 

has been increased attention to CSE in the socio-political hierarchies due to a number 

of high-profile cases that have attracted much criticism from the media and society. 

Such criticism has been directed at especially the child protection and criminal justice 

organisations as they have been deemed to have failed to protect children from CSE. 

Additionally, the Ofsted report (2014) suggests that SE has not been treated as a high 

priority as evidenced by revelations in Rotherham and elsewhere around the country. 

The reports from Jay (2014) and Ofsted (2014) exposed a lack of awareness among 

the various professionals who work with children and young people. Some SWs 

according to Kwhali et al (2016) are still struggling with processes and lack confidence 
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to deal with CSE cases that involve grooming, trafficking, internet abuse and other 

types of exploitative behaviour and where multi-agency responses are required.  

Furthermore, complications to practice have increased due to new models of SE, such 

as young people being duped, and others include peer-on-peer relations (Melrose, 

2013:161). Whilst research in previous years shows that there is a lack of practitioner 

awareness of CSE, there is acknowledgement that in the past few years practitioners 

have become aware of the existence of SE of children across the UK (Clutton and 

Coles, 2008; CEOP, 2011; Public Health England, 2017, see also Melrose, 2013). In 

order to raise awareness and improve prevention strategies, regional initiatives have 

been espoused in areas assumed to have extensive cases of CSE (Drummond and 

Nacro, 2018). Great progress in tackling CSE, which includes “swift identification and 

reporting, disrupting and removing the source of risk and supporting the child”, has 

been identified (Webb and Oram, 2015:13).  

However, the literature highlights that regardless of the increased awareness of CSE 

and societal and environmental factors that increase children’s vulnerability, there is a 

lack of evidence for SWs and the workforce in the UK to support effective service 

delivery (Webb and Oram, 2015). This is compounded by confusion and uncertainty 

among professionals who are still unable to identify what CSE actually is, and the 

different forms in which it can manifest and who it affects (Hallett, 2015; Bedford, 2015; 

Public Health England, 2017). Intervention difficulties are experienced, especially on 

cases where the relationship appears to be consensual or where a young person has 

a relationship with an older boyfriend (Melrose, 2013).  

Likewise, complications to practice can be as a result of abused children being 

regarded as requiring safeguarding, when they may have actually been involved in 

prostitution (CSE) (McClelland and Newell, 2013), affirming that young people can 

perpetrate acts of CSE (Hackett and Smith, 2018). Questions still remain on how 

practitioners can engage with children who both are ‘victims’ and ‘perpetrators’ of SE 

(Firmin, 2011; Pearce, 2013:159). This is one area where gaps in knowledge and 

current understanding continue to exist (Hackett and Smith, 2018). Subsequently, 

there is a need to raise awareness and improve the knowledge base of all those who 

work with children; however, specialist agencies are now engaged in delivering 

training to both professionals and young people (Brodie et al, 2016). Notably, there 
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has been much effort to ensure that language does not inadvertently contribute to 

children being ascribed responsibility or blame (Research in Practice, 2017:12). 

2.7.2 Practitioner awareness Zimbabwe   

Although social work organisations and schools are being driven by the national policy, 

overall application of “the guidance and counselling program” is hampered by 

inadequate knowledge and essential competences to teach CSA awareness (Mantula 

and Saloojee, 2016:873). Musiwa (2018) believes professionals still lack knowledge 

of legislation and sections of the constitution that give them real power to protect 

children from harmful practice. In Zimbabwe, many professionals/workers are aware 

of the existence of CSE but still lack knowledge of the symptoms; they do not feel 

supported by their agencies to be on the alert (Nyamanhindi, 2014). To address such 

problems, it is noted that community awareness is required through holding workshops 

targeting all community members (Ibid). More so, local leaders must be encouraged 

to report cases of CSE/CSA in their local meetings and establish watchdog 

committees trained to identify, investigate and provide basic counselling (Nhamo, 

2002).  

2.8 Failings in policy (UK) 

Regardless of having implemented the guidance in 2009, it was noted that the 

guidance came with its own practical problems. There was no action plan attached to 

the 2009 guidance, nor were there any plans to monitor or evaluate the implementation 

of the guidance or a mechanism to share developing practice (Jago et al, 2011:11). 

Government documents and policy guidance, according to Pearce (2009:2), “will not 

impact on sexually exploited young people unless they are implemented, their use 

reviewed, monitored and evaluated”. Lack of effectiveness of policy is further 

exacerbated by the non-existence of exact numbers of children being exploited (Jago 

et al, 2011). Despite the introduction of the CSE policy in 2017, the absence of specific 

legislation for CSE and young people can be problematic (ECPAT, 2014). Moreover, 

since each of the four nations of the UK have different policy and political framework, 

this may result in different responses to CSE (Barnardo’s, 2014).  

Whilst there is a wide spectrum of legislation and policies on SE in the UK, children, 

parents and professionals require more awareness as this can play a pivotal role in 
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reducing rates of SE (Barnardos, 2014). Consequently, It can be postulated that, 

balthough there may be development of good inter-agency policies and procedures 

applicable to CSE, their effectiveness may be hindered by authorities “not checking 

whether these are being implemented or whether they are working” (see Jay, 2014:2). 

Regardless of the awareness about CSE of boys, the SOA still has a strong bias 

towards girls and young women (Sanders et al, 2009). This means that boys and 

young men are significantly absent from the debates and discourses of SE (Ibid). 

Thus, the government should emphasise on the need to put in place services that are 

appropriate in responding to the CSE of boys. Melrose (2010) postulated that deep 

gendered notions within policy and practice always limit conversations around boys 

and young men as victims of CSE. The next will look at failings in policy 

implementation in Zimbabwe. 

2.8.1 Failings in policy implementation (Zimbabwe) 

Even though the Zimbabwean law has its shortcomings, in general it conforms to the 

UN Convention. However, the continuous increase of CSE has raised questions as to 

whether policies have failed to effectively reduce its prevalence. Again, the cultural 

and socio-economic situation in Zimbabwe has continued to fall thereby impacting on 

almost all human services and this has resulted in failure by the government to provide 

sufficient funds to support policies, human and material resources (Imoh and Ansell, 

2014; Mantula and Saloojee, 2016). This means that the current situation in Zimbabwe 

has contributed to the failings and limitations to the prevention of CSE (Ibid). Due to 

the ailing economy and the current political instability in Zimbabwe, some families have 

resorted to pushing their children into sexual relationships for financial and economic 

gain (Magwa and Ingwani, 2014). Despite the norms and values that are carried in the 

constitution of Zimbabwe, some customary law practices continue to negatively impact 

on policy and practice since their ethos are different from the common law. This then 

affects the protection, personal lives and rights of children (Mukombachoto, 2016).  

To further demonstrate the impact of the economy on policy, the government has 

introduced VFC across the country but very few of these are operating because of the 

non-existence of essential equipment (Mahati et al, 2006). This resonates with Mantula 

and Salojee (2016) who claim the Zimbabwean government has embraced several 

child protection policies, legislation and programmes that promote children’s rights and 
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protection, but there is evidence that implementation is ineffective. In the same way, 

The African Child Policy Forum (2013) described Zimbabwe as weak in its 

performance on the provisions enshrined in national laws for the protection of children. 

This has resulted in it being among the ten poorest performing African countries. 

Furthermore, it has continued to be at the bottom of the Child Protection Index (Ibid). 

It can be argued that having various campaigns and a multitude of policies and 

legislation in a country like Zimbabwe, where there is political instability and weak 

implementation of legal obligations due  to economic factors, children will continue to 

be at high risk of CSE (Poyrazli and Thompson, 2013; Muridzo, 2018). This position 

seems to contradict the Constitution of Zimbabwe, which places importance on the 

adoption of policies and guidelines that protect children (Government of Zimbabwe, 

2013).  

A further deterrent to effective application of legislation and policy is the cultural and 

customary beliefs. A particularly disturbing trend is the mistaken belief by many adults 

who have contracted HIV/AIDS that when they have sexual intercourse with children 

and young people, this process will rid them of the virus (Epistein and Arnston, 2008). 

Despite this, Zimbabwe has continued to engage with other international 

organisations, such as ECPAT International. This allowed Zimbabwe an opportunity 

to launch a report on CSE in 2017, which was a joint initiative by ECPAT International 

and the Zimbabwe National Council for the Welfare of Children (ZNCWC) and the 

Ministry of Tourism and Hospitality Industry (The African Child Information Hub, 2017). 

In general, Shumba (2006) believes that both local and international laws have failed 

to protect children against SA and CSE in Zimbabwe. The next section will now look 

at high caseloads and practice in the UK.  

2.8.2 High caseloads and practice (UK) 

Like Zimbabwe, the issue of high caseloads was seen as hindering practice in the UK. 

This is in particular due to decreased funding, as a result of austerity measures and 

this has caused huge “challenges to services seeking to offer consistency of support” 

(Scott et al 2019:101). In the same view, Bywaters et al, (2017) argue that austerity 

measures have eroded the ability of both the local authorities and families to promote 

children’s wellbeing and protection. There is a general understanding that the 

economic government cuts have affected preventative services such as, safeguarding 
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children and a range of other available interventions (Brodie et al, 2016). It is noted 

that “as many as 57 000 children across the UK may have been unable to access 

therapeutic services, they needed following sexual abuse” (Sidebotham, 2012:313). 

Reinforcing this notion, Ofsted (2014) in their study, reported that in one local authority, 

staff and senior managers expressed that high caseloads prevented them from 

attending training.  

Besides, lack of supervision, inadequate training coupled with high caseloads can 

inhibit SW from actively protecting children from CSE (Stevenson, 2018). Noting the 

impact of high caseloads to practice, a report from the National Audit Office in 2016 

indicated that some of the social services departments were using agency staff as 

there was too much pressure on staff, resulting in high rates of staff turnover (Crenna-

Jennings, 2018). As a result, cases are no longer allocated to SWs according to 

experience, expertise or complexity but rather on the basis of capacity resulting in 

newly qualified SWs being allocated complex safeguarding cases (Martin et al, 2014). 

Furthermore, “there are occasions where children are allocated according to resource 

rather than need”, this means some cases are overlooked in the process (Ibid:28). 

Even with the UK’s average caseload at 17.8, in some local authorities, SWs hold an 

average of 26.8 which is still considered as high (Community Care, 2019). It is 

recommended that SWs can provide comprehensive interventions to children affected 

by CSE when they are holding reasonable and reduced caseloads (Scott, et al, 2019). 

I will now look at the impact of high caseloads and practice in Zimbabwe. 

2.8.3 High caseloads and practice (Zimbabwe)  

Similar to the UK, Zimbabwe children’s services are experiencing financial and 

resource constraints due to the persistent economic decline. It is important to note that 

the protection of children in Zimbabwe is the responsibility of the government. The 

government “at independence from the UK in 1980 inherited a robust and 

comprehensive model of child welfare” (Gray, 2017:109). In a ministerial statement in 

October 2017, Hon Mupfumira highlighted to the National Assembly that inadequate 

resources have created a situation where SWs are struggling with high caseloads and 

lack of specialised SW training (National Assembly, 2017: Muridzo et al, 2018). The 

SW to children ratio stands at 1 to 14,000 in the country in contrast, to the UK who, 

according to Community Care, hold an average of 17.8 cases (Community Care, 
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2019). This is partly as mentioned before, due to most trained SWs leaving the country 

as a result of the deterioration of the economic situation (Mangena and Warria, 2017). 

More so, the Zimbabwe Judicial Service Commission (2012) asserts that due to limited 

resources, only 3% of children who are victims of SE/violence get professional support 

from the relevant bodies. 

2.9 Conclusion 

In this qualitative phenomenological study, the process of reviewing literature was 

explored, highlighting the use of existing research documents in both the UK and 

Zimbabwe. It was noted that literature search also focused on the international view 

of the problems around CSE. The selection and eliminating process of literature that 

was used for purposes of this study were explained. It was clear that there is a 

difference in terminology used in a lot of research papers in Zimbabwe in reference to 

CSE. Whilst most papers in the UK refer to the act of abuse as SE, most papers in 

Zimbabwe referenced it as SA.  

The early parts of this chapter have shown that there are universal factors that push 

and pull children into positions of CSE and these range from socio-economic 

conditions, gangs to peer on peer. In reviewing the literature from a phenomenological 

standpoint, it was clear that gendered notions were dominant in CSE as females were 

referenced as either victim or perpetrator. It was evident that despite this portrayal, 

either gender could be victim or perpetrator depending on how the socio-politico and 

professionals interrogate the abuse.  

 

Another aspect demonstrated by literature was that females and young people can be 

both victim and perpetrator dismissing the perception that only adults and males are 

perpetrators of CSE. The chapter explored the cultural impact on CSE in both the UK 

and Zimbabwe. It was determined that patriarchal conceptions were impacting on the 

lives of young people especially girls who were at times forced into marriages for 

economic survival. The cultural and societal norms seem to be protective of boys and 

do not hold perceptions that boys can be victims of CSE. In relation to religion, the 

chapter identified that some religious practices were promoting CSE in both countries. 

This was noted to be an impediment to practice as in most cases children and those 
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who look after them are in precarious positions and unable to disclose the abuse. 

While the chapter highlighted culture as a push factor of CSE in both countries, it was 

established that there was a difference in some of the cultural practices between 

Zimbabwe and the UK.  

The chapter noted that although religious and traditional leaders are supposed to 

protect children, they are instead part of the system that encourages CSE. This 

reinforces Hurcombe et al (2019:3) who in their study of CSA in religious institutions, 

noted that victims and survivors expressed that even when they report to the religious 

leaders, “they were often disbelieved, discredited and not supported after disclosing 

their experiences of sexual abuse”. The issue of child marriages was noted to in both 

the UK and Zimbabwe. However, the chapter identified that there was lack of accurate 

records in both countries.  

It was drawn from this chapter that the CSE of boys has been ignored for a long time 

by both society and professionals. Having acknowledged that boys are also at high 

risk of CSE, the chapter concluded that the causes of CSE to boys are similar to those 

of girls. An interesting thing that was uncovered by literature, was that the age of boys 

who are involved in CSE was slightly lower than that of girls reinforcing Cockbain et al 

(2015) who postulate that gender can be considered to be significantly related to the 

differences in age.  

I suggest that because of gender bias, it could be easier for perpetrators to manipulate 

younger boys as compared to the older ones. A further review of the literature on 

disclosures, showed that girls are more willing to report/disclose their abuse than boys. 

However, there was a realisation that girls can also find it difficult to report due to the 

culture of shame. The sense of being stigmatised was recognised to be a significant 

hurdle for boys, preventing their disclosure of the exploitation they have experienced. 

their exploitation. The chapter noted that policies need to be supplemented by services 

which are appropriate in responding to CSE of boys. The discussion of policy and 

legislation development showed that both countries have taken measures towards the 

prevention and protection of children from CSE. It was evident within literature that 

gendered notions persisted throughout the development of these policies and 

legislation.  
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Also, the law has for long negated that children were victims but instead portrayed 

them as offenders. However, the chapter noted that laws have transformed, and 

children are now seen as victims. More so, the chapter explored the issue of 

programmes that were developed to supplement practice in both the UK and 

Zimbabwe. It was noted that both countries have developed many programs however, 

in Zimbabwe lack of a sound economy has impacted on both the resources and 

implementation of some of these programs. Despite a plethora of policies in both 

countries, policies and legislation seem to have failed to reduce rates of CSE. A major 

finding from the existing literature, as highlighted in this chapter, was that there are 

still gaps in practice and policy implementation, especially in Zimbabwe. 

The history and development of social work practice and policy in Zimbabwe was 

explored. The literature uncovered that social work in Zimbabwe has taken long to be 

acknowledged as an important profession. The chapter also noted that there are 

challenges to social work practice in both Zimbabwe and the UK due to political and 

economic environment resulting in high caseloads. Regarding practitioner awareness, 

the chapter revealed that there was still a lack of practitioner awareness of CSE in 

both Zimbabwe and the UK. Like in Zimbabwe, the literature indicated that there were 

challenges to practice in the UK, and CSE had continued to rise. It was established 

that professionals still require more awareness of policies and legislation. 

Inconsistencies in information sharing among multi-agencies were noted.  

I have noted that most researchers and scholars do not provide detailed explanations 

on why such failings continue to take place, particularly when looking at professionals’ 

understanding of policies and legislation. It follows, therefore, that more research is 

needed in order to provide empirical evidence on the difficulties faced by 

professionals. Another finding from the literature from phenomenological perspective, 

was that each country and society make decisions on what they consider as 

acceptable or taboo. This means that what may be considered as CSE by a section of 

society, may be seen as acceptable by others. Therefore, more research in this area 

is necessary in order to find out how different groups of people can come to a common 

understanding on the importance of protecting children from SA. Finally, existing 

research seem to have completely focused on the exploitation of children and their 

protection, so there is not much that is known about SWs’ understanding and 

interpretation of CSE. Therefore, this research will attempt to explore some of these 
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gaps. Chapter 3 will now focus on the methodology and theoretical perspectives that 

underpin this study.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 

3.0 Introduction 

This chapter provides details of the methodological approach and methods adopted 

as considered most appropriate for the topic of this thesis. The terms ‘methodology’ 

and ‘method’ are often confusingly used interchangeably in research (Daly, 2007). 

However, they actually refer to different aspects of doing research and scholarly 

inquiry (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). Methodology is the framework for studying 

and designing the entire research project (Kumar, 2008; Creswell and Clark, 2017). It 

describes the overall epistemological approach to a study and focuses on how the 

researcher gains knowledge about the social world (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Gray, 

2014; Corbin and Strauss, 2014). Also, Crotty (2005:3) defines methodology as “the 

strategy, plan of action, processor design lying behind the choice and use of particular 

methods and linking the choice and the use of methods to the desired outcomes”. 

More so, methodology identifies steps that were followed in a study in order to acquire 

knowledge about phenomena (Klenke, 2008:17).  

Meanwhile, method refers to a particular research technique which is determined by 

a specific problem and aims to achieve certain outcomes (Crowther and Lancaster, 

2012; Williamson and Johanson, 2017). Methods are rather a means of producing 

knowledge, not collecting it (McNeill and Chapman, 2005). Therefore, several methods 

can be used to examine a phenomenon (Shirish, 2013). 

In order to decide which methodology to use, I had to look into methodology and the 

philosophy the philosophy underpinning methodology and methods was examined to 

ascertain the means in which to ask questions, analyse answers and then present 

them as findings logically. I realised that it was important in my selection of an 

appropriate methodology to align this to aims of the study, the research questions how 

they were going to be explored and, importantly, the qualitative phenomenological 

approach and its relevance and appropriateness to this study because it helps identify 

areas and systems that SWs perceive as inhibiting their practice. This 

phenomenological and qualitative stance will be explored later in this chapter. 
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As a foundation to this chapter, I begin by outlining the underpinning ontological and 

epistemological standpoint of the study. Attention will then be paid to the aims of the 

study. This will be followed by an exploration of the theoretical perspective, 

phenomenology, and the incorporation of the feminist phenomenology and its 

importance to this research. I will then elaborate on the research design and the use 

of the qualitative method by considering its strengths and limitations. Thereafter, I will 

give an account of the comparative nature of the study, clearly defining the process of 

choosing the two countries selected for this research and what was compared between 

the UK and Zimbabwe in relation to CSE.  Since I had lived in both countries that were 

selected for this study, an overview of my position as an insider researcher and 

personal bias will be provided to enable a discussion about how I interpreted SWs’ 

responses based on having lived in both countries but also what this means in the 

context of qualitative and phenomenological research. The chapter will further look at 

the aspect of researching sensitive topics and preparation for data collection. Steps 

taken to adhere to ethical guidelines and reflexivity in research will then be outlined.  

The following section of the chapter will contain a description of purposive sampling 

and the process that was undertaken to pilot interview questions. The chapter will 

further examine my approach to gatekeepers, including any challenges I faced and 

how I overcame them. This also discusses how I gained permission to interview SWs 

and a selection of research participants in both Harare and London. My method of 

data collection was semi-structured interviews, and I will discuss this further within the 

chapter. The process of transcribing, the approach to data analysis, theoretical 

approaches to analysis and the method of analysing data shall be outlined, including 

any challenges I faced and how I overcame them. In this study, I adopted a thematic 

approach to analyse data. This will be followed by a discussion of trustworthiness and 

rigour issues associated with the methods used. The final section will conclude with a 

discussion of the chapter summary. The following section will now discuss the 

ontological and epistemological standpoint of the study.  

3.1 Research aims 

Chapter 2 shows a gap in literature that overlooks the voice of SWs’ understanding 

and their interpretation of CSE. The fundamental assumption is that qualitative 

research in social work is consistent with values and therefore focuses on topics of 
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vulnerable and oppressed people, social and economic justice, and social problems 

(Fortune et al, 2013). As previously noted, children are a vulnerable group and this 

study seeks to address the sensitive topic of CSE (McNaughton Nicholls et al, 2014) 

with an aim to hear explanations from SWs.  

A research aim is an overarching goal or purpose of a study that determines its 

direction and scope (Thomas and Hodges, 2010; Coles et al, 2013). The purpose of   

this study was to explore whether SE policies are effective in reducing the exploitation 

of children in both Harare and London, and to evaluate whether SWs are effectively 

implementing social policies to protect children from SE. The aims of the study were 

to look at SWs’ understanding of CSE and their views on the intervention process 

when responding to sexually exploited children or those who are at risk of SE. The 

following questions were used to guide this research: 

1. How do SWs in Harare and London interpret, understand and apply child sexual 

exploitation policies and legislation? 

2. What gendered notions affect understandings of child sexual exploitation in the 

two cities?  

3. How do SWs’ understandings, interpretations and gendered notions affect their 

implementation of child sexual exploitation policies and legislation to practice in 

Harare and London? 

3.2 Rationale for using a qualitative research method 

Qualitative methodology has its foundation in social sciences and is more concerned 

with understanding peoples’ behaviour, their knowledge, attitudes, beliefs and fears 

(Tracy, 2013). It is important to note that both qualitative and quantitative methods can 

be applied in social research although, there is a distinction between the two 

(Wellington and Szczerbinski, 2007). “Their difference perhaps lies in the assumptions 

about reality and about the way one should acquire knowledge about reality” 

(Chakraborty, 2019:22). This means that the difference is in relation with their 

ontological and epistemological positions. Despite their differences, the two methods 

can complement each other removing the need to give prominence “to one over the 

other” (Acharyya and Bhattacharya, 2019:29). The quantitative method is often 

connected with numerical data whilst qualitative research is not statistical, and it 

embraces multiple realities (Rahman, 2016). Although I noted that numbers are 
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important to research studies, the qualitative methodology was seen as more relevant 

to the aims of this study. More so, it would facilitate opportunities for me to explore in 

detail questions of my study (Rubin and Babbie, 2013; Emmel, 2013).  According to 

Creswell (2015) this approach allows the researcher to gain a substantial amount of 

detail about the individual or place while enabling them to gain knowledge about actual 

experiences of participants to be explored. My argument, as suggested by Oakley 

(1999), was that this exploration, expansionist, descriptive inquiry could not be 

achieved using quantitative methods which include statistically based questionnaires 

and surveys whose information is numerical rather than conversational.  

I wanted to understand the lived experiences of participants rather than how they are 

categorised, conceptualised or theorised or reflect on them (Phillips, 2014). The 

qualitative methodology was therefore going to enable me to explore SWs multiple 

and different realities and interpretations to reality, which were all considered as being 

valid (Newman and Benz, 1998). My understanding was that each participating SW 

had a different experience and interpretation that would bring new insights to the study. 

It is within this context that data based on people’s experiences is often recognised as 

more powerful and explicit in qualitative research when compared with quantitative 

research (Anderson, 2010). Using a qualitative approach allowed me to weigh the 

quality of knowledge development in relation to SWs’ experiences in two different 

settings/countries. Having established the methodology that was suitable for my study, 

it was necessary to look at the ontological and epistemological assumptions before 

introducing the research approach of the study.  

3.3 Ontology and epistemology  

To understand the position adopted by this research study, it was important to reflect 

on my standpoint as a researcher and to attempt “to identify the ways in which such a 

standpoint has shaped the research process and findings” (Willig, 2008:6). Qualitative 

researchers adopt different approaches and some of these “relate to ontology, what is 

the nature of the social world and what is there to know about it”, and epistemology, 

“concerned with ways of knowing and learning about the world” (Zagzebski, 2008:1; 

Agarwal, 2015:260; Maxwell, 2013: vii; Bryman, 2016). In general, there are two well 

defined ontological positions which are realism and idealism (McLaughlin 2012; 

O'Reilly and Kiyimba, 2015). Realism posits that there is an external reality which 
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exists independently of what people may understand it to be, while on the contrary, 

idealism suggests that reality can only be understood “through the human mind and 

socially constructed meanings” (Mclaughlin, 2012:25). In the same way, there are two 

overarching philosophies that have played an important role in social research and 

these are, interpretivism which is linked to idealism and positivism which is linked to 

realism (Killam, 2013; Saldanha and O'Brien, 2014). These paradigms, “offer a way of 

understanding the measurement difficulties inherent in carrying out research” 

(McCrann, 2017:127). There is therefore a link between epistemology, ontology, 

methods, and methodology (Young and Temple, 2014). It is important to note that the 

connection between epistemology and ontology can provide reliable knowledge 

(Nyatsanza, 2015).  

An important point to note is that, choosing one ontological position over the other can 

have an impact on the way in which the research is carried out and the epistemological 

standpoint of the researcher (Arthur et al, 2012). The interpretivist paradigm assumes 

that social reality is not singular or objective but is rather shaped by human 

experiences and social contexts (ontology) (Crotty, 2005; Schwandt, 2014). This 

means, reality is seen by several people and these people interpret events differently, 

leaving multiple perspectives of an incident (Mupa, 2012:173). It can therefore be 

interpreted that there are as many realities as there are people (Levers, 2013). The 

interpretivist paradigm is inherently suited to the phenomenological tradition. My study 

adopted an interpretivist ontological and epistemological standpoint. I believed that 

meaning was constructed and interpreted by participants as they interacted with SE 

children. I considered SWs who I interviewed to be experts of their own experiences. 

This resonates with Collins (2017) that all knowledge is dependent on social actors as 

it is constructed through their interaction with their environment. Accordingly, my study 

was not looking for homogenous answers, but I was aware that interpretations of SWs 

were divergent and multifarious, hence generating different truths.  

This concept differs with the positivist paradigm whose tenet is that there is one 

objective answer, such as those within the natural sciences (Willis et al, 2007). The 

positivists believe that human behaviour is shaped and predictable and it can be 

studied in an objective manner (Holder, 2016). Positivism could be regarded as an 

approach whose ontological principle is that truth and reality is free and independent 

of the viewer and observer (Aliyu et al, 2014). My intention in this study was not to 
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produce objective accounts but instead subjective personal accounts of SWs who 

participated in interviews. As highlighted before, I am a SW and therefore I was 

considered to be an insider researcher. The next section will now explore my position 

as an insider researcher. 

3.4 Insider researcher 

I have lived and worked in both Zimbabwe and the UK and I am well versed with their 

cultures and languages. I studied and acquired social work status in the UK, and this 

was unquestionably advantageous for me as I was able to approach the research as 

an experienced SW and social work supervisor. Being in this position gave me an 

insider perspective or studying view on this research. In Harare, I may have appeared 

to be an outsider researcher since I was coming from abroad, but the insider element 

remained because I was born and raised in Zimbabwe and was familiar with most 

traditions and cultures in the wider Zimbabwean society. This brought the benefit of 

my understanding both contexts and having insight into SWs responses. Similarly, in 

London, I could have been viewed as an outsider as most SWs who participated in 

this study were white British females.  

However, there are no overwhelming advantages of the data being richer if the 

researcher shares the same ethnicity and gender of the participants, as both roles, 

insider researcher and outsider researcher, have their advantages and disadvantages 

depending on the particular type of research and its circumstances (Hammersley, 

1993:219). Olson (1997) and Griffith (1998) specify an insider as possibly being the 

same gender, ethnicity, culture and class as the group, meaning there is a familiarity. 

I will mention here that it was quite easy for me to conduct interviews in both Harare 

and London sites as I understood the cultures, politics and hierarchy of the institutions 

where I was conducting my research. Smyth and Holian (2008) admit that it is 

beneficial for a researcher to have knowledge, understanding and an awareness of an 

organisation’s culture and structure as it reduces the time spent on studying the issue. 

Therefore, it was an advantage that I had full knowledge of some of the policy and 

practice issues involved in responding to CSE and SA issues.  

Kara (2012) expresses that generally an insider researcher has a wealth of knowledge, 

which takes an outsider a long time to learn. Likewise, Newberry-Koroluk (2014) posits 

that being an insider to a research project is an asset. My status and identity of being 
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a SW assuredly made it easier to elicit information from research participants, 

especially in areas where sensitive and confidential issues were discussed. As an 

insider, I could understand a lot of the details about social work and therefore, when 

asking questions, I was able to follow up on important tangents in order to obtain 

relevant details. Certainly, for people to willingly divulge information, it is influenced by 

the level of knowledge of who they perceive you to be (Drever, 2003). Furthermore, 

despite coming into the research with experience and understanding of child protection 

issues, my own preconceived ideas about approaches used by SWs to protect children 

from CSE changed during the process of interviewing SWs when new trends emerged 

(Smith et al, 2009).  

Undoubtedly, this is the position I found myself in, as Drake and Heath (2011) point 

out, that the insider researcher seeks to convey their reality based on the perspectives 

of the respondents who may in many instances be friends or colleagues. This stance 

is supported by Bonner and Tolhurst (2002) who explain several advantages of being 

an insider, such as having an established relationship which encourages the telling 

and judging of truth. I found that being a SW created credibility with participants and 

managers and this helped me to easily get permission from managers of organisations 

to interview their SWs. However, the matter of sensitivity and confidentiality could be 

compromised as insider researchers often have easier privileged access to 

information (Smyth and Holian, 2008). There is a likelihood that sensitive data could 

be exposed in the research as they are familiar with the subject (Ibid).  

I approached issues and explanations by SWs with an open mind and ensured that 

my assumptions would not influence the process of the research. Acknowledging 

insiderness challenges the researcher to be fully and continually aware of his 

researcher role (Kusow, 2003). There were instances that seemed to have a negative 

impact on the way I sometimes offered insights, that were leading and restricted 

participants’ responses. However, I worked hard to be open to participants’ accounts 

and gave priority to the way they interpreted their experiences; this approach is unlike 

that of the outsider researcher, who from an interpretive perspective immerse 

themselves into the experiences of those participating in the study and translate data 

in a manner that gives answers to the research question (Reid et al, 2014).  
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As an insider researcher, I was attempting to find a methodological stance, as Drake 

and Heath (2011) state, which would qualify me to consolidate the practitioner and 

researcher role. As highlighted before, this research fitted well with the interpretive 

paradigm, and my position was that narratives from SWs would be vital to my findings. 

The next section will look at the theoretical perspective of the study. 

 

3.5 Theoretical perspective 

This section provides an overview of the theoretical perspective that has informed my 

study. According to Becker et al (2012), theory can be viewed as a group of interrelated 

concepts that are combined in order to provide a rational explanation of phenomena. 

Social theories are answers to why people behave the way they do, the cause or 

reason for which needs to be understood (Blaike, 2010). In this sense, the theoretical 

perspective is seen as a lens that enables a researcher to go through the process of 

an investigation (data collection and its analysis) and gives direction to the types of 

questions asked (Creswell, 2015; Cresswell and Plano-Clark, 2017). In other words, 

the theoretical perspective helps identify a suitable methodological paradigm (Kuhn, 

2012). The theoretical perspective I selected had to be consistent with a qualitative 

interpretive paradigm and had to enable me to achieve my goal of examining SWs’ 

understanding and interpretation of CSE as well as policies and legislation. In doing 

so, I wanted to capture SWs’ conscious experiences of working under environments 

where there were possible social and cultural challenges and conflicts.  

Accordingly, my focus was to look for in-depth richness and connection with SWs in 

the study. Therefore, in order to involve the SWs in talking and sharing their lived 

experiences and to unearth their world as interpreted and described by them, I 

adopted a phenomenological theoretical perspective. deMarrais and Lapan (2008:56) 

posits that phenomenology empowers researchers to explore “everyday human 

experience in close, detailed ways”. Furthermore, this type of investigation will strive 

to discover meanings “people place on their lived experience” (Ibid:56). Even though 

experience is always intermingled with “social and cultural ways of being in the world”, 

phenomenology will always aim “to return and describe as accurately as possible 

experience as it is lived (Robertson et al, 2015). Essentially, the main aim of 
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phenomenology is to bring to light the lived experience by investigating what has been 

experienced and how it is experienced (Parahoo, 2014).  

This has resonance with Denscombe (2014) in that phenomenology attempts to give 

information about how things are experienced first-hand by those involved. In this 

sense, my approach was meant to promote the voices of SWs. Ideally, a 

phenomenological approach would enable me to explore participants subjective 

experiences of working with SE children. I wanted to create an environment where, 

according to Denzin and Lincoln (2013), participants would freely give their own views 

for me to capture the essence of their experiences and to determine whether they had 

shared meanings. Tarozzi and Mortari (2010:10) view phenomenology as a “way to 

educate our vision, to define our posture, to broaden the way we look at our world”. 

Moreover, phenomenology is considered to be a powerful instrument as well as a 

method in human science research (Ibid). It must be known from the onset that 

phenomenology is a qualitative approach research methodology and technique that 

seeks to make explicit and implicit structures and meanings of human experiences 

(Klenke et al, 2016; Cassell et al, 2017).   

The concept of phenomenology became more popular during the twentieth century, 

associated with the written works of Husserl who is regarded as the originator of 

phenomenology (McNeill, 1990). Husserl’s phenomenology believes that “experience 

is the beginning point for all knowledge of the world as well as the repository within 

which that knowledge remains” (Trainor and Graue, 2013:181). This concept was 

further developed by Heidegger who was a student of Husserl (Hergenhahn, 2008). 

There was a notable difference between Husserl and Heidegger’s philosophical 

traditions in that Husserl believed in the descriptive whilst Heidegger advocated that 

phenomenology was based on the interpretation of experience and explication of the 

meaning of being (Horrigan-Kelly et al, 2016). Husserl’s interpretation of 

phenomenology was related to consciousness and individuals’ experiences, and these 

include what individuals think, imagine, and perceived emotions which he termed as 

“intentionality” “the essential feature of consciousness meaning that consciousness is 

directed toward an object” (De Chesnay, 2015:5; Theodorou, 2015).  

The term intentionality shows how the human being is inseparable in their 

connectedness to the world. This means that all thinking as well as actions are always 
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related to our thinking about something (van Manen 2016). Thus, “all human activity 

is always oriented activity directed by that which orients it” (van Ibid:182). Husserl 

asserted “that the way in which we react with the world is demonstrated through our 

consciousness; when we are conscious, we are conscious of some ‘thing’, and our 

consciousness is directed by objects or ‘things” (Barker: 2013:58). By impressing on 

consciousness, phenomenologist therefore focus on how people interact with the 

world and how things appear to them (Dowling, 2007). This is mirrored in the phrase 

phenomenon which originated from ‘phaenetshai’ which means to ‘flare up’, ‘to show 

itself’ ‘to appear’ (Moustakas, 1994:26; Dowling, 2007:132). Husserl objected the 

perception that “objects in the external world exist independently and that the 

information about objects is reliable” (Klenke et al, 2016:209).  

More so, Husserl believed that in phenomenology we have to remove ourselves from 

our daily experience, our ‘natural attitude’ to examine the experience; by doing this, 

we take a phenomenological stance (Vagle, 2016:68). Heidegger, on the other hand, 

did not embrace the theory of knowledge (epistemology) but instead accepted 

ontology, “the science of being” (Crowell and Malpas, 2007; Sparrow, 2014). 

Therefore, Heidegger’s stance was on being in the world and looking for solutions in 

things that happened every day as opposed to descriptions or fundamental notions of 

the experience (Reiners, 2012). Heidegger’s focus was on ‘Dasein’ which means: 

The ‘being-there’ of human existence. This being 

there means that we are situated or ‘thrown’ 

(geworfen) into the world that we live in. We are 

always already there (DA) involved in daily activities. 

But the term ‘Dasein’ also signifies that we have a 

relation to our own existence in asking what it means 

to be there at all (rather than not to exist) (Svenaeus, 

2013:83). 

Heidegger postulated that the major focus for “existential phenomenologists is to 

investigate and interpret existence as it is humanly experienced” (Tuffour, 2017:3). He 

considered context to be important and his use of the term ‘life world’ indicated that 

persons are constantly influenced by the world in which they live (Barker, 2013). 

Although Heidegger shared the same view with Husserl’s declaration ‘‘to the things 
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themselves’’, he differed with Husserl’s notion of placing importance on description 

over understanding (Dowling, 2007:117). Unlike Husserl’s belief in bracketing, 

Heidegger argued it was not possible to ignore our experiences associated with the 

phenomenon being studied as he believed that personal awareness was innate to 

phenomenological study (Reiners, 2012). He asserted that interpretations of 

phenomena do not exist in objective isolation but are rooted in language and 

relationships with others (van Manen, 1997). 

He therefore argued that it is important for researchers to not only describe lived 

experience but instead explore meaning that people attach to it. When researchers 

use Heidegger’s approach, they must acknowledge that they are bringing together 

hermeneutics (the philosophy of interpretation) and phenomenology (Vagle, 2016). 

The two different phenomenological approaches of Heidegger and Husserl, when 

applied to research, can produce rich insights into lived experiences, and they can 

both be applied in this study. It is essential to note that there are several 

“phenomenologies”. However, I found Heidegger’s concept of phenomenology to be 

best suited to my study. As cited before, my study adopted an interpretivist paradigm 

incorporating the hermeneutic stance rather than Husserl’s descriptive and eidetic 

approach. This approach would give a broader understanding of the themes that were 

drawn from the SWs’ narratives, and the same approach was also used during 

collection of data. I realised that pure experience is difficult to access; therefore, the 

aim of this research was to come up with an account that is ‘experience close’ instead 

of ‘experience far’ (Smith, 2009). I believed that an interpretative understanding of 

individual perceptions is the most relevant method in which to access and understand 

SWs’ everyday experiences. The next section will focus on interpretative 

phenomenology. 

3.6 Interpretative phenomenology 

Progressing from the above discussion, in this section I will give a brief outline 

regarding interpretative phenomenology. According to Terry (2012) phenomenological 

research designs can sometimes be tackled from two basic perspectives which are, 

descriptive or interpretative. In order to maintain objectivity, the principle of bracketing 

is used in Descriptive phenomenology. This suggests that the researcher’s knowledge, 

preconceptions and experience of the phenomenon under study are removed. In line 
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with Heidegger, I noticed that it was impossible to completely suspend/bracket from 

my mind preconceptions of my professional experience and knowledge of social work 

practice. I therefore felt that descriptive phenomenology was found to not be 

appropriate. As alluded in the previous section, my study was more focused on how 

SWs make sense of CSE in the process of working with children and an interpretative 

phenomenological approach would allow me to interpret and give meaning of their 

experience. Nayar and Stanley (2015:53) concur that “interpretative phenomenology 

goes beyond rich descriptions of things, toward understanding”.  

Cornish (2018) proposes that interpretative phenomenology provides “close attention 

to individual meaning and sense-making”. A major point to note is that Interpretive 

phenomenology is often synonymous with the works of hermeneutic philosophers 

such as Heidegger, Gadamer and Ricoer (Friesen et al, 2012). Heidegger noted that 

interpretation is not an extra process but creates an ineliminable and basic structure 

of our being in the world (Ibid). Gadamer on the other hand, emphasised that openness 

is key for one to see the otherness of something (Beck, 2019). He also believed that 

meaning comes from the present, past and future and to obtain understanding, the 

interpreter navigates between the past and present (Ibid). Based on this, in order to 

obtain a full understanding of the experiences of SWs, it was necessary to explore 

their past, present and future. Meanwhile, Ricoer disagreed with Husserl’s school of 

thought of suspending presumptions and noted that phenomenology goes beyond 

“mere description of experience towards interpretation” and for him, the interpretive 

element is central (Thomson et al, 2011; van Manen, 2016). This section has looked 

at interpretative phenomenology, and the next section explores feminist 

phenomenology. 

3.7 Feminist phenomenology 

Although the literature review demonstrated that boys can be subjected to CSE, 

gendered notions were reflected in both the literature review and findings. The 

literature review showed how these impact on legislation, policies and how 

professionals respond to cases of CSE. It was therefore important to include elements 

of feminist phenomenology in this study. This was meant to strengthen the overall 

philosophical foundation. Additionally, this was an attempt to gain a deeper 

understanding of the perceptions of how SWs according to their experience interpret 
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the role of culture and gender and how these impact on their duties of protecting 

children from CSE (Fisher and Embree, 2013). According to Allen-Collinson (2015:3) 

feminist phenomenology acknowledges “the powerful influences and constraints of 

social structure upon lived experience, and the corporeal specifics of bodies that are 

located in time and culture”. Feminist phenomenology focuses on how women in 

patriarchal systems of gender relations are systematically oppressed as compared to 

the men as a social group (Ibid). I found this to be in line with my topic since my study 

involved a population group (children) that has been subjected to contextual, socio-

economic, sexual discrimination and inequalities from both peers and adults.  

Simms and Stawarsk (2013) argue that feminist phenomenology has become active 

and established within the phenomenological theoretical perspective in the last two 

decades. They further note that phenomenology will be considered as feminist when 

it contains questions related to gendered experience and sexual difference within its 

field of study (Ibid). Historically, phenomenology was “an exemplar of male 

philosophical observation, whereas feminism has focused on transforming a 

domineering system rather than being content to interpret it” (Baird, 2012: 62). 

Although feminist theory is considered as enriching phenomenology, 

phenomenological perspectives mutually inform and enhance feminist understandings 

by examining the “essence” of children’s experiences through SWs, as well as locating 

them politically (Dukas, 2014). My adoption of a feminist stance buttressed by the 

philosophy of an interpretive phenomenological view in this study was due to its 

alignment with child protection issues, therefore I wanted to understand the different 

gendered nature of why girls and boys were vulnerable to CSE. It was my opinion that 

protection of children is in most instances overlooked and that sometimes they are 

blamed for making wrong choices (Eaton, 2017).  

My argument was children are an oppressed community in most societies. As a SW, 

my belief was that duties of SWs include a genuine attempt to confront a range of 

children’s experiences as members of society. There is a need for SWs to redress 

some inequalities experienced by children (Cree, 2010). In view of the power 

imbalance between the perpetrator and the child, feminist phenomenology to this 

study becomes more relevant as it looks at the revaluations of power relations within 

society (Schües et al, 2011). Besides, it was used as a lens in analysing some of the 

socio-cultural attitudes that are associated with discounting the protection of children.  
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Meanwhile, it was important to discuss the rationale for selecting phenomenology as 

a theoretical perspective over grounded theory. I could have used grounded theory 

since it is often regarded as having much relevance to qualitative social research 

(Trainor and Graue, 2013). Grounded theory also extracts themes from data (Corbin 

and Strauss, 2015). However, for my study, the intention was not to look for theory, 

but to understand a detailed account of the lived experiences of SWs in their duty of 

protecting children. The other reason was that grounded theory may move on to other 

data collection methods or structured interviews to consolidate emerging categories 

(Wimpenny and Gass, 2001). In the current study, I wanted my interviews to be 

centred on eliciting experiences and this would be achieved through a 

phenomenological stance. Having explored reasons for not selecting a different 

theoretical approach, the next section will explore the comparative approach element 

of the study. 

3.8 Comparative approach element to the study 

The comparison element in this thesis would ultimately capture the experiences of 

SWs in two different socio-cultural environments, London and Harare. Accordingly, the 

comparative approach was going to allow me to detect gaps in research and give likely 

directions and ways to follow which may have been previously unknown (Hantrais, 

1995). McFarlane (2010:726) argues that a comparative study is conducted “in order 

to fill a gap in understanding; to reveal the distinctiveness of a case; to place a case 

in a broader context; or reveal the generality” of the case. This is in line with Price et 

al (2013:2) who indicate that basically a comparative approach “may also help to 

sharpen the focus of analysis of the subject under study by suggesting new 

perspectives”. In the absence of comparison, it would be difficult to establish whether 

similarities or differences existed in the manner the two countries the UK and 

Zimbabwe were following the worldwide agenda of protecting children from CSE. It 

must be noted that quantitative and qualitative methods can be applied to comparative 

approaches and this study provides a comparative analysis using a phenomenological 

theory, which enables the comparison of differently embedded social work practice. 

There is a general agreement among social scientists that comparative studies require 

teams or individual for comparison of “specific issues or phenomena in two or more 

countries, societies or cultures without expressly removing the possibility of 

comparison over time” (Hantrais, 2009:2). Moreover, comparative research design 
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necessitates a decision on what to compare and how to compare it. The purpose of 

the study is key in determining how many and which countries to compare. 

Subsequently, there are advantages in choosing the few-country comparison as 

opposed to many-country comparison (Lor, 2019). More so, Lor (2019:268) states that: 

In few-country comparisons the comparativist studies 

the selected countries in depth and is closer to the 

data, the problems of comparability and concept 

stretching are alleviated: appropriate countries can be 

chosen, and richer, multidimensional, less abstract 

concepts can be employed (Lor, 2019:268). 

Based on this, I selected the two-country approach as this was most relevant to my 

study. In comparative research, one must decide on what to compare and how to 

compare it (Goodrick and de Mooij, 2013). Furthermore, this type of research brings a 

clear understanding of not only one’s country, but that of other countries (Livingstone, 

2003), allowing testing of theories across “diverse settings”, exploring the 

“transnational processes across different contexts” and challenging claims to 

universality (Gharawi et al, 2009:2; Livingstone, 2003). In choosing countries for 

comparison, it was important to take into consideration two contrasting factors which 

are, similarities and differences between the two (Szalai et al, 2016). Bryman (2016) 

and Gharawi et al (2009) demonstrate that comparative research is carried out when 

comparing countries in respect of similar issues, with a view to better understand 

phenomena. It was important for this study to compare the two cities of the two 

countries, London and Harare as Bryman (2012:72) states that “we can understand 

social phenomena” (in this case, social work practice with SE children) “better when 

they are compared in relation to two or more” countries.  

Subsequently, both countries were adhering to international and regional CSE 

policies. One of the objectives in my study revolved around policy and practice and I 

wanted to determine whether effective child protection systems are in place. However, 

the difference in the two countries was in their economic and policy terms which had 

an influence in the way social work operates. Therefore, the comparative approach 

would enable my thesis to draw lessons of best practice whilst gaining better insights 

into how social processes in different countries affect the protection of children. 
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Nevertheless, I was conscious of the fact that social work training in Zimbabwe had 

moved away from the British format and therefore there was likely to be a difference 

in the responses of SWs from both countries. Moreover, the UK is a developed country 

with a well-advanced social work system as compared to Zimbabwe. The other factor 

which was already cited in chapter 1 was that Zimbabwe had a plural legal system and 

this was likely to impact on SW responses from Harare. 

During the process of looking at the literature review for this research study, I 

established that cultural aspects and customary law in Zimbabwe were a major facet 

in influencing policy (see Ndulo, 2011). Having noted this, I was aware that this was 

likely going to impact on SW responses to the questions paused by my study.  I 

therefore, acknowledged that using a comparative approach would extend my 

knowledge and my understanding of social work practice in this seemingly complex 

setting. Harare SWs were compared to London SWs to determine their understanding, 

interpretation and application of CSE policies and legislation. Comparisons were also 

made between the two cities to determine whether gendered notions affected SWs’ 

understanding of CSE. Also, further comparisons were made to establish whether 

Harare and London SWs’ understanding, interpretations and gendered notions 

affected their implementation of CSE policies and legislation to practice. 

According to Kennett (2001) a comparative methodology enables the researcher to 

understand which characteristics of a culture, society or political system affect 

operations within them. Thus, it is suggested that countries should examine “each 

other’s experiences when making crucial political and administrative decisions” 

(Belfiore, 2004:2). Meanwhile, Gharawi et al (2009) propose that comparative 

research has its own drawbacks, and these include reliability and quality of data, the 

length of time assigned to complete the research and the relative expense involved. 

Selecting languages from Zimbabwe and the UK that I was familiar with (Shona for 

Zimbabwe and English for the UK) reduced the amount of time spent during the 

process of interpreting data.  

Pelzang and Hutchinson (2018) posit that language is a tool or mode of conveying 

concepts and an essential part of conceptualisation. Potential problems of culture and 

language had been explored through previous research studies, which showed that 

the terms SE and SA as highlighted in chapter 2 were used interchangeably in 
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Zimbabwe (Shumba, 2002; Judicial Service Commission, 2012). In the UK, terms such 

as commercial SE and SA were used in the language and also in previous research 

papers. Although, I assumed that SWs in both countries might be using the same 

terms to interpret CSE, there still remained a possibility that their interpretations were 

going to be different as detected by their environment. The next section will now 

discuss the choice of countries for comparison. 

3.9 Selection of countries 

In chapter 1 I discussed the comparative element between a developing and 

developed country. In this section I will explore how I arrived at the selection of these 

two countries. The choice of countries for comparison by a researcher should be 

explicit and relevant (Cacace et al, 2013). Furthermore, selection of these countries 

should be justified and mirror the aims of the study (Ibid). Generally, chosen countries 

“are regarded as representative of a group of countries” who for instance share “the 

same political systems” (Van Der Lippe and Van Dijk, 2002:270). More so, this can 

facilitate an easy identification of the differences in cultures and practice (Chung, 

2014). Despite the countries having a practical dimension, the choice should not 

merely be ad hoc or convenient but should depend on the question being asked 

(Dingwall and McDonnell, 2015:229).  

At first, I was slightly sceptical about incorporating comparative elements into this 

study as there were issues, including language and culture, that required much 

consideration. I decided to choose Harare within a developing country and London 

from a developed country. The reason underpinning my decision was that Zimbabwe 

and the UK are both English speaking countries, although Shona is among the main 

languages in Zimbabwe. Besides, the two countries have a shared history and 

common interests. Firstly, as cited before in chapter 2, Zimbabwe was once a British 

colony until 1980 when it gained independence. According to UNICEF (2007) and 

Dube (2014), whilst Britain allowed the customary laws to remain in use in Zimbabwe, 

British colonial laws continued to be upheld. Secondly, social work education in both 

countries is conducted in English. Furthermore, Harare and London’s population are 

diverse, varying in language, culture and social status, meaning they are cosmopolitan 

in nature.  
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Due to an increase in immigration, London has become a city with a wide diversity of 

people from different ethnicities, religions and cultural backgrounds (Greater London 

Authority, 2013). Vertovec (2007) has translated this type of diversity as ‘super-

diversity’2. Patterns of super-diversity pose significant challenges to policy and service 

provision (Vertovec, 2007; Bradby et al, 2017). Harper and Scott (2005:17) propose 

that young people from abroad face specific barriers to protection as well as finding it 

difficult to disclose their abuse/exploitation. This is due to the fear and insecurity they 

face as a result of their insecure immigration status and lack of awareness of, and 

access to, protective services. Since I am a SW by profession and a resident of both 

countries, I am knowledgeable of social work ethics, practice and policy.  

Besides Harare being the capital city, it is also the most developed city in Zimbabwe 

and its size, as of 2012, was 900 km². It has many industries ranging from primary to 

quaternary industries. (quaternary is “a knowledge-based part of the economy, which 

typically includes services such as collection, production and dissemination of 

information or even production of information”) (Oswaal Editorial Board, 2019:69).  

When the last census was carried out in 2012, it was established that the number of 

people living in Harare had reduced from 3 million to 2,123,132. About 40.4% of this 

population were children and young people (Zimstats, 2014). Regardless of this 

reduction in population, it has been identified that Harare is overpopulated in 

comparison to its size (Parliament of Zimbabwe Research Department, 2011; 

Musemwa, 2015). Zimstats (2014) further noted that there are some social and 

economic problems which include crime, drug abuse, sex work, children living on the 

streets and poor infrastructure in some areas, such as residential accommodation, and 

these place children at high risk of SE. There are poor to inadequate social services 

in place and these have failed to protect children (Zimstats, 2014).  

Similar to Harare, it is necessary to observe that London has the highest population 

compared to other cities within the country. According to the 2011 census, London’s 

population was just over 8 million and 16% of those were children (The Migration 

Observatory, 2011). The census anticipated that the number of 15 to 19-year-olds in 

London was 471,659 which is 5.8% of its total population. It is relevant to mention that 

 
2 A description of the changing population configurations arising from global migration flows of the past 

several decades (Bradby, 2017:2). 
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most of the young people reside in outer London and the eastern side of the city where 

there is a high concentration of 16 and 17-year-olds (London Councils, 2014). 

According to Tinson et al (2017) and Aldridge et al (2015), 27% of London’s population 

live in poverty and the majority of these belong to a working family.  

In choosing the two cities, I considered that I was associated with some social work 

organisations and their operations. In Harare, I had already established the process 

of acquiring permission to carry out my research. Apart from this, having lived in 

Harare half my life meant I had ties with the city and its people, thus creating easy 

access for me to carry out my study. As referenced before in chapter 1, both countries 

share similar concerns of tackling CSE and they have taken it to be as a major 

government initiative (Gwirayi, 2013; Home Office, 2015). The next section looks at 

how I approached gatekeepers in these two cities to gain permission and access to 

participants. 

3.10 Approaches to gatekeepers and gaining permission 

This section will discuss the process of obtaining permission and access to 

participants through gatekeepers. SWs occupy professional statuses and are situated 

in statutory agencies with complex bureaucracies (Slater, 2014). I was aware that it 

could be difficult to directly approach potential participants. Denscombe (2013) alluded 

that gatekeepers are entry points and may grant or refuse access. I therefore sought 

access through gatekeepers who are able to “determine the way potential research 

participants are approached and invited to participate” (Wiles et al, 2005:3). I 

approached managers of social work organisations in both Harare and London to 

assist with the recruitment of participants. Consequently, building trust and ongoing 

negotiating relationships with gatekeepers became a major focus as they needed to 

understand the objectives, nature and purpose of the study (Sanders, 2009; Krysik 

and Finn, 2010; Marshall and Rossman 2011). 

Negotiations with managers were through conversations and emails. I gave each 

manager a letter from the university, a detailed written information sheet and a consent 

form to sign (see Appendix 5). A document to show that I had met the ethical 

requirements of the university was also provided. The details were clearly set out for 

transparency and included affirmation about my identity, including my background. 
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This process gave me the opportunity to clarify any perceived critical issues regarding 

the study. 

The managers were tasked to select participants following a laid-down criterion, 

although in some cases I had to handpick participants. For instance, there were 

occasions when managers indicated that staff members who were selected to 

participate in interviews were attending to urgent cases. I then had to identify and 

negotiate with SWs who were available for the interview. Once identified, I took time 

to explain the purpose of my research to them. I then sought consent, and when this 

was granted, I proceeded with the interviews.  

Unlike in London were social services are managed by different local authorities, in 

Harare the Department of Social Services controls and oversees the protection of 

children, but SWs operate from different offices that are situated in different townships 

within Harare.  I approached the Head of Service to seek permission to conduct 

interviews with SWs. Permission was granted on my first attempt, but due to 

unforeseen circumstances, the Head of Service left employment and I had to 

renegotiate with the new Head of Service. Finally, permission to interview SWs was 

granted.  

Meanwhile, I approached five different statutory social work departments in London. 

My main intention was to get a total of at least twenty participants from the five 

departments. Out of the five, only one department responded and expressed its 

willingness to participate. The manager of the department indicated that only three 

people had accepted. I made a second attempt with different councils. In some cases, 

I used SWs who were acquainted with me as a mechanism/link point to approach the 

managers of various child protection services. Following continuous correspondence 

with social work managers, access was granted from four different children’s services 

which were predominantly urban and anonymised as Alpha, Charlie, Sierra and Bravo. 

The study will now discuss sampling and the criteria used to select participants. 

3.11 Purposive sampling 

Sampling is a key component of research and, according to Bryman (2016:183), “the 

decision about sample size is not straightforward and there is no one definitive 

answer”. In a phenomenological study, there are no rigid ownership rules for methods 
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such as determining sample sizes. However, when considering a sample for a 

qualitative phenomenological study, participants should represent people who have 

experienced the same phenomena (Creswell, 2013). I used a purposive sampling 

method to locate gatekeepers within various child protection organisations who 

provided the SWs who took part in my research. This sampling method differs with 

random sampling or probability sampling in that the inherent features of the population 

are defined, and there is an equal opportunity for all members to be selected for the 

sample (Abbott and McKinney, 2013).  

Purposive or purposeful sampling is one of the styles that can be adopted in qualitative 

phenomenological research (Patton, 2014). Furthermore, it can be applied to select 

individuals, groups and institutions for specific purposes with an aim to answer a 

research question (Teddlie and Yu, 2007). This method of sampling emphasises that 

a researcher must have a clear criterion in mind with an intention to consider those 

who fit with the goals of the study (Bryman, 2016). Applying a purposive sampling 

approach to my study, meant that my task was to identify SWs who were 

knowledgeable and had experience of working with sexually exploited children. The 

chosen SWs had worked within the children’s services for a minimum period of six 

months and had knowledge of child protection issues as well as being part of a team 

that works with CSE children. My assumption was that those who had worked for a 

minimum period of six months would have had at least some experience of the 

phenomenon being investigated. The SWs were expected to be working full time within 

the chosen organisations. They each should have worked with at least a minimum of 

2 CSE cases. It could be suggested that I should have approached all SWs who work 

with children. However, in phenomenological studies, when considering a sample, the 

focus is not the size but instead the quality (Smith et al, 2009) since some of the 

participants may lack the ability to reflect and explain their experience.   

My study was guided by an interpretive phenomenological approach and therefore, 

required participants who were able to interpret and share their experiences of the 

phenomena. Smith et al (2009) propose that in certain circumstances, the topic being 

studied may be unique therefore define boundaries of the expected sample. Those 

who were selected to participate in this study shared specifics that matched the 

experiences needed to evaluate the phenomeno. For London, respondents were 

expected to have been registered with the Health and Care Professions Council 
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(HCPC) and for Harare they must have been registered with the Council of SWs 

Zimbabwe. I strategically selected organisations that were relevant to my topic of 

study. In this way, four children’s social work services from four different London local 

councils were chosen, while in Harare seven social work statutory organisations were 

approached. These were selected due to their direct involvement with sexually 

exploited children. Finally, because I had limited funding for the study, case purposive 

sampling was seen as cost effective and easy to apply. This is in line with Ritchie et al 

(2013) who argue that a purposive approach is well-suited to small-scale and in-depth 

studies. 

3.12 Sampling London  

Choosing participants, according to Symon and Cassell (2012), is an important 

element of the study. As a means of gathering a variety of experiences and views, 

professionals selected for this study included managers, senior SWs and SWs. These 

professionals were working in child protection teams and SWs were holding caseloads 

of between 12 and 30 cases and these included CSE cases. 

Some of the SWs within this sample had worked and practised abroad and were from 

a diversity of cultural and social backgrounds (see Fig 1 below). This diversity was 

also noted within the population of the local areas. I had also established that there 

had been reports of children and young people who had experienced CSE in these 

areas, therefore, the chosen SWs had a wider variety of experience. I realised that 

due to the diversity and different experiences of these SWs, I was most likely going to 

get a divergent of views. 

A notable outstanding feature of the sample was that the ratio of female participants 

was much higher than that of their male counterparts. It could be argued that a 

balanced sample of males and females would have been more representative and 

was likely to add depth to the knowledge base. However, I was aware that in the UK, 

social work has often been a female dominated profession and this had a major impact 

on my selection of participants. The major focus was on choosing SWs who had 

experience and knowledge of CSE.  

                             FIG 1 Showing the London Sample  



91 
 

Name  

of Council 

Female Male  Worked 

abroad 

Never 

worked 

abroad 

Total 

SWs 

Alpha 9 1 3 7 10 

Bravo 3 0 1 2 3 

Charlie  1 0 0 1 1 

Sierra  1 0 1 0 1 

Total      15 

 

The above fig shows gender and diversity of participants in this study. 

In Alpha local council, out of the ten participants, nine were female including the 

manager, and only one male. I interviewed one female participant from Charlie and 

one from Sierra local council. In Bravo local council, all three SWs were female.  

3.13 Research participants Harare 

It is important to note that, even though the Department of Social Services oversees 

the protection of children in Zimbabwe, most children’s SWs are employed by non- 

governmental organisations. The fact that they all fall under the Department of Social 

services, could be postulated that SWs are likely to operate under a single culture. 

Due to this, it can be argued that it was going to be difficult to draw different views 

from the SWs in Harare. Nevertheless, only a few SWs are employed by churches and 

charities and these were likely going to bring different views that would add value to 

my study. More so, this meant that those employed by charities and churches had 

different working cultures from those directly employed by the Department of Social 

Services. I decided to travel to Zimbabwe in March 2015, and I attended the 

International SWs’ Function in one of the capital’s hotels. I had an opportunity to meet 

and network with many SWs and managers of different organisations. It was easy to 

create relationships with SWs since they saw me as belonging to the group because 

of my background. They felt confident that I would understand the problems they 

encounter in their practice and therefore I would not misrepresent their responses.  

Prior to my visit to Zimbabwe, the managers had discussed the research with their 

team members. They had also provided me with a list of their SWs’ names. This 
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enabled me to directly send them information sheets by email. Due to this process, it 

was easy to get SWs who wanted to take part in the research. Finally, I was able to 

interview fifteen SWs from seven organisations. To maintain anonymity and distinction 

from UK organisations, pseudonyms such as Handa, Hinton, Comoil, Riverside, 

Silverdale, Makombe and Nyanda were used (see table below). Among the SWs who 

were interviewed, four were in management or supervisory roles. Each SW was 

holding a caseload of approximately 70 cases.  All participants had professional social 

work qualifications. They had a range of national characteristics and cultural traditions: 

five were Ndebele (a tribe in the southern part of Zimbabwe), one was of Malawian 

descent, three were Manyika (a tribe from the eastern part of Zimbabwe) and six were 

Zezuru (a tribe from the central and western part of Zimbabwe).  

Similar to London, the diversity of the sample indicates that there were likely to be 

different views from participants in response to certain questions during the interviews. 

Secondly, different regions and tribes in Zimbabwe uphold different beliefs and values. 

Unlike the UK, where some SWs were from abroad, all participants in this sample were 

born and grew up in Zimbabwe. 

                                  Fig 2 Showing the Harare Sample 

Name  

of Organisation 

Female Male Worked 

abroad 

Never 

worked 

abroad 

Total 

SWs 

Handa  1 3 0 4 4 

Hinton 2 1 0 3 3 

Comoil 2 1 0 3 3 

Riverside 0 2 0 2 2 

Silverdale 0 1 0 1 1 

Makombe 0 1 0 1 1 

Nyanda 0 1 0 1 1 

Total      15 

 

Fig 2 above shows that most SWs interviewed in Harare were male. This was in sharp 

contrast to those interviewed in London. These contradictions meant that I was likely 
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to get major differences from the outcomes of SWs’ interviews from Harare and 

London.    One thing that was clearly noticeable was that in many organisations in 

Harare, most SWs were male, including their managers. This is because traditionally 

social work in Zimbabwe has been regarded as a male dominant profession. 

Debatably, this meant that outcomes and responses from the SW’s were likely to be 

gender biased towards men. 

3.14 Piloting interview questions 

Due to work commitments and limited funds, I was unable to travel to Zimbabwe, so 

the pilot was conducted in England. I piloted my semi-structured interview questions 

with three work colleagues who had knowledge of CSE. The reason for piloting the 

questions was to get critical feedback and to evaluate responses from my colleagues, 

but their views were not included in the analysis. A pilot study, according to Armour 

and Macdonald (2012), is undertaken before embarking on the main study as a 

method of refining and testing the effectiveness of the proposed semi-structured 

questions. By piloting interview questions, I would address the following issues as 

cited by Taylor et al (2006:84):  

(a) Were my questions relevant enough to obtain the desired responses? 

(b) Was my construction of each question relevant to the intended participants?  

(c) Did the participants “have the knowledge to answer the questions”? 

The process of piloting the semi-structured interviews was beneficial as it generated 

useful information regarding the study. Participants gave open and constructive 

criticism about the length of the interviews, therefore I had to reduce the number of 

questions. This mirrors Nelson et al (2014) who noted that piloting interview questions 

establishes flaws within the interview design, giving the researcher opportunity to 

make necessary revisions prior to the implementation of the study. The questions used 

in the pilot and main study allowed opportunities for follow-up questions, resulting in 

the attainment of rich data for later analysis. 

3.15 Data collection  

Data collection for London took place between August 2014 and February 2015, whilst 

in Harare, collection was completed between March and April 2015. In total, I 
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conducted interviews with 30 SWs. It is worth mentioning that the political conditions 

in Zimbabwe were tense and precarious at the time I carried out the research. This 

created a situation where I was asked a lot of questions before being granted 

permission to carry out my interviews. I had to be careful with my approach, avoiding 

questions that had political connotations. However, I was able to utilise the influence 

of managers to explain to SWs the reasons for my research and explicitly show them 

that the intention was not for political reasons. I entered the interviewing process 

cautiously, prepared to adjust and amend some of my questions whenever challenges 

were to arise. However, most SWs were prepared to answer all my questions without 

any restrictions.  

Meanwhile, in London, the only impediment that I faced was that, at first, some 

managers were a bit sceptical about granting me permission to interview SWs in their 

teams. There was a high indication from them that this topic was a bit sensitive and 

was most likely to jeopardise the confidentiality of children’s files. I was very clear with 

them that no children’s details would be required, neither would I want to see their 

files.  

3.16 Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are mostly used in phenomenological and qualitative 

research studies (Langdridge, 2007). They are often associated with the interpretivist 

and constructionist traditions and can be applied when interviewing individuals or 

groups; they usually take about thirty minutes to several hours (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004; 

DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006). I employed face-to-face semi-structured 

interviews in both Harare and London, and the length of each interview was between 

40 and 90 minutes. This created opportunities for both me, as a researcher, and 

respondents to discuss some topics in more detail in order to produce nuanced and 

detailed answers (Manning and Kunkel, 2013). I was able to control the interviews and 

gather information which, according to Denscombe (2013), was coming from one 

source.  

Consistent with the phenomenological approach, an interview template or guide (see 

Appendix 6) was developed, ensuring questions asked to each participant were the 

same. This proved useful in managing interviews during the collection of valuable data. 

I designed my research questions in a way that provided me “with sufficient flexibility 
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and freedom to explore” my topic in depth (Corbin and Strauss, 2015:35). For 

example, my interviews were opened by the question; “Can you please tell me briefly 

about your duties as a SW who works with children?” Followed by, “can you describe 

to me what you think are the main causes of child sexual exploitation?” I realised 

during interviews that it was difficult to follow the order in which I had designed my 

questions on the interview guide. I therefore ensured that the interviewing process 

should not be rigid and a different sequence to the questions would be applied 

depending on the presenting issues. “The interviewer follows the guide, but as part of 

the exchange of talk during the interview, is able to pursue topical trajectories that may 

stray from the guide when they feel this is fruitful and appropriate” (Edwards, Janet 

Holland, 2013:54).  

This resonates with Gray (2014) who stipulates that by using semi-structured 

interviews, the researcher is able to interact with respondents to enable exploration of 

the issue being investigated. Likewise, Chowdhury (2010:242) states that “semi-

structured interviews provide much more scope for the discussion and recording of 

respondents’ opinions and views”. During the interviews, I used prompts and would 

probe further to guarantee all questions were addressed. Throughout the interviewing 

process, I would allow participants time to reflect on the issues that I introduced 

through interview questions. I applied according to (Elley-Brown, 2015:110) “only a 

few direct questions in order that the interview process stay as close to the lived 

experience of the participant as possible”. In accordance with Doyle (2009) “my 

approach was not exclusively nondirective. I also gently challenged contradictory 

statements, in order to uncover paradoxes or tensions which might have gone 

unnoticed”. 

Interviews were mainly recorded on a digital recorder. Smith (2008) supports this 

process by expressing that a semi-structured approach may allow a researcher to 

think in advance about the different ways in which the interview may progress. In order 

to come up with rich data, I applied a combination of both open- and close-ended 

questions in my interviews. This process allowed significant data collection which was 

later used for in-depth analysis (Adler and Clark, 2014). Closed questions mainly 

focused on the age range of children that SWs were working with. The length of 

interviews varied as some participants needed a longer time to express their views. I 
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allowed participants to give as much detail as possible about some of the issues they 

deal with during their work.  

There were times when I encountered major drawbacks during the interviews. In 

qualitative research, it is easy for participants to go off topic “or for the researcher to 

become focussed on issues that are not relevant to the study” (Given, 2015:45). This 

resonates with the notion that generally, in qualitative research, interviews have some 

degree of flexibility (Lodico et al, 2010). Consequently, there were times when 

participants were moving away from the topic. For example, they would talk about how 

management were not paying for their travel expenses. I was cognisant that this had 

a possibility of impacting the richness of my data. Nevertheless, I was tactful in my 

approach and redirected the conversation (Struwig and Stead, 2007) without 

demeaning the participants. The interviewer may have the opportunity to seek and 

explore additional questions as a way of addressing information which is noted as 

important to the study (Bryman, 2005). During transcribing, I was aware that I needed 

to follow up and verify or seek clarification on some of the points that were not clear.  

This was important for this qualitative phenomenological research enquiry as I did not 

want to exaggerate or misinterpret the lived experiences of SWs. I ensured that clarity 

was sought by revisiting questions with respondents. Some telephone follow-ups were 

conducted, and this enabled the crosschecking of information obtained from 

respondents during interviews and helped me to get finer details on important areas 

of my topic. From the above, I established that in qualitative enquiries, when 

participants are given the opportunity to express their experiences freely in their own 

words, they often give answers that are broader than the specific questioned asked 

(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015:62). Furthermore, I realised that I should have 

covered all the topics in detail and elicited a lot of information through probes and 

follow-up questions in one sitting (Cassell and Symon, 2004). One outstanding feature 

during my follow up interviews was that new information that was not previously 

mentioned emerged. Nelson et al (2014) state that when looking for flexibility with 

interview questions, semi-structured interviews are ideal since they can encompass 

prearranged questions and give room for the researcher to explore more issues that 

may arise throughout the interview.  
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Fox (2009) alluded that interviews are perceived to be an important tool for data 

gathering and they facilitate verbal discussion between the researcher and the 

participant. Through the use of semi-structured questions, I was able to build an open 

and trusting environment in which respondents were free to openly express their 

experiences. Some SWs mentioned that they had discovered new territories for their 

learning, which made them change their perception about things they had taken for 

granted in their everyday working routines. Nevertheless, the issue of bias was 

important to this study and therefore, the next section will look how I tried to remain 

neutral without imposing my views. 

3.17 Epoche/Personal bias to the study  

This phenomenological study noted that it was important for me as a researcher to try 

and suspend my preconceived assumptions pertaining my topic. I had prior knowledge 

of CSE, and this could have stood in my way of openly listening and hearing 

participants’ interpretations of their experiences. Klenke et al (2016) notes that 

researcher bias has great potential to contaminate validity. Conversely, Angelow 

(2018) noted that bias is not inherently negative in qualitative research. In addition, 

bias cannot be avoided when carrying out a qualitative research and ignoring or 

avoiding biases is not beneficial (Ibid:61). Phenomenologists such as Husserl believed 

that,  for one to explore lived experience “(a participant’s life-world), one should identify 

and then set aside (bracket) one’s ‘natural attitude’ (i.e., preconceptions, everyday 

understandings, assumptions, biases, etc, about how we think things are), in order to 

understand ‘what it is like’ through the eyes of another and be open to the phenomenon 

as it appears” (Arnold, 2015:103). Husserl adopted the term epoche which meant 

setting aside of biases and theories for one to gain undiluted description of a 

phenomenon (Paley, 2017).  Like in any qualitative study, bias is fluid and it “can occur 

at any stage of research, including study design or data collection, as well as in the 

process of data analysis and publication” (Pannucci and Wilkins, 2011:2).  

More so, bias can be presented by interviewers who are unable to suppress their 

personal feelings (Fortune et al, 2013).  Therefore, there is need for a researcher to 

acknowledge their own bias to function as a facilitator of a true reflection of the 

exploration. It must be understood that bias can occur as a result of prior knowledge, 

“personal beliefs, opinions, literature reviews and previous experience” (Angelow, 
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2018:60; Skinner and Engelberg, 2018). Rather than ignoring my pre-existing 

assumptions and knowledge, I acknowledged them, and this enabled me to take into 

consideration their impact and influence on my study. For example, most of the papers 

I had read including news from national television were portraying girls as victims of 

CSE and this had impacted my belief and became ingrained in me. Before embarking 

on my study, I believed that female participants were more likely to be sympathetic 

with the topic and would exaggerate their testimonies. Being a researcher, I was 

cognisant of my values, beliefs, culture and interests, which could influence my study, 

and I maintained a balance between my personal bias and my role as a researcher. I 

was aware, according to Smyth and Holian (2008), that the more I overcome my bias 

as an insider, the more I would be able to come up with rich themes.   

In accordance with Creswell (2013), when “bracketing”, researchers should aim to put 

their personal values, biases and experiences aside so that they can learn about the 

research topic with a fresh perspective. By bracketing, a phenomenological method 

aims to “achieve a direct contact with the world” in its current form, removing all 

presumptive constructs about it (Giorgi, 2003:91). In order to reduce contamination of 

my research data, it was incumbent that reflexivity was engaged throughout the course 

of my study. Reflexivity is a way of viewing and understanding what happens from time 

to time in the research process (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2017). Moreover, reflexivity 

allows the process of objectivity to be present in the study with the aim of reducing 

bias (Lambert et al, 2010).  

In line with Smith (2009) and Denscombe (2014), in order to try and suspend my pre-

existing concepts and notions, reflexivity was adopted from the planning stage of this 

study and continued throughout. Shaw and Holland (2014:262) propose that 

“unreflective bias is a risk in all research”. Significant importance should be placed on 

awareness not to combine participants narrations of their lived experiences with the 

researcher’s previous knowledge (Streubert and Carpenter, 2012). Nevertheless, 

previous knowledge and experience can be essential when designing interview 

questions (Ibid). During the process of drafting my interview questions, I avoided 

emotionally charged and leading questions, and this increased the trustworthiness of 

my study. I had gone through my questions several times to ensure their relevance to 

the research aims. This process, according to Sensing (2011), helps to reduce bias of 
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the researcher. Furthermore, during interviews, I maintained a phenomenological 

position of openness, removing a judgemental stance about the accounts of SWs.  

I was conscious that it would be easy and possible for me to modify research evidence 

(Bell and Waters, 2014) that does not support my research topic. I tried to adopt a 

neutral stance by not only taking notes from interviews on what I thought was 

important, but also taking the recorded participants’ testimonies without altering their 

context. Furthermore, I paid close attention to their facts and opinions, in particular, 

their experiences of working with SE children. I also used a research diary which 

assisted me with exploring my thoughts, emotions, feelings, interests, values and 

beliefs in order to constantly reflect and bring these to my conscious awareness and 

to remind me how these were likely to impact on my research. I was revisiting my diary 

after and before each interview to re-ascertain my preconceived ideas. I also recorded 

any new biases that would have developed or any other thoughts in order to reduce 

or contaminate the direction of the interviews. Most importantly, I considered the 

validity of data and the origins of the literature that was used for the study.  

The literature documents used were carefully selected, paying particular attention to 

their representativeness, authenticity and their contribution to the research (Bryman, 

2012). This whole process enhanced the integrity of my research and I remained 

accountable for my decisions throughout my study. However, the topic was sensitive 

in since the issues explored were to do with children and the next section will how 

managed this sensitive topic. 

3.18 Researching a ‘sensitive’ topic 

The topic or location of research can determine its sensitivity and can have some 

implications on the people involved in the study, and careful consideration is needed 

at the planning stage (McCosker et al, 2001; Miller and Brewer, 2003). Researching 

SE/SA of children may include areas that are private and stressful, which may 

potentially expose stigmatising or incriminating information (Turton, 2008). In addition, 

researching CSE may cause pain and harm to individuals who are already 

experiencing oppression (Liebling and Shah, 2001). I had established that the topic of 

this study was sensitive as issues around CSE were going to be explored during 

interviews and these were likely to “impact on the feelings, views, attitudes and values 

held by” SWs “involved in the research process” (McCosker et al, 2001:1). 
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For example, there were instances when SWs were feeling uneasy relating some 

experiences they had encountered whilst working with children. I reassured them by 

constantly reminding them not to disclose incidents that made them uncomfortable. I 

was mindful of Lee’s (1999) argument that any participant has the potential to be 

classified as sensitive. For instance, whilst narrating an incident of a child who was 

being sexually exploited by men with the full consent of the father, a female SW started 

sobbing. I had to tactfully divert my questioning to another subject. 

McCosker et al (2001) assert that sensitive topics, for example about sex or death, are 

emotive and can cause feelings of fear or bewilderment. They can carry a degree of 

threat or risk to participants, resulting in problems of collecting and disseminating data 

(Lewis-Beck et al, 2004). It is acknowledged that this type of research can have an 

impact on both the researcher and the participants (Lee, 1999). Therefore, I tried to 

help participants manage difficult feelings that were likely to emerge during the 

interviews. The information sheets and consent forms were handled and used 

sensitively and responsibly. In addition, I avoided questions that I felt would trigger 

secondary traumatic memories but used an open format that allowed SWs to choose 

and freely explain their experiences. I was open and honest with each participant in 

my approach and I achieved the management of participants’ feelings without 

compromising the scope of my research.  

Being cognisant of the fact that CSE was such a sensitive issue, children were not 

considered for this study as this could have attracted various additional ethical and 

sensitive issues. More so, involving children in this research was most likely not to 

have addressed the aims of my study. In view of the above, it was important for the 

next section to discuss ethical issues. 

3.19 Ethical considerations 

Ethics is an ever-present concern for all researchers; 

it pervades every aspect of the research process from 

conception and design and continues to require 

consideration during dissemination of results 

(Goodwin et al, 2003:567). 
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The above statement clearly shows that it is essential for researchers to acknowledge 

that the findings of a study should not carry any information that can lead to the 

identification of participants. It was for this reason that at the beginning and planning 

stage of my research I had to pay close consideration to ethical issues that influenced 

my study. The Social Research Association (2003) urges social researchers to 

conduct their work within the moral and legal order of the society. I was aware that 

there were certain areas of discussion that required confidentiality. I had an obligation 

from start to finish to abide by the HCPC (2012) Standard of Conduct, Performance 

and Ethics and the General Social Care Council Code of Practice for Social Care 

Workers (GSCC, 2004). In the codes of practice, I have a duty to ensure that people’s 

welfare comes first, and their confidentiality is preserved.  

Prior to data collection, ethical approval was sought from the University of 

Bedfordshire Institute of Applied Social Research Ethics Committee (IASR) (see 

Appendix 2). This was to ensure that the health, rights and welfare of participants was 

safeguarded. Since my study was qualitative and involved human participants, it was 

necessary to derive guidance from the British Sociological Association (2017), the 

Social Research Association (2003), National Children’s Bureau (2003), the Society 

for Research in Child Development, and the Economic and Social Research Council 

(2010). 

For Zimbabwe, I adopted ethical guidelines from the Medical Research Council of 

Zimbabwe (MRCZ), which is the national ethics committee. It was founded in 1974 

and tasked to oversee all research proposals involving people, look at ethical and 

security clearance and to check and monitor every approved research study. Before 

going to Harare to start my interviews, I consulted the relevant persons in the Council 

of SWs in Zimbabwe. In both Harare and London, approval to interview SWs was given 

by team managers and managers of organisations. It is important to note that after 

looking closely at the ethical issues of my study, I concluded that it was in the low-

level risk category. This was achieved by looking at the impact of the study on 

participants and me as a researcher. 

3.20 Confidentiality and anonymity 

I was guided by the Data Protection Act 1998, General Data Protection Regulation 

2018 (GDPR) and the University of Bedfordshire Research Ethics Committee. The 
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interviews were conducted at the offices of organisations. All the necessary 

assurances about confidentiality were given to participants from the beginning. To 

ensure confidentiality and anonymity, all participants were informed that all identifying 

information would be coded so as to remove the identity from data. Respondents were 

further assured that their information would not be discussed with any other persons. 

I explained to participants that, where it is noted that a child is at an undetected and 

undisclosed risk of significant harm, confidentiality may be breached. Lo and 

O’Connell (2005) propose that in cases of identifiable potential harm, breaching 

confidentiality allows measures to be taken to prevent harm.  

I made it clear to the SWs that following a disclosure, I would first discuss the issue 

with the participant and then inform the manager of the organisation. It was also my 

duty as a researcher to inform and discuss any matters that would have arisen with 

my research supervisors. In doing so, I found that it helped me as a researcher to gain 

the trust of the participants. However, Grinnell and Unrau (2018:319) argue that this 

arrangement can be a possible impediment to the collection of information and can 

raise questions of confidentiality, especially when interviews are conducted within the 

offices of the respondents. All SWs agreed to participate and were happy to carry on 

with the interviews. 

3.21 Informed consent 

Marsden and Wright (2010) noted that the aim of the consent process should ensure 

as far as possible that participants make a free and independent informed choice with 

regards to accurate information given to them, which is not exaggerated in any way, 

clearly showing the benefits and risks of participating in the study and how information 

will be disseminated (British Sociological Association, 2017). Research with human 

subjects usually lasts more than a day and it is not a single event (Chapman, 2012). 

Consent is therefore an ongoing process that does not end with the signing of a 

consent form but continues to be reinforced throughout the research process (Fedor 

et al, 2006).  

At the preparatory stage of my study, I produced an information sheet (see Appendix 

3). This contained detailed information which included the aims and objectives of my 

research. The same information was given to those SWs in both Harare and London 

who had expressed interest to participate. I allowed them a week to read the 
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information as this would give them enough time to come up with a final informed 

decision and to ask any questions that required clarification. The use of written consent 

forms is recommended to assure compliance with ethical guidelines and to ensure 

data protection (Corti et al, 2014). Informed consent was obtained by signing 

participant consent forms (see sample of consent form, Appendix 4). One copy of the 

consent form was given to the participant to keep for their records. The second copy 

was taken for safe keeping in my files, separate from the participants’ transcripts and 

other interview data. 

The confidentiality clause was also stated verbally at the start of each interview. My 

contact details, which included my phone number and email address, were shown on 

all documents. I was conscious that participation of SWs in interviews should not in 

any way hold elements of coercion, therefore, before the beginning of each interview, 

I introduced myself openly, telling participants that I was a PhD research student and 

that all information given was going to be used for the purpose of completing the thesis. 

In addition, I highlighted to participants that there was a possibility that the research 

findings might be published in the form of an abstract and viewed by other people.  

More so, I made it clear to all participants that there were no ramifications should they 

choose to withdraw their participation, and they were not obligated to answer any 

questions concerning the subject of my study.  

I ensured that information on the consent form was written in non-technical, jargon-

free and accessible language that was easy to navigate and understand (Duran and 

Chantler, 2014). It was possible that my position, according to Grinnell and Unrau 

(2018), might intimidate participants who could have decided to distort or withhold 

information as they were aware of my professional background. In the same view, 

Kirsch (1999) remarks that researchers should realise that, by consenting to be 

interviewed, participants agree to answer questions in relation to their lives and 

experiences. Therefore, by doing so they become disempowered and may decide to 

hold back information as a means of regaining their power.  

I explained to SWs that all data collection would be done through Dictaphone recording 

to accurately capture their words. Hunter et al (2013) suggest that human memory is 

notoriously inefficient, and generally needs a more systematic approach to keep 

discussed accounts. Walsh (2001) reminds us that stopping to write down information 
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in interviews can be difficult and interrupts their flow. I found using a Dictaphone to be 

convenient, although it could bring about confidentiality issues and cause participants 

to limit their information (Walsh and Wigens, 2003). SWs were advised that the 

Dictaphone would only be heard by me and the data collected would be analysed and 

used in the completion of the thesis. It was explained that should they feel 

uncomfortable during recording, they were free to ask for the Dictaphone to be turned 

off. This supports Corbin and Strauss (2014) who indicated that some people 

experience discomfort when they know they are being recorded. 

I further explained to participants that should either one of us mention names in error, 

that section would be rerecorded. I explained that recorded information would be kept 

until after the final write-up of the thesis, after which it would be erased from the 

Dictaphone and transcripts shredded.  

3.22 Benefits and harm to participants and researcher 

The golden rule of research, according to Walsh (2001), is that researchers must avoid 

harm or discomfort to participants (Israel and Hay, 2006; Iphofen, 2011). For instance, 

the current situation in Zimbabwe is politically sensitive and the authorities are not too 

keen to have people from outside conduct any form of research. I was aware that by 

engaging SWs in my study, was likely to attract a lot of scrutiny from government 

security agencies and this suggests SWs were probably not going to disclose in-depth 

information regarding their practice in fear of being apprehended by the state. As a 

form of reassurance, at the beginning and end of each interview I would explain to the 

SWs “the true nature and purpose” of my research (Israel and Hay, 2006:96). I also 

reminded them that information collected would remain confidential and only used for 

the study. To ensure the reduction of harm, the principle of beneficence should be 

applied, which involves two parts: (1) “do not harm” and (2) “maximise possible 

benefits” (Holloway and Galvin, 2017; Salganik, 2018:299). I ensured that appropriate 

ethical principles were followed during the course of this study.  

“In social science research, harm is generally 

more likely to involve psychological distress, 

discomfort, social disadvantage, invasion of 

privacy or infringement of rights than physical 

injury” (Israel and Hay, 2006: 96).  
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I was culturally conscious before, during and after the interviews. I continually weighed 

the benefits of the information I wanted from participants against potential risk of harm 

to them (Hennink, 2007). In addition, I ensured that I used all collected data solely for 

the purpose of this research and agreed with participants that I would seek further 

consent should I need to use the data for further publications.  

I did not ask participants to show me case files of children as this was likely to breach 

client confidentiality. Interview times were adhered to and I did not forgo the stipulated 

time with participants. Being aware that some SWs might be disturbed by some of my 

interview questions, I considered debriefing them at the end of each interview to detect 

and deal with any harm or distress that may have arisen (Barbour, 2007). I spoke to 

participants regarding external support, which was mentioned on the information 

sheet. The information included contact details of counselling organisations in their 

areas. None of the participants expressed any intention of requiring such services. For 

my own wellbeing, I used supervision meetings with my research supervisors  

I did not try to raise unnecessary expectations of participants but followed Seidman’s 

(2013) opinion, which expresses that researchers should make modest statements 

with regards to benefits. I gave participants options to request for a copy of the 

findings.  

3.23 Use of pseudonyms 

It is important, according to Vogt et al (2012:300), that agreements involving research 

participants cover the institutions and individuals, therefore anonymity and 

confidentiality are crucial. I ensured that all data and scripts included pseudonyms 

from the start. This was to preserve the confidentiality of the participants and to prevent 

them from feeling uncertain about what would happen to them if they disclosed 

autonomous information that was confidential and detrimental to their practice. I 

advised participants before the start of each interview that it was their prerogative to 

suggest any pseudonyms they wanted to use, but some of them were happy to use 

their real names. In some cases, participants wanted me to choose names for them. 

Trust is a vital component in any research (Mertens and Ginsberg, 2009), therefore I 

explained to participants that their organisations would be given pseudonyms and that 

no identifying information would be used in the final report of the thesis.  
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I took addresses and phone numbers when they were voluntarily given to me by 

participants. However, Henn et al (2009) argue that while pseudonyms often work well 

to protect the identity of individuals, it does not necessarily mean that their contribution 

to research will be kept private. For that reason, I was very clear with all participants 

that issues discussed during interviews would be incorporated in my final thesis. They 

were also alerted that abstracts of the final thesis were likely to be published and 

placed on the internet. Participants were informed that the activities of their 

organisations would be mentioned and included in the study.  

3.24 Safe keeping of consent forms and data 

Where and how data will be kept should be planned well ahead before the research 

starts and ensured that it is safe, and access is limited (Guest and MacQueen, 2008). 

All participants were informed that signed consent forms would be kept in a separate 

place from collected data. According to Roberts and Priest (2010:116) and GDPR 

2018, “information should be handled and stored in a way that enables it to be 

accurately reported, interpreted, verified and reconstructed while protecting 

participants’ confidentiality”. The following sections will discuss the transcription of 

data and data analysis. 

3.25 The process of transcribing data  

The process of transcribing data is a common way of preparing it for analysis (Bazeley, 

2007). Despite being a laborious process, it is an important part of the research and it 

draws the researcher closer to the data (Denscombe, 2014). How the transcription is 

done depends on the theoretical and methodological approach (Corti et al, 2014). I 

found transcribing, as echoed by Riessman (1993), to be a very effective way to start 

familiarising myself with data. In addition, some of the researchers indicate that 

transcribing should be viewed as “a key phase of data analysis within interpretative 

qualitative methodology” (Bird, 2005:227). Furthermore, it should be recognised as an 

“interpretative act” of developing meanings, instead of simply translating the recorded 

spoken words onto paper (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999:82).  

Firstly, all interviews were fully transcribed to maintain validity and avoid losing 

valuable data, anonymised and coded. Secondly, I carried out an audit of each 

transcript by listening to the audio of each interview. I was not only checking for 
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accuracy but familiarising myself with the data. I took “notes about tone of voice, 

pauses, laughter and emphasis” (Given, 2008:41). I ensured that the transcript 

reflected as accurately as possible the views of participants. This process took 

between three and four days for each interview. To ensure that the quality was 

maintained and to remove errors, I checked all transcripts against the original recorded 

interviews. Having been satisfied with the details of the transcripts, I labelled them with 

pseudonyms representing the organisations and the SWs and inscribed the identity of 

each participant on the copy to indicate their gender. I also removed nonverbal 

components within each interview since they were regarded as not important parts of 

the data. Some inaudible parts of the recording were presented with approximately 

four dots.  

Three copies were created for each transcript in preparation for data analysis. More 

so, during the time of transcribing data, preliminary themes began to emerge. The 

presenting data also enabled me to revisit my literature review in order to see where 

gaps were emerging. I kept looking back at my theoretical perspective, searching for 

the totality of lived experiences of SWs and social factors that impact the protection of 

children from CSE. 

3.26 Approach to data analysis 

This section will consider the process that I used in analysing my data. I will also 

explore the theoretical approach that helped me to achieve the outcome of the results. 

I shall explain the rigorous methods that were applied during the data analysis to prove 

the credibility and trustworthiness of the results. The process of analysing data was a 

mammoth task that was achieved over a period of about two years. Altinay and 

Parakevas (2008:167) suggest that, “data analysis is all about making sense of what 

the data say about your research topic”. 

3.27 Theoretical approaches to data analysis 

Whilst acknowledging that data analysis in qualitative research has multiple 

approaches such as content analysis, hermeneutical analysis, grounded theory 

analysis and thematic analysis, it was important for me to choose a theoretical 

approach that was linked to my research question and the overall thesis (Williamson 

and Whittaker, 2017). As highlighted before, my study adopted a qualitative 
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phenomenological stance and according to (Langdridge, 2007) there are a lot of 

similarities between thematic analysis and interpretative phenomenology analysis. 

They both focus on understanding the meanings that people ascribe to their lived 

experiences and social reality (Guest et al, 2012). The two methods of analysis have 

the same approach of analysing data which focus on the technique of going deeper 

into data and pulling out themes (Harper and Thompson, 2011; Braun & Clarke, 2013) 

Although there are suggestions that there are some differences between the IPA and 

thematic analysis, some have queried whether the difference is significant (Collins and 

Nicolson 2002).  

For example, thematic approach has no strict guidelines when analysing data unlike 

IPA “which often use a more prescribed approach when analysing data” (Drummond 

and Murphy-Reyes, 2018:288). Furthermore, thematic approach can use both 

interpretative and quantitative processes to confront data whilst phenomenological 

analysis does not use any quantification methods (Guest et al, 2012). Despite the 

similarities in these two methods in that they aim to give voice, I applied the thematic 

approach for my data analysis because of its accessibility and flexibility, and it allowed 

me to inductively extract complex issues within my data, which was important to my 

topic. This aspect of the process (Braun and Clarke, 2006:6) helped me to identify, 

see and make sense of the shared meaning and report patterns (themes) within data 

collected from Harare and London. According to King and Horrocks (2010), thematic 

analysis is usually associated with experience focused methodologies. Moreover, 

“transcription is a process of converting recorded data into text” and as such act as a 

precursor to begin data analysis (King and Horrocks, 2010:142).  

I wanted to make sense of the commonalities and differences within my data so as to 

enable me to see how identical and different factors from Harare and London were 

influencing social work practice. Where incidents related to a theme were observed, 

codes or labels were applied in categorising the data and developing an understanding 

of a given phenomenon. Coding also enabled me to easily retrieve information as well 

as allowing the process of theory-building to begin. I used three major steps for my 

data analysis, which included: (1) familiarisation with the data from interviews (2) 

generating initial codes by applying the process of coding through NVivo 11 and (3) 

making relations and searching for themes. I had to step back in order to make sure 
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that my analysis was answering specific questions from my research rather than just 

constructing statements (Wood et al, 2009). 

3.28 The process of analysing data 

This study was guided by research questions, which were meant to produce in-depth 

and undiluted participants’ responses. I completed all the transcribing of interviews 

and data analysis in order to take note of the emerging themes. Some of the key 

differences that emerged during the process of my data analysis were that, in Harare 

social work interventions were being inhibited by culture, customary practice and 

customary laws. Whilst in London more emphasis was on training and high caseloads. 

“Data analysis is a process of unlocking information hidden in the raw data and 

transforming it into something useful and meaningful” (Muzvidziwa, 2010:43). My 

study, being comparative in nature, needed a rigorous approach to data analysis. 

During the process of analysing my work, my first step was to read back the transcripts 

to the participants for trustworthiness and checking for errors. In line with the 

phenomenological concept which places reading and re-reading as an important step 

to data analysis (Järvinen and Mik-Meyer, 2020), my second step was to go back and 

forth in between data so that I became conversant with the details and breath of the 

content (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Monette et al, 2011).  

Nevertheless, I noted that it was important to constantly remember that the focus of 

my study was on the subjective experience of individual participants (Ibid). I achieved 

this by going through the transcripts several times and listening to the recorded voices, 

so that I could familiarise myself with the interview dialogues and make sense of the 

emerging trends. I also started to take down some notes and marked certain areas 

with different colours as a first step to coding. The principle of protecting participants 

continued through the coding process by using pseudonyms. Both thematic analysis 

and phenomenology can apply Nvivo software as a means of support with analysing 

data (Reynolds et al, 2007; Vagle, 2016). According to Johnson (2019:98) “Nvivo 

software accesses, manages, shapes and analyses detailed textual, audio and visual 

information”. I was conscious that NVivo11 would support my data analysis to obtain 

rigour (Hilal and Alabri, 2013). Therefore, in my second step of analysis, I used this 

particular computer data management programme, which helped me to create some 

codes and looked for themes. I uploaded all my transcripts into NVivo11, ensuring that 
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the ones for Harare SWs were placed into separate labelled folders to those for 

London.  

I systematically arranged and organised my data, ensuring information collected from 

participants remained intact, without subtraction of content from transcripts. I started 

to create some codes by allowing patterns to emerge, instead of asking some 

predetermined questions of the study. I developed the codes by distinguishing 

between the semantic codes (meanings that were verbally spoken) and latent codes 

(underlying meanings) (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I created mother nodes and all coded 

information was put into these, showing the main emerging themes from data. Silver 

and Lewins (2014) recommend the use of NVivo nodes in thematic analysis. 

Furthermore, nodes are viewed as a central technique for arranging and categorising 

data (Edhlund and McDougall, 2017). 

Sub-themes began to emerge, and these were placed into child nodes. I worked back 

and forth throughout the data analysis process, using the search application on NVivo 

11. This allowed me to code as many messages as possible, and I acknowledged that 

statements could be coded simultaneously in different themes (Flick, 2014). As 

suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006:18), I coded the data by “giving full and 

equivalent attention to each” transcript and picked interesting trends that might form 

the basis of repeated patterns across the data. I then collated them within each mother 

node. After developing the codes, my third step was searching for themes. Similar to 

phenomenological analysis (Gerrish and Lathlean, 2015), I remained very close to 

data when formulating themes. The concept of a theme, according to Van Manen 

(1990:79), is “a means to get at the notion we are addressing”. Theme allows 

researchers to be in control of their study and writing (Ibid).  

When the researcher starts to look for themes, this is where “the interpretative analysis 

of the data happens in relation to which arguments about the phenomenon being 

studied are made” (Boyatzis, 1998:152). This stage shifted my attention to a wider 

level of themes, instead of codes. It involved categorising the various codes into 

possible themes and aggregating all the appropriate coded data excerpts into the 

chosen themes. Basically, I started analysing the codes by combining some of them 

into overarching themes. At times, it was difficult to differentiate between a theme and 

a code. I resolved this by considering the depth of its relationship to the study 
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questions. I placed different themes into different child nodes and collated relevant 

data extracts in the themes. The emergent themes were allocated labels for example, 

poverty, culture, orphanhood and customary law as push factors. This process helped 

with identification of the recurring themes.  

Finally, I reviewed my themes to refine them. I divided these themes into sub-themes 

and placed most of the new emerging themes into grandchild nodes. I tried not to lose 

any experience of my participants by maintaining the rich quality of the data and 

remaining focused “within the original context of the” narrations (Kondora, 1991:25). 

After reviewing the themes, I then defined and named these by explaining the 

meanings of each one. Finally, I produced my findings of the study from these themes.  

3.29 Trustworthiness and rigour  

Credibility of a study may be gained “through prolonged engagement, peer debriefing, 

persistent observation, member checking, negative case analysis and triangulation” 

(Tappen, 2011:155). To guarantee trustworthiness and rigour of this study, continuous 

discussions of identified themes were maintained with my research supervisors. This 

also ensured continuous review of the analysis. More so, a coding system was 

developed to try and identify anything that could be important in addressing the 

research questions. The purpose of showing rigor is to legitimise naturalistic inquiry 

and to accurately represent study participants' experiences (Streubert and Carpenter, 

2011). Since the credibility of any research lies in accurate interpretation of 

participants views, I gave an in-depth description of the context and issues 

investigated. 

Implementing measures that guarantee the study’s credibility and transferability, is one 

way that ensures the integrity of a qualitative phenomenological enquiry (Marshall and 

Rossman, 2011). Transferability was attained by giving a detailed description of the 

methods and limitations of the study. This would allow “readers to have a proper 

understanding” of SWs’ narratives, “thereby enabling them to compare the instances 

of the phenomena with those they have seen emerge in their situations” (Shenton, 

2004:70). Creswell (1994) propose that a rich and comprehensive, descriptive 

narrative of the study findings is seen as a means to achieve external validity. In this 

research, the data used was gathered from various sources, which include 
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government and non-government documents including research studies and 

interviews.  

Evidence from these was used “to build a coherent justification for the themes” 

(Creswell, 2014:201). Furthermore, similarities and differences between the two cities 

included in this study were clearly explored. Meanwhile, dependability was achieved 

as a result of the appropriateness of the research method that was applied. There was 

a clear audit trail showing how the study was conducted, what was done, why and 

when. There was evidence of interview guides, transcripts and interpretive notes, and 

these supported the dependability of the study. Furthermore, the study was 

comparative in nature and was reinforced by analytic coding procedures to ensure 

rigour.  

3.30 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented the aims and objective of the study and has set out a thorough 

methodological process. The epistemological and ontological standpoints were 

explored, and interpretivism was noted to be most relevant for this study. Aims and 

objectives were clearly laid out and were noted to be congruent with the approach of 

the research. The chapter also demonstrated the comparative approach and the 

criteria for selecting the countries that were considered for the research. The possibility 

of bias was explored, clearly showing that the researcher was a SW who was likely to 

influence the interviewing process and the findings of the research. The theoretical 

model that underpins the study was explored, justifying the use of phenomenology as 

a theory. The theoretical perspective laid the foundation for the choice of research 

methods that were later used.  

The use of phenomenology enabled collection of direct interpretations of the 

experiences of SWs. It was demonstrated that testimonies from participants were used 

as a means to answer the research questions. My inclusion of a phenomenological 

approach, and how the two fuse together, was explored. Furthermore, the use of 

qualitative design and its limitations to the study were explained. The chapter has 

highlighted the importance of qualitative methods to this study noting that they give 

appropriate chances to obtain new perspectives participants associate with their 

experiences, based on their environment. CSE is known to be a sensitive topic, 
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therefore it was necessary to discuss the complexities around researching this topic. 

The chapter has described importance of employing bracketing in the study.  

A range of relevant ethical considerations has also been presented. The chosen 

sampling method and piloting of interviews were exhibited. The piloting of interviews 

was conducted to facilitate suitable modifications to the proposed research questions. 

The chapter also highlighted the approach to gatekeepers and the process of gaining 

permission to interview participants in both Harare and London. The data collection 

methods and the analytical techniques adopted were clearly defined. Finally, in order 

to enhance the study and ensure its dependability and credibility, the subject of 

trustworthiness and rigour was explicitly addressed. In the following chapter, I will 

present the findings of the study in line with the themes that emerged during the 

analysis process.   
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS ABOUT SOCIAL WORKERS’ INTERPRETATION OF CHILD SEXUAL 

EXPLOITATION 

4.0 Introduction  

In this phenomenological study, the findings chapters will explore SWs’ interpretations 

of the definition of CSE and their views regarding policies in terms of their importance 

to practice. It was important not to alter the extracts that were taken from the interviews 

in order to ensure that readers can live through the narratives given by participants. 

This process does not only allow readers to examine their respective interpretation of 

the scripts in line with that of the researcher but also contributes to the dependability 

of data. Therefore, SWs narratives were scripted in their own words to establish clear 

perspectives of their responses and to show the themes that emerged from interviews. 

In line with a qualitative phenomenological study, this approach helped with 

maintaining the SWs own description of their world as they explained their 

experiences. As highlighted before in Chapter 3, pseudonyms were used to maintain 

anonymity of the SWs and their organisations.  

Chapter 4 discusses SWs interpretation of the definition of CSE. This is followed by 

chapter 5 which explores perceptions of SWs regarding causes of CSE and their 

impact to practice and intervention. Chapter 6 will discuss views of SWs on failings in 

policy, programs and practice. Chapter 7 looks at perceived conflict in legislation and 

policy.  In this chapter, I argue that definitions are vital “since they provide the 

conceptual framework for practice within which legislation and policy are located” 

(Eaton, 2017:8). The manner in which practitioners interpret the risk-taking conduct of 

a young person denotes their understandings of CSE (Hallett, 2013), and the action 

taken may be influenced by their interpretation of definitions (Ballantine and Roberts, 

2014). My discussion starts with the theme of physical contact within the definition of 

CSE and then traces key themes emerging from data such as blaming language, 

power imbalances and grooming before moving on to further key themes of 

hopelessness, uncertainty and cultural norms.  
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4.1 Aspects of physical contact 

Discussions about aspects of physical contact across London and Harare differed. In 

Harare physical contact was central to the definition, whereas in London aspects of 

the definition were less concentrated on this physical aspect, bringing in emotional 

and virtual aspects of CSE. I will initially consider this in relation to Harare and then 

move into a discussion about London. A number of SWs in Harare were confident 

about the definition of CSE whilst some appeared unsure and even professed 

ignorance. Physical contact was more pronounced in the definition given by most 

SWs. For Chiri, a Harare SW, CSE included handling of private parts: 

It is the use of children in pornographic situations or 

inappropriate handling of the child’s private parts or 

sensitive parts of the body or actually having 

intercourse with a child (Chiri). 

It is clear from the above excerpt that Chiri understands the definition of CSE from a 

physical contact perspective. This is evidenced by his use of such phrases as handling 

of private parts and sensitive parts and also having intercourse.  However, as is 

evident in the above account, Chiri also associated pornography with definition of 

CSE. 

Chiri’s views were shared by another Harare SW, Punto. However, Punto noted that 

CSE affects children who are below the age of eighteen. In his narration, he appeared 

cautious as he kept using the term “We” as a possible reference to the team.  

The definition that we use is where there is an 

intention, there is a deliberate act of engagement of 

any sexual activity with any person below the age of 

eighteen. As we use our definition which is for persons 

below the age of eighteen. If there is a deliberate 

attempt to violate, to penetrate the physical body of 

any child, be it boy or girl, as long as they are under 

eighteen (Punto). 

There is a sense in the above extract that Punto was referring to how SWs in his team 

are following the definition guidelines of CSE as prescribed by their organisation. This 
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resonates with Punto’s comments “the definition that we use” and “we use our 

definition. Like Chiri above, Punto brings the aspect of physical contact into his 

definition of CSE. However, instead of using the word “intercourse”, as cited by Chiri, 

Punto preferred to use the word “penetration”. Although Punto mentioned that CSE 

affects children under the age of 18, he articulated that any child (“be it boy or girl”) 

can be at risk of CSE. Notwithstanding the above sentiments, Punto uses the analogy 

of “an intention and a deliberate act” to describe how the perpetrators’ moves are well 

calculated when engaging children in any “sexual activity”.  

The theme of sexual penetration and physical contact continued with Shindi, another 

Harare SW. CSE: 

is having sexual intercourse with a minor without her 

consent or even force, forcing the child to have sex. It 

can be penetration, or it can be fondling of private 

parts (Shindi). 

Unlike Punto who mentioned age, Shindi chose to use the word “minor” when giving 

the definition of CSE. Again, like Chiri and Punto above, the issue of physical contact 

is highlighted in Shindi’s extract by using such words as “intercourse”, “penetration” 

and “fondling”. What differentiates Shindi’s comments from that of Punto is her 

introduction of the concept of using force to achieve the sexual act.  To illustrate that 

the sexual activity is non-consensual, she used terms such as “without her consent, 

force and forcing”. 

Meanwhile, it was surprising that SWs in London shared similar sentiments with 

Harare SWs in that CSE is broadly based on physical contact. Viena, a London SW, 

whilst in her definition she included elements of physical contact, there was 

acknowledgement in her narrative that children are vulnerable due to ignorance. Viena 

said: 

It is having sex with another person but it’s still SE 

because it’s disrespect. There are lots of different 

forms. I think SE of a vulnerable young person means 

a young person who doesn’t know right from wrong 

(Viena). 
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Viena explicitly brings out the physical contact element by noting that CSE is “having 

sex with another person”. More so, she explicated through her statement that CSE 

dehumanises and demeans children “because it’s disrespect”. There was also an 

indication from her statement that she was aware that CSE can take place in various 

ways. Additionally, there is recognition in Viena’s extract that she understands that 

children are vulnerable and unable to make informed decisions as they may not be 

able to distinguish between “right” and “wrong”.   

Another London SW, Yellowtree, echoed Viena’s sentiments: 

CSE is where you have sex to satisfy yourself without 

the consent of the other. You are forcing yourself to 

do sex with the other person who doesn’t want to do 

sex. You intentionally force them against their will. 

Cause you actually abuse their right (Yellowtree). 

Important characteristics that are found in Yellowtree’s script are issues of force, sex 

and consent which also mirror what has been previously described by Shindi and other 

Harare SWs’ extracts. By using terms such as “force”, “forcing” and “without consent” 

Yellowtree clearly notes that there is a palpable sense in these phrases that Yellowtree 

is fully aware that perpetrators take advantage of children’s vulnerability. Finally, the 

issue of manipulation is co-opted in the phrase “intentionally force them against their 

will”. Like Viena above, Yellowtree demonstrated that she believed that dignity of 

children was compromised by those who exploit them because they “actually abuse 

their right”.  

To further show that Yellowtree’s interpretation of CSE was centred on physical 

contact, she continued to cite examples of penetration throughout the interview. Other 

such examples include when she said: 

If a child approaches you to say a person had a 

physical contact with me. You would have them 

checked by the local paediatrician to confirm if the 

hymen of the child has been broken. Men want a 

relationship with girls more than having relationships 

with men. (Yellowtree). 
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Here again we see that Yellowtree referred to penetration although she used the term 

physical contact in her first sentence. These reactions are evidenced in her account 

when she referred to the broken hymen of a child. Nevertheless, despite Yellowtree’s 

articulation of physical contact, there is a sense in the above excerpt that Yellowtree’s 

interpretation of CSE is gender biased towards girls in the above statement. Issues of 

gendered notions shall be discussed later in this chapter. Like other SWs above, 

Yellowtree’s definition did not include most elements of CSE, such as the exchange 

of sexual activity for some form of remuneration and gifts.  

This section evidenced that there are some SWs in both Harare and London who 

define CSE in the form of physical contact. The central points which appeared 

common throughout the SWs narratives were the issue of penetration and force. The 

difference was that, in Harare unlike London, there was mention of pornography as 

part of the definition of CSE.  

4.2 Elements of victim blame language  

Another common thread that emerged was that of using the language of blame. As 

outlined earlier in this thesis, use of terminology is important. The language used by 

some of the SWs appeared to depict that it was the children’s fault that they end up in 

situations where they can easily be exploited by perpetrators. Consequently, the use 

of such terms as “prostitution/prostitute” have already been cited in Chapter 1 as 

discriminatory. However, this terminology was regularly encountered. For example, in 

a follow-up question, where Shauna, a Harare SW, was asked to elaborate on the 

definition of CSE, he said: 

SE is also like someone who is doing prostitution 

being under the age of eighteen. That is also child 

prostitution (Shauna). 

The above extract shows that despite Shauna acknowledging that CSE takes place 

with a child who is under 18, her repetitive use of the word prostitution shows that she 

sees CSE as transactional.  

Tondido another Harare SW, in her narration, indicated that she had worked with 

children who were involved in what she termed child prostitution. Tondido continuously 

used this term in reference to CSE. In her definition of CSE Tondido said:  



119 
 

sexual exploitation in my own view is child prostitution. 

It is more common in the urban settings like here in 

my district here where I work. I find that because I 

sometimes go to rescue such children who have been 

into child prostitution (Tondido). 

The use of “in my own view” in the above extract clearly depicts that Tondido strongly 

believes that CSE is similar to child prostitution. Moreover, there is a reflection in her 

statement that CSE might be more prevalent in her area which is a town setting, as 

signified by her use of “more common” and “like here in my district”. However, the 

expression “I sometimes go to rescue” signifies how Tondido is aware that such 

children require protection from professionals like her.  

 

On the other hand, Husser, an experienced London SW who has worked in the 

safeguarding team for several years within the child protection unit, provided an almost 

similar definition of CSE to that of Shauna and Tondido, Harare SWs. Husser 

responded in the following way: 

Basically, prostituted really, it’s child prostitution. So, 

it’s about you get this if I get that in exchange of gifts 

for sexual (Husser). 

Similar to Shauna above, Husser indicates that she strongly believes that CSE is in a 

way an engagement by children into prostitution. Husser seems to imply that children 

enter into a negotiated pact with the perpetrator where they agree on the terms of the 

relationship. There is a sense in the above extract that Husser is portraying the 

relationship as consensual. This is evidenced in her statement “it’s about you get this 

if I get that in exchange”. 

As for Tanya another London SW, he defines CSE as: 

 So, to me, it’s like sort of prostitution, put that into 

perspective you intend to imagine that okay if this is 

happening to such a beautiful girl and how many other 

girls are in this kind of this situation and for them to 

think that, in order for them to get money they need to 
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sell their bodies you know. They don’t think of any 

other it’s like an easier way of, you know getting 

money. She will go she will do prostitution, she will go 

to sleep with men (Tanya). 

The above extract reflects that Tanya like other SWs above takes CSE as a form of 

prostitution by young girls. His use of the words “girl and girls” imply how Tanya has 

strong feelings that CSE is gendered towards female children. In addition, Tanya’s 

emphasis on the phrases “they need to sell their bodies” and “it’s like an easier way of 

getting money” reflects that he believes that children deliberately put themselves into 

such vulnerable positions. 

This section has explored the issue of blame language and it has revealed that some 

SWs in both Harare and London still link CSE with prostitution in their definition. In 

Harare there was a sense that CSE is more rampant in urban areas. There was, 

however, a strong sense in the views of SWs from both London and Harare that 

children deliberately place themselves in positions of vulnerability. The next section 

will discuss the inclusion of power imbalance, manipulation and grooming in the 

definition of CSE.  

4.3 Power imbalance, manipulation and grooming 

A theme of perpetrators taking advantage of their power to manipulate and groom 

children also emerged during interviews with SWs in Harare and London. Sheedy 

(2013) sees power as the ability of individuals or organisations to control, oppress and 

exploit others. In relation to this section, SWs were able to demonstrate, in their 

definition of CSE, how perpetrators seem to hold the ultimate power in their 

relationships with children. Tondido, a Harare SW said: 

SE is taking advantage of an individual for sexual 

gratification. For it to be exploitation, you have to be 

taking advantage of a girl and then you want to derive 

some sexual gratification from that victim. It can be a 

child; it can be an adult (Tondido). 

It is very clear in the above narrative that Tondido acknowledges that there is a link 

between “taking advantage” of a child and “exploitation” which means that she 
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recognises the context of power differential. There is a sense in Tondido’s narrative 

that power imbalance does not only exist between a child and an adult but could be 

between people of similar ages as noted in her expression “it can be a child it can be 

an adult”. Like in the section of physical contact, Tondido uses the phrases “sexual 

gratification” and “girl” which potentially suggest that she is looking at penetrative sex 

on girls. Furthermore, it is evident in the above extract that Tondido’s first reaction is 

gendered towards girls when thinking about CSE. Nevertheless, Tondido later in the 

interview acknowledged that boys can also be sexually exploited as cited in her 

narrative:  

They can be sexually exploited but I think the cases of 

boys being abused are lower than girls (Tondido). 

 

Maita another Harare SW felt that power imbalance and manipulation are some of the 

attributes of CSE. He also indicated that some teachers can be involved in the process 

of manipulating children into CSE. Maita said: 

Where the abuser holds an advantage point. It’s either 

they are the teacher, it’s either they have money, it’s 

either they use force. So, it’s always the vulnerability 

factor. I can see that I can easily draw a line that all 

cases of sexual exploitation in Harare are based on 

unequal relations (Maita). 

The above extract shows that in Maita’s context, “all” CSE relationships in Harare are 

grounded in power imbalance. This is reflected by his use of phrases such as 

“advantage point”, “are the teacher”, “unequal relations” and “the vulnerability factor”. 

There is also a sense in his narrative that he feels that exploiters/abusers use money, 

positions they hold in society and power/force to manipulate children into SE. 

As in Harare, interviews with SWs in London further highlighted patterns of power 

imbalance. Dele encapsulated the definition of CSE as: 

It is when a person or persons are taking advantage 

of using a child as a means of exploiting them sexually 

in order to gain something from that. Perpetrators 
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would be the ones who are actually using these 

children in order to exploit them so that they can gain 

something from that (Dele). 

The above extract clearly shows that there are similarities between some UK and 

Harare SWs’ perceptions on the definition of CSE. Dele’s sentiments show that she 

understands that perpetrators use their power to achieve their intended goals. It is 

clear in the above definition that Dele portrays that his perception is that children can 

be used for CSE by either a single perpetrator or a group of people, as demonstrated 

by her use of the phrase, “It is when a person or persons”. Her repetitive use of the 

phrases “gain something” and “using a child/children”. implies that Dele is showing 

that despite perpetrators giving some remuneration to children, they are the greatest 

beneficiaries in the whole process. Like other SWs above, Dele brings a sense in her 

narrative that children are manipulated into CSE. 

Justnow, a London SW, was explicit in her statement by introducing the issue of 

grooming in her definition of CSE. She also noted that perpetrators hook and entice 

children by pretending to give them genuine love.  

I think the word grooming kind of comes to mind for 

me. Maybe making them think that they are actually in 

a relationship with a perpetrator. It will be kind of 

showing some sort of an emotional warmth to a child 

who doesn’t have that from their parents or in more 

vulnerable kind of state and is looking for love 

(Justnow). 

The above quotation validates that Justnow feels that CSE involves grooming. In order 

to demonstrate this, she highlighted how perpetrators take advantage of the desperate 

situation of children who are “looking for love”. She also brings in the element of lack 

of parental love which is used by perpetrators as a window to manipulate children by 

pretending to give them “emotional warmth”.  

Similarly, Sako said: 

I think it’s just a child being exploited and groomed. 

They are not being supported enough. They are being 
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exploited for who they are. That is my understanding. 

A child is obviously being sexually exploited for some 

kind of gain to another person. I haven’t heard any 

other kind of definition come to me (Sako). 

The above excerpt reveals that Sako views CSE as centred on grooming and 

vulnerability. Although not very explicit in her explanation, there is a sense in the above 

extract that Sako feels that the vulnerability of children is increased by lack of adequate 

support. Like Dele’s extract above, Sako feels that perpetrators use these children for 

their own personal gain.  Sako apparently seems to portray that this is the only 

definition she uses as demonstrated in her statement, “I haven’t heard any other kind 

of definition”.  

It can be noted that in this section, the theme of power differential, grooming and 

manipulation was drawn from some SWs in both Harare and London. An important 

factor drawn from this section was that there was a sense from some narrations from 

Harare SW’s that CSE was focused on girls whilst in London, SWs looked at CSE as 

not child gender specific. It must be noted that unlike London SWs, Harare SWs did 

not explicitly bring out the grooming notion in their definition of CSE although elements 

of grooming were cited during interviews. For example, Shauna, a Harare SW, did not 

specifically reference to grooming when he stated that he worked with a boy who was 

both a ‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’, and when he asked the boy why he was involved in 

CSE, the boy said, “the guys were doing it on the streets to us and had taught us”. 

However, there was a general consensus in this section that children are manipulated 

into engaging in CSE and that perpetrators use children to their gratification which is 

not necessarily sexual.  

Meanwhile, some SWs in both Harare and London in their definition of CSE introduced 

issues of transactional-sex and the use of force by perpetrators. The next section, 

therefore, explores this. 

 

4.4 ‘Transactional sex’ and use of force  

‘Transactional sex’ can be interpreted as non-marital, non-commercial sexual 

relationships which are purely driven by an absolute assumption that sex can be 
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exchanged for material benefit or status (Wamoyi et al, 2019:2). Although 

‘transactional sex’ is not bound by age, in this section, I noted that any person under 

the age of 18 who is involved in ‘transactional sex’ is under CSE. I further noted that 

‘transactional sex’ is degrading when it involves power differential and misleading 

immature children who lack consent into sexual activities (Kyegombe et al, 2020).  

The interpretations provided by SWs in this section revealed that they believe that 

‘transactional sex’ is a component of CSE. It also emerged from some of their 

narrations that perpetrators may use force. In ‘transactional sex’, children may find 

themselves in such relationships being driven by a range of factors, such as individual 

socio-demographics, a desire to gain something (either financial, goods or 

psychological), gendered beliefs, structural means such as poverty and societal norms 

towards girls (Thorburn and de Haan, 2014; Meiksin et al, 2015). There is always an 

inherent lack of choice to engage in such sexual activities (Thorburn and de Haan, 

2014). I propose that, although the term ‘transactional sex’ may suggest situations of 

equal exchange, it must be acknowledged that it is a form of CSE, since it involves 

solicitation and coerciveness. Kuku, a Harare SW, said: 

It is a situation whereby a child is forced to engage into 

some form of sexual activities for money, yet money 

is not directly benefiting the child. It can also be for 

material things … the money does not necessarily go 

directly to the child but goes to the person or the 

guardian who has caused that child to engage in such 

activities (Kuku). 

In the above extract, Kuku implies that children do not willingly participate in CSE but 

are “forced to engage”. As demonstrated in other sections above, there is a sense in 

Kuku’s narrative that perpetrators and third parties financially or materially benefit from 

the exploitation. From Kuku’s statements, there is a sense that those looking after the 

child are the ones who can facilitate the exploitation by forcing the children to “engage”. 

The emphasis of this fact is reinforced by her expression “the guardian who has 

caused that child to engage”. 
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Like Kuku, another Harare SW, Shauna indicated that she felt that CSE can be viewed 

as transactional. Kuku included terms such as commercialised and financial gain. 

Shauna summarised the definition of CSE as: 

I think sex is commercialised for the benefit of others, 

that’s my definition. There is a victim and a 

beneficiary. The victim is the one being used, and the 

beneficiary is someone who is using someone to gain 

financially, a value or materially using someone 

(Shauna). 

Shauna’s account seems to convey a similar message as in Kuku above as there is a 

sense in his extract that perpetrators use children to engage in sex for commercial 

reasons. To demonstrate the transactional element of the process, he uses statements 

such as, “sex is commercialised”. In other words, Shauna feels that CSE is perpetrator 

centred since “there is a victim and a beneficiary”. By using the statement “one being 

used”, Shauna illustrated that there are elements of power and manipulation by the 

perpetrator in the process of sexually exploiting children.  

In a similar way, the concept of ‘transactional sex’ and power emerged in the 

definitions given by some SWs in London. Ziva narrated that: 

It is their vulnerability and can be exploited by 

someone else when they are placed in a position 

where they feel they need this person or if they don’t 

do it, they won’t get what they want. It could be drugs 

or just money related. They could be told that their 

parents or carers will be hurt if they don’t do it (Ziva). 

Ziva brings three elements that could lead or push children to CSE. These are 

vulnerability, desperation and threats. In her definition of CSE above, she feels that 

the transactional element is a result of children being in need and desperate. She also 

demonstrated that because of desperation (“they feel they need this person”), children 

fall prey to sexual predatory perpetrators. Moreover, Ziva seems to suggest that 

children place themselves in precarious positions due to coercion and manipulation 

from perpetrators “if they don’t do it, they won’t get what they want”. From Ziva’s 

perspective, perpetrators coerce and manipulate children by using threats to achieve 



126 
 

their intention to exploit them. She further articulated that payments to children are 

completed in various ways and these “could be drugs related or it could be just money”.  

This section has demonstrated that some SWs understand that children can be forced 

and manipulated into sexually exploited positions through transactional means. The 

overall context of the messages from SWs is that children are victims and perpetrators 

use them for their own benefit. Whilst it was drawn from Harare SWs that parents or 

guardians can facilitate the exploitation of children, in London, SWs felt that threats 

were used to manipulate children into CSE. The general view obtained from both SWs 

from Harare and London was that rewards to children were paid in various modes.  

The below discussion will now focus on cross-generational and forced sex which some 

SWs introduced in defining CSE. 

4.5 Cross-generational and forced sex 

Cultural norms around sex between partners of different ages and across generations 

were outlined within the data. Such cross-generational sex is also known as 

intergenerational sex but, for the purpose of this section, the term cross-generational 

sex shall be used. Cross-generational sex is understood to be a sexual relationship 

between an adolescent and an adult who can be ten or more years older (Walker et 

al, 2014). It is often seen as gender biased with girl victims and male adults. This 

contradicts Gomo and Munyati (2005) who expressed that there have been reports in 

Zimbabwe of older women dating boys. In cross-generational relationships, there are 

characteristics of manipulation, coercion, feelings of being unable to refuse the older 

person or gifts (Wekwete, 2010). I argue that these relationships appear to result in 

the children having no control, and unable to make an informed choice or decision, 

and this can be translated as a form of CSE. 

Macho, a Harare SW, claimed that the issue of cross-generational sex should be 

considered when defining CSE: 

This brings in a component of the cross-generational, 

inter-generational sex and it also speaks of how the 

child in retrospect looks at the encounter as having 

been forced. They don’t actually participate willingly in 

the act (Macho). 
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Like in the above section where SWs noted that in ‘transactional sex’, there is 

existence of power differential and manipulation, Macho’s extract indicates that he 

feels that these characteristics also exist in cross-generational sex. His use of the 

expression “the child in retrospect looks at the encounter as having been forced” 

portrays his translation of how a child involved is negatively impacted by cross general. 

There is a sense in this statement that the sexual encounter is non-consensual. This 

notion is further reinforced by his use of the phrase “don’t….participate willingly”.  

Likewise, the theme of cross-generational sex was raised in London. Mercy, a London 

SW, noted that within these cultural standards there are other underlying cultural 

practices. She remarked:  

This also brings in a component of the 

intergenerational sex and in all these activities 

children have no voice (Mercy). 

By using the statement “children have no voice” in the above extract, identified that 

Mercy believed that the issue of cross-generational sex has a common characteristic 

of power differential.  Again, like Macho above there is a sense in Mercy’s comment 

that children are manipulated and are unable to truly consent to participating in such 

activities.  

Another London SW Amees expressed similar sentiments to Mercy above but noted 

that at times the relationships will appear to be consensual and the children might not 

be in this relationship for money or drugs.  In her statement Amees said: 

 What is common, is girls being with older men. And 

to them it is about having fun drinking with these men. 

So, there wasn't a need for example drugs or money 

or anything like that. It is more about the excitement of 

being able to hang out with older men and not 

identifying what the risk factors are of that. Either the 

girls are having a sexual relationship with these males 

or haven't got to that stage yet, but I feel they are at 

risk. I’d say this is what I understand about sexual 

exploitation (Amees) 
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Amees’ extract portrays that she believes that it is common to see girls hanging out 

with older men. Although there is a sense that the older men will be entertaining these 

girls with drinks, she made clear that it is about having fun. There is a sense that for 

her, children may view these relationships as harmless, but she feels that it is risky for 

the children. It is clear in the excerpt above that Amees suggests that the relationships 

include sextual activities. An outstanding point noted in Amees’ contribution is how 

she sees CSE as gendered as she constantly refers to girls in her narration. Amees 

has indicated that these relationships are exploitative by noting that “I feel they are at 

risk”. 

This section has discussed cross-generational sex. One outstanding feature that 

emerged from the analysis of data was that SWs were cognisant of the fact that 

children are forced and manipulated by adults or those with power into participation. 

This leads into the next section which will discuss peer to peer and power imbalance.  

4.6 Peer to peer and power imbalance 

As outlined in the literature review, peer-to-peer abuse and exploitation has become 

increased and efforts “to address it have been incorporated into responses to CSE” 

(Firmin et al 2016). Additionally, Firmin et al (2016) further notes that any sexually 

abuse instituted by young people on other young persons in the form of relationships 

is deemed peer to peer. These relationships involve elements of coercion, power 

imbalance, manipulation, violence and lack of consent (Hamckett et al, 2016). 

Participant SWs from both Harare and London included the peer-to-peer type of SE in 

their definition.  Comfort a Harare SW’s explanation showed that perpetrators use their 

control to exploit children:  

SE, it’s a matter of a person with authority, having it 

on a person with no authority. More like you are 

exercising your powers on someone. Usually, 

nowadays it’s in terms of a child and a child it’s a 

matter of experimenting to see the knowledge that 

they have whether it is appropriate. You discover that 

someone can be sexually exploited for someone’s 

experiment (Comfort). 
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In the above extract, Comfort offered a more nuanced suggestion, by using the 

expression “child and a child” to highlight the existence of peer-to-peer CSE in her 

definition. By repetitively using the term “authority”, Comfort was stressing on that 

peer-to-peer relationships are articulated around power and control and perpetrators 

use their dominance to entice victims. Despite acknowledging the exploitation, 

Comfort seems to demonstrate that even when children are sexually exploiting one 

another, they can sometimes do this out of curiosity “for someone’s experiment”.  

Another Harare SW Ngirozi felt that: 

It is because of peer pressure. So, it is these little girls 

being abused even by young boys of their age or older 

after their experience of sexual education, sex 

education from school they come back home and 

experiment with the girls, it has been happening in this 

community. But they don’t report. So, they prefer to 

protect perpetrators because of fear (Ngirozi). 

Like Comfort above, Ngirozi share the same sentiments that peer to peer SE might 

take place due to children experimenting. However, he acknowledges that there are 

other contributory factors such as peer pressure. Similar to Comfort’s narrative, there 

is a sense in Ngirozi’s excerpt that perpetrators manipulate victims by instilling fear so 

that “they don’t report”. It was also apparent that the issue of gender was drawn from 

her except when she referenced to “these little girls being abused”. Furthermore, 

Ngirozi displayed a feeling that SE of girls through peers is common in her community. 

The theme of peer-to-peer abuse in the definition of CSE continued with London SWs. 

They acknowledged that there was use of power and manipulation over the victim. For 

example, Amees, a London SW, when asked to describe the definition of CSE 

mentioned men and women as being part of the exploiters; however did not associate 

them with peer to peer CSE. This sentiment seems to bring in a new dimension to this 

topic as most SWs who were interviewed in both Harare and London were seemingly 

indicating that CSE perpetration was mostly associated with men. Amees said:  

Men or women adults or young adults that are getting 

our children to perform sexual acts in regards perhaps 

telling them that it’s in a way to keep them safe. It is 
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just about abusing the power that someone’s has got 

over a child. It could be that a child is receiving clothes 

or jewellery or electrical items and in return for that 

they may be performing sexual acts on that particular 

person or on a group of people. The payment could 

be in regard to in terms of drugs, shelter. It could 

actually be that this young person has controlled the 

child (Amees). 

It is clear in the above extract that by using the phrases “controlled and abusing the 

power”, Amees understands that the use of manipulation plays a major role in peer-

to-peer SE. Although she mentioned adults, her narrative indicated that she was 

focusing on the exploitation of children. Amees feels that children can be manipulated 

into feeling that the relationship gives them protection. It was evidenced that Amees 

acknowledged that rewards to children could be in various forms including drugs and 

shelter. Her statement indicated that children are enticed into these relationships’ by 

being offered expensive items which are beyond their reach such as jewellery and 

electrical items. There is a sense in her context that peer to peer SE does not only 

occur on a one-to-one basis but can also take place through groups of people. A 

further sense that is drawn from the above excerpt is that women can also sexually 

exploit children as attributed by the statement “men or women getting our children”.  

In the case of Sako, although not different from Amees above, there was a sense in 

her definition that children enter into peer-to-peer SE relationships due to lack of social 

stimulation from their parents. 

 

I think again it’s through exposure to peer groups, 

because they're moving away from their parents in 

terms of friendships and socialisations. And also have 

need to belong to you know to a peer group and that 

again could leave them vulnerable to being targeted 

by peers. It can happen through the need to belong, it 

can happen you know through appearing vulnerable 

and being targeted as I say online abuse, chat-ins, 
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Facebook. I think they're many ways it can occur 

(Sako) 

In the above except Sako portrays lack of parental love as a trigger to peer to peer 

SE. She also brings a sense that lack of parental love conflated with a need to belong 

to a peer group exposes children to peer SE. There is a further suggestion from Sako 

that children expose their vulnerability on online chats by exhibiting signs of wanting 

to belong. She concluded by suggesting that peer to peer SE can take various forms. 

However, the overall sense from Sako’s extract was that children are exploited for their 

vulnerability as noted by her repetitive use of the word “vulnerable”.  

This section has discussed the inclusion of peer-to-peer SE and power imbalance in 

the definitions given by some SWs in Harare and London. A noted difference was on 

what pushes children into peer-to-peer SE. The emphasis from Harare SWs was that 

children are victims of peer-to-peer SE, due to some wanting to experiment, as well 

as a curiosity for what they have learnt in school during their sex education lessons. 

Whilst in London, the emphasis was on groups and peer groups. Another difference 

was that in London SWs associated peer to peer SE with rewards and a sense of 

protection. Yet in Harare SWs did not point at rewards but instead highlighted threats 

in order to protect the perpetrator. However, the general consensus was that children 

are exploited for their vulnerability through manipulation.  The next section will now 

demonstrate how some SWs lacked confidence and awareness of the definition of 

CSE. 

4.7 Lack of awareness of the definition 

The literature review indicated that there was concern over professionals having poor 

awareness of CSE (Lerpiniere et al, 2013). This was also an issue that was noted 

during my interviews with SWs during interviews. Some SWs from both Harare and 

London clearly demonstrated that they were knowledgeable about children being 

subjected to CSE but appeared to lack confidence about their understanding of the 

general definition of CSE. Sisero, a Harare SW, was perplexed and lacked confidence 

in her definition, despite being given cues and prompts to encourage her. Like other 

SWs above, she did not mention technology in her definition. Sisero expressed that 

she had high Christian morals and values and was reluctant to discuss this topic. Her 

views were captured and illustrated in this extract: 
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That’s a bit tricky because I didn’t have anything in 

mind. I don’t know what to say. SE would mean to me 

that the perpetrators or the perpetrator takes away the 

dignity of anyone who is you know sexually abused. I 

don’t know whether I am answering you (Sisero). 

The above extract shows that there was a distinct sense that Sisero lacked clear 

awareness of the definition of CSE. This posture was clear when she used comments 

such as, “I don’t know whether I am answering you” and that’s a bit tricky”. By using 

the expression “I don’t know what to say”, Sisero indicated that she experiences 

difficulties in explaining the definition of CSE when randomly asked to do so. 

Furthermore, her use of the phrase “takes away the dignity of anyone” clearly showed 

that she was referencing to SE in a broader scope. This meant she considered that 

children and adults can be sexually exploited. It is important to mention that it could 

be that Sisero held back from explaining further because she expressed that she was 

a Christian and felt that it was difficult to talk about sex and sexual relationships. At 

the beginning of my interview with her, Sisero had said:  

I am a Christian and I should remind you that at times 

it is very difficult for me to discuss issues that are of a 

sexual nature because of my faith (Sisero). 

Echoing Sisero, Therahi, a London SW, struggled to give the definition of CSE. It was 

evident during the interview that she seemed hesitant and appeared to lack 

confidence. Therahi said:   

I usually use at risk. SE is, its risk of SE. But I have 

worked with children who have been exploited I need 

to look for the definition again (Therahi) 

In the above excerpt, Therahi clearly indicated that she had the experience of working 

with sexually exploited children. Her lack of confidence and hesitation to explain the 

definition of CSE is noted in her expression “I usually use at risk” and “it’s risk of SE”. 

There is a sense in the above excerpt that Therahi has not familiarised herself with the 

definition of CSE and clearly indicated that she will have to look at “the definition 

again”.  
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A common element that emerged from this section was that some SWs still struggle 

with defining CSE. Meanwhile, some SWs argued that definitions do not protect 

children and I will now discuss this issue in the next section.  

4.8 “Definitions do not protect children” 

Another concept that emerged was that some SWs in London do not place emphasis 

on definitions but rather feel that effective protection of children is achieved through 

application of these definitions to actual practice. Some SWs indicated they had 

worked with children for over five years and their views seemed to be centred on the 

protection element. Mercy, a London SW, said: 

We have a very explicit definition in Section 47. But 

the bottom line to me is that if any child is complaining 

of sexual harm or if the child is complaining of 

exploitation then that is significant harm to me. 

Definitions do not protect children (Mercy). 

The above narrative shows that Mercy acknowledges that Section 47 of the Children 

Act 1989 is paramount to the protection of children. This is evident in her sentiments 

that place more weight on determining the abuse/exploitation and to ensure that 

protective measures are instituted. Mercy’s statement, “But the bottom line to me is 

that if any child is complaining of sexual harm”, is evident of her focus on the protective 

element. However, she concluded her narrative by indicating that knowledge of 

definitions does not translate into the protection of children.  

Similarly, Lemon, in an almost related stance, proposed that during practice, 

definitions are less important, and most SWs do not bother about knowing them. In 

her response, Lemon was not specific: 

I don’t know whether I look at it as SE. I usually use 

the jargon at risk of SE. None of us want to think of 

technique because it is wrong (Lemon). 

Lemon’s narrative clearly illustrates that her concern is about risk rather than 

definitions 
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and this is conveyed in her statement, “none of us want to think of technique”. 

Moreover, she feels that focussing on complicated definition terms does not benefit 

her practice “because it is wrong”. On the other hand, she uses the phrase “none of 

us”, referring to her organisation and then describes how as a group they do not focus 

on complex terms when protecting children.  

In this section it was noted that some SWs from London felt that definitions alone do 

not protect children from CSE. The difference drawn from the section was that this 

topic did not emerge from interviews with Harare SWs.   

Some SWs introduced the issue of culture and gender in their definition of CSE and 

the next section will explore this. 

4.9 Cultural aspects and gender notions 

Another significant thread that was drawn from definitions suggested by London and 

Harare SWs was the issue of culture. Stone, a Harare SW, postulated:  

The definition should include culture. One of our 

cultural beliefs of chiramu symbolises that a young 

woman a young sister to your wife is like your wife as 

well. There are many children that have gone through 

that. In other extreme cases they have been made 

pregnant from the husbands of their sister. It’s another 

level of SE which has been ignored even by our 

culture (Stone). 

In the above excerpt, Stone illustrates how some of the cultural practices in Harare 

are linked to the promotion of CSE. The excerpt further demonstrates how young girls 

are manipulated by their brother in-laws to enter into sexual relationships and in some 

cases end up being pregnant. Stone seems to portray that large numbers of children 

have gone through this form of SA. There is a sense in his extract that this form of 

practice is not considered as exploitation by their community and those who belong to 

her culture as evidenced by her expression “ignored even by our culture”. One 

outstanding factor drawn from Stone’s narrative is how he links CSE with gender as 

noted in his continuous reference to “young woman”, “young sister” and “have been 

made pregnant”. 
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The concept of culture was further reinforced by London SWs.  

Tanya, a London SW, felt that child arranged marriages had their roots in culture but 

still remained a form of SE: 

Taking advantage, abuse of power and abuse of trust. 

Like giving into marriage young children. Sometimes, 

it is to do with cultural values. In some cultures, there 

is no emphasis on age, but it could be done just to 

meet the ends of elders in that society (Tanya). 

Tanya’s explanation clearly shows he understands that CSE involves manipulation 

and power imbalance. This is demonstrated by his emphasis on how perpetrators take 

advantage to abuse the trusting child. Like in Harare, Tanya feels that culture is used 

as a gateway to manipulate and sexually exploit children. There is a sense in his 

statement that culture can be used interchangeably or simultaneously to promote CSE 

by firstly ignoring the age factor and secondly to satisfy the insensitive notions of the 

society.  

This section has discussed gender and cultural notions and it was noted that, 

regardless of the different locations, SWs from both Harare and London share the 

same view about culture promoting CSE. The next section summarises the whole 

chapter.  

4.10 Chapter Conclusion  

The purpose of this chapter in this phenomenological qualitative inquiry was to gain a 

rich and in-depth understanding of how individual SWs understand and interpret the 

definition of CSE. The overall view generated from SWs’ contributions shows that they 

hold broad views about the definition. This was evident in their responses that were 

punctuated by divergent views and interpretations of the definition. This shows that 

the term SE can be interpreted and associated with a variety of situations or practices. 

Conversely, there have been, in many ways, a number of similarities between some 

of the definitions that were given by SWs in Harare and London. 

Evidence from data clearly showed that in both cities some SWs assumed penetration 

and intercourse to be major components of CSE. In the same way, some SWs 

provided a sense that their description of CSE was more aligned to cases of rape. The 
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other area where similarities were drawn was on SWs’ use of blame language. Data 

also pointed to the notion that some SWs from both Harare and London struggled to 

define CSE. Further similarities were found in areas of transactional sex where SWs 

showed that they understood that perpetrators do not only use money but could also 

use other forms of transactions, such as drugs and love. Furthermore, SWs included 

in their definition issues of exploitation through cross-generational and forced sex. An 

outstanding feature was that SWs in London acknowledged that, despite having a 

comprehensive child protection system, acts of cross-generational sex were still in 

existence. On the other hand, Harare SWs provided a sense that some parents were 

promoting CSE through cross-generational sex as they were more concerned about 

the compensation they would get from perpetrators.  

The chapter also found that there were similar notions on the peer-to-peer type of SE 

from SWs in both cities. It found that only two SWs, one from London and the other 

from Harare, introduced the issue of the peer-to-peer type of CSE. Further similarities 

were in the area of culture and gender notions. The notable difference was that in 

Harare, children were molested and exploited through a culture that allows a brother-

in-law to coerce and manipulate their wife’s younger sister. Meanwhile, in London, 

SWs cited a culture where families would coerce children into marriage. They noted 

that this exchange would benefit the families.  

The chapter noted that, despite SWs acknowledging the importance of definitions, 

some SWs from London felt that definitions do not protect children. Another major 

difference between Harare and London SWs was in the area of grooming, where only 

London SWs introduced this subject in defining CSE. In Harare, the focus was on 

adults training children to engage in sexual activities for financial gain. It must be 

acknowledged that there was realisation in SWs’ definitions from both cities that 

situations of CSE always involve power imbalances and manipulation. Despite SWs 

giving different narrations of the definition of CSE, in general, the majority touched 

upon the important attributes which are included in the official definition used in this 

study.  
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CHAPTER 5 

SOCIAL WORKERS’ PERCEPTIONS ON CAUSES OF CHILD SEXUAL 

EXPLOITATION: PRACTICE AND INTERVENTION 

5.0 Introduction 

This chapter will now discuss the highlighted causes of CSE and looks at social work 

intervention as these were noted to be an integral part of this study. Evidence collected 

from individual SWs indicated that there were views on various drivers to CSE, and 

these ranged from cultural beliefs to poverty. There was also a general revelation from 

data that some of the causes were considered subtle and difficult to trace since most 

of the abusers were within the families. Similarities were drawn in areas of poverty and 

begging due to unemployment and these were viewed as inhibiting effective SW 

intervention. More differences and similarities will be explored in detail in the sections 

below. 

5.1 Poverty as a contributing factor to child sexual exploitation  

In the UK, relative child poverty was noted to have increased to 30% between 2018 

and 2019 from 27% in the years between 2011 and 2013 (Bourquin et al, 2020). While 

according to Zimbabwe Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) (2019) relative child poverty in 

rural Zimbabwe was estimated to be around 70%. The theme of poverty emerged in 

both Harare and London. In my discussion with Kuku, a Harare SW who has worked 

with children for more than five years, she considered poverty as the main factor that 

exposes children to SE. This echoes Cameron et al (2015:12) who point out that “those 

most at risk of SE are those on the margins of society or are in particularly vulnerable 

situations such as … living in poverty”.  

I really think the major thing, is poverty within families 

which then exposes children to almost anything and 

everything including CSE. The child itself may be 

enticed by these perpetrators. But the main driver is 

poverty (Kuku). 

The above excerpt clearly shows that Kuku believes that there is a link between 

poverty and CSE. In her narrative, she made it clear that children are manipulated and 

lured by perpetrators into the relationship. Furthermore, she seems to portray that 
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despite the manipulation, poverty forcefully pushes children into positions of 

vulnerability as it “exposes children to almost anything and everything” living them with 

limited choices 

Maita, another Harare SW, made similar claims but also provided some insight that 

the weak Zimbabwean economy was contributing to great levels of poverty. In a sense, 

Maita portrayed that, at national level, children’s vulnerability had increased. In his 

account, he underlined how the environment was making it difficult for SWs to protect 

children:  

Poverty comes in different forms, again it’s the weak 

economy in Zimbabwe which has pushed families and 

our communities to start engaging in different forms of 

coping. The gaps are there between those who have, 

who are able to survive in this economy and those who 

are suffering. It is in this gap where these cases are 

falling through. So, we cannot contain. The safety nets 

are not working (Maita). 

Maita further expressed that the progress of SWs’ and professionals’ intervention was 

hindered by increased poverty in families.  

SWs and other professionals who are working to 

protect children from various forms of abuse are facing 

difficulties to protect children due to incessant poverty 

(Maita). 

In a follow-up statement, Maita went on to stress that poverty is spread along 

demographic lines. Maita proposed that low-income groups around and within Harare 

have become well known centres for high rates of SE:  

We are talking of Mbare, Epworth and Goromonzi. 

These are areas where we have hot spots of SE. 

(Maita).  

The use of the statement, “poverty comes in different forms”, by Maita seems to 

suggest that poverty is determined by the needs of each individual family. Here Maita 

also seems to recognise that failures in practice were as a result of increases in CSE 
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cases, mostly coming from children who are from poor backgrounds. This is reinforced 

by Maita’s narration, “it is in this gap where these cases are falling through”. 

Nonetheless, there is a sense from this statement that prevention and protection 

systems in place are failing to adequately manage cases of CSE. This was further 

illustrated by Maita’s narratives, “we cannot contain” and “the safety nets are not 

working”.  

By mentioning the areas of Harare which she concluded to be “hot spots”, Maita seems 

to relay that these are areas within Harare were most families are experiencing high 

rates of poverty. There are also feelings of despair and lack of hope as Maita laments 

about SWs’ inability to practice effectively and diminished protection levels caused by 

prevailing economic conditions/hardships. Moreover, Maita recognises that despite 

families acknowledging that CSE is an offense, desperation driven by poverty has 

forced them to ignore this notion and somehow allowed CSE to take place.  

Meanwhile, the use of the words “engaging in different forms of coping” is highly 

debatable as it can suggest that CSE is being used as a coping strategy by children 

from poor families, with them acting as responsible agents as opposed to victims of 

abuse. Indeed, part of Maita statement has indicated that CSE is being used as means 

of coping with difficult economic conditions in Zimbabwe.  

Like other SWs in Harare, Shauna continued with the theme of poverty. He cemented 

Maita’s views by positing that CSE was common in low-income families. As a way of 

showing how children can be exploited by various exploiters, Shauna uses the phrase 

“the child is likely to be exposed to the exploiter and to the exploiters”. In his narrative, 

he noted that this was compounded by a lack of awareness of the legal processes and 

inadequate support from practitioners:   

The child is likely to be exposed to the exploiter and to 

the exploiters; it is easy to use a girl child who is from 

a poor family. They know that they don’t have the 

ability to claim their rights in regard to after being 

exploited. They know that they don’t have the 

knowledge that they need for protection (Shauna). 

The sentiment from Shauna, “they don’t have the ability” and “they don’t have the 

knowledge” explicitly shows he feels that those from poor families lack awareness of 
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CSE protection policies and procedures and therefore abusers take advantage of their 

ignorance. Like in the previous sections gendered notions emerged, Shauna 

referenced to girls bringing a sense that exploiters see girls as easy targets “since it 

easy to use a girl child”.  

In a similar way to Harare SWs, the theme of poverty as a cause of CSE was also 

introduced by SWs in London. Mai Tendi, a SW in London, was explicit and provided 

information that showed that she believed that CSE does not only affect children from 

poor backgrounds:  

You see poverty in extreme, parents not able to meet 

the needs of the children, that leaves the children 

vulnerable to exploitation. Education is required. It’s 

not that only children from poor families are exploited, 

it’s across the board. Whoever is exploiting sees 

opportunity, vulnerability and they use that. It can be 

economic, but not economic gain for the child. I can’t 

say economic gain for the child because it’s a child 

(Mai Tendi). 

This extract shows that Mai Tendi concurred with Harare SWs in that extreme poverty 

renders children powerless, resulting in them losing their autonomy to make guided 

decisions. Like in Harare, Mai Tendi also mentioned the importance of awareness as 

a tool to educate children. This was evidenced when she said, “education is required”. 

Another important point raised in the above extract is that poverty is having a twofold 

impact: creating opportunities for perpetrators and leaving children in vulnerable 

positions. This has resonance with the phrase, “whoever is exploiting sees opportunity, 

vulnerability and they use that”. The use of the words “economic gains” mentioned in 

the above excerpt, highlights how children are not beneficiaries to the exploitation. 

Nevertheless, Mai Tendi seems to have later noted that the rewards were part of the 

SE process when she said, “but I can’t say economic gain for the child because it’s a 

child”.  

This section highlighted how Harare and London SWs feel that poverty can be a major 

contributor to CSE. Evidence from Harare SWs showed that incessant poverty was 

impacting on their practice and this has increased the rates of SE. The section noted 
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that in Harare SWs highlighted that poverty was due to the Zimbabwean weak 

economic issues. Meanwhile, London SWs did not clearly highlight the origins of 

poverty. The next section will now discuss poverty and elements of poor attachment. 

5.2 Poverty and elements of poor attachment 

Poverty and poor attachments were raised by London SWs as further factors that push 

children into SE. Gold, a London SW, pulled out issues of how poverty can drive 

children into creating survival tactics, and these end up pushing them into CSE. This 

aligns with Melrose and Pearce (2013) whose concept is that poverty serves as a push 

factor for young people consenting to sex. Gold expressed: 

So, to go to work, having to fend for themselves, 

having to take on more responsibilities at a young age, 

does leave them vulnerable. Children are going out to 

work but actually still have poor relationships at home, 

this causes them to go out and seek something else, 

and in turn be targeted (Gold). 

The theme of poor attachment was repeated by Mercy, another London SW.  

It makes them more vulnerable and children who are 

poorly attached. Poverty is a big factor because they 

don’t get as much attention because life is just so 

much harder (Mercy). 

The above excerpts clearly show that Gold and Mercy feel that, despite poverty being 

one of the factors that contributes to CSE, disorganised attachment patterns can also 

increase children’s susceptibilities. There is a sense in Mercy’s extract that due to 

poverty, parents are spending more time away from home which diminishes their role, 

resulting in children being “more vulnerable”. This resonates with her narrative which 

notes that parents are no longer having much time with their children “because life is 

just so much harder”.  

From a critical and interrogative analysis point of view, both Mercy and Gold’s 

statements, “poor relationships at home” and “children who are poorly attached”, 

convey a sense that they felt that when children lack good attachments at home, they 

may seek love elsewhere, hence exposing themselves to perpetrators. On the other 
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hand, Gold’s extract reveals that poverty can drive children into seeking employment, 

forcing them to assume adult responsibilities. Gold notes that situations like these 

expose children and “in turn be targeted” by perpetrators.  

 

This section has discussed how children are lacking parental presence due to poverty. 

It has also raised perceptions that, due to parents spending most of their time away 

from home, children may feel unloved and therefore seek love elsewhere, thereby 

putting themselves in positions where they can be sexually exploited. An outstanding 

feature that emerged in this section was that the issue of poverty and attachments was 

not raised by Harare SWs. This is probably because in some sections, SWs from 

Harare have cited that parents accompany their children to places of begging. The 

next section will now discuss the unintended exposure of children to CSE due to 

poverty.  

5.3 Unintended exposure of children to child sexual exploitation due to Poverty 

The interviews revealed that some SWs felt that poverty was driving families, parents 

and caregivers to push their children into CSE. Their experience suggested that 

poverty could potentially remove the essence of the moral fabric, hence propagating 

an increase in CSE. Banwari (2011) asserts that poverty even forces parents to sell 

their daughters in exchange for money. Kuku, a Harare SW, narrated that:  

They may be forced by parents or guardians due to 

poverty. Once people run out of strategies of maybe 

alleviating poverty within the families then they run out 

of options that’s when we have a situation whereby 

the families are led into sexual exploitation. Some of 

them are not even aware that this is a very serious 

thing and what they are doing is actually killing their 

children. I don’t think there is that much knowledge 

(Kuku). 

Kuku uses the phrases “poverty” and “run out of options” at different points in her 

narrative to describe the unintentional exposure of children to CSE by their families. 

The above narrative indicates how Kuku feels that the priority of most families is on 
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addressing their primary needs, which are food and shelter, thereby being forced to 

neglect their parental responsibility of protecting children. There is an understanding 

in Kuku’s extract that some parents are not aware that CSE can have a serious 

negative impact on their children, as noted in the statements, “I don’t think there is that 

much knowledge” and “not even aware”. There is a sense in Kuku’s expression “killing 

their children” that she sees the impact of CSE on children as extreme.  

Meanwhile, Chichi’s account confirms that poverty has pushed many large families in 

Harare to share a room with their children due to the inability to meet the costs of 

accommodation. It is within such environments according to Chichi that children are 

even exploited by family members. Once again, this brings into question the 

Zimbabwean Ubuntu principle which emphasises respect for the right of others within 

the family as an institution (Ndondo, 2016). The composition of families sharing a room 

exacerbates the risk of CSE since the exploitation may take place within the home:  

Due to poverty, as many as sixteen people can be 

sharing one room separated by just curtains. In such 

situations, you find that someone might have married 

another wife with stepchildren. It is common that the 

stepfather exploits the stepchildren with promises of 

love and at times give them gifts (Chichi). 

In this extract, Chichi has demonstrated that children can also be exploited by people 

they trust. Another outstanding issue in her narrative was that perpetrators within a 

family setting also use gifts and false promises to lure children. However, there is a 

sense from Chichi’s comments that mothers may fail to protect their children from 

abuse in cases where CSE is taking place within the home. In her narrative, Chichi 

seems to portray that children may have their trust betrayed by their stepfathers who 

can sometimes abuse their trust by sexually abusing them.  

The following SW, Comfort, like Chichi, reiterated the issue of poverty in the following 

way:  

Due to poverty, you see that the father and mother are 

staying together in one room and when they have their 

sexual activities children might be watching and they 



144 
 

end up wanting to discover. Most of them will end up 

in prostitution (Comfort). 

Evidence from Comfort shows that poverty has depleted incomes of some families in 

Harare, meaning they end up living in unsuitable conditions. Comfort’s reference to 

“wanting to discover” seems to suggest that parents are exposing their children to 

sexual situations which in turn may expose and encourage their children to experiment 

with their friends. Although this can be contested, Comfort feels that children who are 

exposed to such situations “most of them will end up in prostitution”. Furthermore, 

despite the fact that, it can be interpreted that exposing children to view sexual 

activities is a form of SA, there is a strong sense in the above extract that due to 

poverty, parents may not be intentionally exposing their children to such activities.  

Similar notions of unintended exposure of children to CSE due to poverty emerged in 

London, with some SWs suggesting that poverty can cause parents to move from one 

sexual relationship to the other, and in so doing expose children to CSE. Mercy, a 

London SW, noted that alongside poverty, there are other underlying social factors, 

such as “mixed parentage” (stepfathers/mothers) within the family composition:  

Children are much more likely to be sexually exploited 

because there are much more likely to have mixed 

parents. Within the family, mum’s got three different 

children three different fathers no support from 

anybody. Mum goes from one man to the next and 

children are watching. They are not able to give their 

children what they need. Children end up looking 

elsewhere (Mercy). 

What can be highlighted from this extract is like in Harare, Mercy sees poverty as 

compelling parents to adopt behaviours that may end up impacting negatively on their 

children. Mercy shows that when parents fail to provide for their children, some 

children will end up highly vulnerable to SE since perpetrators will be available to feel 

the gap. This is clear in Mercy’s statement “children end up looking elsewhere”.  

While Mercy has pointed to poverty as a trigger to CSE, she suggests that family 

composition is another factor that increases the risk. I am aware that this factor can 

be contested. Moreover, the expressed sense from the above extract is that Mercy’s 
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perspective is that children see their mothers as role models. Arguably, she 

demonstrated that she feels that when children observe their mothers having multiple 

relationships with men, this can unintentionally expose children into exploitative sexual 

relationships.  

This section has discussed how some SWs feel that some parents are inadvertently 

pushing their children into SE. The main theme that was drawn from the narratives 

was that poverty is the main factor that is causing parents to adopt behaviours that 

may end up exposing their children to CSE. Another common trend that emerged from 

both Harare and London SWs was that children are likely to be sexually exploited by 

stepparents due to trust. Gendered notions, such as those already discussed in other 

sections, also emerged. Based on this, the next section will now look at the SWs’ 

perceptions of the lack of parental protection due to poverty. 

5.4 Lack of parental protection due to poverty 

The issue of permissibility by parents/guardians for children to engage in CSE 

emerged as a theme within the data commenting on poor families. This resonates with 

Lefevre et al (2013:2) who noted that “economic hardship could also adversely impact 

parenting quality”. Most notable was that only Harare SWs expressed these 

sentiments. It can be argued that, because of the regular debates in media and 

government agencies regarding CSE in the UK, London SWs assumed that parents 

are exempt from such practices. Tondido, a Harare SW, underscored the impact of 

poverty on the social and family fabric as well as on CSE: 

In Zimbabwe the base is no longer as strong as it used 

to be in terms of economics, it’s really down. It has 

also eroded the traditional ethos and as a result it’s 

pushing children into prostitution. Parents are advising 

their children to get into prostitution. They are working 

with potential clients to sleep with their children for a 

meal or for a few dollars so that they can make a living 

out of that (Tondido). 

It is evident in the above extract that Tondido realises that the main problem is poverty, 

and some parents in Harare have become desperate enough to allow their children to 

be sexually exploited. There is a sense in Tondido’s statement that firstly, parents are 
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actually involved in arranging with perpetrators to exploit their children for a reward. 

Secondly, parents are encouraging children to engage in CSE. This resonates with 

her statement, “they are working with potential clients”. However, her statement 

“eroded the traditional ethos” shows that Tondido realises that such practices have 

removed notions where children were viewed by society as vulnerable and require 

protection from parents/carers. However, it is noteworthy that evidence from the script 

shows that parents may not necessarily be willing to engage their children in CSE. The 

narrative, “the base in no longer as strong as it used to be”, shows Tondido’s 

interpretation of how the poor economic environment has caused parents to overlook 

the importance of the protection factor. The desperation of parents is further noted 

when Tondido stressed that perpetrators “sleep with their children for a meal or few 

dollars”. 

This is further demonstrated in Punto’s comment, another Harare SW who noted that 

the cultural aspect of negotiating for payment when a child has been exploited was in 

a way seen as lack of parental protection against harmful practice. This is in a sense 

reminiscent of the proposal of Sibanda (2011) who sees culture and poverty as an 

avenue used by parents to allow the abuse and exploitation of their own children. 

Punto narrated the following: 

If the abuse has been perpetrated on a girl by 

someone who has got money, the family will see it as 

beneficial for them to negotiate for compensation 

rather than taking them to court (Punto). 

Here in this narrative, Punto, like Tondido, portrays parents as using their children as 

commodities of exchange. The phrase “negotiate for compensation” seems to suggest 

that parents would rather ignore the exploitation of their child in order to receive gifts 

as repayment for the offence. Another outstanding factor from both Tondido’s and 

Punto’s interviews was again the inclusion of gender notions, as noted in the use of 

such words as “prostitution” and “perpetrated on a girl”. It can be concluded, therefore, 

that from such evidence, girls have become victims of these degrading practices due 

to poverty. 

This section has discussed the issue of parents allowing their children to be sexually 

exploited as a means of survival. I have argued that parents may not necessarily be 
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willingly allowing their children to be exploited but that instead, like in the sections 

above, poverty has been the push factor. The next section will now discuss forced 

marriages due to poverty as a cause of CSE. 

5.5 Forced marriages as a cause of child sexual exploitation  

The issue of forced marriages of children as motivated and predetermined by poverty 

emerged through narratives of SWs in Harare. It must be noted that this topic was not 

raised by London SWs. This seems to contradict Melrose and Pearce (2013) and 

Gutierrez and Chawla (2017) in the literature review chapter, who have acknowledged 

that there is an existence of forced marriages in the UK within certain sections of 

society.  An important observation in SWs’ discussion about poverty in Harare was 

that they felt that children entered into marriages as a form of survival for the family. 

This once again underpins the impact of poverty and how parents/guardians are 

negating the principles of Ubuntu by not protecting their children from CSE. Ngirozi 

reverberated the theme of poverty and indicated that forced marriages were another 

form of CSE: 

Poverty has put children at risk because we could 

have people coming to the family saying, we are 

offering you a child because they can’t get maybe food 

at home or they don’t have fees or whatever issues 

they might be experiencing. They are easily taken on 

board (Ngirozi). 

The above extract clearly demonstrates that Ngirozi believes that poverty is a push 

factor to CSE and it has opened avenues of forcing children into marriages. This is 

demonstrated in Ngirozi’s statement “we are offering you a child”. Again, evidence in 

the above extract depicts how perpetrators take advantage of both the child and 

parents’ vulnerable positions caused by food shortages and inadequate school fees. 

Here the expression “they are easily taken on board”, Ngirozi wanted to demonstrate 

that children do not have a say in what happens to them. In a follow-up question, 

Ngirozi explained that children are also offered gifts and money to entice them into 

agreeing with the arrangement clearly showing that in this arrangement, children are 

being manipulated.  
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This section has discussed forced marriages and it has demonstrated that children 

remain at high risk of CSE, despite living with their parents. One factor to come out of 

SWs’ narrations is that poverty causes a binary impact on both the child and the 

parent, as they both fall into positions of high vulnerability. Firstly, the parent loses 

their protection influence, and secondly, the child will have no choice but to comply in 

order to serve the family from further hardships. This section has also shown that the 

issue of forced marriages was not discussed as a cause of CSE by London SWs. The 

next section will explore begging and unemployment and their impact to CSE. 

5.6 Begging and unemployment  

During the time of writing this thesis, most of the Harare SWs’ accounts indicated that 

many families around Zimbabwe were suffering under the scourge of poverty, and as 

a result families and children were forced to engage in CSE. Maita, a SW from Harare, 

indicated that Harare had become “a city of beggars”. Another SW, Chiri, further noted 

that Zimbabwe’s economic problems were compounded by political problems that 

have made it difficult for the majority of people to get employment, hence driving 

children into the streets to beg. He also suggested that children were being used as 

sources of income to sustain the family. Their comments are consistent with Kesby et 

al (2006) who have argued that adults from both sexes take advantage of the status 

and vulnerability of children living in the streets in order to abuse them. This is in a 

sense reminiscent of the views of Nyakurerwa (2016) who espoused that mothers in 

some parts of Harare were introducing their children to prostitution (CSE) as a way of 

supplementing family incomes.  

It is difficult to get welfare assistance in Zimbabwe whilst young and able-bodied, 

except when that child is a dependant of a destitute person (Kaseke, 1991). According 

to evidence from SWs’ testimonies, the problem of children begging in the streets with 

their parents seems to have escalated. Chiri expressed that: 

They are begging, and the motorists and passers-by 

take advantage of their desperate economic position. 

They are living in the streets. The child becomes a 

source of living thereby letting the child be exploited 

sexually (Chiri). 

This experience was shared by Chichi who gave the following description: 
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it is actually parents who take their children to the 

streets and offer them to pimps and to people who are 

rich who take them out and they pay the child and the 

parents. The parents will be conniving with the 

abusers. Because of this desperation the parents and 

the children will be beggars in the streets (Chichi). 

As is evident, Chiri and Chichi’s statements show that they see begging as increasing 

vulnerability, hence making it easy for perpetrators to entice children into CSE. The 

use of the phrase “desperate” and “desperation” by Chiri and Chichi respectively, 

denotes that poverty and economic hardships have pushed parents into allowing their 

children to engage in street begging, “offer them to pimps” “thereby letting the child be 

exploited sexually”. Once again, the issue of permissibility like in section 5.4 above 

emerges from the narratives of both Chichi and Chiri who have concluded that children 

are seen as sources of income and parents agree with abuser for the exploitation to 

take place. In a way, Chichi demonstrates that CSE is taking place in full view of the 

parents since they are accompanying their children to the streets and “offer them to 

passers-by”.  

Although Chichi suggested that perpetrators negotiate with parents, there is a sense 

in her narrative that rewards, or remunerations are given to both the parent and the 

child. Meanwhile, similar trends of CSE due to parents’ unemployment and begging 

were noted in London. Notably, SWs in London were not very clear on the types and 

methods children use when begging. Evidence from data did not show that children 

beg from the streets. This seems to contradict Smeaton (2013) and television BBC 

documentaries such as Britain's Child Beggars (BBC Documentary, 2013) which have 

indicated that there is a lot of child begging in London, placing children at high risk of 

CSE.  

Viena, a London SW, mentioned that: 

There is high unemployment and family resort to 

handouts and begging. Children can be sexually 

exploited because there is financial gain behind it and 

parents may allow that to happen (Viena). 
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Viena in the above excerpt, suggests that high unemployment in London has affected 

some families living them in poverty and this is exposing children to CSE. By using the 

expression “handouts and begging”, Viena is portraying that she feels that poverty 

places children to be in vulnerable positions as they end up looking for other means 

of survival. Viena statement in a way demonstrates that children are enticed into SE 

by perpetrators through luring them with money. There is a sense in the above extract 

that Viena feels that children may think that they are gaining something out of the 

transaction, yet exploitation will be taking place. As illustrated before by Harare SWs, 

Viena’s narrative imply that due to desperation “parents may allow that to happen”.  

This section has discussed issues of begging and unemployment. There were 

commonalities in that SWs from both Harare and London feel that, due to 

unemployment, parents are encouraging their children to engage with perpetrators. 

The difference was that Harare SWs gave examples such as street begging, whilst in 

London there were no clear examples.  

The next section will now discuss child-headed families as a push factor to CSE. 

5.7 Child-headed families as a push factor to child sexual exploitation  

In the past the normal family set up in Zimbabwe was that children would be looked 

after by adults in the family (Maushe and Mugumbate, 2015). In the absence of 

parents, the extended family or community were expected to take over the care of 

children (Ibid). However, things have changed and there is a rise in children who are 

heading families as a result of numerous deaths of parents due to HIV (Matarutsa and 

Muchabaiwa, 2018). This resonated with Harare SWs views in this section who 

believed that child-headed families were on the increase due to either the scourge of 

HIV or parents migrating to neighbouring countries in search of work, leaving children 

to run homes and fend for their siblings. “Children who have been orphaned or are 

living apart from parents have higher rates of sexual exploitation” (Radford et al, 2015). 

Tondido a Harare SW expressed that: 

We have a number of parents going outside the 

country in pursuit of greener pastures. They leave 

behind children with no one to look after them, without 

that fence of the extended families. The parent is sort 

of dumping his children. The communities may coerce 
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a child to engage in prostitution, so that they can also 

get an extra dollar to survive (Tondido). 

Sisero supported this view: 

We have so many orphans around this place. Those 

orphans are orphans today because their parents 

were trafficked or were promised good jobs and never 

came back. The grandmothers are still looking after 

the children, so it means, boys and girls are being 

abused in different ways. They no longer care even 

about their future as children. They think this is it, if I 

die that’s it, I’m done. In terms of their clients they 

won’t even disclose that (Sisero). 

There is evidence in the above extracts that both Tondido and Sisero consider that the 

absence of protection from parents and caregivers is increasing children’s vulnerability 

to CSE. This was especially conveyed by Tondido’s words “without that fence”. To 

illustrate the extent of the vulnerability, Tondido uses the expression “sort of dumping 

his children”. The use of such phrases gives a sense that children may turn to other 

people for support as evidenced in the statement “the communities may coerce a child 

to engage in prostitution”. As already observed in the section above, children who are 

in precarious positions may look for love from other people without necessarily 

weighing up the risks of creating such relationships in order to “get an extra dollar to 

survive”. Sisero suggests that orphans are one of the most vulnerable groups of 

children, with some becoming orphans by default since their parents left them to seek 

employment “and never came back”.  

This, according to Sisero, gives children “a lot of freedom to do whatever they think 

they can do”, yet again leaving these children open to CSE. Evidence from Sisero’s 

extract shows that in some cases support comes from extended family but still leaves 

room for CSE.  

Notable in the extract is the loss of hope from children who are either orphaned or 

abandoned by parents. More so, Sisero feels that they are no longer motivated to 

disclose the exploitation to practitioners, as noted by her expression “they no longer 

care” and “they won’t even disclose”.  
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Jeje another Harare SW concurred that children are more vulnerable when they are in 

positions where they are fending for the family. He also agreed with the notion that 

desperation was the major factor that created an atmosphere where predators take 

advantage of these vulnerable children:  

Most children are now looking after their siblings. 

Sometimes due to desperation and hunger they don’t 

notice that this is happening when somebody starts 

taking advantage of them giving them gifts, money 

and things like that (Jeje). 

It is clear from the above extract that Jeje perceive children to be overwhelmed by gifts 

from perpetrators to the extent that they do not see the exploitation. There is a sense 

in his narrative that lack, and hunger increases children’s vulnerabilities. Like Sisero 

above, Jeje’s extract suggests that due to increased pressure of heading the family 

children can become victims of CSE. 

Likewise, the issue of child-headed families was also raised by SWs in London who 

implied that some children were engaging into work in order to look after their families. 

However, there were noted differences between the circumstances that cause children 

in Harare to become responsible for their families and those in London. Whilst most 

narrations in Harare showed that children were left by parents who had gone to other 

countries to look for employment, in London, children were living with their parents. 

Nevertheless, due to their parents’ unemployment, they had become heads of their 

families.  

Mai Tendi said: 

I worked with a nine-year-old who was the only person 

caring for his father and needed food. The child was 

being exploited and being given promises of getting a 

job by other people and this was like a carrot. They 

are sexually exploited by even important people (Mai 

Tendi). 

Mai Tendi’s reference to “a carrot” seems to signify how children are enticed and 

manipulated into believing that they are loved by perpetrators. It is clear from the 
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excerpt that manipulation comes through false promises of getting employment or 

being given financial rewards. Reference to “important people” communicates the 

sense that any person can be a perpetrator regardless of their status. Again, the thread 

of vulnerability and desperation that has run through this chapter emerged in Mai 

Tendi’s extract when she demonstrated that the child had the full responsibility of 

“caring for his father”. 

Another London SW, Gold expressed that: 

Children are going out to work to support their families 

and they are more vulnerable in different ways to SE 

than children who have stable lives and have parents 

who can provide for them (Gold).  

Evidence from the above extract suggest that Gold felt that children whose parents 

were sufficiently providing for them were less prone to CSE. Gold’s use of the 

statement “more vulnerable in different ways to SE” demonstrates how children who 

head families may require more support and protection.  

This section has demonstrated that information from data has indicated that SWs from 

both London and Harare felt that children can be at high risk of CSE if they are forced 

to be in positions of heading the family. Narrations from SWs showed that there is a 

difference in what causes a child to become a household head. In Harare, SWs 

believed that orphanhood and migration of parents were the major causes. However, 

Harare SWs did not mention whether or not there was support from the government 

for social networks. Meanwhile, London SWs referred to unemployment as the cause. 

The next section will look at cultural practices as causes of CSE. 

5.8 Cultural practices as causes of child sexual exploitation. 

Chapter 1 has noted that cultural practices in Zimbabwe have played a major role in 

promoting CSE through some cultural beliefs. Moreover, Chapter 2 also revealed that 

cultural practices are no longer confined to regions and therefore the UK has also seen 

children being sexually exploited through culture. Most SWs in Harare believed that 

some communities were still following their customs and traditions, which they 

perceived as retrogressive and inhibiting the protection of children from CSE. Such 

views were noted during data analysis when Comfort, a Harare SW, cited that, “you 
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discover that even in our communities they have some cultural values that they still 

hold which affect children”. These sentiments were reiterated by Shauna, another 

Harare SW:  

Historically, in some sections of the African tradition 

used to “kuripa ngozi” (appeasing avenging spirits) 

using a girl child and also used to “nhaka” (girl child 

given to an aunt’s husband or brother-in-law as 

replacement for their dead wife) I think the cultural 

aspect is example of CSE (Shauna). 

The above quotation indicates how Shauna views African traditional practices as endorsing 

CSE. This view was shared by other Harare SWs who expressed that cultural practices 

are hidden and ubiquitous, and as such, these androcentric (male-centred) practices were 

a hindrance to their efforts of protecting children from CSE. Here again we notice that 

Shauna introduces gender notions by focusing on girls as the major victims of cultural 

practices. 

 In support of Shauna’s views, Maita, a Harare SW, postulated that:  

there is a lot of conformity in terms of our culture. 

People don’t have to expose these things they are 

taboo. They will destroy the family image with things 

like that (Maita). 

There is a perception in the above narrative that some members within a family may 

not necessarily be supporting the practice of using children in their customary and 

cultural rituals, but only do so as a way of protecting the family name and status in 

society. This is consistent with Maita’s use of such phrases as, “people don’t have to 

expose these things … they will destroy the family image”. Debatably, by using the 

word “conformity” Maita portrays that both children and adults do not have a voice 

when it comes to decisions that are culture compliant.  

Another Harare SW, Chenzira, said: 

CSA does happen within a cultural context and 

families. Then you have a conflict between what a 

family wants and what you as a professional should 
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do. And that also produces some dilemmas. The 

profession of social work becomes compromised but 

like any profession you also have to work through 

these dilemmas that you meet. For instance, brother 

in-laws or sister in-laws orient their in-law child to 

sexual play and that has been argued to expose 

children to abuse (Chenzira). 

Chenzira repeatedly used terms such as “CA” and “abuse” to show his perception of 

translating CSE. The above citation depicts the difficulties Chenzira faces and how he 

tries to negotiate his practice in an environment where they encounter family members 

and a society that promotes cultural practices. By using the phrase “also produces 

some dilemmas”, he was showing that the ethos of social work practice is defeated, 

and this results in failure to protect children. There is a sense in Chenzira’s narrative 

that children are manipulated into believing that it is normal to be sexually exploited 

by their brothers-in-law or sisters-in-law as demonstrated by the use of the phrase 

“orient their in-law child to sexual play”. Chenzira concurs that “the profession of social 

work becomes compromised”. An outstanding factor from the above narrative was that 

Chenzira portrayed that any child can be exploited regardless of gender. Also, there 

was a sense that perpetrators can either be male of female as noted in his statement 

“brother in-law or sister in-law”. 

In reinforcing the above, Stone stated that: 

There are also some funny cultural beliefs. There is 

also false belief that if you have sex with a minor child 

then you are protected from HIV AIDS. It’s nothing it’s 

not something that people take really seriously but this 

is another cause of sexual exploitation (Stone). 

Whilst Stone agrees with Chenzira’s sentiments, he introduces another dimension of 

SE through what he termed as “funny cultural beliefs”.  Stone shows that despite 

people using children in sexual activities as a way of curing HIV AIDS, he does not 

consider this practice to be authentic “it’s nothing….. that people take really seriously”. 

Nevertheless, he concurs that this is another form of CSE. 
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This section has noted that SWs in Harare believe that CSE is perpetuated through 

cultural practices. There is a sense within some SWs’ narratives that some family 

members may not be supporting these cultural practices, but willingly overlooking such 

acts in order to avoid disgracing the family. An outstanding difference was that there 

was no discussion of cultural practice as a cause of CSE in London. This was despite 

literature review showing that there are elements of CSE through culture in the UK. 

5.9 Forced marriages through culture and religion (Harare)  

I noticed during this study that whenever the issue of culture was mentioned, new 

controversial issues emerged, such as marrying children from birth. I also realised that 

there were many branches to the Zimbabwean culture and these, in most cases, were 

used to violate children’s rights and went against their protection from CSE. The issue 

of forced marriages was highlighted as one that was compelling children to succumb 

to exploiters, as they do not have a choice and feel obligated to honour their parents’ 

decisions. Besides culture, Maston noted that even some churches were in the habit 

of sexually exploiting young girls:  

Parents discuss and agree that when the other party 

have a child, the other family are going to take her at 

the age of twelve. It’s a belief that’s still going on in 

some cultures and even churches. We have sects that 

still look at men marrying many wives and they exploit 

the young girls in churches to become their numerous 

wives. They don’t take the older women. This causes 

problems with intervention (Maston). 

During the interview, Maston also highlighted that the “children will be offered gifts 

throughout their childhood by the purported husbands”. She also noted that “this is 

done in order for children to feel that the love and concern given to them is genuine”. 

Given Maston's account that children are offered gifts, it can be interpreted that this 

process is a way of grooming the child and to make them believe that it is normal 

behaviour for them to have relationships with adults. Maston confirmed how arranged 

marriages were impeding the protection of children in Zimbabwe, as authorities were 

reluctant to act to eradicate the practice:  
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The leaders themselves, it is something they have 

been doing for as long as we don’t know; and to see 

change coming maybe it’s going to take a while 

(Maston).  

Maston, in the above extracts, provided insights into the way children’s choices are 

ignored, but instead manipulation and coerciveness are noted as the characteristics 

of the whole process. This is evident in Maston’s assertion that children are not 

involved in the negotiations and at times children are presented to the other family “at 

the age of twelve”. To emphasise on the corruptness of the culture, Maston shows that 

this practice does not take place with “older women”. Here we notice through the use 

of such terms as “women” and the repetitive use of “girls”, that there is a sense of 

gendered notions in Maston’s narrative as he seems to portray girls to be victims of 

this practice.  Furthermore, the above excerpt demonstrates that some religious 

groups have become enablers of CSE.  

Another factor raised by Maston is that those who can institute changes are reluctant 

to do so as they are part of the system that encourages the exploitation. There is a 

sense of despair in his narrative when he expressed doubts of ever seeing changes 

in the cultural beliefs. Maston concludes by showing that it is difficult for social work 

intervention where perpetrators of CSE are coming from family members and church 

groups. Chiri another Harare SW, echoed Maston’s sentiments but indicated that 

some children are forced to marry their brother in-laws as a way of promoting culture. 

He believed that this was another form of CSE which was caused by family members. 

Chiri said:  

Some cultures force children to marry their in-laws. 

They say he is your wife because you marry one you 

marry the whole clan. So, this issue of marrying one 

and marrying the whole clan exposes children to 

exploitation. Some religious sects also allow the 

marriage of very young girls who are below 13 years 

or 14 years. That practice is still happening within the 

religious sect called Johannes Marange (Chiri) 
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It is clear in the above extract that like Maston, Chiri believes that certain cultures in 

Zimbabwe are promoting CSE. There is a sense in his narrative that children are 

exploited by people the know and they are groomed into CSE by being manipulated 

into believing that their brother in-laws are their husbands. Chiri like Maston above, 

noted that the issue of manipulating children into marriages was also familiar in some 

religious circles. The use of “wife” and “girls” in the extract shows again that Chiri 

believes that forced cultural and religious marriages are gendered towards girls. By 

showing the ages of children, Chiri was demonstrating that at this age children do not 

have consenting powers and therefore they are forced into these kinds of marriages.  

This section has discussed how SWs feel that forced marriages through culture and 

religion are causes of CSE. The section noted that it can be difficult for SWs to 

intervene where CSE is being instituted by family members or religion. It was evident 

that it would be difficult to see a change in this culture since some leaders are part of 

the practice. Gendered notions emerged as noted by the use of phrases such as 

‘wives’ and ‘girls’.  

It must be noted that despite citing culture as a harmful practice that promotes SE of 

children, contributions from some SWs in Harare show that there have been efforts to 

adjust some elements that seem to affect the welfare and wellbeing of children. This 

was viewed by SWs in Harare as a major step towards supporting them in their role. 

In further discussions with SWs like Maston, indicated that SWs were working with 

churches and other voluntary organisations to try and influence changes in the 

constitution. However, according to Maston, there have been some barriers to practice 

since some “leaders themselves have reservations about changing constitutional 

policies”.  

There is evidence from Maston’s explanation that it was difficult for society to embrace 

change, although some leaders have already started accepting the proposal. An 

outstanding feature in this section is that SWs were aware of the different harmful 

cultural practices that may be used against children whilst being sexually exploited. 

Meanwhile, there was no mention from SWs in London of forced marriages as a cause 

of CSE.  
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5.10 Gangs as causes of child sexual exploitation.  

During the process of my interviews with SWs the theme of gangs as a cause of CSE 

emerged. I realised that some SWs from both Harare and London when asked about 

the causes of CSE they referred to gangs. I therefore felt that it was important to 

explore in detail their perceptions regarding gangs and their influence on CSE. I was 

a mindful that individual interpretations of gangs may differ as this research covered 

two different geographical spaces. Although there was a general agreement from the 

SWs that gangs were causes of CSE, different rationales and perspectives were 

shared. 

For example, Kuku, a Harare SW, indicated that gangs were prevalent among children 

living in the streets and this resulted in them being forced by gang leaders to exchange 

sex for money. These are gangs led by children and young men of whom some are 

over the age of 18 and are involved in other criminal activities, such as drug selling 

and violence. Further information gathered from Harare SWs indicated that the gangs 

are deemed to be “territorial” and are found in certain areas of the streets. Kuku 

explained: 

The boys are actually even more exposed to this 

situation than when they are within the communities 

because within the streets, they are just picked by 

anyone. In the streets there are gangsters, and the 

head of the gangster will be the one who will be 

exploiting these children and making money through 

the boys who are living in the streets. When we come 

to the communities, it’s very common we have cases 

or situations here and there, but they are really minor 

as compared to the ones that are happening in the 

streets (Kuku). 

Whilst Kuku’s emphasis was on gangs, her comments clearly draw out that boys are 

more vulnerable to street gangs and a high risk of CSE. The extract indeed indicated 

that boys who are within the community are less vulnerable as compared to those 

living in the streets as they are likely to fall prey to either gangsters or “just picked by 

anyone”. By using the phrase “it’s very common”, Kuku was illustrating the frequency 
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of CSE perpetrated by gangs in Harare. The narrative further noted that issues of 

gangs is not just a street thing but also takes place in the wider community, although 

it is not on a large scale. There is evidence in Kuku’s narrative that gang leaders 

manipulate children for their own benefit by connecting them to exploiters.  

Shauna restated the above indicating that gangs had become other avenues for CSE. 

He further noted that there can be a form of recruitment and initiation of those entering 

the gang. Shauna felt that the initiation was a way of manipulating children by way of 

making them feel underrated and removing their confidence. During the interview 

Shauna highlighted that besides being part of a gang, there are other reasons why 

children end up in such challenging situations. For example, in a follow-up question, 

Shauna indicated that some girls end up in gangs as a survival tactic due to poverty. 

He explained that the gangs work closely with girls connected the boy gangs. Shauna 

said: 

She was dropped somewhere near Mukuvisi river 

where it is a hive of gangs and then she was taken by 

other girls. During the night the girls, they knew that 

place is a good area for boys to come and collect 

them. Then the other boys the bigger boys in the gang 

decided not to take their old clients. She was abused 

with three different guys on the same night and she 

said our benefits, our payment was food (Shauna). 

Shauna seems to suggest that girls can be part of gangs and can work alongside boys’ 

gangs. This is evident in the statement “she was taken by other girls” who were aware 

that members from the boy gangs collect them during the night. Although these girls 

belong to gangs, there was a sense that they were also engaged in prostitution as 

highlighted by the use of the phrase “their old clients”.  Besides, Shauna brings out the 

idea that the girls were familiar with the meeting points where the exploiters/male gang 

members would collect them. The above account also highlighted elements of 

grooming and initiation as noted by the girl being “abused with three different guys on 

the same night”. Here again the issue of gendered notions is clearly demonstrated 

through Shauna’s reference to girls being victims and boys being the perpetrators. 

However, there is a sense in the above extract that girls can also be perpetrators as 
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they take part in the process of grooming. In addition, Shuana supports the premise 

that in CSE there can be an exchange of gifts and in this case, food was cited as a 

remuneration for the exploitation.  

The other aspect that was raised by Shauna during this interview about girls ending 

up in gangs was that they are not given enough opportunities to continue with 

education. Shauna expressed that:  

Girls should not be expelled from school. School fees 

should be paid by the state. This would bring down the 

number of girl children who are exposed to vulnerable 

positions of SE and abuse as some of them end up 

joining gangs (Shauna). 

There is clear evidence in the above narrative that Shauna is implying that when little 

attention is paid towards the education of girls, they become a high risk of CSE. Like 

in the sections above, the issue of poverty is again drawn from the above excerpt when 

Shauna highlighted the issue of non-affordability of school fees. Shauna seems to 

suggest that if girls would be assisted by the state to pursue their education, this would 

reduce their vulnerability hence minimise their chances of joining gangs. Again, the 

issue of gendered notions become evident in this extract as Shauna repeatedly gave 

reference to girls. 

Likewise, there was apparently realisation by SWs in London that some children were 

sexually exploited via gangs. This resonates with Beckett et al (2012) who mention 

that gang-associated SE can be exacerbated by the ethos of the gang, which includes 

involving young people in sex acts as a form of gang initiation. London SWs narratives 

showed similarities with those for Zimbabwe SWs in that children who are absent from 

school are likely to join gangs. However, the difference noted was that in Harare, the 

inability to afford school fees prevents children from attending school as opposed to 

those in London who Dele expressed were ‘playing truant’. Dele related that: 

I know from my work that part of the gang initiation for 

some of the girls and boys is some form of sexual acts 

to perform, give sexual favours to another. They are 

missing from school and there is no explanation. 

These young people could find themselves in 
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situations where they don’t actually think that they are 

being exploited (Dele). 

In resonance with sentiments from some Harare SWs, this extract underscored the 

premise that one form of initiating children into gangs is through CSE. Again, similar 

sentiments with what was expressed by Harare SWs were noted when Dele suggested 

that both boys and girls are at high risk of CSE through gang affiliation.  

Meanwhile, the theme of children being in positions where they do not perceive the 

sexual activities as exploitation was evident in Dele’s account. The statement “give 

sexual favours to another” is a clear indication that Dele wanted to show how some 

children take the exploitation as normal.  This is further cemented in his expression 

when he described the young people not thinking that “they are actually being 

exploited”. There is a sense in the above extract that children who are missing school 

in London might not have good reasons for doing so. However, this leaves them in 

vulnerable positions as they will be exposed to exploiters.  

Solo indicated that she works with young people and gangs. She described how some 

young people may be initiated into gangs by having sex with an older member of either 

a girl gang or male gang. Solo explained that despite these performances, it should 

be noted that young boys are being groomed into CSE by older gang members. Solo 

said: 

Some of the kind of initiation into the gang is an 

important factor. If you are a boy performing sexual 

act on an older gang member you feel great. Boys 

arguably are being exploited by adult males because 

they are influencing these boys to do what they are 

doing. So, they might not be sexually abused 

themselves (Solo). 

The expression “they are influencing” above, shows again that Solo was highlighting 

that the process of grooming and initiation of young boys take place in gangs. Solo’s 

extract brings in another form of initiation where young boys are the ones who are 

instituting sex on older males. She also suggests that this action may bring feelings of 

being valued and heroism to the younger boys as evidenced by her statement, “you 

feel great”. Another dimension that Solo brings from the extract above is that some 
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children may participate in SE activities in order to protect themselves from further 

exploitation. This was clearly visible when Solo articulated that the young boys perform 

sexual acts on older members of the gang so that “they might not be sexually abused 

themselves”. Again, is the above extract gendered not are exhibited when Solo 

repetitively referred to “boy” or “boys”. 

For Gold, another London SW, she thought that some children may end up in gangs 

on their own volition. However, on the contrary, she indicated that the push factor for 

some children to join gangs was due to problems they encounter during their 

childhood:  

The need to belong. I worked with a girl, she had a 

very difficult childhood and that led her to seek help 

and belong to a gang when she was a teenager. And 

unfortunately, she was raped by some gang 

members, and that led to her having mental health 

issues and being admitted into the psychiatric 

placement. So, I guess very locally gangs have a lot 

to play in that (Gold). 

There is a sense in Gold’s narrative that children do not deliberately join gangs but are 

pushed by other factors which include a “difficult childhood”. Her narrative clearly 

shows that vulnerability in children can be caused by a desperate desire to create 

relationships as noted by her reference to “the need to belong. Nevertheless, using 

the phrase “have a lot to play”, shows that Gold feels that gangs are a significant driver 

to CSE. Another outstanding factor that was drawn from Gold’s extract is that she 

noted that CSE can have an adverse psychological impact on children. 

This section has noted that, despite the difference in location between London and 

Harare, there was a consensus from SWs that dropping out and truanting from school 

can push children into gangs resulting in increased vulnerability to CSE. The other 

factor that was drawn from SWs’ narrations was that young boys may be seen to 

consider themselves to be heroes after performing sex on an older member of a gang. 

SWs in Harare noted that there is a lack of support from the government for children’s 

welfare. In contrast to this, a London SW expressed that children may decide to stay 

out of school without a proper reason for doing so. This concept can be contested as 
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there are various reasons and causes that can push children to drop out of school. 

The next section will now discuss trafficking as cause of CSE. 

5.11 Trafficking resulting in child sexual exploitation. 

Although this thesis was not focusing on trafficking of children, issues of 

unaccompanied children and those trafficked internally in the UK emerged as a cause 

for CSE in some areas of London. During the process of my interviews with SWs I 

noticed that there was an emergent of an unexpected theme regarding trafficking as 

a cause of CSE. This theme was perceived important by SWs and I felt it was important 

to include it within my findings chapter. I also felt that this was an important point that 

would require further exploration. Unexpected themes “can prove to be useful and lead 

researchers in unanticipated and yet important directions” (Guest et al, 2012:117). I 

was aware that for a research study to be credible, I was supposed to include all 

relevant results including the unexpected themes in my discussion (Nowell, et al, 

2017). 

I decided to include this section in my findings since the particular SWs felt that this 

form of CSE was hidden and some were working in a borough which was near the 

airport and they were involved daily in cases of children being trafficked for CSE. More 

so, I felt that this could bring insights into other SWs who work with children. Hynes 

(2015:1) cited that “trafficking of children and young people into, within, and out of the 

UK has become, over the past decade, an increasingly highlighted issue in 

government”. The Palermo Protocol 2000 “provided a definition of trafficking and this 

has now been written into UK domestic laws including the Sexual Offences Act 2003” 

(Ibid:1) and more recently into the Modern Slavery Act 2015. Cases of CSE are also 

recorded within statistics on National Referral Mechanism referrals (NRM).  

According to Home Office report Quarter 2 2020 – April to June, the figures reflected 

that out a total of 2,209 potential victims of modern slavery, 7% (equivalent to 170) 

accounted for SE “with a further “6% (132) of referrals including SE in combination 

with other exploitation types” (NRM; Home Office, 2020:5). For London, SWs 

expressed that some unaccompanied children were deceitfully enticed into leaving 

their countries of origin with promises of a better future in the UK, with some fleeing 

from some form of persecution. They also cited that some children may be passed 

through an organised network of adults and young people (perpetrators) from town to 
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town and across cities. According to SWs, children are then manipulated, coerced and 

enticed into SE. 

It’s children who come from probably rural areas to 

cities or who are experiencing poverty in whatever 

form or strained family relationships and domestic 

violence. They are showered with gifts by older men 

and can later be moved to other places within the UK. 

They are introduced to other rings of men in other 

places for purposes of sexual exploitation. Those from 

overseas, families may engage someone who they 

pay a substantial amount of money to bring them to 

the western world for the hope of a better life. Part of 

that is coming and being forced often into SE. They 

are trafficked to work as kind of sex workers (Solo). 

It is evident from the above comments that Solo’s perception is that some children are 

forced into trafficking by various factors including poverty. Solo has made a clear 

distinction between children who are trafficked from outside the country and those 

trafficked from within the country. Her excerpt implied that those trafficked from the UK 

are from rural areas and they migrate into cities because of poverty. Moreover, Solo 

acknowledged that regardless of where the children are coming from, they end up in 

positions of vulnerability to CSE. The above extract demonstrated that there are 

sophisticated organised rings of perpetrators/exploiters. In her narrative, Solo 

introduced the exchange/transactional factor where children are coerced and 

“showered with gifts”. More so, Solo seems to imply that as part of the payment for the 

journey CSE is used by traffickers.  

What is perhaps surprising is that Solo like in the case of forced marriages in the above 

sections, cites families as taking part in arranging for their children’s journeys 

overseas. However, Solo shows parents’ lack of awareness about their children 

ending up being forced into CSE on arrival to the country/place of destination. Parents 

have been portrayed as seeming to focus on promises of “a better life” and thereby 

ending up paying “a substantial amount of money” for the journeys of their children.  
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Another London SW Gold reiterated Solo’s views but emphasised that most of the 

trafficked children she had worked with arrived in the UK as unaccompanied and in 

most cases, they were escorted by people who were not related to them. Gold said:  

for us, in this role we've seen an increase in children 

arriving. We have the airport in our borough, arriving 

unaccompanied and arriving with people who may not 

be their relatives, increase in trafficked children. 

They're very complex issues but, the impact is that 

children can go under the radar and are a commodity 

to some people who wish to use them in that way for 

CSE (Gold). 

Gold seems to express that the rates of children trafficked for CSE in her borough 

have increased. However, she feels that CSE for trafficked children is complex as 

some children can disappear from the intrusion of social services/SWs. There is a 

sense in her narrative that abuser’s device methods of hiding these children from 

children protections systems or “go under the radar”. Gold also seems to imply that 

SWs who work in boroughs that have airports will experience a lot cases of trafficked 

children for CSE. 

Another London SW Husser expressed that poverty was increasing the vulnerability 

of children and leave them open to being trafficked for CSE. Husser however indicated 

that there was no one factor that pushes children into trafficking. Husser said:    

trafficking can expose children to CSE. I know that a 

lot of it will be poverty driven. I think vulnerable people 

themselves and the traffickers that are involved.  So, I 

think those are some of the factors, but I thinks it’s a 

whole range of complicated issues depending on what 

country that is coming from. I think it’s well organised 

but the root cause of it I would say is poverty and 

vulnerability and social exclusion all those kinds of 

things (Husser) 

Like Gold above, Husser seem to imply that CSE of trafficked children is complex and 

is surrounded by “well organised” syndicates. Although She concurs with Solo that 
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poverty is the push factor, Husser thinks that the effects of poverty are twofold. Firstly, 

poverty leaves children vulnerable to trafficking and CSE. Secondly, poverty pushes 

traffickers to manipulate children into agreeing to go with them to a different country. 

However, there is a sense in Husser’s narrative that the factors that may push children 

into being trafficked for CSE may be different and the factors are determined by their 

country of origin. Nevertheless, she concludes by noting that vulnerability is 

exacerbated by poverty and social exclusion. 

For Mercy, another London SW, children who runaway are targets of trafficking for 

CSE. Mercy sees trafficking as one of the major factors of CSE. Mercy’s perceptions 

were: 

I think the other main cause of CSE is trafficking. I 

think we have to be very aware of trafficking of 

children.  Especially because of the world is shrinking 

the world is changing you know kinda different 

perceptions different values. Children who runaway 

become homeless, are massive targets for trafficking.  

Children are enticed off the street with somewhere to 

live and are put into kind of sex trades (Mercy). 

Here Mercy notes that SWs must be conscious of the fact that trafficking of children 

has a link with CSE. She acknowledges that the world is becoming a global village 

and “different perceptions different values” are spreading across the world. By this she 

seems to imply that it is now easy for people to move from one country to the other 

hence more trafficking taking place and there is need for more scrutiny for people 

coming into the country with children. Again, like other SWs above, Mercy believes 

that most trafficked children are manipulated into CSE by being offered “with 

somewhere to live”. 

Another London SW Justnow believes that trafficking is a cause of CSE. Like Mercy, 

she remarked that the number of people coming into the country have increased. She 

referred to the Olympic games that had taken place in London in 2012. Justnow 

expressed that there was fear that a lot children were going to be trafficked into London 

during that period. In her explanation Justnow said: 
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Trafficking is another cause, because of the volume of 

people coming into the country. For example, the 

Olympics that were coming to this country, it would be 

easy for the criminals, it would be a bit more covert 

with the criminality. So, we done some training just to 

identify different kind of risk factors and indicators that 

maybe lead to a child being in the county to be 

exploited sexually (Justnow). 

Whilst she agreed with the other SWs above regarding trafficking being a cause of 

CSE, Justnow seems to imply that it was expected that it would be difficult to trace 

children who were trafficked into this country during the Olympic games period. In the 

above narrative, Justnow indicates that their service had sent SWs for training in order 

to increase their knowledge of identifying children within their county who were 

trafficked for CSE. 

Equally, the issue of trafficking as a cause of CSE was also raised by Harare SW. 

However, unlike in London where a lot of SWs had cited trafficking from outside the 

country, in Harare SWs referred to internal trafficking. Also, issues of lack and poverty 

were cited as push factors into trafficking for CSE. Ngirozi indicated that:  

it could also include in extreme cases trafficking of that 

child for sexual purposes. We are looking at a situation 

where a child is moved from their home. It could be 

we used to associate trafficking with taking somebody 

from let’s say our country to another country, but we 

have seen that there is a lot of internal trafficking 

where a child is moved from their home to another 

area for sexual purposes (Ngirozi) 

There is a sense in Ngirozi’s extract that internal trafficking in Harare is on the 

increase. She indicated that children are being moved from one part of the country to 

the other. However, by using the expression “extreme cases” seems to contradict 

herself as she seems to portray that cases of trafficking are scarce.   

Another Harare SW Sisero expressed that  
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we discovered that these children are being trafficked 

and they don’t know that they are being trafficked. And 

these are being sold to brothels or something and 

because we don’t have someone who has escaped to 

come and tell us exactly what’s going on, you’ll never 

know what’s going on. But these days people are 

being trafficked because they are poor, because they 

are defenceless because they can’t help themselves. 

Those who are capable, who have money, are now 

taking advantage of them and selling them. I feel that 

something serious should be done to bring this thing 

down or to destroy it totally (Sisero) 

Sisero’s excerpt brings a sense that children are deceived by perpetrators and without 

knowledge, end being trafficked for CSE. Sisero introduces brothels as another 

avenue which perpetrators use. She also suggests that it can be overly complex to 

trace the exploitation as “you will never know what’s going on”. To express the extent 

of the vulnerability of children, Sisero describe poverty as rendering children 

“defenceless” and expose them to trafficking for CSE. Sisero, ends her narrative by 

appealing to the government for more protective measures to be introduced in order 

to curtail the rates of trafficking for CSE. 

This section has noted that both Harare and London SWs believe that trafficking is 

another cause of CSE. London SWs focused on trafficking of children from other 

countries into the UK. Meanwhile, Harare SWs did not mention trafficking from outside 

but instead discussed internal trafficking. There was also a sense from London SWs 

that parents were ignorantly participate in the trafficking of their children as their focus 

was on achieving a better life. However, there were commonalities in that poverty 

pushes children and families into trafficking. The other common factor was that both 

SWs from London and Harare felt that CSE through trafficking was complex and 

difficult to trace. More so, they alleged that children are coerced and ignorantly engage 

in trafficking for CSE.  

The SWs interviewed also spoke about identity crises as a cause for CSE and the next 

section will discuss this.  
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5.12 Identity crisis as a cause of child sexual exploitation  

This section will look at identity crisis as another cause as alluded by SWs in this study. 

In London, SWs felt that those within the ages of about 12 years and above were 

potential victims of identity crisis which would in turn expose them to CSE. Some SWs 

in Harare indicated that they had worked with some children who were experiencing 

identity problems due to either biological changes in their bodies or because they 

wanted to be regarded as adults. They noted that when children reach a certain stage, 

specifically the adolescent age, they struggle with their identities and in most cases 

experiment with their lives. They also emphasised that some of these children come 

from disjointed and abusive families. In this view, it could be argued that identity crisis 

in adolescence is a result of their confusion about their present and future roles in life 

(see Tassoni, 2007). In Harare, Jeje stressed that: 

I have noticed that from 9 up to around 15. There are 

these eyes that are in the dark trying to search for 

such young children. The confusion that comes with 

the development itself. I have noticed children like on 

Saturdays that age range actually get bussed to these 

funny places for parties and the temptation is high for 

even them to engage into such activities. So, they are 

calling sex races (Jeje).  

Jeje uses the expression “these eyes in the dark” to show that perpetrators are always 

looking for opportunities to exploit vulnerable children. Most notable in Jeje’s extract, 

is that the biological changes in children’s bodies result in the disorientation of their 

identity and as a result this exposes them to CSE. What is apparent in Jeje’s statement 

is the age range of between 9 to 15 years which is translated as the adolescent stage. 

The statement, “the temptation is high”, Jeje is showing that places of entertainment 

and parties can be major centres for CSE as children may be unable to resist offers 

from perpetrators. The extract also shows that children may ignorantly engage in SE 

activities and may see their engagement as part of fun: “so they are calling sex races”. 

However, his use of the phrase “get bussed” seems to imply that the children are taken 

to such places by adults/parents/caregivers.  
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In the same way, Jeje’s sentiments were repeated by Shauna who indicated that the 

14 to 15-year age group was susceptible to CSE due to their desire to be identified as 

adults. 

When you talk of the 14, 15 they are victims to 

teenage challenges, problems of identity. They want 

to be associated with big guys and want to have a 

friendship with big girls. They end up going 

somewhere where they will attract the market for 

being sexually abused for financial purposes 

(Shauna). 

There is a difference between Shauna and Jeje’s proposed age range of children who 

experience identity crisis. Shauna’s extract clearly shows that he feels that children 

between the ages of 14 to 15 are more vulnerable to CSE due to teenage challenges 

whilst Jeje felt that it was those aged 9 to 15. The above extract shows that Shauna 

was aware that teenagers are confronted by many challenges as they mediate through 

the process of growing into adulthood. Shauna’s narrative shows that without 

foreseeing the risks ahead of them, children will engage with older people to create 

relationships. It is through these relationships that children are exposed to further 

exploitation: “they end up going somewhere where they will attract the market”. There 

is a sense in the excerpt that children consider these relationships as genuine, as 

noted in the use of the word “friendship”.  

Like Jeje and Shauna, Punto noted that exploiters take advantage of the confusion 

that comes with puberty. In her narration she said: 

It may be that the exploiter can also target those who 

are emotionally vulnerable those who are going 

through a confusing time in puberty. They are equally 

vulnerable they are the silent innocent (Punto). 

In her comment “they are the silent innocent”, Punto is giving the impression that it is 

not the fault of children to be involved in CSE. She was very clear that children are 

caught up in their emotional and biological development process which Amsel and 

Smetana (2011) describe as a distinctive period with unique opportunities and 

vulnerabilities. This is illustrated in the statement “a confusing time” which suggests 
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that Punto was referring to identity crisis caused by overwhelming sexual feelings in 

children’s bodies (see, Offer et al, 1989). 

Likewise, the theme of identity crisis was raised in London. Notably, there were 

similarities in that SWs in London like Harare SWs, identified teenagers as more 

vulnerable to CSE due to their struggle with identity. Husser said: 

It’s a lot of identity issues and it tends to happen with 

the girls aged 12 and above that I have worked with. 

Because they are emotionally, they are looking for I 

suppose the love that they haven’t or the care that 

they haven’t received. It turns to be around that age 

where they are struggling with identity (Husser). 

Husser feels that children, mainly girls from the age of 12, are in the risk category and 

they can experience multiple changes. Once again, Husser brings the gendered notion 

as evidenced by her statement “it tends to happen with girls”. There is a sense in the 

above narrative that according to Husser there various factors that can reinforce 

identity crisis in children, and these include loss of parental love and care. Husser also 

brings a sense in the above extract that identity crisis in children increases vulnerability 

to CSE. Another London SW, Lemon, also felt that the confusion that comes with the 

adolescence stage has negative influences on children, such as truanting from school, 

which puts them at high risk of SE.  

I have worked with young girls. There was one who 

was twelve going on thirteen and she was very much 

at risk of SE. She was truanting from school. 

Sometimes she came home with fancy lingerie it was 

very worrying. Mum was leaving with boyfriend. The 

girl was known to on occasion take mother’s night 

dresses. She is already twelve, eleven, twelve can you 

imagine, and she is very well developed. But at one 

stage the mother did admit to me that she thought the 

daughter was trying to supplant her (Lemon). 

Lemon’s account concurs with Gold’s narrative that children aged 12 pass through a 

confusing phase. This is evidenced when she suggests that “She is already twelve 
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and she is very well developed” and due to identity crisis, she was viewing herself as 

an adult and would wear “mother’s night dresses”. The identity crisis is further noted 

when Lemon explained that mother felt that daughter was attempting to take over her 

boyfriend. Although not very clear in her explanation, Lemon’s use of the phrase “she 

came home with fancy lingerie” shows that she believed that perpetrators take 

advantage of this confusion and lure children with gifts as a means to find their way 

into children’s lives. Again, reference is made to girls bringing gendered notions to the 

fore.  

Another SW, Viena, understood that some children have multiple problems which 

include a lack of love from their families. She noted that a combination of these would 

increase the vulnerability of children to CSE. In her answer she said: 

I think also some of these young people have identity 

problems. They don’t have anything to believe in. 

They just fall for anything because they haven’t had 

anyone teaching them or saying this is wrong or this 

is right. There is no one that said I love you (Viena). 

It is evident in the above extract that like other SWs above, Viena acknowledges that 

young people may sometimes experience identity problems as indicated in the 

statement “they don’t have anything to believe in”. On the one hand, like Husser above, 

there was a sense that lack of love can be another driver of CSE. There is a sense in 

the above extract that vulnerability is compounded by lack of awareness as noted in 

the use of the expression; “they haven’t had anyone teaching them”. In addition, 

Husser seems not to place blame on children but notes that because of the confusion, 

“they just fall for anything”.  

SWs’ narratives in this section had a common thread that demonstrated that 

adolescent children may be at high risk of CSE. The data also shows that children may 

at times want to identify with adults, and this gives perpetrators opportunities to take 

advantage of them. Although narratives from SWs conveyed different messages 

regarding the age range, an outstanding and common factor that was established from 

SWs in both Harare and London was that children between the ages of 12 and 15 are 

at most risk of CSE. Another common theme was that due to the confusion that will be 

taking place in adolescent children, some may end up truanting school. Again, this 
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places them in situations that may attract perpetrators. There was a sense in London 

SWs’ narratives that they felt that there were a number of factors which can contribute 

to identity crisis such as loss of love and care at home. Meanwhile, Harare SWs 

predominantly focused on the physical and biological changes. Also, Harare SWs 

were explicit in that some of these children end up in places such as parties. This leads 

to the next section which explores drugs and alcohol as causes of CSE.  

5.13 Drugs and alcohol as causes of child sexual exploitation.  

Chapter 2 noted that drugs and alcohol place children in vulnerable positions to CSE. 

Rao and Khan (2017) denote that children who are deprived of loving care and 

affection are prone to be addicted to drugs. During my interviews with Harare and 

London SWs, the theme of drugs and alcohol was introduced. There was a sense in 

London SWs narratives that increased vulnerability to CSE is common in children who 

experience mental health problems and (or) use drugs and alcohol. In Harare, Some 

SWs were worried about parents who take their children to age-inappropriate places 

where adults meet to take alcohol. There was a common consensus within SWs in 

Harare that the behaviour of children taking restricted drugs places them in vulnerable 

positions and most of them end up being sexually exploited. This is reinforced by Sen 

(2017:5) who espouses that “the exploitation is also underpinned by less overt 

coercion manipulation through … the provision of alcohol or drugs to the child/young 

person”. Chiri a Harare SW stated that: 

The perpetrator in some cases use drugs and alcohol 

to control these children. Another cause is that our 

youths in Zimbabwe a lot of them are taking 

marijuana. They are taking dagga, mbanje and under 

the influence of drugs, these things happen (Chiri). 

Similar sentiments were expressed by Maita, another Harare SW, who also 

acknowledged that vulnerability of children increases with drugs and alcohol. In his 

explanation Maita said: 

We now have a problem of drugs. These children 

abuse drugs and alcohol. So, in the process they get 

exploited that way. But it becomes high level form of 

exploitation that takes advantage of their state of 
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being intoxicated. They get the drugs from the 

exploiters (Maita). 

Both Chiri and Maita’s extracts indicated that perpetrators take advantage of children 

who are under the “influence of drugs” and alcohol and are in a “state of being 

intoxicated”. This resonates with Palmer and Foley (2016:1100) who state that “the 

impact of alcohol and drugs is several; it dulls their memories whilst also confusing 

their understanding about choices and consent”. There was a sense from both Chiri 

and Maita’s comments that children may engage in sexual activities with exploiters not 

for pleasure but to get drugs and alcohol. Maita’s description of “they get drugs from 

the exploiters” seems to shed some light that perpetrators are the suppliers of alcohol 

and drugs to children and “so in the process they get exploited that way”.  

Another emerging factor from Maita’s explanation is the element of grooming where 

perpetrators will give children drugs and alcohol as a form of control. This resonates 

with Melrose and Pearce (2013) who suggest that children may give coerced consent 

under the influence of drugs as a result of manipulation by perpetrators. By using the 

phrase high level form of exploitation, Maita was demonstrating that due to 

intoxication, children do not willingly consent but will not realise that they are being 

sexually exploited. Meanwhile, Chiri’s narrative “a lot of them are taking marijuana” 

brings a sense that he is worried that the rates of children abusing drugs in Harare has 

increased as well as CSE.  

Shauna concurred with the above SWs but expressed that some parents were 

subconsciously encouraging their children into SE. In his contribution, Shauna was 

very emotional and not happy about such parents. He stressed that: 

You see someone innocently parading his children but 

the issue of having a child in an environment where 

there is prostitution and hooligans, there is noise, 

there are anti-social behaviours and are being 

exposed in beerhalls. These children end up imitating 

such behaviours of drinking and taking drugs 

exposing themselves to SE. I think there should be 

people who are there to make arrests in regard to 

those issues and make sure that the children are not 
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working in such places. The law should be enforced. 

Enforcement should work well with SWs (Shauna). 

The use of phrases such as “in an environment where there is prostitution and 

hooligans” in the above extract suggests that Shauna wanted to show that the 

environment plays a role in influencing children to adopt behaviours they see from 

adults and this exposes them to perpetrators. Meanwhile, there was a sense in 

Shauna’s extract that parents ignorantly parade their children without realising that 

they are exposing them to exploiters. More so, Shauna seems to portray that the law 

enforcement agencies are letting children be in places which are not child appropriate. 

There is a sense in his narrative that there should be coordination between the law 

enforcement agencies and SWs. In general, Shauna believes that drugs and alcohol 

expose children to CSE. 

The theme of drugs and alcohol continued in London. Some SWs cited examples of 

cases they had handled in the past. Dele gave an example of a case she had recently 

completed of a child who was at risk of CSE but was not disclosing the exploitation. 

This resounds Hallett (2016) who suggests that some girls stay in relationships with 

exploiters in order to continue to satisfy their habitual use of drugs. In part, this could 

mean that for as long as their desire for drugs is being met, they will not see the 

exploitation as abuse and also, they may not report the abuse. In her explanation Dele 

said:  

The young person was prostituting. The young girl 

was taking drugs and had mental health problems. 

The young girl was being sexually exploited. There 

were indicators the young girl was getting money. We 

didn’t know where the young person was getting the 

money from. So, there were some indicators that 

something was happening, and the young person’s 

behaviour changed (Dele). 

Although Dele in her narration does not indicate how the child was getting drugs, there 

is a sense that she believed that the child was being sexually exploited in exchange 

for drugs. To evidence this, Dele use the phrase “the young person was prostituting”. 

The above narrative suggests that where drugs and alcohol are involved, it can be 
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difficult to establish the exploitation. The mention of “mental health” and “drug 

problems” shows that Dele’s believed that some children who have a combination of 

these can have increased vulnerabilities to SE. In Dele’s extract, it is clear that 

perpetrators could have used these channels to sexually exploit this child. The 

repetitive use of the word “indicators” serves to illuminate that Dele wanted to express 

that there can be changes in a child’s behaviour that will suggest that there is CSE 

taking place. Again, the element of exchange and rewards is noted in the above extract 

where Dele points out that “the young girl was getting money”. However, the excerpt 

brings a sense that there was no willingness to disclose the exploitation.  

Sako, a London SW, shared similar views but seemed to think that girls were more 

vulnerable to CSE due to alcohol and drug intake. Hanson et al (2016:14) espouses 

that “once young people have become dependent on drugs”, it becomes a vicious 

cycle and “perpetrators may use this to initiate or continue” to exploit them. Sako 

explained: 

The girl that went off the rails. She got with the wrong 

crowd. She was using drugs that’s also another 

reason of what contributed to SE as well as substance 

use. (Sako). 

Whilst showing that Sako believes that drugs can be another cause of CSE, she also 

indicated that children can be influenced by their peers and end up using drugs and 

alcohol which then exposes them to CSE. By using the expression “went off the rails”, 

Sako was demonstrating how drugs negatively impact on children’s judgement and 

this places them in positions of exploitation. Like Dele above, Sako also introduces the 

notion of gender when she referenced to a girl in her narration. 

Most SWs in this section held the same views that alcohol and drugs can increase 

children’s vulnerabilities to SE. A noted difference within SWs’ narrations and 

examples was that London SWs cited girls. On the contrary, in their discussion, Harare 

SWs were referencing children without bringing gender notion into it. It could be 

argued that the London SWs who participated in this study might have just worked 

with girls. Arguably, this sounds controversial as there are also reported cases of SE 

of boys in London. Another difference noted was that Harare SWs indicated that some 

parents were taking their children to places were prostitution and age-inappropriate 
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activities were taking place as a way of showing off. Meanwhile, London SWs did not 

mention this but instead indicated that where children have mental health problems 

and also abuse drugs, the vulnerability will be high.  

5.14 Use of technology as a cause of child sexual exploitation 

Some SWs from both Harare and London indicated that perpetrators could prey on 

children who have access to new technologies such as mobile phones and computers. 

It was evident in their narratives that children can be groomed through these without 

their parents noticing the relationships. This mirrors a narrative from Jeje, a Harare 

SW:   

Then you also notice there is an interesting trend, like 

now with our technology. Our phones, our 

WhatsApps, there is a notable increase in the number 

of child sexual abuse in cases related to phones. 

Children receiving all these kinds of material and 

people trying to take advantage of children in that 

manner. There are actually perverts out there who 

take advantage of those platforms to manipulate our 

children (Jeje). 

In this extract, Jeje explained how electronic gadgets such as phones were being used 

as tools for CSE by perpetrators. He noted that there was an increase in such cases, 

and this was due to lack of controls/restrictions in what can be accessed by children 

as they end up “receiving all these kinds of material”. By using the phrase perverts, 

was suggestive of the fact that they are perpetrators who are always looking for 

opportunities on social platforms to manipulate and take advantage of children.  

Another Harare SW Punto noted that: 

Children nowadays can now get access to anything at 

the touch of a button. They can access pornography, 

they can access everything because of the IT in this 

world, compelling them and exposing them to abuse 

(Punto) 
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By using the phrase “at the touch of a button”, Punto was explaining how technology had 

created opportunities for children to easily access any type of information especially 

sexual sites. In the except above, he acknowledged that IT was placing children at 

significant exposure to perpetrators. There is a sense that Punto believes that there is no 

limitation or enough restriction to what children can access from the internet including 

“access to pornography”. 

In support of the above sentiments Mercy a London SW stated that: 

I have also worked with a young boy who was messing 

about on the internet with his friends. They appeared 

to be grooming him. His mum found the photos and 

reported to social services (Mercy) 

Mercy in the above excerpt, shows how IT can create significant routes for 

perpetrators to groom children. Unlike the other SWs above, Mercy highlighted a 

crucial point in understanding that parental supervision during use of computers can 

in a way protect children.  

Another London SW Gold felt that children are being exposed to CSE through the 

internet as a lot of sites do not have restrictions and even so, children can falsify their 

ages and still view material which is for 18-year olds. Gold said. 

I would guess that with arrival of the internet access. 

Even access to, this sky on demand where you can 

choose films and actually it has no restrictions. So, 

your child could go and look up an 18, or a horror film, 

or anything and I think even at that level they're at risk 

because it's exposing them to perpetrators. I think its 

high risk and it's widespread, even on a very basic 

level of internet (Gold). 

Gold believes that children are being targeted by exploiters on the internet. There is a 

sense of worry in Gold when she alluded to the lack of monitoring and proper 

restrictions to what children can access on the internet. The above extract indicates 

that Gold feels that children have become a high risk to perpetrators and “its 

widespread” regardless of the type of internet access.  
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Another London SW Mai Tendi echoed the same sentiments as Gold citing that 

vulnerability is increased by the type of people children meet on the internet. In her 

answer she said: 

I think the vulnerability is in maybe when they are 

meeting people in the internet, playing games without 

enough monitoring you know how these things are 

these days they may think they are talking to an adult 

and then this person starts to know them, groom them 

and maybe exploit them because they would say you 

promised a material thing like games and whatever 

and also it maybe that the exploiter can also target 

those who are emotionally vulnerable (Mai Tendi). 

It is evident in the above extract that Mai Tendi like Gold above feels that lack of 

monitoring children when using the internet exposes them to perpetrators. There is a 

sense in her excerpt that children are being groomed through the internet by 

perpetrators without them noticing it. Mai Tendi suggested that children are 

manipulated by perpetrators who entice them with false promises. There is a sense in 

her narrative that perpetrators can sense and target those who are going through 

emotional stress.  

This section highlighted that both SWs from Harare and London portrayed that 

perpetrators are targeting children who use the internet. The general view was that 

there are no strict restrictions on what children can access. Unlike Harare SWs, 

London SWs raised the issue of grooming children for CSE through the use of the 

internet.  

5.15 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the key findings of the research in relation to the causes 

of SE of children in both Harare and London as perceived by SWs. Based on their 

lived experiences, the chapter’s findings showed that individual SWs have different 

views on what they see as causes of CSE. This chapter noted that the thread of 

poverty exposing children to CSE, ran throughout the sections discussed in within it. 

The chapter also noted that there was a general consensus from SWs from London 

and Harare in that they felt that poverty was one of the major push factors of CSE. 
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SWs felt that poverty increased the vulnerability of children as they end up falling into 

hands of abusers. Parental absence from homes due to poverty was cited as pushing 

children to search for love elsewhere landing them in positions where they can easily 

be enticed by abusers/exploiters. The chapter revealed that exploiters/abuser were 

using this avenue to manipulate children and lure them with falls love. SWs from both 

Harare and London highlighted that due to poverty parents are unintentionally pushing 

their children into CSE.  

Another common trend that emerged was that children are more likely to be sexually 

exploited by their stepparents due to trust. There were commonalities in that SWs from 

both Harare and London feel that, due to unemployment, parents are encouraging 

their children to engage with perpetrators. In addition, London and Harare SWs 

indicated that children who head families can be pushed into vulnerable positions and 

become high risk of CSE. The issue of gangs was also raised by both London and 

Harare SWs. There were commonalities in that SWs from both cities felt that children 

dropping out and truanting from school may end up in gangs resulting in increased 

vulnerability to CSE. The chapter discussed trafficking as another cause of CSE. Both 

Harare and London SWs indicated that children were being trafficked either internally 

or externally for CSE purposes. There were commonalities in that SWs felt that poverty 

pushes children and families into trafficking. The other common factor was that both 

SWs from London and Harare felt that CSE through trafficking was complex and 

difficult to trace.  

More so, they alleged that children are coerced, manipulated and ignorantly engage 

in trafficking. Another subject discussed in this chapter was about identity crisis being 

a cause of CSE. There was agreement from Harare and London SWs workers that 

children especially in those between 12 and 14 years were at high risk of CSE due to 

both the biological and physical changes that will be taking place in their bodies. The 

chapter also highlighted that Harare and London SWs felt that drugs and alcohol were 

placing children into vulnerable positions of CSE. The use of technology especially the 

internet was cited as another major cause of CSE. The general view was that there 

are no strict restrictions on what children can access and this was exposing them to 

exploiters. 
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Meanwhile, the chapter noted that in Zimbabwe SWs disclosed that poverty was 

caused by incessant economic decline and this was negatively impacting on social 

work practice and the protection of children whereas, in London SWs did not clearly 

cite the causes of poverty. An outstanding factor that emerged in this chapter was that 

whilst there was consensus from both Harare and London SWs that lack of parental 

presence in homes due to poverty was leaving children in vulnerable positions, Harare 

SWs unlike those in London did not discuss the issue of poverty and poor attachments.  

Lack of parental protection due to poverty was another factor that emerged in this 

chapter, but it was noted that this topic was only discussed by Harare SWs. The SWs 

noted that poverty was pushing parents to unwillingly push their children to exploiters 

for survival. Another noted difference was that unlike Harare SWs who indicated that 

poverty was pushing parents to force their children into marriages thereby losing the 

protection element, London SWs did not discuss forced marriages. Whilst there was 

a general agreement that poverty was pushing families and children into begging, the 

difference was that Harare SWs gave clear examples such as street begging as 

compared to London SWs who only pointed at poverty in general.  

The chapter further indicated that despite there being a general consensus from both 

Harare and London SWs that children who head families can be at high risk of CSE, 

SWs from Harare believed that orphanhood and migration of parents were major 

cause of child headed families. Meanwhile, London SWs referred to unemployment as 

the main cause of child headed families. Another noted difference was that unlike 

Harare SWs who cited cultural practice as causing children to be at high risk of CSE, 

London SWs did not discuss this issue despite literature review showing that there are 

elements of CSE through culture in the UK.  Having noted that SWs from both Harare 

and London proposed that children who truant school may end up in gangs, SWs in 

Harare highlighted that there is a lack of support from the government for children’s 

welfare.  In contrast to this, a London SW expressed that children may decide to stay 

out of school without a proper reason for doing so.  

Regarding trafficking, London SWs focused on trafficking of children from other 

countries into the UK in contrast to Harare SWs who instead discussed internal 

trafficking. In terms of identity crisis as cause of CSE, London SWs felt that there were 

a number of factors that are likely to contribute to identity crisis such as loss of love 

and care at home. However, Harare SWs predominantly focused on the physical and 
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biological changes.  There was a noted difference from the narratives given by Harare 

and London SWs regarding drugs and alcohol as push factors. London SWs cited girls 

as the main victims. On the contrary, in their discussion, Harare SWs were referencing 

children without bringing gender notions into it. It could be argued that the London 

SWs who participated in this study might have just worked with girls. The chapter 

concluded by highlighting that although there was a general sense from Harare and 

London SWs that the use of technology was exposing children to CSE, only London 

SWs indicated that grooming of children into CSE was also taking place through the 

use of the internet. The chapter noted that in general Gendered notions continued to 

emerge throughout the sections of this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6  

PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL WOKRERS ON FAILINGS IN POLICY, 

PROGRAMMES AND PRACTICE 

6.0 Introduction 

In this chapter, I look at individual SWs’ perceptions of how they interpret and 

understand CSE policies and legislation and whether the policies and programmes 

are supporting their practice. In order to achieve this, this chapter will explore whether 

interpretations of the policies and legislation are age, gender and social class specific. 

During my analysis of data there were noticeable different views from individual SWs, 

with some arguing that policies were not age, class nor gender specific. It was noted 

that some of the interpretations from Harare and London SWs were influenced by the 

socio-cultural context which still views males as dominant perpetrators of CSE. It 

emerged from data that issues of gender and culture continued to dominate alongside 

questions on social class. More so, in Harare, the customary law was referenced by 

many SWs as an impediment to practice. This chapter now looks at gendered notions 

detailed within the data 

6.1 Gendered notions on policies and legislation 

As noted above in Chapter 5, the view that CSE is predominantly a ‘girl issue’ seems 

to have somehow influenced SWs’ interpretation of policies and legislation. A Harare 

SW, Kuku, explained her understanding of historical perceptions of society about CSE 

being gendered. Kuku felt that CSE policies were more aligned to girls than boys. Kuku 

said: 

They are really more inclined towards the females. In 

the past this SE for boys wasn’t that phenomenal or 

very common (Kuku). 

These sentiments were echoed by Tondido, another Harare SW, who repeatedly used 

such words as “gender” and “specific” in her narration about policies and legislation:  

They took an almost gender stance. The way they are 

crafted is biased towards a specific gender which is 
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informed by a specific thinking which is not inclusive 

(Tondido). 

When taken together, the quotations above show that both Kuku and Tondido believe 

that policies are gendered. Kuku was specific in that policies were designed in a way 

that is more “inclined” to girls possibly due to the historical concept that boys are less 

susceptible to CSE. In contrast, Tondido on the other hand initially takes a non-

committal stance stating that policies are gendered to a certain extent. However, later 

in her narrative, she appears also to support Kuku’s statement about past narratives 

regarding boys being excluded in policies. This is particularly noted when Tondido 

uses terms such as ‘biased’ and ‘not inclusive’.  

Maston, another Harare SW like Kuku and Tondido, explicitly felt that the interpretation 

of policies had a link with the historical notions that boys were not susceptible to SE:  

When we look at SE, we had a tendency of just 

concentrating on the girl child because we felt she was 

more vulnerable like we all have the belief that women 

are. But we also, need to look at the boys now with 

this trend that boys are also being sexually abused 

(Maston). 

There is evidence that Maston has a strong belief that policies are gendered, and he 

feels some SWs in Harare are still holding on to this opinion as seen in the statement, 

“we all have the belief”. Maston’s contribution suggests that whilst girls are getting 

some protection from policies, boys are being neglected and therefore 

policies/legislation should move to specifically address boys to ensure that boys are 

protected. I found that Maston acknowledged that boys are also at risk of CSE. 

However, in my interview with Punto, another SW in Harare, there were clear 

indications that, despite having clear policies and training, SWs were always reverting 

to their own general concept and thinking about CSE. To further illustrate this, Punto 

said,  

I think that is natural even though we are trained not 

to look at gender when looking at policies, but the 

natural instinct comes in (Punto).  
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It is clear in the above extract that Punto connects the notion of viewing boys as less 

vulnerable with entrenched SWs’ attitudes. This, she argues affect the way that SWs 

interpret policies/legislation. She demonstrates this by moving seamlessly from 

referring to how training discourages SWs from focusing on gender. 

Similarly, London SWs’ narrations showed that the historical context of CSE has 

impacted on their understanding and interpretation of policy and legislation. Ziva, a 

London SW, was aware that boys can also be sexually exploited but noted that more 

information and knowledge was needed in order for SWs to be effective. She said: 

I think policies and legislation are meant to protect 

girls. This has always been the case. No one thinks of 

boys being sexually abused. I don’t think we know 

enough about the policies that govern CSE. We 

should have more information around the policies. I 

definitely think that it is an area that needs 

improvement (Ziva). 

It is clear that Ziva shares the same view with Harare SWs that policies are biased 

towards girls. There is also a feeling in the above excerpt that Ziva is acknowledging 

that SWs in her organisation lack full awareness of some of the policies that can be 

applied to the protection of children from SE. She used the phrase “we don’t know 

enough” when referring to lack of adequate information. Interestingly, like Kuku and 

Maston Harare SWs, there was a sense in Ziva’s narrative that SWs still hold beliefs 

that boys are safe from sexual abuse.  

Sako, another SW in London, further agreed with Ziva that policies and legislation 

were gender oriented:  

I think policies probably focus more on the females 

(girls) from what I have a rough idea of. I feel that a lot 

more focus is placed on females (girls) than it is on 

males (boys) (Sako). 

Sako uses the phrases “a rough idea of” and “probably” as a way of showing that from 

her understanding she believes that policies/legislation have a gender bias towards 

girls. Although policies in the UK are not gendered, there is a sense in Sako’s 
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interpretation that despite policies being gendered, the tendency is that practitioners 

pay more attention to the protection of girls.  

For Therahi, another London SW, according to her perception and the way she views 

policies, feels that policies should be improved since they do not cover boys. In her 

statement she said: 

I think more should be done on the boys’ side. 

Because they feel she is more vulnerable like we all 

have the belief that women are. I think practically 

speaking, they are gender related. I think they all 

group them in one umbrella (Therahi). 

The use of the words “practically speaking” seem to portray how Therahi strongly 

believe that policies are interpreted as being gendered. Therahi’s account, like what 

has been demonstrated by other SWs above illustrates that gendered notions still play 

a pivotal role in how SWs view CSE policies. These sentiments are clear when she 

used the phrases “we all” and “they feel”. However, she seems to imply that CSE 

policies should not be universal (“in one umbrella”) but designed in a way that shows 

that boys are included.   

This section provided individual SWs’ perceptions and interpretations of CSE policies 

with regards to gender. It was clear in this segment that in both Harare and London 

some SWs felt that policies that protect children from SE are gendered towards girls. 

A common theme that was drawn from SWs’ perspectives from both Harare and 

London was a link between the way they look at policies and the entrenched historical 

beliefs of gender stereotyping CSE. Another common thread drawn from SWs 

narratives from both Harare and London, was the need for making sure that boys are 

covered by policies and legislation. 

However, data from interviews demonstrated that some SWs in both Harare and 

London felt that policies and legislation were gender neutral, and the following section 

will discuss this. 
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6.2 Gender neutral notions on child sexual exploitation policies and legislation  

The issue of the interpretation of policies and legislation as gender neutral was 

articulated by both SWs in Harare and London. This perception resonates with Sisero, 

a Harare SW, who indicated that the policies in Zimbabwe were generic:  

They don’t discriminate. I’m just comparing with ours, 

it caters for all the children of both sexes (Sisero). 

The above extract seems to show that Sisero is focusing on the CSE 

policies/legislation they use in their organisation. Her use of the phrase “comparing 

with ours” give the impression that her understanding of policies has been influenced 

by how her organisation interprets and gives guidance to policy and practice. In 

addition, there is a clear sense in her narrative that she is convinced that CSE policies 

and legislation do not discriminate on gender lines. Also, the use of the word “ours” in 

the extract seems to highlight that every SW under Sisero’s organisation understands 

and interprets CSE policies as gender neutral.  

Interestingly, Chenzira, another Harare SW, reinforced Sisero’s view by saying:  

We should know that our policies protect both boys 

and girls especially our major children’s policies and 

legislation (Chenzira). 

Chenzira’s statement, like Sisero’s above, shows his confidence in his understanding 

of policy and legislation to practice. The words used in the above extract, “we should 

know”, highlights a sense of objectivity and non-partisan attitude in Chenzira who has 

chosen to look at policies and legislation from a non-biased standpoint.  

Maita, another Harare SW, agreed with the concept that CSE policies and legislation 

are generic. Maita said: 

They are not oriented to gender. They deter the SE of 

girls as they would do to the SE of boys. Right now 

some Acts are still selective they say girls below the 

age of fourteen are not capable of having sex but for 

boys it’s different (Maita). 



189 
 

Ultimately, the above account has demonstrated Maita’s awareness about CSE 

policies not having a gender orientation. In the above extract, Maita was articulate in 

bringing a sense that application of CSE policies/legislation was not discriminatory. 

However, her narration demonstrated that there are certain sections in some children’s 

policies and legislation in Harare that clearly and explicitly mention girls when talking 

about the protection of children from CSE.  

Meanwhile, similarities were noted from some London SWs. Dele, a London SW, 

expressed that CSE policies and legislation are blind to gender. Most importantly, she 

highlighted the role of local authorities in the protection of children from CSE. Dele 

also suggested that SWs have a duty to try and minimise rates of CSE: 

Policies are applicable for all children. If you are 

looking for any child protection manual, it clearly 

states that any child who is subject to a risk 

assessment has a local authority which is responsible 

(Dele). 

What is of particular interest in this extract is that Dele seems to have a sound 

knowledge of where to get policies and legislation and how to apply them. The above 

quote seems to portray that Dele believes that all children’s protection manuals give a 

duty on local authorities to safeguard “any child” who is at risk of CSE.  Notably, Dele 

uses the phrase “for all children” to demonstrate her stance in that policies are gender 

neutral. 

In the same view as Dele, another London SW, Justnow acknowledged that it would 

be discriminatory for policies and legislation to have gender connotations.  

Definitely they are not, because otherwise, that would 

be discriminatory towards one of the sexes. It could 

make that sex more vulnerable. I would say they 

should be genderless (Justnow). 

In this extract, Justnow demonstrates that she has a clearer understanding that 

policies should not be selectively applied to children. This is illustrated by her 

application of such words as “discriminatory” and “genderless”. There is a sense in the 

above narrative that Justnow understands that if policies and legislation align with a 
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specific gender, this can compromise the protection of children who are of the opposite 

gender.  

Another London SW, Gold, argued that despite policies being generic, some 

practitioners may decide not to use them in guiding their work with boys. Gold 

stressed: 

Any policy I use on a girl I’m using it on a boy. 

Generally, if I was just having a general chit chat with 

you, I might not have thought of boys. I think people 

automatically think of girls being at risk. I don't think 

our policies discriminate against boys and girls. I think 

workers may be less likely to use them for a boy 

(Gold). 

The above quote seems to portray that Gold feels that girls might need more protection 

from CSE. However, evidence in her statement suggest that in practice she applies 

policies using a genderless lens. The extract brings a sense that Gold feels that 

despite policies/legislation being non-discriminatory, some SWs may still selectively 

apply them.  

In this section, it was interesting that UK SWs shared similar sentiments with those 

from Harare. The section highlighted that some SWs from both Harare and London 

interpret CSE policies as gender neutral. There was acknowledgement from Harare 

SWs that, despite some sections in other legislation specifically being selective, the 

general understanding is that children’s policies do not discriminate.  

Meanwhile, during interviews, some SWs from both Harare and London expressed 

that CSE policies were interpreted as being age specific. The following section will 

now explore this. 

6.3 Age specific policies and legislation 

Harare and London SWs felt that ages were included in policies in order to ensure that 

children’s rights were observed and protected. Furthermore, SWs indicated that the 

inclusion of age in legislation and policies was to show the difference between an adult 

and child. These sentiments echo Ehmke and Farrow who explained that: 
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In setting minimum ages, States undertake a 

balancing act: between the need to protect and the 

desire to empower; considering the evolving 

capacities of the child with the call for specific age 

definitions in law; and deciding where rights are 

promoted or impeded by a legal minimum age (Ehmke 

and Farrow 2016:4). 

In Harare, Macho concurred that policies and legislation were age specific. However, 

there was a noticeable gendered notion in his statement, although this had to do with 

the age and maturity of girls:  

They are, obviously, age was being looked at a broad 

dimension although there was actually a thinking that 

girls mature faster and can actually get married earlier 

than boys (Macho). 

Similarly, Punto, another Harare SW, supported this concept but noted that different 

legislation and policies have different age specifications. Punto said:  

Also, different policies give different ages. This 

differentiation in age as defined by policies causes 

problems to practice (Punto). 

The above extracts show that there is consensus between Macho and Punto that there 

is age specification in most child protection policies and legislation. Indeed, Macho’s 

narrative is suggesting that, the philosophy of viewing girls as maturing earlier than 

boys is still embedded in social work practice. Moreover, Punto’s excerpt clearly shows 

that she understands that different policies represent different age groups depending 

on the issues they must be protected from. However, it is clear in Punto’s excerpt that 

the different age specifications in different policies/legislation cause confusion and 

have a negative bearing on practice. For example, the children Act 2002 specifies a 

child as any person below the age of 16 While the Constitution of Zimbabwe 2013 

defines a child as any person below the age of eighteen. 

Another Harare SW, Chenzira, had similar views with the above SWs. He revealed 

that SWs may face challenges in practice when their interpretations of policies seem 
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to contradict each other. He gave examples of the Zimbabwe SOA 2002 which makes 

it an offence for an adult to have a sexual relationship with a child under the age of 16. 

Although there are no contradictions as such, in his view, Chenzira felt that this 

legislation seemed to contradict with, for example, the age of consent for sexual 

intercourse in Zimbabwe which is 16 years. Yet the Constitution of Zimbabwe defines 

any person who is under the age of 18 to be a child and has to be protected from any 

form of SA/SE. Chenzira expressed the following sentiments: 

The Criminal code says it is an offence to have sexual 

intercourse with a child under the age of sixteen. 

Therefore, the policy speaks to age in that regard and 

this causes problems with understanding whether 

children above this age are subject to protection or not 

(Chenzira). 

Whilst agreeing that policies and legislation are age specific, Jeje, another Harare SW, 

like Chenzira, suggested that there was confusion around issues of age in policy and 

legislation:  

They are age specific. Age again, that’s where I said I 

have a problem with issues to do with age. They seem 

to have, the stifling effect. Even on children who are 

young and who can’t even make decisions. As they 

stand right now there is that confusion which needs to 

be cleared up (Jeje). 

As noted in their contribution, Chenzira and Jeje have portrayed that they are 

knowledgeable about the importance of age in legislation and policies. Chenzira 

references to policies that seem to overlook the protection of children who may fall 

under a different age group. In a similar way, by using the term “stifling effect” Jeje 

seems to portray that he feels that age specification in policies such as the Children 

Act 2002 tend to be oppressive as children who are much younger may not be included 

in CSE policies/legislation. Nevertheless, there is consensus in both quotations that 

there is a general feeling from both SWs that there is need to address these seemingly 

discrepancies of age specifications in policies/legislation as the SWs feel that these 

are causing problems in practice.   
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Another Harare SW, Tondido, similarly felt that CSE policies and legislation are 

aligned to age. Tondido provided the following explanation: 

For example, the Children’s Act 2002, it defines who 

a child is from what age to what age and the children’s 

rights and what needs to be done to protect the 

children. (Tondido). 

Tondido’s quote shows that she does not have any problems with interpreting the 

specificity of age in policies and legislation. This is evidenced by Tondido’s reference 

to the Children’s Act 2002 and her ability to clearly define what it stands for regarding 

protection and the age specification. Her extract demonstrates that she is aware of the 

need to protect children’s rights. 

Meanwhile, despite children’s protection policies not being predominantly age specific, 

only one SW from London shared similar notions with Harare SWs in that policies and 

legislation were age specific. She interpreted policies as negating younger children 

despite there being other protection policies and procedures for other age groups. 

Moreover, it must be noted that CSE does not impact on younger children but instead 

CSA. In echoing Harare SWs’ views, Mai Tendi expressed that:  

Children protection policies/legislation are age 

specific. You will have your Children Act 1989, 2004. 

They target school going children more than the 

younger ones. Maybe, the reason being they are too 

young. The expectation is that parents are more on 

the ball (Mai Tendi). 

Although the above comments appear to have similarities with those from Harare 

SWs, the difference is that Mai Tendi seems to suggest that policies and legislation 

have little or no emphasis on the protection of children who have not yet reached the 

school going age. Mai Tendi’s concept seems to agree with the above sentiments from 

Jeje a Harare SW who described policies as discriminating younger children. 

Although, when looking at children’s policies one will note that they protect every child 

regardless of age, this is how Mai Tendi understands the children protection policies. 

Her account refers to parents being the safety net for younger children, and this is 
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noted in the later part of her account when she indicated that it is expected that 

“parents are more on the ball”. 

This section has noted that there was a consensus from both SWs from London and 

Harare that CSE policies and legislation are age specific. A common trend that 

emerged from SWs in both Harare and London was that policies and legislation were 

interpreted as prioritising older children. However, despite policies and legislation 

covering every child, the difference was that in London only one SW interpreted 

policies/legislation as age specific. Also, SWs in Harare largely indicated that the 

variations in ages specified in different policies and legislation were creating problems 

to practice. The next section will consider SWs’ interpretations of policies and 

legislation as age neutral. 

6.4 Policies and legislation: age neutral 

This section will now discuss SWs’ sentiments about the interpretation of policies and 

legislation as not being age specific. It is important to note that, as cited in the above 

section, child protection policies and legislation are age specific. For example, the 

UK’s Children Act 1989 and Zimbabwe’s Children’s Act 2002 specify that children who 

are under the age of 18 and 16 respectively require protection from any form of abuse. 

Yet again, this was a clear indication from an interpretive phenomenological standpoint 

that, although SWs may have completed the same training and are working under the 

same environment, individual interpretations of policy and practice may differ. For 

example, Kuku a Harare SW said: 

They are not really specific on age. Take for instance 

the Children’s Act chapter 5. from section 7 to 10 

whereby it would be giving guidelines on how to 

handle such situations and scenarios where the 

children are going through SE of various forms 

including SA. It doesn’t specify age it’s not age specific 

they are no such (Kuku). 

Likewise, Stone, another Harare SW shared the same opinion with Kuku. However, 

Stone felt that little is being done in terms of implementation:  
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Because they are not, the policies are not being 

implemented to the full extent. We are even unable to 

judge the age because some children lie about their 

ages (Stone). 

It was clear in both Kuku and Stone’s interpretations that they felt policies were not 

age specific. By using the phrase “to the full extent” in Stone’s excerpt, demonstrates 

that he feels that lack of age specification in policies causes problems with applying 

them to practice. Also, in the above extract Stone introduces the idea that impediments 

to the protection of children are compounded by children who sometimes do not 

disclose their actual ages. 

In a similar way, some London SWs presented that CSE policies and legislation were 

generic and not age specific. Dele, a London SW expressed: 

They are applicable to all ages because obviously it 

comes under one umbrella. If we are looking at cause, 

its child protection, SE comes under child protection. 

Again, that’s applicable it doesn’t matter what age 

(Dele). 

It is clear in the above extract that Dele understands that policies/legislation are 

inclusive and are not aligned to any age group. To demonstrate the irrelevance of age 

specifications in CSE policies, Dele explicitly used terms such as “it doesn’t matter 

what age” and “they are applicable to all ages”.  The extract further demonstrates that 

Dele thinks that the protection element of children and the nature of the abuse should 

be the focus not the age factor.  

Similarly, another London SW, Ziva, in her interpretation noted that CSE legislation 

and policies place emphasis on prevention. The difference was that Ziva appeared not 

to acknowledge that age was important:  

Not at all, it’s just how the legislation defines the areas 

of prevention. You just look at whether a child is 

abused or not, so, the issue of age is not important in 

policy (Ziva). 



196 
 

The above extract portrays that Ziva feels that the use of age in children’s policies has 

no significance. This is drawn from Ziva’s use of statements, such as “so, the issue of 

age is not important in policy”. In a sense Ziva believes that rather than legislation and 

policies being age specific, they help SWs to denote the methods of preventing CSE.  

Data from this section pointed to similarities in how some Harare and London SWs 

view and interpret CSE policies and legislation with regards to age. The commonalities 

were that some SWs from Harare and London interpreted CSE policies and legislation 

as not age specific. However, there were differences in that instead of placing 

importance on age specifics in policy and legislation, SWs in London indicated that 

emphasis should be on protection and prevention of children from CSE.  

6.5 Child sexual exploitation legislation and policies: low or no income specific  

In this section, the question focused on whether SWs interpreted CSE policies and 

legislation as low or no income specific. To avoid complications, I referred to the 

Marxist perspective applying the capitalism stance of (a) bourgeoisie those who own 

the means of production and are given high status in society. (b) The proletariat with 

nothing to own except their labour power in order to get access to the means of 

production and these are the low class and less powerful in society (Polak, 2008).  For 

the sake of this study the bourgeoisie were classed as politicians, those who are 

company owners and directors and those who are on high income despite the fact that 

they are employed. I classified those who are employed or own small business and 

are on lower income and benefits as the proletariat (low class). These terms of 

reference were explained to SWs and they were conscious of the information that I 

aimed to extract from them. I further clarified to SWs in both London and Harare that 

the low-income group for the UK included those who were surviving on benefits, whilst 

in Zimbabwe, the low-income group included those who were getting support from 

relatives and families abroad. 

Despite my explanation to them, a common thread that was drawn from SWs’ 

interviews was their interpretation of CSE policies and legislation through what was 

noted as a social class lens. Therefore, this section shall refer to social class, although 

I was aware that income alone does not represent the whole social class structure.  

Stone, a Harare SW, explained that CSE policies and legislation were not social class 

specific. However, there was recognition in his statement that influential members of 
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society were always abusing the policy and legislative system. This resonated with 

Bernard (2017) who notes that in cases where SWs are involved with low-income 

families, the SW seems to hold power. However, when working with affluent families, 

the SWs seem to be less powerful. Stone stated that:  

I don’t think that there is a specific class that is inclined 

to the policies. But if you want to talk about policies in 

terms of very influential members of society not being 

affected by the policies, the police would not even 

want to investigate further. I think yes there are cases 

like that where you find the police are even unwilling 

to prosecute. SWs are even unwilling to unravel 

issues that have to do with exploitation (Stone). 

Like Stone, Chenzira also believed that CSE policies are generic and they do not have 

a bias towards social classes: 

Policies are generic. They just cover the subject and 

issues in a general fashion without necessarily 

pointing to any class or society (Chenzira). 

The above extracts clearly show that both Stone and Chenzira acknowledge that CSE 

policies and legislation are constructed in a non-social class orientation. This seems 

to resonate with sentiments that Stone had raised during my discussion with him when 

he indicated that policies apply to all classes, “they cut across”. Moreover, Stone’s 

extract recognises that even though policies are not social class specific, the influential 

in society can try to manipulate legislation to their advantage. He further portrays that 

they act as a barrier to the effectiveness of practice and protections systems. There is 

a sense in Stone’s extract that SWs may face challenges when operating in 

environments where those prosecuting perpetrators are “unwilling to prosecute”. He 

seems to portray that the unwillingness of the police to prosecute perpetrators creates 

barriers to SWs responses resulting in them not too kin to share with them cases of 

CSE.  

Meanwhile, the sense drawn from Chenzira’s extract clearly reveals that he seems to 

apply a more universal approach to CSE policies and legislation, and places emphasis 
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on awareness and protection rather than focusing on social classes. This is evidenced 

by his statement, “they just cover the subject and issues in a general fashion”. 

In sharp contrast to what was exhibited by Harare SWs, London SWs in general 

showed that CSE policies and legislation were interpreted as being social class 

specific. There was a sense of discriminatory practice in Ziva’s narrative a London SW 

when she cited the different attention which is paid by professionals when working with 

affluent people. Bernard (2017:) states that to avoid discriminatory tendencies in 

practice, practitioners must possess strong knowledge regarding their professional 

authority when dealing with affluent people.  

Ziva, a London SW, said: 

They are more social class specific. Even when we 

are dealing with affluent people we tend to stand back 

because we say, these people know what they are 

talking about. If it’s a lower-class uneducated people 

then we are more sort of full on, which I think again it’s 

a form of discrimination. But that’s what we do, and I 

notice that a lot of the times. I think the local authorities 

must do something about it (Ziva). 

The above statement shows that Ziva explores her work through a social class specific 

lens as noted in her reference to the “affluent”, “lower class” and “uneducated”. The 

immediate impression one may get from her extract is that she feels that SWs apply 

policies/legislation selectively focusing more on the lower class. Later in her narrative, 

she seems to have noticed that selective application of policies results in 

discriminatory practice. There is a sense in her narration that most SWs are applying 

this approach as she continuously used the phrase “We”. However, Ziva’s extract 

seems to portray that she feels that in order to bring change to practice local authorities 

must closely monitor how SWs are applying policies to practice.  

Another London SW, Gore, like Ziva, indicated that policies/legislation were social 

class specific and leaned towards the lower class. Gore said: 

I think the policies lean more towards the lower 

classes. I think we need something else in place to 
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basically support parents of these melting families and 

to open it out so that, people can talk about it and ask 

for help when they see things are happening. Because 

you know once a child is exploited, the danger has 

started (Gore). 

Despite her belief that policies/legislation are social class specific, Gore seems to feel 

that policies alone cannot be viewed as the only effective means to reduce CSE. This 

is evident in her statement, “we need something else in place”. There is a sense in the 

above extract that Gore feels more effective approaches involving discussions with 

families are required. Gore uses such phrases as “melting families” highlighting the 

need to bring awareness to families whose children have become a high risk to CSE 

and to encourage them to come forward for support.  

Another London SW, Sako, supported the above: 

Class wise they probably do, especially towards girls 

in lower class families. I think I haven’t really come 

across many policies (Sako). 

Although the essence of policies being social class specific can be picked from the 

above except, the use of the word “probably”, shows that Sako was not certain in her 

explanation whether she confidently felt that policies were. There is a sense in her 

explanation that she has not familiarised herself with CSE policies/legislation as 

evidenced in her statement where she highlights that she has not “come across many 

policies”.  

This section clearly demonstrated that there was a common trend from both Harare 

and London SWs in that they interpreted policies/legislation was social class specific. 

However, the difference was that in Harare there was a feeling that some influential 

members of society were disrupting the effectiveness of both policy and social work 

intervention. It was noted that their influence was in a way preventing the police to deal 

with cases of CSE. Whilst in London, there was a sense that parents need more 

information for them to be able to come forward and report CSE cases. 
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6.6 Policies alone do not protect. 

There was a hidden sense in some narratives from most SWs from both Harare and 

London that policies/legislation were not effective enough. A London SW, Lemon, was 

open enough and argued that policies on their own will not protect children from CSE. 

She noted SWs required more practical skills and knowledge. Lemon actually further 

evidenced that she does not have faith in policies and legislation. However, it must be 

noted that safeguarding children relies not only on legislation and policy but also on 

approaches and skills that create safe environments for children (Firmin et al, 2019). 

It is important to note that this was not raised in the literature review, but I noted that 

this fact was significant despite the fact that only one SW raised it. I also felt that this 

is one area which might require further exploration. She said: 

Policies do not protect anybody where is the piece of 

paper that stops abuse? Gosh!!! I need this magic 

piece (Lemon).  

The above extract strongly suggests that Lemon does not have faith in policies and 

legislation. There is a strong sense in Lemon’s narrative that she might not be 

referencing to policies/legislation when working with children. Like Dele another 

London SW in the age neutral section, Lemon extract portrays that she places 

importance on the protection element rather than policies/legislation. This sense is 

also drawn from a follow-up question with her, where she cited SE events that 

happened in Rochdale, and these seem to have impacted on the way she sees policies 

and legislation. In her context, the whole situation of SE of girls in Rochdale:  

was appalling, policies were there but it was almost a 

textbook case of worst practice. However, the 

importance of policies is they raise awareness they 

bring things out into the open for discussion and they 

put a framework around it so when it’s exposed people 

know how to behave and what to do (Lemon).  

Although Lemon has portrayed in the first extract that she does not have faith in 

policies/legislations, in the above extract, she seems to suggest that policies give 

direction and guidance to practice. Like Lemon, some SWs during interviews expressed 
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a lack of confidence in knowing and using policies/legislation and the following section 

will focus on SWs lack of awareness and adequate training in policies/legislation.  

This section has noted that only one SW from London discussed the issue of policies 

not being of significant value but noted that policies offer windows and opportunities to 

discuss issues.  

6.7 Lack of awareness and adequate training 

The literature review has indicated that there is need for more awareness and training 

for SWs who work with children affected by CSE. In particular for UK, Brodie et al 

(2011) and Jago et al (2011) noted that training across the country was not 

comprehensive. Likewise, in Zimbabwe, Muridzo et al (2018) indicated that there was 

lack of specialised SW training into CSE. These views were also drawn within my data 

from Harare and London SWs. Gold a London SW expressed that she lacked 

confidence in the effectiveness of using CSE policies/legislation. SWs from both 

Harare and London indicated that the other hinderance to their practice was lack of 

adequate information and training. Amees a London SW said: 

You are not given all the information. I was not at a 

point where I am like right now. I didn’t know what to 

do. I had to go find out that information, so it wasn't 

readily in my head ready to use (Amees). 

Evidence from the above extract shows that although given some information, Amees 

was left unable to navigate for information regarding policies. Her organisation was 

unable to provide the required information to her. There is a sense that due to lack of 

awareness she could not apply the policies since there were not “readily in her head, 

ready to use”.  

Another London SW Therahi reiterated the notion of lack of awareness but added that 

the training they received was not adequate. 

I think that’s another issue as well the lack of policies 

available to SWs. Lack of training and other things like 

that. It is quite sparse it’s not something that is there 

(Therahi). 
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Despite acknowledging lack of availability of policies to SWs, there is a sense in the 

above extract that Therahi is presenting that training is not something that their 

organisation prioritises. To demonstrate the magnitude of the scarcity of training She 

used the phrase “quite sparse”. 

Gold, another SW suggested that instead of having generic SWs working with SE 

children, there is need for a specialist CSE trained social work team. 

we need to have SWs who are well trained in CSE 

issues, they will understand that a lot more than we 

would as generic SWs (Gold).  

As noted in the above extract, Gold seems to suggest that there is lack of SWs who 

are specifically trained to work with sexual exploited children. There is a sense in her 

statement that her organisation is having a generic child protection approach. 

However, Gold’s narrative clearly shows that she feels there is a requirement to have 

an expert group of SWs who can primarily focus on CSE issues. 

Although the issue of workloads shall be discussed later in Chapter 7, Husser another 

London SW, whilst she acknowledged that sufficient training is needed, her feelings 

were that emphasis and focus was on targets. She felt that this, coupled with lack of 

enough training, was compromising practice. In her narrative she indicated that she 

did not have enough knowledge of CSE policies/legislation: 

Again, I am not familiar with the policies around it 

unfortunately so I can’t answer that. We need more 

training. The focus seems to be on workload targets 

so if I’m unsure about something there is a website 

that I go on. Not an internal thing that’s got all the 

policies and guidelines that we work towards 

(Husser).  

Husser seems to state that instead of getting enough training from the organisation 

regarding policies/legislation, she has to use her own initiative to look for relevant 

policies. There is a sense in her extract that her organisation does not provide a policy 

framework for CSE.   
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Meanwhile in Harare most SWs indicated that they were enough training programmes. 

However, Sisero a Harare SW felt that SWs were not having enough training in the 

area of CSE policies.  

With regards to policies, we don’t have enough 

training and knowledge but there is training that is 

there, specifically that are budgeted for. Even if they 

can send us to other trainings but still it’s hard (Punto 

Harare SW).  

It is clear in the above extract that regardless of inadequate training, Punto refers to 

budget constraints as an inhibitor to professional development training. There is a 

sense in her narrative that lack of training hampers SWs’ knowledge of CSE 

policies/legislation. More so, Punto seems to suggest that at least SWs in her 

organisation are able to attend to a limited number of training but noted “it’s still hard”. 

In this section, there was general consensus from SWs from London that more training 

and awareness was needed as this was impacting on their knowledge of 

policies/legislation. Furthermore, revelations from London revealed that more 

emphasis was on targets rather than training. Meanwhile, in Harare only one SW 

referred to lack of adequate training. There was a sense that constraints were due to 

limited funding.  

6.8 Chapter Conclusion  

Data in this Chapter has evidenced the concept of interpretative phenomenology and 

like in other sections of this thesis, has demonstrated that individual SWs in both 

Harare and London have different interpretations about policy and legislation with 

regards to gender, age and social class. A common theme that was drawn in this 

chapter from SWs’ perspectives from both Harare and London was a link between the 

way they look at policies and the entrenched historical beliefs of gender stereotyping 

CSE.  Another outstanding thread drawn from SWs narratives from both Harare and 

London, was their perception of wanting to see boys covered by policies and 

legislation. The chapter also highlighted that some SWs from both Harare and London 

interpret CSE policies as gender neutral. There was acknowledgement from Harare 

SWs that, despite some sections in other legislation specifically being selective, 

children’s policies and legislation generally do not discriminate.   
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The chapter also discussed the issue of age specification in policy and legislation. The 

chapter revealed that some SWs from both Harare and London felt that CSE policies 

and legislation are age specific. It was noted that the general interpretation was that 

CSE policies and legislation prioritise older children. Meanwhile, there was a common 

theme in that Both Harare and London SWs felt that CSE policies were not age 

specific. The general sense was that CSE policies and legislation cover all children 

regardless of age. Another common trend was that some Harare and London SWs 

interpreted policies/legislation as social class specific.  The chapter also noted that 

both Harare and London SWs felt that more training was needed. 

However, despite policies and legislation covering every child, the difference was that 

in London only one SW interpreted policies/legislation as age specific. Also, SWs in 

Harare largely indicated that the variations in ages specified in different policies and 

legislation were creating problems to practice. However, there were differences in that 

instead of placing importance on age specifics in policy and legislation, SWs in London 

indicated that emphasis should be on protection and prevention of children from CSE. 

Another difference was that in Harare, some SWs felt that some influential members 

of society were disrupting the effectiveness of both policy and social work intervention. 

It was noted that their influence was in a way preventing the police to deal with cases 

of CSE. On the other hand, in London, SWs felt that parents need more information to 

enable them to come forward and report CSE cases.  

The chapter also noted that only one SW from London discussed the issue of policies 

not being of significant value towards the protection of children from CSE but noted 

that policies offer windows and opportunities to discuss issues. Another difference 

drawn in this Chapter was that only SWs from London felt that more professional 

development training and awareness was needed as this was impacting on their 

knowledge of policies/legislation. Furthermore, revelations from London revealed that 

more emphasis was on targets rather than training. Meanwhile, in Harare only one SW 

referred to lack of adequate training.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONFLICT IN LEGISLATION AND PRACTICE 

7.0 Introduction                    

As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, the theme of gap between legislation and practice 

emerged in this chapter through individual SWs’ views from both Harare and London. 

Issues of concern during practice ranged from a lack of adequate resources to high 

caseloads. There was a notable difference between Harare and London in that SWs 

in Harare introduced the issue of customary law which they felt was a major hindrance 

to effective practice. In London, because of its non-pluralistic legal system, there was 

no mention of customary law. 

Meanwhile, there were notable similarities in both Harare and London SWs’ overriding 

belief that the age for sexual consent (SC), which is 16, seems to be generating major 

problems to practice. Chapters 1 and 2 have acknowledged that there has been 

controversy around consent especially with children who are aged 16 and above. In 

Zimbabwe, the problem is compounded by the customary law which runs alongside 

the common law. SWs in some instances were unable to separate between when 

consent is taken as non-exploitative and when the relationship becomes exploitative 

for children who are within the ages of SC. The general interpretation given by both 

Harare and London SWs was that there is a fine line between consent and exploitation. 

The problem, according to SWs, was further compounded by a lack of uniformity in 

children’s laws. The chapter will now discuss the age of SC.  

7.1 Age of sexual consent 

In Harare, SWs expressed that they were facing problems dealing with SE issues of 

children who are between the ages of 16 and 18 due to the legislation of SC.  

McLaughlin (2015), in the literature review chapter, indicated that the age of SC 

causes confusion to children between the ages of 16 and 18 who may not understand 

whether they are adults or still children. Furthermore, Pona (2015) posits that the law 

is perceived as not always on the side of those who are aged 16 or 17. Pona further 

notes that the police do not intervene quickly to disrupt the connection between the 

child and the exploiter since the Child Abduction Warning Notice (a toll widely used of 

children under the age of 16) does not apply to them.  
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There was a sense in the interpretations of SWs from both Harare and London that 

children between these ages of 16 and 18 are manipulated by perpetrators through 

age and knowledge differentiation and they convince them that it is within their right  

to consent to sex. Children end up believing information given to them by perpetrators 

thereby leaving them in vulnerable positions where exploiters take advantage of them. 

This was supported by Punto’s interpretation, a Harare SW, who noted that “there is 

this issue of inconsistency in terms of policy and legislation” and the gap in policy and 

legislation “has been abused by those who exploit children”. It is evident from the facts 

raised by Punto that SWs are struggling to operate effectively under conditions where 

CSE policies and legislation are somehow indistinct.  

There have been challenges with our laws, policies 

and legislation. The Children’s Act defines a child as 

any person below the age of 16. When it comes to the 

law enforcement then it becomes difficult someone 

having sexual activities with a person who is 16, 17, 

18 they will say it’s not statutory rape. The Criminal 

Codification describes the child to have consent the 

right to consent to sex but we are saying this should 

not be the case (Punto). 

The above views were supported by Ngirozi, another Harare SW, whose comment 

portrayed that further complications to practice are caused by teenagers who end up 

engaging in ‘transactional sex’ using the age of SC as a right to engage in sexual 

activities. Because of the nature of the transaction, children may end up in a position 

where they are unwilling to report the exploitation. Ngirozi clearly shows how this can 

complicate practice: 

Then also we have cases of mainly teenagers who are 

indulging in sex with older people in exchange for 

money. SWs, because of the age of consenting to sex 

may not interfere (Ngirozi). 

The two extracts illustrate how Punto and Ngirozi feel about lack of clarity within 

policies/legislation. There is a strong sense in Punto’s extract that children who are 

between the ages of 16 and 18 are left in precarious positions due to laws and policies 
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that seem to give different messages. In his extract he portrays that due to the 

purported different messages particularly the age SC, children find it difficult to get 

protection despite being exploited. This view is cemented by his comment “they will 

say it’s not statutory rape”. Ngirozi portrays how children are taking advantage of the 

flaws in the legislation with reference to the age of sexual consent. Ngirozi is very 

explicit in that these children are doing this for money. 

Sisero, another Harare SW, provided a similar view to Ngirozi but further noted that 

some children have a tendency of lying about their actual ages:   

It becomes difficult for us as SWs to tell whether the 

child has consented or has been abused. Because, 

between the age of 16 and 18 years that’s when you 

discover that these children become involved in child 

prostitution. They may not even report and even if they 

report they can lie about their ages (Sisero). 

There appears to be a hint in Sisero’s narrative that protecting children between the 

ages of 16 and 18 can be problematic. Sisero seems to portray that complications to 

practice are further augmented by children’s unwillingness to disclose their exact ages. 

Furthermore, the excerpt seems to show a connection between children’s involvement 

in prostitution and the age of SC and how children are taking advantage of the 

discrepancies in policy and legislation.  

 

Similar views emerged in London, but the difference was that some SWs felt society 

was also supposed to ensure children should continue to be supervised and protected 

from CSE. The most notable issue between the interviews carried out in London and 

Harare was, whenever SWs were talking about the imbalances of CSE policies and 

legislation, reference was made to discrepancies in the definition of a child and age of 

SC. There was a general feeling that children within this age group were more 

vulnerable to CSE due to a number of factors, including the desire to belong and 

influence from colleagues. Husser a London SW state that:  

The age of sexual consent is not helping things. 

Children have become more materialistic and there’s 
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more competition with each other for materialistic 

stuff. So, such policies are not helping (Husser, 

London SW).  

Husser’s extract seems to suggest that there is need for a review of the legislation for 

SC. This is evidenced by her use of the phrase “is not helping things”. There is also a 

sense in her statement that in the current environment were children are driven by a 

desire to possess expensive items, such policies as the SC will not support practice. 

Likewise, Gold, another London SW, felt that adults/perpetrators were taking 

advantage of such gaps in policy and legislation and were enticing children into 

relationships that are in a sense not sincere:  

A child can be 16 years old and can have a sexual 

relationship with an adult. But, because of the age of 

SC which is 16 for both male and female in UK, it will 

be very difficult to establish whether that relationship 

is that of SE. This is really confusing (Gold). 

Similar views were drawn from Amees. However, Amees felt that society was also 

contributing to exposing children to risks of SE:  

We are having problems in our practice because of 

the age of sexual consent. As a society that mentality 

of, you go to secondary school you go to school on 

your own. The teachers may have less supervision 

because you're now seen as you're a more mature 

child with more responsibilities. I think in regard to 

perpetrators, infiltrating children, it is easy for them to 

do it with secondary school children than primary 

(Amees). 

The two extracts from Gold and Amees reinforce sentiments from both SWs from 

London and Harare above. Like what has been unpicked in Sisero a Harare SW above, 

both Amees and Gold feel that the legal age of SC is negatively impacting on practice. 

To illustrate this, they both use statements such as “difficult to establish” and 

“problems in our practice”. Meanwhile, there is an indication in Gold’s account that 

relationships between two 16-year olds, will be difficult to determine whether it is 
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consensual or that of exploitation, “this is really confusing”. In a sense she is 

demonstrating how challenging it can be for SWs to intervene in such cases. 

Meanwhile, Amees gives the impression that she wants children to be escorted to 

school regardless of their age. In her narrative she appears to suggest that teachers 

should also take responsibility in making sure that children are safe and should not 

see those in secondary school as adult enough to protect themselves from CSE. 

Furthermore, she seems to note that perpetrators target more on those children who 

are mature as compared to the younger ones.  

Meanwhile, Therahi criticised the age of SC by alleging that at the age of 16, children 

are not mature enough to understand what they are consenting to:   

Give children who are16 years old SC gosh! They are 

at a young age they don’t understand the social 

context of the nature of that. So, any child who is not 

at the understanding age that what is happening to 

them is actually not normal activity, means that, the 

child is being exploited (Therahi). 

For Therahi, the legal age of SC was something she did not feel comfortable with as 

highlighted in the above extract and the use of the phrase “gosh”. There is a sense in 

her extract that she feels that at 16 children are still young and “they don’t understand” 

anything around sexual matters. The above extract seems to suggest that due to 

ignorance and lack of understanding a child can be exploited without noticing it. 

This section has demonstrated that SWs from both Harare and London have a 

common understanding that the age of SC has a negative impact on SWs’ 

interventions in CSE. SWs’ interpretations clearly indicated that children may think 

they are mature enough to have sexual relationships with adults and therefore may 

not report the abuse. Unlike in London, Harare SWs highlighted that children have a 

tendency not to disclose their actual ages due to being sometimes involved in 

transactional sexual relationships.  

Meanwhile, in London there was a sense that children of secondary school going age 

should be protected as there was a tendency of seeing them as mature. However, the 
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general consensus from SWs’ contributions from both Harare and London was that 

mixed messages in policies and legislation are hindering practice.   

7.2 Alignment of policies and legislation 

This section will now discuss both London and Harare SWs’ feelings about the need 

to harmonise child protection policies and legislation. Like in Bhaiseni (2016), SWs 

indicated that shortfalls in the lack of uniformity in the definition of a child in policies 

and legislation, in the provisions of both international and domestic legal instruments, 

creates disharmony between professionals. 

The argument by Harare SWs to amalgamate legislation and policy is indicative of the 

magnitude of professional conflict in practice. For some SWs, harmonisation of 

policies and legislation needed urgent consideration, and this was likely to minimise 

discrepancies. They believed that this would build up an effective child protection 

system. This resounds with Macho’s proposal: 

I think they should speed up the alignment of laws in 

Zimbabwe because some of the legislation conflict 

each other. That might actually address the problem. 

I think its still water in the pipeline. How long it’s going 

to take for that to be affected, I’m not so sure (Macho). 

Maita, another Harare SW, echoed Macho’s sentiments. He further stressed that this 

would ensure that they present unvarying messages to all professionals who work with 

children:  

We still have these challenges of aligning on time 

legislation, which I feel that the policy is weak in that 

aspect. So, the policy environment here in Zimbabwe 

as pertains sexual exploitation is not as strong as we 

would want it to be from a Social Workers point of view 

(Maita). 

Punto, another Harare SW, had the same views that negative effects were emerging 

in practice as a result of different interpretations and application of policies and 

legislation by different professionals. Punto used words such as “inconsistencies”:   
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Those are the inconsistencies that we are seeing. We 

hope the alignment of the laws and legislation will 

address that. It depends on the interpretation of the 

various people that are implementing the policies. So, 

the issue of inconsistency in terms of policy the 

children act says this, and our constitution says 18 and 

the African Charter says 18. So, that gap has been 

abused by those who abuse children and are 

knowledgeable of the law. So, when it goes to court 

some of these, they are not found guilty because of 

the age situation especially for the girl but I hope with 

the alignment of the laws everything will come into 

place soon (Punto). 

In the above extracts, SWs demonstrated a need to consolidate policies and legislation 

so that they carry the same message about what constitutes a child who deserves 

protection from CSE. There is a sense of urgency and desperation that can be drawn 

from Macho’s statement “they should speed up”. However, Macho raises concerns 

regarding lack of urgency in implementing change to policies/legislation, “How long it’s 

going to take…. I’m not so sure”.  These concerns seem to align with Maita’s extract 

who seems to portray that lack of alignment in policy/legislation is rendering them 

ineffective. Maita is noticeably clear in his extract that the SWs in Zimbabwe feel that 

CSE policies are not having an impact on the protection of children. Meanwhile, there 

is a sense in Punto’s extract that different professionals interpret policies in various 

ways. He also notes that different legislation/policies give different messages in 

relation to what is defined as a child.  

She particularly referred to the conflict between the Children’s Act 2002 (Zimbabwe) 

with the African Charter and the Constitution of Zimbabwe.  More so, there is an 

indication in Punto’s extract that abusers take advantage of the flaws and conflicts in 

policies/legislation to abuse children. Punto’s narrative brings the gender aspect into 

the fore and indicate how the girl child is left exposed by legislation/policy in Zimbabwe 

which does not comprehensively protect them. Like in Macho’s extract, Punto feels 

that the alignment of policies/legislation should be a priority.  
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Similar to Harare, SWs in London espoused that policies and legislation required 

urgent alignment. SWs like Therahi felt that the “legal system is very complex”; she 

did not think that “it’s as child friendly”. Therahi asserted that the issue is that some 

policies and legislation seem oblivious that children should be protected, despite their 

ages. She felt some policies are somehow subtle in the way they define a child. 

Another SW, Viena, felt that a system with a multiplicity of policies and legislation does 

not work. Her opinion was all children’s policies and legislation should be combined 

into one piece. In her contribution, Viena acknowledged that SWs had busy schedules 

and did not have enough time to look for scattered pieces of legislation and policies:   

Why can’t they bring all these policies together? We 

are so busy, you don’t have the time to look for all the 

pieces which are, all over the show. I think that’s quite 

sad because our case load is just ridiculous. I don’t 

think the policies work. Maybe, if they were combined 

(Viena). 

Ziva, another London SW, reiterated Viena’s sentiments:  

I don’t think the policies give the same messages. 

These policies have to be brought together because 

they are in various places. I definitely think that it is an 

area that needs attention (Ziva). 

The two extracts from both Viena and Ziva’s contribution seem to suggest that policies 

are scattered and are found in different places which makes it difficult for SWs to 

master them. There is a sense in Viena’s extract that SWs give preference to caseload 

than legislation/policies. However, she portrays that this should not be happening 

“that’s quite sad”. Like Harare SWs above, Ziva feels that harmonisation of 

policies/legislation requires urgent attention. Her extract seems to suggest that the 

policies are there, but they need to be in one place.  

Although Husser felt policies were not effective enough to reduce the rates of CSE, 

she concluded that it was necessary to incorporate various children’s policies and 

legislation into the Children Act 1989:  
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It does not work. Because that’s not, it’s not 

implemented, it doesn’t seem like they are engraved 

in the main policy. So, I think it is about the policies 

being stronger, being more incorporated into the main 

Children Act (Husser). 

A significant issue raised by Husser in the above script is the fragmentation and lack 

of correlation of policies and legislation which is weakening their effectiveness. Her 

account is clear about the need for a unification of all children’s policies and legislation 

into a single comprehensive legislation/policy.  

Meanwhile, Lemon, another London SW, argued that policies are irrelevant as they 

are drafted and put on paper without clear knowledge of whether they are going to be 

effective in their application. Lemon further argued that policies were dispersed and 

as a result they were dysfunctional:  

I think they deal with paper and concepts. I sometimes 

wonder why these people making policies they don’t 

seem to know how it’s going to work when applied. 

The policies and legislation are disjointed. They are 

dysfunctional and there is need for bringing them 

together because they are dislocated (Lemon).  

In order to expose the weaknesses in policies and legislation, Lemon uses such 

phrases as ‘dysfunctional’, ‘disjointed’ and ‘dislocated’. The above extract appears to 

indicate that Lemon does not have faith in the policy makers as she feels that they do 

not understand children’s issues that needs addressing. More so, Lemon considers 

that policymakers base their policies and legislation on theory, which sometimes, when 

these opinions are put into practice, are ineffective. However, like all the other SWs 

above, Lemon feels that policies should be combined together in order for them to 

effectively protect children. 

The common trend that ran through this section was that SWs in both London and 

Harare felt there is need to align children’s policies and legislation as this may bring 

clarity. The underlying factor was SWs indicating that their busy schedules limit them 

in exploring policies that are located in different places. The notable difference in SWs’ 

narratives was that, in Harare, emphasis was on amalgamating children’s policies and 
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legislation with Zimbabwe’s constitution, yet in London, SWs wanted them aligned to 

the Children Act 1989. 

7.3 Impact of customary law and cultural practice and implementation 

Chapter 1 indicated that that cultural aspects and customary law in Zimbabwe were a 

major facet in influencing policy (see Ndulo, 2011). Customary law was highlighted as 

operating in parallel with the common law and together with cultural norms overlooks 

and promotes elements of CSE. This study noted that in Harare, the theme of culture 

and customary law emerged as another factor that continues to impact the role of 

SWs. For those who participated in the research, culture and customary law meant 

these two aspects contradict with common law, national and international legislation 

and policies. Examples of such critiqued customary practices consist of the lack of 

setting a marriage age for children and the negation to the protection of girls. Obatusin 

(2018:5) alludes that “customary law has received a great deal of attention for its 

seemingly oppressive practices, which entrench power imbalances and adversely 

affect” females. During my analysis, it became evident that where there is existence 

of pluralistic legislative systems, SWs can struggle to perform in ways that compromise 

the protection of children:  

The customary law does not even set an age. It just 

talks of marrying. You go to the Apostolic sects there 

is a lot that is happening there. I know there is these 

efforts by Government to try and ensure that children 

are not. But you will notice that within such closed 

communities and not only the Apostolic, even some 

traditional religious settings there are always such 

conflicts. And chiefs for example they have presided 

over such cases and then when it comes to the role of 

the SW it’s kind of defeats or stifles the SW. As long 

as the legislation is not clear or there is conflict in 

some respects then it creates pockets of confusion 

(Jeje). 

There is an indication in Jeje’s extract that customary law does not give a distinct 

definition of a child and therefore has major flaws that expose children to SE. Jeje has 
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noted that, as much as the government has put some preventative measures in place, 

the existence of closed communities provides opportunities for CSE. In his statement, 

Jeje feels that the role of SWs becomes insignificant where customary law is operating. 

This notion is substantiated by his use of such words as “defeats or stifles the SW”. In 

Jeje’s extract he has noted that chiefs of who are the custodians of customary law are 

making decisions which are contrary to SW practice. He seems to suggest that there 

needs to be clarity in legislation to avoid multi-interpretations that cause “confusion”. 

Jeje further alluded that customary law inhibits a large amount of social work 

intervention. He strongly felt that it was high time the government remove the 

customary law:  

I think that the mere fact that they themselves are not 

speaking to each other when it comes to 

implementation, definitely they now bring conflict and 

confusion on the role of the social worker now. 

Government should look at revising the customary law 

or remove it completely (Jeje). 

Jeje seems to feel that there is no consistency between those who are responsible for 

implementing customary law and the common law legislative system. He seems to 

note that this conflict, is affecting SWs’ intervention. The above excerpt clearly shows 

that Jeje strongly feels that the only solution to good practice and policy and legislation 

implementation is to totally remove customary law.  

Another Harare SW, Macho, echoed Jeje’s sentiments and emphasised the need to 

make clear boundaries between customary law and CSE policies and legislation. 

Macho noted there was a lack of clarity of when the legal system can override 

customary law in cases of CSE. He reiterated Jeje’s views that customary law does 

not consider sexual relationships between children and adults an offence. In his 

narrative he said: 

That is also another area that needs to be developed 

because, the chiefs actually have clear duties 

according to their customary law. I think sexual 

offenses are not part of the customary law even when 

they involve minors. We need to really understand 
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their boundaries. Because sometimes people can 

then just say the issue has been resolved when it has 

not been. Unless if we then revise and use perhaps a 

complimentary system. But otherwise clear 

demarcations and clear understanding of their 

jurisdiction and when not to step over the proper legal 

system is needed (Macho). 

There is a sense in the above narrative that Macho feels that there is conflict between 

the customary and the common law as indicated by his statement which noted that 

CSE is not considered by customary law “even when they involve minors”. The excerpt 

acknowledges that customary law can at times override the dictates of the common 

law and therefore Macho’s explanation is clear in that there should be clear guidelines 

regarding both laws. This is evidenced by his use of the phrases “clear demarcations” 

and “understand their boundaries”. In other words, Macho is showing that there is need 

to review the customary law in order to align it with other policies and legislation. 

Like other Harare SWs, Chenzira described customary law as gendered and 

oppressive to girls. In his contribution, Chenzira expresses that politicians have not 

done enough to get rid of customary law. This was very clear when he expressed that 

“politicians who put the laws are the ones who do not put stringent laws”. Chenzira’s 

narrative also proved there is a seamless relationship between customary law and 

cultural practice, which is creating avenues of manipulation of common law by those 

in power and society. Plan International (2012) acknowledge that interplay and tension 

between customary and common law compromises the safeguarding of children, 

thereby promoting discrimination. In his contribution, Chenzira said: 

The customary law is present, and it promotes cultural 

practice. What we should understand and appreciate 

is that our society and community is customary driven. 

It might be modern, but Zimbabwe is typical of being 

a cultural driven society. Even if the law outlaws them, 

you will have these cultural practices. Enforcing it is 

another and remember also the politicians that put up 

these laws are also within the cultural context. Most of 
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them unfortunately are men like you and me who do 

not put stringent laws that protect the children 

(Chenzira). 

Once again, the above extract illustrated that Chenzira feels that the bedrock of 

Zimbabwean customary law is patriarchal based on culture. There is a suggestion in 

Chenzira’s explanation that, despite Zimbabwe being a civilised country, the legal 

system is still engrained in traditional and cultural norms. Chenzira like Macho above 

shows that there is conflict between the customary law and the common law, and 

these parallels are reinforced by “cultural practices”. Chenzira seems to suggest that 

men are the major stakeholders in the decision-making process of laws and policies, 

and this could be the cause of the existing imbalances. This also displayed a feeling 

that policy makers, are compromising the protection of children, firstly, because they 

tend to align their thinking towards the customary law and secondly, because their 

ideologies are entrenched in culture. 

Like Chenzira, in his contribution, Punto felt that in Harare, SWs are deeply entrenched 

in the beliefs and cultures of the society and these influence their perceptions and 

attitudes. Consequently, they may decide to use customary law lenses when looking 

at harmful sexual practices and exploitation of children. Personality, according to 

Chisala (2006), is intrinsic and it can be difficult as a SW to separate your own personal 

backgrounds, values, beliefs and interests from practice. Punto stated that:  

Because of the customary law and culture that allows 

it. It becomes difficult because these SWs are from 

within the same culture and society, as a result, it 

impacts on their practice. Most SWs tend to think we 

should focus on girls. There are inconsistencies 

especially in terms of the definition and who is capable 

of abuse like where they say customary law allows the 

girl child to marry with the consent of the father. This 

is opposite with boys (Punto). 

Punto’s account illustrates the difficulties SWs can face under an environment where 

laws are diverse and fluid. Although reference was made to girls marrying with consent 

of the father, Punto’s focal point was that customary laws conflicted with the main CSE 
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policies and legislation. As seen in previous chapters, there is a perception in Punto’s 

narrative that customary law gives more protection to boys thereby bringing in the 

issue of gender disparities. Evidence of this is noted in his narrative, “this is opposite 

with boys”, where Punto is showing how policies/legislation are selectively applied. At 

the same time, Punto’s narrative indicates that SWs, due to their embedded cultural 

and societal beliefs they focus on CSE with a gendered lens with perceptions of 

concentrating on the protection of girls.   

Similar to Punto, Stone noted that SWs in Harare are living under a culture where 

customary law is part of a system that has shaped their ideologies. Higham (2009) 

indicated that personal contexts of SWs invariably influence their practice. In his 

narrative, Stone proposes that SWs need a paradigm shift in their view of cultural 

beliefs and customary law. Another factor noted in his contribution was the reference 

to staff development and improvement to practice. Stone sums this up by saying: 

The rest of us we are still engulfed in this cultural belief 

and customary law which doesn’t want to criminalise 

SA. The customary law needs to be redone. I don’t 

think it supports practice. It’s not, because it’s being 

practised by the same people who don’t have serious 

belief on the protection of children and who think that 

sex is something that you can enjoy with anybody. 

You need a complete turnaround, society that 

appreciates that it’s not done. Children must be 

allowed to grow and become what they want to be 

(Stone).  

The excerpt is very clear in that customary law does not take seriously cases where 

children are sexually exploited showing its contradiction with the common law. Like 

other SWs above, there is a sense in Stone’s narrative that he feels that the customary 

law is negatively impacting on practice. The use of the phrase “we are still engulfed” 

creates an impression that Stone is certain that Harare SWs’ decisions on the 

protection of children from CSE are still heavily influenced by cultural beliefs and 

customary law. Like Chenzira above, Stone seems to have the belief that those who 

are supposed to monitor laws are the ones who abuse the system. It is against this 
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backdrop that Stone proposed that change is required in the way society conceptualise 

the issue of CSE and how the customary law is crafted. One point that stands out in 

the above extract is Stone’s acknowledgement that having sexual relationships with 

children is wrong and not acceptable. Stone’s extract further portrays that he is aware 

that children’s rights and freedoms must be observed and that children “be allowed to 

grow” freely.  

Stone further noted that it was important for those in power to review the customary 

law: 

The customary law needs to be redone. I don’t think it 

supports practice when it allows all the other things 

that end up in the definition of SA (Stone). 

There is evidence in Stone’s except that he feels that customary law needs reviewing 

since it does not protect children. There is a sense in the above narrative that Stone 

feels that the customary law is flawed and instead of protecting children, it actually 

reinforces or ignores the SA/SE of children. 

 

Similarly, Chiri suggested that, unlike the common law, customary law was not 

structured. His sentiments alluded that sexual crimes were settled by way of marrying 

off children to the exploiters:   

There is this thing about when man impregnates a 

child of 12 years, if they go to the customary court and 

he agrees that he takes ownership of the pregnancy 

and then agrees that he wants to marry that girl. The 

traditional chief would say ok that’s fine, you can pay 

so much towards the family and you can take your 

wife. It’s not his jurisdiction in such cases that is how 

things stand but because culture tends to override 

statutory laws it takes place (Chiri). 

Like noted in the above narratives from other Harare SWs, Chiri indicated how the 

customary law reinforces the oppression and discrimination of girls. He also shows 

how the customary law is used to manipulate the system, divert punitive action and 
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normalise CSE cases by way of coercing children into marriage. The above extract 

shows that there is an exchange of money that takes place which a third part who are 

in this case family, will enjoy but not the child. In this extract, Chiri distinctly noted that 

culture is seen to be above the law.  

It must be noted that in this section, London was not included since there were no 

issues regarding customary law emerging from data, potentially due to the fact that 

there is no customary law in the UK. This section has demonstrated that SWs in Harare 

may struggle to navigate their practice in a climate where there are two parallel legal 

systems. There was clear evidence from SWs’ contributions that customary law was 

impacting on their practice. Another factor that emerged from the excerpts in this 

section was that those who are supposed to enforce legislation still hold beliefs that 

are entrenched in customary law and cultural practice. This was noted to be a deterrent 

factor in the implementation of common law which creates gaps in the legal system, 

allowing children to continue to be sexually exploited. Perpetrators also continue to 

manipulate the legal system through customary law.  

Finally, there is a sense from SWs’ narratives that government intervention is required, 

as well as reviews in order to remove the contradictions between customary law and 

children’s policies. Some SWs have argued that customary law must be revamped 

and should align with common law or be removed completely if children are to remain 

safe from SE. SWs in Harare feel reforms to customary law will improve practice. 

Another factor that SWs raised during interviews was centred on the impact of 

resources to practice, and this will be explored in the next section 

7.4 Impact of resources to practice  

There was recognition in the literature review that both Zimbabwe and UK social work 

practice was experiencing issues around high caseloads and resource constraints. 

This theme will present findings in relation to how resources and high caseloads 

impact on SWs’ interventions in CSE as narrated by individual SWs in both Harare 

and London. A notion that organisations were fixated on wanting to see targets 

accomplished was conveyed by both SWs in Harare and London. However, there was 

a general consensus from SWs that this process was compromising the protection of 

children from SE. SWs also felt that a lack of resources was another stumbling block 

in practice, as the absence of resources meant they were unable to operate 
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competently. More specifically, SWs felt that these two factors were causing conflict 

in practice, resulting in children receiving inadequate protection from CSE.  

Thus, Shauna, a Harare SW, commented that despite these constraints, distribution 

of information among various practitioners was limited. In London, some SWs felt that 

a lack of resources was also compromising the safeguards of children, as in some 

cases their recommendations for plans to ensure that children are safe were refused, 

with managers citing resource constraints.  

In Harare, SWs presented that they were unable to meet some of the deadlines to deal 

with issues of CSE, as the constraints ranged from unavailability of transport to high 

caseloads. In his contribution, Shauna expressed that the barriers to practice were as 

a result of resources:  

I have seen resource constraints as the major 

obstacle in terms of delivering a perfect service to our 

clients. You can say if a child is ill or has been exposed 

to SE somewhere, it so difficult for me to carry my 

duties if I have resource constraints. And the issue of 

other stakeholders having little information in regard 

to who is doing what. I think that’s the challenge 

(Shauna). 

These views were echoed by Comfort who said: 

But you need to practice, but if there are no 

resources in-between you won’t do anything. 

You just have to be there to talk and talk and talk 

and talk things that you cannot do (Comfort). 

Likewise, Shindi reiterated the views of Shauna and Comfort by stating:  

Like apparently, we are supposed to be conducting 

maybe impromptu visits at such places like bars, beer 

gardens and the like but maybe due to resources we 

are not able to do that. I could not visit a child who was 

highly at risk of SE. I think that at the time it was 
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basically because of shortages in resources. I did not 

have a choice there was no transport (Shindi). 

There is clear evidence in the above extracts that the SWs feel that resources in 

Harare, include the provision of transport for SWs to go and carry out assessments. 

In all three extracts from Shindi, Comfort and Shauna’s display feelings of 

hopelessness with them indicating that as much as they want to protect children, 

resources constraints have hindered effective intervention. This was particularly noted 

when they used such phrases as “major obstacle”, “won’t do anything” and “could not 

visit” respectively.  

In order to demonstrate the desperation of SWs, Sisero another harare SW noted that 

despite SWs offering to use their cars to collect children from places where they are 

experiencing the exploitation, the social work organisation will not permit them to do. 

Sisero said: 

There is an issue of resources there are no resources.  

there are times when you can’t help a child in need 

even though you know what is within the policy even 

though you know exactly what you should do. 

Because if let’s say if a child dies there you are 

responsible, and you are answerable. So, whether I 

want to help a child or not, whether I have power to 

help the child or not there are times when you say 

here, I can go as far as this.  we are not even allowed 

to take the child in our cars, no matter how desperate 

the child is (Sisero). 

It has been fully explicated in the extract that resources constraints as highlighted by 

other SWs above, are negatively impacting on practice. There is also a sense of 

dejection in Sisero’s sentiments as evidenced by the language she is using throughout 

her narrative especially when she said, “I can go as far as this”. However, there is a 

part in Sisero’s extract where she is suggesting that regardless of the lack of 

resources, SWs remain responsible for acting when children are in danger. She further 

notes that SWs are accountable for whatever happens to a child who is at risk or “if a 
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child dies”. To demonstrate this, she uses the phrase “you are responsible”, and “you 

are answerable”. 

Interestingly, views of resources being inhibitors to practice were echoed by London 

SWs. Some of the SWs underscored that local authorities were going through a phase 

of experiencing financial constraints due to government cuts to resource allocations. 

For example, Solo, who is a manager in one of the social work departments in London 

said: 

some of the recommendations … have been refused 

based on resources, finances. Local authorities are 

under very difficult times at the moment in terms of 

costing and saving resources. Often, we have to fill 

the gaps (Solo). 

The same sentiments were echoed by Dele another London SW who noted that: 

Previously it was ok, but these days in order to 

safeguard or minimise risk to some of the young 

people have been refused, because it’s based on 

resources (Dele). 

Another London SW Viena supported this view but noted that cuts had also 

affected families. Viena said: 

Also, you know cuts have affected our budgets as 

teams and we are no longer doing some of the things 

we used to do. Not only that cuts have affected 

families. I think it stems from cuts. they have affected 

and people are having to move out of London in order 

to get affordable accommodation. So, that movement 

can cause problems in tracking children who on our 

radar (Viena). 

There is evidence from the above extracts that the three SWs feel that government 

cuts are having a bearing on social work services and due to this, SWs in London are 

compromising the protection and safety of children. However, whilst local authorities 

may be under strict budgets, Solo’s statement, “we have to fill the gaps”, portrays that 
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she believes that SWs still hold attitudes and aspirations of helping children ensuring 

that they are protected. Dele concurs with Solo and Viena in that SWs are screening 

out some cases that would have been previously considered major child protection 

issues. To evidence this they have used terms such “have been refused” and “no 

longer doing some of the things”. Meanwhile, Viena feels that the impact of austerity 

measures has been twofold. Firstly, she feels that this has affected their practice and 

secondly, it has affected families who some have moved from London to places where 

they can afford a cheaper life. There is a strong sense in Viena’s extract that these 

movements have made SW’s lose track of those children who were at significant risk 

of CSE.  

Views from SWs in this section have clearly demonstrated that lack of adequate 

resources was having a major impact on SW’s practice thereby compromising the 

protection of children. The noted differences were that some Harare SWs focused on 

provision of transport whilst those in London focused on government cuts. Whilst 

Harare SWs indicated that they are not allowed to use other options to help/support 

children, London SW’s indicated that they can still navigate through these problems 

and manage to support children by them “feeling the gaps”. 

7.5 Impact of high caseloads  

As highlighted before, Chapter 2 indicated that the issue of high caseloads in both 

Zimbabwe and the UK was impacting negatively on social work practice thereby 

compromising the protection of children. This problem according to the literature 

reviewed was as a result of financial constraints. In the UK it was associated with the 

austerity measures and in Zimbabwe it was associated with the continued economic 

decline. During interviews, this theme emerged from both London and Harare SWs. 

Besides resource restrictions, SWs in Harare and London expressed that high 

caseloads and deadlines were causing conflict in practice. Maita, a Harare SW, in his 

narration said:  

but a lot of conflict SWs have, is from the pressure of 

work and high caseloads. 14 days to prepare a report 

is not enough. You need to work within 3 days. So, we 

are seeing a lot of anomalies in terms of people not 
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genuinely being able to meet the policy deadlines or 

frameworks (Maita). 

Chiri echoed Maita’s sentiments but further suggested that high caseloads were 

caused by inadequate staffing. In his account, Chiri said: 

The caseloads are too high due to the number of SWs. 

The whole of Zimbabwe has about 300 SWs working 

with children. High caseloads just bring the conflict. 

The intention might be good but no manpower to 

execute (Chiri). 

Both extracts clearly highlight that the two SWs acknowledge that high caseloads are 

compromising effective social work practice with children at risk of SE. More so, there 

is indication in Maita’s extract that there is conflict between the ethos of social work 

practice due to high caseloads and pressure to meet deadlines. Chiri’s sentiments 

reinforce Maita’s view as he also highlighted the issue of conflict between protecting 

children and high caseloads. There is a sense in Chiri’s statement that the impact of 

high caseloads is a national issue and is exacerbated by a shortage of SWs in the 

country. Chiri also brings to light that the intention and will to protect children is still 

there as noted in his statement “intention might be good”. 

Equally, SWs in London expressed similar notions as those from Harare SWs. They 

noted that the issue of high caseloads was contrary to effective monitoring and 

attending to cases of CSE. In response to my question Mercy stated that: 

The conflicts are that I’ve got too many cases and too 

many children and families are in trouble. You’ve got 

timescales. There is always going to be a balance in 

priorities and there’s always going to be one winner. 

But in a way without those confines it can lead to a 

drift in cases, it’s always the case (Mercy). 

In a similar context, Viena echoed Mercy’s views: 

High caseloads, I think it impacts heavily, because we 

know what we are supposed to be doing. I think we 

also need to do direct work with families, but we are 
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so into our procedures and our caseloads making sure 

that our records are up to date. We forget our families 

and that relationship that we are supposed to build 

with them (Viena). 

Another London SW, Yellowtree, also echoed the above sentiments:  

It’s an issue of caseloads because when it comes to 

child protection it can be high. It can drag, depending 

on the case proceedings in court (Yellowtree). 

The above extracts from London SWs clearly and distinctly show that high caseloads, 

like those in Harare, are negatively impacting on the protection of children from CSE. 

Mercy feels that priority is no longer given to the protection of children, but instead 

managers want to see caseloads completed. Taking the cue from Mercy’s statement, 

“there’s always going to be one winner”, shows that Mercy believes that children’s 

protection and safety is being compromised whilst focus is diverted to meeting 

“timescales”. However, in her last statement she seems to realise that emphasis on 

timescales is relevant as this will ensure that cases are not misplaced or delayed.  

Meanwhile, Viena creates the impression that besides high caseloads impacting on 

their practice, SWs still understand that there is a need to protect children. However, 

she suggests SWs are focusing more on procedures and ensuring cases are 

completed in the process compromising the support they are supposed to render to 

children and families. On the other hand, Yellowtree whilst concurring with Mercy and 

Viena, she noted that an increase in pressure also comes from cases that are taken 

to court and may take a while before the outcome is pronounced. In a sense, Viena 

was showing that whilst one is working on court cases, the caseload will be building 

up.  

In this section, both Harare and London SWs have indicated that targets and high 

caseloads are causing barriers to effective practice. An outstanding point that emerged 

from Harare SWs was the issue of staff ratio, and it was established from their 

narratives that only 300 SWs were working with children in the whole country.  
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7.6 Chapter Conclusion 

Findings in this chapter have demonstrated that there is a consensus between London 

and Harare in that they feel the age of SC has negative consequences on practice. 

Evidence from London and Harare SWs’ excerpts noted some commonalities in that 

children may consider themselves mature enough to have sexual relationships with 

adults. SW’s from Harare demonstrated that it can be difficult to protect children who 

are within the ages of SC as some children tend not to disclose their actual ages. This 

means children may give ages which are above their actual ages. It was noted that, in 

Harare, children have used this to manipulate the system. Meanwhile, in London, the 

SWs I interviewed brought a sense that practitioners and society assume that children 

who are within the teenage group are mature enough and can protect themselves from 

CSE.  

The Chapter has also noted that some SWs in Harare felt that the Children’s Act 2002 

conflicts with other legislation and policies, and a lack of having comprehensive 

policies and legislation around CSE was further complicating practice. An 

understanding that was drawn from SWs’ narratives was that they wanted all children’s 

policies to have universal common age specifications. It has emerged in this chapter 

that in Harare, a plural legal system and the use of customary law by traditional chiefs 

are in a way encouraging CSE. It was clear from SWs’ excerpts that they are struggling 

to navigate in a climate where two parallel legal systems operate. Meanwhile, it was 

evident in this Chapter that London SWs did not discuss customary law and its 

impediments to practice since there is no customary law in the UK. 

An outstanding feature in this chapter was that those who are supposed to enforce 

legislation and policy in Zimbabwe, still hold beliefs that are entrenched in customary 

law and cultural practice. This was noted to be a deterrent to the implementation of 

common law and creates gaps in the legal system that allow children to continue to be 

sexually exploited. Meanwhile, the chapter has demonstrated that some SWs in 

Harare were advocating for changes in the legal system. Nevertheless, it was noted 

that some SWs are still entrenched in customary law and culture.  

The other factor that has emerged from this chapter is that SWs in Harare had a 

general feeling that reforms to customary law would improve their practice, as they 

would be able to tackle cases of CSE without barriers from entrenched cultural and 
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historical beliefs. Issues of high caseloads and a lack of resources also emerged in 

both Harare and London. An outstanding point that emerged from Harare SWs was 

the issue of staff ratio and it was established from their narratives that only 300 SWs 

were working with children in the whole country. Meanwhile, London SWs indicated 

that emphasis was on targets and deadlines and this was in a way compromising the 

protection of children. The next chapter will be the discussion and conclusion chapter. 
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                                           Chapter 8 

                        Conclusion and Recommendations 

8.0 Introduction  

This thesis investigated how social workers interpret and understand CSE in two 

capital cities – London in the UK and Harare in Zimbabwe – providing original focus 

on a ‘developed’ and a ‘developing’ country context. This final chapter summarises the 

experiences of SWs and key points, themes and findings of the research in conjunction 

with the aims of the study as well as offering analysis of the key themes and findings 

emerging out of data generated for this study. This chapter concludes this study by 

revisiting the main objectives, as detailed in Chapter 3, which set out to explore:  

• How do SWs in Harare and London interpret, understand, and apply CSE 

policies and legislation? 

• What gendered notions affect understandings of CSE in the two cities?  

• How do SWs’ understandings, interpretations and gendered notions affect their 

implementation of CSE policies and legislation to practice in Harare and 

London?  

As noted in the methodology chapter, this study employed an interpretative 

phenomenology approach, with a comparative element between two cities - Harare 

and London. The collection of data was through semi-structured interviews with a total 

of 30 SWs, equally split between London and Harare.  I applied a thematic approach 

to the data analysis of this study as detailed in chapter 3. As shown in the literature 

review and findings respectively, CSE is a complex issue which has impacted on the 

lives of children and professionals which still requires further study to effectively 

protect children. My argument, drawing on the phenomenological approach, is that 

individual SWs share various interpretations in accordance with their world view. 

Within this thesis I argued that for effective interventions and protection of children 

from SE to exist, more investment into post qualifying social work continuing 

professional development (CPD) is required. Moreover, further research on this topic 

could bring additional knowledge and enhance SWs skills. 

The research has unpacked complex issues that SWs encounter during their 

intervention with children, such as culture and the plural legal system found in 

Zimbabwe, which seem to encourage CSE. In addition, the chapter identifies 
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recommendations that arise from this study and suggested areas for further research. 

Meanwhile, the study has provided coherent individual messages from Harare and 

London SWs. My method allowed for multi-meanings of perceptions of events, which 

may differ depending upon both the individual involved and the context of each 

experience.  The three themes that emerged as significant and an original contribution 

to Knowledge are:  

• Social workers different interpretations of the definition of sexual exploitation of 

children. 

• Societal cultural aspects and their negative impact to the prevention of children 

from sexual exploitation.   

• The impact of the plural legal system in Zimbabwe to social work practice and 

protection of children from CSE (Harare).  

Despite the study having acknowledged the above three original contribution themes, 

this chapter will highlight some of the themes that also emerged during data analysis. 

Although some of these themes have already been cited in other studies continue to 

be problematic in social work practice in the area of protecting children from SE. Some 

of the issues that emerged require more government intervention for effective 

transformation and change to take place. 

8.1 Definition of CSE 

What was apparent within the data was that there was a lack of uniformity on how 

individual SWs in Harare and London understand and interpret the definition of CSE 

despite SWs sometimes working within the same organisations. This was evident in 

their responses that were punctuated by divergent views and interpretations of 

definitions utilised within Zimbabwe and the UK. This resonates with literature which 

has indicated that most studies and researchers such as Allnock et al (2017), Taylor 

(2019), Brodie et al (2016) and Hallett (2017) have mainly cited debates around a lack 

of an agreed universal definition for CSE. Indeed, the literature review has indicated 

that different nation states including organisations and international bodies such as 

the UNCRC, the Council of Europe and the African Charter all share different 

definitions of CSE. As far as evidence from this research is concerned, a key 

consideration is that there is still lack of in-depth studies regarding how individual SWs 

understand and interpret CSE.  
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This research noted that more studies and government reviews have focused on a 

universal approach to determine practitioner awareness of SE instead of exploring 

individual SWs’ understanding and interpretation of the definition. Hallett et al (2017) 

although in the main, referring to policy, noted that variances in the definition of CSE 

still exist and so no clear definition exists. She notes that this makes it challenging to 

the development of policy and practice. My study established that defining SE at an 

individual level as a SW, is a complex problem. Based on this, I suggest that more 

studies on SWs’ understanding and interpretation of CSE and how they apply this 

definition to practice are warranted and would create more insights into how individual 

SWs intervention is effectively reducing errors in tackling CSE.  

Through their descriptions and narratives drawn from their lived world experiences, 

some SWs from both locations exhibited confusion when asked to explain their 

understanding of the definition of CSE. Evidence from data showed that the term CSE 

can be interpreted and associated with a variety of situations or practices. Some of the 

examples, including the language used by SWs from both Harare and London, 

revealed a strong lack of a clear understanding of the definition of CSE as most of the 

explanations were either leaning towards the definition of sexual abuse or towards a 

certain gender. This was despite the fact that all the SWs who took part in this research 

had experiences of working with children and had in one way or the other been 

involved with cases of CSE. This mirrors Lovett et al (2018) and Heal and Gladman 

(2017) in the literature review who highlighted the complexity of the definition of CSE 

and that the terms CSE and CSA are often used interchangeably, and this may impact 

on practice or any professional who may misunderstand the two terms. It must be 

noted that although the UK definition for CSE was used for the purpose of this study, 

it does not mean that it can be comprehensively used as a global definition. 

8.1.1 Significance of sexualised physical contact 

To demonstrate the complexities in defining CSE, some SWs in this study from both 

Harare and London frequently described penetration, intercourse and fondling of 

private parts. Also, other SWs from both cities referred to force and rape to be major 

components of CSE. CSA and CSE can include legal classification of rape. Beckett et 

al (2017) expressed that the distinction between SE and other types of sexual abuse 

is the existence of some elements of exchange for the victim and the perpetrator or 
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person facilitating the exploitation. As seen in this study, some SWs never referenced 

to the exchange element but instead mainly focused on the theme of the significance 

of sexualised physical contact between males and any females. In line with Eaton 

(2017) data from this study indicated that in practice, the fine line between child sexual 

abuse, other forms of sexual violence and CSE is causing confusion resulting in some 

SWs failing to separate the two.  

8.1.2 Grooming 

Unlike London SWs, Harare SWs did not explicitly bring out the grooming notion in 

their definition of CSE although elements of grooming were cited during interviews. 

For example, Shauna referenced a young boy who had been taught by bigger boys to 

exploit other boys on the streets. Despite acknowledging manipulation and power 

imbalance, this particular SW, did not view this as grooming. One important aspect is 

that at the time of writing this thesis, there was no evidence from literature reviewed 

for Zimbabwe that grooming was a familiar term used in the country, a potential reason 

why SWs from Harare did not discuss grooming. I considered that lack of use and the 

absence of the terminology of grooming from both legislation and researchers in 

Zimbabwe might have impacted on the perceptions of Harare SWs. Whilst this study 

did not confirm the complete lack of this key concept in Zimbabwe, there is some 

indication that SWs lack the understanding of the concept of grooming for CSE. Fox 

(2016) describes how lack of awareness of grooming can have an adverse impact on 

both the young person and professionals who may normalise the abuse experienced 

through CSE. Therefore, the potential lack of SWs’ awareness of grooming in Harare 

is an important finding that has emerged from my study.  

8.1.3 Peer to peer abuse 

This study shows that some SWs in both Harare and London included peer-to-peer 

SE and power imbalances between children when giving the definition of CSE. Despite 

acknowledging peer to peer SE, the study noted that differences still emerged between 

what was expressed by Harare and London SWs on what pushes children into peer-

to-peer SE. The emphasis from Harare SWs although more aligned to SA was that 

children are victims of peer-to-peer SA, due to some wanting to experiment, as well 

as a curiosity for what they have learnt in school during their sex education lessons. 

This is consistent with Ward and Roger (2018) who in their review of abuse in 
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residential schools noted that peer to peer SE can be through sexual experimentation 

and there is a danger that professionals will view it as normal sexual experimentation.  

However, in London, the emphasis was on gangs and peer groups. Another difference 

was that in London SWs associated peer to peer SE with rewards as a sense of 

protection. Yet in Harare SWs did not point at rewards but instead highlighted threats 

to the victim delivered by the perpetrator to protect themselves. Data analysed for this 

study suggests that the general perception of Harare SWs is that when children accept 

gifts, they are deemed promiscuous by professionals and may not be seen as victims 

who require protection.  

8.1.4 Victim Blaming 

The findings revealed that some SWs from both Harare and London are still using 

victim blaming language when working with children. The interviews demonstrated that 

there is a nexus between how individual social SWs interpret CSE and their practice 

which is influenced by a culture which can be stereotypical, normalising, and 

stigmatising young people/children. I concur with Beckett et al (2017:24) who 

suggested that “attention should be paid to unhelpful stereotyping, harmful messages 

around blame and responsibility”. From the perspective of many of the SWs in this 

study, it is the children’s fault to end up in situations where they can easily be exploited 

by perpetrators. This was demonstrated by some SWs from both Harare and London 

who used such terms as “prostituted” and “prostitution” which indicated that some SWs 

still feel that children are to blame for their exploitation. The use of such negative labels 

was noted in Oxfordshire Serious Case Review where victims of CSE were being 

described by some professionals as “promiscuous, at risk of prostitution, out of control 

and certainly not viewed as victims of CSE” (Oxfordshire Safeguarding Children 

Board, 2015:33).  

More so the victims were seen as “putting themselves at risk”. Thus, the use of such 

language reveals lack of an in-depth understanding of CSE. This has resonance with 

the attitudes of SWs who were identified in the Rochdale Report in December 2013. 

In this report, children were not given enough protection by professionals as they were 

denoted as prostitutes and not victims of CSE (See RBSCB Overview Report 2013). 

Radford et al (2015) propose that professionals’ lack of awareness, understanding and 

recognition of SE, their lack of skills and training creates problems for practice. Whilst 
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the study does not in any way dismiss the issue that victim blaming language has 

existed over time in social work practice, my argument is that terms such as 

“prostituted” and “prostitution”, when used about children, are disempowering and 

culminate with the demonisation and blaming culture of children. I argue that using 

victim blaming language on children who are victims of CSE, transfers blame from the 

perpetrator to the victim.  

Yet, despite the revolution of language in social work, in recent years SWs who are 

supposed to protect children still use victim blaming language when looking at cases 

of CSE. It is important to note that approaches like these may compromise the 

confidence that children and families have on SWs. Such constructed lines of 

reasoning from professionals can give less attention towards the protection of boys 

(see Barnardo’s (2014) in the literature review chapter). Another important factor noted 

by this study which signalled to the language of blame, was that there was a clear 

sense in SWs contributions that they felt that children were engaging in CSE in order 

to get rewards. This was particularly noted in phrases such as “she will go she will do 

prostitution, she will go to sleep with men” from Tanya a London SW. All of the above 

sentiments contradict Beckett and Pearce (2017) (referred to in the literature review 

chapter) who noted that campaigns in the UK and internationally to stop the use of 

such terms as prostitution/prostitute on children, have been successful.  

Also, Webb et al (2017) demonstrated that more focus was now on making sure that 

the language used will not unwittingly cause children to be blamed or held responsible 

for their exploitation. The study having noted these important success stories, it raises 

many doubts about SWs and professionals who still hold such views of portraying 

children as commercial objects for sex. As noted by Pearce and Davidson (2019:54), 

prostitution is defined by existence of consent but where the involvement carries 

aspects of coerciveness, manipulation, or violence, “that definition is by definition 

abuse hence CSE conceptually distinct”. Nevertheless, despite the Serious Crime Act 

2015 changing the terminology from ‘child prostitution’ to CSE in the UK, revelations 

from this study concluded that some SWs within the UK social work systems are still 

using these negative expressions. In this way the study feel that this could be another 

area which needs more exploration as it appears that the issue of blame language still 

remains present within some SWs who work with children in both Harare and London.  
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8.1.5 ‘Transactional sex’  

Issues of ‘transactional sex’ and use of force were also discussed by SWs from both 

Harare and London in their interpretations of the definition of CSE. Similarities were 

found in areas of ‘transactional sex’ where SWs felt that perpetrators do not only use 

money but could also use other forms of transactions, such as drugs and love. This 

appear to support Mlyakado and Chi Mei Li (2018) in chapter 1, who noted that CSE 

will not only involve commercial activities but is likely to also happen through coercion 

and manipulation. Despite these issues having been discussed in many research 

studies, the findings from this study through data collected from Harare SWs 

demonstrate that it is difficult for SWs to effectively protect children from SE when 

working in an environment where there is incessant poverty, and this drives families 

and the wider society to unwittingly promote the exploitation. This concurs with Nkala, 

(2014) who proposed that incessant poverty in Zimbabwe has led to manipulation and 

coercion of children into ‘transactional sex’ exposing them to high risks of becoming 

victims to perpetrators.  

A distinct key consideration from data, indicated that some SWs from both Harare and 

London lacked an awareness of transactional sex as part of CSE since they did not 

discuss this in their definition neither did, they indicate this in the causes of SE. This 

can be particularly problematic to practice as some SWs may ignore cases where 

children are being exploited through transactional sex. 

8.1.6 Cross generational sex  

SWs from both cities in their definition of CSE raised the issue ‘cross-generational 

sex’. An outstanding feature was that SWs in London acknowledged that, despite 

having a comprehensive child protection system, acts of ‘cross-generational sex’ were 

still in existence. Although I argue that parents may not willingly push children into 

positions of CSE, debatably, data from Harare indicated that some parents were 

promoting CSE through cross-generational sex as parents were in need of the 

compensation they would get from perpetrators. One outstanding feature that 

emerged from the analysis of data was that SWs were cognisant of the fact that 
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children are forced and manipulated into sexual activity by adults or those with power. 

The use of the term cross-generational implied that SWs wanted to see this term 

explicitly spelt out in the definition of CSE.   

Wamoyi et al (2019) proposed that the transactional element in cross-generational 

relationships between older men and children/young persons under 18 has resulted in 

many scholars labelling it CSE. I concur with this notion and suggest that since 

manipulation, power differential and rewards are involved, indeed, this should be 

considered as SE of children. It is therefore necessary that this be explicitly spelt out 

in the official definitions too as this will empower social work to effectively intervene in 

cases of CSE. The absence of the term ‘cross generational sex’ in the definition, 

means some SWs will not intervene in cases where children are being exploited 

through this route. 

8.1.7 The use of technology 

The most notable factor in this study was that from participants in both cities only one 

SW from Harare referred to the use of technology when giving the definition of CSE. 

When referencing to technology, the SW indicated how children can be used in 

pornographic situations. It can be argued that although the UK government guidance 

on CSE includes situations where a child or young person can be taken advantage of 

via technology or through perpetrators posting, copying or creating images on social 

media, some London SWs in this study did not view this as involving pornographic 

situations. This is despite the UK definition of CSE specifying that CSE may occur 

through nonphysical contact or through technology.  

Evidence from this study shows that there is still a gap in social work knowledge in 

both Harare and London regarding technology as a channel that can be used for 

purposes of sexually exploiting children. A lack of knowledge in such areas will mean 

that effective social work intervention will be compromised therefore children will 

continue to be exploited through these channels. An interesting observation on the 

topic of the definition of CSE was that only two SWs felt definitions did not protect 

children or young people. Evidence from the study indicated that these SWs feel that 

more emphasis was placed on definitions rather than the actual protection of children 

for SE. The research found that effective protective responses and strategies are 

required instead of merely impressing on definitions. In view of this, the study 
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suggested that SWs should place their emphasis on both the application of the 

definition of CSE in practice and other tools that reinforce their practice in order to 

have an effective protection system that works. It is important to understand that 

there is a link between definitions and consistency in practice.  

8.2 Cultural Aspects  

One of the major themes and new learning drawn from this study was about the 

societal cultural aspects and their negative impact to the prevention of children from 

CSE. These included forced marriages, child marriages, religion and other cultural 

practices. These aspects shall be discussed in this section alongside evidence 

gathered from the study. The accounts of the participants in this research have 

provided important insights into how cultural practices are impacting on the 

effectiveness of social work intervention in children who are at risk or have been 

sexually exploited. Arguably, “culture influences the way in which people” see the 

world and how they act (Mathews, 2009:23). 

Although the majority of SWs in this study did not cite the issue of forced marriages, 

major differences were noted in that most SWs interviewed in London did not relate 

CSE to early and forced marriages. This seems to contradict Melrose and Pearce 

(2013) and Gutierrez and Chawla (2017) in the literature review chapter, who have 

acknowledged that there is an existence of forced marriages in the UK within certain 

sections of society. However, it could be because there is a Forced Marriage Unit in 

the UK government, SWs might have considered that the duty of protecting all sexually 

exploited children through marriage are undertaken by this agency.  

More so, there is a possibility that SWs who took part in this research did not consider 

forced marriage to be a part of CSE. If this is the case, then this is a direct contradiction 

to Berelowitz et al (2013) in the literature review chapter who cited that there are 

certain practices of forced marriages of young people in the UK that are considered to 

be a form of SE and have been incorporated into domestic violence and CA policies. 

There is also acknowledgement from research that in the UK forced marriages can 

push children to run away from home or go missing and they end up being at high risk 

of CSE (see Sharp-Jeffs, 2016). A further imported factor noted by this study was that 

London SWs did not discuss the subject of child marriage and religious practices 
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regardless of the fact that these are likely to spread as groups of people intermingle 

(Shafe and Hutchinson, 2014).  

This also contradicts CEOP (2013) Gohir (2013), Jay (2014) and Gill and Harrison 

(2015) who in their work have cited girls from certain sections of society in the UK 

having been subjected to CSE due to cultural norms. Like the views gathered from 

Harare SWs, issues of children in the UK not reporting such cases of CSE through 

culture and religion were noted in the literature review for London. Data analysed for 

this study suggests that there is a contradiction between research and SWs’ 

knowledge about the impact of religion and culture to practice. I therefore argue that 

London SWs who participated in this study could be viewing child marriages through 

culture and religion as a form of child abuse but not CSE. This study did not consider 

the influence of the media but there is a possibility that these London SWs may have 

been influenced by media and literature which have often portrayed these kinds of 

abuses as sexual abuse.  

This again shows the fluidity of the definition of CSE and how SWs may experience 

difficulties trying to separate CSE from CSA. As seen in this study, failure by London 

SWs to raise issues of forced marriages, child marriages and religious practices 

potentially highlights a gap in practice. This means there is need for research to further 

interrogate this area to identify how SWs in London are managing to protect children 

from acts of cultural and religious practices that promote CSE.  

Contrary, the study showed that SWs in Harare were noticeably clear in their 

interpretations and alluded that forced marriages were encouraging CSE. The noted 

gaps that came up as a result of such practices included the inability by Harare SWs 

to effectively protect children from SE in situations where parents were involved in 

promoting the exploitation by way of forced marriages. One Harare SW Chenzira in 

cementing this notion stated that “the profession of social work becomes 

compromised”. Despite being unable to legally consent, it was clear that children’s 

consent and choices were not sought. Evidence from social SWs in Harare confirmed 

that there are inadequate safeguarding practices in place to protect children from 

these negative cultural practices.  

The study noted that there was a connection between culture and forced marriages. 

In particular the study noted that such practices as religious and cultural practices were 
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translated by Harare SWs as some of the major causes of CSE. Although Harare SWs 

acknowledged that there are other cultural and religious practices which can promote 

CSE, they suggested that there were certain harmful practices which were 

synonymous with Zimbabwe. Some of the examples were Chiramu (a brother/sister-

in-law can sexually touch and indecently assault his/her young and unmarried 

sister/brother-in-law, under the guise of and in the confidence that he/she too is his/her 

husband/wife) and Kuripa Ngozi (appeasing avenging spirits through cultural practice 

by giving a young girl to the family of those whom her family murdered) in both 

circumstances, a female child is manipulated and enticed into submission. As noted 

in chapter 1, this is CSE embedded in cultural practice.  

Many cases of children who are sexually exploited/abused under these circumstances 

have gone unreported (Muronda, 1989). This emerged in this study and SWs 

suggested that society and those in government seemed to subtly promote such 

harmful practices and this impacts on social work intervention. In supporting this idea, 

one Harare SW Maita, indicated that “there was a lot of conformity in terms of our 

culture. People don’t have to expose these things they are taboo”. According to Maita 

reporting incidents of CSE destroys the family image. Bowman and Brundige (2014) 

suggest that allowing such practices to continue will become a risk factor in its own 

right. Although the Zimbabwe society, and associated social work practices have 

strong emphasis on promoting the ethos of ‘Ubuntu’, evidence from participants in this 

study shows that there are still facing impediments on their quest to promote and 

achieve the ideals of ‘Ubuntu’ in a way that can promote the protection of children from 

any forms of CSE.  This resonates with Dziro (2013) in chapter 1 who suggest that 

there is always conflict between social work and local traditional cultural values.  

8.2.1 Begging 

The study noted that some researchers such as Mohyuddin and Hafeez (2014) have 

cited the connection between begging and CSE. However, a finding from this study 

was that due to poverty parents in Harare had become so desperate that they were 

negotiating with perpetrators to have payments for the abuse of their child. In such 

situations, SWs highlighted that it will be difficult to protect children. The study 

demonstrated that the impact of poverty had resulted in parents/guardians negating 

the principles of ‘Ubuntu’ by not protecting their children from CSE. The ‘Ubuntu’ 
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philosophy notes that violations of human rights, even of one person, should be a 

matter of concern for the entire community (Ndondo, 2016). I argue that if prevention 

of CSE is to be effective, awareness of human rights to such societies is required, and 

for it to be accepted, it should be done in a cultural context. 

8.3 Plural legal system-Zimbabwe 

Alongside religion and cultural practices, a major theme of the plural legal system and 

its impact on social work practice and intervention on CSE emerged. Data from the 

study suggested that there was a link between the customary law and cultural 

practices. What was different was that London SWs did not discuss about customary 

law. This was because the UK does not have a plural legal system. Due to these 

differences, the thesis concluded that this was a major contribution from this study. 

For Harare, a major problem was emanating from the plural legislative system where 

the common law was cited to be running alongside the customary law. What emerged 

from SWs was that they were struggling to navigate their practice in a climate where 

there are two parallel legal systems. Customary law was noted as inhibiting and 

limiting effective CSE social work intervention.  

What emerged from data in this study is that customary law, with its weaknesses, has 

managed to continue to run alongside the common law unabated, promoting 

discriminatory practices which reinforce power imbalances whilst negatively 

oppressing females. An important point drawn from data was that the customary law 

does not have age specifications regarding what constitutes a child. Secondly, the 

customary law in essence, does not criminalise sexual offenses committed by adults 

against children. Thirdly, in any sexual offence committed by an adult resulting in 

pregnancy, the perpetrator would be requested to pay compensation through the 

customary court or negotiate with the family. Data from the study indicated that through 

customary law, a girl at any age can be forced into marrying an adult male. This 

contrasts a report by UNICEF (2020) that has acknowledged that a large number of 

countries have embraced some legal and policy frameworks that call for an end to 

CSE through forced marriages. In 2016, the Constitutional Court of Zimbabwe 

outlawed child marriages.  

In addition, in 2016 Zimbabwe developed a National Action Plan to end Child Marriage. 

However, evidence from this study suggest that despite these proposals and for as 
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long as the customary law is still effectively operational, practice will remain flawed. 

Evidence from Harare SWs indicated that those who are supposed to enforce 

children’s legislation and policies are also custodians of the beliefs that are entrenched 

in customary law and cultural practice. Furthermore, discussions with SWs indicated 

that some of the SWs in Harare were strongly attached to cultural practices and 

therefore found it difficult to challenge the customary law. Data analysed for this thesis 

reinforces Nhapi and Mathende (2017) in Chapter 2 who expressed that traditional 

leaders and judges in customary law courts can cause critical challenges to practice.  

Another revelation from data indicated that the failings in the plural legal system is that 

there are no custodial sentences through the customary law thereby allowing 

perpetrators to continue to manipulate the common law, avoiding prohibitive and 

punitive measures. On the question of improving customary law, the SWs strongly felt 

the gaps within the two legal system were allowing children to continue to be sexually 

exploited and therefore, there was a need to amalgamate/consolidate the two laws 

(the common law and the customary law) in order to have a single legal system which 

is effective and removes contradictions. A strong message from these SWs was that 

the customary law must be reviewed or be removed completely if SWs are to be 

empowered and be able to protect children from CSE. Evidence from data indicated 

that the problem was further compounded by different agencies using different pieces 

of legislation and policies.  

This supports Musiwa (2018) who indicates that the problem is further compounded 

by a system that has numerous child protection policies which lack uniformity and have 

little impact. Therefore, different agencies can decide to either use the customary law 

or the common law. In view of this, I suggest that importance should be placed on 

trying to bring policies and legislation that do not oppress and promote CSE. SWs 

should maintain their role of advocacy in order to bring change to social work practice. 

This means that SWs in Harare should challenge systems that seem to negatively 

impact on children’s rights and protection (Dalrymple and Boylan, 2013). SWs in this 

study have emphasised that besides having the customary law in place, there is still a 

lack of implementation of policies to practice. This supports Mantula and Salojee 

(2016) who indicated that the Zimbabwean government has embraced several child 

protection policies, legislation and programmes that promote children’s rights and 

protection, but there is evidence that implementation is ineffective.  
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Similarly, the African Child Policy Forum (2013) describe Zimbabwe as weak in its 

performance on both international and national laws and policies designed for the 

protection of children. Evidence drawn from SWs testimonies highlight that for as long 

as the customary law continue to be permitted to operate in Zimbabwe, the protection 

of children from SE will remain compromised. The study noted that society did not 

value social work practice and the intervention of SWs in cases considered to be 

cultural was underrated. Society instead preferred to have their cases addressed 

through the customary law courts. 

8.4 Different perceptions on the causes of CSE 

Notwithstanding that a lot of research has been conducted around causes of CSE, the 

findings in this study observed that different SWs had different views regarding the 

causes. This provides new insights into why there are different approaches from 

individual SWs on the way they tackle CSE. However, there were areas of 

commonality from both Harare and London SWs. For example, the issue of poverty 

ran throughout the causes chapter. An outstanding factor that emerged was that most 

children were experiencing CSE at the intersection of, for example, children and 

begging.  

SWs from both Harare and London through their narratives considered poverty as one 

of the major causes of CSE and it pushes children into SE in different ways. Mekinc 

and Music (2015) highlighted that those who sexually exploit children look for control 

over children and they use manipulation, and this becomes easy in situations where 

poverty exists. The sense taken from SWs narrations was that poverty underlined a 

lack of alternatives leaving children in situations where perpetrators would take 

advantage of them. This echoes Pearce (2013) and Dodsworth (2013) in the literature 

review chapter who noted that poverty can leave some children more vulnerable.  

8.4.1 Poor attachment 

Discussions with London SWs suggested that although poor attachment was another 

push factor to CSE, poverty still remained the underlying factor as families were no 

longer spending time with their children due to devoting long hours to their busy work 

schedules. Although it has been argued that children who do not spend more time with 

their parents can still experience good attachments, collected data for this study 

indicated that poverty forces some children to go into work resulting in less time for 
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them to develop positive attachments with their parents at home. The SWs felt that 

children may feel unloved by their parents and therefore seek love elsewhere, thereby 

ending in positions where they can be sexually exploited. 

Whilst the issue of poverty and poor attachments were discussed in London, this was 

not raised by Harare SWs. This is probably because some SWs from Harare cited 

situations where parents accompany their children to places of begging. Again, the 

study noted that Indeed, discussions with SWs in chapter 5 reveal that more support 

is needed for children living in poverty as this will reduce the number of hours their 

parents or the children themselves spent in work. This creates more time for families 

to be together hence creating health attachments between the children and their 

parents. Furthermore, Dagon and Wray (2014) imply that children who are removed 

from their peers and regular routines, are at high risk of creating attachments with 

adults and this leaves them extremely vulnerable.  

8.4.2 Blaming parents. 

Findings in this study revealed that there were some undertones of blaming parents, 

or a lack of understanding for why, as result of poverty, parents may intentionally push 

their children into exploitation. One such example is when one SW from Harare 

discussed how poverty is pushing families to sleep in one room with their children and 

due to this, children watch their parents having their sexual activities. The SW felt that 

after watching such activities children would want to experiment and therefore end up 

in the hands of exploiters. Although watching sexual activities is in itself CSA, SWs 

should consider that at times parents are pushed by circumstances such as poverty 

to act in certain ways that may appear as if they are not willing to protect their children. 

Hallett (2013:133) explained that some participants in her research expressed that 

“parents may be stretched by many responsibilities and lack support themselves and 

as a result unable to monitor their children effectively”. 

The study revealed that some SWs from both Harare and London also noted that there 

was an element of permissibility for children who beg. London SWs were not explicit 

about how children were sexually exploited through begging but noted that parents 

may allow this to take place due to unemployment.  
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8.4.3 The notion of ‘constrained choices’ 

The study found that due to poverty, parents lose their protective influence whilst the 

child loses their autonomy and choice. This means the child will end up complying with 

the exploitation as a way of serving their family from further hardships. For example, 

Tondido a Harare SW explained that parents “are working with potential clients to 

sleep with their children for a meal”. This resonates with Mushowe (2018:8) quoted 

referring to the situation in Zimbabwe, “it is common to have some of the children being 

put out for prostitution by their own parents in order to bring some income for the family 

to survive or to sustain the parents’ alcohol and drug addictions problems”. In my 

study, it was discovered that the involvement of the family in such types of organised 

CSE can be difficult to trace. This supports Mushowe (2018:8) who notes that it is 

difficult to get evidence of the exploitation facilitated by families because of the 

“underground nature of the practice”. By placing significance on the involvement of 

families in acts of CSE, the government and authorities may pay more attention to 

issues of poverty in order to support the struggling families and to enable them to have 

open discussions with SWs. 

8.4.4 Income specific Policies 

On whether CSE policies where low or no income specific, the study noted that some 

SWs from both Harare and London in their interpretation expressed that the 

interpretation of policies were social class specific whilst others expressed that they 

were generic. From the analysis, the study noted that SWs lacked confidence due to 

power differential. For instance, some SWs suggested that when dealing with affluent 

people they would stand back but when working with low-income families they will 

ensure they are in control of everything. For example, when discussing with SWs in 

chapter 6, a Harare SW indicated that he felt that influential members of society were 

not affected by policies and the police are not keen to investigate cases that involve 

influential people or their children. A London SW Ziva indicated that when SWs are 

dealing with affluent people, “we tend to stand back”. She noted that when SW are 

involved with those from poor backgrounds, “we are more sort full on”.  

The testimonies of SWs in this study seem to coincide Bernard and Greenwood (2019) 

who suggest that SWs encounter challenges when working with affluent families. The 

implication of such practice could lead to gaps in the protection system leading to 
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children/young people continuing to be sexually exploited. Evidence from the study 

noted when SWs are not fully knowledgeable about some aspects of their practice, 

this will build an atmosphere of compliance whilst compromising their practice. Again, 

the study suggest that SWs must understand that CSE policies and legislation are not 

constructed under class lines, but they cover all children regardless of their status in 

society.  

8.4.5 Age specific Policies 

The study noted that SWs continued to share different interpretations about their 

perceptions regarding policy and practice. Despite some SWs acknowledging that 

CSE policies and legislation are not age specific, the study noted that individual SWs 

from both Harare and London appeared to view policies and legislation as age specific. 

An interesting finding in this study was that SWs indicated that different age 

specifications in various children’s policies and legislation were not only causing 

problems in practice but were being interpreted differently by individual SWs. Although 

this may seem to coincide with Pearce (2017) noting that the definition of CSE should 

align with other sexual offending legislation which put sexual offences and abuse into 

age categories, the emphasis from SWs in this study was that a common age range 

in all children’s policies/legislation including the age of sexual consent would give them 

confidence in applying policies/legislation to practice.  

An important factor which was observed by this study is that only one SW from London 

felt that CSE policies were age specific. There is a possibility that socio-cultural 

contexts can be playing a pivotal role in influencing Harare SWs’ interpretation of 

policies and legislation. As highlighted before, some policies such as the Zimbabwe 

Marriage Act 2002 seem not to protect girls.  

8.5 Practice and failings 

From the findings of my study, contributions from SWs from both Harare and London 

suggested that despite having awareness programs and adequate social work training 

in place, there were gaps in SWs’ knowledge regarding CSE and as a result this was 

negatively affecting the effectiveness of their intervention. Furthermore, some pointed 

out that they were unfamiliar with CSE policies and legislation but emphasis within 

their workplaces was on targets rather than training. Meanwhile, the issue of budgets 
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was identified as a major constraint to practice in Harare. A description from Harare 

SWs aligned with Nyamanhindi (2014), as they indicated that they lacked    knowledge 

of CSE and did not feel supported by their agencies to be on the alert.  

For example, in chapter 6 some SWs highlighted that they lacked training whilst others 

stated that they have to look for information without support. Evidence from data 

indicated that few SWs were privileged to have received CSE training. Although the 

study acknowledges that other researchers such as Nelson (2016), as seen in chapter 

1, have previously indicated that despite CSE being popular in media and professional 

discourses, progress on the protection of children is either stationary or on the retreat, 

therefore, renewed efforts on awareness are required.  The findings of this study 

indicated that there was still little progress in terms of SWs’ awareness regarding 

comprehensive knowledge of CSE. The study suggests that there is need for 

government and social work organisations to invest in social work awareness training 

programmes on CSE. 

8.6 Summary conclusion  

Taken together, the main findings of this study suggested that, although CSE is a 

global phenomenon, individual SWs still interpret, understand and define it differently. 

Clearly, through SWs’ narrations, this study has highlighted that some SWs from both 

London and Harare may still be struggling to separate CSA from CSE. It has also been 

identified that some SWs struggled to give the definition of CSE. Arguably, it can be 

asked how SWs are expected to understand CSE when they are unable to define it. 

This means individual SWs tackle CSE in accordance with how they understand and 

interpret it. The problem is that if social workers articulate these different 

interpretations of CSE, this weakens the intervention process as some cases of CSE 

may go unnoticed by SWs. This means SWs need to remove their personal views 

when looking at the definition of CSE but instead focus on the official definition in a 

more objective manner to avoid diverse multi-meanings. To some extent this did not 

surprise me as I encounter this in my day to day practice as a social worker and I have 

noticed that some social workers continue to struggle with defining CSE. 

Cultural and religious practices were noted as impeding on social work practice. These 

were particularly noted in data from Harare SWs. Although it could be difficult to 

change perceptions of society of cultural beliefs and practice, a number of channels 
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can be used in both Harare and London to conscientise society about the role they 

can take in order to fight against CSE. In Zimbabwe the Ministry of Child and Welfare, 

the nongovernmental organisations, women’s organisations and the media are some 

of the examples of the modes that can be used to campaign for children’s rights and 

protection. In the UK, despite having a lot of campaign programmes in place, more 

funding is required especially in local authorities for them to be able to continue 

promoting campaigns on children’s rights and to equip SWs with up-to-date training 

on child protection.  

For Harare, the results showed that customary law was not only legitimising gendered 

discriminations but also CSE. The assumption was that where there is legitimate 

customary law, challenges to effective social work CSE intervention can exist. It was 

evident that in mature child protection environments, SWs are likely to get more 

support in their practice. Therefore, cultural and societal norms in different 

geographical locations impact on social work intervention in CSE differently. Again, 

awareness programmes are needed, and these can be fulfilled through involving 

traditional leaders and families. These will enable SWs to build strong relationship with 

the communities they support. 

There is a strong recognition that SWs in both Harare and London still require 

continuous training and awareness of CSE if effective intervention is to be achieved. 

The findings noted that the issues of resources and high caseloads were raised in both 

Harare and London. The two, according to data, are connected and will adversely 

impact on good social work practice. SWs clearly demonstrated that this was affecting 

practice. In London, it was the issue of ‘cuts’ (austerity economic measures) which 

resulted in tight budgets and resources being trimmed. In Harare, the resource 

allocation was almost non-existent.  

The challenge is the difficulty for SWs to develop methods that are valid and useful in 

positions where there are resource constraints. Two things are likely to emerge: firstly, 

children’s protection is likely to be compromised, and secondly, staff despondency will 

develop, resulting in a lot of SWs leaving their jobs. Neither of these is good for the 

protection of children, therefore rates of CSE will probably continue to rise. I suggest 

here that allocation of resources and prioritising children’s welfare and protection is 

necessary. Effort is required from the government and local authorities to ensure that 
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resources are allocated to the protection of children from CSE as this is an area that 

is currently of great concern. It is evident from data in the findings chapter that where 

there is scarcity of resources, high caseloads exist. According to Ravalier and Boichat 

(2018:24), high caseloads clearly impact on workloads, and more social work staff are 

needed to help with this. 

8.7 Recommendations  

Over the course of the study, apparent disparities emerged, and these were impacting 

on SWs’ responses to CSE. Such discrepancies included a lack of SWs’ knowledge 

of the definition of CSE, a lack of clear understanding and interpreting policies and 

legislation, high caseloads, and clashes between customary law and common law. 

The overall conclusion was that social work managers need to support their staff by 

promoting more training programmes. Furthermore, managers should provide ongoing 

professional development in the area of protecting children below the age of 18. They 

should emphasise to SWs that children, regardless of gender, deserve protection. This 

means a more proactive approach through seminars and reflective practice will be 

more relevant. SWs should be involved in community awareness programmes and 

these will produce opportunities for them to create professional relationships with 

families.  

Another recommendation would be for managers, in collaboration with universities and 

trainers, to consider ongoing training for SWs and to highlight to them the importance 

of having an in-depth knowledge of policy and legislation. For Harare, emphasis 

should be placed on children’s policies and legislation within common law, and for 

SWs to be reminded to discard customary law during their practice. Meanwhile, due 

to its high population diversity, London SWs should be encouraged to have more 

learning opportunities about the surrounding communities. This will be achieved 

through community engagement programmes and will help them to understand the 

cultures and beliefs of the people they support. Lastly, I recommend that SWs be 

accorded the privilege to have open conversations about their experiences. The 

probable effect of this is that SWs will continue to develop in their understanding of 

CSE, policies and legislation.   
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8.8 Contribution to knowledge 

This type of phenomenological enquiry, with a comparative element seeking SWs’ 

understandings and interpretation of CSE between a developing and a developed 

country has, according to my knowledge, not previously been conducted in the UK or 

Zimbabwe. The study has offered the depth of SWs’ experiences and how they 

understand and interpret CSE. It has also provided their perceptions and 

conceptualisation of policies and legislation that intend to protect children from CSE in 

a comparative concept. There has been the opportunity to observe that SWs, 

regardless of where they are, may experience the same problems; in this respect, 

designing interventions and reviewing policies and legislation might benefit them.  

It was evident from SWs’ contributions, in particular in Harare, that policies and 

legislation currently in place are not effectively protecting children. There is much that 

is happening through culture in both Harare and London that still remains hidden to 

authorities, and awareness is required. However, culture appeared to have more 

impact on implementation in Harare than in London. The study produced knowledge 

about the relationship between customary and common law and how they give 

conflicting messages regarding the protection of children from CSE. Furthermore, it 

contributes to the body of literature on CSE in the UK and Zimbabwe, especially when 

looking at individual SWs’ perceptions and interpretations of CSE at an international, 

national, local and organisational level. This contribution is very important and adds 

value to future research. 

8.9 Further research 

Conducting comparative research has provided key insights into the way CSE is 

interpreted across a ‘developed’ and a ‘developing’ country. Other examples of 

comparative and empirical research on how SWs interpret and understand CSE was 

found to be lacking. As such, this thesis has thrown up many questions that require 

further investigation, particularly around cultural interpretations, and the use of 

definitions within contexts that have plural legal systems. It was noted that the SWs 

who participated in this research were from different countries, where one was a 

developing country and the other a developed and findings in this thesis can provide 

useful insights for future research. Further comparative research between ‘developed’ 
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and ‘developing’ countries is warranted if children are to be understood, listened to 

and protected from SE. 
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                                                APPENDICES: 

Appendix 1 

 

                Inclusion and Exclusion literature search  

Key-Search 

Terms 

Included in Search 

Terms  

Inclusion  Exclusion 

Sexual 

exploitation 

Abuse, prostitution, 

early-marriages, 

child-marriages, 

commercial sexual 

exploitation, child 

sex abuse, violence, 

forced marriage 

Children, Child, boys, 

girls, young-people 

and youth or 

minor/minors 

Man, men, 

woman, 

women 

adult/adults 

Policy  Legislation and law Children’s legislation/ 

policies, protection of 

girls’ legislation and 

policies 

Man/men, 

woman 

women, 

adult/adults 

Sexual 

exploitation of 

children. 

Children, Child, 

boys, girls, young-

people and youth or 

minor 

Child was any person 

under the age of 18 

Any person 

over the age of 

18 

Abuse and 

exploitation 

 Was considered to be 

an involvement of a 

child in a coerced 

relationship with any 

adult with the aim of 

receiving a reward or 

gift in the form of 

money. Other benefits 

included love, drugs, 

Sexual 

consent 

between 

adults, 

rewards 

between 

adults, love 

between 

adults, shelter 

between 
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alcohol, protection 

and shelter. 

adults, Drugs 

and alcohol 

between 

adults 

 

Studies and 

research 

 Research that was 

from 2000 to 2018 

was included in this 

research. However, 

the time frame was 

extended to the 

1980’s in order to 

include some 

historical policy 

developments 

Before 2000 

and those after 

2018. Only in 

exceptional 

cases was 

literature 

beyond these 

years used. 

Areas of focus  Development in 

policies and 

legislation, changes in 

practice, current 

issues of sexual 

exploitation of 

children. 

Non 

development 

in policies and 

legislation 

changes in 

practice.  

Language   English Non-English 

Search engines    

Breo beds 

Ebscohost, 

Google Scholar, 

Google, Social 

Care Online, 

Social Services 

Abstracts, 

Discover Beds 
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Appendix 2   Participant INFORMATION SHEET 

                                                                                                     

 

                                                                                                           Institute of 

Applied Social Research 

 

 

A comparative study of the prevention of child sexual exploitation: A case 

study of Harare (Zimbabwe) and London (United Kingdom). 

My name is Nathan Jera and I am a PhD research student studying at the University 

of Bedfordshire, with the Institute of Applied Social Research (IASR). As a professional 

who may be working with sexually exploited children, you are being kindly requested 

to participate in this research study. Your organisation is aware of this study, but it 

does not compel you to participate in this research. Before you decide it is important 

for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please 

take time to read the following information carefully. Please do not hesitate to ask me 

if there is anything that you do not understand or would require further information. 

 

What is this study about? 

I am carrying out a research to find out whether policy and practice are effectively 

having an impact on reducing sexual exploitation of children in Harare (Zimbabwe) 

and London (UK).  The main questions being explored by this study are: 

(1) What are the social policies that intend to protect children from child sexual 

exploitation in Harare and London?   

(2) Do social workers effectively understand and implement these policies? 

 

How the research will be conducted 

You will be requested to take part in a face to face interview which will last for between 

40-90 minutes. Before the start of the interview I will seek your permission to record 

data which will later be analysed for the research thesis. Our discussion will be 

captured by the use of a Dictaphone to help me accurately capture your insights in 

your own words. The Dictaphone will only be heard by me for the purpose of this study. 

If you feel uncomfortable with the recorder, I can record the conversation by taking 

written notes. If we do use the recorder, you may ask that it be turned off at any time. 

If there are any questions that may need clarification or follow up, you may request a 

meeting with me at your convenience.  You are free to decline to answer any questions 

you do not wish to answer.  
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Voluntary participation 

Please note that participation is voluntary. You may decide to stop being a part of the 

research study at any time without explanation. You have the right to ask that any data 

you have supplied to that point or before the end of 2015 be withdrawn and be 

destroyed. Please note that I anticipate completing the writing up of the thesis by the 

end of 2015 and no data can be withdrawn after this date.  

 

How your data will be kept and confidentiality 

It is intended that all study records shall remain confidential. However, absolute 

confidentiality may not be guaranteed if a child is noted to be in danger of significant 

harm during the study. In this unlikely situation, confidentiality may be broken, and 

relevant authorities will be notified. I will use Pseudonyms (not real names) throughout 

the study. No individual identities will be used in any reports or publications resulting 

from the study. However, details about the functions and type of organization may be 

published. All information will be kept in folders on my laptop/computer which can be 

accessed through a password only known to me. All data will only be viewed by me 

and my supervisor overseeing the study prior to publication of the final thesis.  Paper 

files shall be kept under lock and key in a metal cabinet.  

 

Benefits of the study 

Please note that there will be no financial benefits in taking part in this study nor shall 

you be asked to pay for your participation.  

 

Dissemination of the study at the end of the study 

Research findings will be written up within a final PhD thesis. Other outputs might 

include academic journals, published books, conferences, workshops and seminars in 

the UK and Zimbabwe. It is also anticipated that a short summary of the findings will 

be available for websites.  

 

For Information Regarding Any Emotional or Psychological Stress 

Due to the nature and sensitivity of the topic, questions arising from this interview may 

affect you. I will provide you with a list of counselling organisations that may help you. 

 

For Further information 

If you have further questions regarding this research, you may contact me on my email 

address (nathan.jera@study.beds.ac.uk). Also, should  you have further queries, 

questions or complaints about how this research is being conducted,  please contact 

Doctor Giannandrea Poesio, Acting Head of the Research Graduate School on, 

Telephone 01582 743473 or email  giannandrea.poesio@beds.ac.uk.  

 

Thank you for taking time to read the contents of this letter. Please note that there are 

two copies of the informed consent agreement form. If you agree to participate, please 

sign both copies of the Informed Consent Agreement Form to show your consent 
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and hand it back to me. You are free to retain the information sheet and a copy of the 

signed consent form. 
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APPENDIX 3 

Consent Agreement 

I ………………. give my consent to participate in an interview with Nathan Jera PhD 

student with University of Bedfordshire regarding a research in Child Sexual 

Exploitation. I have read and understood the details of this study and I wish to 

participate. I am not removing or waiving any of my legal rights by signing this form. 

My signature below indicates my consent. I understand what my participation will entail 

and any questions arising have been answered to my satisfaction. I also understand 

that all information obtained will be confidential and will only be kept safely by the 

researcher.  

I have been supplied with Contact information in case I wish to raise any concerns. 

 

Signature                                               Date   

    

Participant  

 

Signature                                                 Date     

 

Researcher 
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APPENDIX 4 

 

  

Social Services  

Harare 

Zimbabwe  

 

16/02/2015 

  

Dear  

  

  
I am a PhD student with the Institute of Applied Social Research at the University of 

Bedfordshire, undertaking a comparative research study on the prevention of child 

sexual exploitation: A case study of Harare (Zimbabwe) and London (United 

Kingdom).  

 

I am writing to ask if it would be possible to interview your social workers for the 

purpose of this study, as your organisation may be working with children who have 

been sexually exploited and abused. As a manager, you are being requested to 

identify potential participants and seek initial consent from them to enable me to 

approach them. I have attached a copy of the information sheet of the study which 

contains detailed information of my proposed research for potential participants. It is 

my hope that I will begin data collection by the end of March 2014.  Copies of the 

research findings will be sent to you at your request. You have a right to withdraw your 

permission at any time without obligation.   
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Each interview is anticipated to take no more than 90 minutes.  Participants are free 

to choose a quiet place on your premises, convenient to them, for the study to be 

conducted. Should interviews take place within working hours, I will endeavour to keep 

the disruption of your working day to an absolute minimum. 

 

I hope to have the pleasure of working together with you on this research and hope 

that the attached information about the research will be of interest to you. If it is helpful 

for me to come to visit you to discuss any aspect of this, please do let me know.  Please 

feel free to contact me if you have any queries.  Alternatively, you may wish to contact 

my supervisor, Dr Patricia Hynes on telephone number 01234 400400. 

If you are willing to be involved, would you please sign the form below to acknowledge 

that you have read the explanatory statement, you understand the nature of the study 

being conducted and the risks and likely benefits of participation in this study, and you 

give permission for the research to be conducted at your organisation with your social 

workers. Please reply using the enclosed self addressed stamped envelope. Many 

thanks for taking the time to read this information and I hope to hear from you soon.   

  

Yours sincerely 

 

Nathan Jera  

nathanjera@beds.ac.uk 
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APPENDIX 5 INTERVIEW GUIDE 

1. (a) General questions to create rapport will be explored followed by the 

following questions.  

1. (b) How sexual exploitation of children is understood by social workers in 

Harare and London. 

1 Can you please tell me briefly about your duties as a social worker who works with 

children? 

2 Can you describe to me what you think are the main causes of child sexual 

exploitation? 

3 Can you please tell me about your experiences of working with children who have 

been sexually exploited? 

4 Which definition do you usually use for child sexual exploitation? 

5 As a social worker, how do you define the sexual exploitation of children?  

6 What do you think is the prevalence of Child Sexual Exploitation? 

7 Do social workers in Harare/London understand that children can be subjected to 

sexual exploitation? Please explain 

2. Are sexual exploitation polices implemented in relation to age, gender and 

social class. 

8 Do you think that boys can be sexually exploited? YES/ NO 

9 If yes how do you see this sexual exploitation of boys to occur? 

10 Do you have any experience of working with sexually exploited boys YES/NO 

11 If yes, are there any common features that are experienced by exploited boys you 

have worked with? 

12 Do you think that girls can be sexually exploited YES/NO  

13 If yes how do you see this sexual exploitation of girls to occur? 

14 Do you have any experience of working with sexually exploited girls YES/NO 
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15 If yes, are there any common features that are experienced by exploited girls you 

have worked with? 

16 Do you feel that policies on sexual exploitation are appropriate for both boys and 

girls? 

17 Do you think that sexual exploitation is more common for certain age groups? 

YES/NO  

18 Can you elaborate? 

19 Do you think sexual exploitation is related to social class? YES/NO 

20 If yes, can you explain? 

21 Can you please describe whether policies on sexual exploitation are age, gender 

or social class specific? 

 

3. The similarities and differences in policy interventions to prevent sexual 

exploitation between Harare and London 

22 Can you please tell me your understanding about the sexual exploitation policy 

framework that you are working to in your country? 

23 Can you please give examples of policies/statutory guidance and legislation that 

you apply when you are working with sexually exploited children? 

 

4. The context within which child sexual exploitation is located i.e., the policy 

environment influencing the understanding of child sexual exploitation. 

24 Can you please tell me the professional agencies which are responsible for 

protecting children from sexual exploitation? Probe for most important agencies. 

25 Which part of government is taking the most active role in developing and 

implementing policy and guidance on protecting from sexual exploitation? 



332 
 

26 Does your employer provide guidance about the policy framework within which your 

work takes place: and if so how?   

5. How policy impacts on practice in Harare and London. 

27 Can you tell me if the policy framework within which you work enhances your 

practice? YES/NO 

If yes, can you please explain how?  

28 Have you faced any conflicts between policy and practice during your work with 

sexually exploited children? YES/NO 

29 If yes, can you please explain what these conflicts are and what you think are the 

causes to the conflict? 

6. Conclusion 

30 As a practitioner, what strategies do you feel are effective in bringing down the rate 

of child sexual exploitation? 

31 Is there anything that you would want to tell me concerning the issues we have 

discussed? 

32 Is there anything we have not discussed above which you feel is important? 

 

Thank you very much for your valuable time and for participating in my research. 
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APPENDIX 6  

APPROVAL LETTER 

 

 

                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                               
 
 

 Institute of Applied Social Research 
Dept of Applied Social Studies 

Park Square 
Luton 

LU1 3JU 
                        

                                                                                                                                                           

4 March 2014 

 

Dear Nathan 

 

Re: IASREC Application 

A comparative study of the prevention of child sexual exploitation: A case 

study of Harare (Zimbabwe) and London (United Kingdom). 

 

The Ethics Committee of the Institute of Applied Social Research has considered 

your 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.  
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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 Tim Bateman 

Chair IASREC 

 

 




