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“Why did nobody ask me?”
(Simon, care leaver, aged 20)
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More than one in ten children has been sexually abused by the 
age of 16 – and this is much higher for girls than for boys
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Messages from inspections, reviews and inquiries 9

Professionals have not been given the knowledge and skills to confidently identify 
and respond to child sexual abuse

Professionals find this area of practice very difficult. Local area leaders across 
all agencies must provide clearer guidance to what best practice looks like for 
frontline professionals.

Professionals rely too heavily on children to verbally disclose abuse.

An overreliance on the criminal justice system as a means of assessing 
whether abuse has occurred



A proportionate, whole system response
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Our response has always been too reactive
A pendulum swinging between media panics
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Assessing and intervening sexual risk

Person of concern

Non-abusing 
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“Professionals rely too heavily on children to 
verbally disclose” 
(Report into Child Sexual Abuse in the Family Environment, JTAI 2020)
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Who was told at the time
15
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The obstacle of fear 16

What if 
I’m wrong 
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It can feel like a bit of a minefield
Asking questions…
…contaminating evidence

17



Centre of expertise
on child sexual abuse

18Investigation outcomes of child sexual abuse offences 
England and Wales, 2022/23
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The Burden of Proof

Beyond Reasonable Doubt Balance of Probabilities
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The implications of ‘no further action’ 

• The police have taken NFA so there’s nothing we can do
• There’s no evidence the child has been abused
• The child made must have made this up
• I can’t say I believe the child if there is no evidence for it
• There is no evidence this child was previously abused
• We can’t refer to specialist help as there’s no evidence it happened
• The family won’t work with us now, and we don’t have the evidence to 

make them

The NFA decision from Police/CPS has undue influence over the remainder of the 
system’s response to children. 
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The evidence:
Sexual abuse is rarely ‘clear cut’

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

• Clear disclosure…repeated at least twice
• Medical evidence of sexual harm
• Admission of guilt from perpetrator
• Witnessed by someone else
• Images/computer records of the abuse exist

Rarely will we reach a position 
of ‘absolute knowing’
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Building a picture of concerns
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Developed by practitioners, for practitioners 23

All resources are free to download on our site. With 12 short videos covering key themes: 
http://www.csacentre.org.uk/knowledge-in-practice/practice-improvement/
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The Child Sexual Abuse Response Pathway

• The Response Pathway sets out how to 
respond to concerns of child sexual abuse at 
key points: from first concerns and early help 
safeguarding through to child protection and 
criminal justice. Throughout, the Response 
Pathway focuses on meeting the needs of 
children and their families.

• It is designed to empower professionals to 
understand the role they, and their colleagues, 
can play to best protect and support children. It 
doesn’t just tell professionals what to do, it helps 
them to understand how to do it.
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An interactive online resource to guide professionals through how they can protect and support 
children and their families when there are concerns of sexual abuse.

http://www.csacentre.org.uk/response-pathway
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We need hope, communication and knowledge 25
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Together, we have collective strength

“Remember there are always far more people who want to protect children 
than those who want to abuse them. We should use – and be heartened by 
– the great potential in collective strength”.  
(Sarah Nelson, 2016)
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Next steps for the National Panel
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Discussion

What are the current barriers preventing improved practice in response to child sexual 
abuse locally, and what is needed to unblock these?

- What levers do local leaders have to improve practice, and what recommendations could we 
make to support them to do so?

- What changes are needed nationally to improve the system response, and what 
recommendations could we make to drive these changes?

And more specifically:
- What needs to change within the multi-agency arrangements to ensure knowledge on sexual 

offending contributes to assessment and management of risk?
- How can we build a culture change in the way practice responds to child sexual abuse, 

particularly around talking with children and naming concerns? Does this need local or national 
action, or both?
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If you are affected by anything that has been discussed today… 29

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

Rape Crisis helpline 0808 802 9999
www.rapecrisis.org.uk

National Association for People Abused in Childhood 0808 801 0331
https://napac.org.uk/

SurvivorsUK 
Online help for male survivors of sexual abuse and rape.
https://www.survivorsuk.org/ways-we-can-help/online-helpline/ 

http://thesurvivorstrust.org/find-support
tel:0808%20802%209999
http://www.rapecrisis.org.uk/
tel:0808%20801%200331
https://napac.org.uk/
https://www.survivorsuk.org/ways-we-can-help/online-helpline/
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More practice resources 30

https://www.csacentre.org.uk/research-resources/practice-resources/
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