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Language Matters 
 

'Changing language, changing policy and practice’: 
Use of language in child abuse & exploitation work 

 



 

The language we use to describe children and their life experiences – both what 
we say and how we say it – can: 

 have a devastating impact on children 

 influence the way children feel about their experiences  

 act as a significant barrier to protecting children from abuse and exploitation 

 influence understanding about, and reflect and shift attitudes towards, key areas of children's lives 

 influence the interventions children are provided with  

 influence whether or not we, as an organisation, are seen to understand the complexities of the 

issues we are working with. 

Through our language we can influence better outcomes for more children 

 

 

Language matters 



Language matters 

It is essential that we communicate clearly and appropriately when communicating 
about child abuse and exploitation. But, our accountability shouldn’t end there. We 
have a responsibility to also actively challenge inappropriate language, discourses, 
and narratives used by others about child abuse and exploitation. 

 

 Not to do so is not only an injustice to the very children and young people we are here to support, but 

to all children affected by abuse or exploitation, and all those we might wish to support in the future.  

 



Language matters 

The language we use attributes concept of vulnerability, and power, and describes 

the relationship between ‘abusers’ and ‘abused’, and influences perceptions of 

victims 

 

 Those who have experienced exploitation and abuse say it is essential that the language we use when 

talking about this issue is founded on strong principles of non-victim blaming, and based on respect 

and understanding of the context in which abuse and exploitation happens. 

 

 It is of paramount importance that children are viewed, protected and supported as victims of 

exploitation and not as culpable, deserving, or in any way responsible for their own abuse or 

exploitation. 

 

 

 



Our language can influence policy and practice 

We should use language that: 

 

 Adopts a children's rights approach 

 Encourages abuse and exploitation to be viewed through a safeguarding lens 

 Encourages a child protection response 

 Avoids victim blaming 

 Is trauma informed 



Child abuse & exploitation 

Understanding 



Children can never be expected to predict, preempt or protect themselves from 

abuse/exploitation – they cannot influence or stop someone abusing/exploiting them.  

 All children are vulnerable to abuse/exploitation – by virtue of being children 

 Neither individual nor contextual vulnerabilities cause exploitation/abuse – there has to be: 

 a person/people who have the motive to exploit/abuse in order for abuse/exploitation to occur 

 an inadequate set of protective structures in place to disrupt them 

 Responsibility for exploitation/abuse therefore always lies with the perpetrators who abuse/exploit 

children and cause them harm; irrespective of the behaviour or circumstances of a child – if there is no 

perpetrator, there will be no abuse/exploitation of children 

 Vulnerability is not the reason abuse/exploitation occurs – it is only relevant because there is someone 

willing to abuse/exploit them, and inadequate protective structures to mitigate the risk. 

Understanding child abuse and exploitation 



Beckett’s interconnected conditions for exploitation (2011) 

 Source of harm – Sources of harm include a person/network who 
has access to children, motivation, and mediums to cause harm 

 Inadequate protective structures – If protective structures are 
not present and able to be effectively mobilised to disrupt or stop 
sources of harm gaining access to children, children cannot be 
safeguarded 

 Children – By the very nature of being a child, all children are 
vulnerable to abuse/exploitation. Children have very limited 
power, or emotional or material resources to alter or control 
perpetrator behaviour 

 Abuse does not occur because of a child’s vulnerability. It occurs because there is someone who is 
willing to take advantage of them, and because there are inadequate protective structures (around the 
child/family) in place to mitigate this.  Children cannot be expected to identify sex offenders and alter 
or control offender behaviours. Thus, risk management strategies, should not rely on educating 
children to change their behaviours, but on adults intervening to protect children.   

 There are three conditions that need to be present if a child is to be abused/exploited 

 



Victim blaming 

A brief intro to…  



What is victim blaming? 

‘Victim blaming’ is defined as the transference of blame from the perpetrator of a 

crime to the victim  
 

 Victim blaming language is language therefore implies that a person who has been victimised is, in 

some way or form, complicit or responsible, for the harm they have experienced 

 First coined by William Ryan in 1971 -  used the term ‘blaming the victim’ to argue that shifting 

blame towards Black people in the US was justifying racism and violence towards Black 

communities by white people in power 

 Victim blaming is common to many social problems 

 In our work with children, victim blaming language acts to place responsibility on a child to change, 

rather than on an adult to stop harming a child 

 

 

 



Victim blaming language 

Blaming children, inadvertently or otherwise, for their own abuse/exploitation is 

never acceptable 

 Ensuring appropriate use of language is a vital step towards reducing victim blaming of children 

affected by abuse and exploitation 

 

 

 



Some examples of victim blaming  

Examples of victim blaming vary widely, from what a victim was doing or saying, 

through to their upbringing being to ‘blame’ for what an adult/perpetrator of 

abuse or exploitation did to them 
 

 What a child was wearing (clothing is usually used against girls, rarely against boys) 

 Where a child was, what they were doing, or who they were with 

 How a child looks or behaves 

 Whether a child had been drinking  

 Whether a child was sexually active (more likely to be used against girls) 

 Whether a child fought the perpetrator/attacker, or tried to escape 

 Whether a child reported their abuse/exploitation to police 

 Whether a child was given things in return for their abuse/exploitation 



Further examples of victim blaming  

 We educate young people about child sexual abuse, enabling them to make responsible life choices  

 He puts himself in these in risky situations 

 She needs to learn to make safer choices 

 They know what happens when they go to that flat, so why do they keep choosing to go? 

 They need to learn how to keep themselves safe from abuse/exploitation 

 She could reduce her vulnerability to (risk of) abuse by not hanging around with those girls 

 She was dressed provocatively; she was wearing a mini skirt and knee high boots 

 She keeps getting in cars with unknown adults 

 He is a troublemaker and a bit of a ‘lad’ 

 They sell themselves for things they need or want  

 The boys make a lot of money from selling the drugs for them; they reap the rewards 

 She’s asking for it, staying out late in the park drinking with those men every night 

 



Examples of terms and concepts to avoid 

 Exchange/Receiving something in return for/Benefiting from 

 Putting themselves at risk/engaging in risky behaviours 

 Unsafe choices/Safer or riskier choices 

 Need to protect themselves from exploitation/abuse 

 ‘Working’ for a drugs gang 

 Choosing a lifestyle/lifestyle choices 

 Reaping the rewards/Living the dream 

 Willingness to change 

 Hard to reach/Disengaged/Hard to engage children 

 Perpetrators, Criminals (in relation to children under the age of 18) 



Examples of terms and concepts to use 

 Power 

 Coerced/Coercive control 

 Manipulated 

 Forced/Enticed 

 Impacted by CCE/Subject to CCE/Enforced criminality 

 Limited pathways 

 Violence/Threat 

 Abuse 

 Children who (are used to) harm other children 

 



Inappropriate use of language 
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Key Principles 

Use of language 



Key principles in use of language 

Principle 1 Avoid victim blaming language 

Principle 2 Use language that supports and empowers children  

Principle 3 Avoid concepts and language that might be offensive to children 

Principle 4 Avoid language that might shame children 

Principle 5 
Use language that reflects the presence of coercion, manipulation, and lack of control children have 
in exploitative/abusive situations 

Principle 6 Use language that recognises the severity of the impact of abuse/exploitation on children 

Principle 7 Use language that frames abuse/exploitation within a ‘children’s rights’ and ‘social model’ framework 

Principle 8 Use language which places the problem within society, not within a child 

Principle 9 Use language that is clear and descriptive 

Principle 10 Use language which is trauma informed  



It is valuable to reflect on and critique communications.  

The following checklist may be useful. 

Language Checklist 



Language checklist 
 Is the language used empowering to children?  

 Does the language encapsulate Barnardo’s key message of ‘Believing in Children’, in that they have the ability and strength to have 

positive futures and thrive?  

 Would I be comfortable with someone who has experienced abuse/exploitation hearing/seeing this communication?  

 Is my communication free from victim blaming? i.e. Does the language used place responsibility for exploitation/abuse clearly with the 

abuser/exploiter, not the abused/exploited? Is my communication free from parent blaming messages?  If not, how can responsibility 

be shifted back to the exploiter/abuser? 

 Is my communication free from judgemental terms, inaccurate or unhelpful stereotypes/biases/labelling of children who have been, or 

might be, impacted by abuse/exploitation? – e.g. by ignoring female perpetrators, by ignoring criminal exploitation of girls, or by 

assuming there are always clear-cut distinctions between children who harm other children and children who are harmed (e.g. ‘victims’ 

& ‘perpetrators’?) 

 Does the language used reflect the true harm, violence, manipulation, coercion, etc. children and young people impacted by 

abuse/exploitation experience?  

 If the person initiating harm is a child, am I reflecting that they may also have experienced harm, or may be at risk of harm, and will 

have their own safeguarding needs?  

 Am I using Barnardo’s preferred terms? 

 Have I been clear and descriptive, or spelled out, or better still, avoided acronyms? 

 



Some contentious concepts and terms and preferable alternatives 

Terminology 



 Child Sexual Exploitation 

 Child Criminal Exploitation 

 County Lines 

 Contexts of ‘exchange’ 

 Victim/Survivor 

 Recovery 

 Vulnerabilities 

 Risky choices/poor decisions 

 Child Perpetrator 

 Disengaged/Hard to reach children 

 Educate/Raise awareness (for prevention) 

 

 Child has been sending explicit pictures to 

an adult 

 Associating with/In a relationship 

with/Spending time with 

 Gang/Gang members/Gang association 

 Risk categories – High, Medium, Low 

 Historical sexual abuse 

 Child pornography 

 Grooming Line 

 Share your story 

 Trauma informed language 

Some concepts and terms to consider 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 Child Sexual Exploitation is Child Sexual Abuse. 
 
 There is nothing wrong with the term child sexual exploitation per se, but, it 

is somewhat vague, and does not reflect the true harm, violence, or trauma 
children experience. 
 

 Because the initial definition of CSE included a clause referring to children 
receiving something ‘in exchange’ for sexual exploitation, the term can still 
carry this connotation of ‘exchange’, implying that those who experience 
sexual abuse/exploitation receive something in exchange for their abuse, 
and are therefore, to some extent, complicit in their own abuse. This is 
insensitive and offensive, and can have serious implications in a range of 
ways, including: 
 children feeling a sense of self-blame 
 children not disclosing for fear of being blamed or judged 
 influencing intervention responses (to be focused on a child, rather 

than the source of the harm, which is ineffective and 
inefficient/punitive) 

 Use terms which are clear 
about the harm and crimes 
committed against children, 
which emphasise the 
presence of coercion/ 
coercive control, reflect the 
lack of control children have in 
abusive or exploitative 
situations, which emphasise 
the severity of the impact of 
abuse on children, and 
contain reference to the 
trauma a child experiences 
 

 Use clear and specific 
language, and detailed 
descriptions of contexts/ 
characteristics of abuse 
 

 Focus on the activity of the 
perpetrator, in order to place 
responsibility with them 
 

 Avoid use of acronyms, which 
can be viewed as belittling 
experiences 

 Sexual 
abuse/Child 
sexual abuse 
 

 Coerced/enticed/
manipulated/ 
forced into 
 

 Communicate 
specific 
characteristics of 
abuse through 
language such as:  
 Groups of 

adults who 
used drugs as 
a way of 
grooming and 
controlling 
children before 
sexually 
abusing them 

Term: Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 Child Criminal Exploitation is Child Abuse.  
 

 There is nothing wrong with the term Child Criminal Exploitation per se. 
But, it is somewhat vague and does not reflect the true harm, violence, or 
trauma children experience. 
 

 The initial definition of child sexual exploitation included a clause which 
referred to children receiving something ‘in exchange’ for sexual 
exploitation. The term ‘exploitation’ can therefore still carry this connotation 
of ‘exchange’, which can be considered offensive, and can imply children 
receive something in exchange for their exploitation, and are therefore, to 
some extent, complicit in their own exploitation. 
 

 Use terms which are clear 
about the harm and crimes 
committed against children, 
which emphasise the 
presence of coercion/ coercive 
control, reflect the lack of 
control children have in 
abusive or exploitative 
situations, which emphasise 
the severity of the impact of 
abuse on children, and contain 
reference to the trauma a child 
experiences 

 
 Use clear and specific 

language, and detailed 
descriptions of 
contexts/characteristics of 
abuse 
 

 Focus on the activity of the 
perpetrator, in order to place 
responsibility with them 

 Coerced/enticed/ 
manipulated/ 
forced into/ 
Enforced 
 

 Communicate 
specific 
characteristics of 
abuse through 
language such as:  
 Groups of adults 

who used drugs 
as a way of 
engaging and 
controlling 
children before 
criminally  
exploiting them 

Term: Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE) 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 There is nothing wrong with the term ‘County Line’ per se, and it is a term 
widely used in the mainstream media, etc.  
 

 County Lines refers to a specific type of criminal exploitation (involving drug 
dealing from an urban hub into a rural area), and can (involuntarily) be used 
at the expense of other types of drug dealing or other types of enforced 
criminality of children. 
 

 The term is a criminal justice term, and focuses on the type of crime, rather 
than the exploitation of children, and levels of threat and coercive control 
they face. 

 Use terms which are clear 
about the harm and crimes 
committed against children, 
which emphasise the 
presence of coercion/ 
coercive control, reflect the 
lack of control children have in 
abusive or exploitative 
situations, which emphasise 
the severity of the impact of 
abuse on children, and contain 
reference to the trauma a 
child experiences 

 
 Use specific language – e.g. 

enforced selling of drugs 

 Enforced 
criminality 
 

 Enforced selling 
of drugs 
 

 Enforced 
trafficking 
 

 Children coerced 
by adults into 
selling drugs 

Term: County Lines 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 
 Terms such as ‘exchange’, ‘reaping the rewards’, ‘living the dream’, 

‘receiving something in return for’, ‘children ‘benefitting from’, etc. frames 
exploitation/abuse as reciprocal, and positions a child as having choice and 
agency to perform an exchange, or in some way consenting to their 
abuse/exploitation. No child consents to their own exploitation. Children 
subject to exploitation or abuse have limited choice/agency due to the 
power dynamics of exploitative/abusive contexts.  
 

 Child abuse/exploitation should never describe children as doing 
something in return for things they want or need – e.g. money, food, drugs, 
alcohol, shelter, love, etc.  

 Use language which avoids 
framing exploitation/abuse as 
a form of exchange in which a 
child gets something they 
want or need, but which 
instead reflects the 
threats/coercion/ manipulation 
they are exposed to 

 Forced into 
 

 Enticed into 
 
 Coerced into 

 

Term: Concepts of ‘exchange’  



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 Legally speaking, children who have been abused are ‘victims’ of a 
criminal act. However,  this term can stop ‘children being seen as 
children’, and often gives an impression that they have something 
wrong with them, that requires ‘fixing’. The term has also been 
criticised for invoking a sense of pity, and suggesting a 
weakness/helplessness that children may or may not identify with. 
 

 The term ‘survivor’ was therefore developed by adults who had 
experienced childhood abuse and did not want to be labelled as 
victims. However,  many adults who have experienced child sexual 
abuse challenge this term as inaccurate in relation to their journeys. 
Both terms can therefore be undesirable – some people who have 
experienced childhood abuse prefer one or the other, some 
neither or either.  
 

 Any label which defines a child based on an experience that has 
happened to them can be divisive. Avoid labels that belittle or 
depersonalise. 
 

 Labelling as a victim or survivor also encourages a focus on the 
individual rather than the experience, and fails to look at the wider 
context of children's lives , making the abuse or exploitation they 
have experienced the ‘most important’ aspect of their lives. In 
reality, for many children, it may not be, or they do not want it to be. 

 Be led by what people want to 
be referred to as – e.g. don’t 
tell people they can’t refer to 
themselves as one or the 
other, but don’t assume they 
are ok with these terms  
 

 Once the context of a 
message has been identified, 
referring to children as 
children is preferable, without 
labelling of their experiences 

 

 Use factual and descriptive 
terms which don’t convey 
inaccurate and offensive 
messages regarding ‘recovery 
journeys’, or invoke images of 
‘helplessness’, ‘being broken’ , 
or ‘requiring fixing’ 
 

 While it is ideal to avoid use of 
either term, where this cannot 
be avoided, it may be 
preferable to use both – i.e. 
‘victims and survivors’ 

 Children who have 
been referred to/use 
Barnardo’s services 

 

 Children impacted by 
enforced criminality 

 

 Children who have 
experienced sexual 
abuse 
 

 When referring to 
adults: Adults who 
experienced abuse in 
childhood 
 

Term: Victim/Survivor 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 ‘Recovery’ suggests that children are broken/require fixing, whereas, in 
reality, children manage abusive/exploitative experiences in notable ways. 

 

 The term recovery suggests a linear process from life ‘being broken’ to 
‘being fixed’. However, for many who have experienced abuse/exploitation, 
there is not only one single recovery process – because of the way in which 
sexual trauma is processed, reprocessed,  and triggered across the 
lifespan, those who have experienced childhood abuse/exploitation will 
experience times of their life when their abusive/exploitative experiences 
impact negatively and other times when, despite these experiences, they 
feel they are thriving – the continuous processing and reprocessing should 
not be viewed as a sign of ‘non recovery’, but as a progressive, useful, and 
purposeful processing journey  allowing children to learn more about 
themselves, their trauma, coping mechanisms.  
 

 Trauma processing and reprocessing should be understood as a journey or 
experience of learning about, understanding, exploring, interpreting, 
clarifying and reorganising memories of trauma  - it can be used as an 
opportunity to change any harmful beliefs or feelings about self or the 
abuse (self-blame, shame, guilt, self-loathing). 
 

 Focusing on ‘recovery’ places responsibility on individuals to ‘recover’, 
rather than addressing the structural/environmental barriers that 
retraumatise people 
 

 Use language that describes 
positive changes that have 
occurred, as well as barriers, in 
the child's own words 
 

 Use language that sees 
children as people with entire 
futures, careers, skills, talents, 
education, relationships, etc. 
 

 Rather than viewing processing 
and reprocessing as a sign of 
‘not recovering’, adopt a  
strengths based approach 
which frames the processing 
journey as a progressive and 
purposeful experience 

 
 Trauma 

processing/ 
reprocessing/ 
interpreting 
 

 Trauma 
processing 
journeys 

Term: Recovery 



Key considerations Preferred approaches 

 Understanding interplay between abuse and other life experiences is not well understood – but, we 
do know, that ‘vulnerabilities’, ‘ACEs’, or ‘risks’ alone don’t lead to child abuse; blame lies with those 
who exploit children, irrespective of a child’s history or circumstances. 

 

 All children are vulnerable to abuse by nature of their age and power/status. It is the responsibility of 
those around children to protect/not abuse them – any child can be vulnerable to abuse/exploitation if 
not protected/safeguarded.  
 

 There is a fine line between ‘vulnerabilities’, ‘resilience’, and, victim blaming. This kind of language 
can lead to children being (or feeling) blamed/held responsible for harms they experience. Perceiving 
risk as belonging to and originating from upbringing, behaviours, background, character, or 
appearance of a child, erases the actions, decisions, and motivations of those harming children. This 
detracts from the fact that responsibility for abuse always lies with the adult abusing a child, and at the 
expense of assessing the risk from the person committing the harm. 
 

 A child’s history does not lead to them being abused. This focus leads to children being assigned 
different victim stereotypes and different agencies. This leads to acceptance and utilisation of victim 
blaming, and can lead to ineffective or punitive approaches to intervention, which focus on changing 
the child and reducing their ‘risk level’.  
 

 Focusing on linking adverse childhood experiences ( or ‘ACEs’) or ‘vulnerabilities’ to experiences of 
abuse positions children with trauma histories or adverse experiences as ‘predisposed’ to be 
(continually) abused, with little hope of safety or positive outcomes. This can lead to people thinking 
only children with so-called ‘difficult histories’ or from ‘troubled families’ are at risk of abuse. 
 

 This focus can result in children being viewed as ‘CSE/CCE cases’, with interventions becoming 
focused on their abusive experience, at the expense of the ‘whole child’. This represents a deficit 
approach of working, rather than a strengths-based model of understanding their lives and potential, 
strengths, desires, skills, and talents. 

 Use language that 
recognises adult 
perpetrators are responsible 
for abuse 

 

 Use language that avoids 
suggestions/assumptions 
that children can control their 
own ‘risk’ or ‘vulnerability’ to 
abuse 
 

 Exploring factors that focus 
on children must not detract 
from the fact responsibility 
for abuse lies with 
perpetrators 

 

 While a child’s previous 
experiences should be 
considered, it must not be 
assumed that these have led 
to their abuse 
 

 When we talk about 
‘vulnerabilities’, put this in 
the context of the systems 
around children rather than a 
child/children themselves  

Term: Vulnerabilities 



Key considerations Preferred approaches 

 
 This language is victim blaming.  

 
 These kind of terms frame children as having some level of choice and agency to ‘take risks’, 

conveying them as having a level of choice, agency, and knowledge in an exploitative/abusive 
situation. Abusive situations undermine choice and agency. 
 

 When safety is presented in a way that focuses on a child's behaviour/decision making/actions 
leading up to their abuse/exploitation (e.g. as if not drinking/not going to a particular location/not 
using social media could have prevented abuse/exploitation), responsibly is located within them, 
leading to children (feeling they are) being viewed as both the problem and solution to their 
abuse/exploitation. This transfers blame away from the source of  the abuse/exploitation to the victim 
of the crime, and can encourage children to self-blame, and feel shame and guilt. 
 

 Suggesting children can increase/decrease their own risk level to abuse/exploitation, or that they are 
failing to spot abusive/exploitative behaviours and take evasive action , locates responsibility for 
exploitation/abuse within children themselves, erasing the source of harm from the 
abuse/exploitation of a child, and leaving a child as the cause and solution to the risk/harm they are 
being subjected to. Those perpetrating abuse/harm must be framed as the risk – abuse/exploitation 
is always the responsibility of the perpetrator of the harm, never the fault of a child, who may, for a 
wide range of reasons, find themselves being abused/exploited in a range of different contexts. 

 
 Use language which 

emphasises the fact that abuse 
is always the responsibility of 
the perpetrator 
 

 Use language which conveys 
the fact that 
abusive/exploitative situations 
undermine choice and agency  
 

 Ensure language does not 
(inadvertently) suggest risk of 
abuse/exploitation comes from 
the child 
 

 Focus on the activity of the 
perpetrator, in order to place 
responsibility with them 
 

Term: Risky choices/poor decisions 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 
 

 Terms such as ‘perpetrator’, ‘CCE perpetrated by children/peers’, and ‘peer abuse’ 
should not be used to describe children. 
 

 While children can (be used to) harm/abuse/exploit other children, or undertake 
activity which causes harm to others/their communities, we should not be 
describing/labelling children ‘perpetrators’. 
 

 We need to identify these children as children who require safeguarding and 
support themselves, in order to help them adapt their behaviours and lead positive 
and healthy lives. In many cases these children themselves have been manipulated 
into harming other children.  
 

 More generally, the label ‘perpetrator’ is contentious in that it results in a person 
being defined by one label/characteristic. This can in turn lead to them being 
viewed only by this label, and this label sticking with them, which may make it more 
difficult for them to see themselves as anything else, or for others to view them as 
anything else – it is more ‘trauma informed’ to describe the behaviour of a person 
rather than the individual. 
 

 In order to keep all children safe, we must recognise the different power 
relationships and dynamics children have with each other, while actively avoiding 
exclusion of children whose behaviours may cause harm to others.  

 
 It is useful to note that 

children who harm 
others will often have 
experienced 
abuse/exploitation, 
neglect, or other forms 
of childhood trauma 
themselves, and may 
have been 
manipulated into 
harming other children 
 

 Children who harm 
other 
children/undertake 
activity which causes 
harm to others/their 
communities should be 
identified as requiring 
a safeguarding and 
support themselves 

 
 Children who (are 

used/manipulated 
to) harm/manipulate 
other children 

  

Term: Child Perpetrator 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 These terms are often used to describe children who are not accessing services or 
engaging with professionals. 

 
 These terms can suggest that it is a child’s ‘fault’ and responsibility to engage with 

services, rather than a service/professional support not being accessible, or felt to 
be safe or relevant. However, evidence suggests that when children feel safe, 
valued, and included, they are able to access services effectively. 

 

 Use terms which 
identify successful 
engagement of 
children as the 
responsibility of 
professionals/service 
providers 

 
 Children who 

services struggle to 
identify/engage/ 
access 

 
 Children who 

professionals 
struggle to make 
services available to 

 
 Professionals who 

find it challenging to 
build and maintain 
relationships with 
children who have 
complex 
experiences 

Term: Disengaged/hard to reach children 



Key considerations Preferred approaches 

 
 There is nothing wrong with the term ‘prevention’ per se. However, it is often used in contexts where 

it places responsibility for stopping exploitation/abuse with children – e.g. where aiming to prevent 
abuse/exploitation is based on educating a child about abuse/exploitation, or on how to make safer 
choices, or teaching them not to take risks that would lead to them being exploited. These 
approaches ignore the power dynamics in society, and those created by offenders. Further, focusing 
on ‘education’ of children can be harmful if it results in children being left in abusive/exploitative 
situations, while the onus is on them to learn more about protecting themselves. 
 

 Approaches focused only on ‘changing a child (or family)’, and placing responsibility on their actions 
and behaviours, is not truly preventative and is often perceived as punitive by children who were 
targeted by a perpetrator, disclosed to an adult, and were then blamed and had their belongings or 
freedoms limited as a consequence. 
 

 It is unethical and ineffective to educate children about the concept of exploitation/abuse, and then 
expect them to protect themselves from it. It is the responsibility of adults to prevent children being 
exploited. 

 The term ‘prevention’ should 
only refer to interventions 
that stop perpetrators from 
abusing and exploiting 
children, not (education) work 
with children 

 
 Education of children on 

healthy relationships, 
consent and abusive 
relationships is important.  
However, this is not 
preventative work 

 

Term: ‘Educate’/raise awareness (for prevention) 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 
 This language focuses first and foremost on the actions/behaviour of a child. This 

removes the focus from the role of the adult, and implies the child is responsible 
for the communication. This does not reflect the abusive/exploitative context. 

 
 Use language that 

focuses on the actions 
of the perpetrator, and 
positions a child as the 
victim of harm 

 
 Adults have been 

contacting the child 
 

 The child is being 
groomed 
 

 An adult is 
targeting/facilitating 
contact with a child 
 

 The child is being 
targeted by 
perpetrators 
 

 Adults are using 
online technology to 
access/abuse/exploit 
the child 
 

 Adults are 
inappropriately 
contacting the child 

 

Term: Child has been sending explicit pictures to an adult 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 
 Suggesting a child is in ‘a relationship with’, ‘spending time with’, or ‘associating 

with’ their abuser/exploiter can imply a child is in a consensual 
relationship/friendship. This does not sufficiently reflect abusive or exploitative 
contexts – e.g. associating with a gang/associating with older men/spending time 
with elders/in a relationship with [their abuser], etc. 

 
 Using language like this can serve to position the child as both the source of the 

problem and the source of the solution, normalise abusive/exploitative contexts, 
and serve as a barrier to children recognising their situation as 
abusive/exploitative. 

 
 Talk about ‘contexts’ and 

‘situations’ as opposed to 
‘relationships’ 
 

 Use language that 
portrays and emphasises 
the abusive/exploitative 
nature of the context 
 

 

 

 
 Being exploited by 

an organised crime 
gang 

 
 Young person is 

being 
groomed/exploited
/coerced/ 
manipulated/ 
controlled 

Term: Associating with/In a relationship with/Spending time with 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 There is considerable debate surrounding the language that is used to describe 
‘gangs’ or ‘groups’ of children. There is no common understanding or legal 
definition of a ‘gang’, and evidence of confusion about ‘groups’, ‘gangs’, and 
‘organised crime’, and an over-generalisation that children in groups must be in 
gangs. 
 

 Research has found that peer groups of children are being labelled ‘gang 
members’, and discussed in terms of ‘gang association’, when in reality they are 
simply in typical peer friendship groups.  
 

 The term gang is a loaded word. It often assumes negative connotations - it is often 
used in the context of ‘moral panics’ about crime and drugs, with gang culture often 
used to refer to rising levels of violence and crime - it’s a ‘catch all’ term and often 
cited as a ‘cause’ of increased violent crime or ‘knife culture’/’gun culture’.  
 

 The term ‘gang’ can have neutral, positive, or negative connotations depending on 
context of usage. Public debate around gangs and youth violence are often 
projected through the lens of race and equality. 

 Use terms accurately 
and describe 
specifics of situations 

 If referring to a child 
and their peer 
friendship group, 
avoid referring to 
this ‘group’ as a 
‘gang’ 
 

 If referring to 
criminal networks 
exploiting children, 
be explicit about 
this 

Term: Gang/gang members/gang association 



Key considerations Preferred approaches 

 
 Risk refers to something that has not yet started/happened – chance, potential, possibility, threat, 

likelihood, etc.  
 

 However, when referring to risk in child abuse/exploitation, the term has not always been used correctly 
– risk has been referred to as high, medium and low, and many children described as ‘high risk’ are 
already experiencing harm/abuse. The term ‘risk’ should not be used when harm has already occurred.  
 

 Focusing on measuring ‘risk’ of a child also leads to children being framed as ‘risk takers’ or ‘displaying 
risky behaviours’ rather than the perpetrators being framed as the risk. This frames children as the 
source of risk. This is inaccurate and detracts from the fact that perpetrators are the source of risk. – the 
risk of abuse always comes from a perpetrator not a child.  
 

 This leads to acceptance and utilisation of victim blaming, and can lead to ineffective or punitive 
approaches to abuse, which focus on changing the child and reducing their ‘risk level’, detracting from 
the fact that responsibility for abuse always lies with the adult abusing a child, and at the expense of 
assessing risk of the person committing the harm. 
 
 
 

 
 Ensure language does not in 

any way detract from 
perpetrators or sources of 
harm being framed as the 
risk, or the responsibility for 
abuse lying with the 
perpetrator 

 
 Children are at risk from 

abusers/exploiters - avoid 
suggesting a child increases 
their own risk; there would 
be no risk of abuse without 
abusers 
 

 Firmly place responsibility for 
abuse on those causing the 
harm, not  children – this can 
be achieved by emphasising 
the decisions and 
motivations of perpetrators, 
rather than focusing on a 
child 

Term: Risk categories – high, medium, low 



Key considerations Preferred approaches Preferred terms 

 
 The term ‘child pornography’ implies that a child is complicit in their sexual 

abuse.  
 

 This term detracts from the fact that these images are depicting a crime.  
 

 Using the term ‘child 
sexual abuse images’  
more accurately reflects 
what the images are – 
i.e. sexual assault/rape of 
children 

 Child sexual abuse 
images 

Term: Child pornography 



Key considerations Preferred approaches 

 There is nothing wrong with the term ‘grooming’ per se, but it should not be described as a linear 
process – grooming does not always conform to a linear process, it can take different forms, and be 
phased or gradual, and take place over varying periods of time.  
 

 The control and alienation of children, that perpetrators often rely on, is exercised in various ways 
including force, threat/blackmail, befriending children and providing gifts, often using a combination of 
approaches. 
 

 The term, or the graphic of, the ‘Grooming Line’ should not be used – this linear description is 
inaccurate and oversimplifies grooming. 
 

 Using models of grooming is unhelpful, as it suggests that grooming develops in particular ways. 
However, evidence shows that within both online and offline grooming processes, groomers often 
disguise their main intention to exploit/abuse a child by cultivating a personal and friendly relationship. 
Groomers often develop the secrecy of their intended relationship with the child, including efforts to 
avoid discovery by the child’s support network. 

 
 Grooming in itself is abuse – the harm does not come at the end of a grooming process, the whole 

process must be acknowledged as harm. 
 

 Ensure language/ descriptions 
reflect that grooming can take 
many different forms, and is a 
non-linear action, deliberately 
undertaken with the aim of 
befriending and establishing 
an emotional connection with 
a child, to ensure compliance, 
with the intention to 
abuse/exploit them 
 

Term: Grooming Line 



Key considerations Preferred terms 

 
 When referring to people sharing their experience of abuse, avoid phrases such as ‘share your story’ or 

‘telling their story’.  
 

 This language can imply that the account given is fictional.  
 

 Using language such as this can result in people feeling they are being judged, or that their experience is 
being used for others to elicit sympathy, or to show people/organisations as heroes/saviours, rather than 
listening to what children want to say.  
 

 Complex experiences rarely fit into a ‘simple story’. 
 

 Share your experience 

Term: Share your story 



Key considerations Preferred approaches 

 

 Preferred words change often, and different people prefer different terms/references to their 
experiences (see e.g. discussion on ‘victim’/’survivor’).  
 

 Whether particular words trigger certain reactions will be individual, and can depend on ‘where people 
are’ in regard to their trauma.  
 

 Be aware of how other people’s history and situations might affect them and think about how what is 
being said impacts on others. Consider how someone hearing a message might feel (about themselves). 
Be responsive to people’s concerns or feedback about words used.  
 

 Some considerations for trauma informed language… 
 

 Avoid: 
 labels, jargon, acronyms 
 language which may trigger, offend, cause upset, or is unsupportive 
 opinionated, judgemental, stigmatising, and dismissive language 
 victim blaming (see e.g. discussion on ‘victim blaming’) 
 detailed descriptions of abuse, explicit narrative about abuse or violence 
 using examples where consequences are extreme and disproportionate to events 

 

 Use: 
 words/messages that reinforce abuse/exploitation is never a child’s fault 
 strength and hope filled messages – messages of hope, inspiration, positivity, etc. 
 compassionate, empathetic, and understanding language 

 
 Be cognisant of chosen 

words, tone used, and how 
phrased 
 

 Use language that creates 
trust and safety, supports 
people to feel  respected 
and supported 
 

 Use language that does 
not denote assumptions or 
judgement 

 
 Remove or replace words 

that may cause 
unnecessary stress, anxiety 
or pain 

Using trauma informed language 




