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Newcastle and Gateshead Clinical commissioning Group (N&G CCG) and 
Newcastle Safeguarding Children Board (NSCB) undertook a multi-agency audit of a 
vulnerable young person who accessed sexual health services. The audit explored 
the multi-agency safeguarding response; whether assessment tools were available 
to staff and were used; whether these tools are effective in identifying risks and 
vulnerabilities; and whether the results were responded to appropriately. 
Consideration was also given to staff accessing advice, when they request and 
receive it, from whom and the threshold for referral to Children’s Social Care.  
 

Findings from the audit established that:  

• This was a vulnerable young girl living in a family with a long history of 
additional support needs, neglect and vulnerabilities 

• Assessments undertaken by Early Help practitioners and Children’s Social 
Care (Working Together 2018 pp.14) focussed on the mother’s opinion of the 
family circumstances and did not explore the opinions of the children in the 
family so their voices were never heard (4,5)  

• The influence of ethnicity and cultural background in professional response to 
non-engagement was not made clear in assessments (6)  

• The issues of potential sexual exploitation were not explored and analysed 
fully enough to afford effective safeguarding for the young woman in this case 

The use of pro-forma tools can sometimes cloud the issues that need to be 
identified; the conflation of risk and harm is problematic and may mean that children 
who are at risk are not being identified, or that children who are being exploited are 
receiving a response aligned to risk reduction rather than an immediate child 
protection response to safeguard them. (7)  

Various professional information and archived systems are available and accessible 
to practitioners; these should be used appropriately in order to highlight vulnerable 
young individuals’ circumstances so that full risk assessments can be undertaken 
and action may be taken to support and safeguard them. 

Assessments in this case did not effectively consider and analyse historical 
information and vulnerabilities of this young person and her family, nor did they 
consider what the likely impact of these might be on her susceptibility to exploitation. 
Assessments did not use research or evidence to inform the analysis of risk and 
were very much focussed on the parent’s perception and the use of pro-formas 
without the insight of professional information accrued over time. 

Why is this case so widely relevant?  Research tells us that: (8) 

In 2016/17 there were 43,522 recorded sexual offences against children under 16 
years old. For under-16s, the rate of offences in 2016/17 was 41.3 offences per 
10,000 children. This rate has more than doubled in the past four years. 



Published offence data shows an increase in all sexual offence categories year-on-
year from 2015/16 to 2016/17. Two of the most notable changes are: (8) 

 

 Sexual activity involving a child under 13 has increased by 30.1 per cent since 
2015/16.  

 Sexual grooming has increased by 16.8 per cent since 2015/16. 

Case reviews (9) highlight that child sexual exploitation can be particularly hard for 
professionals to recognise and respond to. Confusion around young people’s rights 
and their capacity to consent to sexual activity means both young people and 
professionals often wrongly view exploitative relationships as consensual. This 
means that sexual exploitation often goes unidentified, and young people can be 
reluctant to engage with services. 

The learning from case reviews highlights that professionals need to be aware of the 
warning signs of potential sexual exploitation and consider the child protection 
implications of underage sexual activity (9)  

Key learning from the audit highlights that: Teenagers who are sexually active from 
a young age are at risk of sexual exploitation.(5) Both professionals, and often the 
young people themselves, can sometimes view this behaviour as a “lifestyle choice”, 
rather than recognising it as a potential indicator of abuse or exploitation. Despite the 
apparent independence and maturity of some young people, professionals should 
not be too quick to act in accordance with a young person’s expressed wishes. In 
some cases these wishes are in direct conflict with their best interests. When an 
underage girl requests contraception it should prompt a full assessment of social 
circumstances and risk of sexual exploitation. Assessments of sexual activity should 
reflect on a girl’s emotional and intellectual maturity as opposed to just their level of 
understanding of the treatment (i.e. contraception) (5) or just the law.  

Neglect, including low-level chronic neglect (10), has a profound impact on children 
and young people who may experience short-term and long-term effects that last 
throughout their life. Young people may also take risks, including getting involved in 
dangerous relationships - putting them at risk from sexual exploitation. (10,11)  

 
What are we doing? 
The CCG is working with partners from NuTH and Primary Care to: 

• raise awareness of exploitation of children, young people and vulnerable 

adults  

• promote the access of historical information and  

• promote the appropriate sharing of information to better safeguard individuals. 

There is an expectation that partners will monitor and quality assure the impact of 

these measures. 
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