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PREFACE

The lead-up to the 20th anniversary of the First World Congress against Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children in 2016 is a perfect opportunity for the international community to
stop and take stock of the progress made and the challenges still pending in ending the sexual
exploitation of children. In order to do this, it is necessary — as a first step — to analyse what is
known at the national, regional and international levels about the sexual exploitation of children
and the reliability and utility of this information.

While focus on the sexual exploitation of children has increased over the last several decades,
there remains limited reliable, evidence-based research into the depth, breadth and scope of the
phenomenon. Organisations working to combat the commercial sexual exploitation of children
(CSEC) are constantly requested to provide data and information on victims affected by the
principle manifestations of CSEC (trafficking of children for sexual purposes, child prostitution,
child pornography/child sexual abuse materials and the sexual exploitation of children in travel
and tourism). However, it has been generally recognised that widely circulated figures on the
global scale and magnitude of these violations against children remain ambiguous or lacking, in
part due to conceptual and methodological challenges. When conducting research on the sexual
exploitation of children many issues should be considered, including not only the basic concepts
and principles relating to quality research but the importance of including the voices of children
and the ethical concerns inherent in this approach.

The reliance on limited, inaccurate and out-of-date data can have an adverse effect on advocacy,
policy planning and targeted interventions related to the prevention and protection of children
against sexual exploitation. In a 2013 report to the Human Rights Council, the Special Rapporteur
on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography, Najat Maalla M’jid, emphasised
that “the collection and analysis of reliable data on the sale and sexual exploitation of children
remains a major challenge. The lack of reliable data reduces the visibility of the issue and the
development of adequate responses and prevention.”!

ECPAT Journal Series No. 10 seeks to highlight this problem by analysing the methodologies and
challenges of reliable data collection when researching the sexual exploitation of children and
suggests possible ways to address these issues.

The first article, Tackling the Data Dearth: the global scale of commercial sexual exploitation
of children, analyses the lack of reliable studies and data on CSEC and the reasons for this. The
major sources of existing information on the global scale and scope of CSEC are identified and
examined, and methods of producing more reliable data are discussed. The article concludes that
more scientific and evidence-based research is critical in order to more effectively combat the
problem.

1 UN Special Procedures, “Report of the Special Rapporteur on the sale of children, child prostitution
and child pornography, Najat Maalla M’jid”, UN Doc. A/HRC/25/48, (2013), para. 95.
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The second article, Concepts and Principles Related to Quality Research on the Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children, examines the basic principles and concepts related to “quality research”
on CSEC to promote more reliable, evidence-based studies. It highlights the importance of
conceptual analysis and common definitions, a rights-based approach, ethical concerns and
reliable and effective data gathering and analysis. The article argues that greater prioritisation
needs to be given to methodological and ethical rigour in research to maximise the pertinence
and impact of the data collected and thus strengthen the implementation of effectual protection
policies and interventions.

The aim of the third article, Ethical Issues of Researching Sexual Exploitation of Children with
Victims, Survivors and Those at Risk, is to examine the ethical issues raised when conducting
research on the sexual exploitation of children with victims, survivors and those at risk. The
article highlights concepts from general ethical guidelines for conducting research with children
such as do no harm, informed consent, right to confidentiality and power imbalances, but
focuses on research with child victims, survivors and those at risk of sexual exploitation within
that context. It concludes that child victims, survivors and those at risk of sexual exploitation can
gain extraordinary benefits from sharing their experiences and views on matters that affect them;
however, the short- and long-term effects of sexual exploitation on each child are different. For
this reason, it is essential that programme managers and researchers take into consideration all
the potential pros and cons of adopting a participatory approach in a study on sexual exploitation
of children.

Althoughthetrue scope remains unknown, itisindisputable that the sexual exploitation of children
remains a serious and widespread global problem. As organisations such as ECPAT International
move forward in their battle against this phenomenon, itis vital that more emphasis and resources
are put into addressing the persisting lack of empirical evidence and reliable research to inform
effective advocacy and programming to end the sexual exploitation of children.

Rebecca H. Rittenhouse
Series Editor
ECPAT International




ECPAT INTERNATIONAL

JOURNAL

ISSUE : 10

TACKLING THE DATA DEARTH:

The global scale of commercial sexual
exploitation of children

by Jordana Dawson Hayes and Mark Capaldi

CHILD
SEXUAL
ABUSE
MATERIALS

CHILD PROSTITUTION

SEXUAL EXPLOITATION
OF CHILDREN IN TRAVEL AND

TOURISM

TRAFFICKING OF
CHILDREN

FOR SEXUAL
PURPOSES

INTRODUCTION

There is little doubt that the commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) is a large and
widespread problem. However, while great strides have been made to tackle the issue, the need
to introduce and utilise methodologically sound ways to define and measure this form of child
abuse is becoming increasingly apparent. It has been recognised for over a decade that widely-
circulating figures on the global scale of CSEC are frequently little more than “guesstimates” that,
through frequent repetition, have attained the status of fact (Huijsmans and Baker, 2012; ECPAT

International, 2008).
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Governments, donors and the public are now increasingly demanding evidence-based policies
and thorough monitoring and evaluation techniques to demonstrate efficacy in the fight against
CSEC. Itis clear that a “shift [is] happening, a shift away from glossy brochures and smiling children
and happy anecdotes, a shift toward data” (Kestenbaum, 2013). Not only do child rights agencies
need to be able to efficiently allocate limited resources, maintain funding and evaluate their
own work for the benefit of their target populations, investors and donors need to be able to
demonstrate the impact of their charitable “investments” (for marketing purposes, for example).
Inaccurate and inflated numbers may discourage efforts to address the problem of exploitation
(Feingold, 2010) or cause duty-bearers to promote less effective policies and projects. In the
worst situations, research with major methodological flaws can harm those it intends to help,
by stigmatising or putting victims at risk, or by leading decision-makers to inaccurate conclusions
(SIREN, 2011).

This article seeks to examine some of the issues relating to data collection in the area of the
commercial sexual exploitation of children. The major sources of existing information on the global
scale and scope of CSEC are identified and examined, and methods to produce more reliable data
are discussed. The article concludes that more scientific and evidence-based research on CSEC is
critical in order to more effectively combat this phenomenon.

REASONS FOR
THE CURRENT
LACK OF RELIABLE
CSEC-RELATED
DATA

A quick Internet search will
reveal to the interested
researcher the discrepancies
that exist among CSEC statistics,
as well as the lack of adequate
citations and references to
reliable sources. Several reasons
are often given for the lack of
reliable data on CSEC, the most
prominent of which is that child
victims of sexual exploitation
constitute a “hidden population”
that is inherently challenging

to research due to the difficulty
in finding a representative
sample. While this is true, this
problem is not unique to CSEC.
Research in a multitude of other
fields such as adult prostitution
(Paz-Bailey, et al., 2011) and
illegal drug abuse (Dombrowski,
et al., 2012; Salganik, et al.,
2011), demonstrates that there

are continuously improving
methodological and scientific
approaches to work around this
barrier.

In addition to the hidden nature
of CSEC, other barriers should
be addressed before data can
be analysed to achieve the most
reliable results. Global data on
sexual exploitation is limited,
but the problem is exacerbated
for CSEC because figures for
women and children are often
combined (ECPAT International,
2008; Kelly, 2002). Data
collected by researchers needs
to be effectively disaggregated
to achieve the most out of the
data. Different interpretations of
internationally recognised legal
definitions of related aspects

of CSEC have compounded the
difficulties in disaggregating data
or resulted in little information
on particularly vulnerable
groups such as the sexual
exploitation of transgender
children and adolescent

boys (MenCare, 2012; ECPAT
International, 2012).

Several reasons are
often given for the
lack of reliable data
on CSEC, the most
prominent of which
is that child victims
of sexual exploitation
constitute a “hidden
population” that

is inherently
challenging to
research due to the
difficulty in finding
a representative
sample
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The commercial sexual
exploitation of children is
comprised of several separate
but related manifestations

of child sexual abuse — child
prostitution, child pornography/
child sexual abuse materials,
sexual exploitation of children
in travel and tourism and
trafficking of children for
sexual purposes — and studies
often focus on one specific
manifestation rather than on
CSEC in its entirety. Methods,
definitions, indicators

and research quality vary
significantly among these
studies which then make them
difficult to compare or compile
(Weitzer, 2014).

Other research problems include
the fact that research plans

and methodologies are often
not made public, which limits
peer-reviewability (Huijsmans
and Baker, 2012; ECPAT
International, 2008). There is
frequent sampling bias, minimal
use of controls and, most

Research

DATA

significantly, little admission

of these flaws in the published
research. At the secondary
research level, there are

often examples of poor citing
and source checking among
organisations and minimal use
of peer-reviewed and verifiable
references (Weitzer, 2014). The
following section of this paper
examines current global CSEC
estimates and exemplifies some
of these problems.

COMMONLY USED

GLOBAL ESTIMATES
OF THE SCALE AND
SCOPE OF CSEC

The global scale of CSEC
estimates that do exist appear
to stem from statistics provided
by the International Labour
Organization (ILO). The two main
figures frequently used are that

methods not Hidden
made public population
)
Lack of
disaggregated
Several separate data
but related
manifestations
of CSEC

1

press/release.php).
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1.8 million children are exploited
worldwide through prostitution
and pornography, and that 1.2
million children globally are
involved in trafficking. The ILO
(n.d.) states that these figures
come from its 2000 child labour
data which was gathered from
“various secondary sources.”

A UNICEF report that referred
to the 1.2 million ILO figure

is also frequently referenced

as a data source (UNICEF,

2006) — although it is often
erroneously cited as stating
that 2 million children are
victims of commercial sexual
exploitation, including by

the ILO (International Labour
Organization - International
Programme on the Elimination
of Child Labour, 2008).1

In 2005, ILO estimated that
1.39 million people are

victims of commercial sexual
exploitation at any given time
with 40-50% of these individuals
being minors, putting the
number of minors around 0.79
million (International Labour
Organization, 2005). More
detailed information on how
these figures were arrived at
(as well as methodological
limitations) were provided in
the 2005 report, unlike previous
ILO reports, suggesting that the
1.39 million figure is the closest
to a reliable global CSEC-related
figure existing today.

These challenges are not unique
to the international context

and similar dubious figures

can be seen at the national

level where studies also lack
empirical data to support the
numbers given (Weitzer, 2014).
However, organisations working
to support and advocate for

UNICEF quotes the “2 million figure” in its own press release of the report (http://www.unicef.org/sowc06/




victimised youth often feel
compelled to use statistics —
even if the numbers are less
than reliable — because larger
numbers can be important
awareness-raising and advocacy
tools (ECPAT International,
2014). At the same time, data
collection and analysis can seem
insignificant when compared to
the primary goal of protecting
children from such a horrific
crime, and organisations may
be of the opinion that devoting
efforts to more reliable data
collection and analysis is a poor
use of resources or a distraction
(SIREN, 2011).

RESEARCH
APPROACHES AND
THE USE OF MIXED-
METHOD DATA
COLLECTION

The current dearth of relevant
data and the problems with
existing reliable data allow
conclusions to be drawn as to
what research into the scale and
scope of CSEC should ideally
include. Preferably, research
approaches need to be able

to measure prevalence as

well as to determine ways to
identify and mitigate against the
vulnerabilities and hazards that
children at risk or involved in
commercial sexual exploitation
face (SIREN, 2011). Greater
attention is needed to ensure
methodological and ethical rigor
in CSEC research. As no research
methodology is completely
superior or more definitively of
use, the final selection of the
most appropriate methodology
should be related to the purpose

of the research and the level of
description and interpretation
required (Sandelowski, 2000).
Qualitative research
methodology has long been
the most common approach

of analysis when detailed
descriptions of a phenomenon
are required as it allows the
respondents to describe their
experiences in their own words
(Wicks and Whiteford, 2006).
Methods such as life history
narratives or case studies

are particularly useful when
researching with adolescents
as older children have the
capacity to think conceptually
and can be interested in
contributing to meaningful
conversations where they can
present their experiences and
views (Haglund, 2004). Done
well, such qualitative research
approaches provide unique
standards of reliability and
validity on the meaning and
experiences as lived by these
children which transcend
concerns of representation.
Critics of qualitative research
point to the generally small and
unscientific sampling techniques

The current
dearth of
relevant data and
the problems
with existing
reliable data
allow conclusions
to be drawn as
to what research
into the scale and
scope of CSEC
should ideally
include

June, 2015

often used with qualitative
research. Frequent examples

in CSEC-related research
include unrepresentative
samples; problems with access
to respondents; selection
biases by “gate-keepers” to
respondents such as NGOs,
social workers and police; and —
where participants are referred
by other participants — biased
selection of participants based
on friendships or other similar
factors (Brunovskis and Surtees,
2010). This also leads to the
inability to scale up estimates
to the national or global level as
the research may not be truly
representative of the wider
target population (Brunovskis
and Surtees, 2010; Morgan,
2008).

Quantitative research typically
utilises surveys or other
pre-structured methods to
obtain a more representative
dataset on pre-selected
variables. Statistics are used
to interpret the findings. The
researcher generally pre-selects
the variables to be studied
within pre-set confines and
concepts (Sandelowski, 2000).
Quantitative research, while
meeting high standards of
representation and scientifically-
sound analysis, can limit

what can be learned about
the meanings interviewees
give to certain events and
therefore leave little room

for the unexpected (Becker,
1996). With these challenges
in mind, quantitative research
(often utilising surveys or
questionnaires) must first be
technically strong. Research
needs to be methodologically
sound and must be replicable
across countries and situations.
Bias should be eliminated to
the extent possible and any
remaining bias and research
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limitations must be described
and discussed in the resulting
publication. In determining
sample size, quantitative
approaches must be designed in
such a way that the research: (i)
covers a representative part of a
clearly defined target population
(i.e., child victims of commercial
sexual exploitation); and (ii)
identifies members of the target
population and distinguishes
them from non-members
(Tyldum, 2009).

Mixed methods utilising both
gualitative and quantitative
research are particularly helpful
in exploring concepts

that are complex and multi-
faceted (Capaldi, 2014; Wood
and Welch, 2010) and they
enable the triangulation of
theoretical constructs and
data from generally larger
sample sizes. Integrating and
drawing conclusions from both
guantitative and qualitative
research methods responds
to criticisms of reduced vigour
and validity, enabling better
estimations of the scale and
scope of hidden crimes such
as the sexual exploitation of
children (Wood and Welch,
2010; Habashi and Worley,
2009).

ISSUE : 10

INTRODUCING
BETTER EVIDENCE-
BASED METHODS
INTO CSEC RESEARCH

When estimating the magnitude
of any illicit activity such as
CSEC, the need for quality

data collection and verifiable
sources to arrive at the figures
is paramount. The continuing
disparity among the numbers is
leading to many organisations
and academics casting doubt on
the efficacy of producing global
level estimates (Weitzer, 2014;
Zhang, 2012).

Work through a
local community

Respondent-
driven sampling

Stratified random sampling

= Tee
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There are several promising
approaches to estimating the
size of a hidden population. The
Strategic Information Response
Network (SIREN), based in
Southeast Asia, recently
organised a competition for
good practice data gathering in
the field of human trafficking.
The competition format
appeared to identify several
good ideas that, through further
investigation and collaboration,
could be applied to research

on the sexual exploitation

of children. For example,
participants at the University
of Miami in the United States
described a communication-
based method that would
enable researchers to work
through a local community,
rather than law enforcement
systems, thereby avoiding the
common problem of having to
extrapolate up a multiplication
factor for reported cases of
CSEC. A second advantage

is that the method does not
rely on relationships between
participants (a common trend
in hidden population research
designs), which may be anyway
smaller in child populations.
The method assumes that

the commercial sex trade
requires knowledge of supply
and demand patterns and

that local informants provide
location information to potential
customers and in return receive
financial remuneration. Thus,
this methodology seeks to
locate sex trade venues and
information through local
informants (SIREN, 2008).
Triangulation of a broad range
of stakeholders is also currently
being piloted by UNICEF, in
partnership with national
governments and the Centre
for Disease Control, but in this
approach quantitative surveys in

multi-country studies are used
to examine violence against
children (UNICEF, 2011).

A second approach — stratified
random sampling — also avoids
the tendency to work through
law enforcement agencies and
acquaintance circles as the
number of assisted victims will
not be similar to the estimated
number of victims (Weitzer,
2014). Stratified sampling
involves dividing members of
a population into homogenous
groups before sampling. When
used to survey a town for
example, it can ensure that
diversity within the population
is reflected and can control for
population density variance
within the area (SIREN, 2008).

Respondent-driven sampling
(RDS) is a technique that
demonstrates improvement

in the more traditional link-
tracing (snowball) design where
respondents recruit future
respondents from their circle of
acquaintances. RDS improves
upon snowball sampling by
allowing researchers to make
asymptotically unbiased
estimates from snowball
samples under certain
conditions (Fisher and Giovanna
Merli, 2014). However, one

of the primary conditions of
RDS is that researchers should
not attempt to estimate
directly from the sample to the
population (Salganik, 2006);
hence, RDS’s most obvious use
is to estimate the prevalence
of a specific trait among the
sample. However, there is at
least one novel example of
RDS being used to determine
sample size (Handcock and
Mar, 2012). These researchers
have presented an approach
to estimating the size of a
target population based

June, 2015

Respondent-driven
sampling (RDS) is

a technique that
demonstrates
improvement in the
more traditional
link-tracing
(snowball) design
where respondents
recruit future
respondents from
their circle of
acquaintances.

on data collected through
RDS that uses a “successive
sampling approximation to
RDS to leverage information”
in harder to reach samples
by concentrating on the data
collected from the larger
samples accessed first. This is
an important development in
hidden-population research and
should not be overlooked by
CSEC researchers.

Nevertheless, making macro-
level claims on the scale of
CSEC or human trafficking is
still frought with challenges.
National level surveys

offer possibilities for more
standardised data collection
and counting but a truly
representative national survey
of victims is still extremely
challenging due to the hidden
population whose boundaries
remain largely unknown.
Therefore, surveys with a larger
population that is amenable
to probability-based sampling
through association may
produce promising results
(Weitzer, 2014). For example,
the International Organization

e )
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for Migration (IOM) conducted
multi-country national research
on human trafficking in five
high-risk European countries,
sampling 5513 randomly
selected households. Those
surveyed were not asked
about their own experiences
of being trafficked but whether
a close family member had
been trafficked, with 2% of

the sample reporting family
members who fit the definition
of a victim, according to the
survey (Omae Mahmoud

and Trebesch, 2010). Such
methods are rarely used and
there remains potential bias
due to family sensitivities and
stigmatisation related to illicit
activities such as CSEC (Weitzer,
2014).

CONCLUSION

It is clear that there remains a
pervasive lack of quality and
reliable data around the scale
and scope of the commercial
sexual exploitation of children
globally and that figures
frequently used are little
more than “guesstimates.”
This is a particular concern
because quality data allows
organisations to make the

best decisions on where to
dedicate limited resources and
to objectively monitor and
evaluate implemented projects
in terms of efficacy. It also
allows donors to demonstrate
the impact of their investments.
Even with limited funds and
victims in urgent need, it is
necessary to spend resources
on rigorous research to ensure
resources are correctly targeted
and to increase effectiveness
and efficiency of policies and
programmes.

All methods of data gathering
will involve biases and
limitations and any large scale
project to determine the scale
and scope of CSEC should
involve a thorough analysis by
researchers and statisticians as
to the method(s) to be utilised;
collaboration between child
rights agencies and academics
or research institutions are
particularly beneficial. These
challenges are not unique to
CSEC or hidden population
research. Realising and reporting
on biases and limitations is
equally as important as utilising
a reliable and replicable survey
design. Ability to disaggregate
data is especially important for
research into specialised topics,
such as CSEC, which are often
viewed as subsets of a wider
problem.

ISSUE : 10

Mixed methodological
research that integrates both
qualitative and quantitative
tools provides the best
opportunities to produce
empirical and scientific data
that is most representational
of the larger target population.
Truly randomised sampling

and large sample sizes can
reduce biases and inaccuracies.
Nevertheless, dangers exist
when extrapolating figures

up to national, regional and
global levels and the significant
resources required to undertake
macro-level research perhaps
explains why many global
estimates continue to be
problematic and inaccurate.

The commercial sexual
exploitation of children is

a difficult area in which to
gather reliable data. However,

it is crucial that organisations
working to combat child sexual
exploitation overcome the
barriers associated with this
research and commit to gather
evidence-based data. The data
is essential to make the best use
of limited funds, to set baselines
and targets, to produce the
most efficient and targeted
programmes and to effectively
monitor and evaluate efforts to
eradicate the commercial sexual
exploitation of children.
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CONCEPTS AND PRINCIPLES
RELATED TO QUALITY
RESEARCH ON THE
COMMERCIAL SEXUAL
EXPLOITATION OF CHILDREN

by Elisa Felicini and Mark Capaldi

ETHICAL PRINCIPLES WHEN RESEARCHING WITH CHILDREN
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INTRODUCTION

Whilst child trafficking and the sexual exploitation of children have remained in the spotlight over

the last two decades, there is still limited quality research into the depth, breadth and scope of
the problem.




- s

ECPAT INTERNATIONAL

JOURNAL

ISSUE : 10

Organisations that are working to combat the commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC)
are constantly requested to provide evidence-based data and information on the child victims
affected by the various manifestations of sexual exploitation. However, accurate estimates,
descriptions or evidence of the extent and magnitude of these violations against children remain
ambiguous or lacking, in part due to conceptual and methodological challenges (UNICEF, 2008).
This results in limited, inaccurate and out-of-date knowledge on the phenomenon which has an
adverse effect on advocacy, policy planning and targeted interventions (Weitzer, 2014; Huijsmans
and Baker, 2012). Furthermore, poor quality research can even harm those it is intending to
help through stigmatisation or putting victims at further risk (SIREN, 2011). When advocacy is
based on vague, non-scientific and misleading data it is not reliable and, as a consequence, it
fails in achieving the goal of pushing duty-bearers to properly engage in addressing exploitation

(Feingold, 2010).

Quality research on a hidden phenomenon such as the sexual exploitation of children is complex
and more variegated than many of the studies that currently exist. This article therefore distils
some of the core concepts and principles needed to undertake better quality CSEC research in
the hope that it can motivate key stakeholders to commit to more superior and evidence-based
studies. It argues that much greater prioritisation needs to be given to methodological and ethical
rigour in research in order to maximise the pertinence and impact of the data collected and thus,
to strengthen the implementation of effectual protection policies and interventions.

DEFINING ‘QUALITY
RESEARCH’ ON CSEC

Research on commercial sexual
exploitation of children is often
criticised for being unscientific,
non evidence-based and
“unsubstantiated, misleading,
exaggerated and sensational”
(Ennew, 2008).

In order to overcome such
challenges and gaps in research,
a major effort towards ‘quality
research’ is required. The quality
of research depends on the
level of reliability (in scientific
terms) and appropriateness of
research methods. This is often
perceived as to do with the type
of information collected during
the research, i.e. whether

it is numbers and statistics
(quantitative data) or narratives
and images (qualitative data).

Despite there not being a
hierarchical relation between
these two types of information
(as both are equally important
and mutually supportive),
gualitative research is often
criticised as less reliable and not
scientific (Sandelowski, 2000).
As regards CSEC, the bulk of
research on this issue —and on
children in general — is mainly
qualitative research, which
means that policymakers and
programme designers may not
take the information seriously.

In order to change this
perception, it is necessary

to highlight the function and
importance of all methods of
research and to demonstrate
that even qualitative
approaches to data collection
can be conducted in a scientific
way and thus be sufficiently
reliable to inform policies
and programmes. In fact,
gquantitative and qualitative

The quality of
research depends
on the level of
reliability and
appropriateness of
research methods.
This is often
perceived as to

do with the type
of information
collected during
the research,

i.e. whether

it is numbers

and statistics or
narratives and
images.

data are inter-related because
it’s impossible to collect
guantitative data without




first having a preliminary
knowledge of the subject based
on qualitative data of what the
numbers mean (Sandelowski,
2000). Descriptions are the
basis of numbers, which means
that qualitative data must be
first collected when there is
weak knowledge about the
phenomenon that is being
studied. Although qualitative
approaches tend to involve
fewer participants compared

to quantitative research (which
is typically looking for trends

or estimating population

sizes), in qualitative studies

the researchers generally

know more details about each
participant and can therefore
develop theories and new
meanings to describe or explain
evolving realities of a complex
phenomenon. This can be
compared to quantitative
research where the participants’
responses are recorded as
‘numbers’, often in order to
extrapolate or scale up data
(Keele, n.d.).

No one research methodology is
necessarily better than another.
There is a need to develop

more rigorous qualitative and
guantitative research promoting
a mixed methodology (Beije, et
al., 2013) or ‘umbrella’ approach
to research which recognises
the different combinations of
approaches to data collection.

BASIC PRINCIPLES
AND CONCEPTS

A. CONCEPTUAL
ANALYSIS AND

DEFINITIONS

The study of sexual exploitation
of children cannot be
adequately conducted if
definitions of the main concepts
related to the phenomenon
and to the specific object of the
study are not established so

as to avoid misunderstandings
and vagueness of the data

itself. Defining theories,
concepts and terminology is
not an unnecessary theoretical
exercise but a substantial need
in research (Ennew, 2008).
Theoretical and conceptual
inaccuracies impede quality data
collection which then becomes
over simplistic, insufficiently
disaggregated and rarely
comparable with other contexts
or studies (Weitzer, 2014).

A further weakness in the
current research on CSEC is

the almost total absence of
context analysis, in particular,
as regards the local prostitution
mechanisms, economies, social
environment and cultural
perceptions (such as ideas
about children and childhood,
gender and sexuality and power
relations). This has resulted in
broad generalisations about
root causes of CSEC, especially
family breakdown, poverty, child
migration and social tolerance
(ECPAT International, 2014).
Conversely, it can also lead to
the compartmentalisation of
the exploitation of children
within either sex trafficking, sex
tourism or child pornography.
In fact, these are phenomena
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that beyond being interlinked
are also heavily inter-related
with and influenced by the
contexts in which they occur
(Ennew, 2008). The lack of
context analysis in research

on CSEC prevents a holistic

and reliable understanding of
the complex nature of sexual
exploitation of children and the
interplay between the various
manifestations. Conceptual
differences of distinct situations
of CSEC will inevitably result in
the need for different responses
(ECPAT International, 2014).

Greater awareness and
knowledge conceptually of
the nuances, distinctions and
terminology around CSEC will
help to strengthen the design,
effectiveness and monitoring
of counteraction (NGO Group,
2005). Furthermore, clarity
and analysis within the context
of conceptual frameworks

on existing national and
international legal frameworks
also needs to be provided, so
that the use and enforcement
of legislation continues to
promote and support global
harmonisation of disaggregated
data collection, cutting edge
research and good practices
(ECPAT International, 2014).

B. RIGHTS-BASED
APPROACH TO

RESEARCHING WITH
CHILDREN

Article 12.1 of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child makes
it clear that children are not
merely ‘objects’ of concern

and protection but ‘subjects’
entitled to human rights among
which includes the right to
express their views in all matters
concerning them. Whilst the
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Convention does not specifically
recognise it, children’s ‘right to
be properly researched’ may
be identified in it (Knowing
Children, 2009). This right,

that children are indirectly
entitled to, is based on the
interpretation of Articles 3, 12,
13 and 36 of the UN CRC which
suggest direct implications in
the research about children.!
The meaningful participation
of children in research can
accordingly improve the quality
and reliability of the findings
and if handled correctly can

be both therapeutic and
empowering (Edmunds, 2003).

As regards research on CSEC,
the involvement of children
and adolescents can occur

at different levels and with a
variable intensity. Children can
participate in focus groups or
interviews as respondents,

or it can be deeper and more
intense, such as in peer research
and youth-led studies in which
children and young people

are involved as researchers
themselves (Akerstrom and
Brunnberg, 2013). This means
that the nature and level of
participation of children and
young people in research

may differ significantly, but
the principle on which the
participatory approach is based
remains unchanged.

L See Article 3.3: “State parties shall......

It is evident that in carrying

out research the participation
of victims of CSEC raises

some extremely sensitive
ethical issues. Research can

be exploitative in itself and
participation is potentially
harmful or dangerous for
children and young people

who take part in the research
(as discussed in the section
below). For this reason, research
that adopts a participatory
approach has to use rights-
based methodology in order to
be meaningful and not harmful
for the participants (Alderson,
2004). As such, research with
children must be based on and
oriented by fundamental human
rights and the main principles
of dignity, equality, non-
discrimination and participation
(Knowing Children, 2009).

C. ETHICAL CONCERNS

The involvement of children
and young people, in particular
experiential children and youth,
in research on commercial
sexual exploitation of children
obviously raises major ethical
concerns, such as whether this
kind of research is worthwhile
or ‘fair’. One response might be
that despite all the ethical issues
raised by the participatory
approach, it would also be
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unethical to do research on
CSEC and deny children the
right to be heard on something
that affects them (Laws and
Mann, 2004). However, serious
considerations need to be given
to the ethical and protection
framework in participatory
research on CSEC.

In order to prevent harmful or
poor quality data collection,
risk-benefit assessments need to
be made at different levels: by
the researchers; by ethics and
scientific review committees and
advisers;? by the people who

are asked to take part in the
research (children and young
people) and, if relevant, their
carers (Alderson and Morrow,
2004). In the planning of the
study, it is important for the
research team to explore the
motivations for seeking to
involve children in the project;
the risks they face by embarking
on the project; and their abilities
and responsibilities towards

the children with whom they
are engaging (Harcourt and
Quennerstedt, 2014).

An ethical approach to research
with children refers not only

to traditional areas of concern
like voluntary participation and
informed consent, but to many
other aspects as shown in Table
1 on the next page.

conform with the standards established by competent authorities”; Article 12: The child

has “....the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child”; Article 13.1: “The child shall have the right
to freedom of expression....... either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s
choice”; and Article 36: Children must be protected “against all forms of exploitation” (Knowing Children, 2009).

2 Ethical/Scientific/Advisory Committees generally consider three key criteria: scientific and methodological validity; the wel-
fare of the participants; and the respect for the dignity and rights of participants (Allmark, 2003).

- E]
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TABLE 1: ETHICAL PRINCIPLES WHEN RESEARCHING WITH CHILDREN

PRINCIPLES ISSUES TO CONSIDER

Voluntary and meaningful
participation of children

Ensure no repercussions for respondent opting-out and that
the child is not coerced into participating; child-centred and
child-friendly research methodologies should be utilised so that
the child can fully and appropriately engage (Ansell, 2009).

Informed consent

Consent is only viewed as valid if the person giving it is
sufficiently competent and informed to give their decision and
it is made completely voluntarily as an on-going consideration
(Alderson, 2004).

Protection of children from any
kind of harm

No interview should take place if it is likely to put a child or
youth in a worse position, either in the short or long term;
Access to referral mechanisms for child victims of sexual
exploitation needing support should be available.

Risks faced by the project team
during the research

As CSEC is a criminal activity, a risk management assessment
should be undertaken to ensure that members of the research
team do not face security risks or reprisals from criminal
elements or corrupt officials in authority.

Confidentiality of data and
protection of respondents’
interests

Personal details such as real/full names, locations/addresses
(or any other information which may help to identify the child
respondent) should be kept in a secure and private place and
not used in the research report. Researchers and translators
should sign a confidentiality agreement and respondents
should be informed of the precautions being taken to protect
their identity (Capaldi, 2014).

Compensatory expectations of
children and youth involved in
the research

There are pros and cons associated with the different types of
remuneration (reimbursement, compensation, appreciation or
incentive) that may be given to a child respondent — explicit
policies and guidelines justifying the approach used should be
developed (Alderson and Morrow, 2004).

Professional skills, knowledge
and personal factors of
researchers

Persons undertaking research should be adequately trained.
Researchers should be of relevant gender; have experience of
interviewing children; be trained in victim support work; and
have at least a basic knowledge and understanding of child
sexual exploitation (Bejerken, 2005).

Child-friendly methods adopted
with young respondents

Create a comfortable environment for interviewees. Develop
a friendly and appropriate relationship of trust with the
respondents (Kovacevi¢ and Mirovi¢, 2007). Use a range of
participatory methodologies such as through ‘drawing and
stories’, role play, photo essays, etc. (Knowing Children, 2009).
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PRINCIPLES ISSUES TO CONSIDER

Imbalance of power between
adult researcher and children

data collected (Ennew, 2008).

Be aware that positionality and relations of power (due to
age, gender, nationality, socio-economic aspects, etc.) can
intimidate respondents or result in biases or prejudices in the

Responsibilities/responses of
researchers to children who
show signs of distress or who
are currently being sexually
exploited

Respect children’s ongoing right to refrain from answering any
guestion or withdraw from the research project if necessary.
Facilitate access to available support should they feel
uncomfortable and show signs of distress during and following
the interview process. Explain limits to confidentiality and
possible implications such as appropriate referral should a child
report current abuse, including mandatory reporting in some
countries (Kovacevi¢ and Mirovi¢, 2007).

Opportunity to return something
back to children for their
participation

2004).

Through participation, CSEC victims/survivors can feel
empowered, validated and actively heard by having their
insights and concerns taken seriously; share research results
with the respondents, including with children (Laws and Mann,

Although these principles

and guidelines are necessary,

it must be noted that they
cannot replace ‘contingent
ethics’ (Morrow and Richards,
1996). Ethical guidelines are
unlikely to provide specific,
clear applications to all of the
dilemmas that researchers face
(Alderson, 1995). Researchers
need to be aware that ethical
considerations are ongoing and
that ethical dilemmas may arise
at any stage of the research.
Decisions must be made in
specific cultural, gender and
social contexts on the basis of
the appropriate professionalism
of the researcher (Morrow and
Richards, 1996).

D. DATA GATHERING

AND ANALYSIS

Quality research depends upon
a rational and well-considered
combination of adequate
sampling, penetrative data
collection and interpretative
data analysis techniques
(Sandelowski, 2010).
Researchers should be obliged
to defend their sampling and
analysis strategies. Qualitative
studies generally have smaller
sample sizes than quantitative
research (Richie et al., 2003)
as it is a manually intensive
approach and large population
sizes would be unrealistic in light
of the usual budget constraints

and timeline limitations. The
concept of ‘saturation’ is

often used in these instances
and a sample size is deemed
sufficient once the collection
of further data is not giving any
significantly new information
and the point of diminishing
returns has been reached
(Mason, 2010; Richie et al.,
2003). Random selection of
the target group is particularly
difficult in hidden populations
so non-probability sampling
techniques (such as ‘snowball
sampling’ or ‘respondent
driven sampling’)® can help in
sufficiently exploring concepts
around complex phenomena
such as CSEC, although it cannot
claim to be fully representative

3 With snowball sampling, each respondent (or ‘snowball’) links the researcher up to another in the target group until the
preferred sample size is reached. In the case of respondent driven sampling (RDS) an initial participant (a ‘seed’) is asked to
identify other contacts within the target population. Each then recruits perhaps up to three more which enables the final
sample to be independent and thus more random then the initial subjects (see Goel and Salganik, 2010).

4 They can include: “fear, depression, low self esteem [and] self worth, poor social skills, anger [and] hostility, inability to trust
[and] build meaningful relationships in later life, blurred roles and boundaries, appearing ‘older’ (pseudomaturity), sexualized
behaviour, guilt, shame, feeling ‘different’ from others, isolation, substance use [and] misuse, self harm (including suicide)

[and] post traumatic stress disorder.”




of the wider target population
(Morgan, 2008).

As child victims of sexual
exploitation are a challenging
target group to collect data
from due to the difficult
circumstances these children
find themselves in and the
links to criminal activities and
networks, this can lead to
hesitancy to disclose or re-call
bias. Using a mix of research
methodologies and including
‘ask-back’ checks can minimise
biased answering (Hassan,
2005).

Both quantitative and
qualitative data collection and
analysis requires recording,
categorising and counting of
data, although with qualitative
analysis ‘counting is a means
to an end, not the end itself’
(Sandelowski, 2010: 338).
Qualitative data analysis moves
much more into the sphere

of interpretation, rather than
guantitative statistical analysis
as it is particularly helpful in
studies which wish to answer
the questions who, what, how
and where of a phenomena
(Capaldi, 2014).

CONCLUSION

When advocacy is based on
vague, non scientific and
inaccurate data it is not reliable.
Whilst quality research cannot
overcome all the undeniable
difficulties related to the
accessibility of data concerning
an illegal activity such as CSEC,
it allows relevant stakeholders
to gain reliable and detailed
evidence-based knowledge
and understanding. This is
essential in order to design
valid and effective policies and
programmes to eradicate CSEC.
Moreover, a scientific approach
in research on CSEC is likely to
increase the political will and
commitment of relevant duty-
bearers to eradicating this crime
against children.

The value of children’s
participation is particularly
significant in research on

CSEC as their involvement
gives access to quality
information, thus filling large
gaps of knowledge about

CSEC. Secondly, a participatory
approach ensures that the
views and concerns of those
most directly affected by a
problem (in this case, children
who are or have been sexually
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exploited) are heard. However,
participatory research on CSEC
has to be governed by a rights-
based approach. This includes
following strict ethical principles
and guidelines that ensure

the protection of children
involved in the research so as
to avoid any kind of physical
and psychological harm that
their participation may cause
to them. Knowledgeable,
reflective and adequately
trained researchers can avoid
prejudicial behaviour, undue
influence and the dangers of
conflict of interest. Persons
undertaking research should
know how to relate to the

child respondents, especially
when psychological assistance
and the duty of confidentiality
need to be suspended for the
protection and security of the
child. Partnerships between
child rights experts, civil society
groups and academics and
research institutions can greatly
help in this regard.

Children’s right to be properly
researched can result in
appropriately scientific,
evidence-based and comparable
data from children and about
children that forms the basis for
successful advocacy, policies and
programme interventions.
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ETHICAL ISSUES OF RESEARCHING
SEXUAL EXPLOITATION OF CHILDREN
WITH VICTIMS, SURVIVORS AND
THOSE AT RISK

by Rebecca H. Rittenhouse and Elisa Felicini

INTRODUCTION

Although the commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) has existed throughout history,
it is only in the last two decades that the phenomenon has been brought to the attention of
the international community. As the focus on CSEC grows and increased measures are taken to
address it, there is a tremendous need for reliable, evidence-based data to support advocacy for
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improved protection for sexually exploited and at-risk children.! There is therefore a vital need to
conduct well-designed and varied (qualitative and quantitative, longitudinal and cohort), peer-
reviewed research on the issue. Research on the sexual exploitation of children should also be
child-centred, which ensures that the opinions, perspectives and voices of children are respected
and taken into account, including those at risk of exploitation as well as victims and survivors of
sexual exploitation.?

The participation of children in research, whether it is as a researcher or respondent, can add
to the improvement of research methodologies and data collection, which can lead to more
accurate and useful results. In some cases, participation may allow a survivor to step out of
“victimization, passivity and silence,” and for those children at risk of exploitation, it has been
asserted that “a participative approach helps overcome fear and build skills to resist exploitation”
(Laws and Mann, 2004).

These benefits of participation may be particularly true for victims and survivors of CSEC who,
due to the stigmatisation, fear of retribution and “culture of silence” that many times accompany
sexual exploitation, often are not able to express or share their experiences or opinions. It has
been asserted that “[r]esearching with hidden populations, valuing children’s expertise and
understanding children’s lived experience through...sensitive research has the potential to lead
to positive outcomes in research and in children’s lives” (Morris et al., 2012). Additionally, it
has been suggested that excluding certain groups from research, such as abused children, may
violate the principles of justice (Becker-Blease and Freyd, 2006).

Research that involves children does raise specific ethical issues due to its sometimes sensitive
nature as research questions, especially those focused on violence, abuse and exploitation,
can have a harmful effect on what may be an already vulnerable child. Research that focuses
on “sensitive topics”?® has been recognised as “having the potential for creating or enhancing
(existing) vulnerability among research participants” (Aldridge, 2012). These risks to a child’s
physical, emotional and psychological health should be assessed at the beginning of the research
process and should be taken into consideration when evaluating whether children should
be involved in research. While participatory research with children can be beneficial to both
researchers and children, it is important that children are not included in research simply for the
sake of including them or because researchers are curious about a certain issue, but because
the participation will add to the quality and effectiveness of the research to improve protection
interventions for children (Schenk and Williamson, 2005).

L. ECPAT International defines CSEC as: “sexual abuse by the adult and remuneration in cash or kind to the child or a third person
or persons.” The primary manifestations of CSEC include: child prostitution, child pornography/child sexual abuse materials,
trafficking of children for sexual purposes and the sexual exploitation of children in travel and tourism (ECPAT International,
2008). In this article, children are defined in accordance with Article 1 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, as
“every human being below the age of 18 years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier”
(United Nations, 1989).

2 For the purposes of this article, a victim or survivor is a child who has experienced sexual exploitation. The terms “victim” and
“survivor” can be used interchangeably, although “victim” is generally preferred in the legal and medical sectors, and “sur-
vivor” in the psychological and social support sectors (IRC, 2012). In the context of this article, “survivor” is used to identify
those children who have fully recovered from the trauma of their exploitation.

3|t has been recognised that “[t]here are greater barriers to participation when the research topic is sensitive, although there
is a lack of consensus between researchers, gatekeepers, parents and children as to what constitutes a sensitive topic.” One
definition of “sensitive topics” that has been adhered to in research studies is “those that either seem threatening, or contain
an element of risk in some way...[and] include areas which are private, stressful or sacred, or potentially expose stigmatising
or incriminating information” (Powell and Smith, 2009).
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These ethical considerations are particularly vital when conducting research on CSEC with children,
which poses additional, specific ethical risks due to the sensitive subject matter and/or the child’s
individual experience as a victim, survivor or at risk individual. The short- and long-term effects
of sexual abuse and exploitation of children are extensive and complex* (Delaney and Cotterill,
2005). If researchers ignore the ethical dimensions of involving children in research on CSEC, not
only will the participation not produce beneficial results, it may also harm the children involved.

In recent years, there has been an increase in discussion and literature revolving around the
ethical considerations of the participation of children in research (Gorin et al., 2008; Powell et al.,
2012; Morrow, 2013) as well as in social research that includes children’s opinions and experiences
(Morrow, 2008). However, it has been observed that the discussions and participation in research
need to further analyse “specific groups of vulnerable children” (Eriksson and Ndasman, 2012). The
purpose of this article is to examine some of the ethical issues which are raised when conducting
research on the sexual exploitation of children with victims, survivors and those at risk as well as
to highlight the key and sometimes unique ethical challenges this research poses. This article will
highlight concepts from the general ethical frameworks/guidelines for conducting research with
children that have already been identified by others in the field such as do no harm, informed
consent, right to confidentiality and power imbalances, but will focus on research with child
victims, survivors and those at risk of sexual exploitation within that context.

IS THE INVOLVEMENT
OF CHILDREN THE
BEST OPTION?®

Although it may have a positive
impact on the research and
the children involved (see Laws
and Mann, 2004; Mishna et al.,
2004; Schenk and Williamson,
2005), involving children as
respondents in research on CSEC
is not always the best option
from an ethical point of view.
In part, this is due to the fact
that there is limited research

on the potential impact that
research procedures, such as
sensitive questions, may have
on child participants (Runyan,
2000; Ybarra et al., 2009). The
process of holding consultations
or conducting research with
children is very challenging and
there are serious considerations
to be taken into account from
the outset in order to assess

if children and young people
should be involved in a specific
research project. When in
doubt, the best interests of the
child should be the primary
consideration for all researchers
involved in research with

children.

In order to prevent harmful or
unprofessional research, risk-
benefit assessments need to
be made at different levels:

by the researchers; by ethics,
funding and scientific review
committees and advisers; and
by the people who are asked
to take part in the research
(children and young people)
and their care givers (Alderson
and Morrow, 2004). In short,
the research team has to

first assess, on one hand, the
potential benefits/added value
and, on the other hand, the

4 They can include: “fear, depression, low self esteem [and] self worth, poor social skills, anger [and] hostility, inability to trust
[and] build meaningful relationships in later life, blurred roles and boundaries, appearing ‘older’ (pseudomaturity), sexualized
behaviour, guilt, shame, feeling ‘different’” from others, isolation, substance use [and] misuse, self harm (including suicide)
[and] post traumatic stress disorder” (Delaney and Cotterill, 2005).

> There are various forms that a “participatory approach” to research involving children can take (children as research respond-
ents, children as data collectors/interviewers, children as observers, children involved in the design and/or analysis of the
research, etc.). While the ethical considerations addressed in this article can apply to most, if not all, of these roles, for the
purposes of this article, “participation” refers primarily to children as research respondents.




risks/negative implications

at different levels resulting
from children’s participation

in the specific research or
consultation. Second, the
project team should weigh the
risks of the research against
the benefits it hopes to achieve
in order to decide if directly
involving children is the best
option in each specific situation
or stage of the research. In
other words, the best and most
ethical research strategy allows
the collection of useful and
accurate data that responds to
the research questions while
ensuring the highest protection
for the children involved, the
latter being the priority.

In the planning phase of the
research, it is important for

the project team to explore

the motivations for seeking to
involve child victims, survivors
or those at risk in the project,
the risks the children and the
project team face by embarking
on the project; and the abilities
and responsibilities towards
the children involved. As part
of its Ethical Research Involving
Children (ERIC) Project, UNICEF
provides a list of “Questions

to Guide Ethical Research
Involving Children.” In the
planning and preparation

stage, these questions ask

what new knowledge children
will contribute, what will be

the likely benefits for the
individual child participating in
the research and how children’s
safety will be ensured during the
research process (Graham et al.,
2013).

It has also been asserted

by some that the research

itself should aim to produce
“nontrivial” findings; for
example, “results that provide
answers to questions important
to the welfare of children —or

that hold substantial promise
of benefit to children” (King
and Churchill, 2000). These
considerations and questions
prior to the start of the research
are vital when seeking to
include victims, survivors and/
or children at risk of sexual
exploitation to ensure not only
that they are not harmed, but
that child victims and survivors
are not re-victimised by their
participation in the research.

PROTECTION OF
CHILD PARTICIPANTS
FROM HARM

The protection of the physical,
psychological and social well-
being of children and young
people who are involved in
research is paramount and
must be the main concern

of researchers who have the
responsibility to ensure that

no harm will affect children as

a result of their participation

in the research, as well as to
guarantee that children’s rights
and interests are protected
throughout the research
process. This means that
potential risks and the impact of
participation on the child must
be assessed before the research
process begins (see Alderson,
1995; Morrow and Richards,
1996; King and Churchill, 2000;
Morris et al., 2012). Researchers
must evaluate to what extent
the participation of a child in
the research will increase his or
her exposure to violence and
other risks. Specific protection
measures, provisions and
support will need to be included
in the research design when
involving vulnerable children

in the research such as those

June, 2015

at risk or victims and survivors
of CSEC (see Gorin et al., 2008;
Mudaly and Goddard, 2009;
Graham et al., 2014).

The commercial sexual
exploitation of children

may include many different
forms of physical, sexual and
psychological abuse. Regardless
of their stage in recovery,
involving children and young
people in research on sensitive
topics, such as CSEC, means
potentially exposing them

to “[p]hysical retribution,
punishment or harm from
others for participating in
research activities” (Graham
et al., 2013; see Alderson and
Morrow, 2011).

Beyond potential physical harm,
children involved in research on
CSEC have to deal with distress
that may be caused by talking
about their past traumatic

harm may occur
“through the
revealing of
stigmatising
information about
a child within the
community as

a consequence

of research
participation. This
may occur, for
example, when
children...are
exploited. There
may be a risk of
detrimentally
affecting a child’s
position in their social
sphere or network”
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experiences of violence, abuse
and exploitation. Although
children may be willing to

talk about their experiences,
recalling the details may
cause them pain and further
emotional trauma (Twum-
Danso, 2004).

In addition to the psychological
and physical harm, the
participation of children in
research may lead to negative
consequences at a social level.
According to UNICEF, harm may
occur “through the revealing of
stigmatising information about
a child within the community

as a consequence of research
participation. This may occur,
for example, when children...are
exploited. There may be a risk of
detrimentally affecting a child’s
position in their social sphere or
network” (Graham et al., 2013).

Possible risks at a social level
can be identified and avoided

by involving children in the risk
assessment phase. However,
children must be aware of such
risks; therefore, before the
research starts, the project team
must clearly illustrate to children
the aims and the outcomes
(both expected and unexpected)
of the research and thus obtain
children’s “informed consent”
(as discussed in detail further
below).

Given all these risks, although it
is not always easy to determine
in advance what might be
emotionally or psychologically
hurtful to someone - especially
a child - the project team must
explore from the outset of the

research project all the potential
physical and psychological

risks to which children may be
exposed during the research
and make it a priority when
designing their research
methodologies and tools to
avoid “harm, re-traumatisation,
and emotional draining of the
respondents” (Bjerkan, 2005).

Researchers interviewing child
victims, survivors and those

at risk should be trained to
construct supportive questions
and to recognise signs of distress
in the children throughout the
interview and how to handle
these situations. This requires
“recognition that responsibility
towards the child is more
important than responsibility
for the continuation of the
research.” One way researchers
can accomplish this is to limit
discussions with children to
those areas with which they feel
comfortable or are trained to
deal (Mann and Tolfree, 2003).
Interviewers and supervisors
should be trained before any
research begins, “to ensure
that they know how to put
children at ease and respond
to needs that they might reveal
during the interviews, such as
psychosocial support” (Schenk
and Williamson, 2005).

Some studies with children

have dealt with this issue by
concentrating on using research
guestions that are focused

on the present and future
situations of the children, rather
than the past. The reasoning
behind this strategy is that, “by
focusing on coping strategies
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in the present rather than

on traumas of the past, the
respondents would be able to
highlight — and perhaps also
engage in an empowering
process of realising — their own
strengths” (Bjerkan, 2005).

Due to the very realistic
possibility that questions
posed to a victim or survivor,
even if not directly related

to the trauma/exploitation

he or she experienced, could
trigger a negative emotional
response, researchers must be
flexible enough to carry out an
unstructured interview.®

CONTEXT OF THE
VICTIM/SURVIVOR
EXPERIENCE

Broad ethical guidelines and
frameworks for research with
children’ are useful and widely
accepted, but cannot be applied
universally and should allow
room for personal choices by
researchers regarding ethical
considerations (see Morrow
and Richards, 1996; King and
Churchill, 2000; Christensen
and Prout, 2002; Morrow,
2013; BabyLaw Okoli, 2014).
The participation of children

in research is shaped by the
social, cultural, economical

and political contexts in which
it takes place (Morrow, 2013;
Graham et al., 2014). As

one researcher put it, broad
guidelines and frameworks “are

& This includes stopping the questioning that is causing distress and changing the topic of discussion to something with which
the child is more comfortable or, in some cases, gently stopping the interview.
7 Eg. UK National Children’s Bureau Guidelines for Research with Children and Young People. See: http://www.nfer.ac.uk/
schools/developing-young-researchers/NCBguidelines.pdf
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minority world constructs which
cannot be applied prescriptively
and can easily be misconstrued
and misunderstood in

majority world contexts as

they do not take cognisance

of other cultures’ meanings,
understandings and experiences
of children” (BabyLaw Okoli,
2014).

The flexibility of researchers
when conducting research

with child victims, survivors

and those at risk of sexual
exploitation is particularly
needed, as it has been asserted
that general ethical guidelines
“frequently lack...the capacity
to address the complexity

of working with vulnerable
populations” (Pittaway et al.,
2010). It can also be useful when
designing a mixed-methodology
approach to research with
children which can help children
express themselves more

freely and make them more
comfortable (see Morrow and
Richards, 1996; Morrow, 2008;
Dockett et al., 2009; Pinter and
Zandian, 2012), especially those
that are most vulnerable such
as child victims and survivors of
sexual exploitation (see Pinter
and Zandian, 2012).

SELECTION OF CHILD
PARTICIPANTS AND
RESEARCHERS

An ethical approach must
be adopted during the
identification and selection
of children at risk, victims or
survivors as participants in

research. In order to minimise
the harms that can result from
participation in research, the
age and maturity of the child
as well as the stage a victim

or survivor has reached in the
recovery process should be
decisive factors. It is vital that
child victims or survivors who
participate in the research have
reached an advanced stage in
the recovery process, meaning
that they have overcome the
suffering they have endured
and feel able to talk about their
experiences without regressing
in the healing process. This
requirement plays into their
ability to consent as well as
greatly minimises the risk of
re-victimisation. In this way
they will be able to positively
gain from their participation
and further develop their
self-esteem, self-worth and
confidence.

When conducting research with
child victims, survivors or those
at risk of sexual exploitation,
specialised interviewers

should be recruited with the
skills and expertise to conduct
research on sensitive issues
and with vulnerable children.
These interviewers should

have experience working

with children and be trained

to respond to the victims’/
survivors’ specific needs; if the
appropriate interviewers are
not available then the research
should not be carried out
(Schenk and Williamson, 2005).

In research involving children
and young people, researchers
should be recruited not just
on the basis of professional
skills, but also on their ability
to relate to and work with
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children — especially vulnerable
children such as child victims,
survivors or those at risk of
sexual exploitation. In particular,
researchers should have the
skills that enable them to
establish a relationship based on
trust with the child participants
and allow the children to feel

at ease in talking about their
experiences.

An agreement on a Code

of Conduct, in which

the acceptable role and
responsibility of researchers
when interacting with children
is determined, should be
drafted before the research
begins (Edmonds, 2003). As
with the ethical guidelines,
the Code of Conduct does not
provide researchers with all
the answers they need, but it
contains the basic principles and
approaches that should inform
the researchers’ decisions.

INFORMED CONSENT

Each victim, survivor, or at-

risk child’s story is unique and
their personal capacities and
willingness to speak of their

(or others’) experiences of
exploitation differs. For this
reason their participation should
always be based on the principle
of “informed consent.”®

“Informed consent” consists

of four main features: (1) an
explicit act (for example, verbal
or written agreement); (2) can
only be given if the participants
are informed about and have an

8 Informed consent has been defined as: Agreement for voluntary participation of a participant in research, based on the indi-
vidual fully understanding the goals, methods, benefits and risks of the study. Informed consent is given on the understanding
that the participant can change his or her mind about taking part in the research at any time (RWG-CL, 2002).
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understanding of the research;
(3) must be given voluntarily
without coercion; and (4) must
be renegotiable so that children
may withdraw at any stage of
the research process (Gallagher,
2009 cited in Graham et al.,
2013).

The principal challenge in this
area of research with children

is how to determine if real
“informed consent” by a child is
achieved. It has been asserted
that consent is “informed” only
“if participants understand the
nature of the research and the
uses to which it will be put”
(Mann and Tolfree, 2003). This
understanding can include,
among other things, the nature
of the study and how it will be
conducted, the different stages
of the research process, the
researchers’ expectations of the
child and his or her role in the
process, how the findings will be
shared and how the results will
be used (Dockett et al., 2009).

It is important to keep in mind
that although information on

a project is provided, it is not
possible to guarantee that a
child has understood it, even
when clear and simple language
is used.

Although there is no way of
guaranteeing that children have
understood the information
(it cannot be assumed that
they will tell you if they have
not understood), researchers
must do their best at the
beginning of the research
process to provide full, clear
and honest information about
the research project and what

the participation of children
will involve in simple, clear and
concise language (Edmonds,
2003). This is especially
important when conducting
research with vulnerable
children such as CSEC victims
and survivors, as they may not
always understand the long
term affects of participation on
their lives (see Pittaway, 2010).

Biological age has long been
used as a factor to determine
children’s ability to understand
the information provided and
thus give their consent to
participate in a project (Morrow
and Richards, 1996). However,
it can be argued that it is less

a question of age than of
maturity, as children mature at
different rates, dependant on
such variables as their social
and cultural environments,
backgrounds, experiences and
gender. Gillick-competence®
highlights that a person’s

age does not necessarily
determine competence and
states that “a competent

child is one who ‘achieves a
sufficient understanding and
intelligence to enable him or
her to understand fully what

is proposed’” (Morrow and
Richards, 1996).

A child’s ability to consent

to participate in research
depends on the context of the
research and each participant’s
experiences and should be
determined on an individual
basis (Morrow and Richards,
1996; King and Churchill, 2000;
Graham et al., 2013). Thus,
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parental consent can
be waived when it
“is not a reasonable
requirement under
the circumstances
and when special
safeguards are in
place to protect

the child subject’s
rights and interests,
for example,

when parents are
unavailable or when
the request for
permission might put
the child at risk of
harm”

rather than using age as a
measuring stick for obtaining
children’s consent, it is advisable
for researchers to focus on

their maturity (or lack thereof),
and this can only be done

within the context of building a
relationship with them.

In general, in order to involve
children in research it is usually
necessary to seek the consent
of parents or care givers. While
adult consent is important,
consent of the child should be
obtained as well. (Twum-Danso,
2004; Laws and Mann, 2004).
There is also precedence to
show that parental consent
can be waived when it “is not a
reasonable requirement under
the circumstances and when
special safeguards are in place

Gillick competence is a term originating from a legal case in the United Kingdom and refers to “the assessment that doctors

[] make in regards to whether a child under 16 has the capacity to consent to treatment without parental or guardian con-
sent.” For further information, see: http://www.ministryofethics.co.uk/index.php?p=7&q=2 and http://www.nspcc.org.uk/
preventing-abuse/child-protection-system/legal-definition-child-rights-law/gillick-competency-fraser-guidelines/.




to protect the child subject’s
rights and interests, for example,
when parents are unavailable or
when the request for permission
might put the child at risk of
harm” (King and Churchill,
2000).%° Even when conducting
research on sensitive issues such
as abuse and violence, children
can be capable of consenting

if deemed mature enough (US
Department of Health and
Human Services, 1996; King

and Churchill, 2000; Morris et
al., 2012). It has been asserted
that, regardless of age, children
should be permitted to consent
to participation without the
consent of their parents if they
can demonstrate understanding
of the research and their rights
(Coyne, 2010).

Obtaining support for research
on CSEC with children from
communities is not an easy
task as parents, employers and
others may show resistance
and unwillingness to allow
their children to participate in
research addressing the issue of
commercial sexual exploitation
of children. This may be due to:
(1) The sensitive nature of the
topic, which is still taboo and
not recognised in many parts of
the world as a problem; (2) The
stigmatisation that accompanies
victims and survivors of CSEC;
(3) Concern about how the
research/consultation will
affect them (both children

and the community as a
whole); (4) Concern that the
project may interfere with the
income-generating activities

in which the children are
involved; (5) Lack of trust of
members of the research team
(this is especially the case if

the team are strangers with

no prior connection to the
community). In order to address
this resistance, alliances and
partnerships can be made with
local organisations that are
committed to the same issues.
However, “the need for children
to be given a voice must not

be forgotten in responding to
the views of adults” from the
affected communities (Laws and
Mann, 2004).

Regardless of the consent given,
child participants must be
aware that during the research
they have the right to change
their minds, to withdraw or to
answer some questions but not
others (King and Churchill, 2000;
Alderson and Morrow, 2004;
Mishna et al., 2004). This is in
part because the implications

of participation may become
clear to a child only during the
process of the research. The
researcher should make clear to
the children that saying “no” is
acceptable and that their wishes
will be respected without any
negative consequences (Laws
and Mann, 2004).

Consent is an ongoing process
and should be considered during
each phase of the research
project (Morrow, 2008).

ADDRESSING POWER
IMBALANCES

It has been recognised that one
of the biggest ethical challenges
for researchers working

with children is the inherent
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imbalance of power between an
adult researcher and a child who
is participating as a respondent
(Morrow and Richards, 1996).
Although in research on CSEC
children are encouraged to
participate, it is common that
when adults and children

work together on a project,
adults tend to hold the power
no matter how participatory

the environment. This power
dynamic needs to be counter-
balanced in the research on
sexual exploitation of children in
order to avoid the manipulation
of children’s contribution and
allow children to effectively
participate and voice their
points of view.

When conducting research

with child victims, survivors

and those at risk of abuse and
exploitation, it is recommended
to take a child-centred approach
(see Mudaly and Goddard,
2006; Overlien and Hydén,
2009; Morris et al., 2012).
Among other things, this can

aid in addressing the power
imbalance between researchers
and participants by including
children in decision-making

and making them collaborators
throughout the research process
(Hart, 1992; Eriksson, 2010;
Morris et al., 2012).

Involving children in the design
and management of the
research project can include
the participation of children

in co-determining the data or
using a variety of data collection
methods to encourage children
to participate and speak more
freely (Morrow and Richards,
1996). Their involvement at
this level of the research can

10 Other possible exceptions to parental consent include when children have the status of “emancipated” or “mature” minor

(See King and Churchill, 2000).
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add to their understanding

of the research process and
enable them to feel a sense
of ownership of the project

as well as help to develop
their confidence and a greater
sense of self-worth. As a
result, this may “facilitate the
communication and interaction
between children and adults”
(Twum-Danso, 2004).

Another way to address

the power imbalance is for
researchers to build trust with
the children. Researchers
involve victims and survivors

in studies on CSEC in order to
collect first-hand information
and their contributions can

be invaluable. The risk is that
researchers may treat these
children as mere providers of
information, forgetting that
they are particularly vulnerable
due to their young age and

the exploitation they have
experienced. This often means
that researchers organise a
single meeting or consultation
with children, ignoring who
they are as individuals and

not involving them in follow

up activities and feedback
processes. This approach not
only fails to respect the dignity,
life history and sensibility of the
children, which can contribute
to the power imbalance, but is
also likely to result in low quality
research due to the possibly
unreliable information the
children will provide.

This power imbalance can

also affect children’s informed
consent. As previously
mentioned, children have the
right to withdraw from research
at any time; however, due to
the differing social and power
dynamics of each context,
children may not feel able to

do this. For example, it may

be difficult for children to
voice their discomfort or stop
their participation due to a
perceived anger or disapproval
by the adult researcher. To
address this, researchers can
discuss and practice various
withdrawal strategies with
children. It is equally important
for researchers to “attend to
children’s visual, verbal and
non-verbal cues to monitor
unspoken expressions of unease
or dissent” (Graham et al.,
2013).

In the case of research with
child victims and survivors of
sexual exploitation, the power
imbalance can be addressed

to a certain extent, as in many
situations project teams do not
have direct experience with the
issue. This is an opportunity

for researchers to present
themselves not as experts, but
as novices who want to learn
from the children. In this way
the power dynamics can be
reversed to some extent, “as the
researcher becomes the student
and the child, the expert”
(Twum-Danso, 2004).

PSYCHOSOCIAL
SUPPORT

Through their involvement

in research, children and
young people are likely to face
psychological and emotional
distress, depending on the
subject matter and their own
individual experiences. This is
especially true when involving
victims and survivors of sexual
abuse and exploitation in
research (see King and Churchill,
2000). While CSEC victims
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should be included in research
only when they have reached an
advanced stage of the recovery
process or transitioned into
survivors, re-victimisation is
still possible. Disclosure of on-
going abuse is also a possibility
when conducting such research
(Peled, 2001; Mudaly and
Goddard, 2009; Morris et al.,
2012).

It is important not to confuse
research with therapy and
members of the research team
should not assume the role

of therapist if not trained. It

is crucial that researchers/
facilitators know what type of
questions can be asked and
which should be omitted, in
part based on the relationship
they have built with the child.
A comprehensive research
plan should be developed to
avoid re-traumatisation of child
victims and survivors of sexual
exploitation. This research

plan can include a “disclosure
protocol” which describes the
steps researchers should take
if the child reports abuse by a
parent or other known person,
or reports engaging in “risky,
self-harming behaviours.” This
plan can also include a list of
available support services and
a follow-up process for children
once the research is completed
such as debriefing sessions,
counselling or referrals (Morris
et al., 2012).

The psychosocial support
provided needs to be structured
and local organisations working
on such issues can be invited
to provide such support. If
there is no local NGO working
on the commercial sexual
exploitation of children or
sexual abuse with the capacity
to provide such support, it

may be worth considering
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partnering with organisations
working on other sensitive
areas relating to children who
require psychosocial care, like
organisations working with
children with HIV/AIDS or
suffering from domestic violence
(Laws and Mann, 2004). If
appropriate psychosocial
support cannot be provided,
the project team will need to
seriously consider whether to
involve children in the project.

RIGHT TO
PRIVACY AND
CONFIDENTIALITY
WITHIN A CHILD
PROTECTION
FRAMEWORK

It is vital when conducting
research with children that
their identities are protected
and that the information they
provide is kept confidential.
Child victims and survivors of
abuse and exploitation may be
particularly concerned about
anonymity when involved

in the research process due

to the fear of retribution by
abusers for speaking about
their experiences or the stigma
that accompanies CSEC-related
offences in many parts of the
world. It is therefore vital that,
when conducting research
with child victims and survivors
of sexual exploitation, the
research team creates a strategy
of how to deal with issues of
confidentiality. This strategy
should identify the specific
situations in which information
shared by a child would be
disclosed in order to protect the

child’s — or another’s — safety
(Shaw et al., 2011). According
to UNICEF, “[t]he lack of
consistency across international
contexts, within countries and
across ethical review boards
underscores the importance
of researchers considering
the issue of reporting prior to
starting data collection and
creating a plan or protocol to
follow if required” (Graham et
al., 2013).

When a research project is
focused on a specific target
group (eg. research on sexual
abuse of children working on
the streets in a limited area or
research on HIV/AIDS prevalence
among children involved in
commercial sexual exploitation),
it can be difficult to protect the
identity of children participating
in the research. One strategy
used to address this concern

is to increase the sample

size to include a wider target
population with a variety of
children and relevant questions
can be asked to specific
segments of the target groups
(Edmonds, 2003).

Even when these additional
protective measures are taken,
project teams need to give
careful thought to what they
mean when they tell a child

or parent/guardian that their
participation in the research

or consultation will take place
on a confidential basis. Some
organisations make it a policy
that complete confidentiality
should not be assured, either to
parents or children themselves,
as during the project a child
may take the opportunity

to disclose that he or she or
others are at risk. It is widely
acknowledged that there must
be limits to confidentiality in
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research when child protection
in certain contexts is a concern
(Wilkinson, 2000; Peled, 2001;
Shaw et al., 2011). Specifically, a
child’s confidentiality cannot be
protected if he or she discloses,
during the course of the
research, information that puts
the child in harms way (James
and Christensen, 2008; Morris et
al., 2012).

Breaching confidentiality can
be controversial and opinions
and practices vary in regard

to how to handle such a
situation (Cashmore, 2006).
For example, the child’s right to
confidentiality may clash with
the ethical responsibility of

the researcher to ensure that
he or she is protected from
harm (Graham et al., 2013).
Researchers also need to be
aware of requirements for
mandatory reporting as

“[t]he decision to report
concerns or knowledge
regarding harm or potential
harm to children may be a legal
one as well as an ethical one”
(Fisher, 1994 cited in Graham et
al., 2013).

Researchers should discuss the
issues of confidentiality with
child victims, survivors and
those at risk at the beginning
of the research process to
ascertain what concerns them,
which may vary on the basis of
each child, the situation, as well
as the social and cultural context
he/she comes from (Twum-
Danso, 2004). They should
inform children of the limits of
the confidentiality agreement
from the outset of the research
and again during the interview
when it appears that a child

is about to disclose sensitive
information.
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SHARING THE
RESEARCH
OUTCOMES

The participation and
contribution of child victims,
survivors and those at risk in
research on sexual exploitation
is of paramount importance
before and during the study;
however, once the data is
collected, they often get left
behind and forgotten. In fact,
very often, children and their
communities, especially those
who are isolated and hard

to reach, do not receive any
feedback on the outcomes

of a project in which they
participated. For child
participants, it is critical that the
outcome of the child-centred
research is shared (Edmonds,
2003), especially those whose
voices have traditionally been
silenced such as child victims of
commercial sexual exploitation.

Therefore, once the project has
been completed, it is important
that researchers not only share
the final results of the research
with the children, but give them
the opportunity to contribute
their input before the final
dissemination so that they can
validate the information and
correct any misinterpretations
(Twum-Danso, 2004). Sharing
results with children can be
challenging due to language
barriers, illiteracy and lack

of accessibility. However,

the benefits for the children
involved and the research
results are so important that “a
determined effort must be made
to include such an activity within
the overall framework of the
research process” (Edmonds,
2003).

CONCLUSIONS

Although there are significant
benefits and positive
implications to involving child
victims, survivors and those at
risk to sexual exploitation in
research, it is clear that such
an approach is not immune to
ethical concerns that may arise
during all stages of the research
process. The participation of
children should be generally
encouraged in order to respect
their right to voice their point
of view on a phenomenon that
affects many of them. It should
be emphasised, however, that
this approach is not always

the most effective option orin
the best interests of the child,
especially when dealing with
vulnerable children such as child
victims, survivors and those at
risk of sexual exploitation.

Child victims and survivors of
sexual exploitation can gain
extraordinary benefits from
sharing their views on matters
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that affect them and feeling

as though, through their
participation in research, they
are helping other vulnerable
children. The short- and
long-term effects of sexual
exploitation on each child are
different, however, and the
experience of each victim,
survivor or at-risk child is based
on his or her own cultural, social
and economic background,
resilience and support system.

For this reason, it is essential
that programme managers
and researchers take into
consideration all the potential
pros and cons of involving
children in studies on the
sexual exploitation of children.
Involving victims, survivors and
at-risk children in a study on
sexual exploitation presents
potential invaluable benefits,
not only for the research

itself but also for the children
who participate. However,

the project team cannot
ignore the risks and ethical
concerns that adopting such an
approach may entail. From the
pre-planning stages through
to the dissemination of the
research, these concerns and
limitations should be carefully
weighed against the best
interests of the child, which
should be the highest priority
for all participatory research,
especially research focused

on the commercial sexual
exploitation of children.
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