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Scoping Review

INTRODUCTION 
AND CONTEXT

The current scoping review examines law enforcement’s understanding of 
perspectives on and practices regarding the prevention of child sexual exploitation 
and abuse (in this report, child sexual exploitation and abuse is referred to as 
“CSEA”). The prevention of CSEA is a growing national and transnational issue, with 
the European Commission,1,2 the United Nations, UNICEF and the World Health 
Organization identifying it as an area for sustainable development. In particular, the 
World Health Organization identifies CSEA as one of its Sustainable Development 
goals.3

Although we do not have exact figures regarding the prevalence of CSEA globally 
as it is under-reported and under-recorded, a 2020 UNICEF report cited that one 
in eight of the world’s children (12.7%) is sexually abused before reaching the age 
of 18.4 In addition, research indicates that CSEA is a global issue that exists in every 
country.5,6,7 It is important to note that with the increase in conversations at a 
community and national level, as well as better and more skilled investigations by 
law enforcement, we are seeing an increase in the reported rate of CSEA; however, 
the reported rates do not accurately represent the actual rates, and the prevalence 
of CSEA is not fully understood. Additionally, the types of CSEA and the media 
through which it is happening may be adapting. For instance, a rise in online CSEA 
may impact the volume and nature of in-person or contact CSEA. Therefore, we 
need to approach reported rises in the rates of CSEA with caution.

Traditional responses to CSEA are after the fact; that is to say that responses occur 
after the case has been reported to law enforcement and the criminal justice 
process has started; this unfortunately does not always work in the victims’ favour 
and justice is not always served. Thus, our response to CSEA is often limited to a 
small cross section of people who have harmed (perpetrators) and who have been 
harmed (victims or survivors).

1	 Di Gioia, R., & Beslay, L. (2023). Help Seeker and Perpetrator Prevention Initiatives
2	 Di Gioia, R., Besley, L., et al. (2022). Classification Criteria for Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation Prevention 

Programmes. JRC Technical Report. European Commission. 
3	 SDG 16.2 End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence and torture against children.
4	 UNICEF (2020). Action to End Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation: A Review of the Evidence. UNICEF
5	 UNICEF. (2021). Global Annual Results Report 2021: Every Child Is Protected from Violence and Exploitation. UNICEF. 

Accessed on 28 February 2024.
6	 United Nations. (2014). United Nations Model Strategies and Practical Measures on the Elimination of Violence 

against Children in the Field of Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice. United Nations, General Assembly, 
A/C.3/69/L.5*.

7	 United Nations. (2020). No Country Is Free from Child Sexual Abuse, Exploitation, UN’s Top Rights Forum Hears. UN 
News, 3 March 2020. Accessed on 25 February 2024.
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To truly respond to the issue of CSEA, we need to change our perspective and 
approach and consider the prevention of first-time offending by known, and 
unknown, potential perpetrators. The prevention of CSEA sits within a larger 
crime-prevention movement and is aligned towards ideas around public health 
approaches to understanding and responding to criminogenic behaviour. This 
is more of a challenge for certain parts of the criminal justice system (e.g. the 
police and law enforcement) than it is for others (e.g. probation, parole and child 
protection NGOs);8 however, with the prevention of CSEA being a key policy and 
practice issue for all major international and intergovernmental organizations 
(e.g. the UN, EU and WHO), all sectors and countries have to realign, develop and 
implement these perspectives.

Parameters of the Scoping Review

It is important to state that while children are the victims or survivors of CSEA, they 
can also engage in harmful sexual behaviors.9 However, the focus of this scoping 
study is on adults who sexually abuse and exploit children and it does not include 
discussions related to children who commit sexual harm and the prevention of their 
behaviour.

Methodology of the Scoping Review

This scoping review consists of two data collection techniques:

1.	 Scoping the academic, practical and policy literature for material on law 
enforcement approaches to the prevention of CSEA;

2.	 A series of interviews with key informants made up of leading national and 
international professional, policy and academic experts.

We conducted the scoping review in this way to ensure we gathered the most 
up-to-date policy and practice information concerning law enforcement crime 
prevention, which represents an under-developed area in this regard. The expert 
interviews offer nuanced and cutting-edge insights into CSEA prevention by law 
enforcement and explore frontline initiatives, theories and practices not yet in the 
public domain.

8	 Wager, N., Myers, A., & Parkinson, D. (2021). Police Disruption of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. Centre of 
Expertise on Child Sexual Abuse.

9	 National Police Chiefs’ Council (2023). National Analysis of Police-Recorded Child Sexual Abuse & Exploitation 
(CSEA) Crimes Report. Vulnerability Knowledge & Practice Program. National Police Chiefs’ Council.
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The desk-based scoping review of policies, practices and initiatives took place 
between the start of November 2023 and the end of March 2024. It was conducted 
by the lead author with support from colleagues at ECPAT International. The search 
terms used were broad given the disciplinary, professional and policy disparity in 
CSEA-prevention terminology and language. They focused on a number of key 
areas, including terminology (child sexual abuse, child sexual exploitation, child 
rape, child prostitution), theories (prevention, EpiCrim10, desistence, public health, 
harm reduction), intervention terminology (intervention, treatment, rehabilitation, 
therapy, in patient, community) and professional roles (law enforcement, criminal 
justice, police, therapist, treatment provider, probation, parole, education), as well 
as a series of related and relevant terms (partnership, integrated, multi-agency, 
multidisciplinary).

The broad range of search terms was used in various academic databases (e.g. Web 
of Science, Web of Knowledge, JSTOR, psychINFO), professional networks/databases 
(other 2PS database, the Eradicate Child Sexual Abuse Data Base), the European 
Commission report on help-seeking behaviours and relevant appendices, and 
the Working with Perpetrators (WWP) database, key organizations (ECPAT, ATSA, 
UN, EU) and open web searches. The desk-based review produced several CSEA-
prevention initiatives that are delivered directly or indirectly by law enforcement. It 
is important to note that the search produced several articles, policies and practices 
that were not in English. In such cases, the team used translation functions to 
translate where appropriate; if an accurate translation was not available, the piece 
was omitted from the study.

The interviews with professional, academic and policy experts took place throughout 
February and March 2024. They consisted of a mixture of written and oral interviews 
with nine leading national and international experts as key informants to the scoping. 
The interviews were designed to last 45 minutes and cover a range of topics related 
to the prevention of CSEA by law enforcement. The interview schedule is presented 
in Appendix 1. Some key informants wanted to remain anonymous. In response, we 
decided to anonymize all key informants. 

10	 EpiCrim is a public health approach to understanding crime and offending behaviour. It states that when we 
think about crime, we need to do it along three axes, the socio-ecological (individual, interpersonal, community, 
and societal), the four prevention levels (primary, secondary, tertiary, and quaternary) and across the multi-agency 
domain. Anna Jones. Ep Crim approaches to understanding and responding to sexual abuse event. 24 July 2024. 
UWE Bristol.
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THEORIES, STRATEGIES AND 
THE CHANGING FACE OF 
LAW ENFORCEMENT CRIME 
PREVENTION

Crime prevention theory focuses on preventing criminogenic behaviour before it 
happens. By doing so, there are no victims, no costs to the criminal justice system 
and an increase in community safety.11,12,13 Over the last 30 years or so, we have seen 
an increase in crime-prevention strategies, especially from law enforcement. They 
range from programmes targeting individuals to national poster campaigns.14,15,16 An 
important theoretical model underpinning the majority of global crime-prevention 
initiatives is based on four key strategies: (1) education; (2) risk mitigation; (3) risk 
management; and (4) direct action.17 This advocates for educating the public, and 
specific publics (i.e. people at risk of being a victim of crime and those at risk of 
committing it), about the impact and consequences of criminogenic behaviour, 
putting in place barriers and deterrents that make committing crime harder and 
engaging in direct actions with more challenging populations or populations more 
at risk.18 The model is seen as an example of good practice and, although the model 
itself has not been evaluated, the different prevention interventions have and they 
are robust.19 

Crime prevention is applied to all forms of crime, including CSEA; however, it is 
developed, implemented and evaluated differently depending on the organization 
and country.20,21,22 Law enforcement crime prevention approaches normally take the 
following three forms: 

11	 Sutton, A., Cherney, A., et al. (2021). Crime Prevention: Principles, Perspectives and Practices. Cambridge University 
Press.

12	 Wager, N., Myers, A., & Parkinson, D. (2021). Police Disruption of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. Centre of 
Expertise on Child Sexual Abuse.

13	 Ellefsen, H. B., Bjørkelo, B., et al. (2023). Unpacking Preventive Policing: Towards a Holistic Framework. International 
Journal of Police Science & Management, 25(2), 196–207. 

14	 Sutton, A., Cherney, A., et al. (2021). Crime Prevention: Principles, Perspectives and Practices. Cambridge University 
Press.

15	 Wager, N., Myers, A., & Parkinson, D. (2021). Police Disruption of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. Centre of 
Expertise on Child Sexual Abuse.

16	 Ellefsen, H. B., Bjørkelo, B., et al. (2023). Unpacking Preventive Policing: Towards a Holistic Framework. International 
Journal of Police Science & Management, 25(2), 196–207. 

17	 Ibid.
18	 Ibid.
19	 Ibid.
20	 Sutton, A., Cherney, A., et al. (2021). Crime Prevention: Principles, Perspectives and Practices.
21	 Wager, N., Myers, A., & Parkinson, D. (2021). Police Disruption of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. 
22	 Ellefsen, H. B., Bjørkelo, B., et al. (2023). Unpacking Preventive Policing: Towards a Holistic Framework.
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1.	 Situational crime prevention: focusing on specific settings to prevent crime 
(e.g. fixing shutters to a shop to make it harder to break into at night, CCTV in 
city centres, etc.);

2.	 Environmental crime prevention: focusing on changing the physical 
environment to prevent crime (e.g. increasing zero tolerance policing in a city 
with an increasing street-crime rate);

3.	 Community or social crime prevention: focusing on working with 
communities and individuals at risk of being an offender or victim to 
prevent crime (e.g. working with offenders or potential offenders and local 
communities to reduce offending).

Traditionally, the main approaches to crime prevention by law enforcement 
organizations were situational and environmental. This is because they are easier to 
implement at a policy and practical level, they are often easier to evaluate and they 
fit into traditional modes of policing and community safety.23,24

The rise of community and social crime-prevention models over the last 10–15 
years poses unique challenges to the criminal justice system and social justice 
organizations (including law enforcement and related organizations) as they 
focus on potential perpetrators who may have committed no offence or low-level 
offences but have the capacity to commit more serious ones. This is unlike the 
other two forms of crime prevention as working with at-risk populations poses 
social, political and ethical dilemmas for organizations.25 This is especially true for 
law enforcement as it means balancing public protection, community safety and 
risk mitigation.26,27

The Emergence of the EpiCrim Approach as a Crime-Prevention 
Strategy

The development of community or social crime-prevention strategies has coincided 
with a growing recognition that we need to understand how health and well-being 
contribute to criminogenic behaviour (e.g. life-course analyses of offending behaviour, 

23	 Sutton, A., Cherney, A., et al. (2021). Crime Prevention: Principles, Perspectives and Practices. 
24	 Wager, N., Myers, A., & Parkinson, D. (2021). Police Disruption of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. 
25	 McCartan K., Uzieblo K., Smid W. J. (2021). Professionals’ Understandings of and Attitudes to the Prevention of 

Sexual Abuse: An International Exploratory Study. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 65, 815–831. 

26	 McCartan K. F., Merdian H. L., et al. (2018). Ethics and Issues of Secondary Prevention Efforts in Child Sexual 
Abuse. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 62, 2548–2566. 

27	 Kemshall, H. (2017). The Historical Evolution of Sex Offender Risk Management. In K. McCartan & H. Kemshall (Eds) 
Contemporary Sex Offender Risk Management, Volume I. Perceptions. Springer. Chapter 1.
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trauma, adverse childhood experiences).28,29,30 This highlights the importance of 
multidisciplinary work in criminal justice and exposes the lack of options for crime 
reduction, community safety and risk management other than traditional, punitive 
models. It also outlines the importance of crime prevention for law enforcement 
organizations and has contributed to the emergence of a new field of research and 
practice: epidemiological criminology (EpiCrim).31 An EpiCrim approach views crime 
as a behaviour rather than an event and, therefore, posits that it can be prevented 
through interventions with different populations (i.e. the socio-ecological model 
(SEM): the analysis of and an effective response to social issues by targeting different 
population levels, including the individual, interpersonal, community and societal); 
at different points in the criminogenic trajectory (i.e. different prevention stages: 
focusing on the point in the offending pathway where the crime occurs). There are 
four levels of prevention—primary, secondary, tertiary and quaternary—and different 
interventions can and should be used at each of these levels (see Figure 1).

EpiCrim is a harm-reduction approach to preventing offending behaviour and poses 
challenges for criminal justice organizations, especially law enforcement.32 The 
EpiCrim approach is rooted in the belief that crime and offending behaviours are 
social behaviours and can be disrupted, as is similar with the biopsychosocial model 
of rehabilitation, desistance supportive interventions, trauma-informed practice 
within the criminal justice system (e.g. police, prison and probation) and the role of 
adverse childhood experiences in the lives of people to commit crime.33,34 Moreover, 
it aligns to current research into crime causation and desistance.35, 36 Taking an 
EpiCrim approach reinforces the multidisciplinary nature of criminal justice practice; 
it suggests that when thinking about how to respond to crime, we need to look at 
individualized as well as large-scale contextual explanations to develop appropriate 
interventions. Additionally, the EpiCrim approach reinforces the growing recognition 
that sexual offending, including CSEA, is a community, developmental and life-course 

28	 McCartan, K. F. (2022). Refining processes in policy and practice in working with people accused or convicted of a 
sexual offence. HMI Probation. 

29	 McCartan, K., & Kemshall, H. (2023). Incorporating Quaternary Prevention: Understanding the Full Scope of 
Public Health Practices in Sexual Abuse Prevention. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 67(2-3), 224–246. 

30	 McGee, T., & Farrington, D. (2019). Developmental and Life-Course Theories of Crime. Criminology & Criminal Justice. 
31	 Lainer, M.M. (2010). Epidemiological Criminology (EpiCrim): Definition and Application. Journal of Theoretical and 

Philosophical Criminology, 2(1), pp. 63–103.
32	 Senker, S., Eason, A., Pawson, C., & McCartan, K. (2023). Issues, Challenges and Opportunities for Trauma-Informed 

Practice. HMI Probation.
33	 Bradley A. (2017). Trauma-Informed Practice: Exploring the Role of Adverse Life Experiences on the Behaviour of 

Offenders and the Effectiveness of Associated Criminal Justice Strategies. Doctoral thesis, Northumbria University.  
34	 Pringer, S. M., & Wagner, N. J. (2020). Use of Trauma‐Informed Care with Incarcerated Offenders. Journal of 

Addictions & Offender Counseling, 41(1), 52–64.  
35	 McGee, T., & Farrington, D. (2019). Developmental and Life-Course Theories of Crime. Criminology & Criminal Justice. 
36	 McCartan, K. F. (2022). Refining processes in policy and practice in working with people accused or convicted of a 

sexual offence. HMI Probation.
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issue,37,38,39,40 which enables proactive responses focused on communities and at-risk 
populations as well as on individuals and promotes prevention strategies rooted in 
health education and knowledge application (Tabachnick et al., 2016).41

An EpiCrim framework explains prevention across two axes: the socio-ecological 
model and the preventive stage framework. Both are essential to understanding the 
EpiCri approach and how it relates to the role of law enforcement in preventing and 
responding to sexual abuse.

1.	 Socio-ecological model

The first axis of the EpiCrim approach is a population-based, or a person-/place-based, 
approach. It asks us to consider how we engage with different groups in a way that 
reduces the risk of offending. The socio-ecological model is central to the EpiCrim 
approach as it devises prevention strategies through emphasizing the interplay 
between biology and environment in shaping behaviour.42 That is to say, it is an 
integrated approach to understanding social behaviour (including, but not limited 
to, CSEA) that incorporates nature (biological and innate) and nurture (societal and 
learned) explanations for human behaviour.43 The socio-ecological model enables 
both the analysis of and an effective response to social issues by targeting different 
population levels, including the individual, interpersonal, community and societal 
(see Figure 1).

Aside from being applied to crime in general, the socio-ecological model has also 
been applied to sexual offending.44,45 Moreover, its use in this context has increased 
in recent years, as its “tiered” system allows other disciplines to see how they fit into 
prevention and responses to sexual abuse.46,47 Public health approaches to sexual 

37	 Brown J. (2017). Public Health, Prevention and Risk Management. In McCartan K., Kemshall H. (Eds.), Contemporary 
Sex Offender Risk Management, Volume 1 Perceptions (pp. 35–60). Palgrave Studies in Risk, Crime and Society, 
Palgrave MacMillan.

38	 Kemshall H. (2017a). The Historical Evolution of Sex Offender Risk Management. In McCartan K., Kemshall H. 
(Eds.), Contemporary Sex Offender Management (Vol. 1, pp. 205–230). Palgrave MacMillan.

39	 McCartan, K. F., Kemshall, H., & Tabachnick, J. (2015). The Construction of Community Understandings of Sexual 
Violence: Rethinking Public, Practitioner and Policy Discourses. Journal of Sexual Aggression, 21(1), 100–116. 

40	 McCartan K., Uzieblo K., Smid W. J. (2021). Professionals’ Understandings of and Attitudes to the Prevention of 
Sexual Abuse: An International Exploratory Study. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 65, 815–831.  

41	 Tabachnick, J., & Klein, A. (2011). A Reasoned Approach-Reshaping Sex Offender Policy to Prevent Child Sexual 
Abuse. ATSA.

42	 Colding, J., & Barthel, S. (2019). Exploring the Social-Ecological Systems Discourse 20 Years Later. Ecology and 
Society, 24(1). 

43	 Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2004a). Sexual Violence Prevention: Beginning the Dialogue. 
Retrieved 17 December 2020. 

44	 Fisher-Kowalski M. (2015). Social Ecology. In Wright J. D. (Ed.), International Encyclopaedia of the Social & 
Behavioural Sciences (2nd ed., pp. 254–262). Elsevier.

45	 Smallbone, S., Marshall, W. L., & Wortley, R. (2008). Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: Evidence, Policy and 
Practice. Willan Publishing.

46	 McCartan, K. F., Kemshall, H., & Tabachnick, J. (2015). The Construction of Community Understandings of Sexual 
Violence: Rethinking Public, Practitioner and Policy Discourses. Journal of Sexual Aggression, 21(1), 100–116.  

47	 Brown J. (2017). Public Health, Prevention and Risk Management. In McCartan K., Kemshall H. (Eds.), Contemporary 
Sex Offender Risk Management, Volume 1 Perceptions (pp. 35–60). Palgrave Studies in Risk, Crime and Society, 
Palgrave MacMillan.
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abuse have drawn heavily on the socio-ecological model, particularly in terms of 
research and advocacy for more effective responses.48,49,50 UNICEF developed a child-
centred framework that is useful in understanding how the child, their experiences 
and their rights sit within the the socio-ecological model, especially regarding place-
based crime prevention approaches and the roles of organizations like the police.51 
This framework allows us to understand how to prevent and respond to CSEA 
involving not only child victims but also children at risk of committing CSEA.

IN
D

IVIDUAL
RELATIO

NSH
IP

COMM
UN

ITY
SO

CIETAL

- Rapid social change
- Racism, sexism, ableism and social 

class-based inequalities in 
recognition

- Poverty
- Inequality
- Weak economic safety nets, e.g. 

inadequate welfare states
- Weak rule of law
- Cultural norms that support or 

condone violence

- Poverty
- Inequality
- Inadequate insecure housing
- High rates of unemployment 

and/or precarious employment
- Illicit drug market activity
- Poor-quality schooling
- Lack of adequate mental health 

support
- Racist, sexist, classist, ableis 

community norms

- Exposure to domestic violence 
and abuse

- Low levels of parental supervision
- Peer groups that engage in 

violence
- Low socio-economic household 

status
- Lack of a trusting and caring 

relationship with an adult
- Harsh or inconsistent 

parental/carer disciplinary 
practices

- Alcohol or substance abuse
- Barriers to engagement in 

education
- Victim/survivor of domestic abuse 

and other child maltreatment
- Anti-social beliefs and attitudes
- History of early aggressive 

behaviour
- Attention deficits, hyperactivity or 

other learning difficulties

Figure 1:	 An ecological framework (adapted from the World Health Organization, 
2020; drawing on Irwin-Rogers et al., 2020b and Currie, 2016)

48	 Ibid.
49	 Kemshall H., Moulden H. M. (2017). Communicating about Child Sexual Abuse with the Public: Learning the 

Lessons from Public Awareness Campaigns. Journal of Sexual Aggression, 23, 124–138.  
50	 Letourneau E. J., Eaton W. W., et al. (2014). The Need for a Comprehensive Public Health Approach to Preventing 

Child Sexual Abuse. Public Health Reports, 129(3), 222–228.
51	 UNICEF. (nd.). Brief on the Social Ecological Model. UNICEF. Accessed on 25 February 2024.
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For law enforcement, engaging at all four points of the socio-ecological model 
should be straightforward as it runs in parallel with other aspects of policing 
practice. However, this is currently not the case and most police interventions are 
focused on the individual and community levels. 

2.	The four levels of prevention

The EpiCrim approach argues that there are four levels of prevention (primary, 
secondary, tertiary and quaternary) and that different interventions can and should 
be used at these levels. It focuses on the point and the time of intervention in 
relation to the criminogenic behaviour and addresses the prevention of first-time 
offending as well as reducing reoffending.52

Building upon this, the European Commission then framed the prevention of 
CSEA within the socio-ecological framework and provided examples of innovation 
and intervention in this context. This operationalization of the EpiCrim framework 
is helpful in encouraging organizations and governments to think about CSEA 
prevention and to identify gaps in their justice provisions.

52	 McCartan, K., & Kemshall, H. (2023). Incorporating Quaternary Prevention: Understanding the Full Scope of 
Public Health Practices in Sexual Abuse Prevention. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 67(2-3), 224-246.  
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Table 1:	 Levels of child sexual abuse prevention adapted from McCartan & 
Kemshall,53 with the addition of suggested illustrations and examples

Prevention 
level Definitions Suggested examples

Primary 	▶ Interventions to prevent sexual 
victimization taking place.

	▶ Prevent crime happening in the 
first place (Skvovtsova, 2013, p. 39).

	▶ “Upstream” programs focused 
on elimination of events, 
conditions, situations, or exposure 
to risk factors (CDC, 2004a, p. 1; 
Letourneau et al., 2014; Shields & 
Feder, 2016).

	▶ Includes targeted programs of 
education, public awareness 
campaigns, bystander education, 
professional training (Kemshall & 
Moulden, 2017).

Secondary 	▶ Early detection of sexually abusive 
behavior, or potential for sexually 
abusive behavior, and response.

	▶ Early intervention on trauma 
on victim support services 
(Skvovtsova, 2013, pp. 44–46)

	▶ Interventions and programs 
targeted at perpetrators/offenders, 
including the promotion of self-
disclosure and help seeking 
(Dunklefeld, Lucy Faithfull 
Foundation) (Knack et al., 2019)

	▶ Early intervention victim programs 
including treatment for trauma 
(Ogloff et al., 2012).

Tertiary 	▶ Responding to perpetration and 
victimization.

	▶ Creating the conditions for offence 
free lives.

	▶ Preventing cycle of victimization 
(Skvovtsova, 2013, pp. 47–49).

	▶ Development of social capital and 
recovery capital to aid reintegration 
and desistance (McCartan & 
Kemshall, 2020).

	▶ Capacity enhancing programs 
for “at risk” communities 
(Massachusetts Citizens for 
Children, 2010).

	▶ Strategies and interventions 
focused on reducing opportunities 
for re-victimization (e.g. 
community risk management of 
offenders; MA-PA; CoSA).

Quaternary 	▶ Ongoing, supportive interventions 
that streamline criminal justice 
responses to reduce risk of sexual 
offending.

	▶ Action taken to identify the risk 
of over punitiveness on a person 
convicted of an offence, to protect 
them from harsher managerial 
regimes, and suggest interventions 
which are ethically acceptable.

	▶ Long-term, non-stigmatizing sup-
port of offenders (e.g. CoSA), and 
effective community re-integration 
as full citizens (Best, 2019; Best et 
al., 2018).

53	 McCartan, K., & Kemshall, H. (2023). Incorporating Quaternary Prevention: Understanding the Full Scope of 
Public Health Practices in Sexual Abuse Prevention. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 67(2-3), 224–246. 
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In addition, this reinforces the work of the Council of Europe in taking a public 
health-influenced approach to the assessment, treatment and integration of 
people who have committed a sexual offence. Moreover, it acknowledges that 
public health and health framing is important in how we engage in sexual abuse 
prevention and recovery.54,55

Figure 2:	Prevention initiatives within prevention stages56

Prevention and reducing
first time offending

Prevention programmes
targeting people who fear

they may offend

Pre-contemplation
(Primary Prevention)

Pre-offending or
early offending

(Secondary Prevention)

Post-arrest/rehabilitation
 (Tertiary Prevention)

Harm reduction,
community re-entry

(Quaternary Prevention)

People undergoing criminal
proceedings or who are serving a

prison sentence for crimes relating
to sexual  offences against children 

Prevention, desistence and
reducing reoffending

People coming out from
prison to avoid any

recidivism

Outcome:
Awareness raising

Organization:
Community and Civil society

Prevention: 
Primary

SEM level:
Community, Societal

Example:
PedoHelp®  

Outcome:
Rehabilitation and treatment

Organization:
Criminal justice and related

Prevention:
Tertiary

SEM level:
Individual, relationship

Example:
Out of the Net, Sexual

Agression, Control, Parafilik 

Outcome:
Desistence

Organization:
Criminal justice and related

Prevention:
Quaternary

SEM level:
Individual,

community, societal.

Example:
CoSA, Sexual Agression Control

Outcome:
Support/help seeking.

Organization:
Community, third sector,

and selected state
organisations

Prevention:
Secondary

SEM level:
Individual, relationship

Example:
Parafilik  

For law enforcement, acting on all four prevention levels is challenging. This is 
especially true for the secondary level, which, although it falls within standard law 
enforcement crime-prevention strategies, poses more moral and ethical dilemmas 
than the other three stages. This is because it requires them to balance public 
protection, risk management and safeguarding in a complex way. For instance, 
at what point does a law enforcement offer an intervention to someone who has 
committed a CSEA offence rather than prosecute?

54	 McCartan, K. (2022). Refining Processes in Policy and Practice in Working with People Accused or Convicted of a 
Sexual offence. HM Inspectorate of Probation.

55	 McCartan, K., & Kemshall, H. (2023). Incorporating Quaternary Prevention: Understanding the Full Scope of 
Public Health Practices in Sexual Abuse Prevention. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 67(2-3), 224–246.

56	 Di Gioia, R., & Beslay, L. (2023). Help Seeker and Perpetrator Prevention Initiatives. Gobierno de Ecuador, Policia 
Nacional Brinda Capacitaciones a la Ciudadania para Prevenir y Denunciar el Abuso Infantil. Government of 
Ecuador website.
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PREVENTION OF CHILD 
SEXUAL ABUSE AND 
EXPLOITATION

The idea that CSEA is preventable is well established and has emerged over the 
last 15 years to become a central tenet in many regional, national and global 
organizational strategies.57,58,59 The prevention of CSEA is both a meta- and 
microsocial issue; thus, it needs a range of interventions that are adaptable and 
delivered by the most appropriate organizations. However, it is important to ask 
who these organizations are, how their interventions are accessed and whether 
the interventions that they deliver produce the necessary outcomes. These are 
difficult questions that require careful consideration as they impact the way that 
interventions are designed, implemented and evaluated.

International Strategies and Frameworks

International and global strategies are in their infancy, with most having been 
developed in the early 2000s.60 Debates surrounding CSEA prevention started in 
developed countries in the Global North. Moreover, these countries have conducted 
the majority of research and led the way in the development of interventions and 
early international and transnational frameworks. However, in recent years, this 
has started to shift, with Global South countries taking more of a leading role (e.g. 
the drafting of UN Model Strategies on Violence Against Children was led and 
chaired by the Government of Thailand). This is important because, although CSEA 
is a global problem and exists in every country, certain aspects of CSEA are more 
prevalent in some countries than others. Thus, all countries need to be involved in 
shaping and developing international and transnational frameworks so that they 
align to shared values and practices.61

57	 Smallbone, S., Marshall, W. L., & Wortley, R. (2008). Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: Evidence, Policy and Practice. 
Willan Publishing.

58	 Brown J. (2017). Public Health, Prevention and Risk Management. In McCartan K., Kemshall H. (Eds.), Contemporary 
Sex Offender Risk Management, Volume 1 Perceptions (pp. 35–60). Palgrave Studies in Risk, Crime and Society, 
Palgrave MacMillan.

59	 Kemshall H. (2017). The Historical Evolution of Sex Offender Risk Management. In McCartan K., Kemshall H. (Eds.), 
Contemporary Sex offender management (Vol. 1, pp. 205–230). Palgrave MacMillan.

60	 Merdian, H., Perkins, D., Webster, S. & McCashin, D. (2019) Transnational Child Sexual Abuse: Outcomes from a 
Roundtable Discussion. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 16(2):243. DOI: 10.3390/
ijerph16020243

61	 Ibid.
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	↘ The Handbook on the crime prevention guidelines – Making them work 
(2010) sees the prevention of crime, first-time offending and repeat offending 
to be essential to law enforcement, human rights and the development of 
socio-ecological and political stability. Crime prevention is at the core of the 
UN’s sustainable development goals. However, the UN sees that there are 
challenges in the development of crime prevention, especially in the case of 
low- and middle-income countries (e.g. the cost of developing prevention 
approaches and buy-in from stakeholders) and in respect to transnational 
cooperation (e.g. data sharing and collaboration). It is demonstrated that it 
is not only better for society and children, but it is also more cost effective 
in the long run to prevent rather than respond to crime. In 2014, the United 
Nations Model Strategies and Practical Measures on the Elimination of 
Violence against Children in the Field of Crime Prevention and Criminal 
Justice was developed, which emphasises the importance of general and 
specific measures to prevent violence against children, as well as to combat 
the cultural acceptance of such violence.62 The strategy emphasizes the 
importance of cooperation between law enforcement and child protection 
systems both nationally and transnationally through the development and 
rollout of protocols to facilitate this. The UN states that various elements are 
central to the development and rollout of the model strategy. These include 
the need for clearer cultural acceptance that CSEA is wrong, that it is an issue 
within as well as across countries, and that there is the need for improved and 
prolonged training for law enforcement to better understand the risk factors, 
child development stages, the impact of violence on victims, the specific 
needs of child victims of violence, safety assessments and risk-management 
measures. Other aspects emphasized include the focus on knowledge-based 
interventions and programmes, as well as the involvement of children in crime 
prevention and the development of prevention strategies.

	↘ In 2020, UNICEF published Action to End Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation: 
A Review of the Evidence. This emphasizes CSEA as a global issue that needs 
a co-ordinated response.63 It argues that preventing CSEA should be seen as a 
leading child rights and protection issue. The importance of CSEA prevention 
is stressed both in terms of first-time and repeat victimization and offending. 
In their strategies for action, UNICEF argues that we need to pool resources 
and activities relating to CSEA prevention by building a whole system 
approach, that is, by drawing on the existing evidence base and developing 
a coherent theory of change that all organizations and countries help to 

62	 United Nations. (2014). United Nations Model Strategies and Practical Measures on the Elimination of Violence 
against Children in the Field of Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice. United Nations, General Assembly, 
A/C.3/69/L.5*.

63	 UNICEF. (2020). Action to End Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation: A Review of the Evidence. UNICEF.
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develop and can sign up to. In the UNICEF theory of change (see Annex 2), 
law enforcement plays a key role in developing and implementing CSEA-
prevention strategies through partnerships that deliver upon key actions (e.g. 
building enabling environments, improving service delivery and enabling 
social and behavioural change).

	↘ In the EU strategy for a more effective fight against child sexual abuse, the 
European Commission has committed to sharing effective practices and 
creating a centre for the prevention of CSEA..64 Moreover, the Joint Research 
Committee has produced two reports on the CSEA prevention: one focusing 
on overarching ideas on prevention across all tiers and offering classification 
criteria for child sexual abuse and exploitation prevention programmes, and 
the other focusing on help seeker and perpetrator prevention initiatives. 
The European Commission sees CSEA as preventable, arguing that a whole 
system approach is required to identify and respond to CSEA and that all 
aspects of civil and social society have a role to play in the development of 
CSEA prevention. In their scoping reports, they recognize that most prevention 
initiatives are driven by non-governmental organizations, that they are 
limited in time and space, and that funding needs to be improved to develop 
a rounded evidence base. Throughout the European Commission’s work, 
the research and evidence indicate that the majority of CSEA-prevention 
approaches are focused on the primary, tertiary and quaternary levels, and 
on place-based (in the primary and tertiary levels) and social and community 
(in the primary, tertiary and quaternary levels) approaches, with the majority 
being delivered by the state (e.g. the police, prisons, probation officers, schools 
and health providers) or social justice organizations (e.g. charities, NGOs and 
private providers).65,66 The typical criminal justice approach to prevention is 
aimed at reducing, or more appropriately stopping, reoffending and is rooted 
in a post-conviction rather than a preventive approach, i.e. one aimed at 
preventing first-time offending. This implies that secondary level prevention 
initiatives need to be revisited and developed, but with an approach that 
does not involve prison or probation, rather one that shifts the role of policing 
towards a practical community-oriented preventive service.

64	 European Commission. (2020). EU strategy for a more effective fight against child sexual abuse.
65	 Di Gioia, R., & Beslay, L. (2023). Help Seeker and Perpetrator Prevention Initiatives. Gobierno de Ecuador, Policia 

Nacional Brinda Capacitaciones a la Ciudadania para Prevenir y Denunciar el Abuso Infantil. Government of 
Ecuador website.

66	 Di Gioia, R., Besley, L., Cassar, A., & Pawula, A. (2022). Classification Criteria for Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation 
Prevention Programmes. JRC Technical Report. European Commission.
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	↘ The WeProtect Global Alliance67 has developed and published the Model 
National Response for the development and implantation of CSEA prevention 
within countries (See Annex 4). The model is a multifaceted approach that spans 
victims, at-risk populations and industry. It argues that we need a transnational, 
multifaceted approach to CSEA prevention that focuses on preventing first-
time offending as much as preventing repeat offending. The WeProtect model 
recommendations are tech- and online-oriented, reinforcing the importance of 
online and offline environments, and the fact that secondary prevention will look 
different in both. This indicates that law enforcement has a different role to play 
in online secondary prevention. For example, it will have more international and 
transnational partners (e.g. Interpol, Europol and the European Crime Prevention 
Network (EUCPN)) and will have to engage with Internet service providers, social 
media and tech companies.

National Strategies and Frameworks

Countries are now starting to develop their own national strategies for the 
prevention of CSEA, which often means a repositioning of certain aspects of 
criminal justice, policing and health-related services. It is important to note that 
the international frameworks mentioned above have played, and continue to 
play, an important role in the development of national frameworks, as countries 
look to them for guidance as well as wanting to, or needing to, comply with them. 
Many of these strategies are child-centred, survivor-led and rooted in criminal 
justice data and evidence. However, it is important to state that conversations 
about the prevention of crime in general, and CSEA in particular,68,69 started 
in Westernized, anglophone countries, which means that some of the best-
developed national frameworks are from the Global North (including Australia 
and New Zealand).70 This imbalance in the Global South, and low- and middle-
income countries, poses a challenge for transnational law enforcement as they 
often have to tailor their responses or adapt their practices to frameworks and 
countries that are socially and culturally distinct. In some cases, national working 
practices are negatively impacted as CSEA approaches must be adapted to fit with 
other countries’ approaches and/or agendas. On a positive note, however, due to 
the aforementioned national frameworks, countries that want to develop their 
CSEA prevention strategies have a point of reference. Below, various examples 

67	 WeProtect Global Alliance. (2022). Framing the Future: How the Model National Response Framework Is 
Supporting National Efforts to End Child Sexual Exploitation and Abuse Online. WeProtect Global Alliance.

68	 Smallbone, S., Marshall, W. L., & Wortley, R. (2008). Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: Evidence, Policy and Practice. 
Willan Publishing.

69	 Brown J. (2017). Public Health, Prevention and Risk Management. In McCartan K., Kemshall H. (Eds.), Contemporary 
Sex Offender Risk Management, Volume 1 Perceptions (pp. 35–60). Palgrave Studies in Risk, Crime and Society, 
Palgrave MacMillan.

70	 Rusell, D., Higgins, D., & Posso, A. (2020). Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: A Systematic Review of Interventions and 
Their Efficacy in Developing Countries. Child Abuse & Neglect, 102, 104395.
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are presented to highlight current strategies based on existing national policies 
and practices and international standards. It is important to note that these 
are evidence-informed not evidence-based and have not been evaluated since 
implementation.

	↘ In England and Wales, a strategy has been established that is focused 
around three clear objectives: (1) tackling all forms of child sexual abuse and 
bringing offenders to justice; (2) preventing offending and reoffending; and 
(3) protecting and safeguarding children and young people and supporting 
all victims and survivors. Although prevention is mentioned in the strategy, it 
is more prevention in the sense of deterrence, punishment and an increase 
in traditional policing practice and policy. It is a reaffirmation of the centrality 
of the victim to the process. The English and Welsh strategy does not frame 
secondary prevention with people at risk of committing CSEA as a health 
intervention, but rather as monitoring and observation issue.71

	↘ In Scotland, the prevention of child sexual abuse is at the heart of policy; 
however, much of it is framed at the primary prevention stage and around 
upskilling communities, students and professionals. Again, there is no 
approach to secondary prevention with people at risk of committing sexual 
offences.72

	↘ In the USA, the framing of CSEA prevention occurs at a federal and state 
level, but again it is seen from a criminal justice prevention perspective rather 
than through a health or public health lens.73 Despite government bodies like 
the Center for Disease Control and Prevention74 advocating for prevention, 
especially secondary prevention, it has not affected transnational, national or 
regional policy. In 2023, the US Department of Justice released its National 
Strategy for Child Exploitation Prevention & Interdiction in which it states 
that CSEA can be prevented but that it needs better engagement from all 
organizations, more funding and better partnerships.

	↘ The Canadian government released Provincial and Territorial Child Protection 
Legislation and Policy in 2018, which mapped different child protection 
legislation and regulations across Canada as, until then, there was no 
centralized policy and practice.75

71	 Home Office (2021). Tackling Child Sexual Abuse Strategy. Policy paper. Home Office.
72	 Scottish Government (2021). National Action Plan to Tackle Child Sexual Exploitation: Final Report. Children and 

Families Directorate, Scottish Government.
73	 Letourneau, E., & Malone, l. (2023). America Has Been Going about Stopping Child Sex Abuse the Wrong Way. Time. 

Accessed on 49 February 2-24.
74	 The Centers for Disease Control. (2024). Fast Facts: Preventing Sexual Violence. The Centers for Disease Control. 

Accessed on 27 February 2024.
75	 Public Health Agency of Canada (2018). Provincial and Territorial Child Protection Legislation and Policy 2018. 

Public Health Agency of Canada.
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	↘ In Australia, since the outcome of the Royal Commission into Institutional Child 
Sexual Abuse, a new national strategy has been developed, resulting in a national 
office of child safety and a new national plan to end violence against women 
and children with prevention at its core.76,77 The new national plan outlines what 
is required to end violence in one generation as follows: (1) prevention; (2) early 
intervention; (3) response; and (4) recovery and healing. The Australian national 
strategy is a multi-agency approach that includes, but is not limited to, law 
enforcement partnerships. It grounds CSEA prevention in communities and 
advocates for collaborative working.

	↘ In 2018, New Zealand developed and released its National Strategy to Eliminate 
Family Violence and Sexual Violence.78 It focuses on family violence, with CSEA 
being included therein, rather than there being a sole CSEA plan. The New 
Zealand approach is rooted in healing, restoration and well-being. It sees the 
prevention of CSEA as a multi-agency, collaborative issue whereby the state and 
related partners work with communities. The strategy sees its prevention activities 
happening in six stages (or shifts) as follows: (1) shift one: towards strength-based 
well-being; (2) shift two: towards mobilizing communities; (3) shift three: towards 
skilled, culturally competent and sustainable workforces; (4) shift four: towards 
investment in primary prevention; (5) shift five: towards safe, accessible and 
integrated responses; (6) shift six: towards increased capacity for healing.

We were not able to clearly identify examples of national strategies in Global South 
countries, although we are starting to see the emergence of CSEA-prevention research, 
policies and practices in these regions, for instance, in Brazil,79 India,80 South Africa,81 and 
sub-Saharan Africa.82,83

Main findings: Although brief examples, all the national and 
international strategies outlined here reinforce the centrality of the 
EpiCrim approach and argue that stopping CSEA needs to happen in 
all four prevention stages in reference to the socio-ecological model 
and through multi-agency collaboration and strategic investment.

76	 Royal Commission into Institutional Child Sexual Abuse (2017). Final Information Update. Royal Commission into 
Institutional Child Sexual Abuse. Accessed on 28 February 2024

77	 National Office for Child Safety (2021). National Strategy to Prevent and Respond to Child Sexual Abuse 2021–2030: 
An Initiative of the Australian, State and Territory Government. National Office for Child Safety.

78	 Spirit of Affection. The National Strategy to Eliminate Family Violence and Sexual Violence. New Zealand Government. 2018
79	 Williams, L.C.A., D’Affonseca, S.M. (2022). Child Sexual Abuse in Brazil: Awareness, Legal Aspects, and Examples of 

Prevention Strategies. In: Deb, S. (eds) Child Safety, Welfare and Well-Being. Springer, Singapore.
80	 Tyagi S, Karande S. (2021). Child Sexual Abuse in India: A Wake-Up Call. J PostgradMed,;67(3):125-129. doi: 10.4103/

jpgm.JPGM_264_21. PMID: 34380802; PMCID: PMC8445113.
81	 Ward, C. L., Artz, l., et al. (2018). Sexual Violence against Children in South Africa: A Nationally Representative Cross-

Sectional Study of Prevalence and Correlates. The Lancet, Global Health, 6(4), 460 -468.
82	 Munro-Kramer, M. L., Morris, K., et al. (2024). Barriers and Opportunities for Gender-Based Violence Prevention & 

Response at Universities in Sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Sexual Aggression, DOI: 10.1080/13552600.2024.2328055
83	 UNICEF (Radford, Allnock, & Hynes, 2015) developed a guide, in his promising practices in CSA/E prevention 

report, for developing a national framework. See Annex 3. (Radford, L., Allnock, D., & Hynes, P. (2015). Promising 
Programmes to Prevent and Respond to Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation. UNICEF.)
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PROMISING PRACTICES 
FOR INTERVENTIONS BY 
LAW ENFORCEMENT IN 
CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE AND 
EXPLOITATION PREVENTION

It is important to state that, although crime prevention is a core tenet of policing 
practice and policy around the world, it is adopted and implemented differently in 
each jurisdiction, region and country.84,85,86 For instance, law enforcement in certain 
countries is the sole force; in others, it is a representative member of a system of 
law enforcement organizations.87 Thus, the cultural and socio-political context of 
preventive policing needs to be taken into account and it must be recognized 
that not all crime prevention interventions, even identical ones, can be directly 
compared.

The Reality and Challenges of the CSEA-Prevention Evidence 
Base

In examining the prevention measures delivered by law enforcement, it is important 
to note their limited nature as compared to the prevention interventions offered 
by different services, especially third-sector88 and social justice organizations. From 
the data collected in this scoping review, there were only a handful of prevention 
measures directly delivered by law enforcement as the lead organization or in 
which law enforcement was the point of contact or referring party. This begs the 
question: why were so few led by or based around law enforcement organizations? 
Despite these findings, most key informants saw CSEA prevention to be core to law 
enforcement and considered that law enforcement embraced this role and were 
improving at it.

84	 Sutton, A., Cherney, A., et al. (2021). Crime Prevention: Principles, Perspectives and Practices. Cambridge University 
Press.

85	 Wager, N., Myers, A., & Parkinson, D. (2021). Police Disruption of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. Centre of 
Expertise on Child Sexual Abuse

86	 Ellefsen, H. B., Bjørkelo, B., et al. (2023). Unpacking Preventive Policing: Towards a Holistic Framework. International 
Journal of Police Science & Management, 25(2), 196–207.

87	 Sutton, A., Cherney, A., et al. (2021). Crime Prevention: Principles, Perspectives and Practices.
88	 Referring to the non-governmental, non-profit sector
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“So, I think law enforcement [is] becoming more 
sophisticated and I have found actually that in certain 
circles, law enforcement’s understanding of prevention is 
more sophisticated than a lot of the other agencies. But the 
police can say: We can’t arrest our way out of this, which is 
true.”

 (Key Informant 2)

The scoping review identified that the majority of CSEA-prevention approaches 
are focused at the primary, tertiary and quaternary levels, and on place-based (at 
the primary and tertiary levels) and social and community (at the primary, tertiary 
and quaternary levels) approaches, with the majority being delivered by the state 
(e.g. the police, prisons, probation officers, schools and health providers) or social 
justice organizations (i.e. charities, NGOs and private providers). It also shows that 
most prevention interventions were delivered by health, psychological/clinical or 
social justice organizations, with the vast majority being anonymized helplines and 
cognitive behavioral therapy/ psychotherapy programmes. Law enforcement mainly 
delivers situational, crime control and deterrence-oriented prevention strategies. 
Most prevention interventions sit at the individual, community and societal level in 
the socio-ecological model, with no examples clearly located at the interpersonal 
level. Additionally, the research and evidence base for prevention interventions 
is limited; therefore, it is difficult to say if they are successful in preventing CSEA. 
For this reason, they can only be looked at as promising or emerging practices, 
not as best or evidence-based practices. It is important to point out that limited 
research outcomes and a weak evidence base are fairly normal in certain areas of 
CSEA prevention due to the availability of these programmes, and their funding/
commissioning, research/evaluation capacities and time frames. This was a central 
concern identified by the professionals interviewed:

“Another challenge is the lack of data and tools to evaluate 
successful prevention interventions.”

 (Key Informant 7)

However, they thought that this was developing as research and practice in this 
area evolves.

“The same elements as those of [the] child protection 
system—laws, governance, prevention, response, co-
ordination, human resources, monitoring, etc. We measure 
them through country standard indicators on [the] number 
of children victims of violence reached by social welfare, 
health, justice.”

(Key Informant 5)
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“Until very recently, there really wasn’t that much funding, 
in part because most people don’t think of child sexual 
abuse as preventable, so they don’t put their resources 
into prevention. That landscape is changing and changing 
dramatically, and we’re starting to see evidence that 
prevention, including perpetration prevention, is working.”

 (Key Informant 4)

Similar to what was seen in the literature, the professionals interviewed stated that 
the evaluation criteria, approaches used and outcomes varied by the prevention 
stage, SEM stage, funder, organization running the intervention and geographical 
location. The core base for many of the evaluations was number of people accessing 
the service, the completion data and the feedback on service engagement and 
satisfaction. However, when the individual services/interventions are examined, 
we can see the unique evaluation criteria used, for instance, the number of school 
children reached, the number of people who accessed a service online, behavioural 
change linked to therapeutic intervention, reoffending data, recall to prison and 
improved health and well-being outcomes. This scoping review reinforces the 
view of the professional’s interviewed: we need a better evaluation framework with 
which to measure prevention interventions so as to gauge the impact of each in 
a coherent and comparable way. Some of the emerging evaluation criteria are as 
follows:

	↘ The prevention and socio-ecological model stage at which the service finds 
itself;

	↘ Who delivers the service, how they were chosen, how it fits with national policy 
and practice and the rationale for its implementation;

	↘ The theoretical and evidence base underpinning the service; 

	↘ The cost of the service, how it is funded and how sustainable it is;

	↘ Service-user awareness and professional-partner knowledge of the service and 
its accessibility; 

	↘ Partnership and multi-agency working relationships;

	↘ Inclusion and exclusion criteria for service users; 

	↘ The number of service users using the service according to flow, completion 
and dropout rates;

	↘ Outcome data (i.e. behavioural, psychological and cognitive change) upon 
intervention completion and after follow-up; 

	↘ Service size and staffing;
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	↘ Data recording techniques, research strategies and evaluation plan; 

	↘ Unique service characteristics (e.g. psychometrics, risk levels, behaviour 
change characteristics, etc.).

Currently, the European Commission is developing evaluation criteria for CSEA-
prevention strategies for all four prevention and socio-ecological stages and there 
are several projects looking at secondary prevention approaches (including Sparks 
in the Dark: a consortium of EU Horizon 2020-funded projects). The evaluation 
framework for CSEA prevention, especially secondary prevention, is emerging and 
the research and evidence landscape will change over the next 5–10 years. However, 
the role and function of the organization delivering the intervention is vital, as 
not all services are able to collect the same data in the same way. Therefore, it is 
important to ask what criteria the prevention outcome data from law enforcement 
organizations adhere to and the best data capture techniques for them to use.

Main findings: We need to examine promising practices rather 
than well-defined, robust evidence bases to understand the 
CSEA-prevention landscape for law enforcement. One of the 
main takeaways from the professionals was the need for clear 
definitions and understanding of CSEA-prevention activities, 
frameworks and evaluation methods.

Primary Prevention

Primary prevention of CSEA is typically the responsibility of social justice 
organizations, the third sector and educational establishments through sexuality 
and relationship education. Law enforcement organizations often contribute as 
partners in these activities and partake in campaigns that talk generally about 
the challenges and issues linked to CSEA and how to prevent it. These include 
campaigns targeted at certain populations (e.g. children at risk, concerned parents, 
at-risk individuals, and certain communities), campaigns linked to certain activities 
(e.g. sporting events or activities, online environments, etc.) and campaigns linked 
to certain events or cases (e.g. end violence against women and girls week, high-
profile media stories and cases).89,90,91 The professionals identified awareness raising 
as the main form of primary CSEA prevention delivered by law enforcement and 
suggested that the research, limited as it is, shows these activities to be promising.

89	 Smallbone, S., Marshall, W. L., & Wortley, R. (2008). Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: Evidence, Policy and Practice. 
Willan Publishing.

90	 Solehati, T., Ramanda Fikri, A., et al. (2022). The Current Preventing of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. Social 
Sciences, 11(11), 508.

91	 Wager, N., Myers, A., & Parkinson, D. (2021). Police Disruption of Child Sexual Abuse: A Scoping Review. Centre of 
Expertise on Child Sexual Abuse.
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“So, going into schools, making kids aware of laws and, you 
know, there’s a little bit of research that suggests that when 
kids are aware of laws, [they] are less likely to engage in 
those specific behaviours.”

 (Key Informant 4)

Education and awareness programmes are common to police forces across the 
world. For example, in 2021, the Valais cantonal Police in Switzerland developed 
and broadcast 10 videos to raise awareness of violence and sexual abuse directed at 
children in conjunction with a week of news stories focusing on similar and related 
issues.92 In addition, the Bern cantonal police provide prevention-focused courses 
in primary and secondary schools, addressing more than 110,000 children and 
teenagers annually.93 In Madagascar, the Police service’s Morals and Protection of 
Minors (PMPM) unit organizes various prevention activities, including awareness-
raising workshops for children and young people. This works in conjunction with 
the Toliara Local Women’s Brigade running a series of awareness-raising sessions in 
communities, schools, hotels, bars and nightclubs.94 In Ecuador, the national police 
informs and trains citizens to prevent (and report) the abuse of children, including 
sexual abuse.95 In Australia, ThinkUKnow Australia, a web-based educational 
package targeting parents, caregivers, educators, children and young people, 
is operated under leadership of the Australian Federal Police and uses real case 
studies from their Centre to Counter Child Exploitation. The resource links directly 
to secondary prevention resources (e.g. how to stop someone from attempting 
to groom or meet a child).96 Additionally, in Colombia, the police’s children and 
adolescents protection group led campaigns to prevent the sexual exploitation of 
children using child-friendly strategies. In these, they teach children how to protect 
themselves and make effective use of their time with parent participation.97

In addition, the professionals interviewed did not think that law enforcement 
awareness-raising activities should be limited to schools and children; they believed 
that law enforcement had a role in upskilling society in general and making the 
public more aware of CSEA prevention.

92	 Frédéric Favre, State Counsellor. Head of the Department of Security, Institutions and Sport. (4 February 2021). 
Support for press conference on strengthening the prevention of sexual violence children and young people.

93	 Bern Cantonal Police. (Nd). Prevention in Schools. Bern Cantonal Police website. Accessed in January 2024.
94	 Hanitra R. (June 2022). Madagascar: GBV - Toliara’s Women’s Brigade and PMPM Receive Equipment. AllAfrica.
95	 Human Rights Watch. (August 2024). Ecuador Sets Plan to End Sexual Violence in Schools.
96	 https://www.thinkuknow.org.au/
97	 Colombian National Police. Intensificamos Campanas para Prevenir el Abuso Sexual Contra Menores. Colombian 

Police Website. Accessed in January 2024.
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“I think community education is a great thing for law 
enforcement to be involved in… because along with the 
communication [that] this is a crime that’s happening… 
along with that comes the police showing the community, 
hey, we care about this, and you can come to us, and we do 
want to see more community referrals, more people making 
reports saying, I’m aware of something happening and it 
needs to be investigated”.

 (Key Informant 1)

Together for Childhood is an example of a community education intervention from 
the UK. It is a place-based approach for the prevention of child abuse and CSEA 
spearheaded by the NSPCC through a multi-agency working group.98 Together for 
Childhood is based on partnerships working with innovative community building 
techniques. It sees CSEA as a community issue and argues that it takes community 
engagement to prevent and respond to it. Together for Childhood works around 
all four prevention levels and the full socio-ecology model, with law enforcement 
playing a key role in the development of secondary prevention initiatives with other 
local and regional partners. The initial findings indicate that their scheme is helping 
communities understand CSEA and engage with statutory and social justice 
organizations on the issue.99

Additionally, law enforcement can play a key role in primary prevention using 
situational and environment crime prevention models. For instance, international 
bodies, such as the Internet Watch Foundation (IWF) based in the UK and Cybertip.
ca based in Canada, block and remove child abuse and exploitation material from 
the internet to prevent access and trading. The data and research indicate that this 
has resulted in positive outcomes. For instance, in 2023, the IWF investigated a total 
of 375,230 reports suspected to contain child sexual abuse material, an increase 
of 4% as compared to 2021.100 Of these, 255,588 reports were confirmed to contain 
images or videos of children suffering sexual abuse. In 2022, 199,363 of the IWF-
confirmed URLs of child sexual abuse material contained images and videos made 
and/or shared via an internet-connected device with a camera, as opposed to an 
abuser being physically present in the room with the victim/s.101 It is important to 
state that without law enforcement engagement, data sharing and cooperation, 
the child sexual abuse and exploitation material and illegal content would have not 
been immediately removed. For example, activities such as Project Arachnid102 use 
technological tools to trawl through links that have been reported to Cybertip.ca, 

98	 NSPCC (2024). Together for Childhood. NSPCC. Accessed on 29 February.
99	 NSPCC (2023). Together for Childhood: Annual Report 2023. NSPCC.
100	 Internet Watch Foundation (2023). IWF Annual Report 2022 #BehindTheScreens. Internet Watch Foundation.
101	 Ibid.
102	 https://projectarachnid.ca/en/
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detect CSEA materials and determine where they are available on the internet before 
issuing a notice to the hosting providers. Project Arachnid detects around 100,000 
unique suspected images per month and issues approximately 700 removal notices 
each day to service providers.

The technical challenges in preventing child sexual abuse and exploitation on the 
internet are considerable, particularly with the increased use of Dark Web peer-
to-peer networks, encryption methods to evade detection and a worrying growth 
in online live abusive image streaming. To tackle this, in 2019, the UK government 
issued proposals to introduce comprehensive regulations for service providers to 
prevent all forms of online harm, especially to children.103 The Online Safety Bill 
is still going through parliament and has presented several logistical, policy and 
practical challenges for law enforcement and Internet service providers. However, it 
is rooted in prevention, focusing more on situational and environmental prevention 
than awareness raising and engagement with the public. This is significant, not 
just for the UK, but for global and transnational online corporations, platforms and 
Internet service providers, given that the distinction between online and in-person 
CSEA is becoming increasingly blurred. Prevention programmes that target both 
online and in-person safety are more relevant for children’s experiences and need 
to engage general populations, including children, in their awareness raising.104 One 
of the key informants talked about the importance of changing public awareness of 
online CSEA and the creation of child sexual exploitation material. In particular, they 
were concerned that, in the Philippines, communities do not see this as being as 
harmful as contact sexual abuse.

“There is misunderstanding in communities about the 
harm caused by online exploitation. There are attitudes 
that producing this content online for an overseas offender 
is a lot safer than letting an overseas offender come [and] 
sexually harm my child.”

 (Key Informant 1)

Main finding: Most primary prevention interventions conducted 
by law enforcement using the socio-ecological model are 
awareness-raising campaigns. These are usually conducted with 
partner organizations taking the lead and law enforcement being 
present in a policy, practical and educational role.

103	 HM Government (2023). Britain Makes Internet Safer, as Online Safety Bill Finished and Ready to Become Law. 
Department for Science, Innovation and Technology. Press release. Accessed on 01 March 2024.

104	 Gewirtz-Meydan A., & Finkelhor D. (2020). Sexual Abuse and Assault in a Large National Sample of Children and 
Adolescents. Child Maltreat. May; 25(2): 203-214. doi: 10.1177/1077559519873975. Epub 2019 Sep 16. PMID: 31526040.
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Secondary Prevention

The need for greater efforts to shift attention to people at risk of committing CSEA 
was endorsed by the UN special rapporteur on the sale and sexual exploitation 
of children.105 Working with potential perpetrators is an area of growth for the 
prevention of CSEA globally, especially for law enforcement; however, it involves 
ethical and logistical challenges for all organizations, not just law enforcement, 
regarding how and why intervention is needed.106

One of the main secondary prevention interventions used by law enforcement is 
hotspot policing, i.e. targeting certain locations and public spaces, for instance, 
parks, recreation areas and locations where CSEA has been reported, with an 
increased police presence or surveillance techniques (e.g. CCTV). One key informant 
talked about the role of hotspots in secondary CSEA prevention by law enforcement 
stating that it was a useful tool in the prevention of abuse.

“Mapping a community, we’re going to do [this] about child 
abuse and exploitation. That’s a big part of preventive 
work, you know? Just the mere fact that police officers are 
present in all these areas as well.”

 (Key Informant 5)

In Madagascar, the police service’s Morals and Protection of Minors unit patrols 
areas where CSEA is more likely to happen, both online (e.g. by targeting chat 
rooms, social media sites and certain platforms) and offline (e.g. near hotels and 
other establishments that are suspected of facilitating CSEA).107 In Cheshire, 
England, Operation Guardians is a recurring police operation designed to fight 
CSEA that includes high visibility patrols in key areas.108 Additionally, in 2020, in 
Southend-on-Sea, England, the local police piloted a hot spotting campaign in the 
20 highest crime areas. This involved two-officer teams paroling for a minimum of 
15 minutes and a maximum of 20 minutes on foot with the police vehicle parked in 
a prominent and visible position to engage with the public and discuss local issues, 
crime prevention and response techniques, rather than looking to investigate 

105	 Special Rapporteur on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography. (2015) Tackling the demand for 
the sexual exploitation of children. Human Rights Council. A/HRC/31/58

106	 McCartan K. F., Merdian H. L., Perkins D. E., Kettleborough D. (2018). Ethics and Issues of Secondary Prevention 
Efforts in Child Sexual Abuse. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 62, 2548–
2566.

107	 ECPAT International (2015). Rapport Global de Suivi – Madagascar. ECPAT International.
108	 Cheshire Constabulary (May 2022). An operation aimed at protecting and defending young and vulnerable children 

has taken place across Cheshire. Cheshire Constabulary News.
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crimes directly. This resulted in a 73.5% drop in violent crime and 31.9% drop in street 
crime on days when the patrols visited as compared with days they did not.109

Initiatives like the Neighbourhood Block Watch in Toledo, the United States, and 
Cure Violence, which started in Chicago but is now international, are also good 
examples on how the community can play an active role in hotspot patrolling.110,111 
Cure Violence views violence through an epidemiological lens—as a learned, 
transmissible behaviour—that can be interrupted. Although Cure Violence started 
to combat street- and community-level anti-social behaviour and disruption, over 
the years, it has grown to include other forms of violence, including sexual and 
domestic violence. The training programme selected community partners and 
local credible messengers to detect and interrupt conflict, promote safer and 
healthier behaviours and life directions among high-risk individuals, and build 
healthy social norms. Research into the impact of Cure Violence shows that it 
has an impact on reducing an array of different types of violence, for instance, a 
75% reduction in killings in Charlotte, USA, a 90% reduction in killings in Culiacan, 
Mexico, a 45% reduction in violent crime in East Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, 
and a 63% reduction in shooting in New York City.112 Additionally, Cure Violence has 
a significant return on investment, with the initiative saving US$33 dollars for every 
US$1 invested.113 Unfortunately, we do not know the cost-effectiveness or social 
return on investment for other hot spotting initiatives and, thus, cannot comment. 
Police hot spotting as a crime prevention initiative is based on good community 
and police relations. Thus, it needs to be co-designed with police and local 
communities, which can be challenging given attitudes towards the police in some 
of the communities in question.

Although hot spotting is traditionally seen as an in-person, community-based 
prevention measure, it can be used in online environments. There are examples 
from France, Switzerland, the UK and the United States of specific police units, 
who are generally undercover, monitoring discussions with children online to 
prevent grooming, solicitation and CSEA. In Norway, law enforcement officers 
go on “cyberpatrols” in online spaces openly and offer to answer any questions 
children have, raising awareness while making their presence known to potential 
perpetrators.114 While there is no indication of the efficiency of this method, it could 
be an effective way to deter perpetrators with police presence, to inform children 
and to maintain good relations with the community.

109	 Basford, Sims, C., Agar, I., Hariinan, V., & Strang, H. (2021). Effects of One-a-Day Foot Patrols on Hot Spots of Serious 
Violence and Crime Harm: A Randomised Crossover Trial. Camb J Evid Based Polic 5, 119–133.

110	 International Association of Chiefs of Police. (2016). Combating Child Sex Trafficking: A Guide for Law Enforcement 
Leaders. Washington, DC: Office of Community Oriented Policing Services.

111	 Cure Violence (2024). Cure Violence: Mission. Available at https://cvg.org/about/#mission (accessed on 25 February 
2024).

112	 Cure Violence Global (2021). The Evidence of Effectiveness. Cure Violence.
113	 Ibid.
114	 Le Point (2023). Au Danemark, la police patrouille sur internet. Le Point. Accessed on 27 February 2024 via
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The key informants discussed the challenges inherent in law enforcement 
engaging in secondary prevention with at-risk groups, stating that this was not 
necessarily the role of traditional policing activities; however, some key informants 
thought that the police could work in partnership with other organizations capable 
of delivering help and support to at-risk populations.

“I think referring people to services is absolutely a huge 
place for law enforcement; [it] can play a really big role in 
secondary prevention. So absolutely.”

 (Key Informant 4)

However, as this is not traditional policing, they may be cautious and need help and 
support from partner organizations.

“It’s not automatic for them. They need to have their hand 
held a little bit and to point them in these directions.”

 (Key Informant 2)

As one key informant stated, the challenge lies in the fact that these people have 
committed an offence and we cannot tell the police how to do their jobs (e.g. arrest 
and prosecute them), but rather must assist them in doing so, to reduce the risk 
that this person poses. Individual-level secondary prevention is one of the most 
under-developed areas of professional engagement, including by law enforcement.115 
Typically, these interventions are aimed at people concerned about their behaviours 
and attitudes towards children.

The most common secondary prevention interventions with at-risk populations 
are helplines (e.g. the Stop It Now Helplines in the UK,116 Netherlands117 and USA118) 
and walk-in clinics (e.g. Dunkelfeld119 in Germany); however, recently, there has been 
a development in online chat functions both for adults (e.g. Troubled Desire120 in 
Germany) and children (e.g. Shore121 in the UK). The Dunkelfeld Project, which provides 
combined cognitive-behavioural, pharmacological and sexological interventions and 

115	 McCartan K., Uzieblo K., Smid W. J. (2021). Professionals’ Understandings of and Attitudes to the Prevention of 
Sexual Abuse: An International Exploratory Study. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 65, 815–831.

116	 Stop It Now. (2024). The Stop It Now Helpline. Website accessed on 29 March 2024.
117	 Stop It Now Netherlands. (2024). The Stop It Now Helpline. Website accessed on 29 March 2024.
118	 Stop It Now USA. (2024). The Stop It Now Helpline. Website accessed on 29 March 2024.
119	 Charite (2024). The Prevention Network Dunkelfeld. Website accessed on 29 March 2024.
120	 Charite (2024). Troubled Desire. Website accessed on 29 March 2024.
121	 Lucy Faithful Foundation (2024). Shore. Accessible via https://shorespace.org.uk/
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walk-in clinic services, aims to prevent child sexual offences by addressing various 
aspects, including motivation for change, self-regulation, coping strategies, social skills 
and empathy development. This represents a new approach to secondary prevention, 
with research showing that the intervention contributes to positive changes in the 
attitudes and behaviours of the perpetrators involved (Beier, Grundmann, Kuhle, 
Scherner, Konrad, & Amelung, 2014).122 Anonymized helplines are difficult to evaluate 
as limited data are collected and because they are anonymized to offer protection 
to their users; thus, it is difficult to ascertain whether they have received additional 
help, their attitudes have changed or whether or not they have offended. Helplines 
measure success based on the number of calls they receive, which is a problematic 
success criterion that is affected by many different factors, including socio-political 
conditions, the context of the individual in question, high-profile media stories and 
even marketing or advertising by the organization. Law enforcement officers are often 
aware of these helplines and, in many countries, are encouraged to refer individuals to 
them; however, there is no clear evidence, nationally or internationally, that individual 
forces do this.

The engagement of law enforcement agencies and individual-level secondary 
prevention seems to be best understood at the local level, with strong partnership 
and multi-agency working facilitating this. For instance, in the UK, law enforcement 
refers people who have been arrested for child sexual exploitation material offences 
to organizations like Stop it Now! Lucy Faithful, the Safe Living Foundation, Safer Lives 
and Stop SO for support and counselling. Additionally, while we might want police to 
refer individuals to these helplines, organizations or chat functions, we must balance 
this with community safety and risk management. If law enforcement believes the 
person in question to be a risk, they may decide to use other powers to prevent 
CSEA, like increased observation, restraining orders or temporary detention in police 
custody.

Another avenue available to law enforcement in the secondary prevention 
of individuals at risk of committing CSEA is multi-agency data sharing and 
cooperation. While this is targeted at individuals, it is not focused on providing 
an intervention to said individuals, rather it is aimed at observing and working to 
intervene pre-offence. Therefore, it is grounded in traditional policing policies and 
practices.

One such example is the Nimos Safeguarding app in the UK. This app, which 
can be used on smart devices and PCs (Android, IOS and Windows), enables the 
sharing of soft intelligence on CSEA. It is cheap, effective and compliments existing 
information-sharing processes. Initially, a small-scale evaluation of the app indicated 
that it was helpful for frontline staff in understanding the scale and nature of CSEA 

122	 Beier KM, Grundmann D, Kuhle LF, Scherner G, Konrad A, Amelung T. The German Dunkelfeld project: a pilot study 
to prevent child sexual abuse and the use of child abusive images. J Sex Med. 2015 Feb;12(2):529-42. doi: 10.1111/
jsm.12785. Epub 2014 Dec 4. PMID: 25471337.

29



Scoping Review

locally and recommended its wider rollout.123 In addition, PrevBOT was launched 
in 2024 as a cooperative project involving the Norwegian Police Academy and the 
University of Agder in which digital robots were designed that patrol open social 
media, uncovering and preventing possible CSEA.124 The AI-based tool also helps 
map behaviours that indicate a risk of CSEA and identify these, such as grooming 
conversation, to help police react when required. However, as this project is new, the 
results and impact are not yet known. Other examples of technology-based data 
sharing exist both in terms of additional apps (e.g. the partners toolkit in Scotland) 
and in professional units (e.g. Child Exploitation and Online Protection Command in 
the UK and the Youth Intervention and Prevention Unit in Canada).

Working in partnership, communicating and sharing data are the central functions 
of policing. Therefore, it makes sense that law enforcement are involved in these, 
especially as they mirror tertiary and quaternary prevention through activities like 
multi-agency public protection arrangements (in the UK) and the registration and 
monitoring of people convicted of a sexual offence post-release (in many countries). 
For instance, in Denmark the police launched the campaign Stopdigitaleovergreb 
aimed at preventing people from downloading CSEA material.125 The police upload 
videos to peer-to-peer networks with names suggesting that the content is child 
sexual abuse materials, but instead the videos show a police officer who warns 
people of the consequences of downloading this kind of content (e.g. “You have 
downloaded this file from a police computer, and we have information that we may 
use to identify you”). The videos also refer to the national helpline for people with 
sexual thoughts and fantasies about children. Unfortunately, there is no evaluation 
available for this and the website is no longer accessible, which is similar for many 
secondary prevention initiatives and campaigns.

123	 Yorkshire and the Humber Regional Organised Crime Unit. (2017). Nimos Safeguarding Evaluation. Yorkshire and 
the Humber Regional Organised Crime Unit.

124	 Norwegian Supervisory Authority. (2023). New sandbox project looks at facial recognition and police roBOTs.
125	 Di Gioia, R., & Beslay, L. (2023). Help Seeker and Perpetrator Prevention Initiatives.
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In Finland, the Criminal Sanctions Training Centre (RISE) have developed 
and implemented the Uusi Suunta/New Direction programme: an individual 
rehabilitation programme offered by the Care about! Unit.126 RISE maintains a 
legal and secure system of sanction enforcement and contributes to reducing 
reoffending and the exclusion that perpetuates crime. The programme is 
comprised of a series of one-on-one meetings based on the good lives model, i.e. 
everyone wants to live a good life, but because of their cognitive development, 
mental health, attitudes and behaviours, some individual’s behaviours become 
problematized and harmful. These provide individuals with insights into their 
problematic thoughts and behaviours, enabling them to reflect on the gap 
between what they want to achieve and what they are doing. It then supports them 
in building pro-social behaviours that reflect their lifegoals. All conversations are 
confidential and visits are free. The initial research indicates that the programme 
is accessible and user-friendly with some emerging successes, but more research 
and development is needed. This research was conducted over 10 years ago and 
the programme is still in use, so it will need to be updated.127 Countries such as the 
UK and Sweden have also utilized the good lives method in secondary prevention 
interventions for children and young people with harmful sexual behaviours. 

Law enforcement also works with children and young people at risk of being 
sexually abused and exploited and there are examples of secondary prevention 
interventions to reduce their likelihood of being a victim. One example from the UK 
is Operation Topaz: an intervention by Avon and Somerset Police where children 
and young people identified as being at risk of CSEA are referred to appropriate 
services (e.g. counselling, advice, GP appointments, meetings with social workers 
and access to resources like food and medicine) via health and social justice 
organizations. Interestingly, their aim is not to arrest potential offenders, but rather 
to protect and safeguard the children in question. This adds to the discussion of 
how the police demonstrate success with such interventions; for example, is the 
volume of successful referrals to other organizations an indication of success? If so, 
it poses real follow-up and outcome challenges similar to those mentioned earlier 
for helpline referrals.128

Law enforcement agencies engage in international law enforcement cooperation 
for the transnational prevention of CSEA. For instance, the Department of Special 
Investigation (DSI) in Thailand employs sophisticated investigation techniques 
to enhance secondary CSEA prevention. An illustrative case involved disrupting 
a UK child sex offender’s intention to exploit children in the Philippines. Through 
informant intelligence and undercover operations, the DSI collaborated with 
authorities from the UK and Philippines in Operation YACHTMANSHIP, leading 

126	 Ibid.
127	 Hirvinen, K. (2013). Uusi Suunta–yksilöohjelma seksuaalirikoksista tuomituille-Ohjelmakäsikirjan käytettävyys 

työntekijöiden kokemana (Doctoral dissertation).
128	 McCartan, K., & Senker, S. (2023). Evaluation of Operation Topaz. UWE Bristol & Avon & Somerset Police.
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to the perpetrator’s apprehension in the UK and the accomplices’ arrest in 
the Philippines in 2020. This successful prevention strategy underscores the 
significance of proactive risk assessments, sharing of intelligence and collaborative 
international efforts in curtailing CSEA.

Main findings: Most secondary prevention interventions 
conducted by law enforcement using the socio-ecological model 
are either focused on supporting partner organizations with 
individual prevention activates (e.g. helplines) or working with 
targeted communities to support situational and environmental 
prevention strategies (e.g. network strengthening). Secondary 
prevention at the individual and interpersonal levels requires the 
largest shift in thinking and development from law enforcement. 
In contrast, community-based situational prevention is where they 
are currently showing leadership and engagement. 
 
It is also important to increase awareness of law enforcement’s 
role in secondary prevention, such as proactive measures 
to identify harmful behaviour and provide comprehensive 
interventions that address various aspects of behavioural change, 
including motivation, self-regulation, coping strategies, social skills 
and empathy development to prevent CSEA. This requires a multi-
disciplinary approach. While law enforcement has made strides in 
secondary prevention, there is a lack of data on its effectiveness in 
addressing the root causes of CSEA.

Tertiary and Quaternary Prevention

The role of law enforcement in tertiary and quaternary prevention is well 
established in respect to CSEA as it focuses on reducing reoffending, public 
protection and community safety. The professionals interviewed thought that 
tertiary prevention was the best developed and most researched area of CSEA 
prevention for law enforcement. It was seen as part of their everyday activities and 
should be considered the main form of prevention that they are involved in.

“Prisons and the Department of Corrections, under the 
Ministry of Justice, are responsible for implementing tertiary 
and quaternary prevention measures to prevent reoffending 
of sexual violence, not focusing on child sexual exploitation 
and abuse.”

 (Key Informant 7)
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Law enforcement usually leads tertiary prevention in partnership with other third-
party organizations using the socio-ecological model; however, the emergence 
of quaternary prevention has raised questions about which tertiary law 
enforcement prevention initiatives are actually quaternary and which additional 
quaternary prevention initiatives run by partner organizations can be tied to law 
enforcement.129 The bulk of reoffending prevention strategies (e.g. registration 
and disclosure, multi-agency public protection arrangements, monitoring/
surveillance, electronic tagging and monitoring internet/computer usage) can be 
simultaneously seen as tertiary and quaternary, as well as being seen as separate, 
depending on how and when they are implemented, which is a challenge for law 
enforcement. Key informants suggested that we need to further develop tertiary 
and quaternary prevention interventions by using alternative programmes and 
consider innovation away from the tried and tested models.

“Restorative justice processes could be used even in serious 
crimes to promote treatment and healing of the child, the 
victim and the community. Diversion programmes can 
reduce reoffending by up to 70%, depending on the quality 
of the programmes.”

 (Key Informant 5)

A promising method to reduce reoffending and manage risk in the community 
is through multi-agency cooperation, whereby the police and other responsible 
authorities share information and work together to make sure the perpetrators 
do not pose a new or further risk of CSEA.130 This is common practice in regional, 
national and transnational policing, with police using individual, situational 
and environmental crime-prevention strategies that could be applied across 
all four stages of the socio-ecological model.131 Multi-agency public protection 
arrangements (MAPPAs) are an example of good practice used in England and 
Wales132 that have been adopted in other parts of the UK.133,134 MAPPAs are a 
framework of statutory arrangements operated by criminal justice and social care 
agencies that seek to manage and reduce the risk presented by sexual and violent 
offenders in order to reduce reoffending and protect the public. They function by 
sharing information and establishing co-ordinated risk-management plans that 

129	 McCartan, K., & Kemshall, H. (2023). Incorporating Quaternary Prevention: Understanding the Full Scope of 
Public Health Practices in Sexual Abuse Prevention. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 67(2-3), 224–246.

130	 McCartan, K., & Gotch, K. (2020). International approaches to the management of perpetrators of sexual harm 
policy: Preventative, practical, or political?. In J. Proulx, F. Cortoni, L. A. Craig, & E. J. Letourneau (Eds.), The Wiley 
Handbook on What Works with Sexual Offenders: Contemporary Perspectives in Theory, Assessment, Treatment 
and Prevention (441-454). Wiley.

131	 Ibid.
132	 Ministry of Justice (2014). Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA): Guidance. Ministry of Justice.
133	 Scottish Government (2022). Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA) in Scotland: National 

Overview Report 2021/2022. Scottish Government.
134	 Public Protection Arrangements Northern Ireland (2022). PPANI ANNUAL REPORT 2021-22. Public Protection 

Arrangements Northern Ireland.
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allow offenders to be effectively managed across three levels, depending on their 
risk. Research indicates that MAPPAs improve public protection and reduce the 
risk of reoffending by people deemed to be of a medium to high risk of doing 
so. They also bring oversight and scrutiny to the most complex cases, especially 
where there seems to be little prospect of a dangerous individual making positive 
changes.135

Recently, ECPAT International highlighted the role, impact and effectiveness 
of registers for people convicted of a sexual offence, and how they should and 
should not be used by law enforcement to prevent sexual reoffending.136 Registers 
as a means of keeping people convicted of a sexual offence under surveillance 
are not a new policing tool; they have been used for over a century in many 
countries and are seen as a relatively stable and functional form of policing, risk 
management and community engagement. The length of time that people stay 
on the register and the way in which the register engages with them (e.g. the 
law enforcement agents or equivalent that maintain the register) changes from 
country to country. However, it is normally based on a person’s index offence, 
sentence or risk levels. Research highlights that, although law enforcement 
believes registers to be a useful tool in preventing reoffending, the evidence is not 
clear and can be difficult to dissect, especially given that sexual offences have a 
low reoffending rate regardless of registration.137 ECPAT International’s overview 
of registers highlights international good practice in this area. From this, the New 
Zealand register is standout as a good and innovative practice. It is framed as a 
pro-social, prevention-based initiative, wherein the register is tied to treatment 
and reintegration through the good lives model. Law enforcement describes 
it as a pro-social tool that those registered can use if they think that they are 
going to reoffend that enables them to obtain help and support when needed. 
This differs from registers in other countries that are framed as surveillance and 
risk-management tools and operate to catch out potential reoffenders. The New 
Zealand approach is individual- and interpersonal-centred, while also addressing 
the community and societal levels (like other registers).

One of the most controversial aspects of certain registers is that of public 
disclosure of information by law enforcement. The unfettered public disclosure of 
registrant information is a form of American exceptionalism that is not replicated 
in other countries. Some countries like the UK have a policy of limited disclosure 

135	 Lundrigan, S., Mann, N., & Specht, D. (2023). The National MAPPA Research: Proven Reoffending Report. Policing 
institute for the eastern region.

136	 ECPAT International (2023). (Child) Sex Offender Registry: Working Paper. ECPAT International.
137	 Ibid.
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(i.e. you have to apply to law enforcement for information, which is released based 
on a risk assessment of the potential impact on communities and the registrant), 
while the majority have a closed register without public access. Allowing public 
access to the register is framed as a preventive tool, i.e. if people and communities 
can see who has been convicted of CSEA in their local area, they can be more 
vigilant and better able to protect their children. However, there is no evidence 
base for this, as it does not increase community protection and prevention and 
can lead to vigilantism. Recently, ECPAT International put together a guide 
for developing and understanding good practice in terms of registration and 
disclosure, highlighting the need for countries and cultures to develop registers 
and related practices in their own contexts.138 It is important to question whether 
a register, disclosure or notification would improve CSEA prevention or not.

Additionally, ECPAT International found that law enforcement agencies such 
as Interpol are observing an increase in rates of CSEA in the context of travel 
and tourism and a decline in national action plans that specifically address this 
problem. Moreover, they noted a very low conviction rate for sexual offenders who 
travel for the purpose of sexual exploitation.139 This is tied to countries’ desires to 
have a registration of people convicted of a sexual offence. For some, it appeared 
to be more important to have a system for monitoring people travelling to their 
country to commit CSEA than their own citizens.140 A small number of countries 
can show how many of their citizens are involved in these crimes. One example 
of good practice is the development and use of child protection certificates by 
British and Dutch law enforcement agencies. These enable police to check their 
own citizens when seeking work in schools, NGOs and other facilities serving 
children and young people in other countries. Additionally, some countries like 
Australia, Canada, the UK and the USA have travel orders linked to their sex 
offence registers that prevent or limit international travel,141 with the USA placing 
a stamp on people’s passport stating that they are a registered “sex offender”. 
It is important to note that the profile of people who travel to commit CSEA 
has shifted away from traditional wealthy, Western tourists from the northern 
hemisphere to also include business travellers, expatriates, volunteers (especially 
for children and disaster-relief NGOs) and pseudo-carers who travel regionally 
as well as abroad.142 There is also the rise in online CSEA whereby the abuse of 
national residents by transnational individuals can happen with neither leaving 
their country of origin.

138	 McCartan, K., Constant, S., & Beg, Z. (2023). Technical Considerations for the Development of (Child) Sex Offender 
Registries. ECPAT International.

139	 Hawke, A., & Raphael, A. (2016). Offenders on the Move: Global Study on Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel 
and Tourism. ECPAT International.

140	 ECPAT International (2023). (Child) Sex Offender Registry: Working Paper. ECPAT International.
141	 Ibid.
142	 Hawke, A., & Raphael, A. (2016). Offenders on the Move: Global Study on Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel 

and Tourism. ECPAT International.
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Figure 3: Circles of support and accountability

Circles of support and accountability (CoSA) is an approach to the reintegration 
of people convicted of a sexual offence that started in Canada in the mid 1990s 
and has since spread to multiple countries around the world (including Australia, 
Belgium, Latvia, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, the UK and the 
USA).143 Although the CoSA model has adapted depending on where it is being 
implemented, the core idea has remained the same: the core member (the person 
convicted of a sexual offence) is supported by five or six community volunteers for 
12–18 months.144 The core member sits at the centre of the circle surrounded by 
volunteers, who are supported by a co-ordinator (i.e. the circle manager), who is, 
in turn, supported by the outer circle (i.e. law enforcement and third-party social 
justice organizations and agencies) (see Figure 3). Law enforcement plays a central 
role in the CoSA process as they (often probation officers) refer individuals to the 
circle. Moreover, they are involved with the circle co-ordinators in the feedback 
and risk-management loop and provide a public safety role for the circle. The 
volunteers work to prevent reoffending by supporting the core member in their risk 
management, desistence and community integration by role modelling pro-social 
behaviour, enabling the perpetrator to reflect upon their offending behaviour and 
the reasons for it and allowing them the opportunity to test positive behaviours 
and engagement strategies.145 CoSA has been heavily evaluated over the years 

143	 McCartan K., Gotch K. (2020). International Approaches to the Management of Perpetrators of Sexual Harm Policy. 
In Proulx J., Cortoni F., Craig L., Letourneau E. (Eds.), The Wiley Handbook of what works with sexual offenders: 
Contemporary perspectives in theory, assessment, treatment, and prevention. (pp. 441–454). Wiley.

144	 Elliott, H., Hocken, K., et al. (2018). Sexual Crime and Circles of Support and Accountability. Palgrave Macmillan. 
145	 HM Government (2023). Britain Makes Internet Safer, as Online Safety Bill Finished and Ready to Become Law. 

Department for Science, Innovation and Technology. Press release. Accessed on 01 March 2024.
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and, in the many countries that it exists, has shown positive and consistent results, 
demonstrating that it works in parallel with law enforcement and the broader 
criminal justice system to reduce reoffending.146 Law enforcement, especially 
in Belgium, Canada, the Netherlands, Spain and the UK endorses the CoSA 
methodology and sees it as a form of good practice.147

Main findings: The study revealed that many law enforcement 
initiatives for preventing CSEA concentrate on tertiary 
and quaternary prevention; however, more work from law 
enforcement is required to clearly define which of their practices 
are tertiary and which are quaternary.

Traditional policing and risk-management activities fall into these 
two categories, but there exist innovative practices in collaboration 
with social justice partners that reconceptualize these.

Although tertiary and quaternary prevention initiatives are 
recognized as a pro-social tool by law enforcement, more evidence 
is needed on their efficacy in addressing the root causes of CSEA 
and preventing reoffending.

Professional, Practical and Academic Perspectives on Future 
Developments in the Prevention of CSEA by Law Enforcement

In the interviews, we asked the key informants what they believed law enforcement 
needed to do to improve its role in CSEA prevention. Much of what was said was 
similar and focused on several key areas, as outlined in the following:

	↘ Enhanced international cooperation by law enforcement professionals in the 
prevention of CSEA;

	↘ More accurate, up-to-date and standardized reporting and recording of CSEA 
by law enforcement within and between countries;

	↘ Proactive campaigning by government and other organizations for the 
funding, development, implementation and sustainability of CSEA-prevention 
initiatives for law enforcement;

146	 Elliott, H., Hocken, K., et al. (2018). Sexual Crime and Circles of Support and Accountability. Palgrave Macmillan.
147	 Di Gioia, R., & Beslay, L. (2023). Help Seeker and Perpetrator Prevention Initiatives.
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	↘ Collaborative prevention initiatives involving law enforcement and various 
organizations and members of the public;

	• Increased community education to improve CSEA reporting to law 
enforcement; 

	• The promotion of child rights- and child-centred approaches to CSEA 
prevention;

	• Technology-sector collaboration to promote child protection in their 
business models and develop free-of-charge, accessible and innovative 
solutions for the prevention of CSEA; 

	• Establishing a policy and action plan for CSEA prevention that is not 
limited to law enforcement and child protection agencies, but involves all 
relevant parties, along with a formal and informal cooperation system and a 
dedicated collaboration focal point; 

	• The development of relationships between law enforcement and 
organizations it would not normally engage with (e.g. survivor organizations 
and therapy providers); 

	• The insights of the experts key informants highlight the need for social 
and cultural change in law enforcement and the need for them to think 
differently about prevention CSEA.
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CONCLUSIONS: GAPS, 
LIMITATIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
INTERVENTIONS BY LAW 
ENFORCEMENT IN CHILD SEXUAL 
ABUSE AND EXPLOITATION 
PREVENTION

The current scoping review was provisional in nature, highlighting the complexity 
and relatively under-developed nature of CASE prevention by law enforcement 
organizations. 

The key findings are as follows:

	↘ Law enforcement organizations need to better understand and define their 
role in CSEA prevention, especially at the secondary and tertiary levels;

	↘ Law enforcement needs to align to existing national and international CSEA 
frameworks and act as a partner in developing new ones; 

	↘ The majority of CSEA-prevention initiatives by law enforcement organizations 
are based at the primary, tertiary and quaternary levels;

	↘ The majority of CSEA-prevention initiatives by law enforcement organizations 
are focused on the community and societal levels of the socio-ecological 
model;

	↘ Law enforcement tends to lead on tertiary interventions but is usually a 
partner/collaborator on the other levels;

	↘ Law enforcement needs to consider their involvement in secondary prevention 
with at-risk groups;

	↘ A better developed and more robust evaluation of law enforcement prevention 
initiatives is required, especially at the primary and secondary levels, which are 
under-developed compared to the tertiary and quaternary ones.
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It is important to recognize that the CSEA-prevention landscape is multifaceted 
and complex. This study highlights the positive impact of collaborative prevention 
initiatives by law enforcement working in synergy with professionals and agencies, 
both domestically and internationally, to combat child sexual exploitation and 
abuse. While laudable, these initiatives necessitate innovation and a shift in the 
narrative to prompt law enforcement to re-evaluate and expand their prevention 
tactics beyond conventional boundaries, embracing a holistic approach. 
Furthermore, the study underscores the imperative of evidence gathering, the 
exchange of promising and good practices and addressing existing gaps and 
limitations in the current landscape.

This scoping study identified gaps and challenges in the existing law enforcement 
CSEA provisions and recommendations concerning how to remedy these: 

	↘ Law enforcement’s role in changing community attitudes and cultural 
beliefs towards CSEA prevention: Community attitudes to CSEA vary widely 
within and between countries, meaning messaging and engagement with 
the public needs to be tailored depending on the message and/or issue. Thus, 
the framing of CSEA prevention, especially secondary prevention with at-risk 
populations, needs to be considered at a local level, often with input from 
local stakeholders. Most research and practice linked to CSEA has occurred 
in countries from the Global North, with the addition of Australia and New 
Zealand, which means that there is a gap in understanding “what works” in 
prevention in the Global South. Simply transferring policy and practice from 
the Global North to the Global South may not be socially or culturally relevant. 
Hence, each country needs to develop its own bespoke approach to CSEA 
prevention. 

Recommendation: Law enforcement organizations need to 
work with their national governments, key stakeholders and local 
communities to develop appropriate national frameworks and 
implementation plans for CSEA prevention that are fit for purpose 
in their specific contexts.

	↘ A lack of trust in law enforcement and their engagement with at-
risk populations: It is also important to recognize that, because of law 
enforcement’s role in society, they may not be trusted by all communities. Thus, 
law enforcement may not be seen as approachable by the public or members 
of the at-risk communities. Communities may want to see primary prevention 
through awareness-raising campaigns and tertiary prevention through risk-
management and surveillance plans, but they may struggle to engage with 
law enforcement in secondary prevention with at-risk populations.
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Recommendation: Law enforcement needs to work with 
communities, especially at-risk communities, to show that 
they are committed to the prevention of CSEA. This can be 
done through the development of key policies and practices 
that enforce a harm-reduction, restorative and therapeutically 
informed model.

	↘ CSEA myths held by law enforcement personnel: Sexual violence and CSEA 
are embedded in and supported by discriminatory social and cultural values, 
patterns and practices. The police, prosecutors and judges are not immune to 
biases, and stereotypes can be seen in their attitudes towards the offences and 
the victims. These attitudes, in turn, discourage victims from cooperating with 
law enforcement and hinder prevention and justice outcomes.

Recommendation: Law enforcement officers should be trained 
in the reality of CSEA, its causes, its impacts, and how to prevent 
blaming the victim but rather focus on the role of perpetrator. 
This will demonstrate to society, mainly community members 
and partner organizations, that law enforcement practices and 
policies are professional and evidence-based. This can be achieved 
through improved training and increased pro-social community 
engagement. 

	↘ Law enforcement personnel’s traditional views about their role in CSEA 
prevention: One of the main challenges in the development of prevention 
initiatives, especially those targeting at-risk populations, is changing law 
enforcement attitudes and beliefs. The development and rollout of situational 
and environmental CSEA strategies at all prevention stages and at all points in 
the socio-ecological model are closely aligned to traditional, community-based 
policing models, so they do not require a cultural shift from organizations or 
staff; however, this is not the case with community and social interventions 
aimed at at-risk individuals or victims and survivors. If law enforcement 
does not understand the need for secondary prevention, it will not be able 
to effectively enforce it or engage with the public around it. To address this, 
staff must be trained in the importance of prevention and equipped with the 
necessary knowledge and skills. By engaging with at-risk populations, they can 
protect the public, reduce victimization and re-victimization, and reduce CSEA 
and the number of people being incarcerated. However, to do this, there needs 
to be a clear socio-cultural framing of the issue and a detailed evidence-based 
understanding of how law enforcement fits into the prevention framework 
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and how prevention aligns with the core territories of policing. It is important 
to state that there has already been a lot of training on CSEA prevention, but 
it seems to have had a limited impact. Thus, we must consider whether the 
training topics, delivery, outcomes and engagement need to be changed. 
It is possible that the issue is not related to the training or delivery, but how 
the information is processed in relation to daily policing activities and then 
implemented. 

Recommendation: Evidence-informed policies rooted in 
narratives about the changing landscape of criminal justice are 
required. They should work towards a more EpiCrim-centred 
framing and the manner in which they are developed and 
delivered should be scrutinized. 

	↘ Defining secondary prevention behaviours and interventions for law 
enforcement: One of the main challenges of secondary prevention with law 
enforcement is understanding the threshold between intervention referral 
and the point of prosecution. Should the point of intervention be before any 
offending behaviour has occurred, in the early stages of offending behaviour, 
or when the person has been caught committing a lesser offence? This is 
a difficult and fluid area, involving many ethical and political complexities, 
especially for law enforcement organizations.148 If the law has been broken 
and a crime committed, then, if it is in the public interest, they are duty-bound 
to prosecute. However, if they think that an intervention or a diversionary 
programme is better suited to the individual in question, can they make 
that decision? What will the public and political reaction be to a diversionary 
intervention? Determining the point of secondary prevention intervention and 
the acceptability of low-level offending is a challenging socio-political issue for 
any type of crime, but especially so for CSEA.

In looking at promising practices in secondary prevention from law enforcement, 
it became apparent that there were no identifiable interpersonal law enforcement 
initiatives, that is, initiatives aimed at understanding the relationship between 
the children at risk of CSEA and the individuals at risk of committing it. If these 
interventions exist in other areas of interpersonal violence, why is there a gap here?

148	 McCartan, K F., Merdian, H., Perkins, D., & Kettlebrough, D. (2018). The ethics of secondary prevention approaches 
with individuals at risk of committing sexual harm. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology. 62(9), 2548-2566.
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Recommendation: As part of law enforcement’s development of 
a theory of change around CSEA prevention, particular attention 
needs to be paid to its role in secondary prevention, especially 
as regards working with people at risk of committing a CSEA-
related offence. This needs to be done in a careful, considered 
and collaborative manner. It is important that law enforcement 
consider the role of protected characteristics and vulnerable 
populations in CSEA prevention and how this might impact their 
decision making. 

	↘ Illustrating that prevention is a continuum not a series of separate stages: 
This scoping study reinforces existing research findings149 in that CSEA 
prevention in general, and in relation to law enforcement in particular, is 
nuanced and exists on a continuum rather than in distinct, progressive stages. 
Many of the prevention strategies used by law enforcement can, and do, exist 
in different prevention stages (e.g. primary, secondary, tertiary and quaternary) 
especially when situational and environmental approaches are used. Thus, it 
is difficult to disentangle them and categorize them into distinct prevention 
and/or socio-ecological stages. Therefore, rather than trying to align existing 
prevention interventions to distinct stages or audiences, law enforcement 
needs to look at and address the gaps in prevention and work to build new 
interventions at these stages (e.g. the interpersonal as well as the secondary 
and quaternary). In many of these interventions, law enforcement plays a 
supporting and partnership role, whereby they assist other organizations 
in service delivery and help them with signposting, referrals and advice. As 
opposed to being a lead organization, this may be the most appropriate way 
from law enforcement to engage in CSEA prevention. The fact that different 
intervention types can have different prevention stages and formats in the 
socio-ecological model is important because it reflects the complex and 
nuanced nature of CSEA. Law enforcement needs to consider the array of 
audiences it reaches with its prevention activities and consider the best way 
to achieve its goals. This may mean considering who to partner with and 
adapting or extending existing interventions.

149	 McCartan, K., & Kemshall, H. (2023). Incorporating Quaternary Prevention: Understanding the Full Scope of 
Public Health Practices in Sexual Abuse Prevention. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 67(2-3), 224–246.
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Recommendation: Law enforcement organizations need to 
review all CSEA-prevention interventions that they are involved 
in and identify the gaps in their provisions. This should be 
followed by a genuine conversation about whether they are the 
right organization to provide these interventions, and whether 
they should lead or be a partner. Moreover, law enforcement 
should create a development fund for the creation of new CSEA-
prevention initiatives.

	↘ Improved data collection and evaluation for law enforcement CSEA 
prevention: One of the biggest gaps highlighted in this scoping study is the 
lack of coherent, robust and comparable evaluation data with which to better 
understand CSEA prevention. When assessing the four prevention levels, 
tertiary preventions have the best and most robust data. This is because they 
are the most common and oldest form of CSEA prevention. The research 
evidence base linked to secondary CSEA preventions is particularly weak as 
they generally comprise small-scale, time-limited studies that are based on 
demographic data and, as such, do not provide robust evidence for policy 
or practice decisions. There needs to be coherent rationale for secondary 
prevention in law enforcement with at-risk populations, as there are currently 
no key performance indicators/success criteria. Typically, in law enforcement, 
success, failure and interventions are measured using the blunt measures 
of arrests, charges and recalls; however, these are not useful for secondary 
preventions, which need more nuanced harm-reduction measures. 

Recommendation: Law enforcement organizations need to 
identify the key outcomes of their CSEA-prevention interventions 
and then develop a series of research and evaluation tools that 
enable them to capture these in the most effective way. Law 
enforcement must work with other organizations to do this so 
that the correct data are collected in the most appropriate way.
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ANNEXES

Appendix 1: Methodology

Guiding questions: Law enforcement and crime prevention activities linked to 
the prevention of child sexual exploitation

Introduction

The sexual abuse and exploitation of children are widespread issues that impact 
children of all genders, regardless of location. According to the WHO, one in five 
girls and one in thirteen boys report being sexually abused, with boys and children 
with a diverse sexual orientation, gender identity and expression (SOGIE) also being 
affected. Various factors drive sexual abuse and exploitation, including harmful 
social norms, gender roles and religious and cultural practices. These factors not 
only contribute to the prevalence of abuse but also create barriers for children 
to receive essential services and the justice they deserve. Sadly, sexual violence 
and exploitation can occur in various settings, including the home, schools, 
communities, workplaces and online. While advancements in travel, tourism and 
technology offer development opportunities, they also increase the vulnerability of 
children to exploitation and abuse.

Although children of any gender identity may face varying risks of sexual abuse 
and exploitation based on their individual vulnerability factors, the impact on 
their physical, emotional and mental well-being can be significant and long-
lasting. This can hinder their ability to reach their full potential. Children who 
have experienced maltreatment, including sexual abuse and exploitation, often 
struggle with depression, anxiety, PTSD, and behavioural problems. According to 
the WHO’s Global Status Report on Preventing Violence against Children 2020, 
adults who were sexually and physically abused as children are at a higher risk of 
experiencing and perpetrating intimate partner violence. Similarly, children who 
have experienced online sexual abuse and exploitation may also struggle with 
feelings of self-blame, shame and anger.

Rather than assuming it is inevitable and focusing solely on response and recovery, 
ECPAT International and its networks believe that we need to shift our focus to 
preventing violence before it occurs. The priority for future development should 
be a model that aims to prevent this abuse from happening in the first place. 
Under the Down to Zero (DtZ) project Children in All of Their Diversity are Better 
Protected from Sexual Exploitation, this global review is intended to provide 
advocacy recommendations for law enforcement and civil societies to work 
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together on effective crime-prevention strategies, specifically to end the sexual 
abuse and exploitation of children. It identifies good practices and analyzes the 
gaps and potential for national and international police cooperation initiatives and 
programmes.

Guiding Questions:

	↘ Please record the demographics of the participant, including gender, 
qualifications, role, time in role, country of employment.

	↘ Could you please explain your role in the organization that you work in and 
how your organization works to prevent child sexual exploitation?

	↘ What are the main challenges you, and your organization, face in working in 
the field of child sexual exploitation?

	↘ What language (i.e. words, phrases, terms) are used to discuss people who 
have committed child sexual exploitation in your country of employment? 
(Follow up by asking about public, media and professional attitudes, 
language and opinions). 

	↘ Do you think that crime prevention (in general) is a central part of law 
enforcement activities in your organization and country?

	↘ Do you think that prevention of child sexual exploitation is a central part of 
your organization’s core business? Why? Is it a core part of your role?

	↘ Do you think that there is a good understanding and knowledge about child 
sexual exploitation prevention in your country? Why or why not? (Follow up by 
asking about professionals, public, media, etc.).

	• How do you think we can better involve communities and other civil-society 
stakeholders in crime-prevention strategies related to child sexual abuse 
and exploitation?

	↘ Can you please discuss the existing reporting mechanisms, promising 
practices and challenges in the prevention of child sexual exploitation in your 
country and organization?
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I am going to ask you some questions regarding the scale, type and forms of child 
sexual exploitation prevention initiatives available in your organization and/or 
country. [Note: Whether a practice targets children/offenders of all genders or only 
men/girls, etc.]

	• Are you aware of any police- based (or other justice service providers) child 
sexual exploitation prevention interventions accessible to the public (e.g. 
awareness-raising campaigns or law enforcement interventions)? If so, can 
you comment on whether these have been successful not. Please qualify 
your answer with evidence. 

	• Are you aware of any police-based (or other justice service providers) 
child sexual exploitation prevention interventions specifically addressing 
particularly vulnerable children or communities, such as indigenous 
populations (e.g. collaborations between professionals working with children 
at risk)? If so, can you comment on whether these have been successful not. 
Please qualify your answer with evidence.

	• Are you aware of any police-based (or other justice service providers) child 
sexual exploitation prevention interventions targeting individuals who have 
committed a sexual offence against a child aimed at preventing them from 
reoffending (e.g. restorative justice programmes, fines, rehabilitation for 
prisoners)? If so, can you comment on whether these have been successful 
not. Please qualify your answer with evidence.

	• Are you aware of any police-based (or other justice service providers) child 
sexual exploitation prevention intervention targeting individuals who have 
not committed a sexual offence against a child aimed at preventing them 
from first-time offending? If so, can you comment on whether these have 
been successful not. Please qualify your answer with evidence.

	• Are you aware of any innovative technologies or data-driven approaches 
that you believe could significantly impact the effectiveness of police 
cooperation and prevention models worldwide?

	↘ Can you give examples of child sexual exploitation prevention practices in your 
partner organizations?

	↘ Do you feel that child sexual exploitation prevention initiatives imported from 
other countries can work in your country? Can you give examples of when 
they have and have not worked?
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	↘ What do you believe are the key elements for the success concerning a crime 
prevention intervention related to child sexual abuse and exploitation?

	↘ How do you measure the success of child sexual exploitation programmes in 
your organization and country?

	↘ What do law enforcement authorities value most about their current work in 
dealing with any form of child sexual exploitation?

	↘ Do you have a plan to further develop child sexual exploitation prevention 
approaches in your organization and/or country? (This can lead to questions 
about commitment, funding, access, victim type, offence type, potential 
offender type, etc., depending on what they say).

	↘ Are there lessons learned from your experiences that could inform the 
development of policies and strategies for police cooperation and prevention 
in other countries?
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Annex 2: UNICEF Theory of Change

Those in contact with 
children in all settings and 
contexts are prevented 
from sexually abusing and 
exploiting children
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Girls and boys of all ages a grow up with a freedom from sexual abuse and exploitation; and those who do 
experience sexual abuse or exploitation, in all the settings and contexts in which it occurs, benefit from 
greater access to care, support, justice and other services needed to ensure physical, mental and social 

wellbeing.

Sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of male and female children and adolescents perpetrated by adults, 
including caregivers, other adults and peers, in the settings of the home, school, community, workplace, 

media & online environment, in residential accommodation, justice system or ‘in care’, in faith based 
organizations, travel, tourism, sport and leisure, and in the contexts of armed conflict, displacement, 

migration or emergencies

Perpetrators 
are disrupted, 
identified, 
prevented 
from getting 
access to 
children, given 
appropriate 
sanctions and 
stopped from 
committing 
further offences

Respect for 
diversity. 
Children in 
situations of 
vulnerability 
are identified 
and effective 
interventions 
are provided 
to reduce 
risks and 
prevent sexual 
abuse and 
exploitation

Children 
know how 
to recognize 
sexual 
abuse and 
exploitation 
and boys & 
girls can access 
information, 
help and 
support directly 
themselves

Key population
groups have 
greater 
exposure to 
messages 
about 
preventing 
child sexual 
abuse

Families, peers, 
communities 
& professionals 
across all 
sectors have 
knowledge, 
resources and 
motivation to 
take effective 
action to 
prevent & 
respond

Sexually abused 
and exploited 
children are not 
criminalised, 
are effectively 
protected and 
given help for 
recovery and 
reintegrationO

U
TP

U
TS

Lack of political 
will & evidence. 
Poor legal 
protection, 
policy and 
resources

CSA/CSE risks & 
drivers at levels 
of individual, 
family, 
community, 
organization & 
society

Poor 
coordination 
& capacity of 
child protection 
system, health, 
education, 
justice & 
community 
responses

Social norms 
and practices 
that support 
child sexual 
abuse and 
exploitation & 
gender based 
violence

Limited focus 
on child’s, 
especially 
victim’s, voice 
& best interests 
in decision 
making & policy

Limited focus 
on deterring 
offenders & 
bringing them 
to justice

B
A

R
R

IE
R

S
P

R
O

B
LE

M
S

Improved outcomes for 
prevention and response 
from coordinated multi 
sector, key services and 
communities

Social conditions, 
structural inequalities, 
beliefs, behaviours and 
practices that allow 
child sexual abuse and 
exploitation to happen no 
longer exist

Conditions and norms of 
behaviour promote gender 
equity, respect for children, 
their healthy development 
and capacity for healthy 
and equitable intimate 
relationships

A
C

TI
O

N
S

Implement 
national 
strategies, 
align & 
enforce laws 
with inter-
national 
standards 
and invest 
resources

Address 
risks & 
drivers in 
context 
& build 
resilience

Build 
capacity 
for services 
& invest 
resources 
to prevent & 
respond

Regulate 
demand & 
prevent re-
offending

Change 
social 
norms and 
behaviour 
that 
supports 
gender 
inequity 
& sexual 
abuse of 
children

Improve 
participa-
tion, advo-
cacy & ac-
countability 
to children

Create safe 
environ-
ments & 
institutions

Support 
parents & 
caregivers 
to prevent & 
protect

Enabling Environments Social & Behavioural ChangeService Delivery

57



Scoping Review

Annex 3: UNICEF Checklist for CSEA National Framework 
Development

Checklist for creating an enabling national framework

1.	 Government has signed and ratified: CRC, OPSC, Trafficking Protocol, ILO 
Convention 182 and 138 and is compliant with UN Model Strategies and 
Procticol Measures on the Elimination of Violence Against Children in the 
Field of Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice, 2014.

2.	 Government has signed and ratified relevant regional regulatory instruments.

3.	 Government has complied with reporting obligations under the relevant 
regional instruments.

4.	 Reservations that restrict the rights of the child have been removed.

5.	 Legislation exists to regulate early and forced marriage.

6.	 Definitions of child sexual abuse and child sexual exploitation are founded on 
definitions in CRC, OPSC, the Trafficking Protocol, Lanzarote Convention.

7.	 Legislation or policy ensures that children involved in prostitution are treated 
as victims of sexual exploitation; legislation exists to decriminalize status 
offences and survival behaviours.

8.	 Legislation exists that covers identification of victims of child sexual abuse 
and exploitation and provides reporting powers and responsibilities.

9.	 Legislation specifically prohibits violence against children including sexual 
abuse and exploitation using ICTs, secures online protection and child-
friendly methods for reporting online abuse, and provides effective remedies 
for recovery and reintegration.

10.	Legislative provisions are adequately enforced, especially confronting 
perpetrator impunity.
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11.	There is outcome-focused monitoring of the impact of policy and legislation 
including any conflicting policies and perverse or harmful consequences.

12.	A financially assessed, time-bound national plan or strategy exists to address 
violence against children that makes specific reference to plans for the 
prevention and response to child sexual abuse and exploitation.

13.	National plan and actions are based on robust evidence gathered on the 
prevalence, nature, consequences of the problem as well as robust evidence 
on which children are most vulnerable, who the perpetrators are and the 
causes/risks in context.

14.	The national plan makes specific reference to protecting the most 
disadvantaged children from sexual abuse and exploitation.

15.	There are policies to regulate violence against children in schools and places 
of learning that include child sexual abuse and exploitation.

16.	The plan covers a child-friendly system for reporting.

17.	The plan calls for robust mapping of services to inform future capacity-
building.

18.	There are coordination mechanisms at national and local levels, and the lead 
agency has been identified to coordinate and evaluate national strategy.

19.	Powers and legal clarity exist on data sharing for child protection purposes 
across different organisations.

20.	There is dissemination of knowledge, awareness-raising and training on 
law, policy and multisector responsibilities among professionals and policy 
makers.

21.	National guidance exists for coordination of multisector responsibilities exists.

22.	Communication and engagement processes include child participation, 
children’s rights organizations, faith groups, NGOs, families, men and boys.
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Annex 4: WeProtect Global Alliance’s Model National Response

Leadership
Accountable, cross-sector national body with a clear mandate and 
resources to protect children from sexual exploitation and abuse 
online, and willingness to engage in international collaboration

Legislation
Comprehensive and effective legal framework to prosecute 
offenders and protect children from all forms of sexual exploitation 
and abuse in line with international human rights standards

Legal provision to protect children engaged in consensual sharing 
of sexual content from criminalisation where appropriate.

1 2

Dedicated law enforcement
Human and technical capabilities to investigate child sexual 
abuse online and offline, including cross-border cases 

Trauma-informed training for law enforcement 

Coordination with victim support services 

Judiciary and prosecutors 
Specialist training on child sexual exploitation and 
abuse and technology-enabled offending

Child-friendly and victim-centred protocols

Offender management process 
Multi-agency system to identify, manage and rehabilitate 
sex- offenders, and statutory tools (rehabilitation and 
education programmes, community supervision)

Access to image database 
National database with access to the Interpol’s ICSE 
database for international collaboration, supported by 
alignment with terminology for CSAM categorisation

End-to-end support 
Planned, integrated and multi-stakeholder 
support for victims and survivors 

Services are inclusive and sensitive to age, gender, 
sexuality, disability and ethnicity.

Psychological support across dedicated law enforcement, 
frontline workers accessing image databases, 
child protection workforce, and hotlines

Child protection workforce
Skilled, specialist statutory workforce trained, coordinated and 
available to provide trauma-informed support to protect and 
support children at risk of sexual abuse and exploitation online

Guidelines for frontline professionals on emerging and complex 
issues such as child “self-generated” sexual material

Compensation, remedies and  
complaints arrangements 
Provision of measures to allow children and victims accessible support 
in compensation, legal remedies and complaints procedures

Child helpline
Accessible to all children, nationwide, toll-free, available 
24/7, voice and text based, offering confidential support and 
counselling with appropriate referral mechanisms.

Robust data protection systems

Counsellors with specific training in online harms

Informed and ethical media reporting
Evidence-based and sensitive reporting that respects 
victims’ and survivors’ rights and dignity

Takedown procedures and reporting 
Local removal and blocking of child sexual abuse material online

Procedures for timely removal of child sexual abuse 
material when a company confirms its presence 

Statutory protections for industry to report child sexual abuse, including 
content transmission to law enforcement or a designated agency 

Global and cross-sector collaboration

Innovative solution development 
Technological solutions to prevent and address 
child sexual exploitation and abuse online

Responsible business conduct
Child protection and safeguarding policies, due diligence and 
remediation that address child sexual exploitation and abuse online

Research and data 
Data, research and analysis on the threat of and response 
to child sexual exploitation and abuse online 

Robust administrative data systems (e.g. police, courts, social 
services) to monitor service delivery, access and effectiveness 
and provide regular insights for decision-makers

Universally agreed terminology 
Information and policies communicated clearly and 
in alignment with international standards
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8

12

11

4

7

16 17

18

19 20

15

9

10

5

6

Highest level national commitment to child 
sexual abuse prevention and response 
Comprehensive understanding of child sexual abuse 
within the highest levels of government and law 
enforcement. Willingness to work with, and coordinate 
the efforts of, multiple stakeholders to ensure the 
enhanced protection of victims and an enhanced 
response to child sexual abuse offending.

Effective and successful child sexual abuse 
investigations, convictions and offender 
management
Law Enforcement and judiciary have the knowledge, 
skills, systems and tools required to enable them to 
perform victim-focused investigations and secure 
positive judicial outcomes. Child sexual abuse 
offenders are managed and reoffending prevented.

Appropriate support services for children 
and young people
Children and young people have access to services that 
support them through the investigation and prosecution 
of crimes against them. They have access to shelter; 
specialised medical and psychological services; and 
rehabilitation, repatriation and resocialisation services.

Child sexual abuse prevented
Children and young people are informed and empowered 
to protect themselves from child sexual abuse. Parents, 
carers, teachers and childcare professionals are better 
prepared to keep children safe from child sexual abuse, 
including addressing taboos surrounding sexual abuse.

Industry engaged in developing solutions 
to prevent and tackle child sexual abuse
The public can proactively report child sexual abuse 
offences. Industry has the power and willingness to 
block and remove child sexual abuse material online 
and proactively address local child sexual abuse issues.

Awareness raised among the public, 
professionals and policy makers
Potential future offenders are deterred. Child sexual 
abuse offending and reoffending is reduced.

POLICY, LEGISLATION AND GOVERNANCE 

OUTCOMESCAPABILITIES

CRIMINAL JUSTICE

VICTIM SUPPORT AND EMPOWERMENT

SOCIETY AND CULTURE 

INDUSTRY 

RESEARCH AND DATA

ENABLERS

Preventing and tackling child sexual exploitation and abuse

A Model National Response

Cross sector, 
multidisciplinary 
collaboration

Willingness to prosecute, 
functioning justice 
system and rule of law

Supportive 
reporting 
environment

Aware and supportive public 
and professionals, working 
with and for children

Sufficient 
financial and 
human resources

National legal and policy frameworks in 
accordance with the UNCRC and other 
international and regional standards

Data and 
evidence on child 
sexual abuse

Child sexual exploitation and abuse hotline
Dedicated portals/hotlines for the public to report 
suspected child sexual exploitation and abuse online

Cooperation with law enforcement and the technology industry 

Education programmes
National education programme (including age- appropriate, accessible 
and inclusive content) to raise awareness of all forms of child sexual 
exploitation and abuse – empowering children, young people, parents, 
guardians, caregivers and practitioners with relevant information

Systematic training for professional in education, social care and health

Child participation 
Children and young people encouraged and enabled to give ideas and 
influence policy and practice relating to child sexual exploitation and abuse

Child protection, children’s rights frameworks, and trauma-
informed practice utilised when engaging children 

Offender prevention and support systems 
Support to prevent people with a sexual interest in children 
from abusing or accessing child sexual abuse material 

Support for convicted offenders as part of rehabilitation response 

Specialised support for children displaying harmful sexual behaviour

13

14
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Annex 5: Key Considerations for Planning, Implementing and 
Evaluating Secondary Prevention CSE/A Activities

Accept, maintain and use the 
secondary prevention of CSE/A in law 
enforcement. Build an evidence and 

practice evidence base.

Stop 
secondary 
prevention 

of CSE/A 
activities as its 
not working 

for law 
enforcement. 

Seek 
alternative 
solution.

The research and practice have 
flagged significant issues with the 

implementation of secondary CSE/A 
prevention by law enforcement 

resulting in a need to go back to basis 
and reformulate.

The research and practice have 
flagged points of consideration for 

implementation and practice which 
need to be further developed in the 

creation of good practice in secondary 
CSE/A prevention.

CONTEMPLATION DEVELOPMENT IMPLEMENT & EVALUATE

How to develop prevention 
interventions?	• Does your organisation have 

any existing CSE/A prevention 
policies & practices? Can these 
be built upon? Or are you 
starting from scratch?	• What is the national CSE/A 
framing & how does your 
organisation fit into this?	• Will your organisation 
lead or be a partner in the 
development and rollout of 
the secondary prevention 
intervention?	• What part of the organisation 
will have ownership of the 
CSE/A secondary prevention?	• Who are your partners in 
secondary CSE/A prevention 
and how will you work with 
them?	• Develop & cost a CSE/A theory 
of change	• Develop a media and comms 
strategy around the secondary 
prevention initiative and 
develop a framework for rolling 
it out.	• Develop Key Performance 
Indicators and evaluation 
criteria for secondary 
prevention initiatives.

What to consider in developing 
prevention interventions in law 
enforcement?

	z What is prevention of CSE/A?
	z What is law enforcement’s role 

in CSE/A prevention? Does this 
change with type, level, and 
role of law enforcement?

	z What are the challenges for law 
enforcement for engaging in 
secondary prevention of CSE/A?

	z Does CSE/A Prevention 
contravene law enforcement 
main roles, policies and 
practices?

	z What are the public and 
professional optics of law 
enforcement engaging in 
secondary CSE/A prevention?

	z Complete a scoping review 
of national and intervention 
approaches to secondary 
CSE/A prevention, in regard 
to secondary prevention, the 
4 socio-ecological model, and 
law enforcement.

How to rollout secondary 
prevention interventions?

	z Set evaluation and reflection 
points in the roll out.

	z Evaluation and research data 
collection 
	■ What prevention and SEM 

stage that the service sits at?
	■ Who delivers the service, 

why them, how it sizes into 
national policy and practice 
as well as the rationale for its 
implementation?

	■ What is the theoretical and 
evidence base underpinning 
for the service?

	■ What are the cost of the 
service, how it is funded and 
how sustainable this is?

	■ Service user and professional 
partner knowledge of the 
service and its accessibility 

	■ Partnership and multi-agency 
working relationships

	■ Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
for service users 

	■ Nb of service users using 
the service, through flow, 
completion rate and drop out

	■ Outcome data (i.e., 
behavioural, psychological, 
and cognitive change), both 
in terms of upon intervention 
completion and follow up 

	■ Service size and staffing 
	■ Data recording, research 

strategy and evaluation plan 
	■ Unique service characteristics 

(i.e., psychometrics, risk 
levels, behaviour change 
characteristics, etc)
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