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Abstract
Across Europe, states have committed to preventing and combating child sexual exploitation (CSE), with Child Protection 
and Welfare Services (CPWS) playing a central role. Drawing on intersectional risk theory, this scoping review critically 
examines how the risk of CSE is constructed and responded to within European CPWS. Constructions of risk was iden-
tified through analysis of how studies described vulnerability, agency, exploitation, and professional responses to CSE 
within CPWS. A thematic synthesis of 23 studies reveals that risk constructions foregrounded young people’s choices and 
agency, alongside stereotypical and normative assumptions, while structural contexts were backgrounded and exploiters 
largely rendered invisible. These constructions were reflected in CPWS responses focused on education and awareness-
raising for young people and caregivers, alongside increased control, surveillance, and care to reduce risk. However, 
systemic and organizational barriers were also identified, together with a persistent lack of action towards exploiters. In 
practice, this produces hierarchies of vulnerability among young people, while CPWS mobilize extensive institutional 
responses to regulate young people’s behavior, whereas exploiters remain comparatively unregulated, unidentified, or 
unpunished. There is a need for CPWS to move beyond individualized risk approaches by incorporating structural vulner-
ability, contextual safeguarding, and greater attention to exploiters and power relations.
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and transactional character of CSE is what differentiates it 
from other forms of abuse (Laird et al., 2023). Rooted in 
power imbalances and structural vulnerabilities, CSE vic-
tims are, by groups or individuals, forced, coerced, manipu-
lated or deceived into sexual activities, online or offline, in 
exchange for something the victim wants, needs or values 
such as money, gifts, food, shelter, protection, belonging, or 
that someone else is benefiting from CSE (Laird et al., 2023; 
ECPAT International, 2025). The transactional is a means 
for the perpetrator to manipulate the victim. According to 
the Council of Europe, it is estimated that one in five chil-
dren in Europe have been exposed to sexual abuse, includ-
ing sexual exploitation, which has made it a key priority on 
the European Union’s policy agenda.

Forty-six of the European countries have signed the Lan-
zarote convention (Council of Europe, 2007; n.d.) creating a 
shared framework for state responses to CSE. The Lanzarote 
convention is an international treaty where ratifying coun-
tries need to criminalize sexual abuse of children regard-
less of context for the abuse (Council of Europe, 2007). 
This includes sexual activities with children below the age 

Introduction

Across Europe, states have committed to preventing and 
combating child sexual exploitation (CSE; Council of 
Europe, 2007). The Istanbul Convention (Council of Europe, 
2011) frames CSE as a form of gender-based violence rooted 
in unequal power relations, coercion, and structural inequal-
ity. This power imbalance enables exploiters to use young 
people’s structural vulnerabilities and unmet needs in order 
to exploit them sexually (Mathews & Collin-Vézina, 2019). 
Although CSE is a form of child sexual abuse, the exploitive 
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of consent, child prostitution, and child pornography. The 
Convention obliges states to prevent and combat CSE, pro-
tect the rights of child victims, and promote national and 
international cooperation. States are, for example, required 
to ensure that professionals within Child Protection and 
Welfare Services (CPWS) are screened and have adequate 
knowledge of sexual exploitation, the ability to identify 
risks, and the capacity to respond appropriately. Preventive 
and protective measures must be applied without discrimi-
nation and implemented across institutional contexts includ-
ing the education system, health care, and justice system. 
Preventive measures also include education for children to 
make them aware of risk, as well as monitoring of offend-
ers and potential offenders. The states should also establish 
support services for victims, and have clear and easy ways 
for people to report suspected abuse such as telephone and 
internet helplines. Because Europe has shared frameworks 
for understanding and addressing CSE, this review focused 
specifically on European countries.

When exploitation is suspected proactive responses are 
required. Multidisciplinary collaboration and collabora-
tion with civil society organizations are emphasized, along 
with coordinated, child-centered support that addresses both 
immediate safety and long-term physical and psychosocial 
recovery. The support must reflect the child’s views and best 
interests and include gender-sensitive approaches that reject 
victim-blaming and locate responsibility for exploitation 
with perpetrators (Council of Europe, 2007, 2011; United 
Nations, 1989). The Lanzarote convention also emphasizes 
the need for states to intervene protectively when caregiv-
ers are implicated in the exploitation, including through 
removal of the perpetrator or, when necessary, alternative 
care arrangements. CPWS play a central role in translating 
these obligations into practice. Yet, CPWS are shaped by 
welfare traditions, cultural values, and understandings of 
the role of the state that differs between countries (Connolly 
& Katz, 2019). These variations have important implica-
tions for how risks of CSE are recognized and addressed 
across the states in Europe.

To understand and address risks of CSE, practitioners 
must understand children’s vulnerability to CSE. Research 
has, based on data from professionals and youths, identified 
factors constructed as associated with vulnerability to CSE, 
including prior abuse or neglect, parental substance uses 
or poor mental health, domestic violence, poverty, unmet 
material needs, out-of-home care, and homelessness (Diaz 
et al., 2024; Franchino-Olsen, 2021). Psychological and 
peer-related factors such as low self-esteem, poor mental 
health, victimization, substance use, and early sexual ini-
tiation are also highlighted (Franchino-Olsen, 2021). How-
ever, many of the psychological and peer-related factors 
could also be consequences of CSE (Cole et al., 2016; Diaz 

et al., 2024; Lanctôt et al., 2020) making CSE a risk factor 
for further exploitation. Some children also report perceived 
benefits from the exploitation, such as getting their basic 
needs met, managing distress, or gaining a sense of control 
(Meshkovska et al., 2015). Based on this kind of research, 
multiple tools have been developed to support practitio-
ners in identifying and assessing risk of CSE (Franklin et 
al., 2018). While risk identification is necessary, scholars 
have raised concerns that constructions of risk may con-
tribute to an individualized understanding of problems such 
as CSE by locating risk primarily within young people’s 
behaviors, histories, and personal circumstances (Olofsson 
et al., 2014). In doing so, risk becomes detached from the 
relational, structural, and institutional conditions – such as 
gendered power relations, poverty, migration status, care 
experience, and systemic inequalities shaping both vulnera-
bility and access to protection. For this reason, risk needs to 
be understood from an intersectional perspective, as occur-
ring on multiple levels at the same time and still affecting 
the individual victim without risk being directly attributed 
to them.

CPWS across Europe are expected to assess and manage 
risks related to CSE (Council of Europe, 2011). However, 
limited attention has been paid to how risk is constructed 
and governed within European CPWS practice. At the same 
time, previous research has shown that young people sub-
jected to exploitation often experience being blamed or held 
responsible for their victimization. To better understand 
these dynamics, there is a need to examine how exploita-
tion-related risks are understood and responded to within 
European CPWS practice.

Against this backdrop, the aim of this scoping review is to 
examine how risk of child sexual exploitation is constructed 
and responded to within European CPSW, and to examine 
how these constructions and responses engage with inequal-
ities and power relations by using intersectional risk theory.

Theoretical Framework

This scoping review draws on intersectional risk theory 
to critically examine how risk of CSE is constructed and 
responded to within European CPWS. Rather than con-
ceptualizing risk as an objective condition or an individual 
attribute, intersectional risk theory frames risk as socially 
produced and institutionally embedded, shaped by inter-
secting power relations and forms of inequality (Olofsson 
et al., 2014; Giritli Nygren et al., 2019). Central to this is 
the argument that risk and inequality are mutually consti-
tutive: risk is not only unevenly distributed across social 
groups but produced through governance practices that 
reproduce existing hierarchies. Building on intersectionality 
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as a theoretical–methodological framework, intersectional 
risk theory rejects additive understandings of vulnerability 
and instead conceptualizes social categories such as gen-
der, age, class, ethnicity, migration status, and sexuality as 
relational, context-dependent, and dynamically intertwined 
(McCall, 2005; Olofsson et al., 2014). Risk objects, such 
as “young people at risk of sexual exploitation”, are there-
fore not pre-given, but emerge through institutional prac-
tices that categorize, assess, and intervene in young people’s 
lives. For social work research, this perspective represents 
a shift away from individualized risk-factor models to an 
analysis of how welfare institutions themselves partici-
pate in the production of risk. According to Olofsson et al. 
(2014), risk must be analyzed as an intersectional phenom-
enon in which social inequalities and power relations shape 
both risk assessments and their consequences. This perspec-
tive is particularly relevant for understanding professional 
decision-making in contexts, such as CPWS.

A defining feature of the theory is its focus on risk as a 
mode of governance. Risk functions as a regulatory logic 
through which welfare institutions define social problems, 
prioritize resources, and legitimize intervention (Olofsson 
et al., 2014). Within CPWS, risk assessments, thresholds, 
and preventive frameworks are central to professional 
practice, shaping how children and families are under-
stood and acted upon (Connolly & Katz, 2019). However, 
these practices are not neutral but embedded in normative 
assumptions about childhood, family, sexuality, responsibil-
ity, and deservingness, which vary across welfare regimes 
and national contexts (Giritli Nygren et al., 2019). Through 
everyday assessment and documentation, certain children 
become highly visible as “at risk,” while others remain 
marginalized or framed as insufficiently compliant with 
welfare norms. Importantly, risk governance that aims to 
protect children may simultaneously reproduce inequality. 
Risk classifications are shaped by broader power structures 
such as gendered, racialized and moral norms, which con-
tribute to unequal patterns of surveillance and intervention 
(Hannah-Moffat & O’Malley, 2007; Olofsson et al., 2014). 
In CPWS contexts, these dynamics mean that some children 
and families are more likely to become objects of profes-
sional control.

Applied to CSE, intersectional risk theory directs atten-
tion to how risk is constructed rather than discovered. From 
this perspective, risk of CSE is not simply a reflection of 
exposure to exploitation, but shaped by institutional pro-
cesses that define which forms of harm are recognized, 
which children are seen as legitimate victims, and which 
responses are deemed appropriate (Beckett et al., 2017; 
Pearce, 2014). It further illuminates how gender intersects 
with other dimensions such as class, ethnicity, migration 
status, and care experience to shape how young people are 

positioned within CPWS. Behavioral indicators commonly 
associated with risk of CSE, such as running away, sub-
stance use, or online activity, are also interpreted through 
intersectional lenses. Such behaviors may be framed as risk-
producing or irresponsible when enacted by certain groups 
of young people, shifting focus from structural conditions 
and exploitative power relations (cf. Olofsson et al., 2014). 
In this way, risk while locating constructions may obscure 
the social and economic contexts that enable exploitation, 
responsibility at the level of the individual young person.

Intersectional risk theory emphasizes that inequality 
is reproduced not only through identifying risk, but also 
through institutional responses to risk. CPWS responses 
to perceived CSE risk, such as placement decisions, moni-
toring practices, therapeutic interventions, or involvement 
of criminal justice agencies, may vary depending on how 
young people are categorized and positioned within inter-
secting power relations (Olofsson et al., 2014). From this 
perspective, risk-based interventions may function as mech-
anisms of differentiation, where some are met primarily 
with care and protection, while others encounter heightened 
surveillance, coercive interventions, or exclusion from sup-
port. Thus, it provides an analytical tool to examine how 
CPWS reproduce social inequalities, even when framed as 
protective or preventive. At the same time, it allows analy-
sis of how risk governance may also challenge dominant 
inequalities, for example by expanding recognition of pre-
viously marginalized forms of exploitation or by center-
ing young people’s lived experiences in decision-making 
processes (cf. Giritli Nygren et al., 2024). This dual focus 
is particularly relevant for social work research concerned 
with ethical practice and social justice.

Method

Search Strategy

A systematic literature search was conducted in three elec-
tronic databases: Scopus, Web of Science, and the Pro-
Quest Sociology Collection. These databases were selected 
to ensure broad coverage of peer-reviewed social science 
journals. The searches were carried out on 19 August 2025 
by the first author, using the combinations of terms listed 
in Table 1, applied to titles, keywords, and abstracts. The 
three search strings were combined into a single string for 
the search in each of the databases. As CSE is conceptual-
ized in multiple ways across the literature, different terms 
and related concepts were considered in the development of 
the search strings. This approach aimed to capture the width 
of relevant studies while minimizing the risk of excluding 
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research framed under alternative terminology due to the 
limited research field on CSE connected to CPWS.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Included literature met the following inclusion criteria: (1) 
focused on child welfare/child protection service work with 
CSE, (2) reported on empirical data, (3) available in Eng-
lish, Swedish, Danish or Norwegian – languages the authors 
comprehend, (4) available as an electronic resource, and (5) 
focused on European conditions. Literature was excluded if 
they: (1) exclusively focus on non-governmental organiza-
tions work with CSE, (2) non-European, (3) not empirical 
research, and (4) not a research article. No exclusion was 
made based on publishing year due to the limited studies in 
a European context on the subject.

Selection Process

The study selection process followed PRISMA guidelines 
and was managed using the software tool Covidence. The 
database searches initially identified 3,233 records, of which 
1,137 records were duplicates and therefore excluded. The 
screening in each step was made independently by two 
reviewers. In the screening of titles and abstracts, all three 
authors were involved. In cases of disagreement, either a 
consensus was reached through a discussion between the 
reviewers, or a third reviewer made the final decision. Fol-
lowing this stage, 1,933 records were excluded. The full 
texts of the remaining articles (N = 142) were then assessed 
for eligibility by the first and second author. During this pro-
cess, 119 studies were excluded with reasons such as being 
non-European country (n = 35), wrong study design such as 
being a review (n = 25), wrong setting such as not focusing on 
CPSW (n = 21), not available on full text (n = 17), not social 
work (n = 9), not CSE (n = 7), adult population (n = 3), not in 
English (n = 1) and wrong intervention such as training pro-
grams for professionals (n = 1). After this process, 23 stud-
ies met the inclusion criteria and were included in the final 
review. An overview of the selection process is presented in 

Fig. 1. The extraction of data from the 23 included studies 
was done by the first and second author, with the first author, 
after a discussion with the second author, making the final 
extraction and synthesized the studies.

Analytical Process

Each included study was read in full, and relevant findings 
were coded into an analytical matrix containing eight pri-
mary categories using an Excel-based coding sheet, allow-
ing for both descriptive extraction (summarizing relevant 
findings) and interpretive notes (linking findings to theo-
retical constructs). The coding was primarily inductive and 
grounded in the reviewed studies. Interpretive notes were 
used in later analytical stages to reflect on how emerging 
patterns could be understood in relation to intersectional 
risk theory, particularly regarding how risks were con-
structed and responded to through normative and stereo-
typical assumptions. Double-coding by the first and second 
authors was used to decrease the risk of bias. After coding, 
patterns were identified within and across categories to 
explore how constructions of risks and responses intersect 
in CPWS practice. These patterns were then synthesized 
into thematic findings following the three analytical stages 
described by Thomas and Harden (2008). An intersec-
tional risk theory lens informed the interpretation through-
out, enabling us to examine how risks are constructed and 
responded to by CPWS. Following Thomas and Harden’s 
(2008) approach of going beyond primary findings, we 
interpreted the themes in relation to how intersecting social 
structures and positions (e.g., gender, age, ability, migra-
tion status) shaped constructions of and responses to risk. 
However, rather than forcing the material into predefined 
theoretical assumptions, tensions between constructions of 
risk and responses to risk were treated as analytical findings 
and further explored in the discussion. Themes were refined 
and reorganized through continuous comparison with the 
assumptions of intersectional risk theory. In a final stage, the 
themes were further reorganized to make visible the level 
at which risk constructions were identified (structural, con-
textual, relational and individual) and how these risks were 
responded to within CPWS practice. This enabled a more 
nuanced interpretation of how understandings of risk do not 
always align with responses.

Selected Studies and Study Characteristics

Most of the included studies were conducted in the UK 
(n = 20), with the remaining studies originating from Hun-
gary (n = 1), Spain (n = 1), and Ireland (n = 1). Most studies 
adopted a qualitative design (n = 18), while the remain-
der employed mixed-methods approaches (n = 5). Studies 

Table 1  Search strings and terms
Search string 1 (“child*” OR “adolescen*” OR “youth*” 

OR “young” OR “teen*” OR “juvenile” OR 
“minor*” OR “girls” OR “boys”)
AND

Search string 2 (“sexual* exploit*” OR prostitution OR 
“human traffic*” OR “sex* traffic*” OR 
grooming OR “sexual labor” OR “transactional 
sex” OR “modern slavery” Or “sex* work*” 
OR “survival sex” OR “domestic servitude”)
AND

Search string 3 (“social* work*” OR “child welfare” OR 
“social service” OR “child protection”)
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collected data from professionals only (n = 13), young peo-
ple only (n = 5), professionals and young people (n = 2), 
and professionals, caregivers, and young people (n = 3). 
Although not all studies focus explicitly on risk, all reported 
findings were relevant to risk, including constructions of 
vulnerability – commonly used to describe circumstances 
or life constraints that place children at increased risk – and 
responses aimed at reducing risk and safeguarding children. 
While studies employed varied terminology, these concepts 
were analytically linked through a shared risk logic. Sev-
eral studies focused on young people with characteristics 
identified in the literature as associated with heightened 
risk of CSE, including insecure immigration status, disabil-
ity, and placement in residential or foster care. Theoretical 
approaches were heterogeneous and often unstated, indicat-
ing limited theoretical consolidation across literature. Stud-
ies included in the review are marked with an asterisk in the 
reference list. An overview of the included studies and their 
key findings relevant to the review is presented in Table 2, 
provided in the Appendix.

Findings

The result section is organized across ecological levels of 
risk construction. Within each level, responses are exam-
ined in relation to where they are directed, highlighting how 
risk constructions may or may not shape intervention strate-
gies. The findings from the reviewed literature will be dis-
cussed in relation to theory in the discussion section.

Structural Conditions as Risk

Structural vulnerabilities such as poverty, unsafe or unstable 
housing, living in deprived areas with gang or drug influ-
ence, were identified by social workers as pathways into CSE 
(Canning et al., 2024), thus a part of the risk construction.

Reponses to this however were individualized and mainly 
contained raising awareness among young people about the 
close links between gangs and CSE (Radcliffe et al., 2020). 
While deprived areas with gang or drug influence were 
identified as risk, Shaw and Greenhow (2020) identified that 
young people involved in criminalized activities had their 
offences foregrounded in social workers narratives, while 
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victimization or risk of victimization to CSE was overshad-
owed. The authors highlight that rather than being treated as 
parallel or intersecting forms of risks, criminal behavior was 
frequently used by social workers to downplay risk of CSE. 
These young people were typically referred to the criminal 
justice system in the UK (e.g., El-Asam et al., 2021; Shaw 
& Greenhow, 2020; Thomas & D’Arcy, 2017; Usubillaga 
et al., 2023). Although this may partly reflect the limited 
capacity of CPWS to address broader structural inequali-
ties, the findings also suggest the presence of moralizing 
and punitive understandings that shaped whose vulnerabil-
ity was recognized and how support was provided.

Environments and Organizational Barriers as Risk

Risk that was constructed at a contextual level were envi-
ronments described as risky where young people spend 
their time such as social media, beaches, town centers, par-
ties, and fast-food restaurants (cf. Mythen & Weston, 2023; 
Radcliffe et al., 2020). As highlighted by Lloyd (2019), this 
framing could reflect that exploiters often seek out young 
people in places where they naturally spend their time, both 
online and offline. Online environments were framed by 
social workers as providing exploiters with universal access 
to young people, which along with limited parental aware-
ness increased the risk (cf. Radcliffe et al., 2020). A lack of 
parental supervision was also framed as a risk for offline 
exploitation (Mythen & Weston, 2023).

Organizational barriers within the CPWS were also 
described as enhancing the risk of exploitation or re-
exploitation by having a responsibility but not the ability to 
limit the risk. Thomas and D’Arcy (2017) highlighted that 
access to responses has high thresholds and are largely reac-
tive rather than proactive. Thus, exploitation often needed 
to have occurred before being able to offer young people 
support. Limited financial and human resources were also 
described as constraining available interventions (Harvey et 
al., 2015; Radcliffe et al., 2020; Shaw et al., 2024; Thomas 
& D’Arcy, 2017; Usubillaga et al., 2023; Vidra et al., 2018; 
Webb et al., 2024). El-Asam et al. (2021) also reported that 
the organizational structures did not collect data that could 
inform interventions or evaluations.

Responses to risky environments were directed at a 
relational or individual level rather than the environments. 
Interventions to prevent young people from being exploited 
involved educating young people identified as being at 
heightened risk of CSE, as well as their caregivers about 
online and offline risks (e.g. Lefevre et al., 2017; Lloyd, 
2019; Mythen & Weston, 2024; Radcliffe et al., 2020; 
Thomas & D’Arcy, 2017), increased control and surveil-
lance by restricting young people’s movement and internet 
use, access to mobile phones, and money, as well as through 

relocation to alternative placements (Hallett, 2016; Lefevre 
et al., 2017; Shaw et al., 2024; Shuker, 2015; Vidra et al., 
2018). Shuker (2015) also highlighted the importance of 
preparing foster carers for young people’s resistance to con-
trol and surveillance, while emphasizing that such measures 
must be proportionate to the risk of re-exploitation. Some 
control could be experienced by young people as protec-
tive rather than punitive when embedded within caring and 
trusting relationships (Pereda et al., 2022; Shuker, 2015).

However, a lack of suitable residential placements, with 
reports that exploiters were aware of the locations of resi-
dential homes and actively sought out young people living 
there, or that many placements were situated in deprived 
areas with heightened CSE risk (Canning et al., 2024; Shaw 
& Greenhow, 2020; Shaw et al., 2024; Vidra et al., 2018) 
was descried as reproducing risk. Shaw et al. (2024) also 
pointed to this as resulting from shortages of appropriate 
local care provision and the concentration of private chil-
dren’s homes in more deprived areas due to lower housing 
costs and resistance in more affluent neighborhoods.

To improve the CPWS ability to respond to exploitation, 
Harvey et al. (2015) stressed an urgent need for inter-agency 
collaboration groups to enable information sharing and col-
laboration in the UK. Since then, multi-agency safeguarding 
arrangements have been established in the UK. However, 
studies report ongoing obstacles including differences in 
professional knowledge, resource limitations, difficulties 
with sharing information (e.g. El-Asam et al., 2021; Shaw 
& Greenhow, 2020; Thomas & D’Arcy, 2017; Usubillaga 
et al., 2023).

Interpersonal Relationships as Risk

Risk was also described as emerging from social and famil-
ial contexts, including peer networks (cf. Radcliffe et al., 
2020), disrupted family relationships (Canning et al., 2024) 
or child-parent relationships in which children lacked sup-
port (Mythen & Weston, 2023). Pereda et al. (2022) found 
that young people linked the lack of belonging and the 
absence of supportive relationships to running away, while 
lacking money and material goods increased vulnerability 
to exploitative relationships.

Exploiters, however, remained largely absent from con-
structions of risk in the research of CPWS. When mentioned 
by professionals, it was mainly to describe how they manip-
ulate or coerce young people or strategically seek them out 
to exploit them (Canning et al., 2024; Mythen & Weston, 
2023; Reisel, 2017). Risk was also constructed in relation 
to perceptions of age appropriateness in intimate relation-
ships, where large age gaps were consistently framed as a 
risk of exploitation (Mythen & Weston, 2023; Radcliff et al., 
2020). This positioned risk as emerging predominantly in 
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relationships between young people and significantly older 
individuals, while interactions between peers received con-
siderably less attention, leaving peer-to-peer exploitation 
largely overlooked.

Responses to interpersonal relationships identified as 
risk were largely absent from literature when it was not con-
nected to controlling the young people and restricting their 
movement in a legitimate way. Notably, exploiter-focused 
responses were largely absent in the literature on CPWS. In 
Spain, young people articulated a desire for stronger crimi-
nal justice action against exploiters (Pereda et al., 2022). 
In the UK, social workers described that exploiters were 
rarely prosecuted and that practice continued to center vic-
tims rather than exploiters (Lefevre et al., 2017). There was 
little research on how CPWS respond to exploiters who are 
minors, but Shaw and Greenhow (2020) highlighted that 
minors were like adults typically referred to the criminal 
justice system rather than CPWS. Taken together, exploiters 
seem largely absent within CPWS and almost exclusively 
assigned to the criminal justice system, a separation that 
may weaken prevention efforts, and undermine effective 
protection.

Young People’s Agency, Choices and Behaviors as 
Risk

Across the literature, young people’s choices were fre-
quently constructed as a source of risk by social workers, 
with exploitation described as something young people 
actively enter by placing themselves in situations where 
it was a risk for sexual exploitation. This construction of 
choice was particularly identified by researchers when 
material, emotional, or relational benefits were perceived 
(Canning et al., 2024; Gearon, 2019; Gilligan, 2016; Lloyd, 
2019; Reisel, 2017). Reisel (2017) demonstrated that young 
people’s perceived choice both heightened social workers 
concern as it was seen as harder to intervene and at the same 
time reduced it as it was seen as voluntary and therefore not 
as harmful. Lefevre et al. (2017) also found descriptions of 
young people as not recognizing the exploitation and that 
this could hinder interventions. At the same time, Reisel 
(2017) identified that constructions of choice were age-
dependent, with younger adolescents seen as less account-
able compared to older adolescents. Shaw and Greenhow 
(2020) interpreted social workers’ narratives as gendered 
and framing CSE as a “lifestyle choice,” where girls were 
seen as self-endangering. Lloyd (2019) highlighted tensions 
as girls was seen both as having no choice which seemed 
to absolve blame, yet responsible for decisions leading to 
exploitation which hindered intervention.

Further, girls – particularly white, under-aged, in 
care, and perceived to engage in non-normative sexual 

behavior – were frequently described as at risk. Giligan 
(2016) described how girls in care felt overidentified, where 
having an intimate relationship could label them as at risk. 
Victim-blaming narratives and problematic gendered ref-
erences of girls’ appearance and behavior played a central 
role in risk constructions, while boys were largely over-
looked (Mythen & Weston, 2024). Black girls and migrant 
girls faced stereotypical presumptions such as adultifica-
tion and sexualization, contributing to further misrecogni-
tion (Gearon, 2019; Shaw et al., 2024). Assumptions about 
agency, sexuality, and credibility also render young people 
with learning disabilities or insecure immigration status 
invisible (cf. Franklin, & Smeaton, 2017, 2018; Gearon, 
2019).

Together, these findings illustrate a paradox in how risk 
of CSE was constructed across the literature. Young peo-
ple were simultaneously framed as vulnerable subjects in 
need of protection and as responsible, agentic actors whose 
choices contributed to their exploitation. These paradoxical 
constructions appeared to be shaped by normative assump-
tions related to gender, age, and race, demonstrating how 
individualized understandings of risk were embedded 
within broader structural norms and power relations.

In the UK, education on risk awareness, digital safety, 
and sex education was commonly described as a preven-
tive response, targeting young people broadly or those iden-
tified as being at heightened risk of CSE, as well as their 
caregivers (e.g. Lefevre et al., 2017; Lloyd, 2019; Mythen 
& Weston, 2024; Thomas & D’Arcy, 2017). Mythen and 
Weston (2024) highlighted that education about sex and 
CSE was often shaped by gendered stereotypes, whereby 
girls received behavioral guidance on how to act and dress 
to avoid risk, while boys’ roles as victims or exploiters were 
largely overlooked. Educational interventions aimed at 
teaching young people how to behave or make “appropri-
ate” choices to avoid risk serve as forms of social control 
shaped by gender power relations. At the same time, Frank-
lin and Smeaton (2017) emphasized that social workers per-
ceived education about sex and CSE for young people with 
disabilities to be lacking. This could potentially reflect ste-
reotypical assumptions regarding disability and sexuality.

Thomas and D’Arcy (2017) described that many social 
workers introduced local examples to help raise awareness 
of CSE among parents. Parents spoke of their previous lack 
of knowledge about aspects such as grooming and online 
risks and appreciated receiving this information. This posi-
tions education as a key preventive strategy in the UK, 
while revealing gaps and inequalities in how CSE knowl-
edge is framed and accessed. While there was no research 
regarding social workers use of education and awareness-
raising outside of the UK, Pereda et al. (2022) showed that 
this was something young people in residential care in Spain 
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wished more of as a means of preventing CSE. Young peo-
ple’s and caregivers’ appreciation of information about risks 
may also reflect a need to navigate and protect themselves 
within structural conditions where responsibility for safety 
is often placed on the individual rather than on institutions 
or broader social responses.

Control and surveillance were also used to restrict young 
people’s choices and regulate behaviors perceived as plac-
ing them at risk of CSE. Although, Lefevre et al. (2017) 
identified practitioner disagreement about such measures. 
Many practitioners expressed concern that it could under-
mine young people’s trust, while statutory CPWS tended 
to prioritize protection above all else, thereby legitimizing 
increased control and surveillance (Lefevre et al., 2017). 
Young people described too much supervision or surveil-
lance as potentially leading young people to running away 
and increasing the risk of exploitation (Pereda et al., 2022). 
Hallett (2016) also cautioned that CPWS attempts to control 
young people could mirror the exploiters’ behaviors and fail 
to address underlying risk factors, potentially exacerbating 
them.

Together, these constructions and responses appeared to 
align in ways that reflected and reproduced normative and 
stereotypical assumptions regarding gender, age, sexuality, 
disability, and responsibility in relation to risk and CSE.

Discussion

This scoping review reveals that the risk of CSE is largely 
constructed and responded to within researched European 
CPWS through individual-focused lenses, where young peo-
ple’s behaviors, choices, and “lifestyles” are foregrounded, 
while exploiters, structural inequalities, and institutional 
conditions remain considerably more peripheral. Drawing 
on an intersectional risk-theoretical perspective, this sec-
tion problematizes how risk is constructed and responded 
to, which young people become visible as worthy of protec-
tion, how system responses tend to reproduce rather than 
challenge inequalities, and what implications this has for 
practice, policy, and future research.

Risk as an Individualized and Stereotypical 
Phenomenon

A central finding is how risk for CSE is consistently located 
within the child’s sphere: their decisions, movement pat-
terns, relationships, digital habits, and “resistance” to 
interventions (Reisel, 2017; Lefevre et al., 2017; Lloyd, 
2019). Although CSE is defined as an exploitative, transac-
tional form of abuse in which power imbalances, exploited 
needs, and structural conditions are central, risk in practice 

is described as something the child creates or reinforces 
through their actions. This is expressed in narratives that 
young people “seek out” risky places, “choose” relation-
ships that entail vulnerability, or “refuse” to engage in sup-
port interventions (cf. Canning et al., 2024; Lloyd, 2019; 
Shaw & Greenhow, 2020). This can be understood as a 
clear example of how risk is produced through governance 
practices, where institutions define which behaviors are 
perceived as risky, which young people are categorized as 
“difficult to protect,” and which kinds of risks are elevated 
to policy-prioritized problems (cf. Giritli Nygren et al., 
2019). Thus, risk appears not as a neutral reflection of actual 
threats, but as a product of norms concerning adolescence, 
sexuality, gender, responsibility, and respectability.

Importantly, these constructions do not simply reflect 
differing professional interpretations of young people’s 
agency, but actively contribute to how agency is produced 
within CPWS contexts. When young people’s actions are 
consistently framed through individualized and moralized 
risk narratives, their possibilities for acting otherwise are 
shaped and constrained by practitioners’ expectations, avail-
able interventions, and structural conditions. In this sense, 
agency emerges as relational and context-dependent rather 
than as an inherent individual capacity, formed through 
the interaction between young people, practitioners, and 
broader socio-structural arrangements.

From this perspective, when ordinary adolescent activi-
ties, as spending time with friends, using social media, vis-
iting fast-food restaurants, or occupying urban spaces, are 
categorized as risk behaviors (Mythen & Weston, 2023; 
Radcliffe et al., 2020), attention is shifted away from 
exploitative actors and from the material and social condi-
tions that create vulnerability, toward a moralizing scrutiny 
of young people’s everyday lives.

This creates tension between how CSE is understood at 
convention level, as an expression of gendered and struc-
tural power relations (Council of Europe, 2007; 2011), 
and how risk is operationalized in everyday CPWS prac-
tice. Although the dominant pattern across studies was an 
individualization of risk, references to structural conditions 
and exploitative dynamics were present across the included 
studies. For example, several studies highlighted links 
between deprivation, housing instability, and exploitation, 
or described how exploiters strategically target young peo-
ple in specific environments (Canning et al., 2024; Radcliffe 
et al., 2020). However, these factors were rarely integrated 
into responses, which remained primarily focused on modi-
fying young people’s behavior and young people thus con-
tinues to appear as the primary bearer of risk.

Taken together, the tensions identified in the findings – 
between individual and structural explanations, between 
recognition of vulnerability and attribution of responsibility, 
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and between the visibility of victims and the absence of 
exploiters – illustrate how risk governance operates through 
selective attention. These tensions demonstrate how CPWS 
simultaneously acknowledge structural inequalities and 
power relations that enable exploitation while reproducing 
an individualized understanding of risk through everyday 
practices.

Another central aspect concerns which young people are 
recognized at all as being at risk or exploited. The reviewed 
literature suggests that CSE is often constructed through 
gendered, abled and racialized frames. Girls, particularly 
white girls emerge as prototypical victims (Gilligan, 2016; 
Franklin & Smeaton, 2017; Shaw et al., 2024). At the same 
time, boys, non-binary youth and girls who do not fit the ste-
reotype of the “ideal victim”, are rendered invisible. Boys’ 
experiences are reinterpreted as criminality, “risky sexual-
ity,” or normal teenage behavior (cf. Shaw & Greenhow, 
2020; Mythen & Weston, 2023, 2024), which drastically 
reduces the chances of identifying exploitation.

Intersectionally, this becomes even more complex. 
Racialized girls and young people with migration experi-
ence are often exposed to adultification and sexualization 
(Gearon, 2019; Shaw et al., 2024). This means that their 
vulnerability is trivialized or explained away, while their 
behaviors risk being classified as deviant or problematic. 
Young people with disabilities risk being rendered invisible 
through assumptions about a lack of sexuality, lack of cred-
ibility, or inability to disclose (Franklin & Smeaton, 2017). 
This can be understood as a form of structural discrimina-
tion embedded in the logic of risk governance (cf. Giritli 
Nygren et al., 2019). When risk constructions and responses 
are based on implicitly white, heteronormative, female and 
able-bodied norms, certain young people’s life conditions 
become incomprehensible, or less prioritized. In this way, 
hierarchies of vulnerability are produced in which harm 
to some young people becomes invisible or appears more 
legitimate, while others are more worthy of protection from 
harm (cf. Olofsson et al., 2014; McCall, 2005). This likely 
impacts the patterns of unequal access to support shown in 
the review, where young people with disabilities, insecure 
migration status, and racialized identities often fall between 
systems, or are excluded altogether (cf. Franklin & Smea-
ton, 2017; Gearon, 2019; Vidra et al., 2018). This exposes 
an ethical and political paradox: systems created to protect 
the most vulnerable young people may, through their own 
risk logic, contribute to reproducing the inequalities they are 
meant to counteract.

From a Controlling Child-Centered Practice to 
Context-Centered

The findings show that protective interventions often take 
the form of control measures (Lefevre et al., 2017; Shuker, 
2015; Shaw et al., 2024) which are justified as reducing 
exposure to exploiters (Hallett, 2016), yet they simultane-
ously risk recreating the kinds of control, isolation, and 
power imbalance that characterize exploitation itself. These 
patterns can be understood as part of broader processes of 
risk governance, where institutions manage uncertainty 
and potential liability by prioritizing measurable and con-
trollable aspects of risk. In this context, focusing on young 
people’s behavior becomes a pragmatic strategy, allowing 
practitioners to act within their jurisdiction, even when 
structural drivers and exploiters remain outside their imme-
diate reach. At the same time, such strategies can function 
as forms of social control within welfare systems, where 
protection is enacted through regulation of young people’s 
everyday lives.

Here, the tension between care and control becomes 
particularly clear. Intersectional risk theory highlights how 
risk governance often entails an intertwining of protection 
and discipline (Giritli Nygren et al., 2019). Young people in 
vulnerable positions become simultaneously more heavily 
monitored and more heavily excluded. Considering young 
people’s own accounts this appears potentially counterpro-
ductive (Pereda et al., 2022). When opportunities to build 
meaningful relationships, gain material security, and expe-
rience participation are not strengthened at the same time, 
control measures risk intensifying the very conditions that 
exploiters capitalize on.

At the same time, the studies show that control can be 
experienced as protective when embedded in trusting, 
respectful relationships (Shuker, 2015; Pereda et al., 2022). 
This highlights a crucial distinction: it is not only what is 
done, but how, by whom, and in what relational context. 
When control becomes “the only thing left”, a logical con-
sequence of scarce resources, lack of long-term support 
interventions, and few alternatives to institutional care, 
child protection risks being reduced to a risk management 
apparatus rather than an arena for social justice and restor-
ative support.

Several of the reviewed studies highlighted a shift in 
policy towards a more child-centered practice (Usubillaga 
et al., 2023, 2024). As shown in the results, particularly in 
relation to control-oriented interventions and the limited 
focus on exploiters, CPWS responses consistently target 
young people’s behavior rather than the conditions enabling 
exploitation. Our review suggests, however, that a merely 
rhetorical shift toward child-centeredness does not neces-
sarily break with individualizing risk logic. On the contrary, 
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a narrow child-centered ideal, focused on young people’s 
preferences, participation, and individual action plans, risks 
remaining trapped within the same framework in which the 
child constitutes the primary problem- and solution-bearer. 
The young person, rather than the conditions and exploiters, 
risk remaining the one who is being “risk managed” through 
investigations, relocation, and control. Child-centeredness 
must therefore be complemented by a clear context-cen-
teredness, which incorporates exploiters’ actions and strat-
egies. How are the individuals and networks that exploit 
young people identified, mapped, and addressed? Further-
more, the role of places and institutions must be acknowl-
edged. How are schools, care settings, public spaces, and 
digital arenas organized in ways that either enable or hin-
der exploitation? Moreover, structural conditions such as 
how poverty, housing shortages, migration regimes, racism, 
ableism, and gendered power relations are incorporated into 
risk analysis and intervention designs must be emphasized 
(cf. Pearce, 2014; Beckett et al., 2017).

A striking observation is the limited attention given to 
exploiters and exploiter-focused interventions. As demon-
strated in the findings, exploiters were largely absent from 
risk constructions across the included studies, and cor-
responding responses were rarely directed toward them. 
Despite legislation and international conventions emphasiz-
ing the state’s responsibility to prevent exploitation, CPWS 
practice appears largely victim-centered. When exploiters 
are visible, it is often in descriptions of their manipulation 
strategies, rather than in analyses of how systems can dis-
rupt their access to young people or hold them socially and 
legally accountable (cf. Canning et al., 2024; Mythen & 
Weston, 2024; Reisel, 2017). This imbalance becomes prob-
lematic as it reinforces the image of risk as something that 
resides in certain young people, rather than as something 
created in relationships and power structures where oth-
ers, often males, can exploit unequal conditions (cf. Giritli 
Nygren et al., 2019). The lack of a systematic exploiter 
focus can also be linked to organizational boundary-draw-
ing between CPWS, and criminal justice systems, where 
responsibility for exploiters tends to fall outside CPWS’s 
mandate.

This pattern may also reflect institutional and practical 
constraints faced by practitioners. CPWS often have lim-
ited jurisdiction over perpetrators and limited capacity to 
directly influence structural conditions such as poverty, 
housing, or migration policies. As a result, interventions 
targeting young people’s behavior may not only reflect nor-
mative assumptions but also the boundaries of professional 
responsibility and available tools within welfare systems. 
In practice, these risks cement a troublesome asymmetry: 
CPWS mobilize their entire machinery around regulating 

young people’s behavior, while exploiters remain to a far 
greater extent unidentified, unregulated and unpunished.

A contextual and relational understanding of risk thus 
requires a shift from seeing young people’s behavior as 
the primary intervention surface to seeing their actions as 
meaningful responses to constrained life conditions and the 
actions of exploiters. It also shifts part of the responsibil-
ity from the individual young person to exploiters, but also 
institutions, societal structures, and adults, including profes-
sionals, who have the mandate to change these conditions.

From this perspective, young people’s agency cannot 
be understood in isolation from the institutional logics that 
shape how it is interpreted and acted upon. Rather than being 
an intrinsic property of individuals, agency becomes an out-
come of risk governance practices, where certain forms of 
actions are recognized, constrained, or problematized.

Methodological Limitations

When interpreting the results from the present review, some 
limitations need to be kept in mind. First, although the study 
has a European focus, most studies come from the UK. This 
will affect cross-national generalization, particularly given 
that CPWS are organized differently across countries and 
shaped by varying cultural values and the role of the state. 
Second, only studies published in English or Scandinavian 
languages was included. Relevant research published in 
other European languages may therefore have been missed, 
potentially contributing to the geographical concentration of 
the included studies. Third, as we mentioned in the introduc-
tion, CSE is a form of child sexual abuse, which means that 
some studies do not use the term CSE specifically, which 
means that there is a risk that those studies might have been 
excluding on an early stage in the screening process due 
to not being clear enough with a focus on the transactional 
aspects.

Implications for Practice and Policy

Based on this review, several key implications emerge 
for practice and policy. Risk assessment must shift from 
focusing solely on the individual to considering relations 
and structural conditions, and tools and guidelines should 
increasingly incorporate questions about exploiters, loca-
tions, power relations, and material circumstances, rather 
than primarily mapping young people’s behaviors. This 
also involves developing indicators of structural vulner-
ability, not just as individual “risk factors” but as reflec-
tions of unequal living conditions. Professional reflection 
on norms and bias should be institutionalized, with sys-
tematic training, supervision, and peer review that address 
power, intersectionality, and ethics, beyond mere law and 
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procedural compliance, to counter gendered, racialized, 
and able-normative risk discourses. While child-centered 
approaches remain essential, they must be combined with 
contextual safeguarding, ensuring that listening to young 
people is linked to long-term support, meaningful relation-
ships, and interventions that transform their surrounding 
environments, including family, school, care settings, digital 
spaces, and local communities. Exploiter-focused strategies 
need to be explicitly integrated into CPWS work, with inter-
professional collaboration viewed not simply as information 
transfer between authorities but as a coordinated strategy 
to limit exploiters. Finally, resource allocation must recog-
nize intersectional inequalities, ensuring that young people 
positioned at the intersection of multiple power structures 
receive relationship-based, long-term, and flexibly orga-
nized support.

Implications for Future Research

This review identifies several areas where knowledge 
remains limited or insufficiently developed. More European 
research from countries beside the UK is needed to better 
understand how national policy frameworks, resource lev-
els, and cultural norms shape constructions of risk and insti-
tutional responses. In addition, future studies should move 
beyond focusing solely on young people’s experiences of 
CSE and instead illuminate how they themselves analyze 
and make sense of risk, power, and institutions. There is 
also a need for longitudinal, intersectional research examin-
ing how risk classifications and CPWS decisions influence 
young people’s life courses over time, particularly for those 
in multiple marginalized positions. Finally, more attention 
should be given to exploiters and institutional responses, 
including how exploiters are identified, how cases are han-
dled across systems, and how gender, ethnicity, and class 
shape these processes.
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