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Introduction to the series of working papers 
 
Each paper in the 'What do we know about …' series summarises current thinking around 
one area of aftercare for children affected by sexual exploitation and related trafficking.  The 
aim is to provide practitioners with an overview of available research and key research 
findings1.   
 
The objectives of the series are to: 
 
 Consolidate research findings into a summary document. 
 Provide practitioners with information to help develop programmes. 
 Highlight research gaps and identify issues for further research and investigation.   
 
The papers in the series are not: 
 
 Programme guidelines. 
 Systematic, in-depth reviews of all of the current research. 
 Representative accounts of every child affected by sexual exploitation and related 

trafficking. 
 

                                            
1
 'Practitioners' are identified here as all those individuals working directly with children and young people 

such as case managers, social workers, therapeutic staff, health workers, lawyers and teachers; along with 
those individuals developing interventions and programmes. 
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Introduction to the paper 
 
The family is the natural environment in 
which to promote the well-being and 
development of children.  All efforts must 
be made to enable a child to remain or 
return to the care of his or her parents.  
When the child is unable or unwilling to 
return home, and extended family are not 
able to care for the child, the state is 
responsible for ensuring appropriate 
alternative care for every child  
(UN, 2010; UN, 1989). 
 
Some children affected by sexual 
exploitation, or trafficked for the purposes 
of sexual exploitation, may spend a period 
of time being cared for outside of the 
family home.   
 
Children who are identified as being in an 
exploitative situation may be placed in an 
emergency shelter, or other short-term 
placement, while a plan is put in place to 
reunite them with their family.  If it is 
determined, through best interest 
processes, that children are unable to 
return home, they may be placed in foster 
care, in a semi-supported independent 
living arrangement or transferred to a 
medium to long-term placement in a 
residential care facility.  For children who 
are deemed to be in need of another 
permanent family, an adoptive family may 
be sought, particularly for younger 
children. 
 
Every child is different and the individual 
needs, unique experiences and age of 
each child must be considered when 
exploring alternative care options outside 
of the family.  In an ideal situation there 
should be a number of different care 
options available for every child to ensure 
the best fit.  Children should be able to 
have their views heard regarding their 
care and be involved in regular reviews to 
ensure the placement is still appropriate.  
It is critical that all children have a care 
plan in place for integration or 
reintegration into the community. 
 

Within the sector, the term 'safe 
accommodation' tends to be used rather 
than 'alternative care'.  For children 
affected by sexual exploitation and 
trafficking, safety may be a concern due to 
the risks posed by exploiters and abusers.  
However, in some cases, short-term stays 
in high security settings can turn into long-
term stays in inappropriate environments. 
 
This summary presents some of the key 
findings from general research on 
alternative care; as well as studies that 
have considered the needs and 
experiences of separated, sexually 
exploited and trafficked children.  The 
paper highlights what we think we know 
about some of the challenges and 
tensions of providing safe accommodation 
and alternative care for children, along 
with some of the strategies and models 
that have been employed to 
accommodate this specific population. 
 

Limitations of this summary 
 
Despite the creation of an evidence base 
surrounding alternative care, this has 
focused to a large extent on the impact of 
residential care on young children's 
development.  There is little research on 
the effect of this form of care for specific 
groups of children entering at an older age 
due to histories of sexual exploitation.  
There is a clear dearth of evidence related 
to other forms of alternative care – in 
particular, foster care, kinship care and 
semi-supported independent living 
arrangements. 
 
Studies exploring the needs and 
experiences of sexually exploited children 
tend to focus on the whole spectrum of 
support and services.  'Accommodation' or 
'housing' is often highlighted as a need in 
these studies but there is little discussion 
surrounding what that should involve or 
look like. 
 
Another limitation comes from the fact that 
only a small proportion of survivors of 
trafficking and sexual exploitation will ever 
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access support and be placed in shelters 
and other assisted housing (Rosenberg, 
2008).  Many children will go unidentified 
and will return home or find shelter 
elsewhere and in other non-assisted 
spaces.  The views of these individuals 
are rarely heard through the research 
process. 
 
Studies that ask children questions about 
their care needs and experiences are 
often limited as they usually involve 
asking children about their current care 
situation.  In such cases their carers may 
be present or they may feel unable to give 
full accounts or share negative 
experiences of the assistance they are 
receiving.  Other reports rely on the 
accounts and views of practitioners that, 
while important, are unlikely to mirror the 
views of young people themselves. 
 
This paper aims to draw out some of the 
key messages from the existing literature, 
the majority of which comes from research 
undertaken in the west.  In these 
instances some of the issues, strategies 
and models highlighted may not be 
relevant or realistic options in other 
countries and contexts with less 
developed social work systems.  The 
majority of the research included has 
been undertaken within residential care 
settings, rather than family-based care 
settings such as foster care.  Due to the 
limited evidence surrounding family-based 
care more generally, and the limited 
knowledge base surrounding alternative 
care for children affected by sexual 
exploitation and related trafficking, this 
paper should be viewed as simply a  
'starting point'. 
 
The most common forms of care for 
children and young people affected by 
sexual exploitation and trafficking. 
 
i Residential care 

 
Residential care refers to care 
provided in any non-family-based 
group setting – such as places of 

safety for emergency care, transit 
centres in emergency situations, and 
all other short and long-term 
residential care facilities, including 
group homes (UN, 2010). 
 
Residential care centres may be run 
by the state or by voluntary or private 
organisations and may come in 
different shapes and sizes.  In the 
literature the term 'shelter' is often 
used to describe the place where 
survivors of trafficking are cared for.  
Although shelters were originally 
designed for adults, many also house 
children or some shelters now only 
take children or young women.  
Shelters vary in style, size, location 
and quality:  they may be emergency, 
transit, short or long-term shelters; with 
some catering for 12 people, others 
catering for 200 (Rosenberg, 2008).  
The term 'shelter' may therefore cover 
a range of different residential care 
facilities that could fall under large-
scale facilities, small group homes or 
secure accommodation.   
 
Research by the organisation 
EveryChild suggests there is an 
unregulated and unplanned growth in 
residential care around the globe.  
There is particular concern over the 
use of large-scale dormitory-style 
accommodation for children (Delap, 
2011).  Others have noted that there is 
a worrying trend in some countries 
where children are placed in a 'centre' 
when a problem arises, instead of 
responding to the problem in the 
community setting (Hilton, 2008).   
 
Large-scale facilities  
A recent review of residential care for 
all children highlights a number of 
issues that may occur in large-scale 
facilities where children are cared for 
together (Delap, 2011).  These include 
the difficulty in ensuring that each child 
receives the individual care they need 
to establish bonds; the increased risk 
of spread of diseases; and the fact that 
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such facilities tend to isolate children 
from communities – which has an 
impact on their sense of identity and 
belonging. 
 
Specialised small group homes 
In some countries small group homes 
have been developed specifically for 
sexually exploited and domestically or 
internationally trafficked children.  
These differ from the larger residential 
facilities and often support a much 
smaller number of children together.  
Clawson et al.  (2009), in describing 
these facilities in the USA, note that 
these often have between six and ten 
beds and provide a wide range of 
services.  Such facilities are often only 
available for girls.  Most of the 
programmes provided in such homes 
are grounded in an understanding of 
trauma.  Staff members are trained 
and aware of the survival skills that 
girls have learnt that will need to be 
addressed in group living (Clawson et 
al., 2009). 
 
Delap (2011), in discussing the place 
of small group homes in the overall 
continuum of alternative care, notes 
that they may be beneficial and one 
option for older children with specialist 
needs.  These include situations where 
the child needs to recover from family 
abuse and requires a more neutral 
setting than foster care; child migrants; 
older teenagers; children associated 
with the fighting forces (who are not 
accepted in the community); children 
living on the streets; and children for 
whom it is particularly difficult to find 
foster care.   
 
Secure accommodation  
In some contexts, a child may be 
placed in secure accommodation if he 
or she is at significant risk to 
themselves or others (Creegan et al., 
2005).  Practitioners in the UK 
(supporting children trafficked 
internally for sexual exploitation) noted 
that sometimes, secure 

accommodation gave young people 
the 'space' to feel safe enough to 
disclose and engage with service 
providers (Pearce et al., 2009). 
 
In a study in Northern Ireland, the 
research found that where there was 
ongoing concern that a child was being 
sexually exploited, applications for 
secure accommodation for a child was 
one of the most common responses 
(Beckett, 2011).  Practitioners felt that 
time in secure accommodation could 
help 'break the cycle', keep the child 
safe and provide opportunities for 
direct work with the child (Beckett, 
2011).  However, practitioners were 
aware that locking up young people 
sends the message they have done 
something wrong.  It was also 
acknowledged that simply restricting 
their liberty leads to little change once 
the young person is back on the 
outside.   
 
In a number of countries many of the 
larger-scale shelter facilities could also 
be described as 'secure' as the young 
person's movement outside of the 
facility is heavily restricted, as reported 
by girls staying in shelter homes in 
India (School of Women's Studies, 
Jadavpur University 2012). 
 

ii Foster care 
 
ECPAT UK believe that, for most 
children who have been trafficked, 
foster placements provide the most 
appropriate form of care (Pearce, 
2011).  In this context, 'safe 
accommodation' is described as 
placements with foster carers who 
have received additional training.  It is 
believed that foster care can provide 
the child with an opportunity to develop 
a personal relationship in a stable and 
safe environment.   
 
From other work in the UK context, it 
has been suggested that, for trafficked 
children, foster care may work 
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effectively if there is additional 
intensive support in place such as 
mental health services, child protection 
keyworker arrangements and police 
cover.  Although such placements are 
resource-intensive, they are likely to 
be more cost effective and can 
simulate a home environment (Pearce 
et al., 2009). 
 

However, Gozdziak and Bump (2008) 
highlight in their interviews in the USA 
with trafficked children that not all 
foster care placements were 
successful.  In this study a number of 
survivors did not get along with their 
foster parents, highlighting again that 
there is no one-size-fits-all response. 
 

Many believe that foster care should 
be developed more widely so that it 
can be an option for all children 
outside of parental care (Delap, 2011).  
However, in many countries in the 
world there is no functioning form of 
foster care and therefore, for many, 
foster care is not currently an option.   
 

iii Kinship care 
 

As highlighted in the limitations 
section, most studies about children 
affected by exploitation and trafficking 
have been undertaken with children 
residing in formal care arrangements 
in residential facilities.  This means 
that more information is known about 
children's experiences in these 
settings.  Children who are being 
cared for in family-based settings 
within the child's extended family, or 
with friends of the family, are rarely 
involved in studies.  Although it is likely 
that many children are cared for in 
these arrangements, little is known 
about this form of care for this specific 
group of children. 
 

iv Semi-independent and supported 
living 
 

Semi-independent or supported 
housing is another option for some 
older children.  Such models are used 

by a number of non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) although there 
is little research into the suitability or 
sustainability of these models.  In 
studies with children and young 
people, some do express their wishes 
to live independently rather than 
staying in a shelter or returning home.  
Such arrangements may suit some 
young people who want more freedom 
and responsibility but others may feel 
'abandoned' (Gozdziak and Bump, 
2008). 
 
Bed and breakfast or hostel 
accommodation with no or limited 
support  
 
One form of placement for young 
people affected by sexual exploitation 
in the UK – that could fall under the 
category of supported living – is where 
young people are housed in bed and 
breakfast accommodation or hostels 
with limited support (Jago et al., 2011; 
Pearce, 2011; Hester and 
Westmarland, 2004; Brown, 2004).  
This style of housing is of concern to 
practitioners and has been deemed 
inappropriate, as it provides further 
opportunities for abuse and provides 
little in the way of care and support.  
Such establishments are often located 
in troubled neighbourhoods where 
drugs and prostitution are prevalent.  
Other dangers include social isolation, 
lack of support and no safeguards to 
stop traffickers re-establishing contact 
(Pearce, 2011). 
 

v Other facilities that do not fall under 
'alternative care':  juvenile detention 
 
Children who are deprived of their 
liberty by a judicial or administrative 
authority as a result of infringing the 
law are not classed as being in 
'alternative care' (UN, 2010).  
Nevertheless, a number of specialist 
sexual exploitation services do provide 
outreach services in juvenile detention 
facilities – as some young people 
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affected by sexual exploitation are 
arrested and charged for criminal acts 
related directly to prostitution or other 
offences.  In some contexts children 
are charged with solicitation, 
prostitution and related offences and 
sent to juvenile correction facilities and 
are not recognised as children in need 
of protection (Camacho, 2011). 

 

Key themes 
 

1 Exiting exploitation 
 

1.1 The importance of having a safe 
place to stay 
 
A number of studies and consultations 
with girls who have experienced 
sexual exploitation highlight the 
importance of having somewhere safe 
to stay (Veitch, 2013).  Clawson et al.  
(2009) report that girls and women in 
the USA escaping sexual exploitation 
highlight the need for assistance in 
finding transitional and long-term 
housing.  Young people involved in 
sexual exploitation across Europe 
have also reported that having a safe 
and secure place to stay was 
important for them in breaking free 
from their abusers (Beckett, 2011) 
and rebuilding relationships with their 
parents (Skidmore, 2004).  This need 
has also been echoed by service 
providers who note that access to 
safe, supported and stable 
accommodation is central to young 
people being able to exit an 
exploitative situation for good 
(Mayhew and Mossman, 2007; 
Pearce, 2009; Scott and Skidmore, 
2006; Beckett, 2011).   
 
For domestic and internationally 
trafficked children, the stability and 
safety which can come from a secure 
placement are also likely to help them 
break free, disclose to professionals 
and negotiate pathways on which to 
move on. 
 

2 Entry into the care system 
 

2.1 Different models of care available 
in different areas and in different 
countries 
 
The alternative care options available 
to children affected by sexual 
exploitation and trafficking will vary, 
depending on the resources and 
systems within that community and 
country.  In some cities there will be a 
number of specialist residential care 
options for sexually exploited and 
trafficked children (usually girls) and in 
others there will be no dedicated 
housing providers or carers.  In 
countries with functioning social work 
systems, children may be placed in 
foster care – in some cases with 
foster carers who have received 
specialist training – while in other 
countries there may be no social work 
structure in place. 
 

2.2 Poorly managed processes 

 
Delap (2011) has highlighted that the 
decision-making processes that lead 
to children being placed into 
residential care are often poorly 
managed.  Delap also notes that the 
assessments undertaken tend to be 
limited and that residential care is 
used indiscriminately and without 
proper consideration in some settings.   
 
A review in Albania, Kosovo and the 
former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia found that child victims of 
trafficking identified in these countries 
often stay in shelters for long periods 
of time – up to five years in one case 
(Cazenave, 2010).  This picture is 
similar in a number of countries where 
children may remain in the shelter 
until they reach 18 years of age.  
Delap (2011) notes that there is a 
danger that even if stays in shelters 
are framed as short-term, these often 
turn into long-term placements which 
are inappropriate.  On the other hand, 
there are also situations where 
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children are continuously moved from 
one placement to the next which may 
also be harmful.  Care planning is 
therefore of key importance. 
 

2.3 Age assessments 
 
In some contexts – especially where 
an undocumented child from a 
different country has no proof of age – 
the authorities may challenge the 
claim that they are aged under 18 
years and the child will be referred to 
age assessment procedures.   
 
In some cases children are wrongly 
assessed as being aged over 18 
years due to inappropriate age 
assessment procedures and 
practices.  If the child is assessed to 
be over 18, this greatly affects their 
status and eligibility for support and 
services in some contexts; and can 
lead to children being sent to 
inappropriate, unsupported 
accommodation.  This issue has been 
highlighted in the UK where, if a child 
is assessed as being aged over 18 
years, they may end up being 
accommodated with other adults, 
detained in preparation for dispersal 
or deported (Crawley, 2007; Pearce, 
2011).  Reports have highlighted how 
these children who are 
accommodated in the same rooms as 
adults have been subjected to 
bullying, abuse and isolation (Clarke, 
2011). 
 

3 The population served in 
residential care settings 
 

3.1 Mixing with other populations 
 
There has been some debate over 
whether survivors of tracking and 
exploitation should be mixed with 
other populations in care settings.  
Aron et al.  (2006), when evaluating 
services for internationally trafficked 
adults in the USA, note that homeless 
shelters were not necessarily a good 
fit for survivors of trafficking.  Staff at 

the shelters encouraged residents to 
go into the community during the day, 
which was viewed as 
counterproductive to trafficking 
victims' safety needs.  The 
researchers also found that, although 
domestic violence shelters were in 
general a better fit, there was still a 
difference in the needs of the various 
groups.  Trafficking survivors were 
said to find these shelters inhospitable 
and had a number of problems related 
to language, food and culture; in 
addition they were unable to identify 
with victims of domestic violence.  In 
these situations it was also noted that 
the customary 30-day maximum stay 
was problematic as it was not a long 
enough period of time for survivors. 
 
Surtees and Somach (2008), in 
considering the viability of mixing 
services for trafficked and domestic 
violence victims in Europe and 
Eurasia, note that in some cases it is 
possible and advisable to mix services 
but that this has to be considered on a 
case-by-case basis. 
 

3.2 Specialist or generalist support 
 
Linked to the discussions over mixing 
populations is the debate over 
whether specialist support is better or 
not.  The dearth of evidence – about 
whether specialist services provide 
better outcomes for children or 
whether generalists who have 
obtained additional knowledge and 
training can be as effective – remains 
problematic (Asquith and Turner, 
2008).  However, those who provide 
specialist services, those who receive 
them, and those who work in 
partnership with them are passionate 
about the need for such services 
(Scott and Skidmore, 2006).  Targeted 
services should be able to offer 
specialised, sensitive support and 
workers with a sound understanding 
and knowledge of the complexities of 
sexual exploitation (Cody, 2010). 
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3.3 Grouping by gender, age and stage 
of recovery 
 
Clawson and Goldblatt Grace (2007), 
when identifying perceived promising 
elements of practice in the USA, note 
that if children have to be placed in 
residential care, then grouping them 
by what could be considered by some 
as a 'homogenous population' (such 
as female minor victims of domestic 
trafficking) is the best way of 
delivering care in such situations.  
These researchers also note that 
different facilities are required for boys 
and transgender populations affected 
by sexual exploitation.  Within such 
facilities, the authors also propose 
there could be additional grouping to 
reflect different ages and stages of 
recovery.  However, such an 
investment may be unrealistic for 
many countries with limited resources. 
 

3.4 Grouping by legal case 
 
Researchers have highlighted the 
issue of caring for groups of victims 
from the same trafficking case 
together.  Busch-Armendariz et al.  
(2009) highlight one participant in their 
study who was mistreated by other 
victims from the same case when they 
were housed together.  These 
researchers note that service 
providers are not always aware of the 
dynamics and therefore need to 
consider whether it is appropriate to 
house individuals from the same case 
together.  Contrary to this finding, 
others have noted the potentially 
negative outcomes of dispersing 
victims across different shelters – 
believing that this may isolate 
survivors from their natural support 
networks (Aron, et al.  2006). This 
again highlights the importance of 
individualised case-by-case 
responses. 
 

3.5 'Difficult' or particularly complex 
cases 
 

Researchers have highlighted that 
there are situations where 'difficult' 
cases cannot be catered for in typical 
care settings and these individuals 
may need to be excluded (Clawson 
and Goldblatt Grace, 2007; Surtees, 
2008).  Such situations may include 
where individuals have dependent 
children; disabilities; substance 
misuse and addiction problems; or 
serious mental health and medical 
conditions (Surtees, 2008).  
Practitioners believe that such cases 
would require more intensive 
treatment through hospitalisation, 
residential treatment facilities or 
substance abuse facilities specifically 
for minors (Clawson and Goldblatt 
Grace, 2007). 
 
Clawson et al.  (2009) draw attention 
to other safety concerns that must be 
considered when mixing children in 
communal living situations.  This 
includes circumstances where a child 
has a potentially infectious disease 
such as tuberculosis, HIV or typhus 
and there is a risk of exposing other 
young people. 
 

3.6 Communal living 
 
Communal living can lead to stress, 
tension and conflict between 
individuals who are sharing limited 
space for long periods of time (Aron et 
al., 2006; Surtees and Somach, 
2008).  Moreover, survivors of 
trafficking may draw on their own 
survival responses that helped them 
stay alive during their exploitation; in 
some cases this leads to competition 
and mistrust, which can be 
problematic in a communal living 
situation (Surtees, 2008). 
 
In some cases individuals may find it 
stressful to be around others who are 
suffering from trauma and do not want 
to hear others' stories or share their 
own experiences.  Surtees, in her 
research, also found that some 
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women did not want to be categorised 
and labelled in the same way as the 
other women they were living with 
(Surtees, 2008).   
 
Korsby (2008), in her research in a 
home for young survivors of trafficking 
in Italy, also notes that girls did not 
see themselves as having a shared 
history or the same problems.  The 
friendships between the girls were 
reported to be constantly changing, 
volatile and uncertain.  Others have 
highlighted the potential for bullying in 
such situations, especially of younger 
children (Delap, 2011).  Differences in 
nationality and culture can also be 
difficult for service providers to 
mediate (Clawson et al.  2009). 
 
Despite the potential challenges of 
living communally, some children may 
benefit from living with others who 
have been through similar situations.  
Communal living may minimise 
loneliness, lead to the creation of 
friendships and help individuals learn 
about different services and support 
available to them (Surtees, 2008).  
Due to the lack of literature 
surrounding foster care and other 
forms of family-based care, it is not 
clear how living with other children in 
these contexts may impact positively 
or negatively on the child. 
 

4 The location of care placements 
 
4.1 Local or long distance, rural or 

urban locations 
 
Practitioners in the USA have mixed 
views over the best location for 
residential facilities for this specific 
population (Clawson and Goldblatt 
Grace, 2007).  The majority of 
specialised facilities in the USA (at the 
time of the research) were located in 
cities.  This allowed young people to 
retain links with outreach workers and 
therapists, and gave them access to 

additional services whilst staying in 
residential care.   
 
Although some practitioners argue 
that it is difficult for children to stay in 
the same city where they experienced 
exploitation, others have noted that, if 
the child wishes to live in that area in 
the future, recovery has to happen in 
the context where 'triggers' lie.  
However, the child may be at risk from 
those involved in their exploitation and 
therefore risk assessments will be 
critical in the decision-making 
process. 
 
Some professionals interviewed as 
part of the 2007 USA study favoured a 
rural model that put some distance 
between a child's old life and the 
people they were associated with.  
Proponents of this model felt that the 
distance allowed for greater safety 
and recovery.  Children were less 
likely to run into their abusers and 
were less likely to run away when they 
were located far from familiar places.  
Brodie et al.  (2011) reports that, in 
the UK, children who have been 
sexually exploited are often sent 'out 
of authority' (to a different 
administrative area) as this is viewed 
as a safer option.  This approach has 
also been suggested for children who 
have been trafficked in order to 
minimise the likelihood that they come 
into contact with those that have 
abused them (The Anti-Trafficking 
Monitoring Group, 2010).   
 
Reports from young women who were 
former residents of a centre in Kenya 
note that there were advantages of 
the centre being located three hours 
away from their homes.  These 
benefits included keeping safe and 
not being tempted by 'bad habits' like 
drug use and sex work.  Girls said 
they needed peace and quiet, time to 
reflect, and a different environment.  
They did however feel that the loss of 
contact with friends, families and 
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communities was one shortcoming of 
such a placement (Delap, 2011). 
 
In an evaluation of a foster care 
programme in Cambodia, it was felt 
that children in rural settings 
developed more friendships and 
integrated better than those living in 
the urban areas (Gorley, 1996, as 
cited in Arensen et al.  2004). 
However, some believed rural 
locations were less secure and girls 
were more prone to discrimination as 
'newcomers' in these settings.   
 
Professionals all agree that such 
facilities should be far from red light 
areas or places where informal, illegal 
economies thrive – even though these 
are typically where cheaper property 
can be easily secured (Clawson and 
Dutch, 2008). 
 

4.2 Close to family 
 
A central consideration relates to 
where the family is located.  If children 
are unable to return home, for 
whatever reason, children have the 
right – and it may still be in the child's 
best interests – to be close to family 
members.  Such contact with parents 
and family members should be 
encouraged and facilitated. 
 

4.3 The location leading to risk 
 
The links between sexual exploitation 
and 'being in care' have been 
explored by a number of researchers 
in the west (Beckett, 2011; Coy, 
2008).  From a survey of 498 children 
who were being supported through 
Barnardo's specialist sexual 
exploitation projects across the UK, 
nearly one-third of these young 
people were 'looked-after children' in 
the care system (Lepper, 2011). 
 
Beckett (2011), based on findings 
from Northern Ireland, concludes that 
questions need to be raised over 

whether entry into the care system 
may actually put some children at an 
increased risk of exploitation.  The 
potential reasons for increased risk 
include that young people in 
residential care are reportedly 
targeted by abusers (Beckett, 2011) 
and that the areas around shelters 
and drop-in centres are 'recruitment 
sites' for traffickers (Clawson and 
Goldblatt Grace, 2007).  In addition 
there are a number of other factors – 
such as lack of individual care and 
support for young people in residential 
care – which may put them at greater 
risk. 
 

4.4 Visibility of dedicated shelters 
 
For safety reasons organisations often 
do not disclose information regarding 
the location of shelters and group 
homes.  However, in some contexts, 
as Surtees (2008) has noted, 
dedicated shelters for victims of 
trafficking can be very visible to the 
rest of the community.  Such visibility 
can lead to stigma and discrimination 
(Chen and Marcovici, 2003; Hudd, 
2003).  Therefore, it could be 
presumed that other types of 
alternative care – including foster 
placements and kinship care – may 
be less visible to the community and 
so less stigmatising for the child. 
 

5 The carers 
 
5.1 The relationship with a consistent 

carer or worker is key 
 
Although hard to measure, research 
points to the importance of the 
relationship between the young 
person and their carer.  Beckett 
(2011) notes that, in her research, a 
positive relationship was repeatedly 
identified as one of the most effective 
protective factors that led to positive 
work with a young person involved in 
sexual exploitation.  In this report it 
was noted that when young people 
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felt that staff really cared for them, 
they were more likely to listen to them 
and confide in them.  This finding has 
been supported by others who note 
that 'safe accommodation' should be 
provided at the lowest level of 
physical security and highest level of 
'relationship security' (Creegan et al., 
2005). 
 
Research shows that children's ability 
to form an attachment to a carer is 
also linked to developing self-esteem, 
confidence and the ability to form 
healthy relationships – something that 
is often missing in large-scale 
residential facilities (Delap, 2011). 
 

5.2 The relationship with a consistent 
carer or worker is key 
 
Clawson and Goldblatt Grace (2007) 
highlight that some organisations 
supporting female victims of sexual 
exploitation believe that all staff 
working with them should also be 
female as, in most cases, the 
survivors will have been exploited by 
men.  However, some service 
providers do advocate for the 
involvement of male staff in order to 
allow victims to develop healthy, 
trusting relationships with adult males. 
 
While the gender of staff is often a 
factor, a number of organisations also 
have policies in place where they aim 
to hire survivors who have been 
through similar experiences in the 
past.  The motivation behind this is 
that survivors have 'been there, done 
that' and therefore can understand, 
relate to and may be perceived by the 
young person as more credible and 
less judgemental.  Whether survivors 
are hired or not, all staff should have 
specialist knowledge and skills and a 
strong desire to work with this group 
of young people (Clawson and 
Goldblatt Grace, 2007). 
 
The language abilities and culture of 
service providers have also been 

widely discussed in the literature 
(Surtees, 2008).  Although interpreters 
are often used, victims of trafficking 
are not always comfortable working 
through interpreters – either because 
they do not want to disclose in their 
presence or they are unsure about the 
connections of the interpreter to 
others from their home community 
(Rigby, 2010). 
 

5.3 Carers' attitudes 
 
In some situations, the attitudes and 
discriminatory behaviour exhibited 
towards victims by programme staff 
has also been highlighted as a 
concern (Aron et al., 2006).  Hudd 
(2003), from consultations with child 
survivors in Cambodia, noted that 
some girls said that they felt 
discriminated against within their 
centre.  They felt that they had to 
perform more menial tasks than other 
young people who had not been 
exploited.  This group of young people 
felt that attitudes and behaviours of 
the caretakers were critical, and they 
wanted staff to care for them and not 
hit them or say bad things to them.  
They wanted to be supported and 
encouraged to strive for a better future 
for themselves.  Girls in shelter homes 
in India also reported that staff 
sometimes stigmatised them and 
didn't treat them very well (School of 
Women's Studies, Jadavpur 
University 2012). 
 
A number of reports suggest that for 
staff and carers – including foster 
carers and those in residential centres 
– specialised and ongoing training to 
assist in working with this group of 
children is essential, together with 
clear standards and codes of conduct 
(Rosenberg, 2008; Asquith and 
Turner, 2008; Pearce et al., 2009; 
Brodie et al.  2011). 
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6 Security 
 

6.1 'Going missing' 
 
Children who are at risk of sexual 
exploitation, involved in sexual 
exploitation, or who have been 
identified as a potential victim of 
trafficking may abscond from their 
care setting (Jago et al., 2011; 
Beckett, 2011). 
 
In the UK, reporting suggests that a 
large number of suspected child 
trafficking victims have gone missing 
from care in the last few years 
(CEOP, 2011; Beddoe, 2007).  
Elsewhere in Europe, a similar trend 
has been reported for separated 
children in Belgium, France, Spain 
and Switzerland, where up to 50% of 
a given population have gone missing 
from care (Terre des Hommes, 2010).   
 
In the UK, it has been reported that 
suspected child trafficking victims are 
often taken into local authority care on 
arrival.  In some cases traffickers are 
thought to provide them with phone 
numbers, SIM cards or address books 
which allow them to make contact with 
the trafficker and abscond as soon as 
they are able (CEOP, 2011).  
Practitioners report that some children 
have taken extreme measures to 
escape, such as jumping out of 
windows at the first opportunity 
(Pearce et al.  2009).   
 
Service providers note that girls may 
run away due to them having an 
attachment to their exploiters 
(Clawson and Goldblatt Grace, 2007).  
It has also been suggested that some 
girls believe that 'the Life' is all they 
know and are sometimes lured back 
due to the perceived positives of this 
situation, including the attention they 
may receive. 
 
There are a variety of reasons why 
children and young people may go 

missing from care.  Unsurprisingly, 
research with this group is not 
available.  Although in some cases 
children leave and find themselves 
back with exploiters, there are likely to 
be other reasons why young people 
choose to run away from care.  Some 
children may be wrongly identified as 
victims; others may simply want to get 
on with their lives and need to earn 
some money; some will receive bad 
treatment whilst in care or be afraid of 
what might happen to them if they 
stay there. 
 

6.2 High risk periods for 'running' or 
'going missing' 
 
It is recognised that there may be 
'high risk' periods for every individual 
and therefore having a changing 
continuum of security measures in 
place for each child may be more 
appropriate than having high levels of 
security at all times.  For example, it 
has been reported that within the first 
few days and weeks of children being 
placed in care they are at greater risk 
of running away or making contact 
with their trafficker or exploiter.  
Abunimah and Blower (2010) note 
that one in five of their study sample 
in Ireland went missing and few were 
found again.  In this group boys were 
much more likely to go missing within 
the first few days or weeks of arrival.   
 
Therefore, at this stage more 
intensive support may be required and 
children may need to be accompanied 
when leaving the care home.  Other 
'high risk' periods may include where 
an asylum claim may potentially be 
rejected, when a child is due to move 
placement or where there is an 
upcoming court case. 
 

6.3 Minimising the risk of running 
 
From research in the UK, practitioners 
felt that a young person was less 
likely to go missing from foster or 
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residential care if the carer was 
present 24 hours a day.  Practitioners 
also believed that trying to build a 
trusting relationship as soon as 
possible was important to stop 
children from running.  Other 
strategies highlighted included 
intensive case management at 
periods where there is a heightened 
risk in addition to other practical 
security measures (Pearce et al.  
2009).   

 

6.4 Security measures 
 
There are a number of strategies that 
have been used by practitioners and 
organisations with the aim of 
protecting children. 
 
Clawson and Goldblatt Grace (2007) 
list a number of measures that 
organisations in the USA were taking 
to protect exploited children in their 
care including:  having an undisclosed 
location, security cameras and alarms 
systems; 24 hour staffing; the 
presence of security guards; limited 
phone use by residents; not allowing 
access to internet or only supervised 
access; locked doors and buzzer 
systems in place; and preapproved 
lists of visitors. 
 
In addition, service providers identified 
having close relationships with local 
law enforcement agencies and 
providing continual training for staff as 
being essential in order to maintain 
security.  Having safety plans for each 
resident was also considered useful 
and included each child identifying 
their own 'safety zones' and places 
they could go to seek help in the local 
area. 
 
In the UK, Pearce (2011) reports on 
similar measures used by 
organisations to protect trafficked 
children which include:  having a 
photo of the child; adult supervision 
during phone calls; the removal of 

phones and SIM cards; monitored use 
of the internet; confidentiality 
regarding locations; accommodating 
children on levels above the ground 
floor; sensory alarms and CCTV; and 
putting children on a voluntary 24 hour 
protection plan whereby the child is 
accompanied at all times. 
 
In addition to these measures, Beckett 
(2011) also highlights a number of 
legal strategies.  In this research, the 
importance of prosecuting abusers 
and using 'disruption plans' to break 
contact between the child and abuser 
were identified as important strategies 
to safeguard children.  Such 
strategies included monitoring 
abusers and serving them with 
harbouring notices.  These notices 
inform abusers that if they continue to 
associate with that particular child 
they will be arrested for child 
abduction under domestic law. 
 
The views of children and young 
people about the use of these 
methods has been less well explored. 
 

6.5 Dilemmas with security 
 
The security of shelters is one of the 
most contentious issues in this field.  
In many countries closed shelters 
exist; these are shelters that are 
locked down to ensure both that 
traffickers are unable to access 
children and that children cannot 
escape.  Surtees (2008) notes that 
these models were originally designed 
for very complex cases where victims 
did not have a legal status or where 
the case required high security.  
However, Surtees notes that such 
models are often used for all 
individuals, disregarding the actual 
risk posed to them.   
 
The implications and messages that 
some children may read from being in 
a closed facility are that they have 
done something wrong and are 
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therefore being imprisoned or 
detained (Gozdziak and Bump, 2008; 
Hudd, 2003).  Reports have 
highlighted that in some cases girls' 
bedroom doors are locked at night 
and they are unable to go the 
bathroom (Hudd, 2003; School of 
Women's Studies, 2012).  Children in 
these situations have voiced that they 
want more freedom (Hudd, 2003; 
Delap, 2011). 
 
Gallagher and Pearson (2008) note 
that the strictness of international 
policies around detaining children 
reflects the acknowledgement that 
children who are 'detained' are at high 
risk of abuse, victimisation and of 
having their rights violated (and being 
detained in itself may be a violation).  
They report that in situations where 
children are effectively being 
detained, shelters must comply with 
international law and only be used as 
a measure of last resort and for a 
minimum time.  They note that routine 
detention of child victims of trafficking 
should not be justified on the grounds 
of protection or best interests. 
 

7 Other restrictions and problems 
with residential care 
 

7.1 Stifling rules 
 
In shelters and homes 
accommodating victims of trafficking, 
research has highlighted the strict 
rules and restrictions that are 
sometimes in place (Aron et al., 2006; 
Clawson and Goldblatt Grace, 2007; 
Surtees, 2008).  Individuals complain 
of rules that restrict and monitor 
phone use and rules that limit contact 
with family members and those on the 
'outside'.  Surtees, whilst recognising 
the motivation behind the 
implementation of such policies, 
questions the impact such control and 
lack of freedom and choice has on an 
individual's privacy and ability to trust 
and recover.  Surtees (2008) also 

notes that such controlling features 
can lead to survivors declining 
assistance or resenting staff and 
assistance programmes. 
 
Surtees (2008) notes that 
programmes where trafficked persons 
have greater autonomy – such as 
preparing their own food, managing 
their own leisure time and being able 
to develop relationships outside the 
programme – are viewed more 
positively by adult survivors.  Surtees 
also proposes that if rules are 
developed together with beneficiaries, 
they are more likely to be respected, 
appropriate and observed.   
 
Where children have experienced 
extreme control and power by 
exploiters, carers should be careful 
not to replicate those power and 
control structures; they should ensure 
children are given choices and are 
involved in decision-making in order 
that they develop independence for 
the future.  Any restrictions that are 
made should be fully explained to 
every child – guided by a clear 
rationale and with clear guidelines for 
use – to ensure that such rules are 
appropriate for each individual and do 
not violate other rights. 
 

7.2 The quality of care 
 
There is concern that not all children 
receive high quality care, particularly 
in residential settings (Delap, 2011; 
Csáky, 2009).  Care facilities are not 
routinely monitored in every country 
and there are concerns over the lack 
of child-safe practices and policies. 
 
Researchers and advocates note that 
there is a need for standard operating 
procedures and general standards of 
care in all care facilities (Rosenberg, 
2008).  The Guidelines for the 
Alternative Care of Children 
welcomed by the UN in 2009, outlines 
the role of states in ensuring the 
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supervision, safety, well-being and 
development of every child placed in 
alternative care, and highlights the 
need for regular reviews into the 
appropriateness of all care 
placements. 
 

7.3 The 'institutionalisation' of children 
 
A number of researchers have noted 
that prolonged residential care can 
negatively impact on a child's ability to 
reintegrate back into society (Hilton, 
2008; Delap, 2011).  In some settings 
the isolation from families and 
communities can make it difficult for 
children to re-enter society and 
become independent.   
 
Boyle (2009) recommends that in 
order to meet reintegration objectives 
in Cambodia, there must be more 
interaction with local communities and 
families.  Suggestions include holding 
open days at shelters, supporting 
young people to volunteer in the 
community and organising sports 
competitions and artistic 
performances.  Boyle also notes that 
more funds need to go into supporting 
the immediate and extended family to 
care for the child by building income 
generation, funding scholarships and 
delivering counselling in the home.  
Questions also remain over whether 
children need to be placed in 
residential care at all or whether foster 
care could be used and their return to 
the home expedited. 
 

8 Residential care seen as 'better' 
 

8.1 Better standard of living and 
opportunities 
 
Boyle (2009) interviewed over 100 
children – some of whom had been 
trafficked – in various shelters and 
'orphanages' across Cambodia.  
Almost every child agreed that the 
food in the shelter was better than at 
home and that they had more friends, 

toys and opportunities for recreation in 
the centre.  However, children did 
report that they missed their families. 
 
Reports have also highlighted that 
some children fear that once they 
leave the shelter they will no longer be 
able to study but will have to help earn 
money for the family.  In Cambodia, 
girls reported that they were anxious 
about having to leave the shelter 
before completing their education 
(Miles and Miles, 2010).  Globally, it is 
believed that some children enter 
residential care in order to gain an 
education or benefit from other 
services, rather than because they 
need care and protection outside of 
the family home (Delap, 2011).  This 
is something that needs to be 
sensitively managed. 
 

9 Cost and resources 
 

9.1 Building residential care homes 
diverts resources 
 
Many organisations have highlighted 
the potentially harmful impact of 
residential care for children and 
therefore promote the use of 
alternative family and community-
based care models (Csáky, 2009; 
Delap, 2011). These organisations 
argue that by building more care 
homes and centres, resources are 
diverted away from developing 
alternative family-based care options, 
such as investing in training foster 
carers. Rather than creating new 
facilities, many believe that work 
should be targeted at improving the 
standards in existing homes and 
developing other alternative care 
models. 
 

9.2 The cost of different models of care 
 
Evidence suggests that residential 
care is more expensive than other 
forms of alternative care (Csáky, 
2009).  Research by the organisation 
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EveryChild shows that large-scale 
residential care homes are twice as 
expensive to operate as small group 
homes; three to five times more 
expensive than foster care; and eight 
times more costly than providing 
support to vulnerable families to care 
for children at home (EveryChild, 
2005). 
 

Key general recommendations 
from the available literature 
for practice 

 
Children who are unable to be cared 
for by family need a safe, stable place 
to stay where they feel they belong 

 
 Family tracing and contact with the 

family should be a priority, if in the 
best interests of the child. 

 The right care option for a child 
should be determined based on 
their individual needs and 
circumstances in order to ensure 
the 'best fit'. 

 A child's placement should be 
informed by rigorous assessments, 
monitoring and regular review to 
respond to changes in their 
situation. 

 Children should be involved in their 
care plan and be given real options 
and means to voice their views. 

 There should be a range of care 
options available for every child. 

 The relationship between the child 
and carer or staff is central to a 
successful placement. 

 The location where the child is 
placed should be considered based 
on the risks posed and support 
networks available in different 
areas. 

 Carers need continual support and 
training to help them support 
children and keep them safe. 

 The population within a care setting 
needs to be considered, including 
the dynamics, behaviours, age and 
stage of recovery of different 
individuals. 

 
There is a range of measures that can 
be used to keep children safe 

 
 A trusting, consistent relationship 

between the carer and child is likely 
to be the most important protective 
measure that can be put in place – 
this relationship may be with a 
guardian, social worker, carer or 
other adult. 

 Individual safety plans for every 
child should be in place, reviewed 
and updated. 

 Security and safety measures 
should be constantly reviewed, 
based on the risk at the time. 
 

Key areas for future research 
 
 Learn more about the role of 

different forms of alternative care 
other than residential care for 
children affected by sexual 
exploitation and trafficking – such 
as foster care, kinship care and 
independent living. 

 Monitor and evaluate services and 
mechanisms for caring for children 
in alternative care. 

 Ask children and young people, 
away from their carers, about their 
experiences of care placements 
and what makes them feel safe. 

 Research into the impact of 
residential care for children who 
are placed in care at an older age. 
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