
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LSCB Briefing on young people with learning disabilities and CSE 

This briefing summaries the findings and recommendations from Unprotected, overprotected: meeting the needs of young people with learning 

disabilities who experience, or are at risk of, sexual exploitation, undertaken by Barnardo’s, The Children’s Society, British Institute of Learning 

Disabilities (BILD), Paradigm Research and Coventry University. Read the full report, published in September 2015, here 
 

Children with learning disabilities are not being adequately protected from sexual exploitation. They are more vulnerable to Child Sexual Exploitation 

(CSE) than other children because they face additional barriers to their protection and to receiving support. 
 

The research says that few children with learning disabilities meet high thresholds for support from services. There is also limited awareness that 
young people with learning disabilities are sexually exploited and a false perception that they do not need sex and relationships education or 
accessible information about how to keep safe online and in the community.  
 

The research also reveals that significant numbers of children with learning disabilities are not being adequately protected due to a lack of specialist 
services and a failure to implement existing national and local policies. 
 

The report focuses on children with a learning disability but does also consider children with Autism and ADHD. 
 

Messages for professionals: 

 

 

It can be challenging for someone with a learning 

disability to understand the factors relating to CSE 

Try to provide support to parents and carers to improve 

their awareness of CSE and enable them to protect 

and support their children, 

Listen to children and young people with learning 

disabilities 

Their lack of empowerment contributes directly to their 

increased vulnerability to CSE. Children may not report 

CSE because they do not know they are being 

sexually exploited, and may fear getting into trouble. 

Disclosures happen after a 

strong relationship has been 

built 

These relationships are based 

on trust and listening to the 

young person. Be sure to not 

only undertake a thorough 

assessment of young people’s 

needs and circumstances, but 

to do so in such a way that the 

child or young person feels 

comfortable talking to you and 

be assured that they will be 

listened to and believed. 

Guidance on sex, 

relationships, keeping safe 

and risk-taking should be a 

part of every child’s care 

plan and support 

This helps children and young 

people with learning disabilities 

to build their understanding, 

knowledge and confidence, 

and reduce social isolation. 

http://www.barnardos.org.uk/cse_learning_and_disability_report_2015.pdf
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/cse_learning_and_disability_report_2015.pdf
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/cse_learning_and_disability_report_2015.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CSE campaigns  
and awareness-

raising activities at 
national and local 

levels should 
include a focus on 
young people with 

learning disabilities 

Professionals, 
practitioners and 

volunteers 
should be better 

equipped to 
respond 

   Legislation, policy and 
guidance should ensure 
the implementation of a  

welfare and child-centred 
approach for young people 
identified as perpetrators of CSE 
 

Multi-agency 

responses should 

focus on support 

to the child’s 

specific learning 

needs 

 

Guidance on sex, 

relationships, keeping safe 

     and risk-taking must form part 

of every child’s plan (education, 

health and/or care plan) and 

associated support.  

 

 

Bodies that commission, or 

agencies that deliver, multi-agency 

training at a local level to 

professionals whose work includes 

responsibility for the safety and 

welfare of children should ensure 

that this incorporates information on 

both CSE and learning disabilities. 

Campaigning       

     activity should be  

developed and  

               delivered in partnership 

with children, young people and 

young adults with learning 

disabilities and all materials made 

available in a range of accessible 

formats. 

Parents and carers should 

be supported to improve 

their awareness of CSE 

and enabled to protect 

and support their children  

 

Schools should provide 

high-quality, age 

appropriate sex and 

relationship education, 

including same-sex 

relationships, with 

information adapted and 

made accessible.  

Multi-agency mapping 

activity should take 

place to incorporate a 

focus on the risks to 

young people with 

learning disabilities. 

 

Governments should 
ensure development, 

revision and 
implementation of 

legislation, policy and 
guidance to meet the 

needs of young people 
with learning disabilities 
who experience, or are 

at risk of, CSE. 

Government and local 
agencies, including 

education providers, 
should take an active 

role in raising awareness 
of CSE among young 
people with learning 
disabilities and their 
parents and carers 

Main recommendations 

Multi-agency 
arrangements must 
lead to an effective 
response to young 

people with learning 
disabilities who 

experience, or are 
at risk of, CSE 


