
   Introduction 

This briefing is to raise awareness of the need 
for practitioners to consider the words, phrases, 
discourses and jargon used when speaking to and 
speaking about victims of exploitation. Language 
refers to that used verbally and that which is written 
in files, referrals, assessments and reports. 

Individuals rarely intend to use language that is 
victim blaming. It’s often unconscious. The language 
we use is shaped by and normalised within the 
cultures we work, live, and spend time in.

Language is always changing. Terms that were 
common and accepted in the recent past may no 
longer be. It is important to have an open and 
reflective mindset to ensure we all adapt, just as 
language does over time.

     Why does it matter?

Victim-blaming language can reinforce the shame 
and guilt that perpetrators make their victims feel 
when trying to control them. It can also strengthen 
emotional bonds between victims and perpetrators. 

It creates a mind-set in which both exploiter and 
exploited are blameworthy and united as ‘part 
of a team’. This message is often reinforced by 
exploiters who will try and distance the young 
person from safeguarding professionals and 
positive influence.

   What do we need to do?

When referring to people who have been, or 
are at risk of being exploited, the language we 
use should reflect the presence of coercion and 
the lack of control people have in abusive or 
exploitative situations. We must recognise the 
severity of the impact exploitation has on the 
individual. 

Professionals should avoid using inappropriate 
terms in their recordings/conversations 
and should be mindful of when they enter 
their thinking and challenge them. When in 
meetings or discussions respectfully challenge 
any inappropriate language, labelling and 
terminology about children.
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For example… “putting themselves at risk” - this implies that the child is responsible for the risks 
presented by the perpetrator and that they can make free and informed choices without recognition of 
the child’s age, circumstances and lived experience or the realities of grooming, coercion, and control.

Suggested alternatives

There are a lack of protective factors surrounding the child. 

The situation could reduce the child’s safety. 

The location is dangerous to children. 

It is unclear whether the child is under duress to go missing. 

There are concerns that the child may be being exploited.

 

Remember

Avoid language implying that the child or young person is responsible in any way for abuse 
and crime that they are subjected to. It is important to recognise a child cannot consent to 
their own exploitation.

Interested in learning more?

Please see the links below to resources that were used to develop this briefing: 

The Children’s Society Guidance (2022) ‘Appropriate Language in Relation to Child 
Exploitation’  

Making Words Matter. Attending to Language when working with children subject to or at 
risk of Exploitation: A Practice and Knowledge Briefing. NWG Network, Derby, UK
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https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/child-exploitation-language-guide
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/child-exploitation-language-guide
https://www.northtynesidescp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Making-Words-Matter.-A-practice-knowledge-brief.pdf
https://www.northtynesidescp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Making-Words-Matter.-A-practice-knowledge-brief.pdf

