Briefing from The Children’s Society
Young Runaways and Child Sexual Exploitation debate
Westminster Hall, 21 June 2011, 11.00am-12.30pm
“Everything was against me – I had a fight with my family and it was just running through my
mind that they didn‟t want me back – no one wants me” (young person)
1. The Children’s Society.
The Children’s Society supports nearly 50,000 children and young people every year through
our specialist services and children’s centres. Our priority is children who have nowhere else
to turn, such as young refugees, children at risk on the streets, disabled children and children
in trouble with the law. We seek to give a voice to children and young people and influence
policy and practice so they have a better chance in life.
The Children’s Society has campaigned to safeguard and protect young runaways for over 25
years. Through our groundbreaking research, policy and practice in this field we have
provided evidence and solutions to ensure that young people receive a safeguarding response
for statutory agencies. We deliver nine projects working with children who run away or are at
risk of being sexual exploited, supporting more than 1,000 children every year. The services
provide a safe haven where children can go for independent and confidential help, advice and
support.
All evidence included in this briefing is from our research, evidence from practitioners and
young people we have worked with.
2. The nature and scale of the problem
The term ‘runaway’ refers to a child under the age of 16 who has spent one night or more
away from their home without parental permission. Children will run away for many reasons,
mainly relating to poor family relationships, conflict and abuse in the home.
Key statistics (Rees et al, 2005 ‘Still Running II’. London: The Children’s Society):
100,000 young people in the UK will runaway overnight on at least one occasion before
the age of 16, the equivalent of one child every five minutes.
20,000 of which (or 1 in 5) will be at serious risk while they are away, as they may be
hurt or harmed, sleep rough or stay with someone they have just met.
A quarter of these children have been thrown out of home – the equivalent of 70 every
day.
Most children (two thirds) who run away are not reported as missing to the police by
their parents or guardians.
Only a small minority (5%) will seek professional help while they are away; either
because they do not know what help is available for them, or they are worried about the
consequences of asking for help.
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away, the police would find me and bring me back home.” (Young person)

What are the key indicators of risk?
The reality is that any child could decide to run away but we know from our research that
some are more likely to do so than others. We have found that girls are more likely to run
away than boys and that most children run away when they are between the age of 13 and
15. However, a quarter will run away before they are 13 and one in ten before the age of ten.
We also know that some specific groups of children are more likely to run away than others:
Children in care – They are three times more likely to run away although they only
make up two per cent of the total number of runaways.
Children who are facing difficulties in school – A third of young people who said that
they had problems attending school had run away.
Children who use drugs and alcohol or are in trouble with the police – Over a third of
young people who have problems in these areas run away.
Children who define themselves as disabled or having learning difficulties – They have
higher than average rates of running away.
“I just felt like I didn‟t want to be in the world. Life wasn‟t worth living and I just wanted to be
on my own. I didn‟t really think about where I was going.” (young person).
When children run away from home or care they will be in great danger of being physically or
sexually abused or exploited. This is a common finding from all voluntary sector
organisations. For example, Barnardo’s services which work with children at risk of, or
involved in, sexual exploitation say that more than half of children they support run away on a
regular basis.1 The issue of child sexual exploitation cannot be addressed without focusing on
safeguarding children who run away or go missing.
3. What happens when a child runs away?
Statutory guidance2 published in 2009 sets out local authority’s responsibilities to safeguard
children who run away or go missing from home and care. When a child runs away if they are
reported as missing to the police they will receive a „safe and well‟ check to establish their
well-being and find out they were the victim of crime or abuse whilst missing. In addition the
child should receive an independent return interview to establish why they ran away and what
additional support they need. Through these interventions, if a safeguarding issue is identified
a referral can be made to Children’s Services can be made. From this intervention a referral
can be made for the child to access support by either statutory or voluntary services, for
example intensive support, family mediation and emergency accommodation.
Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards should co-ordinate the multi agency response. This
should include clear protocols to define agencies responsibilities, and procedures for recording
and sharing information and data between the police, children’s services and the voluntary
sector, which should be analysed to inform service provision. Where a young person
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persistently goes missing from care, a multi-agency risk management meeting should be
organised, to discuss safeguarding issues and care planning for the child.
However we know from our research and practice that this response does always happen;
with a significant variation in the implementation of the guidance with a lack of consistency
across local areas.
An example of our practice
Street Safe – Lancashire is part of our Lancashire Children’s Rights Service. It works in
partnership with Lancashire Constabulary and Lancashire County Council to support children
and young people who are missing from care or home and are victims of or vulnerable to
sexual exploitation.
The structure of the work has progressed now to The Children’s Society’s staff being based
within three of Lancashire’s child sexual exploitation multi-agency specialist teams Cherish
(Southern division), Deter (Preston division) and Freedom (Penine division) which include
Police, Children’s Social Care, Health and other organisations. The teams hold weekly and
monthly meetings to discuss individual cases that they are working with, to share information
and ensure the young people get a safeguarding response. Children can self-refer to the
project, but referrals are mainly received from police missing person’s reports, social care or
any other services. The project works with over 25 children intensively every year, as well as
supporting children in group work or through schools education work. The project provides
training and awareness raising to professionals and the local community.
4. Lack of support – need for a national safety net.
There has been important progress in recognising and identifying running away as a key issue
for children. Policy makers have provided a clear framework for how agencies should respond
when a child runs away from home or care. However, we are acutely aware that the guidance
is only as effective as its implementation and over the last year our practitioners have become
concerned that it is not resulting in the step change that was intended.
Many children who run away are not seen as being at risk of significant harm, and will not
meet children’s services thresholds for intervention. In areas where there is no specialist
support, there will be few other interventions and support for young people. Currently there
are around 50 services in England with some form of specialist support, however a number
are either experiencing cuts in funding or that their funding is at risk over the next year.
In particular there is a lack of data sharing and analysis of how many children run away in a
local area to inform service provision. This was happening through National Indicator 71,
which was scrapped last year following the decision by the coalition government to remove
the entire indicator set for local areas. However, the response from voluntary sector providers
and some local authorities suggests that it acted as a vital catalyst for strategic development
in sharing information and improving performance. There is widespread concern that
removing the target has hindered multi-agency practice development.
We are particularly concerned that children are not being identified and referred on to the
support they need. A recent study conducted jointly by The Children’s Society, NSPCC and
University of York found that professionals perceived older children to be more competent and
resilient in dealing with maltreatment than younger children. This included being able to

escape abusive situations and seek help.3 Disclosing maltreatment was found to be
particularly difficult for older children. They are far more reluctant to develop trusting
relationships with professionals and are fearful of the consequences.
For the two-thirds of children who are not reported as missing they may not receive any help
or support, unless they are identified by a professional or ask for help themselves. The reality
is that most children who runaway will not look for help from professional agencies. This
indicates that running away remains largely hidden from all agencies – the police, children’s
social care, schools, youth services and health services.
Our practitioners find that mainstream services like schools and the police are not sufficiently
aware of all of the risks facing children who run away. Instead, if a child runs away regularly
there is a tendency for agencies to become complacent about the child’s ability to take care of
themselves.
5. What needs to change and questions?
“My advice to anyone who‟s thinking of running away is don‟t do it. It doesn‟t help. You need
to find someone you can talk to and let them know how you are feeling.” (young person, 15).
Recently the Government has announced that the Child Exploitation and Online Protection
Centre (CEOP) is to provide a national response to children who go missing and it has made a
commitment to develop an action plan on child sexual exploitation4.
We are calling for this to focus on the needs of both young runaways and children who are
sexually exploited. We are particularly concerned that child sexual exploitation is being
addressed in isolation from the issue of running away. Critically, the government needs to
consider the needs of these children together with running away being an early indicator of
sexual exploitation. Many of the gaps in statutory responses are similar, such as a lack of
knowledge about how many children are affected, a lack of local multi-agency working to
support them and a lack of identification by professionals.
We believe, for the action plan to provide an effective safety net for both young runaways and
children who are sexually exploited, it should focus on:
Providing timely advice, guidance and support to children who run away and their
parents and carers.
Improving support for children who run away, such as early intervention programmes,
intensive one to one support, family mediation and outreach youth services.
Improve the responses of local authorities to the problem and make sure they have
the right procedures in place to meet the needs of runaways.
Improving police responses by sharing good practice so that all forces prioritise the
need to protect vulnerable children who run away.
Through our practice, we know that young runaways will only be protected when they are
seen as a priority for a child protection response by every local authority and police force. We
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believe the Government needs to make this a mainstream concern of all agencies and
professionals working with children, or it will not happen this will not happen.
Possible issues to raise:
To ask the Minister what steps he is taking to ensure that teachers and social care
professionals are trained to recognise the risks associated with children running away
from home or care and, critically, how to respond to them?
To ask the Minister what steps the Government has taken to provide information in
schools and through other settings to children and young people about the risks of
running away and where to get help if they need it?
To ask the Minister what steps they have taken to provide information to families and
parents about where to get help if they are experiencing problems; and information
about how to report their child as missing?
To ask the Minister how we ensure that local authorities commission early intervention
services that meet the needs of young runaways including return interviews, intensive
support and emergency accommodation?
To ask the Minister how we ensure that best practice between local areas is shared to
support and improve the development of services for young runaways?
To ask the Minister how we ensure that local areas gather information on the numbers
of children who run away from home and care, to determine patterns and prevalence
and to inform local responses?
To ask the Minister how we ensure that the inspection and accountability mechanisms
for local authorities comply with local authorities’ statutory duties for children who run
away from home and care?
To ask the Minister how we ensure that local authorities work with the police to share
and analyse data collected on how many children run away from home and care?

For more information, please contact Susie Ramsay, Policy Adviser, on 0207 841 4573 or
susie.ramsay@childrenssociety.org.uk.

