
   
 

1 

 

Comic Relief 
 

UK Grants  

Comic Relief’s Sexually Exploited and Trafficked Young 

People’s Grants Programme 
Over 100 grants over 10 years 

  Reducing harm to young people 

 

Introduction 
 

Comic Relief has been funding work addressing the sexual exploitation and trafficking of young people since 

1998.  

 

Underlying our funding is our Theory of Change: 

The sexual exploitation and trafficking of young people can be reduced by identifying those who are most 
at risk and providing them with access to support, knowledge of their rights and other options. This support 
can be best provided by expert practitioners (who are in turn supported by better policy, co-ordination and 
shared learning). It can also be prevented by raising awareness of the risks of sexual exploitation amongst 

young people in general and in society at large.  

 

In 2010 DMSS Research and Consultancy were commissioned to analyse the contribution this funding has 

made towards reducing harm to young people involved in these issues. The evaluation had 2 aims:  

 to analyse the contribution Comic Relief had made towards achieving the outcomes it had set itself; 

and  

 to contribute to a better understanding of what works in achieving these outcomes 

 

From 1998-2010 Comic Relief made 102 grants totalling £9,250,129. DMSS analysed data from these grants 

and studied 12 projects that represented the different types of projects supported in depth. Extrapolating 

from the data available, DMSS estimated that around 120,000 young people benefitted from these grants. 

They also interviewed key informants in the sexual exploitation and trafficking fields to ascertain their expert 

assessment of the role Comic Relief has played in achieving change. 

 

The programme had five outcomes:   

 increased access to services for young people at risk of sexual exploitation and trafficking;   

 increased access for young people to advice and information;   

 increased skills, knowledge and resources for adults working with young people;  

 increased awareness of the issue by policy makers;  and  

 better sector coordination.   
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SECTION 1: How has funding contributed towards achieving the outcomes? 

 
Funding supported a range of services including: intensive one-to-one support and group work (central to 

most projects); outreach to identify and engage with young people, often ‘under the radar’; advocacy, to 

help them access what they need; creative work to enable young people to express themselves and develop 

self-esteem; specialist work with boys and young men; and support to trafficked young people. 

 

It further enabled many new services to come into being and allowed existing ones to extend their reach to 

many more young people. In an uncertain funding environment Comic Relief provided a flexible and needs 

led response, providing stability and continuity that enabled projects to keep highly specialised and 

knowledgeable staff.  

 

Our support ensured that projects providing direct support were also able to undertake awareness raising 

and preventive education reaching many thousands of young people in schools and elsewhere. It also 

enabled tailored prevention work to be undertaken with young people most at risk, such as those in care or 

young offenders. New approaches also developed as issues emerged, such as preventive work with boys and 

young people at risk through the internet. 

 

There was a strong focus on supporting professional training and development; policy change and awareness 

raising.  Most of the projects funded for other work also provided some form of professional training or 

awareness raising, considerably contributing to what is available in the UK and potentially improving the 

services young people received. There was also support for the development of a range of resources for 

professionals, both on and off-line. 

 

The funding achieved significant impact on a number of issues, particularly child trafficking. It also 

encouraged many Local Safeguarding Children’s Board to recognise the issue as a child protection one and 

gave projects the capacity and independence to undertake relevant influencing work. It also provided an 

important catalyst for bringing together different sectors to work together towards shared aims. 

 
Although there is still a way to go, there have been many positive developments in the field of work to 

address the sexual exploitation and trafficking of young people: better understanding of how to identify 

young people at risk; more services; and tangible change to legislation, policy and practice. Although it is 

hard to indentify the extent to which these can be attributed solely to Comic Relief’s funding, DMSS 

concluded that as the largest funder in this field it is not unreasonable for Comic Relief to claim a degree of 

credit for the changes achieved.  
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SECTION 2: What have we learnt from our grant making in this field? 

 
WHAT WORKS: LESSONS FOR PRACTICE 

1. Comic Relief’s theory of change emphasises the importance of raising the awareness of young people as 

well as supporting those already being exploited. This was clearly reflected in projects’ descriptions of a 

three level model of intervention according to level of risk. There was widespread agreement that to be 

effective, services needed to work with young people at all three levels: intensive ‘casework’ support for 

those who have been seriously exploited and abused; a less intensive approach with those at risk; and 

prevention work with young people generally. 

 

2. A holistic approach providing a range of support was seen as vital. So, for example, a project may be 

particularly associated with outreach but will also provide individual and group support; referral to other 

services; practical support; and, where resources allow, creative work which was frequently described as 

having a major impact on young people’s confidence. But building a trusting one-to-one relationship 

between the worker and the young person was seen as being at the heart of the work; and often a lifeline 

for very vulnerable young people. There also needs to be consistency, with support available for as long as is 

needed, often years; and a willingness to see every young person as unique. 

 

3. Outreach work remains important but must continually adapt to expansions in patterns of exploitation: 
from street corners to flats; from older male grooming to peer grooming; and all within the background of 
developments of internet technology. Projects emphasised the importance of learning from young people 
themselves to develop new approaches to reaching them/young people such as social networking.   
 
4. There was also some emphasis on tackling perpetrators and to increase level of convictions. This was 
acknowledged to be extremely difficult but several people observed that it is critical to ultimately reducing 
sexual exploitation and trafficking. The issue of peer grooming was also raised as being an increasing 
phenomenon. 
 

5. Creative work was frequently described as having a major positive impact on young people’s confidence, 

enabling them to understand what has happened to them, and take control of their lives.  

 

6. The importance of advocacy was highlighted, both individual and collective. The difficulties of this for 

small agencies that may well be in receipt of statutory funding cannot be underestimated. Projects need 

some measure of independence; and the capacity for this vital aspect of working for long-term improvement 

of structures and services. 
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7. The need for working with sexually exploited and trafficked young men and those at risk is now better 

recognised. Approaches to working with them are similar in many ways to working with young women, for 

example, the trusting one-to-one relationship. But most felt there were some differences in patterns of 

grooming; (within a gay subculture for example) and also, more crucially, in how best to engage them. Young 

men seem to take longer to recognise their exploitation; and often need a different style of working 

involving short intensive bursts between activities, rather than the long spells of talking favoured by young 

women. 

 

8. There was agreement on the importance of preventive work with young people, reaching them early to 

reduce their involvement in risky activities; and carried out alongside direct support services. Respondents 

asserted that prevention is often more effective when carried out by independent specialist workers rather 

than generic professionals because of reasons discussed in point 9 below. 

 

9. People felt that the level of awareness amongst professionals had generally risen over the last few years; 

but that non-specialist practitioners often do not have the skills or confidence to take this issue on 

themselves, resulting in increased referrals to specialist projects. Levels of knowledge are also variable, for 

example it is particularly patchy on the issue of sexual exploitation of young men and very low on trafficking 

of young people generally. It was important therefore to provide awareness raising, training and professional 

support to generic workers of all types who work with young people so they can better identify need and 

provide support themselves. 

 

10. All interviewees made the point that networking is crucial to achieving local change and most are 

involved in local partnerships and/or the Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards.  A number reported helping 

to shape the local response to national policy and guidance. This suggests that the existence of specialist 

local projects can act as a catalyst for areas to take the issue more seriously. 

 

WHAT WORKS: LESSONS FOR FUNDERS  

 Maintain a focus on the issue over a period of time, recognising the need for sustained commitment to 

the area where progress is gradual, echoing the need sexually exploited and/or trafficked young people 

themselves have for long term support. 3 year funding and the chance to re-apply for a second grant for 

the same work are part of this. 

 Focus on outcomes rather than stipulating one kind of work such as services or focusing on outputs and 

high numbers. This means funding a variety of work in this area, all vital in contributing towards the 

overall aim of reducing harm. It also means recognising that the intensive one-to-one work is going to be 

with relatively small numbers of young people. 

 Be flexible in approach and willing to tackle issues and needs as they emerge. This particularly applies to 

some of the national policy work that most said would not have been funded otherwise. They also valued 

the role of a dedicated programme manager within the funder organisation who can develop some 

knowledge of the field. For individual projects flexibility means encouraging learning and not penalising 
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failure; if an approach does not work then considering the possibility of allowing the funds to be used to 

do something else that will. 

 Recognise that most organisations working in this field will be working on a number of levels: service 
provision, training and awareness raising, policy development and networking. 

 

 

Summary 
 

Over the last 10 years awareness of the sexual exploitation and trafficking of young people has grown and 

more young people are seeking help. There are more services, professionals are better trained and have 

greater access to specialist expertise to help them through complex cases. Research has highlighted some 

areas where improved coordination and recognition of the problem would lead to better outcomes, and the 

upcoming National Action Plan from the Government will hopefully address these issues. The challenge is to 

ensure that progress isn’t stalled – the financial climate is already beginning to threaten services and it is 

vital that policy makers remain open to engagement. Funders need to maintain a good understanding of the 

implications of the political environment in developing programmes of work around this issue as well as on 

individual projects. Only through strong partnerships between the public and voluntary sectors and funders 

will progress be maintained.  
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