
In a new light
Photographs & words from the Having Our Say Project



Between January and September 2010, 28 young 
people, from eight projects across England worked 
with Kyna Gourley, a professional photographer 
to take part in a national photography project. 
Participants came from projects in Blackburn, Keighley, 
Derby, London, Manchester, Middlesbrough, and 
Walsall. All the projects work differently but all 
support young people at risk of, or affected by, sexual 
exploitation. Participants were aged from 12 to 25 
years, including young men and women and came 
from a number of different communities. While young 
people who took part in this project understood that 
sexual exploitation was the issue which linked the 
projects involved, it wasn’t always the one issue which 
defined them or their photography. 

The project itself was run on participatory principles 
in which young people took full control of the images 
and writing they created, editing their own portfolios 
and deciding how they wanted to use their photos 
to present themselves to the outside world. Over six 
half day sessions, the project provided young people 
with an opportunity to learn new skills and express 
themselves through images and captions. 

Those who took part have allowed us to share the 
images that follow to reflect their skills and talents 
as well as a range of concerns which they face. In 
the pages ahead, artistic work sits alongside familiar 
motifs of normal young lives: going out and having 
fun with friends; the importance of family; following 
fashion; signs of poetry and beauty and future 
ambitions. Meanwhile other pictures tell of some of 
the complex issues that many participants negotiate 
with resilience in their everyday lives. The diversity 
of images perhaps reflects the fact that sexual 
exploitation, or the risk of it, rarely stands by itself as 
an issue in young people’s lives. It is both the cause 
and result of a multitude of other difficult situations 
that young people are forced to deal with.

Perhaps the most common theme that arose during 
discussions and in photographs was difficulties young 
people faced finding safe and stable places to live 
and call home. Over half of all participants were living 
in temporary, unstable and at times inappropriate 
housing during the course of this project. Other 
worries reflected in images include difficulties 
negotiating family ties, love and relationships, taking 
risks and staying safe and managing the emotions that 
all these issues throw up. 

It is a tribute to the commitment and strength of all 
those who took part that all but one completed the 
project at the same time as negotiating these issues, 
starting new college courses, dealing with difficult 
housing moves or care proceedings, helping police 
prosecutions, finishing exams, and supporting their 
families and friends. 

Opportunities for these young people to communicate 
their experiences to a wider audience, and to 
challenge the assumptions made about them remain 
relatively rare. They often continue to be spoken for 
by professionals, stereotyped or simply ignored. 
The photos here are those that participants chose to 
represent themselves and they remind us that young 
lives are vibrant, diverse, complicated and sometimes 
unfairly hard. These images also resist traditional 
views of young people as victims, risky, or difficult to 
engage and instead share their talents, commitment 
and concerns to a wider world. 

All images  
© Photographer / Project / NWG / PhotoVoice

The project

Camille Warrington
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Trying to Fly

Vickie
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Defining, explaining and talking about sexual exploitation 
is hard. It’s professional language, and it’s used to describe 
a subject that’s difficult for anyone, young or old to talk 
about. Many of the young people who took part in this 
project found these words cold and stigmatising, still, it 
is important to acknowledge it’s the issue which linked 
the projects represented in this book and exhibition. All 
those who took part were attending the projects either 
because someone was worried they were at risk of sexual 
exploitation, or they had been directly affected by it. 

For professionals sexual exploitation is defined as abuse 
which involves:

exploitative situations, contexts and relationships 
where young people (or a third person or persons) 
receive ‘something’ (e.g. food, accommodation, 
drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, affection, gifts, money) as 
a result of performing, and/or others performing on 
them, sexual activities. (www.nwg.org) 

For the young people involved in this project it meant 
lots of different things. For some young people it was 
something that they didn’t want to talk about or refer to. 
Others who took part chose to share their own definitions 
and explain it in their words. Here are some of the words 
they chose to help explain it to those reading this book or 
viewing this exhibition.

What is sexual exploitation?
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What it is…

A manipulative situation
Sexual exploitation is where a young person has been 
taken advantage of, often by someone older

People buying you gifts to manipulate you

Its sexual abuse

How it happens…
If you think bad of yourself and you listen to other people 
and then act how they want you to act

Drugs, alcohol, self esteem – all these things make you 
act differently. 

Self esteem can help you to avoid being led into things a 
bit – but it’s still hard when you’re trying to fit in with the 
crowd – with the same people

When people get drunk and put themselves in situations 
they regret

What you could first see as a laugh, something to do, I 
now see as more serious

Who’s at risk?
It can happen to anyone – you’re not alone

People might think it’s only happening to them, but it’s 
happening to other people as well

It’s like people who don’t have the full understanding of 
what is going on, and either come close to, or do make 
the wrong decisions around relationships – and need help 
making the right decisions

It’s not just outside that you can be in danger, but indoors 
on the internet or in families too

In our words, what is grooming and sexual exploitation.

How does it make you feel?
It can make you lose trust in other people, both men and 
women 

Bad relationships can make you lose respect and trust of 
yourself and towards other people

…then people then can lose trust towards you

Moving on
… you can learn ways to protect yourself from being 
manipulated

Learning to keep yourself safe online

[I’m] learning to look at things that have happened in the 
past in a new way. 



When I’m getting ready I like to take 
pictures.

Catherine

‘Give me two minutes, 
I’m just getting ready’.

To keep young people safe it was 
agreed that no photos revealing 
young people’s identities would be 
shown. With this in mind, young 
people worked creatively to find 
new ways to take self portraits. 
The following pages show some of 
these portraits alongside images of 
normal young lives: going out with 
friends and staying in; taking risks 
and staying safe; everyday moments 
and ‘everyday things’; and images of 
beauty. Alongside these are Mariam 
and Sadie’s thoughtful reminder 
that ‘being bold and beautiful isn’t 
everything’ and can sometimes come 
with its own difficulties.

When I look at the photograph 
I’m surprised at myself  
— feedback session, Walsall 
Street Teams
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This is me
1. Cigarette, 2. Make-up, 3. Straightners,  
4. Perfume, 5. Phone: no credit – if it had credit, 
it would be at the top! 6. Scarf, 7. Shoes.  
My everyday things. I need to have these 
things. Without makeup, I wouldn’t go out of 
the house. Perfume makes me smell good, and 
cigarettes makes me feel less stressed.

Wiz

Give me two minutes, I’m just getting ready. 
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Unusual 
This one was like an unusual one – when I 
look at this it just makes me think about – I 
don’t know, I just like the picture – I like 
how you can’t see much – you can only see 
half that foot and there’s like a black stripe 
and the rests of its white and you can only 
see one toe.

High heels 
Heels remind me of being drunk, because 
that’s the only time I wear heels, when we go 
to a party or something and we get drunk and 
have fun.

MariamAliyyah
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Clubbing  
I think about going out, loud music and my 
friends – just like running down the street 
in high heels or just like dancing in heels.
What do you feel like when you go out 
dancing in high heels?
Very confident in myself. I like going out 
clubbing because I can spend more time 
with my friends. They can’t really come 
to my house because of our family, and 

there’s really no where to go to. This is 
because there are no youth clubs and no 
where else to go. So going out clubbing is 
stuff that me and my friends enjoy doing. 
If you don’t go out clubbing, you end up 
dossing on the streets where its cold and 
you catch a cold or flu. Then, you have to 
stay in for longer.

Aliyyah
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When I’m out people just look at me like 
I’m an object, not a person, because I’m 
pretty. Only people who have got to know 
me treat me like an actual person. Boys 
who see me in the street just say whatever 
they feel they want to do to me, they don’t 
respect me just because I’m pretty.

Being bold and beautiful isn’t 
everything.

Mariam Sadie
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Colour 
I was thinking colour, that’s my favourite 
colour blue.

Dana
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Saturday night 
Why does life revolve around this?

Sadie
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My life 
I reckon it’s better to stay at home rather 
than messing around and getting involved 
with trouble. Music fills up most of my day 
at home. Don’t know what I’d do without it.

N. A.



Charlotte

This photo looks like a box, but it’s not just 
like a box because through the box, you 
can see the world.

Working with a camera lot 
more and focusing in and out 
and using all differetn things 
on the camera... — feedback 
session, The Men’s Room, 
Manchester

‘Through the box you 
can see the world’. 

Young people’s photos of their home 
towns and their accompanying 
captions highlight mixed views about 
these familiar places. They are often 
a reminder of the lack of and need for 
more safe places for young people to 
go and reminders of the prejudices 
young people perceive about where 
they lived. They are both beautiful and 
strange. Just as some young people 
told us the project had ‘given [their] 
eye more of a chance to focus and see 
things differently’, so these photos 
help us to look at towns and cities in a 
new way.
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This picture shows what our streets are 
like – terrible. Full of drug addicts, police 
and violence. It’s okay in the day time; it’s 
the night time when it’s unsafe to walk 
down. It’s scary walking on your own. If 
something happens though I know my 
family could protect me.

Redcar ruins 
Why ruin houses when homeless people 
need them? There are not enough houses 
to go around. It’s better to have a roof over 
your head than getting wet in the rain.

Catherine Katie



16 Vali Badea

Piccadilly Gardens
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Look at that view of Manchester

Kevin G.L.O’Neill

Amber 
‘Here we are, trapped in the amber of the 
moment. There is no why’.  
— Kurt Vonnegut



19Dana

Cloudy day
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The only reason why I took a picture of 
this building was ‘cause I liked it.

Danielle 

My favourite image 
The picture is my favourite as I love 
discovering the historical side of things. 
History is amazing. It makes you realise 
how time and people have changed.

N. A.
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Blackburn. Change. 
I just wish people could see Blackburn and 
people in the community like I do. I see 
so many people that are racist and I don’t 
understand why. I have a lot of friends 
from different cultures and sometimes I 
get bullied for hanging around with them – 
there’s a lot of bullying.

I can’t complain too much about drinking 
on the streets, because I used to do that. 
Young people have to have fun, but I can’t 
explain it – it’s not a good thing when it 
gets out of hand wand there are a lot of 
people on the streets. 

I think we just don’t have enough social 
workers or people to help kids that need 

Katie F

help. I know a lot of people who don’t have 
many places that they can go to. Even if 
they do, then it’s like a dodgy place where 
they end up with like really dodgy people 
– and that’s when they get messed up on 
drink and drugs. 

I just don’t like how people suddenly 
assume that I’m doing something bad 
because my friends are Asian – I just wish 
they’d get over it. Change is not always a 
bad thing. I used to hate change, because 
that meant realising people die and that 
you lose friends. But having new friends, 
especially from different communities, is 
one change that I do like. 



23

My safe place 
This reminds me of the Cathedral, which is 
my place. It’s where I go when I just want 
to think, when I’m upset or when I want to 
take my mind off things.There are only two 
people (my closest friends) who know that 
I go there. If they come to call for me and 
I’m not in, they know where I’ll be. They 
know if I’m upset, then I’ll be there; not as 
much now, but this is where I used to go 
all the time. I like it there because it’s quiet 
and peaceful, and gives you peace of mind. 
Being there makes me remember stuff and 
gives me peace of mind. It’s nice - I like it 
and I feel safe around there.

Katie F



This reminds me of somewhere I don’t want 
to be: dark, with a little bit of light that I 
can’t get to.

Wiz

‘A little bit of light  
I can’t get to’.

A sense of being trapped, being 
tricked, being forced to stay 
somewhere unsafe, feeling alone, 
going missing or hiding away; are 
all experiences that are hinted at, 
or shown explicitly in the following 
photos. During the course of the 
project over half of those who 
took part were living in temporary, 
unstable or at times inappropriate 
housing. Some participants chose 
to express some of the feelings that 
these difficult experiences brought 
up for them in the words and images 
which follow. None of this is easy for 
young people to share but, as one 
young person explained: ‘sometimes 
it’s easier to speak about something 
through a photograph’.

A lot of people that come to 
the project have had really bad 
stuff happen to them, that’s 
very private and they don’t 
necessarily want to talk about 
that, but its good to know 
you’re not the only one 
— feedback session, NSPCC 
London
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This represents a time in my life, when I 
felt alone and had nobody to turn to.

Sadie



26 Charlotte L.K.

I feel sorry for this person, needles and 
rubbish, ’smack heads’, I wouldn’t want 
to be there, a bed and breakfast is better 
than this.

Grim, broken glass, trying to get out.
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‘Locked out’

I stayed in a place like this before, smack 
heads used to sleep there. The police 
picked me up one night from a derelict 
building, I had my pyjamas on. I was only 12 
at the time, this picture reminds me of that. 
Mum used to come out to look for me.



28 Jean

Funhouse
He said it was the house of fun… 
But it was not. 
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Light 
Finally I saw the light shining through.

Darkness 
All I could see was darkness, no way 
out. I was scared.

Bryony



30 Bryony 

Distance
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Lover 
He makes me happy. I have finally found 
somebody who cares. When he says he 
loves me, he actually means it.

Lies 
I thought he loved me.

Bryony Bryony 
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Battling emotional problems
People need to know how to stay safe and 
don’t get into vulnerable positions. Because 
young girls are vulnerable, if someone 
gives them the slightest bit of attention, 
they think they know what they are getting 
themselves into. However, they just end up 
getting used and abused.

Katie
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Sometimes when I’m properly depressed, 
I hide behind a mask and do not show my 
true feelings.

Aaminah
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Why me?

E. Haswell
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The angels are looking down on me.

E. Haswell



‘Helping me get 
through’

Some young people’s photos of 
friends and family tell of love and 
support, and of people ‘that changed 
my life in some way’. Knowing you’re 
not alone is so important, especially 
when young people explain that it 
feels like some problems ‘need to 
be hidden’. When we asked young 
people what they had liked about the 
photography project, one participant 
explained: ‘what I liked about the 
group was togetherness. You think 
that you’re all alone with your 
problems and so it’s good to meet 
other young people to know that it’s 
not just you that’s going through 
these things’.

What I liked about the group was 
togetherness. You think that you’re all alone 
with your problems and it’s good to meet 
other young people to know that it’s not just 
you that’s going through these things.

We liked meeting new people 
and working together  
— feedback session, Blackburn 
ENGAGE
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Magic star
I have called this photo 'Magic star', 
because the people that are making 
the magic star with their fingers  –  are 
somehow magical, as if they have changed 
my life in some way.

Gigglez!  
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Necklace 
This photo is important to me because me 
and my best friends have a piece. It also 
reminds me of all my friends who have 
been there and been a big help.                 

Because of Jodie
I chose this picture because Jodie means 
a lot to me and she has helped me get 
through my life as much as she possibly 
could. Without this girl I’d be nothing. She 
and her family gave me somewhere to live 
when everything was going wrong in my 
home life. Without Jodie and her family, I 
don’t know where I’d be today.

JeanCharlotte
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For You Mum

Kevin
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I love my mum, but I never get to see her.  
I miss her. We find it hard to get along. 

Sadie
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Why Is Life So Hard? 
I would like a baby now, but I’ve still got 
the rest of my life ahead of me. 

Sadie



It’s about letting other people from different 
cities and towns who don’t know you, see 
your work– so they won’t judge you – then 
they see what you want them to see.

‘Holding it together’  
& ‘having fun’

‘Strength’, ‘power’, ‘rebellion’, 
‘having fun’: just some of the words 
chosen to accompany images 
showing young people’s moments 
of fun, humour and excitement.  
Perhaps most importantly these 
images resist traditional views of 
young people affected by sexual 
exploitation as victims, risky, or 
difficult to engage. Instead they 
highlight participant’s talents, 
their achievements and provide a 
reminder to ‘live life to the full’. 

I never realised how emotional 
looking at a photograph could 
be — feedback session, Walsall 
Street Teams



43Ted T
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Looking at this picture makes me think of 
strength and power. It all links in: the sea 
is the power, the industry is power and we 
are the strength holding it together.
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Playing about next to the canal.

Mariam



46 Shelbie

Having fun



47James



48 D.Turner

Live life to the full. 



49Jennifer

Funny moment 
I thought it was funny because there was too 
random statues and I thought well why lets 
just get in the middle of it and it was tallest 
to smallest.
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Puppy love 
Puppy love’ is what I called this photo. As 
you can see, there’s a couple walking down 
a road, holding hands, and I just thought 
that it looked quite sweet. Also, when I 
look at this photo, the song ‘Puppy love’ 
just pops up in my head.

Gigglez!

Act of rebellion 
‘The only way to deal with an unfree 
world is to become so absolutely free 
that your very existence is an act of 
rebellion’. —  Albert Camus

G. L. O’Neill
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Stop
‘Did you ever stop to think, and forget to 
start again?’ — A.A.Milne

G. L. O’Neill
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Don’t judge the outside, it’s the 
inside that counts 

Ted T
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Shadow for luck
I was messing around with the camera and 
then I came up with the idea of ‘light’ and 
there was my shadow. It stands out. It’s 
a light silhouette. Me and not me at the 
same time.

Wingnut
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Cheeky cherub Woman doing her gardening

Vickie Vickie



57Danielle 

I wanted to take pictures of trees.



We learnt different things about 
taking photos – normally I just 
take pictures on my phone – 
I’ve not really used a camera 
before. Now I’m thinking about 
taking photos of different things 
– before I only took photos of 
people – now I take photos of 
different things, flowers, or 
stuff in the evening. — feedback 
session,  NSPCC Streetmatters, 
London

New beginnings
This photo is so beautiful when I see it 
it makes me think about new beginning 
which is what I am doing right now, I think 
of new beginnings because the flower is 
sort of opening up.

Jean

‘New Beginnings’

Running throughout the images from 
this project were themes of light 
and dark, difficult times and ways of 
moving on. Another recurring theme 
in young people’s feedback about the 
project was the chance that it provided 
for young people to look at images 
in a new way. This echoed some 
young people’s comments about 
how projects supported them. As one 
participant explained, through coming 
to her project she was ‘learning to 
look at things that have happened in 
the past in a new way’. Similarly Jean 
talks about how her photo ‘makes 
me think about new beginnings 
which is what I am doing right now...’. 
Both Wingnut and Katie also use 
their photos to highlight chances for 
change. As Katie’s photo and caption 
show, ‘It doesn’t matter how bad 
things may seem ‘there’s always 
that one little strip of light peeping 
through’. 
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This to me is like a fairytale, with the sun 
and the crisp colours.

Wiz

Flowers are so delicate and amazing.

Mariam
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What’s going to come of time?
Will you learn from your past? From your 
past mistakes for future references? It 
doesn’t matter how bad things may seem. 
There’s always that one little strip of light 
peeping through.



61

Young people from eight different specialist services took 
part in this project. These are:

Barnardo’s ACE and SECOS Projects Stockton/ 
Middlesbrough (Tel: 01642 819743)

Blackburn ENGAGE Project (Tel: 01254 267790)

Children’s Society Hand in Hand Project, Keighley  
(Tel: 01535606868)

Children’s Society Safe in the City Manchester  
(Tel: 0161 274 0180) 

NSPCC Streetmatters, London (Tel: 020 7791 9600)

Safe and Sound Derby (Tel: 01332 362120)

The Men’s Room, Manchester (Tel: 07786 068462)

Walsall Street Teams (Tel: 01922 629980)

Participating Projects 

people who support

it helps with homelessness, family problems, drugs 
and alcohol, internet safety, sexual exploitation and 
grooming

people to talk to in confidence

a place to express your feelings

people who are in the same situation as you

letting you know that you aren’t the only one

they help you think more about relationships and 
staying safe

we talk about everything that teenagers are known for 

they keep you on the right track and make sure you 
don’t go down the wrong path

people who listen to you

they helped my parents understand about what was 
going on

talking about being missing from home and missing 
from school

it makes you more aware

... basically it’s a place to go to feel safe

Explaining our projects… in our words
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One man and his dog
Country feeling. The dog is thinking  
‘What are you looking at?’

Wingnut

After growing up on the streets since the age of 12, 
having no hobbies, no ambition in life and then when 
I went out and did photography, I have got a skill and 
I have got something and that’s what I want people to 
realise... now I have got deeper thoughts. I decided 
that by doing Photography and stuff like that – it’s like 
a passing on message. Instead of going around with a 
negative head on my shoulders – it’s just a case of giving 
it a chance – it’s just a case of realising what you can 
do.— Wingnut
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PhotoVoice is an award-winning international charity. 
Our projects enable those who are traditionally the 
subjects of photographs to become their creators. 
Through photography, these individuals find the 
confidence to speak out about their challenges, 
concerns, hopes and fears. 

PhotoVoice’s vision is for a world where disadvantaged 
and marginalised communities have a voice to represent 
themselves and to achieve positive social change.

PhotoVoice’s mission is to build skills using innovative 
participatory photography and digital storytelling methods 
to create tools for advocacy.

PhotoVoice’s partners are involved in every project 
– be they an international NGO or a local community 
organisation.

PhotoVoice works in the UK and internationally, with 
projects spanning four continents. We work with a 
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discriminated against because of factors including poverty, 
ethnicity, age, health, disability and HIV status. We provide 
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Acknowledgments PhotoVoice

Design — Nia Murphy



2nd Floor, 94 Leonard Street, London 
EC2A 4RH United Kingdom
Tel: 020 7033 3878
Email: info@photovoice.org
Web: www.photovoice.org
PhotoVoice is a registered charity no. 1096598

National Working Group for Sexually 
Exploited Children and Young People  
Tel: 01582 743026
Web: www.nwg.org.uk

I's Stand Out

Jennifer


