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WHY THE POWER OF MATTERS

Exploitation rarely dramatically announces itself. It does not typically emerge as a crisis, a clear act of
violence, or an urgent situation that demands immediate attention. Instead, it often unfolds in a quiet,
insidious manner, taking place within the confines of homes, communities, schools, workplaces,
churches, and social networks. These environments frequently appear normal, functional, and even
loving, masking the underlying issues that may be present. This subtlety makes it challenging for

individuals to recognize when exploitation is occurring, thereby allowing it to persist unnoticed.

Research has found a consistent and troubling reality: in the majority of child physical and sexual abuse
cases, there is most often a caring adult involved who noticed signs of confusion, isolation, or distress
but was unsure of what it meant. Harm is often not an isolated incident; rather, it is repetitive and
prolonged. Victims of these abuses come from diverse backgrounds, encompassing various races,
genders, geographical locations, educational levels, and income brackets. This underscores the

pervasive nature of exploitation, affecting a broad spectrum of individuals across society:.

The troubling patterns of exploitation do not conclude with childhood; rather, they extend into
adulthood, impacting vulnerable individuals under remarkably similar circumstances. Adults who face
challenges such as disabilities, chronic illnesses, dependency, trauma histories, isolation, poverty,
cognitive impairments, or crises often find themselves exploited in environments where others are
present but are uncertain about how to intervene. These adults, much like children, can also be
subjected to repeated harm when the people around them are not equipped to recognize or address
the signs of exploitation. The cycle of harm can continue unabated in these contexts, highlighting the

critical need for awareness, prevention, and intervention.
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The concept of the Power of One model exists because harm persists, not due to a lack of care from
individuals, but rather because a lack of clarity prevents that care from effectively interrupting
exploitation. One informed adult can make a significant difference. This individual's awareness and
proactive engagement can be pivotal in recognizing warning signs and taking early action to prevent
further harm. By understanding the dynamics of exploitation, one adult can become a crucial ally in

safeguarding the vulnerable and protecting them from potential threats.

PREVENTIVE SAFEGUARDING STARTS BEFORE HARM IS OBVIOUS

Most protection efforts currently in place tend to focus primarily on response measures. They often wait
for harm to reach a visible threshold—such as clear injuries, disclosures of abuse, criminal behavior, or
institutional involvement—before taking action. Unfortunately, by the time these markers manifest,
exploitation has often been occurring discreetly for years or even decades. This approach allows
significant damage to occur before action is taken. Therefore, it is essential to shift our focus to a

prevention-forward approach that anticipates potential harm before it becomes evident.

A prevention-forward approach redirects our attention upstream, emphasizing the importance of
awareness before escalation occurs. This strategy prioritizes recognizing patterns over waiting for
concrete proof and values the observations of individuals over relying solely on institutional systems. By
adopting this proactive mindset, we can identify warning signs early, thereby reducing the duration
during which harm can continue unnoticed. Early intervention, at the first indication of trouble, offers the
best opportunity to protect individuals without adding to their trauma. This shift in focus is crucial for

effective safeguarding.

Importantly, this prevention-forward mindset does not negate the need for accountability or
intervention; rather, it strengthens these components by minimizing the time during which exploitation
can go unchecked. When we are encouraged to act upon our instincts and observations, we can
intervene before harm becomes entrenched. This proactive stance is vital for creating a culture of safety
and vigilance around the vulnerable. It recognizes that every moment counts and that timely action can

significantly alter the course of someone's experience.
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This approach prompts us to ask a different kind of question. Instead of inquiring, “Who will respond
when harm is undeniable?” we should be asking, “Who is in a position to see it early?” This shift in
questioning can empower us to take ownership of our role in safeguarding others. It encourages a
collective responsibility among those who interact with vulnerable individuals, fostering an environment
where early detection and intervention can become the norm. This proactive framework can create

safer communities for everyone.

THE POWER OF SAFE ADULT: WHERE PROTECTION BEGINS

Through numerous survivor interviews, one undeniable truth has emerged: nearly every victim could
identify at least one adult who would have protected them if that adult had known how to do so. This
insight underscores that protection does not begin with agencies, policies, or institutions, but rather with
one informed, present, and discerning adult. The role of this single adult is crucial, as we can serve as a
first line of defense against exploitation and harm. Our awareness and willingness to act can

significantly alter the trajectory of a vulnerable individual's experience.

A safe adult is not defined by credentials, authority, or formal responsibilities. Instead, a safe adult is
characterized by our posture and practice in everyday interactions. We are available, meaning we are
not distracted or disengaged from the people around us. Furthermore, safe adults exhibit discernment;
we can see beyond surface-level explanations and recognize underlying issues. We remain unwavering
in our commitment to prevent harm, even when clarity around a situation is uncomfortable or
challenging. Most importantly, we are motivated by genuine love and care, rather than a desire for
control or dominance. We are willing to name harm when we see it and hold those responsible

accountable, creating a protective environment for ourselves and others.

The Safe Adult Model emerged from thousands of survivor stories. Nearly every victim could identify
one adult who would have protected them—if they had known how. Safe adults resist all forms of
exploitation, especially the subtle, psychological, and normalized kinds. The Power of One is about

becoming that adult. A Safe Adult is not perfect. They are:
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Available - emotionally and physically present
Discerning - able to see beyond surface explanations
Unwavering - consistent, even when it's uncomfortable
Loving - motivated by care, not control

Truthful - willing to name harm and hold it accountable

When even a single adult embodies these essential qualities, the trajectory of exploitation can
dramatically change. Our vigilance can serve as a deterrent to potential exploiters and provide a sense
of security to those who may be vulnerable. However, it is important to acknowledge that even deeply
caring adults can sometimes fail to recognize exploitation—not because we lack compassion, but often
because we have been taught to look for the wrong indicators. This misalignment can lead to missed

opportunities for intervention and support, reinforcing the need for education and awareness.

SEEING EXPLOITATION CLEARLY: WHY LANGUAGE MATTERS

Common terms like "abuse" have become so widely used that their meanings have been diluted over
time. In many contexts, abuse is treated as subjective, open to debate, or dependent on the severity of
the behavior. As a result, many adults hesitate to name harm unless it reaches an extreme or universally
acknowledged threshold. This reluctance can create barriers to recognizing and addressing
exploitation. Therefore, it is crucial to establish clear and precise language that conveys the seriousness

of the issue.

This is where the term "exploitation” becomes particularly significant. To exploit means to use someone
unfairly for personal advantage, which highlights the ethical implications of such actions. Simply put,
exploitation refers to the utilization of a human being for another person's gain or benefit. This clear
definition fosters a better understanding of the issue, moving beyond mere behavior to examine the

underlying mindset that drives exploitation.
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WHY CARING ADULTS MISS EXPLOITATION

Most adults who fail to recognize exploitation are not negligent or indifferent; rather, we are often
operating under assumptions we have never been taught to question. Many of us have been
conditioned to automatically trust authority figures, avoid conflict, wait for absolute certainty, or
preserve peace at all costs. This conditioning can create blind spots that prevent them from recognizing
exploitation as it unfolds. The gradual nature of psychological, emotional, spiritual, and relational

exploitation often makes it difficult to perceive until it has escalated significantly.

Exploitation typically unfolds gradually, employing tactics such as grooming, manipulation, secrecy, and
boundary erosion. Because exploitation rarely appears dramatic at the outset, it is often minimized or
dismissed until the damage becomes indisputable. This gradual process can lead to significant harm
before any protective action is taken. Caring adults need to develop an understanding of these patterns

to better recognize and prevent exploitation of all forms.

Awareness without clarity can lead to hesitation, which ultimately protects exploitation rather than
disrupting it. We may feel uncertain about how to act on our instincts or observations, causing us to
delay intervention. This hesitation can inadvertently allow exploitative dynamics to continue unchecked,
creating an environment where harm can thrive. Therefore, we must translate our awareness into

actionable steps when we sense something is wrong.

Once exploitation is understood as a mindset rather than simply a single act, our sense of responsibility
and decisive action shifts accordingly. The questions we ask must evolve; the focus is no longer, “Is this
bad enough?” but rather, “What am | seeing, and what does this require of me now?" This shift
encourages us all to take ownership of our role in safeguarding others and to act with intention. A
prevention-forward approach does not demand absolute certainty or proof; instead, it requires

attentiveness, humility, and a readiness to act early—before harm becomes deeply entrenched.
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Such language is vital because it exposes the mindset behind exploitative actions, rather than merely
identifying the behavior itself. Exploitation is not a single act; it is a mentality that justifies harming
another human being to satisfy one's own desires, needs, comfort, image, control, or advantage. By
focusing on the underlying mindset, we can dismantle false distinctions that often arise when
discussing exploitation. This understanding allows for a more nuanced discussion about the nature of

harm.

The perceived divide between a parent who traffics their child and a parent who uses their child as
leverage in a custody battle becomes much narrower than we might be comfortable admitting. While
the behaviors exhibited by these parents may differ significantly, the mindset that drives their actions
does not. This recognition challenges us to confront uncomfortable truths about the nature of

exploitation and the ways it can manifest in various contexts.

From a Christian worldview, exploitation is fundamentally anti-human and anti-God. Jesus exemplified
selflessness by freely giving Himself for others, expecting nothing in return. In stark contrast,
exploitation reverses this posture entirely—it takes, consumes, and rationalizes harm inflicted upon
others. This theological perspective reinforces the moral imperative to resist and combat exploitation in

allits forms, recognizing it as a profound violation of human dignity.

It is troubling to hear people talk about victimization as a result of personal flaws or weaknesses. We
falsely believe that predators seek weakness, but in fact, they pursue vulnerability. We all have
vulnerabilities, regardless of our strength, intelligence, or success. Under the right circumstances, we

are all susceptible to exploitation.

Evil knows no limits; it seizes upon desire, rationalizes justification, and transgresses boundaries.
Understanding this reality is essential, as it empowers individuals to stay vigilant and proactive in
safeguarding the vulnerable. The acknowledgment of exploitation as a pervasive issue necessitates a

collective response to protect those who may be at risk.
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THE L.O.O.K. FRAMEWORK: HOW TO SAFEGUARD

The LO.O.K. framework is designed to equip safe adults with the tools to take action and recognize
vulnerability—not as weakness, but as a human condition—and to interrupt exploitative patterns early
on. This framework provides a structured approach for us to enhance our awareness and

responsiveness in situations where exploitation may be present. Providing practical safeguards for safe

adults to engage and protect when facts are not fully known.
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LISTEN TO OUR GUT

Listening to our gut instincts is a critical first step in recognizing potential harm. Intuition is not irrational;
rather, it often functions as an early warning system. The nervous system can frequently detect
relational danger before the mind has had the chance to process facts or evidence. Persistent feelings
of discomfort, confusion, dread, or a sense that something does not add up are all signals that should
be taken seriously. These internal warnings often arise when power dynamics appear subtly and

coercively. Leveraging trust to bypass established boundaries and demanding rejection of autonomy.

Gut signals often emerge when something about a situation conflicts with what we perceive. We often

feel manipulation before we are consciously aware of it. This discomfort may arise when:

Someone's behavior does not align with their role or reputation

Power dynamics feel uneven or subtly coercive

A person seems increasingly dependent, isolated, or controlled

Trust is being leveraged to bypass boundaries or accountability

Ignoring our internal warnings is one of the most common ways exploitation continues unchecked. Safe
adults listen not because we are certain, but because inconsistency itself is a behavioral pattern. Here

are some of the common ways gut signals us that there is something wrong:

SIGNS OF GUT INSTINCT

PHYSICAL:

e Nauseous or sick to stomach
e Tightness in chest or stomach
e Burning Sensation

e Tingling goose bumps or "hair standing up”
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MENTAL:

e Things don't add up
e Common sense conflicts with story, etc
¢ e begin to notice strange behavior
e WWhat is NOT said creates concern
EMOTIONAL
¢ Strong sense of dread or worry
¢ Feelings of being uncomfortable
¢ Being hyper-aware of our surroundings or people
e Areoccurring feeling about a person or situation that we cannot shake

SPIRITUAL

e e cannot obtain peace about a situation, person, or circumstance

We have a vivid dream or “warning”

We have concerns with the spiritual basis for something that is being done

The Bible is being used to manipulate us

CONFUSI
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OBSERVE QUICKLY

Safe adults must be vigilant in our observations. Exploiters are often the first to take note of
vulnerability, assessing factors such as stress, ambition, isolation, or grief, and adjusting their behavior
accordingly. In contrast, safe adults need to notice patterns rather than just isolated moments. We
should pay close attention to gradual boundary erosion, increasing secrecy, growing dependence on a
single individual, and shifts in an individual's confidence or voice. Recognizing these patterns can be
crucial in identifying exploitation before it escalates. In addition to escalating behavior, safe adults also

need to be aware of the progression of mental health and addiction.

PROGRESSION OF MENTAL HEALTH: PROGRESSION OF ADDICTION
¢ Emergence of a Problem e Experimentation
e Early Clinical Symptoms e Regular Use
e Severe Conditions e Risky Use
e Chronic Impairment e Dependence
e Institutionalization e Addiction
e Death
SUBTLE INDICATORS

e Psychological Abuse

e Emotional Abuse

e Narcissistic Abuse

e Spiritual Abuse

e Toxic Relationship Cycles

e Appearance

©2026 Katie Leigh Advisory


https://katieleighadvisory.com/

The Power of One Safe Adult

Appearance

The sequence of these steps matters more
than the steps alone. Approaching them in
reverse of our natural instincts allows us to

see beyond what is immediately visible.

EYES

Dark, empty, with no sparkle. They
look "beyond you" vs. at you. Avoids
normal eye contact or engagement.

COUNTENANCE

Expressionless . Often described as
"muted" or “blank.” They evoke your
emotions of sadness or intense
concern.

EMOTION

Lacks normal responses or emotions.
Described as "muted or withdrawn".

Does not want to interact or answer

questions.

VISIBLE SIGNS

Visible indicators of bruising, scars,
marks, neglect, etc are present.
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OMIT OPPORTUNITIES

Exploitation thrives on opportunity; therefore, safe adults must actively work to reduce these
opportunities. Vulnerability alone is insufficient for exploitation to occur; it requires an enabling
environment. Safe adults can diminish opportunities for exploitation by refusing to assume that safety is
guaranteed, limiting isolation, establishing shared oversight, and maintaining clear boundaries—even
with trusted or admired individuals. It is essential to understand that safeguarding is not rooted in

suspicion; rather, it is wisdom applied consistently to ensure the safety of others.

WAYS TO SAFEGUARD
e Remove Automatic Assumptions of innocence or safety. Trust is earned, not given.
e Remain alert. Evil doesn't take a break, even when we are having a bad day.
¢ Refrain from using "good vs. bad" language. Right or wrong is not based our sense of worth.
¢ Set limits and boundaries. Everyone should not be given the same level of access to us.
¢ Require body boundaries to be received and given. No forced physical contact.
e Technology limits that monitor access, communication, socials, and time.
¢ Educate our support system and extended family. Many safe adults are best.
¢ Engage help during monumental life events that heighten distraction or risk.
e Create a sense of belonging. Will deter pursuits of false.

¢ Emphasize that our value and worth is not determined by performance, but our humanity.

KEEP WATCH

Exploitation typically unfolds over an extended period. Safe adults must take care not to rush to
conclusions or dismiss concerns prematurely. Instead, we should maintain vigilance, observing who
benefits from certain actions, who is diminished, and how power dynamics are exercised during
moments of stress or conflict. It is important to remember that strength does not negate vulnerability. In
fact, in some cases, strength may attract exploitation, making it all the more essential for safe adults to
remain alert and engaged. We keep watch and remain slow in our conclusions. Because we don't know
intent. We don't know all the facts. We all have biases that create filters. So, we remain watchful, not

opinionated.
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VULNERABILITY: WHAT IT IS (AND WHAT IT IS NOT)

Vulnerability is often misunderstood, and this lack of understanding can lead to harm. It is crucial to
clarify that vulnerability is not synonymous with weakness; rather, it is an inherent human condition that
everyone experiences at different times. Various circumstances can heighten vulnerability, including
stress or crises, illness or disability, grief, loss, or significant transitions, as well as experiences of
isolation or dependency. It is vital to recognize that vulnerability is a normal part of the human

experience and not something to be stigmatized.

Predators do not specifically seek out weakness; they actively look for vulnerability combined with
opportunity. It is a misconception that strength, success, or competence eliminates vulnerability. On the
contrary, in some instances, these attributes may actually attract predators. Highly capable or admired
individuals may become targets because they offer credibility, access, protection from suspicion, and
resources. By aligning with such individuals, exploiters can borrow reputation, obscure their predatory

behavior, and navigate trusted spaces with relative ease.

Ultimately, vulnerability itself is not the problem; rather, it is the exploitation of vulnerability that poses a
significant threat. Recognizing this distinction is vital for understanding the dynamics of exploitation and
for fostering a culture of safety and protection. By addressing the exploitation of vulnerability, we can

work towards creating environments where individuals feel secure and supported.

WHEN WE SENSE SOMETHING IS WRONG

Many safe adults experience hesitation when we sense something is wrong because we believe we
need concrete proof before acting. This belief can allow exploitation to continue unchecked, as we may
delay intervention until we feel certain about the situation. However, it is important to recognize that we
do not need definitive proof to take action. There are several proactive steps we can take without
accusation, such as asking questions, slowing down access to individuals, increasing oversight, setting

boundaries, and seeking clarity. Early action can protect without escalating the situation unnecessarily.
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Prevention-forward safeguarding operates before complete certainty is established. It allows for
intervention at a time when harm can still be interrupted with minimal disruption and maximum
protection for the vulnerable. This proactive approach acknowledges the importance of acting on

discernment and observations rather than waiting for unequivocal proof.

A GROUNDING REMINDER FOR SAFE ADULTS

Safe adults need to remember that we are not responsible for everything; rather, we are accountable for
what is immediately in front of them. This understanding can alleviate the pressure many individuals
feel when faced with complex situations involving vulnerability and exploitation. We are not called to
save everyone, but we are called to protect someone. Recognizing this can empower individuals to take

meaningful action in our spheres of influence, making a difference in the lives of those at risk.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

- Where do | have influence or proximity to vulnerable people?
- What assumptions about safety or authority might | need to reexamine?
- Where might vulnerability exist that | have overlooked?

- What boundaries or safeguards could reduce opportunities for harm?

CONSISTENCY

The Power of One Safe Adult does not require perfection or grand heroics; rather, it demands
consistency in action and awareness. Safe adults act when something feels wrong, when patterns
emerge, and when vulnerability increases. We ask questions, slow access, set boundaries, and seek
wisdom—taking proactive steps without waiting for absolute certainty. This consistent engagement is

crucial in creating an environment where exploitation can be recognized and addressed effectively.

The essence of prevention is often quiet; it frequently operates out of sight, but its impact is undeniably
powerful. The frontlines of exploitation prevention are not a faceless strategy; it is comprised of
individual people who care and are willing to take action. This may include a parent, a caregiver, a

teacher, a neighbor, a leader, or a friend—anyone who is willing to step in when something is amiss.
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FINAL CALL TO ACTION

Exploitation does not depend on chaos. It depends on silence. It depends on moments when
something feels off, but no one is sure what to do next. It depends on hesitation, uncertainty, and the
belief that someone else will notice, someone else will act, or someone else will know better. But harm

does not require indifference to continue. It only requires uncertainty.

This guide was not written to make us suspicious of everyone or afraid of ordinary relationships. It was
written to give language to what many adults already sense—but have never been taught how to
interpret or act upon. Prevention is not loud. It is quiet, steady, and often unseen. It looks like noticing a
shift in behavior. It looks like slowing access when something doesn't sit right. It looks like choosing
oversight instead of secrecy. It looks like acting early, even when we don't have all the answers. We do
not need proof to protect someone. We do not need permission to create safety. We do not need

certainty to reduce risk. We need clarity. And now, we have it.

The truth is this: most harm continues not because no one cares, but because caring adults were never
equipped to intervene early. When one adult is informed—truly informed—exploitation loses time,
access, and cover. We may never know the full impact of our actions. We may never see the harm we
prevented. We may never hear the story that didn't happen. But that does not mean our role was small

or our actions insignifcant. To the person who was protected, it was life changing moment.

Every moment we choose to notice instead of dismiss. Every time we slow down instead of looking
away. Every boundary we hold when it would be easier not to. Every opportunity we remove before
harm has a chance to grow. That is prevention. We are not responsible for everything. We are
responsible for what is in front of us. And what is in front of us—right now—is the opportunity to be the
ONE who notices. That is how harm is interrupted. That is how lives are protected. That is how

prevention becomes real. One moment. One decision. One Safe Adult. And that safe adult is you.
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