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The nature of adolescent development (Hanson 

and Holmes, 2014, Coleman 2011)
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Short term gains 
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Dynamics of 
adolescence 



Contextual nature of abuse in adolescence 

(Firmin, 2015)
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However…..

The 2018 serious case review into the murder of 14 year old Corey Junior 

Davis identified:

…a pattern of observing risk associated with alleged gang affiliation solely 

through the lens of offending behaviour, without adequate analysis or 

understanding of the complexities of the victim/perpetrator overlap, the 

nature of child criminal exploitation and the need for robust and timely 

safeguarding responses to reduce the risk of significant harm (Hill, 

2018:15). 

And a 2013 Criminal Justice Joint Inspection report into multi-agency 

responses to young people displaying HSB found that:

At strategic level, there should be absolute clarity where these children and 

young people ‘fit’ between child welfare and the criminal justice system. We 

found that where the effectiveness of these arrangements is not reviewed 

gaps appeared between policy and practice. (CJJI, 2013:25)
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Implications of push back from case audits 
(Lloyd and Firmin, under review)

…concerns have been raised regarding Q's behaviour and choices which place him at 

risk. It is unfortunate that …[mother] and H are not willing to engage with services. 

However, it is protective that [mother] does contact police when she is worried and is 

looking into a housing move. At this time there is no further role for [Children’s social 

Care]  but if concerns escalate consideration in light of family history consideration will 

need to be given to statutory intervention. (Stab victim, case closure, 15, male)

Both parents have shown appropriate concern in relation to L’s stabbing; offending and 

escalating behaviour.  By her own admission [mother] is struggling to manage L’s 

behaviour and to safeguard him from the risks posed by local gang members. […] …It is 

evident that whilst [mother]  must take responsibility for her son in areas where she can 

(i.e. calling the police), she also requires support in implementing appropriate boundaries 

to deter L alleged gang involvement …Both parents, L and his older siblings were asked if 

they required further support and intervention from children's services and it was agreed 

that he should be referred to [youth service]…. It was agreed that there is not further 

role for Children Social Care.  However, it was made clear to L and his parents that 

future concerns of similar concerns will constitute neglect and will lead to longer term 

Social Care involvement (Stab victim, case closure, 15, male)

BOLD ADDED FOR PRESENTATION



Safeguarding is ‘Everyone’s business’ = 

referral and information
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Contextual Safeguarding

Domain 1: Target

Seeks to prevent, 
identify, assess and 

intervene with the social 
conditions of abuse 

Domain 2: Legislative 
framework

Incorporate extra-
familial contexts into 

child protection 
frameworks

Domain 3: Partnerships

Develop partnerships 
with sectors/individuals 
who are responsible for 

the nature of extra-
familial contexts 

Domain 4: Outcomes 
measurement 

Monitor outcomes of 
success in relation to 
contextual, as well as 

individual, change

(Firmin et al, 2016)



Expanding ‘Capacity to Safeguard’
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Recognises significance of peer relationships

(Firmin, 2017)



Contextual Risks and vulnerabilities
Vulnerabilities Risks 

Families / homes • Historic domestic abuse 

• Recent bereavement or loss

• Parental mental health or learning 

needs 

• Current domestic abuse

• Current  abuse or neglect

• Family members involved in criminal 

behaviours

Peer groups • Experiences of abuse or neglect 

within the peer network

• Members of peer network have 

been victimized in the community

• Shared recent bereavement – i.e. of 

a peer 

• History of aggressive or offending 

behaviours

• Recruited others into exploitative 

situations

• Shared harmful attitudes

• Missing together

Schools • Limited PSHE or SRE provision –

• Safeguarding issues responded to 

via behaviour policies and 

procedures 

• Trends not formally recorded

• Recent bereavement of a student 

• Use of exclusions/managed moves for 

young people who have been 

victimized within school

• HSB (including bullying) are 

unaddressed 

• Victim-blaming language or 

stereotyping

Neighbourhoods • History of violence in the locality 

• Poor lighting or visibility 

• Fractured relationships 

• Converging schools/students

• Active risk of robbery or street crime

• Locality hotspot for sexual violence 

• Locality has appeared in abusive 

online content – i.e. ‘bait out’ videos 



To: ‘Everyone’s business’ = creating safe 

spaces

Work 
alongside 
children’s 

social care

Schools

Health

Youth and 
community

Housing

Licensing

Policing 
and CJS

Transport



Contextual Safeguarding 

and County Lines – some 

initial thoughts



Situating ‘county lines’ as a child welfare 

issue

• “children who are being exploited in gangs deserve a 

similar response to those who are being sexually 

exploited...children who are exploited and groomed for 

criminal purposes are equally as deserving of support. 

The language of criminal exploitation is rarely understood 

and therefore those affected are not offered the same 

response. All forms of exploitation should be considered in 

the same way, with an understanding of grooming and 

vulnerability” (APPG on Runaway and Missing Children, 

2017).



Target 

Local youth 

provision / 

detached 

youth work

School inclusion policies / 

curriculum 

Relocation / 

secure 

accommodation / 

DoLS

Dispersal orders / 

exclusion zones

Enforcement

(CAWN’s)

Neighbourhood 

safety and cohesion

Community 

guardians–

train lines / 

takeaways / 

parks

School 

exclusion / 

PRU



Legislative frameworks 

Modern 

Slavery 

Legislation

Safeguarding NRM
Criminal 

Justice

Child welfare 



Partnerships

‘Everyone’s business’ = creating safe spaces
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Outcome Measurement   

Relocated away 

from harm

Improved school 

attendance

Reduction in 

offending

Safer spaces – train lines, 

parks, takeaways

Positive peer group 

norms and activities

Non-violent and inclusive school 

policies 



Challenges 

• High levels of risk and serious harm

• Socio-demographics of victims

• Political economy of drug markets 

• Child welfare agencies ‘holding the risk’

• Policing and criminal justice systems embedding a child 

welfare approach



A note on language 

“this summary report sets out a cross-

government plan to reduce gang and youth

violence by targeting people like Boy X and the

damage they do to themselves, their families

and the communities in which they grow up”

(EGYV, 2011:9).



Implications for practice



This is two tier approach
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Realisation (2) Beyond recognising to 

affecting context = TIER 2

Referral and screening 

Tier 1: Is information about 
peer, school and 
neighbourhood collected at 
point of referral?

Tier 2: Can a peer group, 
school or location be 
subject of a referral?

Assessment

Tier 1: Does the assessment 
of children and families –
and in particular capacity to 
parent – consider extra-
familial contexts?

Tier 2: Can you assess 
extra-familial contexts?

FOR BOTH Do assessment 
methods capture this info?

Planning

Tier 1: Do the plans for the 
young person and family 
consider location of 
interventions?

Tier 2: Are you able to 
build safeguarding plans 
to increase safety in extra-
familial contexts?

FOR BOTH – how are these 
embedded into meetings?



Realisation (2) Beyond recognising to 

affecting context = TIER 2

Interventions

Tier 1: Do interventions with 
young people help them to 
consider contextual safety?

Tier 2: Are community 
guardians identified in 
contexts? Are peer group 
dynamics changed? Is 
physical design or policy 
considered in intervention?

Policies

Tier 1: Threshold decisions on 
significant harm or location of 
harm?

Tier 2: What is the threshold 
for a context to be subject to 
assessment 

BOTH – are all procedures 
equipped to recognise and 
address extra-familial risk?



Tier 1: Contextual engagement of children 

and families 



Tier 2: New approaches to 

contexts
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Tier 2 New approaches to contexts (2)

Assessment Methods: Observations Stakeholders and 

delivery partners: 

SurveysMeetings and planning structures

Interventions with places

https://vimeo.com/299237655


Creates a structure for two-tier threshold 

decisions

Risk within the family home

Tier 2 - family
Early help required to 

understand changes during 

adolescence, peer 

relationships

Risk in extra-familial context

Tier 4 - context
Significant harm presented in 

peer network and 

neighbourhood contexts – both 

in local and distance LAs

Tier ???
Level of need for the young 

person and family 



Practice example

• Team completed an assessment in the location identifying key 

stakeholders in the locality to contribute to information 

sharing/gathering (surveys, observations, mapping). 

• The location was identified as a location at significant risk and a context 

conference was convened 

• The assessment could not determine whether the location and physical 

landscape of the estate was the cause of harm or whether the 

associated peer group was the cause of harm.

• However, the assessment identified the need to support the community 

with a trauma informed approach, develop community guardians and to 

better coordinate the resources being deployed into that locality as well 

as better understand the peer group and the drivers of harm for them. 



Inclusion in Working Together (2018) (1)

Contextual Safeguarding (Chapter 1 – Paras 33-34)

Explained in paragraph 34 – recognition that extra-familial risks such 

as sexual and criminal exploitation are forms of abuse requiring 

safeguarding response

‘interventions should focus on addressing…wider environmental 

factors’ 

It is important to address the contextual risks faced by young people 

who have instigated or perpetrated harm as well as those who they 

have abused



Inclusion in Working Together (2018) (2)

Five detailed changes

early help services will typically include … responses to emerging 

thematic concerns in extra-familial contexts (Chp 1, para 12)

‘information sharing is also essential for the …when multiple children 

appear associated to the same contexts or locations of risk (Chp1, para 25) 

Social workers…understand the level of need and risk in, or faced by, 

a family from the child’s perspective (Chp 1, para 56):

YOTs…are therefore well placed to identify children … and the 

contexts in which they may be vulnerable to abuse’. (Chp 2, parah 41-9)

[organisations] should have arrangements in place for: ‘creating a 

culture of safety, equality and protection within the services that they 

provide’. (Chp2 Para 3)



Inclusion in schools’ guidance

Advice

Reference to Contextual Safeguarding as 

informing a whole-school approach 

(embedded in paragraphs 81-82)  

A culture that makes clear that sexual violence 

and sexual harassment is always unacceptable

strong preventative education programme will 

help create an environment in which all 

children at the school or college are supportive 

and respectful of their peers when reports of 

sexual violence or sexual harassment are made.  

Policies, processes and curriculum under 

constant review to protect all their children. 

Reports of sexual violence and/or harassment 

(especially where there is evidence of patterns 

of behaviour) may point to environmental and 

or systemic problems

KCSIE

New Chapter on peer-on-

peer abuse – particularly 

peer-sexual abuse

Reference to Contextual 

Safeguarding –

particularly with an 

emphasis on an interplay 

between risks outside of 

schools and student 

welfare



Opportunities to get involved

• Practitioner’s network.... Over 3,000 members

New projects

• Scale-Up Project

• Beyond Referrals (2)

• Securing Safety 

• Rescue and Respond

• National training and champions programme 

- could you become a champion in 2020?

- Could you be a CS Trainer in 2020:



Questions, contact, feedback

For more information and resources visit our the Contextual Safeguarding 

website: https://www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/

#ContextualSafeguarding

@C_S_Network

carlene.firmin@beds.ac.uk

https://www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/

