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Presentation overview

• The requirements of a holistic response to extra-familial harm

• The limitations of traditional child protection frameworks 

• The components of a Contextual Safeguarding Framework 

• Policy implementation and implications for partnership arrangements 

Leaders have recognised integrated forms of 
harm experienced during adolescence….
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Yet to grapple with the shared challenges 
they present to the system (Firmin, Wroe and Lloyd, 2019)

• Often feature grooming, coercion, criminality and serious risks of significant 
sexual and physical harm, which create climates of fear and reduce 
engagement with services (McNaughton Nicholls et al, 2014; Pearce, 2013; 
Pitts, 2013)

• May involve young people perpetrating criminal offences, including the 
exploitation of others, as well as experiencing harm themselves (Cockbain and 
Brayley, 2012; Home Office, 2017; Pitts, 2013)

• Can present as the result of perceived ‘choices’ a young person has made, 
and/or continues to make, despite professional or parental intervention 
(Gearon, 2018; Pearce, 2013)

• Are often beyond the control of parents, and rarely instigated by parents, 
although familial context and childhood experiences may well play a part in 
exacerbating (or mitigating) vulnerability and risk (Young et al, 2013; Hudek, 
2018; Shuker, 2017)

Shared challenges (2) (Firmin, Wroe and Lloyd, 2019)

• Can lead to multiple relocations following a rapid escalation in risk including 
children coming into care for the first time at age 12 or over and/or managed 
moves across schools (Hudek, 2018; Ofsted, 2018; Shuker, 2013)

• May continue into adulthood, particularly young people during the 18 to 25 
transitional period (Young et al, 2013; Coy, 2009; Holmes & Smale, 2018)

• Often manifest within, or are facilitated by risks within young people’s 
environments, including schools, public spaces and online platforms (Firmin, 
2017a; Smallbone et al, 2013)

• Are shaped by peer norms and relationships (Ashurst and McAlinden, 2015; 
Barter, 2009; Firmin, 2017b)

• Interact with (and responses should be informed by) social and economic 
trends including gender norms and poverty (Featherstone et al, 2018)

To address these forms of harm, we need to look at 
the context of risk and vulnerability (Firmin, 2015)
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A holistic approach to addressing extra-
familial harm therefore:

Firmin, Wroe and Lloyd, 2019

1. Engages with peer 
relationships and influence

2. Understands processes 
and impacts of 
grooming/coercion 

3. Works with young people’s 
sense of agency and 
desire to make choices 

4. Makes an offer-
counteract the gain

5. Mitigates the risks of ‘debt’

The challenge we face….

Increased awareness of ‘extra-familial’ partners
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Refer into a system which traditionally focuses on 
the child and family 
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‘It hasn’t reached a threshold’
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The system deprioritises extra-
familial harm to adolescents 
because it does not know how 
to identify and respond to its 
contextual dynamics

Contextual Safeguarding – Moving towards 
implementation
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A Contextual Safeguarding system will 
make changes across four domains

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)

A CS system will look beyond the parents’ 
capacity to safeguard
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(Firmin et al. 2016)
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‘Everyone’s responsibility’ will mean 
creating safe spaces
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Recognising the significance of peer relationships

(Firmin, 2015)

#ContextualSafeguarding

Partnership Implications
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Chapter     Paragraph

1. early help services will typically include … responses to 
emerging thematic concerns in extra-familial contexts 

1 2

2. information sharing is also essential for the …when 
multiple children appear associated to the same contexts 
or locations of risk 

1 25

3. Social workers…understand the level of need and risk in, 
or faced by, a family from the child’s perspective

1 56

4. [organisations] should have arrangements in place for: 
‘creating a culture of safety, equality and protection within 
the services that they provide’.

2 3

5. YOTs…are therefore well placed to identify children … and 
the contexts in which they may be vulnerable to abuse’. 

2 41-9

There are 5 additional, related details 
elsewhere in the document

We found that system change requires 
two types of development work
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Identification and Referrals 

Children’s 
Services front 

door 

Community 
safety and 
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behaviour

Housing –
repairs and 
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attendance
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Beyond individual 
counts would you 
know; how many:

- Families 
- Peer groups
- Schools 

environments 
- Locations and 

public spaces 

Assessment

• Assessing the welfare of young people, as a primary objective

• Engagement in the process – access to information and to people involved in, or 
impacted by, the context in question

• Avoiding duplication where possible – alignment of community safety and 
safeguarding priorities  

Neighbourhood and community safeguarding 
• One young man had been stabbed in a location 

already associated with violence 
• Safeguarding assessment of the area initiated –

resident engagement, mapping, business surveys 
• Assessment considered at a safeguarding meeting 
• Estate based parental support groups
• Community guardianship, property re-design and 

detached youth work planned
• Young person remained at home

Planning and intervention ….
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Implications:

- Commissioning 
- Multi-agency training
- Information-sharing agreements 
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Overarching questions

• What is the local strategy for safeguarding adolescents – how 
does this link to adult safeguarding and transitional 
arrangements?

• Does the partnership have a contextual oversight of extra-
familial harm in the local area?

• Are the ICT, training and commissioned interventions 
available across the partnership to take this forward?

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


