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Contextual Safeguarding has been developed by Carlene Firmin at the University of
Bedfordshire over the past six years to inform policy and practice approaches to safeguarding
adolescents. Contextual Safeguarding is an approach to understanding, and responding to,
young people’s experiences of significant harm beyond their families. It recognises that the

different relationships that young people form in their neighbourhoods, schools and online can
feature violence and abuse. Parents and carers have little influence over these contexts, and
young people’s experiences of extra-familial abuse can undermine parent-child relationships.

https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/about/what-is-contextual-safeguarding/

Why is it important?

Extra-familial risk and abuse can take on many forms, including but not exhaustive : criminal and
sexual exploitation, gang related violence, bullying and harassment, street-based victimization,
intimate partner and peer on peer abuse, online abuse, missing episodes, risks associated with
radicalization, safeguarding risks in public spaces, trafficking and modern slavery.

The child protection system, and the legislative and policy framework which underpins it, was
designed to protect children and young people from risks posed by their families and/or situations
where families had reduced capacity to safeguard those in their care. ‘The system deprioritizes extra-
familial harm to adolescents because it does not know how to identify and respond to its contextual
dynamics’ C. Firmin 2019

What does good practice look like?

e Support young people to talk about their local area, schools and peer groups.

¢ Initiate conversations with young people about where they feel safe or unsafe including who
they associate with and which individuals they feel safe to be with and those they don't.

¢ Have an understanding of what’s going on in the community where you work or live, this will
help with early identification and appropriate referral of individuals at risk.

e Can you make/identify safe areas in our health community where young people can go?

¢ Do our assessments include the above! Do they reflect places and people of danger and of
safety?

How do we do it?

A Contextual Safeguarding system supports the development of approaches which disrupt/change
harmful extra-familial contexts rather than move families/young people away from them. While
parents/carers are not in a position to change the nature of extra-familial contexts those who manage
or deliver services in these spaces are; and they therefore become critical partners in the
safeguarding agenda. This approach would extend the concept of ‘capacity to safeguard’ beyond
families to those individuals and sectors who manage extra-familial settings in which young people
encounter risk and supports local partner agencies to work together to intervene to make public
spaces safer for children..

Just because you haven’t heard/seen it happening in your area or with your clients doesn’t
mean it isn’t! Be curious, engage in conversations, hear and acknowledge what young
people might be saying.
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