
What is Contextual Safeguarding? 

The 2018 version of ‘Keeping Children Safe in Education’ asks schools and colleges to consider the 
wider influences on a young person’s life that may cause them to suffer from harm, also known as 
contextual safeguarding. 

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.  

As children move from early childhood and into adolescence they spend increasing amounts of time 
socialising independently of their families. During this time the nature of young people’s schools and 
neighbourhoods, and the relationships that they form in these settings, inform the extent to which 
they encounter protection or abuse. Evidence shows that, for example: from robbery on public 
transport, sexual violence in parks and gang- related violence on streets, through to online bullying 
and harassment from school-based peers and abuse within their intimate relationships, young 
people encounter significant harm in a range of settings beyond their families. 

Traditionally, we have worked children and their families for the most part, believing that parents 
and families can ensure that young people are kept safe from harm. It has become increasingly clear 
that there are many situations where the family also has limited influence in keeping their child safe 
from harm. Contextual safeguarding asks us to also consider the school, neighbourhood and online 
contexts in which their relationships develop. When young people are exposed to violence or 
exploitation in their school, community or peer group this may fracture their family relationships 
and undermine the capacity of their parents/carers to keep them safe. Similarly, if young people are 
exposed to harm within their families such as domestic or physical abuse this can impact their 
behaviour in extra-familial settings. They may learn/adopt harmful social norms which inform their 
peer relationships. Or young people in these situations may avoid their home altogether and spend 
time in street or community settings where they may experience criminality, violence and 
exploitation. 

 



These dynamics are exemplified by the following case exerts: 

Mother of ‘Jamie’ also phoned the school to state that Jamie left home on the Sunday afternoon after 
she approached him and his friends about smoking in the stairwell. Jamie had phoned his mother 
each day but said he was staying with friends (while aged 15). There was a failure to ascertain what 
happened during that period, although some attempts (were) made by school to speak to other 
students to find out where Jamie was staying. (Case 6, suspect in a rape case) (Firmin, 2015:194) 

‘I know most of the boys arrested in connection with this offence and if it became public knowledge 
that I have assisted police and provided evidence against them I would be subjected to serious 
violence before or after the trial...I am aware that some, especially ‘Lucas’, uses violence against 
people on a regular basis....I would fear for my safety, my family’s safety and our property’.          
(Case 1, view of bystander who intervened during a rape) (Firmin, 2015: 208) 

‘Cos I know what these boys are like if they don’t get what they want they’ll beat you up or get girls 
to beat you up and they’ll switch for no apparent reason…if you say no they consider it as being rude 
and they don’t like getting talked to like that, and if you’re rude to them then they’ll beat you up and 
I’ve seen how they beat up people, how everyone’s scared of them.…I said no for something very little 
I’ve been beaten up and bottled and I realised if I did say no what would happen…I was pressurised 
and scared, I knew deep down I didn’t want it cos I was still young but I didn’t have a choice’        
(Case 4, account of young woman raped by peers but who was living in a safe home) (Firmin, 
2015:122) 

 

This framework provided a strategic and operational illustration of a Contextual Safeguarding model. 
The size of each context box can be amended to represent the weight of influence that a particular 
context has in any given case (for example, the norms within a young person’s neighbourhood may 
bear most influence in one case and therefore be the largest box in the illustration– in another case 
it may be norms at school etc.). 

A case example helps to illustrate the implications of this model.  

Dean is groomed by a street gang in his neighbourhood to traffic drugs across the country. He is 
approached by them when hanging-out with his friends at a local take-away food shop. The 
influence of those who have groomed him means that Dean doesn’t come home when his parents 



ask him too and stops answering their calls while running drugs. Slowly Dean’s parents lose control 
of him and when they try to lock him in the house he physically attacks his mother to get out. Dean 
is one of six peers who have all been approached at the take-away shop for the purposes of drug 
trafficking. Within a Contextual Safeguarding model, the risk in Dean’s neighbourhood, and the 
group who have groomed him, appear to be more influential than his parents. Addressing this issue 
may in turn address the challenges that Dean is facing at home – whereas intervening with Dean’s 
family is unlikely to impact the risks he is facing in the community. Strategically the safeguarding 
partnership is made aware of the trend associated to the take-away shop, a street gang, six young 
men and the issue of drugs trafficking and work together to design a plan for disrupting risk in that 
context (and thereby safeguard all six young men affected by it). 

The Contextual Safeguarding Network have developed a range of contextual support interventions 
to complement support work done with children and families. School and multi-agency resources, 
including audit and training materials, can be found at www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/  
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