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Abstract
This paper introduces a systemic methodology for reviewing professional responses to abuse

between young people. The approach, “contextual case reviewing,” draws upon constructivist

structuralism to assess the extent to which safeguarding practices engage with the social and

public contexts of abuse. The paper conceptually compares the methodologies of contextual case

review and other serious case review methods before drawing upon findings from 2 studies,

which used the contextual case review methodology to explore the extrafamilial nature of

peer‐on‐peer abuse and the ability of child protection practices to engage with this dynamic. The-

matic findings from these studies regarding the practical interpretation of “significant harm” and

“capacity to safeguard,” as well as their use within child protection assessments, are used to

challenge conclusions of other case reviews, which imply that child protection procedures are

sufficient for safeguarding young people. Contextual case reviews suggest that safeguarding

practices, and the legislation that underpins them, are culturally, procedurally, and

organisationally wedded to the context of the home, whereas insufficiently engaged with

extrafamilial contexts of significant harm. The application of these issues require interrogation

if social work systems are to provide sufficient mechanisms for safeguarding young people and

families at risk of significant harm.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Over recent decades case reviews have provided one route to scruti-

nize child protection systems and identify improvements required to

safeguard young people. A range of methodological approaches have

been developed to conduct reviews in the United Kingdom, and stud-

ies into review processes suggest that many have focused heavily on

whether procedures were followed and less on systemic causes of fail-

ure (Brandon et al., 2012; Munro, 2011). Building on these debates,

this paper introduces a contextual case review (CCR) methodology,

used in two studies into the nature of, and response to abuse between

young people (referred to as peer‐on‐peer abuse for the purposes of

this article). Each study used CCRs to identify the public and social

dynamics of peer‐on‐peer abuse and the engagement of services with

this dimension of adolescent safeguarding. This paper draws together

the findings of both studies to reflect upon the implications of the

CCR approach for case review methodologies and child protection

systems. Having outlined the nature of peer‐on‐peer abuse, the role

of case reviews and their use in reviewing responses to extrafamilial

risk, the CCR methodology, its theoretical framework, and its use in

the two studies will be introduced. Thematic findings from these two

studies will then be drawn upon to present the learning yielded from

this methodological approach. The CCR methodology provides a lens

to identify: interplay between extrafamilial contexts during abusive

incidents and the struggle of services to respond to this; the limited

capacity of parents, professionals, and young people to disrupt

extrafamilial risk; and the inability of existing policies and procedures

to address these challenges. These thematic findings provide the

foundations to discuss procedural, legislative, and cultural changes

for safeguarding practices, which apply assessment, intervention, and

notions of “capacity to safeguard” to places and professionals beyond

the boundary of “the family.” Whereas raising universally important

questions, the discussion is of particular significance for “child protec-

tion” (as opposed to family support) approaches to social work which
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are modelled, to different extents, in most English‐speaking countries

(Connolly, 2016; Parton, 2014). Whereas acknowledging the limita-

tions of this relatively young methodology, the CCR approach suggests

the need to radically “contextualize” child protection approaches that

are limited to familial settings, in order to better safeguard young

people from significant harm.

2 | SETTING THE SCENE: PEER‐ON‐PEER
ABUSE, EXTRAFAMILIAL RISK AND THE ROLE
OF SERIOUS CASE REVIEWS

Over the past 10 years academics, policymakers and practitioners have

expressed concern about the significant minority of young people in

the United Kingdom who are abused by, or who abuse, their peers

(Barter, McCarry, Berridge, & Evans, 2009; BBC, 2015; Hackett,

2011; Radford et al., 2011; Ringrose, Gill, Livingstone, & Harvey,

2011). In 2012, a survey of one thousand sixty‐five 13‐ to 14‐year‐olds

in England found that just over half (52.5%) had at least one experience

of victimization, perpetration, or witnessing relationship abuse (Fox,

Corr, Gadd, & Butler, 2012) and the 2013 Crime Survey in England

and Wales estimated that children aged 10‐ to 15‐years‐old experi-

enced 465,000 incidents of violent crime, 79% of which was perpe-

trated by someone aged 10–15. A third of young women have

reported experiencing sexual violence from a partner before they turn

18 (Barter et al., 2009), and two thirds of adult survivors of child sexual

abuse have said that they were abused by another young person and

not an adult (Radford et al., 2011).

In addition to demonstrating the scale of the abuse that young

people experience in their peer groups and intimate relationships, anal-

ysis to date implies that peer‐on‐peer abuse is largely an extrafamilial,

contextual phenomenon. Whether it is harmful norms in peer groups

(Barter et al., 2009; Corr, Gadd, Butler, & Fox, 2012), problematic cor-

ridor cultures and gender stereotyping in schools (Finkelhor, Ormrod,

& Chaffin, 2009; Ringrose et al., 2011), or exposure to harassment

and victimization on the streets (Beckett et al., 2013; Squires &

Goldsmith, 2011), risk within extrafamilial contexts can contribute to

experiences of peer‐on‐peer abuse (Firmin, 2015; Letourneau &

Borduin, 2008).

As peer‐on‐peer abuse can feature physical, emotional, and sexual

abuse between young people, including rape, exploitation and, in rare

cases, loss of life, some manifestations of peer‐on‐peer abuse pose a

risk of significant harm to young people, and as such have been subject

to case reviews.

2.1 | Case reviews—an introduction

The Children Act 2004 introduced a mechanism for local safeguarding

partnerships to conduct case reviews in England and Wales. The

importance of case reviews has been outlined in national child protec-

tion guidance, Working Together (2015), which promotes regular

reviewing exercises to learn about, improve, and practice. Serious case

reviews (SCRs) are one form of such reviews and are used when a

young person has been killed or seriously harmed as a result of mal-

treatment or abuse. Child protection reviews and agency reviews/

audits are conducted in less severe cases where beneficial learning

could be engendered from the process.

Despite calls for systemic approaches to reviews (Munro, 2011;

SCIE, 2012) most serious case reviews have adopted a management

review methodology. Individual agencies submit their own manage-

ment review (IMR) of a case and an overview author compiles a report

following analysis of all IMRs and additional conversations with practi-

tioners and families affected (DfE, 2016). Compared to the IMR

approach, the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE) has promoted

a systems model of collaborative reviewing and consideration of the

organizational contexts in which cases are managed to avoid reviews

that are overly concerned with procedure and process (SCIE, 2012).

The CCR methodology introduced in this paper builds upon the SCIE

model and in doing so, adds to criticisms of case reviews that recom-

mend improvements to policies and procedures without due regard

for the context in which practice occurs.

Although predominantly used in cases of maltreatment associ-

ated with young people's families, approximately a fifth of serious

case reviews have considered incidents that occurred in “community

contexts” (Brandon et al., 2012). SCRs therefore have been used to

learn about, and develop, responses to extrafamilial risk—and as such

are one tool for advancing safeguarding responses to peer‐on‐peer

abuse.

2.2 | SCRs and extrafamilial risk

In May 2016, the author made a request to the National Society for

the Prevention of Cruelty against Children library for all serious case

reviews conducted over the past 10 years, which featured a young

person aged 10–17 and where the abuse of concern was extrafamilial.

The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC)

are the only organization to hold a catalogue of all published serious

case reviews. Although there are gaps in their collection (as not all

serious case reviews are published; Brandon et al., 2012), of those avail-

able (duplications removed), 65 featured young people's experiences of

extrafamilial risk; of which, 33 were cases of peer‐on‐peer abuse.

Detailed analysis of these cases is featured in a separate paper

(Walker & Firmin, 2017 forthcoming)—however, they are summarized

here to provide an evidential context for the CCR methodology intro-

duced in this paper. Of the 33 cases concerned with peer‐on‐peer

abuse,

• four involved peer‐on‐peer sexual exploitation,

• eight were described as involving harmful sexual behaviours,

• ten involved an incident where a young person was killed or

seriously injured by a peer,

• one involved the murder of a young person by a partner in a

domestic abuse context, and

• eleven featured suicide as a result of bullying in school (n = 10) and

custody (n = 1).

Messages from these reviews are largely critical of professional

responses to extrafamilial risk. Many argue that social workers and

the multiagency partnerships in which they work should have utilized
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existing safeguarding and child protection procedures, regardless of

whether that harm was located in the family—for example,

[Following Daniel taking an overdose with peers] the

Team Leader said her judgement was that his behaviour

did not constitute significant harm …. This was a

seriously flawed judgement … it demonstrates no

understanding of the fact that some teenagers become

out of their parents' control and suffer or are at risk of

suffering, significant harm. This is enshrined in the

Children Act 1989, as a reason why a Court would

consider making an order to safeguard a child. This is

exactly the situation that faced these parents and the

facts are absolutely clear. Daniel was only just 14; he

was out of his parents' control and was suffering

significant harm (Case 47:26).

The risk assessment tool within the recent DCSF

Guidance should be used by relevant agencies at an

early stage where the behaviour of young people starts

to escalate to anti‐social behaviour and criminality. The

existing processes such as the Families at Risk panel will

need to incorporate this in its work. (Case 11:9)

Such conclusions suggest that the challenge with responses to

these cases was the misinterpretation of child protection frameworks

and not the frameworks themselves. Only one of the abstracts from

the 33 peer‐on‐peer abuse case reviews recommended a change to

the child protection system—arguing that bullying should be consid-

ered a child protection issue. Two acknowledged the challenge of peer

influence but did not recommend any system change to address this.

Of the broader sample of 65 extrafamilial case reviews, two noted

the challenges faced by child protection systems in responding to

extrafamilial risk, and a further review highlighted the need to better

engage with school environments in which young people encounter

harm. All three used the SCIE systemic model to collect information,

rather than the IMR approach which is focused on process, and were

therefore better placed to identify contextual factors. Only one other

review abstract explicitly referenced “extrafamilial” risk in relation to

child protection systems, despite 20 being concerned with incidents

associated with schools, four associated with group influence, and a

further three related to peer relationships.

Importantly, one review conducted in 2012, acknowledged that

despite following all safeguarding processes, professionals were unable

to protect young people from their peer group. The review found that

processes were followed for each young person individually but were

never brought together to address the peer dynamic. Responding to

the needs of each individual family did little to de‐escalate the collec-

tive risk that these young people encountered when they were

together.

The above summary highlights a fundamental limitation with

safeguarding responses to extrafamilial risk and many serious case

review models. Safeguarding processes are largely engaged with indi-

vidual young people and families separately—even when the risk they

encounter is networked, social, or public. Given the contextual nature

of peer‐on‐peer abuse, this presents a conceptual challenge for

advancing safeguarding practices in general and learning from case

reviews more specifically. The conclusions drawn by existing reviews

largely indicate that practitioners should use existing safeguarding

practices to respond to peer‐on‐peer abuse and that the current legis-

lative frameworks are sufficient for achieving this. However, more

thought is required to consider the small number of SCIE recommen-

dations, and the larger number of references to peer and school influ-

ences within case reviews, to identify: the detailed nature of

extrafamilial risk that young people experience and the ability of

practitioners to use existing systems in order to address this.

In order to do this, the author designed CCRs. The remainder of

this paper will present the CCR methodology and the lessons that have

been drawn from their use in two studies that have explored the

contextual nature of and response to peer‐on‐peer abuse. Learning

yielded thus far suggests that the CCR approach has the potential to

inform the development of responses to peer‐on‐peer abuse, case

reviewing activity, and child protection policy.

3 | CCRs: A METHODOLOGY AND
APPLICATION IN TWO STUDIES

CCRs were designed by the author in 2011 to explore the extrafamilial

nature of peer‐on‐peer abuse. The approach draws upon Bourdieu's

theory of constructivist structuralism (Bourdieu, 1992; Powell, 2010),

which recognizes that an individual's behaviour is informed by, and

informs, the contexts in which they spend their time. Individuals,

including young people, move between contexts. Contexts may inter-

sect, but each is demarcated by their own sphere of influence. During

this process individuals embody the rules of social contexts but also

possess a generative capacity to create and engage in new rules (differ-

ent from those to which they have become accustomed) when they

engage in alternative contexts. With reference to peer‐on‐peer abuse,

therefore, the behaviour of young people who are abused by, or who

abuse, their peers is informed by, and informs, the families, peer

groups, schools, and public spaces in which they spend their time.

The theoretical framework outlined above was used to design a

case review methodology for examining the contextual nature of

peer‐on‐peer abuse incidents and the extent to which this

contextuality was accommodated by safeguarding responses.

Although the contextual characteristics of peer‐on‐peer abuse had

been suggested by wider studies into the phenomenon (Barter et al.,

2009; Letourneau & Borduin, 2008), the nature of social context inter-

play at the point of the abusive incident, and the engagement of ser-

vices with this interplay, warranted further attention. A case review

methodology lent itself to providing an in‐depth analysis of case man-

agement and abusive behaviours and has been utilized for this purpose

in two studies into the nature of, and response to, peer‐on‐peer abuse.

3.1 | Structure of case review template

A template was designed to facilitate CCRs. The template was intro-

duced so that data from a range of systems compiled for any given

case could be anonymised and transferred onto it in a uniform fashion.
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Multiple templates could be analysed to identify themes, and individual

templates could be turned into vignettes to provide an anonymised

account of an incident and/or a response.

The template was split into three sections.

1. The incident and the young people involved: this section docu-

mented the nature of the incident that was subject to case review,

the escalation towards it, and the behaviours involved. It also

documented the individual characteristics and behaviours of the

young people involved (gender, age, ethnicity, criminal offence

record, periods of going missing, etc.).

2. Associated contexts: this section documented the nature of the

different contexts to which featured young people were associ-

ated. Evidence of abusive behaviours, criminality, harmful norms,

a lack of capacity to safeguard, and protective characteristics

were recorded for each context—homes, peer groups, schools,

and neighbourhoods.

3. The response: the engagement of services with the young people

and contexts associated with the case prior to, during, and follow-

ing the incident in question. This included: how the incident was

identified, the immediate response from professionals, multi-

agency meetings, assessments, interventions, and outcomes.

3.2 | Approach to data collection and analysis

The template provided a uniform repository for data gathered for any

given case review. As the template was designed for reviews commis-

sioned by Local Safeguarding Children's Boards (the statutory func-

tions of which in England include developing local safeguarding

policy and procedures and scrutinizing local safeguarding arrange-

ments), or single statutory agencies, data collection was overseen

through their governance frameworks. Initial data was drawn from

the referral source and placed into the template. Following this initial

capture, additional records from participating agencies, concerning

the young people featured in the case, were provided. Data were

drawn from these records into corresponding sections of the case

template.

Each young person, family, peer group, school, and public space

(such as the park) was given an anonymising code.

The coding framework for analysing templates, and drawing

conclusions, was designed to identify:

• the ways in which individual characteristics interplayed with social

contexts in the pathways towards, during and following an

incident of significant extra‐familial harm and

• the extent to which safeguarding responses engaged with the

interplay between individual characteristics and social contexts

as a means of addressing significant harm.

Codes were created for conducting qualitative analysis on each

section of the template in this regard and then to compare them.

Analysis identified trends related to where abusive behaviours/norms

were associated, where the professional response was targeted and

where impact was made—for example, identifying if abusive

behaviours were largely located in the peer group of a young person

suspected of abusing their partner, whereas the professional

response focused on the family of the young person that they

abused.

3.3 | Application of the two studies

To date, this template, and the theoretical and methodological

approach outlined above, has been used to analyse 18 cases across

two separate studies (Table 1).

Both studies sought to explore the association between

extrafamilial social contexts and young people's experiences of peer‐

on‐peer abuse and the extent to which safeguarding practices engaged

with extrafamilial dynamics. They were subject to a two‐stage inde-

pendent ethical approval process at the author's university, in addition

to the first study requiring ethical approval from the participating

police force. Given the sensitive nature of the subject matter, both

studies adhered to strict ethical parameters including agreements to

only disseminate thematic learning from across cases rather than to

reproduce any individual case in detail. Anonymity of research sites,

practitioners, and young people are further protected through the

use of pseudonyms in any quotes used.

Study 1 used the template to analyse nine cases of peer‐on‐peer

abuse (Firmin, 2015) in one urban police force area. Initial material

taken from police investigations, which themselves included supple-

mentary material from children's services, schools, and youth

offending.

Study 2 had the same objective but formed part of a wider

action research project with 11 multiagency safeguarding partner-

ships to develop their local responses to peer‐on‐peer abuse (Firmin

et al., 2016). Cases were drawn from two police forces—one metro-

politan town and one rural county. On each occasion, a referring

agency, largely the youth offending service or a specialist service

commissioned by the local authority, provided the referral material.

Once this detail had been anonymised and transferred to the

templates, it was supplemented by information from children's

social care, youth offending, youth service, education, and policing

records.

The findings of study 1 raised questions about the sufficiency of

largely individualized and familial systems for addressing risk that was

often extrafamilial (Firmin, 2017; Parton, 2014). Study 2 provided an

opportunity to refine the case review template (the original section

structure remained but the formatting was adapted to ease the record-

ing process) and to consider whether the questions raised by the first

study were limited to one, or spread across multiple, geographic

regions.

Study 2 raised similar questions to the first and provided further

exemplifications of the ways in which existing safeguarding structures

are ill equipped to respond to peer‐on‐peer abuse specifically and

extrafamilial risk more broadly.

Before presenting the findings of this work, it is important to note

key limitations of the CCR approach. First, CCRs are largely desk‐based

exercises and are therefore reliant upon the information that is

recorded in assessments, intervention plans, reports, minutes, and so

on. It is possible that for all cases reviewed professionals who were
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involved had developed ideas or approaches for working with cases

that were not recorded. Second, CCRs have to date been conducted

on cases where things have gone wrong and young people have been

abused. It is possible that there are other cases where contextual prac-

tices were drawn upon to prevent escalating concerns and such work

is not represented in the evidence documented within a CCR. As a

result, it is critical that evidence emerging from CCRs is analysed and

discussed with reference to wider research into the nature and suffi-

ciency of child protection practices, rather than being considered in

isolation.

Findings related to the nature of peer‐on‐peer abuse and contex-

tual practices that emerged from each study have been published else-

where (Firmin, 2015; Firmin, 2017; Firmin et al., 2016). This paper

draws the two studies together for the first time to present and reflect

upon the CCR methodology specifically, and its implications for how

we understand case review conclusions and critiques of child protec-

tion systems. In this sense, the findings and discussion below are

intended to raise conceptual questions about the sufficiency of

safeguarding legislative and organizational cultures that are primarily

focused on families and make recommendations about the systemic

change required to the better respond to peer‐on‐peer abuse. CCRs

raise questions about the role of social workers, and the multiagency

partnerships in which they operate, in shaping extrafamilial contexts,

and acknowledge the impact of public‐spaces (and the professional

management of them) on the capacity of parents to safeguard young

people from significant harm.

4 | FINDINGS: LESSONS FROM CCRs

Drawing upon findings from the two CCR studies outlined above, this

section will document the challenges of

1. recognizing risks of significant harm within extrafamilial contex-

tual interplay,

2. extrafamilial risk undermining parental capacity to safeguard,

3. using child protection assessments and procedures to address

these aforementioned challenges.

Throughout this process, the particular benefits of a CCR process

for illuminating these challenges will be highlighted, before the implica-

tions of this learning for safeguarding systems are discussed.

4.1 | Significant harm and extrafamilial contextual
interplay

As introduced earlier in this paper, young people's experiences of

peer‐on‐peer abuse are often informed by the nature of, and their

engagement with, their peer groups, schools and local

neighbourhoods (both online and offline). Using CCRs across two

studies into peer‐on‐peer abuse evidenced this contextual dynamic,

and more importantly, the interplay between extrafamilial contexts.

What happened in young people's peer groups impacted the nature

TABLE 1 Cases across two studies

Study Case Summary

1 1 Rape of a 14‐year‐old girl by six boys younger than 16 years of age on a stairwell
2 Rape of a 14‐year‐old girl by three boys younger than 16 years of age following

online contact in a private dwelling
3 Rape of a 14‐year‐old girl on school premises involving a 14‐year‐old girl and

14‐year‐old boy and witnessed by her peers
4 Multiple rapes and sexual assaults of an 11‐ to 12‐year‐old girl over an extended

period by 14‐ to 16‐year‐old boys in school and local area
5 Multiple rapes, physical and sexual assaults of a 12‐year‐old girl over an extended

period by 14‐ to 16‐year‐old boys in school and local area
6 Rape of a 13‐year‐old girl by a 14‐year‐old boy on school premises and ongoing

sexual harassment by his wider peer group
7 Murder of a 15‐year‐old boy as a result of a weapon‐enabled fight at a bus stop

between two schools
8 Murder of a 15‐year‐old girl by her ex‐boyfriend who was of a similar age—both

were part of a sexually exploitative network
9 Murder of a 16‐year‐old boy by a group of 16‐ to 17‐year‐old boys, facilitated by a

14‐year‐old girl

2 1 Kidnap and physical assault of a 16‐year‐old girl by her 16‐year‐old boyfriend
2 Kidnap and physical assault of a 16‐year‐old girl by her 16‐year‐old boyfriend and

associated network of sexual exploitation
3 Multiple sexual offences against a 15‐year‐old girl by a trans 16‐year‐old boy and

individuals he was associated with
4 Online sexual offences against a group of 16‐year‐old boys and girls by a 16‐year‐old

boy
5 Stabbing of a 16‐year‐old boy by another 16‐year‐old boy on a street following

ongoing arguments
6 Multiple rape of a 14‐year‐old girl by a 17‐year‐old boy following threats to share

indecent images online
7 Physical assault of a 15‐year‐old boy on a street by a group of three 15‐year‐old

boys—associated with ongoing physical violence and sexual harassment in school
8 Multiple rapes of 12‐ to 15‐year‐old girls by a group of boys, one of whom was

15‐years‐old—offended alongside his older brother
9 Assault on a 16‐year‐old boy with weapons following an organized fight in a local park

with another 16‐year‐old involving a wider group of adult men
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of their engagement with school, what happened in their

neighbourhood informed the nature of their peer group, and so on.

For example, in one case a young person's exposure to violence

and criminality on the streets informed the violent nature of his peer

group—and his peer group in turn, and their collective desire for sta-

tus and safety on the streets, prompted the young person in question

to disengage from school.

In 16 out of the 18 cases reviewed, professionals struggled to

articulate and/or recognize the risk of significant harm that young

people encountered in extrafamilial contextual interplay. For exam-

ple, in the second study, when a young woman was kidnapped and

physical assaulted by her boyfriend and his friend, social workers

assessed the nature of her family environment and concluded that

there was no need for any further children's social care involvement.

The relationship between this young woman's boyfriend and the peer

that he offended alongside, and the influence that this had on her

safety, was not subject to any form of safeguarding assessment or

intervention but was clearly documented in police paperwork and

youth offending reports concerned with the case. Likewise, in the

first study, a young woman disclosed that she had been raped by

her peers in her local neighbourhood and had been sexually harassed

at school. Yet during the assessment processes (which focused on

her family), social workers concluded that she was not at risk of

significant harm.

In the two examples above, risk of significant harm escalated

within peer dynamics, and then in the interplay between school, peers,

and the neighbourhood, but the locus of assessment remained the

family. It is not simply that the risk was “environmental”; it was its loca-

tion in the interplay between different aspects of young people's pub-

lic/social space engagement that presented challenges to

professionals. The CCR methodology assists in identifying this chal-

lenge as it explicitly considers the location of the significant harm

and not just its existence.

Some of the learning outlined thus far could be garnered from

SCIE or other systemic approaches to case review. However, as the

CCR method disaggregates environmental or extrafamilial risk into

peer group, school, and neighbourhood, it is better equipped to con-

sider the interplay between different extrafamilial risks. It sharpens

the focus of the reviewer on this space and is therefore better able

to consider not just the location of the incident in question, but the

professionals responsible for that space (i.e., teachers in schools and

community safety officers in the neighbourhood) and the weight of

influence between different extrafamilial contexts. For example, the

influence of the social rules on the streets on a young person's

behaviour can be greater than that of the rules of their school even

though both are arguably environmental. Such a finding is even

starker when one considers the interplay between extra and

intrafamilial relationships and the impact that this has on parental

capacity to safeguard.

4.2 | Questions of “capacity” to safeguard

In 15 of 18 case reviews, the capacity of parents to keep their

children safe was undermined by factors external to the family.

Parents in nine cases contacted professionals to express concern

that they were losing control of their children prior to the incident

under review:

Sean's Mother had reported that her son's behaviour was

‘out of control’ a year before … she had called the police

to report her son missing stating that she was struggling

to manage his behaviour and that he was returning

home with unexplained amounts of money and would

pack a bag and stay with friends. (Study 1, Case 1)

In seven cases, young people physically assaulted their parents/

carers following experiences of peer‐on‐peer abuse and/or during

the period of the professional response to those experiences. Young

people were particularly abusive to parents after they had been victim-

ized by peers or partners and on occasions when parents sought to

prevent them from spending time with abusive peers or partners.

For some young people, risks that they were exposed to at home

(such as domestic abuse or parental alcoholism) undermined the ability

of their parents to keep them safe. However, as in the example previ-

ously outlined, it was often factors external to the family, such as the

pull of peer influence, bullying in school, or victimization on public trans-

port, that informed a young person's behaviour—behaviour that was

often at odds with parental expectations. Yet during professional inter-

vention, it was the capacity of parents, and not factors that undermined

parental capacity, that was the subject of assessment and intervention.

In addition to illuminating the contextual interplay involved in the

undermining of parental capacity to safeguard, the CCR methodology

recognizes the same potential capacity, or lack thereof, of all contexts

in which young people spend their time. The review process specifi-

cally collects examples of attempts made by young people, profes-

sionals within schools, and individuals/companies who operate in

public spaces, to intervene in the escalation towards an abusive inci-

dent. Cases reviewed in both studies, for example, evidenced the

struggle faced by schools when they sought to disrupt escalating bully-

ing and harassment prior to sexual assaults within (and associated with)

educational establishments:

The school struggled to manage Greg's behaviour and the

level disruption that it caused. Over the five years they

used detentions, a step process towards other sanctions,

removal from class, internal isolation and a fixed‐term

exclusion (Study 2, Case 4).School moves Lacey to

another part of the school to avoid contact with the boy

…Lacey is having ‘problems’ with another girl her class –

school change Lacey timetable so that she is not in class

with this girl. In the following month …’ In the New Year

logged that Lacey has been threatened by someone

from a different school… school assign a mentor to

Lacey – the following week Lacey is recorded as making

‘rude and offensive comments during mentoring time,

threatening a member of staff’ – school gives a fixed

term 3 day exclusion. (Study 1, Case 4)

Professionals, peers, and members of the public did not have the

capacity to safeguard young people from the significant harm that they
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encountered in public spaces. Peers attempted to intervene and

disrupt abuse in nine cases, but in all bar one were unable to do so.

Professionals who struggled to safeguard young people in their local

community relocated them out of unsafe spaces that were beyond

their control.

As a result, the CCR methodology highlights both when paren-

tal capacity is undermined by extraparental issues (and the extent

to which this is recognized), and the capacity of all those who

inform, or are informed by, the social contexts in which young

people encounter significant harm. In doing so, the review process

moves away from assessing the professional response to young

people and their families and towards the professional influence

over, and involvement with, the contexts associated with peer‐on‐

peer abuse.

4.3 | Utilizing child protection assessments and
procedures

Section 3 of the CCR template collects evidence on the interven-

tions and the assessments used in response to a peer‐on‐peer abuse

incident. This information is not collated to ascertain whether proce-

dures were followed. Instead the template explicitly notes which

contexts were considered in assessment and intervention, and the

impact that the response had on all contexts featured in the case.

The template can then be analysed to compare where risk was

located (sections 1 and 2) and where the response was focused

(Section 3).

The use of CCRs has identified that even when professionals apply

child protection procedures to safeguard young people from

extrafamilial risk, these responses have largely involved the assess-

ment of, and intervention with, affected families. As such, risk within

peer groups, schools, and neighbourhoods associated with the inci-

dents under review at best persisted (and were unaddressed), or at

worse escalated. As alluded to in Sections 4.1 and 4.2, the risk of

significant harm in extrafamilial contexts was often responded to by

assessing the capacity of parents to protect their children from peer‐

on‐peer abuse. In the absence of contextual change or parental

capacity to influence contextual change, families were relocated or

individual young people were taken into local authority care in the

two studies.

The CCR process draws out the limitations of safeguarding

processes that fail to engage with contexts where peer‐on‐peer abuse

actually escalates and in doing so raises questions about the

sufficiency of wider safeguarding procedures and legislation, as well

as their application in local areas. For those employing the CCR

approach, it is not enough to conclude that professionals followed

all procedures correctly but that this was insufficient to safeguard a

young person. If the response did not engage with the locale of vul-

nerability then reviewers would conclude that professionals fell short

of their duty safeguard young people. When making recommenda-

tions, reviewers would then be required to consider what would

prevent that shortfall again. Does the solution lie in a different inter-

pretation of existing legislative parameters or is legislative change

required to safeguard young people from peer‐on‐peer abuse and

other forms of extrafamilial risk?

5 | DISCUSSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR
PRACTICE AND POLICY

Employing a CCR methodology illuminates three things about the

nature of peer‐on‐peer abuse and current responses to it, which in turn

has wider implications for review practices and child protection policy.

First, CCRs illustrate the interplay that occurs between different

extrafamilial contexts, which would otherwise be subsumed within

one shared category of “environmental factors.” Second, it provides

space to explore the ways that parental capacity can be undermined

by extrafamilial risk while simultaneously raising questions about the

capacity of peers and professionals to safeguard the young people

with whom they interact. Finally, it identifies the extent to which

safeguarding responses engage with the contexts in which risk actually

occurs/escalates as opposed to where processes require engagement.

In doing so, it questions whether legislative, structural, or organi-

zational reform is required to provide frameworks for safeguarding

young people from extrafamilial risk. In particular, whether the follow-

ing two “concepts” of child protection—“significant harm” and “capac-

ity to safeguard”—should be applied to extrafamilial contexts as

follows:

1. If a young person experiences significant harm in a peer group,

school, or public space environment, then should that environ-

ment be subject to assessment and intervention in the same

way it would be if a home environment was the location of the

abuse?

2. Can the notion of capacity to safeguard be applied at organiza-

tional and social, as well as familial, levels? Rather than scrutinizing

whether services support parents to safeguard young people from

extrafamilial risk, CCRs suggest the examination of whether pro-

fessionals, peers, and families intervened with, and altered, the

contexts of extrafamilial harm.

To transfer these principles of child protection would likely require

changes in guidance and protocol, potentially legislation, and cultural

attitudes to extend the remit of safeguarding to public and social

spaces—an approach arguably inconsistent with reactive, individual,

and proceduralised models of child protection (Parton, 2014). Concep-

tually if such a model were realized then the leaders of a school envi-

ronment, a housing association, or a shopping centre could be

assessed via child protection systems in ways currently reserved for

parents/carers. If young people are being abused within the environ-

ment that these individuals are responsible for then it is their capacity

to safeguard which would be subject to interrogation.

Furthermore, if the nature of one of those environments was

undermining the capacity of a parent, teacher, or youth worker to safe-

guard a young person then this interplay would need to be both

acknowledged in assessment and used to guide intervention. For

example, a young woman continues to run from home, despite bound-

aries put in place by her parents, so that she can go to the local park

where a group of peers have groomed her into exploitative sexual acts.

Intervening with that young woman's family is unlikely to disrupt the

behaviour of that peer group or make the park they are in any safer

—and is therefore also unlikely to address factors undermining parental
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capacity to safeguard her. The park, and the peer group who use it for

the purposes of abuse, however, could be subjected to assessment and

intervention.

Although this discussion has arisen from CCRs in England, it is

significant for all similar social work systems—that is, those that use a

“child protection” as opposed to a “family support” model (Connolly,

2016). At a time when case reviews are under new scrutiny in the

United Kingdom and responses to adolescent safety are subject to

international debate (DfE, 2016; United Nations, 2015) such concep-

tual questions, while challenging, are of critical importance. Although

the CCR methodology highlights these challenges, the legislative

parameters that support child protection work are some distance from

applying this conceptual position.

At this stage, 18 CCRs have been conducted and a further two

have been commissioned. Although these will span 13 local authori-

ties and four police forces in England, contextual scrutiny of

safeguarding practices are largely in their infancy. Far more contextual

analysis of responses to peer‐on‐peer abuse and other safeguarding

issues is required. More importantly, although CCRs raise questions

about the sufficiency of child protection processes, the conceptual

shift in operations suggested by this discussion requires development.

Where more contextual responses to parks, peers groups, bus routes

and schools piloted in local areas, for example, then case review rec-

ommendations could reference such exemplars. In the absence of

contextual practice models CCRs tend to recommend changes that

are beyond traditional child protection parameters, guidance or

protocol.

In applying a systemic lens to safeguarding practices, CCRs illu-

minate the limitations of operational responses to peer‐on‐peer

abuse and the wider legislative and cultural contexts in which these

sit. By explicitly recognizing interplay between different

extrafamilial contexts and considering the role of professionals

within these contexts, CCRs apply systemic theories in ways that

are complimentary to, albeit distinct from, other systemic case

review methodologies. Further dissemination and development of

this model, and associated tools, will enable other case review

authors to apply CCR principles. An increase in CCRs will in turn

contribute to the promotion of a cultural shift for advancing the

safeguarding of adolescents, particularly from extrafamilial harm, in

a range of child protection systems that are primarily focused on

the family.
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