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Abstract
Calls for a contextual approach to abuse prevention highlight a need to better under-
stand how contextual frameworks may be operationalized. Using a dual-case study
design, this research compares two contrasting pilot projects underpinned by contextual
theories of abuse prevention. One was implemented in a small remote Indigenous
community in Australia and aimed to reduce the extent of youth-perpetrated sexual
abuse. The other occurred in a densely populated urban area in London (UK) and
involved the co-creation and testing of a contextual child protection response to peer-
to-peer abuse. Despite their divergent approaches to developing contextual practice, a
comparison of the two projects identified shared features of implementation. Both
involved context-specific community buy-in and ownership of a response to peer-to-
peer abuse; solutions that were co-created between professionals and communities; and
the enhancement of community guardianship, pro-social use of space, and changes to
the physical design of areas to increase safety. Consequentially, both projects
demanded a radical transformation in the way health and social care professionals
viewed the target of their interventions—the what—and the approach to achieving
change—the how. Comparing these two case studies provides a unique opportunity to
extend knowledge on the practical application of contextual theoretical approaches to
abuse prevention.
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1. Introduction: Paving a Contextual Path

The abuse of children is a global public health concern. Much abuse is perpetrated by
adults known to those they harm, although there has been growing recognition over the
past decade of the abuse of young people by same-aged peers (Ashurst and McAlinden
2015; Barter 2009; Finkelhor et al. in press; Firmin 2017b; Hackett 2014; Lloyd 2018).
To date, most responses to child abuse have targeted the individuals involved, includ-
ing largely individualized statutory child protection responses, individual-level treat-
ment for identified perpetrators of abuse, and supportive counselling for victims. An
emerging knowledge base, however, shows that contextual factors, such as peer
relationships, school, neighborhood, and online settings, also contribute to abuse and
protection. This highlights the relationship between person and context, and the need to
consider context when seeking to prevent or respond to abuse (Allnock 2019; Barter
2009; Catch 22 2013; Firmin 2017b; Smallbone et al. 2013a). It is timely, therefore, to
investigate the most effective ways to contextualize child abuse prevention. Against a
backdrop of multi-disciplinary calls for a contextual narrative, and importantly, ap-
proach to practice, this study examines two independent pilot projects that mounted
responses to the contextual dynamics of different forms of peer-to-peer abuse. Togeth-
er, these case studies provide shared insights into community and organizational
mechanisms for change through a contextual approach to prevention.

2. Background: a Route Well-Trodden, but a Destination Not Reached

The influence of contextual factors on behavior is not a new concept. Psychology
has long acknowledged the relationship between individuals and their immediate
environments. This formed one of the core psychological debates of the 1960s,
regarding whether cross-situational consistency or situational specificity
(variability) provided the best explanation for human behavior. Dispositional the-
orists reasoned that behavior was primarily driven by internal psychological con-
structs. Others maintained that behavior varied in response to the features of
specific situations. In response to research which showed limited evidence of
cross-situational consistency, a person-situation model was proposed by Mischel
(1968). This model associated both individual and situational influences on behav-
ior and their interaction.

Building on these foundations, social psychology research in the 1960s and 1970s
extended the investigation of contextual influences on behavior. Zimbardo’s (2004,
2007) famous (mock) Stanford Prison Experiment is one example. In this study, student
volunteers were psychologically screened to exclude any pre-existing psychological
problems, and then randomly assigned to roles as “prisoners” or “prison guards.”
Despite this prior screening, students assigned as “prison guards” soon engaged in
abusive behaviors towards student “prisoners,” who in turn responded submissively
and displayed significant psychological distress. Following an escalation in these
behavioral concerns, and a need to protect the well-being of student participants, the
experiment was canceled less than half-way through its scheduled duration. Zimbardo
concluded that the unique prison environment they created facilitated this out-of-
character behavior in the students.
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The discipline of environmental criminology builds on the same interaction between
person and situation, with a particular focus on the effects of immediate environmental
conditions on crime commission (Wortley and Mazerolle 2008). A strong criminology
evidence-base supports this contention. For example, links have been established
between accessibility and crime (e.g., increased property crime risks close to travel
paths) (Armitage 2017). The effectiveness of situational crime prevention methods,
which aim to reduce crime by altering aspects of the immediate environment, further
supports this interactive relationship. For instance, research has associated reductions in
vehicle theft to advances in car security (Webb 2010) and reductions in volatile
substance misuse (petrol-sniffing) in remote Australian Indigenous communities with
the introduction of “non-sniffable” Opal fuel (d’Abbs and MacLean 2011).

Environmental criminology is also concerned with concentrations of crime in certain
places and at certain times (Eck et al. 2005; Lee et al. 2017), and thus in the
“criminogenic” nature of the environments in which crime occurs. Sherman et al.
(1989), for example, spatially examined over 300,000 police calls for service in a US
city over a 12-month period, identifying “hot spot” street addresses for crime. They
found only 3% of “places” were responsible for 50% of calls to police. This crime
concentration at “places” is even more apparent when compared with previous research
showing it required a greater number of individuals (10–18%) to account for similar
crime levels (Sherman 1995; Spelman and Eck 1989).

Social work, sociology, and social policy scholars have also articulated the relation-
ship among context/environment, child abuse, and protection (Barter 2009;
Featherstone et al. 2018; Hackett 2014; Jack and Gill 2010; Kimbrough-Melton and
Melton 2015; Rogowoski 2012). Studies into intimate partner violence in young
people’s relationships have specifically identified peer group contexts and peer rela-
tionships as informing the nature of romantic relationships during adolescence (Barter
2009; Connolly et al. 2000; Corr 2012). Researches into gang-affiliation, peer-sexual
abuse and sexual harassment at school, and fears of knife crime in local neighborhoods
have all suggested that the physical design and cultural norms of school and community
settings affect young people’s sense of safety and can enable or frustrate the likelihood
of abuse occurring (Catch 22 2013; Firmin 2017b; Lloyd 2018; Pitts 2013; Smallbone
et al. 2013a). In reflecting on this evidence-base, social work scholars have consistently
called for contextual, structural, and social responses to child abuse (Firmin 2020;
Featherstone et al. 2018; Fenton 2016; Jack and Gill 2010; Wood and Tully 2006).

A strong evidence-base also now exists for the situational nature of child sexual
abuse (CSA) (McKillop et al. 2019; Wortley and Smallbone 2006), including within
organizational settings (Kaufman et al. 2016; Terry and Ackerman 2008). For example,
Wortley and Smallbone (2006) argue the typical late onset of sexual offending, high
offense versatility, and low recidivism rates contradict the idea of those who perpetrate
abuse having strong deviant interests, suggesting other/additional factors must also
contribute to abuse. Extending this work, Wortley and Smallbone (2006) developed a
person-situation typology for sexual offense against children, identifying an individ-
ual’s motivations as predatory, opportunistic, or situational in nature, and situations
themselves as challenging, tempting, or precipitating. They argue that less criminally
disposed individuals are more likely to react to situational triggers or exploit opportu-
nities in their immediate environment, in order to perpetrate abuse. Explanations for
concentrations of child sexual abuse also focus on criminogenic contextual conditions,
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rather than groups of highly motivated, deviant individuals (Rayment-McHugh et al.
2015a; Rayment-McHugh 2020). Collectively, these contextual conceptualizations
reveal a need to limit opportunities for abuse, enhance guardianship in high-risk
contexts, and to address social norms and other contextual factors that might facilitate
or normalize abuse (Rayment-McHugh et al. 2015a).

Despite this strong multi-disciplinary, conceptual, and empirical evidence-base
linking context with behavior (including abuse), poor knowledge to practice transfer
is evident in the fields of both psychology and social work. Indeed, protective and
correctional services and clinical practice have largely remained focused on under-
standing and responding to individuals. Social work models in a range of countries,
including the USA, the UK, and Australia, have focused on child and family interven-
tions to prevent abuse (Featherstone et al. 2018; Fenton 2016; Lloyd et al. 2019; Parton
2014), neglecting to actively engage with the wider neighborhood contexts found to be
relevant in supporting families to protect children (i.e., Jack and Gill 2010; Kimbrough-
Melton and Melton 2015). This narrow lens has applied even when mounting responses
to extra-familial forms of abuse. In such cases, protective services either fail to
intervene (focusing only on abuse within families) or intervene by focusing on how
parenting can reduce risks of extra-familial abuse, rather than assessing and intervening
with the peer, school, and neighborhood contexts in which such abuse often occurs.

3. Method: Mapping the Road Ahead

3.1 Study Design

A cross-national, comparative case study design was adopted to explore the
application of contextual frameworks to the prevention of child abuse. Case
study research involves the in-depth analysis of a “case” to advance under-
standing (Merriam 1998; Stake 1995), and is recognized as a valuable method-
ology for examining complex social issues within real-world settings (Yazan
2015). Case study research is particularly suitable for investigating process
issues (Lauckner et al. 2012), hence its relevance for examining the application
of contextual prevention frameworks.

Two case studies, comprising independent pilot research projects led by the
authors, were selected for this study, each representing exemplars of a contex-
tual approach to prevention and intervention. Despite being implemented in
diverse locations, each shared underlying contextual frameworks and was a
response to peer-to-peer abuse. This study explored how contextual frameworks
were operationalized in the two case studies, addressing two key research
questions: (a) how were contextual frameworks applied and implemented in
these case studies and (b) what are the key change mechanisms in a contextu-
alized approach to abuse prevention?

Case study data were drawn from existing project documents and reports (e.g.,
Contextual Safeguarding Network 2019; Neighborhoods Project 2017). Four criteria
were selected to guide comparisons between the two case studies: approach, project
design, prevention activities, and evaluation. These criteria were developed with
practitioner input, to represent key considerations in project implementation.
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3.2 Case Studies

The two case studies comprise independent pilot projects, implemented in diverse
contexts. Despite being implemented on different sides of the world, both were
concerned to address and prevent youth-perpetrated abuse that was largely occurring
in extra-familial contexts, particularly institutions such as schools and public spaces
including parks and alleyways. Components of the two pilot projects are summarized in
Table 1.

Case Study A The Neighborhoods Project (NP), led by Grififith University in Australia,
aimed to prevent endemic youth-perpetrated sexual violence and abuse in identified
communities of concern. One of these communities was a small (population of
approximately 1200), remote (road access only during the “dry season”) Aboriginal
community in far-northern Australia. Within this community, problems of sexual
behavior between children and older peer-to-peer sexual abuse were revealed in a
range of public and organizational settings, including at the local school, in a local park,
and behind vacant public buildings. Youth involved ranged in age from early childhood
to late adolescence. Peer norms supported under-age and abusive sexual behavior, with
breakdowns in guardianship and place management providing opportunities for abuse
to occur. Much of this behavior was not reported to police or statutory authorities
(Smallbone et al. 2013a). The NP team consisted of two experienced psychologists,
supported by a team of academics with expertise spanning sexual violence prevention,
situational crime prevention, and evaluation research. The psychologists worked in
close partnership with local community members and other stakeholders, and delivered
key prevention activities in the field. This project operated between 2013 and 2019.

Case Study B The Contextual Safeguarding (CS) Program, led by the University of
Bedfordshire1, approached similar community challenges in a densely populated,

Table 1 Key components of the two case studies

Case study A: Neighborhoods Project Case study B: Contextual Safeguarding Program

Country Australia UK

Setting Small remote Aboriginal community Highly population urban metropolitan district

Discipline Psychology/criminology Social work

Problem Harmful sexual behavior in children
and peer-to-peer sexual abuse in
public and organizational settings

Escalation of sexual abuse and violence among
young people in extra-familial settings;
limited capacity of child protection
authorities to address this risk

Aim Reduce the extent of youth-perpetrated
sexual abuse in this community

Extend the reach of child protection authorities
and establish safeguarding process to address
abuse of youth in extra-familial contexts

Targets Contextual risks Contextual risks

Project team Field psychologists working with community
members and a team of academics with
expertise in abuse prevention

Researchers working with one local authority
in London
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urban metropolitan (London) setting. Over a decade, public and political concerns
about weapon use, sexual exploitation, and criminal exploitation among young people
had escalated (Home Affairs Select Committee 2019; ITV News 2018; Jay 2014; NCA
2017). Behaviors included contact sexual offense, sometimes in exchange for money,
drugs, or protection; the sharing of or threats to share, indecent images of young people
with their peers; the coercion of young people into transporting and distributing drugs
around the UK, including the forced “plugging” of these drugs; and serious violence,
including weapon-enabled crime.

These issues were characterized by their occurrence in extra-familial settings, including
schools, parks, high streets, and youth clubs, which existed beyond the families that had
been the traditional target of child protection interventions. While much of this abuse was
perpetrated by other young people (peer-to-peer), adults were also exploiting young people
in extra-familial settings. Children’s services were struggling to create safety for young
people who were relatively protected in their families but at risk of significant harm in their
communities, with increasing numbers coming into statutory care due to extra-familial risks
(ADCS 2018; Hill 2019; Home Affairs Select Committee 2019; Jay 2014).

Following case review and action research activities across multiple sites (Firmin
et al. 2016), researchers worked with one urban local authority to extend the reach of its
children’s services beyond families and into extra-familial contexts where harm was
occurring. Historically, when a child was at risk of significant harm, children’s services
focused on increasing the protective capacity of families to prevent abuse; in the CS
project, they would be concerned with increasing the protective capacity of young
people’s peers, schools, and neighborhoods to address abuse occurring in those con-
texts; this would involve extending their assessments and intervention plans to those
contexts, and not just the children and families affected by them.

The CS team in the test site consisted of three social workers, three youth workers,
and a clinical psychologist, supported by an embedded researcher, research assistant,
and senior academic lead. Together they applied a Contextual Safeguarding framework
(Firmin 2017a) to create a child protection system that could accept referrals for and
assess and intervene with community/education contexts and peer relationships asso-
ciated with extra-familial abuse. This project commenced in 2017 and is ongoing.

3.3 Ethics and Limitations

Each research team received ethical approval from their respective universities to
undertake these two pilot projects. These approvals were current throughout project
delivery, data collection, and analysis.

While a case study approach has proved useful for deepening how contextual
approaches are understood, there are also limitations to the data presented. Primarily,
these two case studies are not representative of wider contexts; findings do not suggest
the approaches presented are replicable in other community or practice settings.
Secondly, both studies have been subject to initial evaluation, but require longitudinal
analysis to more fully understand the impact of these approaches. Both of these
limitations are managed in the presentation of the study findings, discussion, and
recommendations: calling for contextually driven approaches in onward testing and a
wider pool of research, to further the knowledge presented here.
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4. Results: Two Roads

Both similarities and differences are noted between the two case studies, in the
contextualization of abuse prevention. Despite shared features of project design and
similar evaluation outcomes, the two case studies deviate in their overall approach and
in the precise prevention activities adopted. Project differences largely reflect local
context. Comparative criteria for the two cases are presented in Table 2.

Both case studies demonstrate a pressing need to address abuse affecting young
people in neighborhood, school, and peer settings; however, they took distinctly
different roads to address those concerns.

4.1 Approach Taken to Address Contextual Risks

In case study A, clinical staff had received a series of referrals for individual youth
adjudicated for sexual offense and had been working with these youth and their
families, in their local community. During the course of this work, community mem-
bers raised concerns about the safety of children and youth from peer sexual abuse,
beyond discrete referred youth, with subsequent investigation into the dynamics and
dimensions of the problem, corroborating community concerns (Smallbone et al.
2013a). The Neighborhoods Project (NP) was instigated directly in response to these
concerns. Community leaders worked collaboratively with project members, sharing
decision-making and guiding implementation and evaluation. In this way, the NP was
initiated and supported by the community, rather than being initiated and led by
government authorities.

Community involvement grew naturally and was considered critical to the success-
ful implementation of a comprehensive prevention agenda in an Indigenous community
context. Indeed, understanding this context was important to project design, as dam-
aging colonization experiences among Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
populations (including dispossession, displacement, forced removal of children, and
marginalization) has led to an enduring mistrust of statutory authorities (Dudgeon et al.
2010). This in turn produces significant barriers to disclosure and help-seeking from the
key government agencies with responsibility for child safety (Willis 2011). In similar
remote community contexts, alternative top-down approaches have been criticized for

Table 2 Comparative components of the two case studies

Case study A: Neighbourhoods
Project

Case study B: Contextual
Safeguarding Program

Shared Different

Approach Community led Statutory led ✓

Project design Suite of activities to address
local contextual risks and make
places safer

Suite of activities to address local
contextual risks and make places
safer

✓

Prevention
activities

Environmental assessments,
training programs to build
guardianship capacity

Contextual assessment, high risk
locations targeted by child
protection authorities

✓

Evaluation Promising Promising ✓
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their lack of community consultation. The “Northern Territory Emergency Response”
is one such example, where endemic sexual violence in remote Aboriginal communities
was addressed via compulsory health checks for children, quarantining welfare pay-
ments, increasing police numbers, and deploying the Australian Army (Evans 2012;
Gray 2015, 2016).

To promote cultural safety, the NP followed guidelines for best practice and research
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities (e.g., AIATSIS
2012; Price-Robertson et al. 2011). Community engagement and adequate time for
community consultation were prioritized to ensure issues were understood from a
community and cultural perspective. Project team members worked alongside the local
community to develop prevention activities from the ground up, and built relationships
and trust with community members. This ensured a community voice across all aspects
of the project. Community input and involvement came to define the project: working
“with” the community to enhance safety, rather than providing a service “to” the
community. This community engagement and mobilization is central to community
crime prevention methods (Bullock and Fielding 2017), and considered key to effective
practice with Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Homel et al.
1999). Only after this community engagement was established did the project turn its
focus to engaging other local services and statutory authorities. This included the
development of collaborative partnerships with police, education, health, child protec-
tion, and justice authorities.

In contrast, in case study B, CS was first tested across a social work system in an
urban local authority area in London (Firmin et al. 2016). Researchers within the CS
team worked alongside social work and youth work practitioners to develop this new
approach to addressing extra-familial risk, which required whole-systems change in the
way child protection services were understood and utilized. The project focused on
child protection systems as national policy was increasingly naming extra-familial harm
as a child protection issue, and one that social workers should play a key role in
addressing. From 2009 onwards, government departments issued safeguarding guid-
ance related to different forms of extra-familial harm, and a year into the CS project, all
forms of extra-familial harm had been inserted into statutory child protection guide-
lines, requiring all social work departments in England to respond to the young people
affected by them.

The CS project responded to this requirement by creating local safeguarding systems
that could target the context (and social conditions) associated with risks for abuse; do
this through the lens of child protection and child welfare (as opposed to crime
reduction or community safety); create change through partnerships between social
workers and those with a reach into extra-familial contexts (such as security guards,
transport providers, housing staff, teachers); and measuring success in relation to
whether safety has increased in contexts where young people are spending their
time—rather than solely focusing on how young people behave in contexts that remain
unsafe.

The design and evaluation of the approach required buy-in and engagement from
social workers at the outset, having been offered in response to concerns that they were
being tasked with safeguarding young people from extra-familial risks within a system
originally intended to address intra-familial abuse. While a need for social workers to
improve responses to extra-familial risk had been identified, they required support to
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create practice approaches that would leverage these desired improvements and address
the shortcomings of the system in which they operated. Care was needed to ensure that
the inclusion of extra-familial harm into child protection systems did not lead to
unnecessary increases in the numbers of young people and families open to children’s
social care, but instead ensured that young people who were being abused in extra-
familial settings received the protection they required, and the contexts where they were
harmed were also attended to (thus safeguarding a wider group of young people who
may be in those contexts but not open to children’s social care). The co-created nature
of CS, and its foundations within child welfare traditions, became fundamental to how
it was understood and replicated.

While social workers were, therefore, the principal partner in this project, they
coordinated plans that featured input from the police, housing, youth work, health,
and education among others; this mirrored how they supported families. For example,
social workers were coordinating plans for some families where there were ongoing
police investigations related to child abuse. In other cases, they were working with
families where there was no police involvement, but housing and domestic abuse
services were playing a key role in supporting the children to thrive. For all families,
children’s services played a role in coordinating support in response to concerns about
child abuse and child welfare—the police were involved in some, but not all, of these
plans: the same principle was applied to extra-familial harm.

4.2 Project Design

Despite being implemented in different communities and approached in different
ways, the two projects shared many components characteristic of a contextual
response to abuse. Both projects followed a series of steps to (i) identify and
understand issues at a local level and their contextual nature; (ii) plan an approach
to address the issues identified in consultation with local (professional or commu-
nity) partners; (iii) implement a suite of activities to impact change; and (iv)
monitor the progress being made (Contextual Safeguarding Network 2019;
Rayment-McHugh et al. 2015b).

All prevention activities implemented in case study A (NP) were designed to address
local manifestations of the problem, informed by a thorough contextual assessment,
which considered when, where, and how abuse occurred, along with risk and protective
factors spanning family, peer, and neighborhood systems (Smallbone and Rayment-
McHugh 2013; Smallbone et al. 2013b). Investigation of the dynamics and dimensions
of the problem helped to identify when most peer-to-peer abuse occurred, settings in
which abuse was committed, social contexts which precipitated abuse, and barriers to
effective guardianship (Rayment-McHugh et al. 2015b). Each could then be targeted
through discrete prevention initiatives.

In this case study, community leaders actively participated in project design and
decisions about which activities to implement, in collaboration with core project staff.
This collaboration included consultation on the content of each activity and advice
about where, when, and how to deliver specific prevention programs. Community
advisors also provided important local contextual and cultural information critical to
ensuring each activity best reflected and was tailored to local culture and community
conditions.
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Active community engagement was prioritized, to promote and maintain community
trust in project staff and ensure larger-scale community buy-in. To achieve this, a
“Neighborhood Survey” was undertaken seeking information from community mem-
bers regarding concerns for child and youth safety, general youth behavior and
relationship standards, and ideas for addressing risks for sexual abuse. Results revealed
important information to guide prevention planning, ensuring a community voice–
informed project design and subsequent implementation (Neighborhoods Project
2017). NP staff also routinely participated in community activities, to enhance their
accessibility to community members. They responded personally to all community
members willing to speak about concerns for youth safety. Following the establishment
of strong community engagement and partnerships, the NP subsequently built strong
partnerships with multi-disciplinary non-government, local council, and state and
federal government agencies. Project team members met regularly (in person) with
local community partner organizations to discuss project activities and engage in
collaborative planning and implementation where relevant. Written reports were also
provided in some instances.

Implementation in this case also required attention to local cultural beliefs, protocols,
and traditions. This included a thorough knowledge of local customs, including both
historical and contemporary issues, in addition to knowledge of local sexual abuse
problems. Ensuring prevention activities respected these cultural issues was important
for community acceptance. Each activity was also designed specifically for the local
context, using suitable modalities and local terminology and incorporating local case
examples. Cultural supervision was undertaken by the project psychologists to enhance
culturally respectful and effective engagement. Efforts were also made to learn the local
dialect, to improve communication between project staff and community members.

There are similarities here with case study B. The CS framework, and all the
structures, resources, and practices that have been built to bring it to life, have been
(and continue to be) operationalized, and further developed, within local contexts. In
contrast to the NP, however, the research team running the CS project needed buy-in
from the professional (social work) community to test and embed the approach into
children’s services. Social workers needed a sense of ownership and had to be assured
of the relevance and usefulness of the approach at a time when budgets were being
stretched, caseloads were increasing, and there were mounting political pressures to
effectively safeguard adolescents (i.e., ADCS 2018; Jay 2014; Ofsted 2011).

This professional community buy-in and collaboration was achieved in three phases.
Firstly, local authorities audited their response to peer-to-peer abuse, in partnership with
the research team, and developed a set of action plans to explicitly address extra-
familial contexts within their assessment and intervention models. This learning was
then applied in one London local authority. This phase saw the first attempt at creating
a CS child and family system. Finally, members of a virtual practitioners’ network drew
upon iterative learning from the official test site and published resources, to run their
own test-site work on identified extra-familial contexts (both schools and public spaces)
where young people encounter abuse. Across these three phases, there has been a
gradual shift from researchers leading, but working with, practitioners (phase one), to
joint ownership and development of practices between researchers and practitioners
(phase two), through to practitioner-led testing (phase three), with researchers provid-
ing advice at a distance.
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All elements of the CS framework, including prevention activities and resources,
were co-created with social workers and then tested with wider partners—including
young people, residents, parents, business owners, school leaders, police, and health
agencies among others. Researchers worked at the same desks as social workers
attended meetings with them, observed them speaking with residents, survey busi-
nesses, and engage with families. This approach ensured the research team understood
the language, practice cultures (such as reflective and strengths-based approaches
facilitated via social work units in this site), and expectations of the social work
community, and could work within this environment to develop CS practices.

Development of the CS framework required strong partnerships between researchers
and social workers, and between social workers and the wider statutory, voluntary, and
increasingly private sector organizations. For example, if concerns were raised about
young people being groomed into exploitation at a shopping center, partnerships were
required between social workers, the police, specialist exploitation practitioners from
community organizations, store managers, and security guards to assess the shopping
center and collectively action measures to increase safety and protective cultures. In
order to further embed the approach, relationships have also been built with
policymakers who have responsibility for child protection policy, regulation, and
legislation.

4.3 Prevention Activity Examples

In both case studies, a suite of prevention activities were developed and implemented to
address contextual risks at the local level. These initiatives were designed to specifi-
cally address local risks, and thus differed across the two projects.

As an example, in case study A (NP), multiple strategies were initiated to address
risks for problem sexual behavior and peer-to-peer abuse occurring at the local school,
primarily aimed at enhancing effective guardianship in this setting and reducing
opportunities for abuse to occur. Activities spanned primary, secondary, and tertiary
levels of prevention, across different “targets” including the school setting itself, and
vulnerable children and youth at this location (Smallbone and Rayment-McHugh
2017). For example, a training program was developed specifically for teachers in this
remote Indigenous school setting, to build guardianship capacity to identify and
respond effectively to concerning sexual behaviors, and to promote classroom-based,
and whole-of-school, prevention strategies. An environmental assessment was under-
taken of school buildings and grounds, to identify potential safety risks, including
barriers to effective guardianship, and to make recommendations for physical changes
that could improve safety, based on crime prevention through environmental design
principles (e.g., Cozens et al. 2005). A parenting program was developed specifically
for parents in this community, conceptualized as a method to equip parents with the
skills to identify and address risks for sexual abuse both within and external to the
family home (e.g., Prinz et al. 2009). This also built their capacity to engage with
teachers about children’s safety. Shared language and content between the teacher
training program and the parenting program ensured clear and consistent messages for
children and youth about sexual behavior. Police implemented targeted foot patrols (in
community locations/times of greatest concern; identified through community consul-
tation, police intelligence, and observational data), to enhance guardianship (Allard
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et al. 2018; Koper 1995; Sherman et al. 2014). This extended youth safety beyond
school hours. Clinical programs were also available for identified children and youth
with persistent concerning behavior. Each of these discrete prevention activities was
designed to independently improve safety but also to complement each other, with
collective interplay theorized to enhance overall effects. Each of the activities was also
aligned with prevention activities targeting other community settings (for example,
home environments and public spaces), to enhance overall impact.

In case study B (CS), the social work team became aware that a young man had
experienced serious violence in an identified housing estate. Looking at the young
man’s referral, it appeared that the estate itself was experiencing chronic and
repeated acts of violence. Police had investigated this violence and community
safety partners were aware of the concerns. However, the wider welfare of young
people on the estate had not been assessed. Given the mounting concerns, the social
worker supporting the young man made a context referral about the estate, i.e., a
referral to raise concerns about this context and not solely the individual young
people who had been harmed within it.

The housing estate was referred into the child protection system, the referral
was screened, and, given the levels of violence experienced by young people
on the estate, it was evident that this was a context in which they were at risk
of significant harm. A contextual assessment of the housing estate was initiated,
led by a social worker in partnership with housing staff, the youth service, and
community groups, to explore the welfare of young people on the estate.
Assessment information was gathered via a residents’ survey, observation of
the location and mapping out identified areas of concern, sharing an area map
with young people to gauge their sense of safety within the estate, and mapping
the dynamics of a specific peer group who were encountering, and posing a
risk of, harm on the estate. The information garnered through this process was
analyzed via three areas of assessment: the needs and experiences of the
population in this context (i.e., the estate); the level and nature of available
guardianship (including that provided by residents, business owners, statutory
services connected to the space); and wider environmental factors of relevance.

The contextual assessment investigated whether these issues were driven by
behaviors/needs of the population in this context, the level or quality of guardianship,
or wider environmental factors—such as chronic drug dealing, poor lighting—that are
conducive with such harm. During this assessment, social workers identified the need
to increase community guardianship and confidence among residents, and to reclaim
unsafe spaces within the estate by using them for positive activities. More importantly,
it identified that the dynamics at play within this young person’s peer group contributed
to this risk and that wherever that peer group travelled, it was possible similar risks
would emerge. It was surprising to learn that the peer group actually spent time on this
particular estate because they felt safe there—it was designed in a way that they had
good line of sight should rival groups approach them and could get out easily if they
needed to; this was not the same on other estates. This assessment process was distinct
from previous practice—where social workers had assessed the individual young
person referred into their service and the capacity of his parent to keep him safe from
harm (and whether challenges at home were contributing to his risks in the communi-
ty), rather than assess the context of harm itself.
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These matters were discussed at a planning meeting, chaired and managed in a
model that mirrored a child protection “conference” to discuss a family assessment.
Individuals in attendance were people who could influence the nature of the housing
estate and address concerns identified during the assessment. Following this meeting,
an intervention plan was developed, overseen by a social worker and delivered by a
multi-agency team of professionals in partnership with residents. The lead social
worker liaised with local police and community safety agencies to mitigate the risks
of duplication and to ensure the child welfare plan for the estate ran alongside any
policing activity or investigations that were underway. The plan included community
guardianship training for local residents and business owners; the development of a
parent support group, involving local community organizations, focused on parenting
during adolescence, and the nature of harm in the local area; targeted interventions with
individuals in a bid to alter the dynamics of the peer group associated with the
concerns; and design changes to the housing block. Each activity on the plan was
intended to address a concern about the estate and in doing increase the safety of the
young person initially referred for support as well as their wider peer network.

4.4 Evaluation

Both projects have been subject to pilot evaluation based on administrative, survey,
clinical, and interview data sources, using an iterative process of review and refinement.
Given the inherent challenges in evaluating projects aiming to address complex social
problems, and relatively short implementation time frames to date, it is too early to
report on ongoing or long-term impacts on the lives of young people, families, and
communities. Realistically, a much longer implementation and evaluation period will
be required before definitive outcomes on a larger scale can be achieved (Lefevre et al.
forthcoming; Tilley et al. 2014). Preliminary evaluation across both projects, however,
suggests these contextual approaches show promise. Specifically, discrete prevention
activities have delivered progress towards improved safety (mapped against program
logic), and project activities have been well received by both professional and com-
munity partners (see Neighborhoods Project 2017; Contextual Safeguarding Network
2019). Further to this, the co-created nature of approaches in both projects means that
some elements are supported through an action-research approach, with assessment and
intervention methods being designed, reviewed, and amended throughout the lives of
the projects to ensure their fit (and benefit) to local partners.

While further evaluation of these approaches is required, importantly, evaluation
efforts to date, across both approaches, have facilitated new insight into mechanisms of
change and the implementation of contextual approaches to abuse prevention. Key
findings highlight the need to (a) identify (contextual) factors contributing to abuse at a
local level and develop evidence-informed preventive initiatives to directly target these
factors; (b) work in close collaboration with community and/or multi-disciplinary
professional partners to promote change; and (c) have local context inform project
design and implementation. Both community and organizational change mechanisms
provide a viable approach. Context was fundamental to both “what” was targeted in
preventive initiatives and “how” this was implemented. In this way, context is funda-
mental to both change targets and implementation design.
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5. Discussion: One Destination

There is much about these two case studies that make them distinct. They originated in
different countries and within distinct disciplines (predominantly psychology and social
work). Most significantly, each case study adopted divergent approaches to creating
contextual impact. With one program delivered in a remote Indigenous community in
Australia and the other in an urban setting in the UK, different approaches to design and
implementation should be expected, with context at the core of contextual prevention.
In practice, this meant contextual factors informed the design of initiatives, in addition
to their targets. Case study A, for example, grew organically from community concerns
about peer-to-peer sexual violence and abuse. This community involvement defined
central features of this approach and informed its development. In contrast, case study
B grew from research that identified the contextual dynamics of peer-to-peer abuse
were not being addressed by traditional child protection services. This triggered a
process of system reform and the establishment of a pilot project led by child protection
services, broadening their practice to accommodate and respond to extra-familial
contexts. This demonstrates the versatility of contextual theories for informing
safeguarding initiatives in this field.

And yet each project started with a shared concern—extra-familial abuse—and
reached a shared destination—a contextual suite of interventions within a largely
individualized field of practice. They were also both underpinned by contextual
theories—albeit stemming from different academic disciplines. These theories empha-
size situational and broader ecological influences on behavior, including the perpetra-
tion of abuse and violence, highlighting a need to address the contextual dynamics of
abuse in order to enhance individual safety. Combined program logic for both ap-
proaches is displayed in Fig. 1.

These common foundations, and the extra-familial nature of the harm being ad-
dressed, enabled each project to design approaches that focused on “place” rather than
“people” as a route to abuse prevention. By achieving this, each project achieved

Fig. 1 Combined program logic for both approaches

International Journal on Child Maltreatment: Research, Policy and Practice (2020) 3:229–247242



contextual outputs within largely individualized professions (psychology and social
work), suggesting wider system change within those professions (and their respective
research communities) for the approach to be embedded. In this sense, they shared “one
destination”: amending systems, creating partnerships, and challenging professional
processes that had traditionally focused on individuals so they were equipped to
address the contextual dynamics of harm. Thus, in both their design and delivery, these
projects required, and simultaneously enabled, changes in the perspective and mindset
of project participants. They strove to create safer places for children and youth, not
simply safer individuals, as a route to abuse prevention.

6. Conclusion: The Road Ahead

This shared destination has surfaced further questions about the future of each approach
independently and collaboratively, and whether they might be applied to other forms of
abuse beyond those tested so far.

Both projects were focused on abuse that occurred in organizational and public
settings and were therefore well suited to testing approaches that targeted those specific
contexts as part of a response. In some respects, it can feel like common sense: if
violence is associated with extra-familial contexts, those contexts need to be addressed
as part of the solution. However, wider arguments have been made by others for also
seeing abuse within domestic settings through a contextual lens (e.g., Featherstone et al.
2018), arguing that what happens in families is also informed by the contexts in which
they live their lives. As such, there is room to investigate further whether the ap-
proaches developed in these projects in response to extra-familial harm may also be of
relevance to harm that is intra-familial.

In terms of the future for each approach, CS draws child protection services, and
social workers specifically, into fields of practice that have been traditionally reserved
for criminal justice agencies as well as youth and community groups. England’s policy
climate created the conditions that both required and enabled this move; but further
work is needed to understand the implications of social work involvement in non-
familial settings. For some, the approach will align well with community social work,
radical and structural social work traditions (Fenton 2016; Rogowoski 2012), if it
remains focused on addressing the contextual dynamics of abuse rather than increasing
state intervention in the lives of individuals; further testing and embedding are required
to resolve this. In the case of the NP, a lack of social work involvement has raised
different questions. Crucially, the contextual approach it promotes was led by commu-
nity groups, who worked alongside researchers, psychologists, and police. There has
been less adoption or leadership by wider statutory partners. As such, it has not started
to characterize wider systems that respond to these issues, which remain focused on
individuals, and has struggled with sustainability in such a climate.

While these two projects provide useful guidance for future efforts to contextualize
abuse prevention, the remaining question for policy and practice professionals who
choose to employ a contextual approach is how best to implement, and sustain, such
practice. The community focus of the NP approach may be well placed to address
abuse in marginalized communities, or with minority populations, who may face
barriers to help seeking and engagement with statutory authorities, or where cultural
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considerations are paramount. In contrast, the CS approach perhaps provides a more
central model for sustaining and scaling up contextual approaches, given the role of
statutory agencies in responding to issues of child safety. No doubt there are also other
possible iterations of contextual approaches that may better suit other local contexts.
While diverse contextual dimensions may demand different approaches, in the long
run, a combination of the statutory developments achieved by the CS project and
community buy-in and collaborative leadership that characterized the NP approach may
address the questions each project is respectively left with. Current discussions are
exploring opportunities to draw the two approaches together in one test site in future.

Even at this stage, however, each project respectively, and both projects collectively,
signal a need for further evidence on contextual interventions to child abuse—within
research and practice fields that are dominated with de-contextualized evidence bases
and individual assessments and interventions. This paper does not suggest that such
contextual work replace 1:1 support for children and families, rather that such work
could be bolstered through consistent attention being paid to the social conditions of
such abusive incidents. The relative paucity of contextual research in the child abuse
field will hamper further efforts to advance practice. It is critical, therefore, that
researchers contribute to a deeper knowledge base from which contextual prevention
activities can be designed.
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