
 

Last resort or best interest? Exploring risk and safety factors that inform rates of 

relocation for young people abused in extra-familial settings  

 

Abstract  

When young people are harmed in extra-familial settings children’s services may place them 

into care at a distance from their home authority to remove them from contexts in which they 

are considered ‘at risk’. Guidance and regulation suggest such intervention be used as a last 

resort and only in a child’s best interests. Using survey and interview data, this paper examines 

how relocations are used in response to extra-familial harm in 13 children’s services 

departments in England and Wales – exploring the extent to which they are intended to mitigate 

risk, or build safety, for young people. Findings demonstrate that rates at which relocations 

were used varied across participating services. Interview data suggests that variation may be 

informed by the strategic position a service takes on the use of relocation, the goal(s) of 

interventions used in cases of extra-familial harm, and the target of these interventions.  In 

considering each of these factors the authors recommend further study into the national 

(varying) rates of relocation and the role of those who review care-plans for relocated young 

people; both intending to create conditions in which young people can safely return to their 

communities should they choose to do so. 
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Introduction  

In England and Wales young people are moved away from their home towns, often alone, when 

their parents or statutory services cannot keep them safe. Using data from surveys of children’s 



services departments and interviews with representative professionals, this paper explores the 

risk and safety factors that motivate these decisions, and how this relates to the rate at which 

relocations occur in response to abuse beyond families. Three themes characterise professional 

accounts of relocation as an intervention in cases of extra-familial harm (EFH). The extent to 

which these themes shape decisions to relocate young people, evidence a need to further 

examine national rates (and variance) of relocation, and to assess whether care-plans for young 

people who are relocated build safety, as well as disrupt risk, in cases of EFH. A preoccupation 

with risk, over and above safety, across all participants also suggests a need to further evidence 

practices that social workers, and wider partnerships, can use to build safety in extra-familial 

contexts.     

Background: Relocation and extra-familial harm  

A minority of young people are abused in extra-familial contexts including: being trafficked to 

distribute drugs, sexually exploited in their communities, or physically assaulted by peers, 

including with the use of weapons (Brandon, et al., 2020; Firmin, 2020). Policymakers and 

researchers have noted the use of out-of-area and secure placements in these situations (Scott, 

et al., 2017; Ellis, 2018; Firmin, 2019; Home Affairs Select Committee, 2019; What Works 

Centre, 2020), and their contribution to an increasing number of young people entering care 

for the first time aged-over-12 (ADCS, 2018).  

Out-of-area placements and experiences of safety 

Young people are moved a distance from their families/communities as a means of addressing 

the risk they pose to themselves or others (Roesch-Marsh, 2012); but the extent to which out-

of-area placements achieve safety is questionable. Young people leaving care report that 

stability, trusted relationships and comprehensive needs assessments can support resilience and 

mitigate future risks of harm (Schofield, et al. 2017), yet out-of-area placements do not always 



provide this (Harper and Scott, 2005; Creegan et al, 2005).  A lack of attention to ‘care’ and 

safety within placements can contribute to feelings of instability, invisibility, loss and can lead 

young people to feel responsible for their own abuse (Wigley, et al. 2011; Ellis, 2016; Hallet, 

2016).  

Ellis (2019) demonstrated how notions of risk motivated the use of secure 

accommodation and subsequent educational or therapeutic work with girls affected by sexual 

exploitation. ‘Risk’ conceptualised as attached to a young person, rather than as structural or 

contextual, drove placement decisions.  

Girls are more likely to be placed in secure accommodation for their own safety with 

issues relating to sexual practices, hence having their liberty restricted by being identified 

‘at risk’ rather than ‘a risk’ (Ellis, 2019:158). 

Internationally, scholars in the US (Sapiro, et al. 2016) and Australia (McKibbin and 

Humphreys, 2019) have evidenced the similar use of care and secure placements to disrupt 

physical risks faced by, and control the behaviours of, young people. 

Shuker’s (2013) evaluation of a safe accommodation project for young people affected 

by sexual exploitation, outlined three ways in which young people experience safety. 

Protection: from physical harm; through trusted relationships, and; of their psychological 

health. When Firmin (2019) applied this lens to 144 relocations for EFH, it was apparent that 

relocations were driven by concerns about physical risk, but often negatively impacted young 

people’s relational or psychological safety; this in turn undermined the physical safety 

relocations were used to achieve.  

Risk and safety in child protection 

Researchers identify a tension between managing risk and assessing need in social work 

(Stanford, 2010; Seden, 2016). They argue that neo-liberal models of case management, and 



the individualising of social harms within notions of personal responsibility, has reduced social 

work to the assessing and monitoring of risk as opposed to the delivery of services that promote 

safety. Whilst managing risk and creating safety can be interdependent they often rely on 

different ideas about why and where harm happens, and what resources and partnerships are 

required to address it. ‘Managing’ risk and ‘creating’ safety can presuppose different forms of 

action; monitoring or doing respectively. For example, risk assessment in social work has been 

criticised for locating the cause of harm within young people’s ‘risky choices’ (Beckett, 2019; 

Jay, 2014) subsequently concerning itself with the monitoring of those choices. In response, 

others have argued that to create safety we need to understand that young people act in complex 

social contexts characterised by a lack of protective structures (Beckett, et al. 2017, 

Featherstone et al, 2019), and harmful social norms or exclusionary physical design that 

facilitates harmful encounters (Firmin, 2020); signalling ample opportunities to create safety 

for those at risk of significant harm alongside broader populations of young people.  

Relocation in response to EFH brings the tension between risk-management and safety-

creation into sharp focus: when we relocate a young person away from a context associated 

with EFH what assumptions are made about where risk is located and how safety is created? 

The national context  

The usefulness of relocations has been subject to political debate. In 2019 the members of a 

parliamentary inquiry criticised the use of out-of-area placements for dispersing risks of 

exploitation, and increasing the vulnerability of associated young people (Home Affairs Select 

Committee, 2019). In early 2020, during a parliamentary debate on out-of-area placements the 

then Parliamentary Under-Secretary for the State on Education, Michelle Donelan MP, stated 

that they should be used ‘as last resort’ (Hansard, 2020) unless in the child’s best interests. 

However, Donelan also stated out-of-area placements may be in a child’s best interest in 



response to exploitation (and therefore not solely a last resort) – a caveat noted in Foster’s 

review of out-of-area placements that same year (2020). This position is aligned to the Children 

Act 1989 which notes that: 

There will be circumstances where a distant placement will be the most suitable for a 

child… There will also be children who require an out of authority placement to ensure 

they can be effectively safeguarded. (Department for Education, 2015: 56) 

Given the aforementioned concerns about the welfare of young people in out-of-area 

placements it is important to consider whether risks associated with EFH should override the 

notion of ‘last resort’ – and whether such placements are in young people’s ‘best interests’. 

 As such, the ways relocation is used to address EFH, and the circumstances in which it 

facilitates safety require examination. This is challenging; there is no national dataset on either 

the rates of out-of-area placements for EFH (Firmin, 2019), or the numbers of young people in 

England and Wales impacted by EFH (National Practice Review Panel, 2020). At the end of 

2019 the Children’s Commissioner reported a 21% increase in ‘teenagers in care’, with one in 

four children in care (23%) being over 16, and 39% aged 10-15 (Children’s Commissioner, 

2019). In 2018, the Association of Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS), stated that 

responses to criminal exploitation and other forms of EFH, had contributed to a shortage of 

secure welfare beds for young people, and that for ‘many authorities, 15 – 17 years olds 

currently represent the age group most likely to become … looked after’ (ADCS, 2018:79). 

Yet, neither publication reported the overall number of out-of-area placements used in cases of 

EFH. 

Remaining questions 

Research paints a variable picture of the effectiveness of out-of-area placements, with limited 

evidence on the rate, drivers and impact of relocation. This paper begins to address these gaps 



by reporting the findings of a mixed-method study that surveyed 13 children’s services 

departments and interviewed 15 professionals representing them to establish the rate at which 

they used relocations in response to EFH and their rationale for doing so. Analysing this data 

through a lens of risk management and safety creation, we explore local factors that informed 

rates of relocation across participating services.  

Methodology  

Recruitment 

A combination of self-selective and purposive sampling methods were used to recruit local 

authority or children’s trusts children’s services departments (referred to as services hereafter) 

to respond to a survey on relocation and EFH. The study was advertised via the ADCS bulletin 

and the research team’s online platforms. In addition, services who were already engaged in 

the wider Contextual Safeguarding programme at the University of Bedfordshire were 

contacted directly to gauge interest in the study. Services were asked to submit an expression 

of interest. Sampling criteria were applied to select services representing a geographic spread 

across England and Wales, inclusive of rural and urban areas. Variation was important as 

literature suggests differing EFH trends and placement availability across the UK (Kelly and 

Karsna, 2018; National Crime Agency, 2018).  Recruitment ended in line with project 

timescales, at which point 20 services in England and Wales had been recruited. Five withdrew 

before starting the survey, and two withdrew part-way through, due to capacity issues, leaving 

a total sample size of 13. This final sample maintained a regional spread. 

Survey  

As survey was designed to capture in each service: 



a) The total number of young people supported by children’s social care (inclusive of 

Early Help, Child in Need, Child Protection, Looked After Children and Care Leavers 

teams).  

b) Of (a), the total number of young people supported due to EFH 

c) Of (b), the total number of young people in out-of-area placements, the legal basis of 

the placement, placement length and type. 

d) The total number of missing episodes for each young person in (c) and their 

demographics. 

The survey was created on Qualtrics and distributed electronically to an agreed representative 

of each participating service.  

Survey method 

Services who were working with the Contextual Safeguarding programme (n=7) and project 

partners at Oxford University were consulted on the survey design. This consultation 

established that departments were not recording EFH as a category of harm, nor subsequently 

the numbers of young people in out-of-area placements due to EFH. As such, a manual process 

for establishing survey responses was co-created between the research team, the project 

partners and the services who participated in the consultation (Figure 1). The process involved 

survey respondents conducting a manual review of open case files on electronic case 

management systems coordinated by a single point of contact (SPOC) in each service over a 

snapshot period of one month between 1st and 30th September 2019. The SPOC was typically 

a senior manager or children’s services lead in the service being surveyed. The SPOC cascaded 

the survey questions to team managers to provide relevant data.  



Survey analysis 

Survey returns was analysed in SPSS. The data was cleaned and single points of contact were 

contacted to clarify inconsistencies. Data was calculated for each service and aggregated.  

Returns was analysed to explore:  

1. The proportion of all young people open to each service who were being supported due 

to EFH 

2. The rate at which these young people (1) were placed in out-of-area placements within 

an across services  

3. The rate of missing episodes for these young people (2) within and across services  

Proportion data was calculated by establishing the percentage of young people who were 

supported due to EFH out of the total number of young people supported by each service and 

was then aggregated across participating services. Rate data was calculated by establishing the 

total number of young people placed in out-of-area placements as a percentage of the total 

number of young people who were supported due to EFH in each service The total number of 

young people who went missing from out-of-area placements and the total number of missing 

episodes for those young people was calculated for each service.  

Semi-structured interviews 

Survey data was collected to establish the rate at which relocation was used in response to EFH 

in participating services. It was anticipated that these rates might vary. Therefore, semi-

structured interviews were undertaken with professionals representing each service to 

contextualise survey returns and explore drivers for any variation.  

Recruitment 

All services who returned surveys (n=13) were invited to nominate a representative 

professional for a semi-structured interview. 1-2 participants were interviewed for each service 



(n=15) (see Table One). One service (L) had withdrawn from the survey and then re-entered, 

resulting in two separate participant interviews.    

Table 1 Interview participants by service 

Service  Participants (n) Staff role  

A 1 Senior Manager, Children’s Services 

B 1 Assistant Director, Children’s Social Care 

C 1 Head of Child Placements 

D 1 Principle Social Worker 

E 2 Service Lead, Community Safety 

Specialist Adolescent Service, Lead 

F 1 Exploitation and Missing Coordinator 

G 1 Senior Manager, Children’s Social Care 

H 1 Principle Safeguarding Officer  

I 1 Quality Assurance Service Manager, Children’s 

Services 

J 1 Practice Manager, Specialist Team, Children’s 

Services 

K 1 Lead Social Worker, Exploitation Team 

L (interview 1) 1 Head of Adolescent Services 

L (interview 2) 1 Intelligence Analyst, Children’s Services 

M 1 Service Manager, Child Protection  

Interview method 

A semi-structured approach (Lee, 1993) aligned interviews with research questions, whilst 

simultaneously allowing participants to introduce themes relevant to their local context, 

disclosing what they felt was appropriate and thus achieving a collaborative interview 

environment. Interview schedules included questions in relation to three areas: 

1. How does the service record EFH and out-of-area placements? How did the services 

establish data for the survey-return?  

 

2. In their view, why and in what circumstances is relocation considered in response to 

EFH in their service?  

 

3. Do they have any reflections on how EFH is recorded or how out-of-area placements 

are used in their service as a result of participation in the study?  
 

Interviews took place remotely to reduce travel time as participants were located across 

England and Wales. Video conferencing technology was used and interviews were audio 

recorded and then transcribed. Interviews lasted an average of 45 minutes. 



Interview analysis 

A thematic approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was taken to coding interview transcripts, and 

NVivo12 was used to organise the data. Primary nodes were designed to capture how 

participants described: approaches to monitoring/recording relocations; the intentions behind, 

and conditions for, relocations; the nature and target of interventions prior to, during, and 

following relocations, and; the impact of relocations. 

Combined analysis 

In this paper we organise the above dataset (survey returns and analysed interviews) through a 

combined analytic framework that situates relocations at an intersection of risk mitigation and 

safety creation. We explore what statistical survey returns and qualitative interview accounts, 

when taken together, suggest about how participating services used relocations.  

To assist this process survey returns were organised into three groups. Services who 

reported relocating: under 5% (Group 1), ); 5-10% (Group 2), and over 10% (Group 3) of all 

young people open to them due to EFH in September 2019. Interview transcripts were 

organised according to these groups, and the initial coding results were assessed to identify 

consistencies and variations in professional narratives within, and between, the groups of which 

their services were a part.  The ways interview participants described their services’: use of 

relocations; goals in doing so, and; the target of interventions, was considered in relation to the 

‘rate group’ they had been assigned. Throughout each theme, we considered how consistencies 

and variances in the combined dataset reflected social work intervention as disrupting risk, 

realising safety, or engaging with the interconnected relationship between the two, when using 

relocation due to EFH. 

Ethics and limitations  



The study received ethical approval from the University of Bedfordshire and was approved 

by the Association of Directors of Children’s Services.  

The 13 participating services represent an opportune sample, many of whom were in 

contact with the research team due to an interest in developing responses to EFH. Therefore 

while efforts were made to ensure they came from a combination of rural and urban areas, they 

do not constitute a representative sample. Furthermore, not all services provided complete 

datasets in survey returns due to limitations in their case recording systems – including how 

EFH was defined, and how relocations were captured. Thus, findings from the study cannot be 

generalised and can only be interpreted as an approximation of the rate at which relocation was 

used as a response to EFH in the 13 participating services. Finally semi-structured interviews 

represent the views of the professionals who participated; they do not necessarily reflect the 

views of the service they represented.   

Findings 

Survey data returned by 13 services identified that of the 29,623 children they were supporting 

in September 2019, 2,128 (7.18%) were identified as being affected by EFH. 10.1% of these 

young people (n=215) were living in out-of-area placements, with relocations planned for a 

further 29.  

This rate varied by service (See Table 2). In two, none of the young people identified 

as affected by EFH (n=44 and n=7) had been relocated, whereas another two services had 

relocated a quarter of the young people they identified as affected by EFH (n=114 and n=176).  

Table 2 Overview of survey returns by LA organised by rate group 

Service 

Group 

LA code n=Young 

people 

affected 

by EFH 
 

n=Young 

people 

affected by 

EFH 

Rate of 

young 

people 

affected by 

EFH in 

n=young 

people in  

multiple 

out-of-area 

placements  

n= young 

people 

missing 

from out-

 n= of missing 

episodes for all 

young people 

missing from 



in out-of-

area 

placements  

out-of-area 

placements 

of-area 

placements 
an out-of-area 

placement 

Group 1  C 44 0 0.00 0 0 0 
H 7 0 0.00 0 0 0 
I 337 10 2.96 1 1 5 
J 

85 3 
3.53 

0 1 16 

Group 2  K 90 4 4.44 0 1 1 
D 466 21 4.51 0 9 55 
M 49 4 8.16 1 1 1 
B 123 12 9.76 4 7 68 

Group 3  A 234 25 10.68 0 6 34 
G 129 19 14.73 0 2 3 
E 274 43 15.69 9 12 29 
L 114 29 25.44 1 19 231 
F 176 45 25.57 0 22 59 

 

We consider these varying rates, and outcomes, (Table 2) alongside interview data in three 

sections. The first presents how participants across the three ‘groups’ describe the use and 

effectiveness of relocations. The second explores whether relocations were described as being 

used (or not) with the goal of creating safety, disrupting risk, or both, with reference to survey 

data on placement-length and stability. The third documents how participants described the 

targets of interventions (including relocations) in cases of EFH.  

Finding 1: Variable use and perceived effectiveness  

The varying rate of relocation in the three ‘service groups’ (Table 2) was not determined by 

geography. Some rural or coastal settings had large numbers of relocations and some smaller 

towns or urban settings had smaller rates of relocation (despite large numbers of EFH cases – 

service I for example). Interview data suggests variation is driven by multiple factors.  

Participants in Group 1 services described working in organisations that had taken active 

steps to reduce or stop using relocations: 

…No, we didn’t have any, no. And we do push for keeping the children in [small coastal 

town] where at all possible (Principal Safeguarding Officer, Service H) 



Our absolute drive is for children not to be out-of-area …out-of-area is only considered 

for a small range of reasons.  Predominately it would be that other placement options… 

haven’t been successful at providing safety for that child (Service Manager, Service I) 

the whole point of that [innovation]… was to reduce the number of young people going 

into secure and reduce the need for obviously relocating, and we haven't had a secure 

placement at least since [multiple years] (Practice Manager, Service J) 

Professionals in Group 1 services had access to alternative interventions – including 

placements – that support young people affected by EFH to remain in their home local 

authority. Intervention availability was presented as the consequence of a strategic view that 

relocations were ineffective. Thus, a view on the effectiveness of relocations preceded 

investment in alternative responses. 

Participants from Group 2 services largely appeared unsure about the effectiveness of 

relocations. They positioned relocations as a ‘last resort’ when other options had been 

exhausted or where risks were consider so significant that it was the only option to take:  

Well, I think it’ll be, because it’s done on risk, it would have to come through strategy 

meeting discussions ….. And of course, it’s a last resort (Assistant Director, Service B) 

Five out of the 20 young people were actually accommodated straight into the out-of-

area placement. So, I think that’s where we’d looked and just hadn’t been able to manage. 

(Principal Social Worker, Service D) 

Their accounts rarely referenced a wider service strategy to reduce relocations, except one 

professional who described new efforts to return young people: 

… And that’s because we identify that our entire strategy around … is bringing children 

back home rather than having them placed miles away. (Service Manager, Service M) 



Some participants from Group 3 services also described reserving relocations for cases of 

significant risk: 

….other than those children…where there is a real threat on their life and it goes from 

no threat to a massive threat… it’s usually an escalation process that finally drives the 

situation. (Senior Manager, Service A) 

I would say a lot of these young people, it’s either because there’s gang links in the local 

area or there’s negative peers in the local area that are seen as a big risk to them so they 

have to be moved away. (Head of Service, Service L) 

However, placement availability also featured as a stronger narrative alongside risk-

management for some participants in Group 3: 

So for some young people we’re hoping it breaks the cycle of exploitation, whilst for 

others it’s because we need accommodation and that’s the only resource available. 

(Senior Manager, Service G)  

One participant in a Group 3 service appeared in favour of relocation – describing it as essential 

for some EFH cases rather than a last resort: 

I can tell, there’s been two children that I specifically requested were moved out-of-area 

without easy access to public transport.  One thing we applied for deprivation of liberty 

order for and that was an active decision that we wanted them out of this area (Lead for 

Specialist Adolescent Service, Service E) 

This professional’s view was not necessarily reflective of everyone they worked with– or of 

the strategic position of the service who had returned the survey. However they held a decision-

making role in their service, and their willingness to use relocations therefore may shed some 

light on the high-rate returned in their services’ survey.  



Finding 2: Goals of intervention: safety-creation or risk-disruption  

The goal of intervention – what professionals described trying to achieve when responding to 

EFH – also appeared relevant to rates of relocation reported in survey returns.  

Interview participants in Group 1 services described how relocations disrupted the 

safety that young people gained from consistent relationships with families, peers and 

professionals. Consequentially, they depicted a focus on keeping young people close while 

‘disrupting’ or ‘managing’ risk: 

We don't believe as an authority it's the right thing to do.  Exploitation is everywhere, 

isn't it, and it's how we try to manage that.  I think [in relocations] you're isolating children 

even more… you're taking them away from everything that they know. (Head of 

Placements, Service C) 

Their position was informed by a desire to protect young people’s support networks: 

…if you suddenly got planted somewhere else and you didn’t know where you were, 

with no friends, no school or anything, the impact of that must be quite massive (Practice 

manager, Service J) 

Obviously, the children who are really at a distance are the ones where it can be really 

challenging to support the network around them to move with them, which is why we try 

not to do it really (Quality Assurance Manager, Service I) 

As such, participants in Group 1 services shared a narrative about managing risk while 

protecting relationships; safety at home characterised the intervention goal. 

Participants from Group 3 services situated relocation as a longer-term response to 

EFH. The dismantling of local relationships was sometimes an intended outcome of 

intervention; viewed as the only way to disrupt EFH: 



Give them a fresh start almost.  Some of these young people though, its girls that have 

been placed long distances because the persons of interest live locally and would continue 

to live there. (Head of Service, Service L) 

In fact we had a young man that recently asked us to move him out-of-area because he 

could not get out or extrapolate himself from the network of drug dealers that he was 

being controlled by.  (Lead Specialist Service, Service E) 

This narrative aligned to survey data on the length of time young people were in out-of-area 

placements; data provided for 118 of the young people relocated in September 2019 (Table 3) 

Table 3 Mode placement length per service of data provided 

Group Service Placement length (mode) Data missing from returns 

Young people (n) 
 

< 1 

month 

1 -12 

months 

> 1 year  

Group 1  C N/A  

H N/A  

I   X 1  

J X   
 

Group 2  K   X  

D    could not report figures 

M  x  3 

B  x   

Group 3  A     could not report figures 

G   X  

E  x  3 

L   X 19 

F  x  15 

 

41 of these young people had been out-of-area for over a year. 78% (n=32) of those young 

people came from services in Group 3 (n=4/5 services in the group). Some professionals from 

these services recognised this challenge: 

Keeping people out-of-area for a long time isn’t something that any of us want to do.  It’s 

something that inevitably does happen… Sometimes you're not necessarily ready to bring 



them back, that the safety hasn’t yet been mitigated or the risk hasn’t been mitigated. 

(Senior Manager, Service A) 

A focus on safety solely through risk-disruption seemed to drive sustained or permanent 

separation between young people and areas in which they had been harmed. 

Accounts from these professionals gave less attention to safety through stabilising 

existing-relationships. Given this, survey findings on the number of missing episodes (Table 

2) and multiple placements amongst the 215 young people who had been relocated in 

September 2019 are notable.  81 of the young people reported as being out-of-area had gone 

missing from their placement: 75% of them came from Group 3 services. Within this, one 

service reported that 49% of young people living out-of-area had been missing from placement; 

whereas 37% of them had gone missing prior to the relocation.  While we do not know the 

reason for this increase, wider research into distance-placements has pointed to concerns about 

young people going missing from placements to connect with family and peers (Firmin, 2019; 

Shuker, 2013). One participant from a Group 3 service described ending a relocation to reduce 

missing episodes: 

…the boy who had gang affiliations… that was going missing regularly from the 

placement … it was viewed, because we had these new services … it would be best for 

this young person to return so that all the services could be implemented for them where 

the other area doesn’t necessarily have those services. (Head of Service, Service L) 

Some services struggled to keep a small number of young people in out-of-area placements. 

Four services reported that young people featured in their survey returns had experienced 

multiple placements. Only one service from Group 3 featured amongst them; however they 

accounted for nine of the 16 young people in this cohort.  We do not know the specific reason 



for this – but it is possible that the approach taken by services in Group 3 to disrupt risk through 

distance, did not consistently provide stability for the young people affected. 

Surveys for Group 2 services also reported that some young people went missing while 

out-of-area or experienced multiple placements, but these were fewer in number. During 

interviews, professionals representing those services painted a muddled picture of risk-

disruption and safety-creation when using relocation. Some described it as a short-term 

intervention; used to give young people space as well as create room for professionals to 

intervene with the associated EFH: 

…you do need that real clear break in terms of helping a young person to get away from 

the area and away from the perpetrators of exploitation…in order to really start the work 

to safeguard. (Principal Social Worker, Service D) 

I think that placing children away from… the immediacy of risk, when appropriate, is 

the right thing to do.  But I think that needs to be short and it needs to be then enveloped 

with a high level of support (Service Manager, Service M) 

However, participants from Group 2 services generally struggled to find balance. They were 

often concerned about the impact of relocations on young people’s relationships, and weren’t 

convinced about their effectiveness: 

I think we’ve had a lot of learning… and as an authority we have come to the conclusion 

that that is not in the child’s best interests a lot of the time. (Lead Social Worker, Service 

K) 

What you actually often have is a young person who’s even more at risk because they’re 

now in an area they don’t know and so even more vulnerable and when they do go 

missing we don’t have any clue where they are or who they’re with... (Principal Social 

Worker, Service D) 



Consequently, Group 2 participants described using relocations in situations where a desire to 

disrupt risk surpassed concerns about safeguarding stable relationships; rather than attending 

to both matters concurrently. This created a sense of unease and lack of clarity amongst service 

representatives; a confusion associated, in part, to how professionals described the target of 

EFH interventions. 

Finding 3: Location of concern and target of intervention 

Participants working in Group 1 services described interventions focused on 

creating/sustaining young people’s relationships, while simultaneously trying to disrupt the 

groups/contexts in which young people were harmed. The pull of those who harmed young 

people threatened to undermine - or further exacerbate challenges that already existed in – 

familial or professional relationships. Practitioner concern, therefore, was protecting or 

rebuilding young people’s relationships within wider community, school or peer environments 

where they had been harmed. Professionals in Group 1 services described interventions that 

targeted their concern: relationships. A participant from one of these services described an 

occasion where they relocated a young person. In their account they stressed a focus on 

returning that young person to her family and community relationships: 

And there have been cases in the past where I have absolutely advocated for a young 

person to be moved out of area, and one where it was horrendous child sexual 

exploitation, and we tried everything locally, and it needed to be that disruption, but then 

the work needed to be done to then allow her to come back to where her family, her 

friends, her life is. (Practice Manager, Service J) 

Participant descriptions of interventions by Group 2 and Group 3 services were less consistent. 

Some situated relocations as interventions which targeted young people themselves; supporting 



them to recover from the harm they had experienced and/or build their capacity to make 

different choices upon return to their local authority: 

…we've got one girl in particular, she was moved out-of-area specifically to a therapeutic 

placement that specialises in [exploitation], purely because of her needs and 

vulnerabilities, because we needed that relational work done with her. (Service 

coordinator, Service F) 

… the plan is for him to be relocated in six months… to break his cycle of offending…to 

start preparing him for returning…with increased engagement with education or 

employment, and more pro-social activities to divert him away from his current 

behaviour (Senior Manager, Service G) 

The idea that relocations were used to target young people, was reinforced by participants who 

noted that once a young person was moved there was a tendency to stop all other interventions 

to disrupt risk, or build safety, in extra-familial contexts: 

What tends to happen is you get a child to a place where they’re relatively safe, everyone 

breathes a sigh of relief … I think what we’re less effective at doing is still keeping the 

focus on the perpetrators in those instances and actually the focus once a child becomes 

accommodated, particularly with an out-of-area placement, is the work becomes focused 

on the child rather than the disruption. (Principal Social Worker, Service D) 

…like she’s part of a police operation… so when they go up the police officer and the 

social worker go jointly usually to see her.  She’s still, and I’m sure you just find this, 

but essentially it’s on pause.  So everything within the local authority just pauses, apart 

from the social worker (Service Manager, Service M) 



Despite such accounts, a number of participants reflected on the apparent mismatch between 

the contexts in which EFH occurred and the impact of relocations on the young people they 

were trying to protect:  

Yeah, but I guess with this one though, it’s that point about what work are we still doing 

in the contextual safeguarding arena in communities with disruption… it’s not all about 

what does the child need to do to change, it’s what’s happening around the child in order 

to keep them safe in their community. (Principal Social Worker, Service D) 

Participants from Group 1 services shared similar reflections – which provided their rationale 

to actively avoid relocations: 

because [if you relocate] you’re not managing the risk, I guess, you’re just creating a 

void for another vulnerable young person to fill, which they will undoubtedly fill in terms 

of how these individuals operate. So, you’re really missing a trick around disrupting and 

kind of shifting your focus in terms of who we are looking at that. (Principal Safeguarding 

Officer, Service H) 

Discussion  

Our findings suggest that the rate at which participating services used relocations in cases of 

EFH, was driven by how they organised their response to this issue; their ambitions for the 

interventions they used; and what they targeted with those interventions. It is likely that other 

professionals within participating services held different views to the representatives we 

interviewed. However, the thematic points of consistency and diversion shared by interview 

participants, align to the rates, and other characteristics (missing episodes, stability) of 

relocation, documented in their services’ survey returns. Themes that emerged through 

interviews provided context to quantitative survey data: and this context is complex. 



Professionals working in Group 1 services, that relocated few if any young people, had 

the greatest consistency in their accounts of relocation, why they used /avoided the 

intervention, and what they sought to target by doing so. Professionals from Group 3 services, 

with the greatest rate of relocation, were consistent in their view that risk-disruption motivated 

relocations and overrode other considerations. However, they were less consistent in their 

accounts of what relocations targeted and their effectiveness. Such variance was also stark for 

professionals from Group 2 services, who appeared unconvinced about the general impact of 

relocations while working in services without a strategic position on such matters. 

Ideas of risk-disruption/management were present across all interviews. The difference 

being that professionals in Group 1 services discussed risk-management alongside efforts to 

build safety in, and through, relationships. For professionals in Group 2 and Group 3 services 

risk-disruption through relocation was the dominant, and sometimes sole, intervention. Safety 

was not attended to in a consistent or forthright manner; raising questions about placement 

stability, and limiting the extent to which relocations could provide a time-limited intervention. 

The use of relocations to target, or change, young people’s behaviour further entrenched a 

safety-blind narrative. Safety could not be created in contexts where the young person had 

come to harm: they needed time away to develop skills to better manage in their home context 

or remain permanently at a distance. Neither of these accounts prioritised the relational loss 

that came with relocations, or the safety that could be achieved through them. 

Conclusion   

In this paper we present, for the first time, an indication of the rate (and variation) at 

which young people are relocated due to EFH in England and Wales. These findings provide 

two key points of learning for policy and practice. First, the use of relocation in response to 

EFH varies across services in England and Wales. This variation is important: it suggests that 



young people who are harmed beyond their families face a postcode lottery on the chances that 

they will be relocated should they seek help. Interview data signals that this variance is 

informed by local practice cultures and strategic decision-making, not simply based on a young 

person’s individual needs or placement availability. Further research is required to establish 

the extent to which variation in every part of England and Wales is influenced by these drivers, 

and identify any others, to support a more consistent approach in the future. 

Secondly, risk-disruption seemed to dominate responses to EFH in our sample services, 

regardless of the rate at which they used relocation. This warrants further attention. The extent 

to which relocations support professionals to manage risk, mitigate it, and/or build safety is yet 

to be established. Moreover, participant preoccupation with using disruption-based 

interventions in response to EFH, suggests that we require a greater understanding about other 

interventions which create safety (beyond disruption) for the young people affected; including 

via engagement with young people and parents to establish factors that influence safety prior 

to, during and after relocation.  

At present, a political, and to an extent policy, position that situates relocations as a 

‘last resort’ unless they are in a child’s ‘best interests’ creates practice contexts that are 

conducive with inconsistency. In many respects the contextual risks posed by EFH offer a ‘best 

interest’ grounds for relocation, without further consideration of the pros-and-cons of such an 

intervention which, when they were raised by our interview participants, can situate relocations 

as a ‘last resort’. Attending to gaps in knowledge about both the varying rates of relocation and 

responses that build safety beyond-disruption, could underpin policy that is capable of guiding 

a more nuanced response to EFH. In the interim there is likely a role for Independent Reviewing 

Officers to consider whether proposals to relocate young people are accompanied with 

interventions to build safety in their home authorities. Plans need to illustrate how the 



contextual dynamics of EFH will be addressed during relocations so young people can return 

to their home authorities should they wish to do so.  
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Figure Legend  

Figure 1 Six step manual process used by the research team to generate survey returns from participating sites  

 


