
Peer-on-peer abuse and Contextual 

Safeguarding 

Dr Carlene Firmin MBE  

Dr Jenny Lloyd 

Joanne Walker 

University of Bedfordshire 

@C_S_Network 

Jenny.lloyd@beds.ac.uk   

mailto:Jenny.lloyd@beds.ac.uk


Overview 

Introduction to peer-on-peer abuse 

Overview of Contextual Safeguarding 

The role of schools within contextual responses to peer-

on-peer abuse 

Resources for school and next steps 
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How peer-on-peer abuse is defined 

Harmful Sexual 
Behaviour 

Domestic Abuse 
/ Teenage 

relationship 
abuse 

Criminal 
Exploitation  

Child Sexual 
Exploitation 

Bullying 

Serious Youth 
Violence / 
weapons 

Physical, sexual, 

emotional and 

financial abuse, 

and coercive 

control, exercised 

within young 

people’s 

relationships 



Peer-on-Peer Abuse 

• 1/3 identified cases in England and Wales, 55% in London 

• A survey of adult survivors of child sexual abuse in England in Wales in  2011 

founds that around two thirds had been abused by a young person and not 

an adult (Radford, et al., 2011).  

• 5,500 sexual offences in schools, including 600 rapes, had been reported to 

police forces between 2012 and 2015 in the UK (BBC, 2015) 

• Between 30 and 70% of young women report encountering sexual 

harassment in school (EVAW, 2010; GirlGuiding UK, 2014)  

• In the US, a study revealed that 72% of sexual harassment, 25% of sexual 

assaults and 17.5% of adolescent rape occurred within school as opposed to 

elsewhere. (Turner et al., 2011) 

 

#ContextualSafeguarding 

 



Thinking about these behaviours across a 

continuum….. 

Normal 

Problematic 

• Problematic and 
concerning 
behaviour 

• Developmentally 
unusual and 
socially 
unexpected  

• No overt 
elements of 
victimisation  

• Consent issues 
may be unclear 

• May lack 
reciprocity  or 
equal power  

• May include 
levels of 
compulsivity 

Abusive 

• Victimising intent 
or outcome 

• Includes misuse 
of power 

• Coercion and 
force to ensure 
victim 
compliance 

• Intrusive 

• Informed consent 
lacking or not 
able to be freely 
given by victim 

• May include 
elements of 
expressive 
violence  

Inappropriate  

• Single instances 
of inappropriate 
sexual behaviour 

• Socially 
acceptable 
behaviour within 
peer group 

• Context for 
behaviour may 
be inappropriate  

• Generally 
consensual and 
reciprocal  

Normal 
• Developmentally 

expected 

• Socially 
acceptable 

• Consensual, 
mutual, 
reciprocal  

• Shared decision 
making  

Violent 

• Physically violent 
sexual abuse 

• Highly intrusive  

• Instrumental 
violence which is 
psychologically 
and/or sexually 
arousing to the 
perpetrator  

• Sadism  

(Hackett, 2011) 



What makes something abusive…? 

 

 
Power 

Consent 



UK Definition of consent 

Consent: 

• Agreeing by CHOICE and  

• Having the FREEDOM and CAPACITY to make that 

choice (Sexual Offences Act 2003) 

 



Adolescent development  

‘Risk’ and motivation 
for ‘thrills’ 

Short term gains  

Emotional regulation  
Increasing desire for 

autonomy  

Dynamics of 
adolescence  



Contextual dynamics CSE (Firmin, 2015) 

Neighbourhood 

School 

Peer Group 

Home 

Child 

Gang-affected 

neighbourhoods 

Robbery 

CSE in parks, 

shopping centres  

Bullying 

Corridor 

culture 

Peer 

recruitment  

Peer association 

to intimate 

partner violence 

Peer group 

sexual offending 

Domestic 

abuse 

Siblings 

Neglect 

Parental 

capacity   



Firmin (2015) 

Systems challenges: The Role of Child 

Protection? 

Vulnerable 
adolescents 

vs. 
Vulnerable 

children  

Risk 
outside the 
home vs. 

Risk within 
the home  

Abuse by 
young 

people vs. 
Abuse by 

adults  

Unsafe 
social 

spaces vs. 
Unsafe 

individuals  

#ContextualSafeguarding 

 



Peer Groups (2) 

(Firmin, 2015) 



How young people have identified 

contexts… 

 SCHOOL: Like I could be with my girls and then we would just be 

standing anywhere in the school and then the boys will come as 

they are together, they just come and then touch us up, and yeah 

we will be like, ‘Get off, get off’ and they will be like ‘Shut up’ and 

stuff like this…And it usually goes on – it can depend on where you 

are. If you are in a corner and no one is around then it goes on 

longer. (Cherelle, 13, School Two) (Ringrose, 2011) 

 PEERS: I wasn’t really happy because like he used to try and force 

me…and then like I used to tell her [a friend] and she tried to talk to 

him and then because I told, because she went and told him, he, 

he come back to me and tried to force it out of me even more. 

(Barter et al 2009) 

 

 



Contextual Safeguarding 

Domain 1: Target 

Seeks to prevent, 
identify, assess and 

intervene with the social 
conditions of abuse  

Domain 2: Legislative 
framework 

Incorporate extra-
familial contexts into 

child protection 
frameworks 

Domain 3: Partnerships 

Develop partnerships 
with sectors/individuals 
who are responsible for 

the nature of extra-
familial contexts  

Domain 4: Outcomes 
measurement  

Monitor outcomes of 
success in relation to 
contextual, as well as 

individual, change 

(Firmin et al, 2016) 
#ContextualSafeguarding 

 



From: ‘Everyone’s business’ = referral  

Refer into 
children’s 

social 
care 

Schools 

Health 

Youth and 
community 

Housing 

Licensing 

Policing 
and CJS 

Transport 



To: ‘Everyone’s business’ = creating safe 

spaces 

Work 
alongside 
children’s 

social care 

Schools 

Health 

Youth and 
community 

Housing 

Licensing 

Policing 
and CJS 

Transport 



Inclusion in Working Together (2018) (1) 

 

Contextual Safeguarding (Chapter 1 – Paras 33-34) 

Explained in paragraph 34 – recognition that extra-familial risks such 

as sexual and criminal exploitation are forms of abuse requiring 

safeguarding response 

‘interventions should focus on addressing…wider environmental 

factors’  

It is important to address the contextual risks faced by young people 

who have instigated or perpetrated harm as well as those who they 

have abused 



Inclusion in Working Together (2018) (2) 

 

Five detailed changes 

early help services will typically include … responses to emerging 

thematic concerns in extra-familial contexts (Chp 1, para 12) 

‘information sharing is also essential for the …when multiple children 

appear associated to the same contexts or locations of risk (Chp1, para 25)  

Social workers…understand the level of need and risk in, or faced by, 

a family from the child’s perspective (Chp 1, para 56): 

YOTs…are therefore well placed to identify children … and the 

contexts in which they may be vulnerable to abuse’. (Chp 2, parah 41-9) 

[organisations] should have arrangements in place for: ‘creating a 

culture of safety, equality and protection within the services that they 

provide’. (Chp2 Para 3) 

 



Inclusion in schools’ guidance 

Advice 

Reference to Contextual Safeguarding as 

informing a whole-school approach 

(embedded in paragraphs 81-82)   

A culture that makes clear that sexual violence 

and sexual harassment is always unacceptable 

strong preventative education programme will 

help create an environment in which all 

children at the school or college are supportive 

and respectful of their peers when reports of 

sexual violence or sexual harassment are made.   

Policies, processes and curriculum under 

constant review to protect all their children.  

Reports of sexual violence and/or harassment 

(especially where there is evidence of patterns 

of behaviour) may point to environmental and 

or systemic problems 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

KCSIE 

New Chapter on peer-on-

peer abuse – particularly 

peer-sexual abuse 

Reference to Contextual 

Safeguarding – 

particularly with an 

emphasis on an interplay 

between risks outside of 

schools and student 

welfare 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 



The reach of schools into contexts 

Neighbourhood 

School 

Peer Group 

Home 

Child 

Part of local 

neighbourhoods  

Place to make 

friends and 

challenge peer 

norms 

Ear for concerned 

parents and route to 

raise parental 

awareness 



Creating safe cultures in schools 

• Policies and procedures – to address peer-abuse and harmful 

attitudes (as well as risk posed by adults) 

• Bystander intervention and promotion of healthy relationships 

and attitudes to gender/sexuality  

• Hotspot mapping and designing out – are there risky areas 

(toilets) 

• Staff training, potential bias and stereotyped assumptions 

• Awareness of wider local environment and impact that it may be 

having on students  – opportunities for disclosure 

• Monitoring attendance and disengagement – disclosure through 

behaviour  



Contributing to local child protection agendas 

• Awareness of local problem profiles and structures in place 

to address concerns 

• Referring concerns about contexts 

• Challenge poor threshold decisions  

• Provide information on peer group dynamics to risk 

assessment processes  

• Provide a route to early intervention: safe peer 

relationships, challenge social isolation, space for exposure 

to positive attitudes  



Break 



Peer-on-Peer Abuse – A case study  

 



 

• Which partners are needed to build a response to this 

case? 

• What resources do you have to apply this approach? 

• What challenges would you face in building a response at 

present? 



Break 



How do we identify harm in schools? 

Student 
surveys 

Incident 
logs 

Student 
engagement 

Parent 
groups 



Student surveys 

Discuss: 

 

• Do you use student surveys? 

• What questions/ areas could you include on a 

student wellbeing survey? 

• How do you use this information? 

 



• I feel happy at school 

• I feel pressured to do well 

• I have friends in school 

• I feel there are adults at school I can speak to 

• How confident do you feel to protect your 
personal information online? 

Wellbeing 

• Other students have said bad things about me 
online 

• Other students exclude me 

• I have been hit or kicked by another student 

• Where does this happen (incl online) 

Bullying 

• Experienced sexist comments in school 

• A student has kissed, touched me  when I didn’t 
want them to 

• I have felt pressured to send a naked image 

• Feel confident to report sexual harassment 

Sexual Harm 

Student Survey 



Things to consider 

• When, where and how – tutor groups, PSHE, guarantee anonymous 

• Mechanisms in place for anonymous reporting 

• How you will act on the data – and report this back 

• Digital or paper – Survey Monkey 

• Parental consent 

• Avoid the term bullying – focus on behaviour (name calling, hitting) 

• Use clear language 

• Give options for free text and multiple choice 

• Get students to design it/ pilot it 

• Group your questions 

• Increase in severity 

• Consider demographic information  

• How often do you repeat the survey 

 



Students report there are 

locations in school where they 

don’t feel safe 

Survey finding 



Shifting boundaries (Taylor et al 2013) 

 



Concerns in the school 

• Ask students why, 

what times. 

• Visit the music room 

and observe  

• Review behaviour logs 

 

Students report they don’t feel safe 

in the music room and that girls have 

experienced unwanted touching 

Removed the heavy curtain in the 

music room to open up the window 

and allow supervision 

• Increase lighting, access, 

supervision 

• Ensure supervision at peak times 

• Include locations in reporting of 

incidents 

• Temporary exclusion zones 

• Posters 

 



I don’t feel confident to speak 

to staff about my problems  

Survey finding 



Responses from young people 

“I'm not comfortable around a lot of teachers to tell them that 

sort of stuff. I don’t really have that sort of relationship with 

any teachers. So, it would be very difficult” (Young people’s 

focus group). 

 

“There is no punishment for these things. For sexting they 

just take photos down I don’t think anything else happens.” 

(Young people focus group) 

 

 



Responses from young people 

“I don’t think the college can do much about the online stuff, they 

can't control what people do outside college, they can only control 

what happens in here. So even so, they can tame what happens 

here, maybe a student will get suspended for a couple of days, but 

it still happens” (Young person) 

“I think in my personal experience, it might be my opinion, like this 

school there's not a great support system for students.  Which also 

makes it more difficult to talk about, especially like sending 

inappropriate pictures about yourself, it's quite an uncomfortable 

subject.  So, because there's not like that system there that really 

supports you, with emotional problems, not just like learning 

problems, it's quite difficult.” (Young people’s focus group). 

 



Reasons for low reporting 

• Fear of what will happen 

• Not wanting parents to know 

• Concern for getting in trouble 

• Culture of ‘snakes’ and ‘snitches’ 

• Don’t trust teachers 

• ‘No point’, ‘nothing they can do’ 

• Don’t recognises harm - ‘it’s just normal’ 



Bystander Approaches 

#&*! 

I’m the only 

one 



Bystander Approaches 

#&*! 

That’s not 

cool 

No way! 

I don’t 

agree 



Students report high levels of 

sexual harassment but this is 

not evidenced in 

safeguarding/ reports  



Behaviour logs/ Safeguarding logs 
Review your behaviour logs: 

• What systems/ can all staff report 

(including non teaching) 

• What is recorded? (swearing vs sexist 

language vs racism) 

• Are actions recorded 

• What language is used? (victim 

blaming or objective) 

• What is missing/ not recorded? 

• Behaviour vs safeguarding response 

• Use to track changes and inform 

interventions 

 



How do you know how your 

school is doing? 



Strengths-Based Toolkit for Self Assessment  

 

. 

#ContextualSafeguarding 

 



Prevention 

 

#ContextualSafeguarding 

 



Level 1: Example 

0

20

40

60

80

100

Structures and
systems

Prevention

Response and
intervention

Identification

School 1 School 2

#ContextualSafeguarding 

 



Quality Assurance: Challenging Language 

 

• Promiscuous  

• Manipulative 

• Streetwise  

• Risky choices/behaviour  

• Lifestyle choices 

• Prostituting themselves 

• Putting themselves at risk  

• Absconder  

• Sexually aware / experienced  

 

 

• Aggressive   

• Out of control  

• Liar 

• Boys being boys  

• Glamour  

• Will not engage  
 



Polices and processes 

ICT 

Behaviour 

Bullying/HSB 

Safeguarding 



School assessment 

 



 



Contextual Safeguarding Network 

• Free practitioners 

network. 

• Over 1000 

members 

• Access to free 

resources – videos, 

briefings, blogs, 

tools, webinars 

• Access to 

partnership 

opportunities 

 



Get involved… 

• New project to work with four schools in four local areas 

• Working with the University of Bedfordshire to pilot and 

develop tools to assess and respond to HSB in schools 

• Launch of expression of interest in February 



For more information and resources visit 

www.contextualsafeguarding.org.uk  

Jenny.lloyd@beds.ac.uk  

@C_S_Network 

http://www.contextualsafegaurding.org.uk/
mailto:Jenny.lloyd@beds.ac.uk
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