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Our ‘Institutional ethnography’ of 6 case study sites…



…led to findings that we set out in 2 books, 11 journal articles 
and lots of practice resources…
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• We had observed some excellent practice, exciting new approaches and enormous professional 
commitment 

• We learned about endless challenges particularly re. practice with young people experiencing safeguarding 
risks whilst also caught up in criminal behaviours

• Our research suggested individual, isolated poor practice was rarely the problem

• But rather that the ‘ruling relations’ of this field interfere with our intentions:

 Practitioners’ attempts to foreground the welfare of young people were continually undermined by 
systems and structural service foundations  

 Particularly the case for those involved in offending alongside victimisation

• We wrote this paper to say why we think a paradigm shift is needed to address system shortcomings at 
source : 

 Firmin, C., Lefevre, M., Langhoff, K. & Ruch, G. (2024) ‘A line in the sand: moving from surface 
improvement to foundational shifts to develop effective responses to extra-familial risks and harms’, 
British Journal of Social Work, https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcae193 

                           

What did we learn?

https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcae193


Our international evidence review* 
had identified five characteristics of 
effective systems and interventions:

• Relational

• Contextual

• Youth-centred

• EFRH-focused

• Interagency

Our ethnography* revealed that there were significant 
challenges to realising these five service characteristics:

• Workloads don’t provide time and support for relational 
working*

• Approaches are primarily family-focused rather than 
contextually and structurally-focused

• Out-of-home care over-used as control and safeguarding 
mechanism – disconnects and punishes

• Youth committing crime require welfare-orientated 
responses to EFRH, but system is justice-led

• Tensions between agencies in differing role objectives 

* see: Firmin, C., Lefevre, M., Huegler, N. 
and Peace, D. (2022) Safeguarding Young 
People Beyond the Family Home: 
Responding to Extra-Familial Risks and 
Harms. Policy Press. 
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/display/book/9781
447367277/9781447367277.xml 

* see: Lefevre, M., Huegler, N., Lloyd, J., 
Owens, R., Damman, J., Ruch, G. and Firmin, 
C. (2024) Innovation in Social Care: New 
Approaches for Young People affected by 
Extra-Familial Risks and Harms. Policy Press. 
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/monobook-
oa/book/9781447371250/9781447371250.xml 

* see: Firmin, C., Langhoff, K., Eyal-Lubling, R., 
Maglajlic, R., Lefevre, M. (2024) ‘Known to services’ 
or ‘Known by professionals’: relationality at the core 
of trauma-informed responses to extra-familial 
harm, Children and Youth Services Review, 107595, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107595 

https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/display/book/9781447367277/9781447367277.xml
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/display/book/9781447367277/9781447367277.xml
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/monobook-oa/book/9781447371250/9781447371250.xml
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/monobook-oa/book/9781447371250/9781447371250.xml
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107595


Four foundational assumptions undermining 
current innovation 

1. Individualism in service design

2. Risk mitigation prioritized over the creation of 
safety/flourishing

3. Tensions between criminal justice and child welfare 
outcomes remain

4. Structural drivers of harm are ignored, 
discrimination remains unaddressed (and/or is 
reproduced) 

See: Firmin, C., Lefevre, M., Langhoff, K. & Ruch, G. (2024) ‘A line in the sand: moving from surface improvement to foundational shifts to develop 
effective responses to extra-familial risks and harms’, British Journal of Social Work, https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcae193 

https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcae193


Let's consider how these foundations inform 
a response to ‘Jacob’

Jacob is 17 years old. He rarely attends 
college and has experienced and used 
violence there. His family do not trust 
statutory services. Jacob has been 
subjected to significant physical harm and 
has been treated in hospital for his injuries. 
He has also threatened others with violence. 
Both his own victimisation and his threats to 
others have taken place in the context of him 
being criminally exploited. 



With the four undermining foundations in place

1. Intervene with Jacob, 
target his behaviour

2. Prioritise reducing 
risk

3. Use sanction and 
dispersal-based 
interventions

4. Structural barriers 
influence 
interventions

1. Professionals recognize Jacob’s behaviour 
as affected by trauma associated with 
experiences of exploitation

2. They acknowledge risks of harm within his 
wider peer group and consider using 
criminal justice sanctions or changing his 
education timetable to reduce his time 
spent with that group

3. They explore sanctioning Jacob’s parents 
for not consenting to interventions as he 
nears his 18th birthday



1. Recognize the trauma caused by intrusive, mis-attuned, 
and even oppressive service responses to Jacob and his 
family, and seek collaboration to build understanding and 
avoid repeating mistakes

2. Advocate to increase Jacob’s time in education, 
potentially in mainstream settings from which he has 
been excluded

3. Identify opportunities to build safety in relationships 
that outlive statutory intervention through welfare-
based, rather than risk- focused, assessments of Jacob’s 
friendships, reserving justice interventions for adults who 
pose a risk of significant harm.

With the four foundations disrupted

1. Respond to the 
social conditions of 
harm

2. Prioritise need and 
well-being

3. Hold child welfare as 
paramount

4. Recognise and 
respond to structural 
barriers



Over to you…

• To what extent do you recognise the issues we have outlined?

• Where are the areas of tension felt in your services when trying to provide 
welfare oriented, youth-centred, contextual and relational interagency 
responses that address extra-familial harm and its consequences?

• How close or far do you feel from being able to achieve the foundational 
shifts we’ve outlined in your own organisations or systems?

• What do you think needs to be done now at a macro level by policymakers 
and system leaders to enable the necessary changes?



Follow our social media for more updates and events 
@InnovateProj (on Twitter/X)     @theinnovateproject.bsky.social 

https://theinnovateproject.co.uk/blog/ 

Learn more about the Innovate Project at 
www.theinnovateproject.co.uk.

 If you want to sign up for the Innovate Project mailing list 
to receive period newsletters about our publication, new 

resources and activities, please just click here 
https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_08sjtLW9MHbZJsi 

or scan the QR code

https://theinnovateproject.co.uk/blog/
http://www.theinnovateproject.co.uk/
https://universityofsussex.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_08sjtLW9MHbZJsi
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