
Check
your
 thinking

These cards have been developed from the Keeping Safe research project. 
They are a way of sharing core findings and key messages from the 
research, and have been designed for use as a reflective/discussion tool for 
practitioners and professionals working with children and young people.

They are designed for use in pairs, teams or small groups, to facilitate 
discussion and shared learning, but they can also be used individually. 
Use them how best suits, but we have some suggestions:

These cards are free to use but would you tell us whether, when, and how 
you have used them, and any of the conversations or outcomes? 

  Email: Halletts1@cardiff.ac.uk

Finally, what are the challenges 
presented by or in the 
messages?  At what level? 
What could be changed, what 
can you do? What can others 
do? Who is important here? 

The images can be a starting 
point – what do you think the 
image is about? What would 
you expect the messages from 
the research to be for this issue? 

The core messages in the 
text can be used to reflect 
on understandings. Do the 
messages align with your own 
thinking and practice? Do they 
align with the practice contexts 
you work in?  

The ‘stop and think’ sections 
provide specific examples/
questions to focus on for 
discussion. Reflect on good 
practice too! Are there other 
examples?

Instructions 

#KeepingSafe   #CheckYourThinking
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Moving children and young people has significant consequences for them. 
The more moves a child or young person experiences, the higher their 
chances are of becoming victims of sexual exploitation later on. It also 
raises the chances of them:

•     going on to experience abuse in intimate relationships in early adulthood;
•     having an unstable housing situation in later life;
•     not being in education and/or employment. 

Moving children contributes to life feeling unpredictable and uncertain. 
It can be experienced as a lack of belonging and lead to feelings of having 
no control. Without a stable home life, feelings of rejection and insecurity 
are exacerbated.

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?

PLACEMENT MOVES

‘having to leave home’ 

‘being moved from someone’s house’ 

‘we need you to feel ‘at home’’ 

‘is this feeling like home’ 

‘do you feel at home here’  

home 

home-away-from-home 

better-than-home

next-best-to-home 

not real home 

‘Placements’? ‘Placement moves’ 
‘being taken into care’, 

‘placement breakdown’? 

Does the way we talk about this and manage 
this with a young person reflect this?
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Example: Example:

Where is your ‘risk lens’? What is the focus of the concern? 

Young people were angry at the bodily or behavioural attention they 
received, and the seemingly limited concern for them and their happiness. 

•     They know about risks and the potential consequences of risky behaviours;
•     They engage in these because they feel frustrated, or they are angry, or 

they want to have fun.

‘Keep safe’ or ‘risk education’ is too narrow a focus for any intervention. This 
focus can mean that young people themselves become the objects of concern. 

Professionals’ attention on risks can reinforce a young person’s frustrations 
or anger, if the focus is not on changing things for them or their 
circumstances, and centres on them changing their behaviours. 

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?

your risk lens

Is where they are hanging out safe? 
Are they in unsafe places? 

Are they attending school?

Adjusting your gaze 

‘Why do they make you happy?’ 

‘Where makes you unhappy?’  

‘What do you like to do?’ 

‘Where is your happy place or places?’

‘Is school safe?‘

‘Are you happy in school?’ 

‘Is there anything you  
like about school?’ 
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 “  It’s kind of missing but it’s not missing because I’m not really 
really missing. It’s just that not many people know where I 
am. But I probably like just going out and freeing myself from 
stuff that I don’t want to be around.

Young people can run away or ‘go missing’ because they feel unsafe, or 
unhappy where they live, or they want to get away from things or from 
people in their lives. 

Understanding why a young person is ‘going missing’ is as important as 
finding out where they are going and who with. 

Understanding the different forms of ‘going missing’ is important too.  
This can help you think about your response both in the moment but  
with a longer-term view.   

going missing

Is it safe enough 
at this time? 

Are they missing? i.e. you 
know where they are, but 
they shouldn’t be there? 

Can you make home (or where 
they are running from) a 

happier place to be?

Does anyone ‘miss’ them? 
Has anyone given them any 
positive attention recently? 
Is there a significant person 

in their life? 

Some questions to consider:

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?
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What is the challenge for you? What can you do?

direct work

happiness and wellbeing

Key areas that matter: hobbies and involvement 
in activities

supporting or help 
developing interests

developing relationships 
with peers

strengthening relationships with 
significant others and key workers 

 “  Most of the time that I had people talk to me was about  
like risky things, sexual exploitation. And I don’t know, like  
I feel like everyone that’s been talking to me kind of says the 
same thing. 

Long-term intensive engagement with a young person is likely to make the 
difference for them. 

One-to-one work, such as spending time with a young person, engaging 
them in activities, or addressing their confidence and self-esteem has a 
positive impact. 

Too many relationships for young people are centred primarily around 
their risk and their harm, and not around their happiness, and attention 
is not given to them and their interests and needs. Some young people 
considered that their workers are there to ‘find something out’ rather than 
hear what they have to say.
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Participants relayed concerns about a risk-driven approach to 
tackling sexual exploitation. Ensuring young people are safe from  
harm is vital, however:

This can work punitively i.e. young people are unable to be outside with 
peers or engage in certain activities, they have phones removed, are 
checked on repeatedly. 

Decisions can be driven by a ‘risk-adverse’ approach offering protection in 
the short-term, but which does not easily facilitate positive outcomes in the 
longer-term (and sometimes even the shorter-term). 

The potential judgement of court, and any possible inquiry should a  
worse-case scenario occur, can drive decision-making. This is over and above 
what might be considered to be best at that time, given the circumstances.  

There can be minimal flexibility for managing risk ‘in the moment’.  
There is a need for a more dynamic approach to managing risk, and a 
need to open up the possibility for wellbeing to be the driver for practice. 

risk?

What are the drivers 
for decision-making 

around risk? 

Do you have concerns with 
allowing young people to take 

risks? What are these?

Is there anything that would 
support you to feel confident 

in using your professional 
judgement? 

What are the problems with a ‘good 
enough for now’ approach to risk? 

What are the possibilities? 

Is this a challenge you 
recognise in your role? 

Stop and think:

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?
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There is a need to make sure that children are living in the right setting, with 
the right supports, so that they are able to stay there and feel happy. 

Example: young people were moved between parents and family members 
multiple times; before being removed and being placed in and out of foster 
care; before being placed and moving between different foster places 
because of ‘placement breakdowns’; resulting in, for some, a final placement 
in a residential home.

•     Living with family is not always best for a child or young person. 
•     Some children and young people thrive better in foster care. 
•     Some children and young people cannot cope and do not want to be in  

a home with another family. 
•     Staff may be more equipped and supported in residential care to respond 

to children with high support needs and/or when there is a high risk they 
are being sexually exploited. 

•     Residential care can sometimes be what is best.

Residential care and foster care can be equally positive. The best  
home-from-home depends on the young person, their wishes, their  
support needs, and the reasons behind the need to take a child or young 
person into local authority care.

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?

care

What is your perspective 
on residential care and 

foster care?

What can be done to better facilitate 
children staying at home?  

What are the drivers 
around where is best for 

a child to live?

Stop and think:
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Having a supportive adult in their lives had the most positive impact for 
young people. 

One-to-one work, such as spending time with a young person, engaging 
them in activities, or addressing their confidence and self-esteem, was also 
the intervention most likely to help. 

These relationships are characterised by small everyday acts and 
exchanges, which then help to work towards longer-term change. 

Those who received this type of support were less likely to have issues with 
alcohol and drug misuse, and to have involvement with social services as 
young adults and as parents. 

Participants talked about the unrealistic expectations placed upon 
young people, as well as forgetting to reflect on the small but significant 
achievements and changes young people have made (and which they as 
workers have helped to make happen).

outcomes

Do you recognise the 
differences that you 

may have made for a 
young person? 

Stop and think:

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?

What are the ‘outcomes’ you 
expect for young people? 

What are the short-term 
‘moments for celebration’ that 

might get lost for young people, 
and for you and other workers? 

Why is this?  
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Relationship based practice is good but...

 “  You have no idea how many people come to see me... More 
than eight... I don’t like it to be honest because it’s like too 
many people trying to get into my life thinking they can help 
me. No, not really. It’s kind of, I think it’s making me worse not 
helping me.  

Young people participating in the research described how there are too 
many workers involved, and they find it hard to attach any trust to all of 
these relationships.
 
There can be too many people for a child or a young person to have a 
relationship with. All of these people cannot feature as a ‘significant person’ 
in a young person’s life. Young people can get lost within this network of 
multiple professionals.
 
Repeated or multiple short-term interventions work against predictability 
and stability, and the sustained relationships that are significant in both 
preventing and intervening in sexual exploitation.

too many people

How many ‘relationships’ is this 
young person having to manage?  

Who is best placed to act as a 
key person? Are they involved 
in decision-making?  

Is this support helpful – is 
someone else involved who could 
communicate/respond/provide this? 

Is there anyone involved who the 
young person likes or gets on with? 

Who needs to be involved, and 
how should they be involved? 

Stop and think:

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?
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A theme in the research is about how people talk to young people. 
Language matters because it shapes the relationship, and can shape 
young people’s experiences.

Young people consistently say that they don’t like feeling as if they are a job 
of work for someone. They also tell us they don’t like it when they feel like 
‘someone is just doing their job’, or someone is only there because of their risk. 

Language can introduce a ‘professionalism’.  This can work against the  
trust and relational aspect of the ‘work’ you are trying to build with a  
young person. The words we use can also inadvertently minimise difficult 
experiences for young people.   

mindful language

How much of what you talk 
about relates to a young 
person’s happiness and 
wellbeing, interests and 

thoughts?

...do you? Is this a helpful 
thing to say?  

What are the ‘work words’ you or 
others use with a young person that 
could minimise how they experience 

what is happening? 

What phrases do you use that could be 
problematic for a young person? 

‘We want to keep you safe/we are 
concerned you are at risk...’

‘I understand how you feel...’

Stop and think:

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?

Some things to think about:

...from what? Is the young person 
clear about what it is you are 
concerned about? 
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In order to manage young people’s behaviours and tackle presenting 
concerns and immediate risks, short-term interventions can often be the 
focus of provision. 

There are challenges for relational-based work within this context. 

Repeated or multiple short-term interventions work against predictability 
and stability, and sustained relationships. Young people describe not 
wanting to trust any worker because the relationship will end. Professionals 
talked about the revolving door of people, projects, carers and interventions. 

Some of these challenges could be managed by facilitating longer-term 
support for young people (within and outside of the care context). Managing 
how these relationships end is important to consider – particularly if there is 
no other person who is significant for the young person in their life.    

exit strategy

What is the challenge for you? What can you do?

What is needed to help 
these to happen better? 

Are these difficult to manage? 
Why? How?

Do you get a chance to reflect on 
ending the relationship with a 

young person to anyone? 

What does a good ‘ending’ or 
‘exit strategy’ look like?Stop and think:
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