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Introduction and aims of the project 

 

This study, carried out between 2009 and 2011, was set within the context of the 

safeguarding children policy agenda, particularly the notion that child protection is 

‘everybody’s business’1. The research aimed to explore everyday safeguarding of children at 

neighbourhood level, including how safeguarding is seen, experienced and carried out by 

residents, community leaders and professionals. In the research, safeguarding was seen as 

a concept that included, but was broader than, child protection.  In the Welsh Assembly 

Government’s guidelines for professionals ‘Working Together’ (Welsh Assembly 

Government, 2006: 6), safeguarding is ‘Protecting children from abuse and neglect; 

preventing impairment of their health or development; and ensuring that they receive safe 

and effective care; so as to enable them to have optimum life chances’. In other words, 

safeguarding includes statutory child protection investigations and interventions, the 

prevention of abuse and a more general imperative to optimise children’s well being, now 

and in the future. 

  

The research relates to two areas of contemporary life that have provoked concern in recent 

years. One has been that some children, such as Victoria Climbie and Peter Connolly in 

London, can slip beneath the radar of their local community and their maltreatment 

seemingly go un-noticed . The other has been that children’s, and indeed adults’, lives have 

become poorer because of our collective inability to trust children to navigate their 

neighbourhoods independently  for play or travel (Gill, 2007) and our unwillingness as adults 

to interact with stranger children and young people in the community, either to help or 

regulate them (Furedi, 2008; Guldberg, 2009). Reflecting those two areas of debate and 

discussion, the project has explored the following question and sub-questions: 

 

How do members of a local community understand and perform the safeguarding of children 

in their midst? 

• How are children safeguarded through informal networks and how are decisions 

made to make formal reports of concerns? 

• How are notions of children as a risk, as well as at risk, enacted within a specific 

locale? 

• What are the perceived geographies of safety/risk in a neighbourhood?  

                                                 
1 This phrase appears to have originated in the Every Child Matters Programme in England, although 
the wording does not occur in the original Green Paper. It is now commonly used in local and national 
governmental and organisational statements about children’s safeguarding.  
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What are neighbourhood experiences and perceptions of formal and community 

safeguarding agencies? 

 

Relevant literature  

 

There is a wide range of potentially relevant literature and research evidence in the area of 

safeguarding children in communities. Much of this is outlined in a literature review produced 

as part of this project (Holland et al., 2011b). It is not possible to do justice to the literature in 

this area in this brief report but, in brief, it can be noted that there is much empirical evidence 

relating to the prevalence of informal care of children in neighbourhoods, particularly shared 

child care between friends and family (Speight et al., 2009). Dex (2003:9) observes that 

informal childcare is the ‘substance or glue’ of communities. Beyond child care, informal 

support networks are important across social class divides. Nonetheless, researchers have 

focused, in particular, on documenting the existence of such networks in poor and low-

income neighbourhoods in Britain, often challenging widespread stereotypes that such 

environments are beset by a lack of social cohesion and breakdown of traditional family and 

community ties (Ghate and Hazel, 2002; Gill et al., 2002; Gillies, 2008; Seaman et al., 2005).  

 

There is less empirical research in the area of community members’ relationships with formal 

safeguarding services, with most of it concentrating on relationships between professionals 

and identified service recipients, rather than neighbourhood residents in general. There are 

only a small number of studies that explore adults’ willingness to intervene to care for or 

regulate other people’s children in their community. One-third of serious referrals to the 

NSPCC help-line are reported to be from worried neighbours (BBC 2008), but there is also 

some evidence that calls from non-professionals regarding children at risk of harm are 

treated less seriously than those from professionals (Munro, 1996; Broadhurst et al., 2010).  

 

Despite a public perception that adults are unwilling to intervene with other people’s children 

in public (Elliott and Frean, 2008; Furedi, 2008), surveys of UK adults find the majority 

stating that they would intervene if they saw children or young people causing harm in public 

(Barnes, 2007; Ipsos MORI, 2006). Nonetheless, as Barnes has noted, such research 

questions tend to reinforce the sense that unaccompanied children and young people 

present a risk to others. We note in our literature review that there appears to have been 

less emphasis on looking after (as opposed to regulating) other people’s children in public 

places (Holland et al.,2011b). 
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Research methods  

 

The research took place in two neighbourhoods in the valleys region of south Wales. A 

complementary doctoral project is underway in a city suburb. The sites were chosen to 

complement the larger WISERD localities project. Connections with the neighbourhoods 

were made on the recommendations of community and voluntary sector workers. The first, 

and primary site, which we have named ‘Caegoch’ is characterised by a high level of 

community development activity. This meant that there was an identifiable group of local 

activists, most of whom were residents, to consult regarding research design, the best ways 

to contact potential participants and to develop the research aims and scope to encompass 

local concerns.  Caegoch has high levels of social housing, once built to house the families 

of miners. Almost all local mines are now closed and there are above-average levels of 

unemployment and child poverty in the neighbourhood.  The second site, which we have 

named Bryndwr, was chosen because it is geographically close to Caegoch and, therefore, 

receives the same local authority and statutory services. It provides some contrast to 

Caegoch in terms of mix of housing tenure, encompassing an old village community, some 

housing association homes and a large area of owner-occupied housing, some of it recently 

built.  Both neighbourhoods are surrounded by open countryside but located near to a large 

south Wales town.  

 

The majority of research data in the project was generated in Caegoch, where at least 40 

residents (aged 3 to 80) and workers took part in the research. Caegoch proved to be the 

area where access to potential research participants proved more straightforward, largely 

through ‘snowball’ networking, following a series of initial introductions from community 

workers. We view Caegoch as the primary research site.  In Bryndwr, twelve parents and 

grandparents, 8 young people and 6 professionals and other local workers took part in the 

research study. Data and analysis from Bryndwr are used as a secondary point of 

comparison and included where they provide further insight or depth to the findings.  

 

The research design could be characterised as a case study exploration of child 

safeguarding in specific neighbourhoods. A case study provides the opportunity to explore 

an extensive research topic through gaining intensive knowledge of a bounded subject 

(Thomas, 2011). In this project, the neighbourhood is seen as the bounded subject, rather 

than a particular type of participant or other social setting. Data generation methods adapted 

to local conditions as the research developed. Early exploratory work involved discussions 

with key community leaders, a parents’ group and a young children’s group for advice on 

research design. In the first phase, residents were invited to engage in a range of multi-
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modal methods (Dicks et al., 2006) to explore their experiences of child safeguarding on the 

estate. These are further described in a methodological paper (Holland et al., 2011a). In a 

second, longer phase of engagement, our primary researcher undertook a sustained period 

of participant observation. This involved invited observations of community meetings, 

observation of public spaces and conversations and further interviews with residents and key 

community players such as councillors, community development workers, school teachers, 

police, housing and social workers. Historical and contemporary media and policy 

documents were analysed and detailed field notes kept. Thematic, inductive analysis was 

managed within the qualitative software package, Atlas ti.  

 

The research design was approved by Cardiff University School of Social Science Research 

Ethics Committee. Key ethical issues included ensuring informed consent was obtained, 

protection of participants’ confidential information and full anonymisation of individuals and 

places. Accessible information leaflets were produced to explain the research to residents, 

including children. It was important to explain to participants that the research did not involve 

assessing any individual’s ability to safeguard children in the community, whilst at the same 

time making clear our professional obligations should any risk to children or vulnerable 

adults be disclosed to us. Researchers had enhanced police checks. The broader 

geographical area, including Caegoch estate, had been subject to negative press coverage 

over many years and many felt that the area, and micro-localities within the area, were 

stigmatised. These dynamics and the subject matter itself may have led to guardedness in 

some of the interviews as residents wished to present a positive narrative about the area 

and their own practices within it. As researchers we did not wish to add to the stigmatisation 

of the area and have attempted to produce findings that provide a more complex 

understanding of children’s and families’ daily experiences than might be seen in some 

media depictions of socio-economically marginalised areas of the valleys. In an attempt to 

improve the level of reciprocity in the engagement, the principal fieldworker agreed to 

conduct a small further research project in one of the community facilities at the request of 

the local community organisation.  

 

 

Key findings  

 

There is a wealth of qualitative data generated by this project, leading to many potential 

areas of analysis. In this report we focus briefly on two areas of findings that relate most 

closely to the original research questions. In the conclusion we note some other areas that 

emerged from the fieldwork, and that have become ‘spin-off’ further mini-projects. Here we 
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concentrate on, firstly, informal care of children and young people at community level and, 

secondly, relationships between residents, community sector and formal safeguarding 

services. Each area is explored in more depth in separate journal articles. 

 

Community Parenting 

 

During the fieldwork we became interested in an area of activity we labelled ‘community 

parenting’. We defined this as the informal, everyday, shared culture of looking out for, or 

looking after, children within the immediate neighbourhood. In Caegoch, a community 

parenting culture was clearly identified in multiple interviews with residents and community 

workers. In Bryndwr, while there was some shared care between friends and relatives, some 

interviews included remarks about the absence of a sense of collective care of children. In 

observations of the two areas it can be seen that there is more of a culture of children 

playing outside in the street and communal green areas in Caegoch than in Bryndwr, where 

children appeared to more often play in the home or garden, or attend organised out-of-

school activities.  

 

In Caegoch we noticed several features of activities we labelled community parenting.  

Parents and other residents said that they would ‘look out for’ other people’s children on the 

estate and trust that others would look out for their children. Therefore they were happy to 

allow their children to play outdoors in the neighbourhood on the shared understanding that 

someone would intervene if their child was distressed or engaged in behaviour they 

shouldn’t. Adults in Caegoch were thus perceived as willing to intervene to care for, or 

regulate other people’s children.  

 

I mean we are always watching. If they can’t see their kids they shout down, ‘’oh god, 

have you seen so-and-so’, and somebody has always seen ‘em, somebody always 

knows where they are. (mother, interview 26) 

 

They also shared information about risk with each other, warning about dangerous dogs or 

adults or young people they saw as a risk, suggesting that they be avoided. The downside of 

the collective culture in some streets was that it could be seen as exclusionary to outsiders 

and locals who become labelled as outsiders following disagreements between households.  

 

Caegoch’s identifiable culture of community parenting was aided by social and spatial 

aspects of the estate. Housing and garden layout allow easy visibility of children playing in 

the street. Gardens were originally open-plan and are now demarcated by low fences. Many 
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formal and informal play areas can be seen from windows and gardens. Children, taking 

researchers on tours of their preferred play areas were able to look down from parts of the 

hillside or patch of grass they were playing on and comment on who was at home or in the 

garden. This spatial openness of the estate contrasted with that of the newer build area of 

Hilltop, where houses were set further back from the street, and many gardens had high 

fences. A social aspect that aided community parenting was the practice of adults sitting 

outside in front gardens to socialise together and keep an eye on the children in the street. 

 

A further socio-spatial aspect in Caegoch was the close proximity of family to many 

residents, with streets often containing several households who were related. One resident 

explained that she had six siblings living in separate households within two or three streets 

of her home. We would suggest that these kinship networks, which stretch across three or 

four generations in some cases, reinforced a sense that there was a communal culture of 

parenting, with general agreement on acceptable and unacceptable levels of parenting. 

 

In Caegoch, interestingly, although the outdoor culture of play and parenting might be seen 

to be traditional and almost timeless, adult residents noted that many of them would no 

longer allow their children to play in a nearby wooded area, where they themselves had 

played as children, with concerns about drug and alcohol use by teenagers and young 

adults in that area.  

 

Most residents, community workers and professionals such as social workers and housing 

officers spoke approvingly of the culture of reciprocity and collective care on Caegoch 

estate. Nonetheless, we identified a disjuncture between how residents felt they were 

perceived by outsiders and how they understood their own parenting practices. Much of the 

activity appears to residents and those who know the area well as self-evident and visible, 

but to outsiders the same practices may appear to reinforce stereotypes of unregulated 

children allowed to wander at will by negligent parents. Estates such as Caegoch have been 

subject of much dismay and anxiety in sections of the press (Jones, 2011) and we detected 

aspects of this discourse in interviews with residents from Bryndwr, when talking about 

estates such as Caegoch.  This narrative was also present within Caegoch, as some parents 

differentiated themselves from those they perceived as giving the estate a bad reputation. 

Here, parents were described as absent, concerned more about drinking and smoking than 

directly caring for their children. This picture of unregulated children contrasts with parental 

narratives on Caegoch, illustrated here by a mother living in one of the most stigmatised 

streets in the area. 
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I wouldn’t leave them. They are allowed to go out in the garden. If I am out in the 

garden they can go to the end of the street to my sister in law’s or across the road to 

their godmother’s or my niece’s cross the road but otherwise they are not allowed to 

go out on the street.(Mother of two school-aged children, Interview 4) 

 

There is a risk that an analysis of community parenting in Caegoch or elsewhere can 

become an exercise in nostalgia or over-optimism. There are real social and economic 

problems on Caegoch, strongly exacerbated by high levels of poverty. Nonetheless, social 

analyses can overlook the many positives aspects of life in such communities. Almost all of 

the residents we spoke to said they would not wish to live anywhere else, including some 

who had moved there as adults and others who had tried living elsewhere for a time. 

Equally, it would be wrong to label areas such as Bryndwr as somewhat lacking. Although 

some residents there expressed some regret for what they saw as the lost collective cultures 

of their childhood (either in Bryndwr or on estates such as Caegoch) again, most were 

satisfied that the areas was a particularly good one in which to bring up a family.  

 

Safeguarding spheres 

 

The second area of analysis to be presented here is the relationship between three 

overlapping ‘spheres’ of safeguarding in Caegoch (see Figure 1). Enablers and barriers to 

relationships between these spheres are identified. These are defined as follows. The 

informal sphere consists of the residents of a community. The community (or semi-formal) 

sphere in Caegoch includes the local community development project and a family and early 

years’ project run by a large voluntary organisation. In Caegoch, community groups and 

organisations organise extensive child care and play provision, youth work, parenting 

programmes, training and employment initiatives and traditional community development 

approaches of enabling local residents to identify local needs and develop responses to 

these. The formal sphere is the statutory safeguarding sector, including those centrally 

involved in child protection work such social services and the police child protection unit and 

those who may be seen to have a broader ‘safeguarding’ remit such as schools and health 

visitors. The spheres are similar in scope to the informal, semi-formal and formal family 

support services identified by Ghate and Hazel (2002). We have explored qualitative 

accounts of formal relationships between these spheres, such as referrals and community or 

social work interventions and informal aspects such as attitudes, beliefs and experiences. 

There is much overlap between the spheres, with, for example, some residents working or 

volunteering in the community or statutory sector and projects in the community sphere 
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being funded to perform safeguarding services, sometimes as part of individual children’s 

protection plans. 

 

 

 

Enablers of positive relationships between spheres can be summed up as availability and 

approachability. These have a number of spatial, temporal and biographical features as 

follows: 

 

1. Proximity of formal services, or individuals who can be informally approached for 

help. This included trusted neighbours, local councillors who lived on the estate and 

community services within walking distance.  

2. Availability. This temporal element meant that people and services who were 

available out-of-hours, who would appear in a crisis, even if on a weekend or at night. 

It also meant availability on an on-going basis, including services which could be 

accessed on a long-term, occasional basis, without the need for formal referrals and 

applications. 

3. Biographical. Trusted people who could be relied on for help, whether workers or 

residents, were local people who may have been through difficult times themselves. 

4. Style. An informal, approachable style. 

5. Scope. Services that could help with any type of crisis, whether practical or 

emotional.  

Individual assessments 
and interventions   

 Informal sector 
(residents) 

Community and  
preventative 
services 

Formal and 
statutory 
safeguarding 
services Referrals  

 

Community services 
firmly embedded in 
neighbourhood 

Referrals 
(both 
directions) 

Figure 1: Safeguarding 
Spheres in Caegoch 
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It was clear that these enabling factors were often seen in the informal sphere (between 

neighbours), were particularly associated with the community sphere of safeguarding (the 

community centre and other voluntary groups) and were much more rarely associated with 

the formal sphere (particularly social services). It is noticeable that many of the enabling 

features were met by ‘patch-based’ generic social work teams (Barclay, 1982), which were 

common in many areas in the 1980s and 1990s but have since largely been replaced by 

centralised, specialised teams in most social service departments in the UK.   

 

Conclusion 

 

We would suggest that the findings from this study, some of which are described briefly 

above, have implications for social policies and practices in Wales and beyond. Taking a 

neighbourhood as a focus rather than a group associated with safeguarding such as 

identified recipients of child protection services or professionals, we have been able to 

explore the relationships between different forms of services within the broad ‘safeguarding’ 

umbrella and a local community. We have also been able to explore safeguarding practices 

below the radar of formal services, the informal interactions between residents to care for 

children in the community. We would suggest that acknowledgement of local knowledges, 

beliefs and practices are vital when planning services such as area interventions to improve 

children’s welfare, in order that existing community strengths be recognised and built on. 

Practitioners assessing individual children’s welfare need to find out about the child’s wider 

environment, including risks and safeguards within the neighbourhood and community, 

rather than simply concentrating on the immediate household. 

 

There are several limitations to this study that have a bearing on the findings. Firstly, it is 

impossible to generalise from a case study based in two neighbourhoods in one corner of 

the UK. Instead this study illustrates some of the micro-relationships, beliefs and inter-

personal interactions that are difficult to uncover in larger scale research such as surveys.  

Secondly, it should be noted that many of the resident participants were contacted directly or 

indirectly through community workers, which might have led to some bias in views on the 

importance of community work in the area. Lastly participants, whether residents or workers, 

might have felt disinclined to draw attention to difficult stories about the neighbourhood, due 

to the awareness that the area was already stigmatised. Nonetheless, opinions and 

experiences were by no means universal, suggesting that these last two limitations did not 

have an overwhelming impact on the data generation. 
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This project raises the question of whether relationships with service providers and 

experiences of community parenting are limited to the specific socio-economic and cultural 

context of this locality. The research questions are currently being explored in a more 

affluent city suburb and it may be helpful to repeat the study in inner city areas. The project 

also gave rise to ‘spin-off’ mini projects inspired by issues arising in the study and 

researchers have gone on to study issues across the wider valleys locality relating to military 

recruitment of young people, the relationship between schools and neighbourhoods and the 

role of out of school child care. 
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