


Safeguarding refers to the act of protecting or preventing vulnerable people from potential harm if there are any concerns about their welfare (Wilson, 2008). Children are included in the group of vulnerable people that safeguarding measures have been introduced to protect (Wilson, 2008). In the UK, children are classed as anyone who is below 18 years old (Lindon & Webb, 2016). This essay will be discussing the importance of safeguarding policies and procedures for children in the UK. The discussion will begin by identifying and explaining current safeguarding policies and procedures in the UK. Next, the importance of these specific policies and procedures for children’s welfare will be looked at. After this, the essay will then draw in and focus on two high profile cases involving safeguarding in the last 20 years. After exploring all of this content, there will then be an evaluation of safeguarding as a whole in its current state in the UK. The essay will then end with a conclusion summarising what has been discussed along with potential recommendations for the future of safeguarding.

Safeguarding as it is currently known has only become well known in the past two decades (Wilson, 2008). The earliest mention of the ideas related to safeguarding (protecting children from harm) was in the 1989 England and Wales Children Act (Brandon & Thorn, 2008). This law stated that professional agencies (e.g. schools, social services etc.) had to intervene if children were suspected to or were suffering from neglect or poor treatment from their parent or carer (Brandon & Thorn, 2008). Two years later, the United Nations published their Convention on the Rights of the Child which stated that internationally, children were entitled to several rights relating to safeguarding including to the right to protection from abuse (physical, emotional etc) (Wilson, 2008).  The right to express their own views and the right to care and services (Wilson, 2008). This particular policy formed the basis of later laws regarding safeguarding and protecting children. 

The most commonly enforced safeguarding policies and procedures were introduced in the early 2000s and 2010s (UK Parliament, 2020). One of these policies included The 2004 Children Act which was an update to the original 1989 Children Act (UK Parliament, 2020). This added important safeguarding policies such as introducing safeguarding training for health and child care professionals, introducing a standard assessment for children considered to be at risk and bringing together different teams to identify and work with at risk children etc. (Sue, 2005). The most recent change in safeguarding policy has been the 2017 Children and Social Work Act (UK Parliament, 2020). In this law, the responsibility for dealing with safeguarding issues was moved from safeguarding boards within local authorities to a partnership between local authorities, the police and the NHS (Baginsky et al, 2019). 

Alongside the introduction of safeguarding policies by the UK Government, many safeguarding procedures were put into place for the different agencies responsible for addressing safeguarding concerns (GOV.UK, 2018). There are four general steps used when dealing with a safeguarding incident. These include: recognising that a child may be at risk of harm, reporting these suspicions to social services (or the police), assessing whether the child is at risk and finally putting measures in place to protect the child (Wilson, 2008). Each of these steps are further broken down in the Working Together to Safeguard Children guidelines published by GOV.UK (2018). For example, these guidelines state that professionals should especially focus on recognising safeguarding concerns in certain groups of children (e.g. those who are disabled, have special needs, goes missing often, has a difficult family life etc.) (GOV.UK, 2018). Some of the measures the guidelines suggest that should be put into place if any safeguarding concerns are confirmed include therapy, family support classes etc (GOV.UK, 2018). Using this procedure to addressing safeguarding concerns means that it is based on a child-centred approach. This means that these procedures acknowledge and consider children as separate individuals deserving of their own rights which safeguarding aims to reinforce (Munro, 2011).

Despite the fact that over the years laws and policies in the UK have begun to focus more on safeguarding, many people still do not know what safeguarding is and why it is important. According to the GOV.UK (2022), 650,270 safeguarding referrals were made and 50,920 children had a child protection plan in place in the UK in 2022. This shows that a large number of children in this country are at risk of or are actually experiencing some form of harm. Safeguarding is therefore extremely important as it protects and prevents children from experiencing any significant harm or abuse (Wilson, 2008). Safeguarding aims to stop children from experiencing any of the four types of abuse. This includes: emotional abuse (making a child feel worthless), physical abuse (hitting, suffocating, poisoning etc. a child), sexual abuse and neglect (not meeting a child’s basic needs e.g. by starving them) (Gonzalez et al, 2022). Experiencing any type of abuse can negatively affect a child’s health and development so to prevent this safeguarding tries to put the child first in all circumstances unless the child says otherwise (Walker & Jones, 2011). Safeguarding is also important in breaking the cycle of abuse that exists. The cycle of abuse is a theory that suggests that people who are abused as children go onto abuse their own children or other people when they are older (Egeland et al, 1988). Interestingly though, Egeland et al (1988) found that children who were abused but received therapy or support from another adult were less likely to grow up to be abusive and therefore were able to break away from the cycle of abuse. This shows that safeguarding is both necessary and important in protecting and ensuring that children grow up with healthy, non-abusive outcomes later on in life (Egeland et al, 1988).

To better understand safeguarding in practice, it would be helpful to look at some past safeguarding cases. The most recent well-known safeguarding case in the UK is the case of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes, a 6 year old boy from Solihull. Arthur was a victim of abuse, torture and eventually murder committed by his stepmother and father (Murray, 2021). Before his death, Arthur was already a safeguarding concern as his birth mother was convicted of murdering her ex partner. This meant that Arthur had to go and live with his father, his stepmother and her two children. Although, only a few months later safeguarding concerns were raised again about Arthur after extended family members discovered bruises on him. However due to COVID-19 and lockdown, social services and Arthur’s school were unable to check in on Arthur at home and went off his father’s claims stating that Arthur was fine. This led to the safeguarding concerns about Arthur to be dropped which eventually contributed to his unfortunate death (Murray, 2021). Arthur’s case is a clear example of how safeguarding suffered as a result of lockdown and miscommunication. Concerns regarding a child’s welfare should not rely on what parents say about their child, especially as most cases of child abuse are unfortunately committed by the child’s parents. Safeguarding teams should be more persistent in determining whether a child is safe or not and reducing the risk of harm before closing cases like this (Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022).

However, failures in safeguarding have sadly existed long before the COVID-19 pandemic. Another example of a well known safeguarding case in the UK is the case of Peter Connelly (or Baby P), a 17 month old boy who was murdered in London. According to the Sellgren (2010), safeguarding concerns were raised about Peter 9 months after his birth where GPs found bruises on his body. After this incident, Peter was sent to live with a family friend for 5 weeks before he returned home. A few months later, Peter was admitted to hospital with bruises and black eyes several times. Many of these incidences were missed by social services despite safeguarding concerns which led to his unfortunate death (Sellgren, 2010). Baby P’s case is especially shocking because of the number of times he was found with visible evidence of abuse and neglect. The first time was found with bruises should have been a safeguarding red flag, especially with how young he was at the time. Since Baby P’s death, there has been a large amount of research into the failings of the NHS and the local authority (Haringey Local Borough Council) when it came to safeguarding cases. For example, the Care Quality Commission (CQC) (2009) investigated the case and summarised their findings. They listed things such as poor communication between safeguarding agencies, little to no awareness of safeguarding procedures, staff shortages etc. as some of the failings at the time of Baby P’s death.

The two safeguarding cases that have been discussed show two clear failures of safeguarding over the past 20 years. Safeguarding as a whole still suffers from a range of issues despite the increased number of policies and procedures put in place. One of the largest issues with safeguarding is that it is difficult to identify whether a child is at risk of harm or not and needs to be safeguarded (Powell, 2012). Safeguarding concerns are often formed based on what a child has said or changes in their behaviour. Professionals themselves cannot see the abuse as it mainly occurs at home. This makes it difficult to recognise signs of abuse or neglect in babies and younger children who cannot express whether they have been abused because they lack the awareness and vocabulary at that age (Powell, 2012). Even when children are recognised as being abused, issues with safeguarding still occur. Ferguson (2016) found that safeguarding professionals may not get to know the child well enough for a range of reasons (high number of cases, short timeframes for work etc.) and therefore cannot put in place the right procedures to protect them. However despite its issues, safeguarding is still largely effective and important in protecting children.

In conclusion, safeguarding policies and procedures for children are still as extremely important as ever in the UK in 2022. Safeguarding in most cases successfully enforces the many human rights that children are entitled to including their right to protection and their right to care and services. Safeguarding is important to protect children’s development and health and ensure that they live a happy, abuse-free life in the future. However, from looking at the unfortunate cases of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Peter Connelly (Baby P), safeguarding suffers from a range of issues. The most common issues that seem to affect safeguarding is safeguarding professionals’ being unable to recognise potential child abuse victims and the miscommunication between different agencies responsible for safeguarding a child. From identifying these issues, it is clear that safeguarding professionals may need additional or new training to help address these failures. Another recommendation is that policies regarding safeguarding should begin to consider how safeguarding issues/harm may appear in different groups of children. This is because children as defined in the introduction can include anyone aged between 0 and 18 years of age. There are massive differences in the behaviour and capacity of a 1 year old and a 17 year old for example and they therefore may show signs of abuse or neglect in different ways. It is therefore important for safeguarding guidelines to reflect on that as it would help with recognising potential harm.
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