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[bookmark: _GoBack]The significance of boundary management and safeguarding to ensure good youth work practice


A young girl upset and in distress in public comes running up to you and gives you a hug, you know this girl from a club you help run on a local estate- What do you do? You are at a club or camp and suddenly realise you are alone with a young person and no-one else knows where you are. - What do you do? A young person has decided to add or send you a private message on Facebook or another social networking site. Again, what do you do? Boundary management and safeguarding is essential to ensure outstanding youth work practice and to keep yourself and the young people who are under your care, guidance, mentorship etcetera, safe. Boundary management is key in many professions and youth work is not dis-similar. Boundaries are there to set the tone for how professional relationships with young people are constructed and when and where does the line need to be drawn within the relationship in the expression of private time and space. 

As said previously, boundaries and safeguards are there to keep you and the young people within a safe, professional environment. Safe could look like locking yourself in an attic and having no contact with the outside world and providing you had access to food and water, chances are you would be considered safe. Is this practical and realistic however within the real world? Perhaps not, it is an extreme example, and it certainly would not make for good youth working practice. For youth work to take place you need young people to meet with you on a voluntary basis and you need to be going out into the world of said young people. The key word here being ‘you’, you have to show up too. 


When looking at the opening line, the scenario creates a tone for boundary management but also points to one context- physical boundaries. Document 7.3 within the Young Life International (YLI) ‘Child Protection and Safeguarding Policy’ (YLI, 2018) states that ‘Appropriate physical touch has many benefits and can help young people feel welcomed, accepted and cared for’. However, it goes on to say... ‘Inappropriate physical touch has serious consequences and can leave young people feeling threatened, violated or manipulated’. From this document, it suggests that small, non-intrusive physical contact may be allowed and helpful within a professional youth to youth worker relationship, providing that the young person authorizes or initiates it.  Small could be in the form of greetings; a high five, fist bump or handshake. Sometimes contact is unavoidable, you may accidently brush shoulder to shoulder in the halls, bump into each other as part of a supervised game or activity. So, when looking at the scenario previously mentioned in the first line, if a young person is upset and runs over to you and gives you a hug, this may be what the young person needs at this time to feel safe or comforted. But when does this hug end? When does it go from being safe and appropriate to being inappropriate and crossing the boundary? Knowing the Do’s is all well and good, but you need to know the do not’s, to know when it is going too far. If a young person initiates a hug at the start of club or when upset, do it, but do not let it linger for too long, try to move to a ‘side hug’ with one arm around their shoulder. Touch to a young person must never be on or around inappropriate areas which in short is basically anywhere covered by a swimsuit. Physical boundaries and the safeguards that put in place are of great importance to youth workers and to the youth. They are there to let youth workers know when they are overstepping the mark, and to provide the young people with a non-violating, healthy trusting environment and relationship. 

It has been established that hiding away in a room does not make such good practice. However, say if your work entails you to need to get in contact outside of the ‘work hours’, are you allowed to take their number, or private message? Points made by one of the authors lecturers says when talking about social networking with young people, that youth workers should use ‘social media with caution’ (Enoch, 2019). Enoch talks how young people should not really have access to a youth workers’ private networking but instead there could be the opportunity to have a group or an organisation network instead. The author has seen this within their practice or has seen the work of this with another youth worker. The author has been on two youth missions to Africa, this takes huge group effort and planning. Everyone cannot always be together, everyone has lives to get back to. So, being able to contact young people outside of a face-to-face interaction may sometimes need to be necessary. With the mission's trips, this was done by one big Facebook or messenger group chat. In the group chat were one or more youth workers or other adults dedicated to the cause and a group of young people. The youth workers and adults could hold each other accountable in the event a youth worker was to send an inappropriate message etcetera. There are many policies and boundaries that can be put into place when commencing youth work in an ever-growing social media world. Policies such as having a ‘parental consent to interact with young people on social media’ (My Youth Work Life, 2019). Also having set times when not to interact with young people gives them, the kids, the space to not become dependent on the worker, and for the worker not to become attached to the kids. It is about balancing the on and off times of work and balancing your professional relationship. This is of great importance to healthy practice, and to safeguarding.

‘Like physical boundaries, emotional boundaries define separateness. Your emotional boundaries are the property lines that separate your thoughts and feelings from those of other people’ (Inlpcenter.org, 2019). Emotional boundaries are what keeps people sane. Being separate from another helps to deal with problems a young person may come with. Arguably, one of the job roles of the youth worker is to deal with young people in a logical and helpful manor. Being emotionally attached to a child may cloud the vision of a youth worker and may begin to see blurred lines, if any. In some instances, youth workers may not even see the error of their ways and may not notice their wrong doings. Examples of where a youth worker who may be struggling to see the lines may do things such as; ‘reveal information about yourself unrestrainedly’, ‘extraordinarily angered or saddened with this particular client’s choices’ or ‘have intruding thoughts about this client when you are not at work’ ((Cyc-net.org, 2019). The list really could go, there are many red flags as youth workers that they should be aware about so that they know not to do it and can be used as a guideline on what and what not to do. Stephanie Camins who wrote a post on the Road to Growth Counselling website said that emotional boundaries are important as they are great at ‘creating healthy relationships, increasing self- esteem and reducing stress, anxiety and depression’ (Camins, 2019). These are all hugely important for young people, but also to the professionals working with them, the youth workers. These are especially helpful to people if the people in question are already suffering from low self-esteem, enhanced stress or anxiety and depression. As a youth worker, it is good practice to not fill the young people or singular child with these negative emotions, rather it is very much the opposite. 

Relationship boundaries are on a ‘continuum’. ‘The Professional relationship boundaries Continuum’ (Davidson, 2004), is a scale which shows when relationships are just right, or when they are swaying in the wrong direction. Or as Jennifer C. Davidson says, when the relationship becomes ‘breached’ or a ‘violation’.  ‘Relationship boundaries are placed on a continuum, with the extreme ends delineating the most significant boundary violations, those of being entangled at one extreme, and rigid at the other’ (Davidson, 2004). There is also a balanced section the middle of the scale which represents when relationships are just right. Davidson goes on to say that people who respect the boundaries and are of a caring nature are more than likely to be within the ‘balanced’ section of the continuum. These types of people will ensure they do not exploit or take advantage of vulnerabilities or to infringe or take away and young person's rights.  Balanced is the ideal place to be and the best way to work. It is important to work like this as it will ensure great youth work practice and will assure that the young people and their well-being and safety are being held at the highest regard. Youth workers who fall into the ‘entangled’ side of the scale often find themselves too involved in a particular young person and encroach in the non-work time, invest too much time and emotional stress in the child. They tend to find their own emotional and social or physical needs in the young person. This cannot be allowed for reasons explained in this essay. The extreme opposite of this is ‘rigid’ professional relational boundaries. Whereas with entangled it was almost like getting something from the client, rigid is more not caring about the needs and wants of the client and going along with one's own self-interest or ideas, in some worse cases without even conversing with the young person. These people again tend to exploit the person needs and vulnerabilities and lack compassion, sympathy, sensitivity and authenticity. Youth workers who are dedicated to the young people in their care and mentorship often have responses that are ‘indeed balanced as they prioritize the young person's needs, and are driven neither by the practitioners” own needs nor by inflexible agency policy’. (Davidson, 2004).


 So, in conclusion to this, what are the importance's? The importance of these boundaries and safeguards is paramount. They are there to ensure that we stay safe and true to ourselves and to hold us accountable to the safety and well- being of every child or young person we may encounter. They are here to ensure we have a healthy working environment for ourselves free from any entanglement and to keep us out of trouble. They are also here to safeguard our relationships with young people to make sure they feel safe, accepted, equal and trusted, so that we may in turn continue our practice with the individual. They are here to build up relationships, not to tear down. 
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