STUDENTS UNDERSTANDING OF MANAGING BOUNDARIES AND SAFEGUARDING WITHIN OUR OWN YOUTH WORK PRACTICE
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Youth workers will often find themselves in challenging circumstances with young people where they must manage them effectively to maintain appropriate boundaries and ensure all elements of safeguarding are promoted at all times. As we develop close and often personal relationships with young people, there is also the additional risk that these could turn inappropriate should we not manage our professional boundaries with young people. This means we can protect our young people from harm and abuse and not put any additional risk on ourselves as we are already liable to allegations from vulnerable young people (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2017). This essay will discuss my understanding and method to managing boundaries as well as my knowledge of promoting safeguarding and implementing procedures in my own youth work practice. This will include reflecting on some of my experiences in relation to these topics and demonstrating how I have used these to continue improving my practice at all levels. Lastly, I will consider how I can continue to develop my practice as a youth worker. Continuing Professional Development is critical for youth workers as guidance on best practice on how to deal with various issues effectively is always changing to keep up to date with research and developments in these areas.
Boundary management is the process of balancing the need to work professionally with young people and keep appropriate supportive relationships while ensuring this doesn’t overstep on my personal life or call into question my professional credibility (CWVYS, 2012). Young people often see us as their friends, not professionals. This makes managing boundaries difficult as young people feel comfortable talking to us about many topics and seeking support on a number of issues including drugs, sex and relationships, and mental health issues. However, managing boundaries isn’t a straightforward task as there are so many grey areas within youth work (Sapin, 2013).  
Sapin (2013) Explains that there are times when there must be ‘flexibility and cooperation’ when it can benefit young people. For example, a youth worker might choose to keep their phone on during a serious crisis for a young person to be able to support them even though they may ordinarily switch their phone off at the end of the working day. However, these boundaries should still be managed to prevent issues which would normally include having your line manager’s approval first. This prevents issues to young people such as over-dependence and also for the youth worker to prevent stress and burnout.
While we are managing boundaries ourselves, we must also be aware that young people will not always achieve this themselves as they are themselves learning about managing their boundaries. As they look upon youth workers as peers, we must ensure we take the time to educate them to improve their own abilities at achieving acceptable boundaries but also to make them aware that not everyone has the same acceptance of boundaries.
For example, a young male was trying to be friendly with a young female by rubbing his hand on her back which made her uncomfortable. When we spoke to him, he didn’t realise it was upsetting the girl but to him it was just a friendly gesture. Having an open discussion with them about this ensured they were both able to understand each other’s viewpoint as the way they saw friendship was slightly different to one another. This meant they were able to continue developing their friendship without inadvertently damaging it because the young male was crossing her boundaries. While youth workers must be aware of the relationships they have with young people and vice-versa, they must also help young people to realise the boundaries and manage them appropriately with others including their peers, professionals, and the community.
I run a Christmas Toy and Hamper Appeal. This is a project spanning around four months a year where I am the lead worker in the unit for the collection, sorting, gift-wrapping and delivering of toys and food to disadvantaged young people and families with financial issues. Many of these families and young people are in such dire straits that they must choose between basic living needs and providing gifts to their children on Christmas. 
This project often blurs the lines between my personal and professional life as it is very close to my heart. Having been a young mother myself years ago and having to make those difficult decisions during the Christmas period, I can empathise with these families and young people and it’s a great opportunity that I have to give back to these people to ensure they have a better Christmas than they otherwise would have. 
However, working so intensively on this project in order to ensure I am going over-and-above for them means I am at a high risk of burning out. As I work on this every year, I find it difficult to change my practice as I find it a privilege to carry out this work. While this doesn’t impact the rest of my work, it can have a significant impact on my personal life as I will work longer hours. This is a boundary management concern I need to work on because while I’m happy doing this because of my passion for the cause, I can get very tired and stressed which doesn’t leave me with much energy at times in my personal life. 
Since reflecting on this topic in supervision and consulting with my line manager, I have been able to identify areas that I can improve my own practice to better manage this boundary and to ensure my personal life doesn’t deteriorate during this time. The measures put in place for next year’s project include more delegation of tasks to other staff, limits on working hours for this project, and setting myself enjoyable social activities to destress after work. This should prevent the issue of burning out which can cause a loss of productivity or needing to be signed off work which can cause distress in both professional and personal spheres.
The actions taken to protect children and young people from harm and risks to their welfare is what we call safeguarding (NSPCC). This includes protecting them from abuse and maltreatment when concerns are raised as well as preventing harm to their health, development and wellbeing. Child protection procedure apply to all children and young people up to the age of eighteen although we have a further responsibility to safeguard young adults that we work with.  There are a number of actions that can be taken to safeguard young people including taking a disclosure and referring to the child protection team, writing and implementing risk assessments, supervision to reflect on incidents to improve professional practice, and undertaking DBS checks before starting employment. It is important to note that safeguarding is not limited to disclosures of abuse and the aftermath in supporting young people with this, it is one of the core processes found within youth work and guides everything we do with young people. As safeguarding holds such a prominent role within our work, youth workers have an ethical obligation and professional requirement to promote safeguarding within their practice (NOS).
My approach to safeguarding starts with the principles and values that guide youth workers in their practice by developing good relationships with young people where they can learn to trust me and ensure the environment where youth work is held is safe and somewhere they can talk openly. When a situation arises, I deal with immediately by following child protection procedures, taking detailed notes, and then speaking to the relevant people or sorting out the issue myself if this is appropriate. A wide manner of policies and legislation give direction to us on safeguarding including The Children’s Act, The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Well-being of Future Generations Act, and our organisations health and safety procedures. Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is the most important aspect in safeguarding. It is essential we continue to build awareness and increase our understanding and knowledge on a variety of issues so when we encounter them in practice we can deal with them effectively using the most up to date procedures. This has meant attending compulsory training on safeguarding, in-house development days, and well as making the most out of optional opportunities for further training from areas I have identified for development such as courses on Personal Safety and Lone Working, Mental Health Awareness, and Caving.
The early prevention of issues is much better than having to deal with them after something has gone wrong. This can be best be seen in how we handle health and safety within the work place. We undertake risk assessments to identify hazards and reduce the risk to young people for a whole number of situations. This could be a risk assessment for a building youth club is held in, for a specific activity or trip, or on a young person if they have complex needs. It is critical that measures to reduce these hazards to an acceptable level of risk are implemented although it is important to remember not to eliminate risk entirely as young people need to be able to develop a healthy approach to managing risk within their own lives. In particular, young people are at risk of hurting themselves or risks to their welfare as they often lack experience and physical and mental maturity to assess risk and make the right decisions to deal with this risk or not make risky decisions that would be harmful to them (European Agency for Safety and Health).
The Safety, Trust and Respect in Relationships is a course for young people that I am trained to deliver to allow them to build healthy relationships in all forms, understand what is acceptable or not, and what they can do when they notice unhealthy relationships developing. As it gives them the knowledge to recognise risks in relationships and how to access support, this allows young people to learn to safeguard themselves. This is also why we deliver workshops on issues like substance misuse and mental health issues so young people can learn about these issues in order to be able to protect themselves as we around. Youth workers must be confident in all areas of safeguarding although personal confidence is an area I have struggled with due to personal struggles. My confidence in my abilities is a constant battle for me as I do not believe in myself. However, when put into situations I deal with them well. This has come from personal and professional experiences, taking training to improve my confidence and abilities, research on youth work issues, and reflecting on safeguarding issues in supervision to improve my practice. Since becoming a lead youth worker and having to deal with complex issues on a more regular basis has forced me out of my comfort zone and combined with all these elements has led to a steady increase in confidence. My line manager is also supporting me with this by increasing the opportunities available to me to move out of my comfort zone and develop as a youth worker.
Managing boundaries and promoting safeguarding in youth work go hand-in-hand with each other. It is essential to do both of these to protect children and young people as well as ourselves. There are many grey areas when managing boundaries and promoting safeguarding in youth work although taking an active role in the development of all areas of your practice by attending training, staying up to date with best practice guidance, and reflecting on your own experiences can improve your confidence and abilities to deal with often complex issues. With the support of my line manager, we have agreed to further push me out of my comfort zone so I can become more confident in all areas of youth work especially when dealing with these difficult challenges and to become the best youth worker that I can be.
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