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Abstract
Incidents of child abuse such as the Oxfam case in 2010 of sexual abuse of chil-
dren by volunteers’ and cases of abuse in orphanages by high-risk overseas vol-
unteers have highlighted the need for the development of effective
safeguarding in the international context. This is of equal importance for faith-
based organisations (FBOs) who, like non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), are obligated to create safe spaces for their beneficiaries. This paper
reports the findings from an online survey conducted in 2019, which was com-
pleted by 72 participants, 39 were representatives from organisations based in
the UK which support individuals to engage in International Christian Work
(ICW), 33 were individuals who are or have been engaged in ICW in the last
three years. The online survey collected qualitative data, which was analysed
using reflexive thematic analysis whilst descriptive analytical techniques were
employed on the quantitative data. The findings illustrate commitment to
safeguarding children and young people in ICW but also the complexities,
challenges and tensions around this. The necessity to work collaboratively in
local contexts with co-production was identified as key to developing effective
safeguarding practice. These findings have implications beyond faith-based
organisations to others working in the international context.
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children, faith, international, online survey, safeguarding

Key Practitioner Messages
• Co‐production in safeguarding is essential for effective practice in the inter-
national context for all agencies including faith‐based agencies.

• Organisations who support individuals to work in an international context
with children and young people need to operate safer recruitment practices,
deliver safeguarding training, policy and practice which are culturally
relevant.

• Individuals engaging in international work should engage in critical reflec-
tion to ensure they are prepared.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2010, the exposure of sexual abuse and sexual exploitation by those working for the international aid charity Oxfam
in Haiti highlighted the necessity to develop the safeguarding of children and young people in the international context
(Mudgway, 2019). The case highlighted risks posed to indigenous children by volunteers from overseas agencies. It ech-
oes concerns raised about sexual exploitation of children in travel and tourism by offenders, including orphanage
tourism that has been demonstrated to allow contact between offenders and vulnerable children (Lyneham &
Facchini, 2019). Inquiries have noted severe limitations in the aid sector’s response to allegations, complaints and cases
of abuse (International Development Committee (IDC), 2018). The UK government and its relevant regulatory bodies
demanded a significant overhaul of safeguarding practice and culture within all charities (Charity Commission
(CC), 2017; IDC, 2018).

Globally, there are 2.1 billion people who align themselves as belonging to the Christian faith (Hackett &
McClendon, 2020). A number of these engage each year in International Christian Work (ICW), going overseas to
work with children and young people; this is commonly referred to as mission. A number of faith-based organisations
(FBOs) support individuals to engage in ICW. FBOs are subject to the same legislation and regulations as secular orga-
nisations. The focus on international safeguarding and the subsequent regulatory changes means that FBOs should be
responding appropriately to child protection incidents. The IDC report recognises that FBOs and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) are required to create safe spaces for the beneficiaries of development work; they also note the
difficulties in regulating safeguarding across different legal jurisdictions. Every FBO operates in unique contexts; cul-
tures, legislative systems, theological doctrines, and governance structures all impact how they function. Some work
alone, others work in partnership with other FBOs, NGOs and government agencies. This landscape (Fogler
et al., 2008) is further complicated by a lack of clarity on the connectedness of FBOs to NGOs (Clarke & Ware, 2015),
and how they safeguard the beneficiaries of their work.

Abuse is obviously not limited to the secular domain; it was, and still is, present within the faith context (Bottoms
et al., 1995; IICSA, 2018). There are multiple examples of where faith has been used to, ‘foster, encourage and… justify
abuse’ (Bottoms et al., 1995, p. 85). Reviews of past cases of abuse in ICW demonstrate significant mistakes that have
been made in international child protection. There is a documented history of protecting the reputation of the institu-
tion above the safety of the child, failing to report child abuse, devaluing children (Vieth et al., 2012) and minimisation
or denial of abuse in international Christian settings (Kellogg & Hunter, 1993; Dean, 2010). Some youth-serving orga-
nisations were noted to investigate allegations slowly with inconsistent processes and staff being ill-equipped to respond
(Boyle, 2014). A further issue is that supporters may stop funding for ICW if abuse is uncovered and this can add a fur-
ther layer of pressure to keep cases of abuse hidden (Vieth et al., 2012). For all these reasons, a need for proactive effec-
tive safeguarding practice has been identified (Boyle, 2014).

A further issue of relevance is the perception of the child. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) is ratified by every UN member state, except the USA (UNICEF, 2021). UNCRC considers children
as rights-bearing persons (Hart et al., 2012; UNCRC, 1989), this is a paradigm shift as to how children are viewed by
many countries (Hart et al., 2012; Mbise, 2017). Not every cultural context acknowledges children and young people as
having either these rights or a voice (Eyber et al., 2018), e.g. the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
takes different viewpoints to UNCRC (Mbise, 2017). Furthermore, interpretation of UNCRC through varying cultural
lenses creates inconsistencies, tensions and contradictions in terms of what is appropriate child protection
(Quennerstedt et al., 2018). Despite these differences, the UNCRC still provides a framework for setting global mini-
mum standards for children’s rights (Pemberton et al., 2007); for example, Article 34 of UNCRC, clearly states that
children must be protected from all forms of sexual abuse and exploitation (UNICEF, 2021).

Walker-Simpson (2017) demonstrates further challenges to safeguarding in the international context, including the
complex logistics that underpin local decision-making, which can undermine the effectiveness of reporting procedures.
In some contexts, informal procedures can safeguard more effectively than formal processes and procedures, with for-
mal processes being inaccessible at a local level (Eyber et al., 2018; IDC, 2018; Walker-Simpson, 2017). However, such
informal procedures are not recognised by international standards and practice. Cultural context is inherently impor-
tant to the topic of child protection. Walker-Simpson (2017) suggests changes to safeguarding practice and culture need
to be embedded in the reality of the context within which the FBO is working.

The importance of including local individuals in safeguarding is therefore recognised (Bond, 2018) but this is
not synonymous with co-production and partnership in safeguarding with FBOs and local individuals and agen-
cies. Working with grass roots organisations and guarding against blanket assumptions about safeguarding and
local communities were identified as aspects of good practice in an international safeguarding programme (Eyber
et al., 2018; IDC, 2018; UK Government, 2020). Findings illustrated how such training led to increased sensitisa-
tion to safeguarding concerns, changes to perceptions about abuse and recognition of safeguarding issues in the
local and regional context.
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Differences in legal thresholds and in definitions of abuse also impact on effective safeguarding practice (Walker-
Simpson, 2017), as do different cultural understandings of safeguarding. Different definitions of abuse in local and
international legislation are often contested. In the local context, structural inequalities and poverty can be seen as a
much higher risk to a child’s welfare than other forms of abuse which FBOs tend to focus on (Kisanga et al., 2011);
FBOs have tried to raise awareness of other types of abuse and attempt to inform local culture. However, it has been
argued that unless the local community feel included and have some degree of ownership over child protection in their
area, they are less likely to engage (Eyber et al., 2018; Walker-Simpson, 2017). Positively, there are examples of robust
policy development in the area of international mission.

Previous work and cases illustrate both the complexities of safeguarding children and young people in interna-
tional faith-based work and a history of failure to identify and respond to cases of child abuse in these contexts.
Whilst there are recent developments in terms of policy and practice, what is not clear is how and if the policy works
in practice. Given all the complexities associated with safeguarding in ICW, it is interesting to note that a literature
search illustrates very limited commentary on ICW. Organisations are becoming more aware of the importance of
developing good safeguarding policies and procedures and are seeking advice and support to do this well. However,
there is an absence of empirical research in this area which details the experiences of those who engage in ICW and
those organisations which support those going overseas. The present study was designed to address this gap; the spe-
cific research question was, ‘What are the current challenges for safeguarding children and young people in interna-
tional Christian work?’

METHOD

Research approach and design

The theoretical framework which underpinned the design and analysis was social constructionism. The rationale
being that in this study it was clearly of importance to explore the cultural positioning of participants, the cultures
they worked within, the language and understandings of safeguarding within these contexts and to engage in criti-
cal reflection on ‘taken for granted’ assumptions about safeguarding in ICW (Burr, 2015). The study employed an
online survey to collect quantitative and qualitative data in relation to the research question. Open-ended qualita-
tive questions were included to facilitate expansion, illustration and clarification of the experiences of participants
and thus acted in a complimentary manner to the quantitative data (Greene et al., 1989). Online surveys are a
recognised method for data collection in exploratory studies (Jain, 2021) and can be effectively used to obtain
qualitative and quantitative data allowing an increased sense of privacy and reducing interviewer bias, which can
result in higher quality data (Vehovar & Mandfeda, 2017). However, there can be self-selection bias and access
issues (Vehovar & Mandfeda, 2017) and the development of the survey questions is integral to the rigour of the
research (Bernard, 2011).

Survey development

The survey was developed through a review of the literature in the area and feedback on this issue from members to
Thirtyone:eight. (Thirtyone:eight is the largest independent Christian safeguarding organisation in the UK, it has
existed for over 40 years and offers a range of services including training, consultancy and a helpline). Survey develop-
ment was also informed by past case review findings. This triangulated process highlighted key areas for exploration,
these being understandings and practices of safeguarding/child protection in the international context, training, policy,
identifying abuse and referring safeguarding concerns. These formed the sections of the survey.

Section one focused on initial inclusion criteria. Demographic questions were asked in section two and in sections
three and four, closed (Likert scale and yes/no) questions were employed to examine ICW engagement and
safeguarding preparation for ICW. The final section of the survey used open-ended questions to explore perceived and
lived safeguarding challenges in ICW. For further details of the survey sections and questions see Table 1

In developing the survey, the researchers were mindful of the conventions for survey design (Ball, 2019) and
the importance of developing survey items for rigorous research (Bernard, 2011). The principles in Bernard’s (2011)
work were adhered to in the survey development. Following best practice guidelines (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003)
and to ensure the questions would be readily understandable to the target sample, the initial survey was reviewed
by members of Thirtyone:eight whose roles or experience were directly related to ICW. Following consultation,
minor changes were made to the language of one or two questions to improve clarity.
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Participant recruitment and sampling

To address the research question, the target population were individuals who had engaged in ICW or organisations
who support individuals engaging in ICW. The inclusion criteria for the study were that participants had to be a resi-
dent in the UK and had engaged in ICW in the past three years; this was to ensure knowledge and experience were cur-
rent. The recruitment strategy was to advertise the study to all organisations and individuals holding an active
membership with Thirtyone:eight. To widen the recruitment, adverts were placed on social media platforms Facebook
and Twitter. Table 2 provides details of the recruitment process to facilitate replication.

Data analysis

Survey responses were downloaded as an Excel file. The first stage of data cleaning involved the separation of
responses. Quantitative data from sections 2 to 4 were stored in an Excel file, whilst qualitative data (section 5) were
stored in Word documents for thematic analysis.

Participants

In total, 72 participants completed the online survey. Thirty-nine participants were representatives from organisations,
33 participants were individuals who were or had been engaged in ICW in the past 3 years. Details of participants are
provided in Table 3 and Table 4.

Ethics

Ethical approval was granted from the School of Psychology ethics committee at the University of Chester in June
2019. Ethical concerns were carefully considered, including voluntary participation, protection of participants and

TABLE 1 Survey sections and exemplar questions/statements

Survey section Exemplar questions/statements

Section 1 Consent and inclusion criteria I am a representative from an organisation that supports people from the UK in ICW (mission)
who come into contact with children or young people (sending organisation) or an individual
resident in the UK who is or has been on ICW (mission) in the last three years which involved
contact with children or young people*.

Section 2 Demographic questions • My age is …

• I identify as …

Section 3 Details about ICW undertaken • The total length of time I have engaged in ICW is …

• My role is …

• In this role, I work in the following countries …

Section 4 Preparation and safeguarding for
ICW

• When I applied to go on ICW the recruitment process included child safeguarding/protection
measures, i.e. DBS, interviews, references, etc.

• I was provided with child safeguarding/protection training.

Section 5 Lived experience of ICW and
training needs

• The major child safeguarding/protection challenges in ICW are …

• What do you think International safeguarding training for working with children and young
people should contain?

TABLE 2 Recruitment process

Step 1 Advert placed on social media platforms and emailed to Thirtyone:eight members with link to survey embedded.

Step 2 Prospective participants who clicked on the survey link were taken to the webpage holding the survey. This contained the
participant information sheet and consent form. Participants indicated consent by answering yes to consent questions.
Any participants who did not answer ‘yes’ to all questions were routed to debrief 1.

Step 3 Participants who had provided consent were then presented with the eligibility question (see Table 1). Participants chose
the response ‘yes’ to indicate that the met this criterion.

Step 4 Participants who answered ‘yes’ in step 2 and 3 were then taken to the survey questions
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minimisation of harm, as the topic of safeguarding in the international context could prove distressing for some partici-
pants. To ensure participation was voluntary, participants made their own choice whether to click to the survey link,
from the adverts and emails distributed. Those who did were provided with an information sheet, detailing the topics
included in the survey, voluntary nature of participation, choice about omitting questions and how to withdraw. To
minimise distress and ethical issues, participants were asked not to recount specific cases or safeguarding issues encoun-
tered as their participation was anonymous and therefore follow-up would not be possible. However, to ensure concerns
could be raised in an appropriate manner, respondents were provided with relevant contact details through which they
could raise a safeguarding concern. Consent procedures followed BPS Guidelines and support organisations’ details
were included on the information sheet. At the end of the survey, participants were again asked to consent to data inclu-
sion, partial data inclusion or whether they wished to withdraw all their data.

Data analysis

Quantitative data from sections 3 and 4 were uploaded to SPSS V26 and descriptive statistics (means; range) were cal-
culated for the closed questions.

Reflexive thematic analysis

The study employed a relativist ontology and a social constructionist epistemology (Burr, 2015), acknowledging the
importance of cultural and historical positioning of experiences. Open text responses were analysed following Braun
and Clarke’s (2006) model of thematic analysis. Data extracts were read several times to reach familiarisation, then the
data was coded by the smallest units of meaning through an inductive approach due to the exploratory nature of the
study. Three coding sweeps were conducted at both surface and latent levels. Braun and Clarke (2021) suggest that satu-
ration is a nebulous concept and that one criterion on which to decide to stop coding is when the research question has
been answered and we adopted this approach. They also suggested that to ensure process trustworthiness, the codes
should be read separate to the data to ensure that they capture the meaning of the full data extracts; this process was
also undertaken. The codes were then grouped together based on shared meaning. These sub-themes were then grouped
into themes which shared a central organising concept and named to reflect the concept. Once this process had been
completed by the first named author who has extensive experience of qualitative methods, the second author conducted
an independent review of all stages of the process, which confirmed the rigour and trustworthiness of the analysis pro-
cess. A consensus discussion then followed, which led to a title change for one theme. The theme name changed to
include co-production rather than partnership working as this better represented the active role participants suggested
was required for effective safeguarding.

TABLE 3 Details of participants who were representatives of organisations

Numbers of participants Representatives of organisations n= 39

Composition of participants by group Mission agencies or organisations n= 14

Churches n= 13

Christian-based charities n= 12

TABLE 4 Details of participants who were individuals engaged or previously engaged in ICW

Numbers of participants Individuals engaged or previously engaged in ICW n= 33

Individuals currently engaged in ICW n= 6

Individuals engaged in ICW in previous three years n= 27

Age of participants Range from 29–67 years, M= 50 years

Time period in last placement Range from five days to 65months

Total length of time engaged with ICW Range one week to 31 years

Roles undertaken (from most to least prevalent) Activities with children and young people, Christian teaching and evangelism,
missionary roles, medical and health roles
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Reflexivity

It is important to briefly reflect on the positionality of the research and writing team (Probst & Berenson, 2014) as each
member has expertise in safeguarding, but they hold different positions. The data were analysed by researchers from the
University of Chester: one being a member of the Christian faith community and one not holding this position. This was
felt to bring rigour to the analysis process, it enabled an internal understanding of some of the language and discourse of
the participants but also ensured the analysis and findings were fully supported by the data and not solely viewed through
a faith-based lens. The third author is a safeguarding practitioner and a member of the Christian faith community. This
partnership of insider-outsider researchers has led to a depth of discussion of the research data, analysis process and dissem-
ination not experienced in more homogenous research teams and has implications for future research team development.

RESULTS

Responses from organisations/agencies who support individuals to engage in ICW

Table 5 shows the responses for organisational/agency policy, preparation and support with respect to safeguarding
and child protection pre, during and post ICW. Critically, 80 per cent (n= 32) of respondents stated there was a clear
procedure for raising safeguarding concerns.

Responses from individuals currently or previously on ICW

When individuals who were currently or had previously engaged in ICW were asked about whether their organisation
has a child protection/safeguarding policy that covered working with children and young people in ICW, 19 per cent (n
= 6) stated their organisation did not, 12.5 per cent (n= 4) did not know, and 12.5 per cent (n= 4) answered in the
‘other’ category. Responses in relation to preparation for ICW and support from the organisation during ICW are
shown in Table 6.

When exploring safeguarding and child protection issues and support when engaged in ICW, there were slight differ-
ences between current ICW respondents and those who had previously worked in the ICW context, as shown in Table 7.

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the key themes identified by respondents as challenges to effective safeguarding in ICW.
Overall, the qualitative data in the survey demonstrated a commitment to and understanding of the importance of
safeguarding children and young people in ICW but also the complexities, challenges and tensions around this. The
necessity to work collaboratively with local contexts was identified as key to effective safeguarding practice.

Complexities of safeguarding in ICW

Participants noted the complexity of safeguarding in ICW. A primary challenge was different perspectives and aware-
ness in safeguarding in different cultural contexts. For example, one participant stated that ‘While there was a real care
for children, and a lot of good work was done among them, I’m not sure safeguarding – as we see it in the UK – is some-
thing that is particularly thought about’. Participants noted the tensions created as a result of different cultural practices,
lenses and understandings of safeguarding and practices, through commentaries such as,

TABLE 5 Responses from organisations who support individuals to engage in ICW

Stem: In our organisation/agency there is:

Organisation/agencies responses (N= 39)

Agree % (n) Disagree % (n) Other % (n)

A safeguarding/child protection policy that includes a section on going overseas. 69.2% (n= 27) 23.1% (n= 9) 7.7% (n= 3)

Ongoing child safeguarding/protection support is available when individuals were overseas. 74.4% (n= 29) 15.4% (n= 6) 10.2% (n= 4)

A process where individuals are prepared to address child safeguarding/protection
concerns that could arise overseas.

86% (n= 33) 5.1% (n= 2) 10.2% (n= 4)

A process for individuals returning from being overseas to have a debrief where
safeguarding concerns can be raised.

62% (n= 24) 23% (n= 9) 15.4% (n= 6)

A clear procedure for raising child safeguarding/protection concerns about an
individual who has gone overseas.

82% (n= 32) 12.8% (n= 5) 5.1% (n= 2)
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‘Different views on child protection – so what one-person thinks is an issue is not seen as this in another
culture – so I saw children being treated in a way we would not say is acceptable, but it was culturally’.

These differences led to reflections on the inadequacy of seeking to implement safeguarding practices and under-
standings learned within a UK context in the field, in an international context.

TABLE 6 Preparation and support to engage in ICW

Stem: Prior to engaging in ICW

Individuals engaged/previously engaged responses (N= 32)

Agree % (n) Disagree % (n) Other % (n)

There was a recruitment process. 44% (n= 14) 40% (n= 13) 16% (n= 5)

I received training prior to ICW. 31% (n= 10) 43% (n= 14) 25% (n= 8)

I was asked to sign a code of conduct. 45% (n= 14) 45% (n= 14) 10% (n= 3)

I felt the organisation/agency helped prepare me for any safeguarding concerns. 47% (n= 15) 28% (n= 9) 25% (n= 9)

TABLE 7 Issues and support during and post ICW

Stem: When engaging/engaged in ICW

Currently engaged in ICW (N= 6) Previously engaged in ICW (N= 26)

Strongly agree/
agree % (n)

Strongly disagree/
disagree % (n)

Strongly agree/
agree % (n)

Strongly disagree/
disagree % (n)

I encountered issues I did not feel prepared for. 50% (n= 3) 50% (n= 3) 41% (n= 11) 49% (n= 13)

I have/had access to child safeguarding/protection
support whilst overseas.

83% (n= 5) 17% (n= 1) 34% (n= 9) 46% (n= 12)

I will have/was offered a debrief upon return to raise
child protection/safeguarding issues.

83% (n= 5) 17% (n= 1) 27% (n= 7) 67% (n= 16)

Note: Percentage totals differ from 100 due to respondents neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

F I GURE 1 Key safeguarding challenges in ICW identified by sending organisations
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Participants also commented on legislative differences and noted their responsibility to understand the law in the
contexts in which they were engaging. Furthermore, participants suggested that there are several tensions such as
operationalising and actioning (‘Whilst the laws can be in place, the implementation of them can be very different’) and
understanding the laws of the Country (‘What is the law regarding child protection in the nation you are working
in. Does it even exist… If so, you need to know what it is and how it works’). These views were echoed by sending organi-
sations through views such as ‘… for instance the definition of child abuse is interpreted differently by law and cultural
norms many would be very different to home culture’.

Some reflected on potential tensions and negative perceptions created when individuals sought to implement policies
and practices learned within their home contexts. There was the suggestion that ‘We can look like we do not trust people
if we keep to our normal processes and policies’. Participants also highlighted how their views and actions can be inter-
preted through comments such as ‘we have quite strict safeguarding rules to a host it can look as if we are being difficult’.

Sending organisations also commented upon perceptions of safeguarding in the international context, highlighting
that ‘The culture does not seem to see safeguarding as a concern,… they see this as a Western issue and a Western concern’.

Others noted the necessity to develop clear safeguarding procedures and policies that work in differing cultures and
context, the difficulty of doing this was also noted through responses such as, ‘UK organisations may have policies in
place to show their concern for child protection, but they may be very difficult to apply in the culture where someone is
working’ and ‘You can have clear safeguarding policies in place, but they are often only as good as the ability to put them
into practice in the context in which you are working’.

A part of these policies and processes were referral practices and knowing how to raise a concern and having aware-
ness of differing local structures. As one participant noted, ‘the person in the field needs to know what to do and who to
report any cases of child abuse to’ and that in many countries there was a ‘Lack of services in developing countries to
respond to any concerns that you do have’. The possibility of raising a concern making the situation less safe was also
reported, ‘In some cultures approaching police officers with concerns worsens rather than helps the situation’.

Reflection, preparation and process

Participants noted that reflection was needed about motivations, positionality and preparation for ICW, critically there
was a need for sensitivity to culture and context to guard against an ethnocentric superior mindset: ‘The whole idea that
the white man/woman’ from the west is there to help those in need and bestow favours’.

The importance of safer recruitment processes and adequate scrutiny was noted, both in terms of the individual
going and the organisation they would be working with through comments such as ‘we need to scrutinise more carefully
who is going and what are the rules and standards of the organisation’. Organisations also noted the importance of safer
recruitment both of workers ‘having robust enough recruitment process to vet people properly’, and international partners
‘being able to ensure or prove that the locals we work with are of good character’.

F I GURE 2 Key safeguarding challenges in ICW identified by those who are or have been engaged in ICW
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The personal responsibility of the individual engaging in ICW to prepare was also reflected upon in terms of devel-
oping knowledge and understanding. As one participant highlighted, ‘It’s on you… to understand the place you are going
to, read up, get prepared and ensure you know, be culturally aware’.

Sending organisations were also aware of the necessity to learn about local cultures and practices. As a lack of such
awareness could have implications for interpretations and perceptions of behaviours. This is exemplified in the follow-
ing statement:

‘Different cultures mean different mindsets, viewpoints and way of life. If we do not try to understand the
culture, we can be at risk of transposing our western mindset into this and of misunderstanding certain
situations’.

Good preparation emerged as a critical area with participants highlighting that it should also include an assurance
that those engaged in ICW were aware of and willing to comply to safeguarding policies and processes. There was rec-
ognition that organisations need to have clear methods of ‘Making our members aware of their roles & responsibilities
when overseas to ensure that those engaging in ICW had an understanding of safeguarding’.

Training was seen as essential for individuals as it prepared them for working in the context. Respondents talked
about needing ‘… proper training in an international context that considers cultural differences’ together with ‘… an
awareness of cultural difference alongside training on universal principles of good practice’. It was suggested that training
‘should be tailored to include what may be different about customs and cultures that they are visiting’ and to include indi-
cators of abuse, when and how to refer, ‘what to look for, when to intervene, how to report appropriately’.

Preparation was also deemed to be essential by organisations to ensure workers are safeguarded to avoid distress.
The psychological cost to those engaging needs to be minimalised and managed. For example, ‘Safeguarding those who
go – a lot of my experiences over the years have left me distressed … I think that much more care needs to be taken of peo-
ple who go overseas’. It is important to note that participants did raise examples of good practice and one commented,
‘I felt 100% safe the whole time I was there’.

Sending organisations noted a further aspect of safeguarding and monitoring workers was ensuring robust policies
and process that work in context through acknowledgement that there was a need to have ‘processes that both protect
workers and monitor their safe practice when they are thousands of miles away’.

The importance and challenge of partnership working and co-construction of safeguarding

Some participants and sending organisations critically reflected on seeking to develop safeguarding in international con-
texts, whilst being mindful of positionality and privilege. There was the suggestion that, ‘We need to get the right bal-
ance between “imposing” our views on safeguarding on other cultures and ensuring that safeguarding is present’ and that
this must be done through ensuring good local relationships and finding ways of ensuring ‘How ideas can be shared with
other cultures whilst respecting other cultures and their many strengths’.

The complexities about implementing safeguarding practices and policies imported from the UK were repeated
through comments such as, ‘A lot of safeguarding policies are prescribed or copied from different cultures and can be a
challenge to implement’. This again raises the need for co-construction in the development of safeguarding if it is to be
effective in local contexts.

Sending organisations also noted the necessity to develop awareness of safeguarding procedures and processes
in local contexts, ‘a need to realise what they can do in whatever country they are working in. Safeguarding proce-
dures in the country they are working in’. The challenges noted again provide evidence of the need for contextual
collaborative partnerships working, through the acknowledgment that ‘UK organisations may have policies in place
to show their concern for child protection, but they may be very difficult to apply in the culture where someone is
working’.

The responsibility to develop ‘on the ground’ awareness was emphasised and again illustrates the need to build local
relationships to develop mutual understandings and awareness. For example, the need for ‘… local orientation that
covers both local processes and law, and discussion about how to manage concerns in the specific country and culture where
the person is or is going’.

The importance of working in partnership to ensure both cultural sensitivity and good safeguarding practice was
noted, and a need for ‘Awareness of cultural differences and the fruit of consultation with missions’ partners overseas
about the nature and importance of safeguarding’.

However, there was recognition by sending organisations that adopting a collaborative approach whilst maintaining
a focus on safeguarding is both complex and challenging and can give rise to tensions, as one organisation noted, ‘Shar-
ing the need for safeguarding, due diligence without being paternal and colonial in stating what others must do to satisfy
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our needs’. Critically in doing this there is the need to find methods that allow for ‘How to relate to the local culture
without compromise’, and the challenge of ‘Implementing and ensuring good safeguarding practices in cultural contexts
where this has not been a priority’.

These challenges led to suggestions by sending organisations of the need to work creatively to develop safeguarding,
‘creative ways of safeguarding children when it’s not an important topic in the country in question’. Also, the necessity of
collaboration was stressed, ‘thinking through beforehand – potentially in discussions with host churches/partner groups –
how any issues will be handled’, and the need to engage those in the ICW location so there are ‘opportunities for individ-
ual talks with someone local… to gain their understanding and perspective’.

DISCUSSION

The findings of the study illustrate cultural differences in understandings of safeguarding and in policy and practice.
They demonstrate differences in cultural practices, legislation, referral mechanisms and the need for safeguarding over-
sight. They also show that in seeking to safeguard ICW, workers may be misunderstood or face negative perceptions
and indeed themselves be at risk in the context. They demonstrate tensions between seeking to address harm encoun-
tered and appearing culturally insensitive. For example, it has been suggested that in addressing the issue of physical
punishment of children there is a need to understand this as a normative practice in certain cultural contexts but also a
need to work in a respectful way to firmly challenge practices where children and young people are harmed (Lansford
et al., 2005) Therefore, while it is recognised that FBOs are required to create safe spaces for their beneficiaries
(ICD, 2018), the responses to the survey illustrate just how complex a challenge this is. Respondents discussed the inef-
fectiveness of seeking to import definitions, understandings, policy and practice developed in the UK into the interna-
tional context. They noted many policies and practices are not culturally relevant and these findings support previous
work illustrating the complex landscape of international safeguarding (Fogler et al., 2008).

Respondents noted that not only were many policies and practices ineffective but seeking to implement them in
international contexts could actually lead to greater risk to children and young people. Indeed, the results to some
extent support the findings of previous work suggesting informal procedures may provide more effective safeguarding
in local international contexts (Eyber et al., 2018). However, there is a tension created because such mechanisms may
not be recognised in international safeguarding standards and practice (Walker-Simpson, 2017). Thus, mechanisms
which work effectively to create safe spaces (ICD, 2018) may actually be devalued because of current understandings of
standards and practice and how safeguarding should be operationalised. There is, therefore, a pressing need to consider
what effective safeguarding actually means across contexts and to consider challenges to traditional ideologies of
safeguarding which are ineffective in different cultural contexts.

The findings suggest the importance of partnership and collaboration with local agencies and the co-production of
safeguarding which is more likely to result in effective culturally relevant and locally supported policy and practice.
This resonates with previous work (Eyber et al., 2018; IDC, 2018; UK Government, 2020) which demonstrates that co-
production and collaboration with indigenous partners works against ethnocentric assumptions of safeguarding and
leads to more effective working practice, whilst allowing for the discussion of harmful practices. The findings also illus-
trate the need to develop safeguarding training, which is effective in the international context, including local knowl-
edge and local actors in delivery; this practice was noted by Eyber et al. (2018) as integral to successful training. Local
champions can be an effective part of developing and enhancing culturally relevant safeguarding practice.

The responses demonstrated safeguarding training developed within the UK is not transferable to local interna-
tional contexts. These findings extend beyond training to recruitment and preparation for ICW but are equally of rele-
vance to non-FBOs’ international work with children and young people. Interestingly, there is little commentary in the
research or literature about preparation for ICW. However, World Vision UK have emphasised the need for
safeguarding training at induction and the need to ensure staff understand their safeguarding obligations (World
Vision, 2018). The connection between the work of FBOs and NGOs has been recognised in other work (Bond, 2018;
Clarke & Ware, 2015; Noor & Nawi, 2016). There is a call for a ‘commitment to safeguarding’ in the international con-
text and the requirement of contextualised and culturally relevant feedback together with the importance of equal rela-
tionships between those providing and receiving aid (Bond, 2018). The connections made between the work of NGOs
and FBOs in the international context and the similarity in challenges and opportunities for safeguarding demonstrate
the relevance of the learning from this study across NGOs operating in the international context.

A further important point is that the absence of co-production of safeguarding policy and practice illustrates the
continued failure to prioritise the inclusion of the voice of indigenous peoples in the development of safeguarding for
the contexts in which they live. There is an absence of work which considers safeguarding and abuse of indigenous chil-
dren or how to work with global partners to develop safer cultures. Whilst international stakeholders stress the impor-
tance of the survivor voice (Bond, 2018; IDC, 2018; IICSA, 2018; UN, 2017), there is little strategy about how to allow
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this voice to be heard. This is of particular importance in a context in which children and young people may have lim-
ited knowledge of abuse (Kenny et al., 2008).

Recommendations

A summary of the general recommendations from the research can be found in Thirtyone:eight (2021) report, some of
these are summarised in Table 8 below together with specific recommendations arising from this paper. The findings in
the original report only make recommendations for ICW, but this table expands the recommendations beyond this con-
text as these are issues relevant to all international work involving children and young people.

It is recognised that some of these processes will take time to establish and therefore it is of great importance
that whilst there are limitations to current safeguarding practices they should remain until further development
has occurred, in order that there is not a void. The UNCRC can provide minimum baseline knowledge and
standards.

Strengths and limitations

This study focused on the experiences of those engaged in ICW or organisations supporting this work based in the
UK. It did not include participants from host organisations or countries and it therefore in some ways replicates the
absence of these voices. The sample size for the study is small and therefore the findings cannot be generalised. As
Thirtyone:eight is a safeguarding organisation, it can be suggested that participants recruited through their advert might
have a higher level of awareness than those without links to such an organisation and the results may be more conserva-
tive due to this. However, as the first study of its kind, it has provided important learning and implications for interna-
tional safeguarding. It is intended that a further research study would have a larger sample size and seek to actively
learn from the voices of indigenous participants. It will be of great import to include indigenous children in future stud-
ies, so their voices can be heard as is emphasised in the UNCRC (Article 12).

CONCLUSION

Overall, the study illustrates the need to adequately prepare and equip individuals who engage in ICW or anyone work-
ing in the international context. It emphasises the challenges and complexities of safeguarding in this context and need
to work towards more embedded co-production with indigenous partners. In the future the voices of survivors must be
listened to and privileged to develop greater understanding of experiences and how to develop effective safeguarding in
the international context.

Note: A full copy of the survey can be obtained by contacting the lead author.
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TABLE 8 Recommendations for safeguarding practice in international work with children and young people

Recommendation
number Recommendations

1. Organisations which support individuals in international work with children and young people should ensure they are
safely recruiting all those they are sending and operating safer working practices.

2. Cultural competence in safeguarding and child protection should be specifically addressed by organisations as part of an
individual’s preparation for international work, including when and how to report safeguarding concerns.

3. Co-constructed culturally relevant safeguarding training should be developed through partnership working. This training
should include the voices and experiences of indigenous children. All individuals undertaking international work with
children and young people should be trained ahead of commencing work.

4. Individuals engaging with international Christian work should consider their personal motivations for engagement and
take responsibility for learning about the cultural context and practices with which they will be working.

5. All individuals engaged in international work with children and young people should be provided an opportunity to
debrief.
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