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• aims to

– understand how and why sexual abuse 
occurred within Australian institutions 

– provide guidance as to how future abuse 
might be prevented



Specifically, this study explores:
• how children and young people 

conceptualise and perceive safety;
• children and young people’s views on 

what gives rise to these perceptions;
• children and young people’s perceptions 

of safety within institutions;
• what children and young people consider 

is already being done to respond to safety 
issues and risks in institutions;

• what children and young people consider 
should be done to respond to safety issues 
in institutions.



Why support children’s participation?

• Children & Young People 
discussed why it is important 
that institutions engage 
directly with children and 
young people about their 
safety needs and wishes. 

• They said they want to be 
involved in identifying and 
dealing with safety issues, and 
believe that in partnership 
with adults and institutions, 
issues such as child sexual 
abuse can be better dealt 
with. 

Adults think they know what kids need to 
be safe, but I don’t think that they do. They 
base it on what they remember from when 
they were kids and the world is different 
now. So they need to talk to kids and find 
out what it means to them.

The world is unsafe for most kids, well 
that’s how they feel anyway. So if you’re 
going to make it safe you’ve got to make 
them feel OK… You have to ask them what 

worries them and fix that.







What does it mean to be safe?
• Being safe and feeling safe are two different 

things
– Kids are more concerned about FEELING SAFE and adults 

are more concerned about kids BEING SAFE and often 
forget that to BE SAFE they need both

• Children tell whether they’re safe or not based:
– On their bodies

– On their behaviours

– On other’s behaviours

– On what they’ve seen or heard

– On what they’ve experienced 

• To be safe, kids need:
– Familiarity, predictability and some sense of control

– To be with those they trust

– For adults to be adult-like, to demonstrate their respect 
for kids, to use their power FOR children, to take control, 
to do what they say they are going to do





Safety and Power

Physical vulnerability

There are some things 
that are only dangerous 
for kids. Like its highly 
unlikely that someone is 
going to pull over and 
grab and adult and put 
them in the car because 
they’re an adult but it’s 
much more likely if you’re 
a kid



Safety & Power

Relational and 
intergenerational 
vulnerability
Because they’re 
adults and we’re kids 
we’re always going 
to be in a worse off 
position. Everyone 
thinks that adults 
can treat kids how 
they want, that kids 
should be respectful 
of adults no matter 
what and that 
children should just 
do what adults say 
because their kids 
and adults are adults 
(YP-3)

They stand over you and make you feel really small. They 
want to remind you that you are weak and you have to do 
exactly what they say. There’s nothing you can do because 
you’re just a kid and you can’t fight back…. That’s why kids 
are unsafe because they can’t stand up and protect 
themselves. If no one is around anything could happen. 



Safety & Power

Organisational powerlessness
• Adults protect each other and the 

institution

‘Adults won’t usually stand up against an 
adult bully. Maybe it’s because they don’t 
see it as a problem or maybe because 
they don’t want to get caught in the 
middle of it. I think people think it’s OK to 
intimidate a kid, particularly if it’s so they 
do something that people think is good 
for the kid. But that doesn’t mean that 
it’s OK.’ (MX-1)

Lack of knowledge and skills

‘Knowledge – knowing what is being 
done if something dangerous has 
happened. Like if there are strangers in 
the area knowing what your teachers and 
adults are doing makes you feel more 
safe rather than just knowing something 
bad is happening and worrying that 
you’re in danger.’ ‘But adults don’t 
always understand this.’ ‘They think they 
should hide that stuff from kids to keep 
them safe but you feel more scared if you 
don’t know what’s happening.’ (YP-2)



What makes an institution safe?



Not every child-focused institution is 
or feels safe

‘Yeah pools are supposed to be for 
families and kids but youth always get 
hassled out there.’ ‘We’re seen as being 
bad … No one gives a shit about us and 
would probably prefer that we left … If 
we weren’t paying to be there [they 
wouldn’t want us there at all] … If 
something goes down the pool will 
always take the adults’ side because they 
automatically think that we’re doing the 
wrong thing. So if we were like bashed or 
something I doubt that they’d do 
anything and as if someone’s going to go 
and ask for help if the lifeguards have 
just been hassling you out. Nah, pools 
aren’t there for us even though that’s 
where we go.’ (YP-4)

‘From a child’s perspective a hospital 
is not a safe place. It’s not 
somewhere they feel good or that’s 
kid friendly’, ‘plus they watch TV that 
always has hospitals as a bad place; 
they’re made out to be bad.’ ‘Kids 
don’t understand what’s happening 
and they think the worst, get worried 
about things that won’t happen 
because they just don’t know what to 
expect’, ‘plus it’s cold and smells 
weird and they don’t let kids play or 
laugh or make any noise so kids don’t 
like it.’ (YP-3)





Not all child-safe practice meets 
children’s (perceived) safety needs

• When they fail to recognise children’s 
vulnerability and lack of power

• When they take control or power away from 
children

• When they make children feel more afraid and 
do not reduce their fears and concerns

• When they create barriers between children 
and trusted adults (ie fear)

• When they are contradictory  or don’t make 
sense to kids

• When they are not communicated to children

• When they are adult-initiated, focused, driven 
and accountable only to adults

• When children are not directly involved in the 
process and when the strategies are not 
accountable to children



Compliance needs 
to be about 

improving safety
“There’s too many pressures on them 
to do other things than just listen to us 
or to care about things that happen 
outside of their job… 

If they have to choose between writing 
a report or asking us how we’re going 
and what we need they’ll always have 
choose doing office work – because 
there’ll be consequences for them if 
they don’t… Like their boss will get 
angry… 

They’re not accountable to us so it 
doesn’t matter if they don’t do what 
we ask them to do, what we need.” 
(FG-7) 16
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• ‘Those checks should be for 
us too. So that we know that 
an adult is safe. Because 
we’re the ones who have to 
trust them.’ ‘But why would 
they show them to us? It’s 
because they think we don’t 
care or that we don’t need 
to know.’ ‘We’re the ones 
who need to know.’ (MX-2)



• ‘Lots of adults don’t 
care enough about kids 
and this stuff is going to 
keep happening. Until 
they see us as having 
good ideas and believe 
us [when things go 
wrong] nothing will 
change.’ (MX-2)



• https://prezi.com/ptybn
oo6yl1a/what-makes-
children-young-people-
safe-and-feel-safe/
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Find out more
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