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                                      Introduction. When reading about safeguarding or discussing with colleagues there are lots of terms which can seem confused or overlapping. Safeguarding terminology has evolved over time. Some safeguarding language is outdated but still used by some practitioners. Other language is used for slightly different things in different settings. You will want to move to the most up to date language but also know what other people mean when they use older terms, or terms that are specific to their context. We want everyone to understand, so ditch the professional jargon and abbreviations and keep things simple. This means everyone will have a better understanding of why practitioners are involved and what they are working towards. Describe behaviours rather than using professional phrases. Record the exact words of the child/parent/carer/network.










Key Principles for Language in Safeguarding
Child-First and Child-Led Language: Focus on the child/young person as an individual first, not their disability or circumstances. Let them set the pace in conversations and allow them time to process topics. 
Precision and Clarity: Use common, clear, and specific terms to accurately describe what has happened, avoiding vague or misleading language. 
Empathy and Perspective-Taking: Use words that show understanding and avoid blame. Consider how the child might interpret your words and ensure they feel seen and heard, not judged. 
Trauma-Informed Approach: Frame language around the harm experienced by the child/young person, the impact of that harm, and the perpetrator, rather than implying the child/young person's responsibility. 
Avoid Victim-Blaming and Labelling: Do not use phrases that suggest a child/young person is at fault or responsible for their abuse, or labels that define them by a single negative event. 
Promote Trust and Healing: Mindful and empathetic language can foster deeper connections, build trust, and create a sense of safety and hope for children/young people. 
Shared Understanding: Use consistent language with other practitioners to ensure everyone has a shared understanding of the risks and necessary interventions. By adopting these principles and shifting how practitioners talk about safeguarding, practitioners can more accurately assess risks, ensure children/young people feel understood, and provide the effective support they need. 

Practitioners say
Children/young people prefer
‘Contact’ 
‘Family time’
‘Placement’ 
‘Home or where someone lives’.
‘Difficult to engage’ 
‘We need your support’. 
‘Respite’ 
‘A break for us or stay over’. 
‘Peers’ 
‘Friends’
‘Attention seeking’ 
‘We want to feel safe; we want reassurance, we want to know you are there’. 
‘Care leaver’ 
‘Care experienced’. 
‘Looked after’ 
‘Cared for’.



















From this… We are worried that Jonny is witnessing domestic abuse, and that this is having a significant impact upon his emotional wellbeing. 
To this… We are worried that Jonny is seeing his Mum and Dad arguing and shouting a lot, when they argue items in the home are getting thrown around. Jonny really worries about his Mum and Dad getting hurt, he doesn’t like going to School the day after an argument, as he worries what will happen when he is at school.










Example ‘Toxic Trio’ describes the combined presence of parental substance misuse, parental mental ill-health, and domestic abuse within a household. These issues are frequently identified where children/young people experience neglect/significant harm, signalling a high-risk environment for vulnerable children. However, by focusing on ‘toxic trio’ in isolation, it risks overlooking other factors in a family’s life such as availability of appropriate support and services, parental adverse childhood experiences, cultural, language barriers, disability or poverty. 










Example 'Did not attend' this phrase implies that a child/young person is responsible for attending an appointment and chose not to go. But they can only attend an appointment if their caregiver takes them; they can’t travel alone and may not even know about the appointment. A shift to recording to 'was not brought' reminds practitioners that it is the adult who is responsible for ensuring that the child/young person attends any appointment. It prompts practitioners to consider the causes and consequences of missed appointments. This change opens opportunities for discussions and plans around support, safeguarding, and welfare for a child/young person. 

Example ‘Attention-seeking’ is a term that implies that children/young people are purposefully ‘acting up’ to get a reaction. It encourages the belief that ignoring the behaviour will make it stop. However: 
· Those who display ‘attention seeking’ behaviour are really in need of wanting to know they are cared about, you are there for them, attachment or connection. 
· It’s important that they know you really see and hear them. 
· Always think about the reasons behind the behaviour. Consider whether there are any underlying support or safeguarding needs, or both. 













Example ‘Child Pornography’ using this phrase hides the true impact of perpetrators’ behaviour. They are not making or watching pornography, they are abusing children. Instead of using 'child pornography', use ‘child sexual abuse materials’. Changing our language ensures we are not trivialising serious crimes, whilst making sure we don't cause further harm to children. Reframing the language, we use around child sexual abuse materials better enables practitioners to trigger the appropriate child protection response.


Example re Exploitation ‘Recruited’ or ‘Working’ these words usually conjure up thinking about legal, safe employment. However, these are used by those who groom/coerce children/young people into criminal activity such as moving money and drugs. When these terms are also used it can reinforce this idea of ‘working’ and legitimise child criminal exploitation (CCE). They also mask the harm caused by CCE and imply that the child/young person is responsible for, and in control of, the situation they are in. These perceptions can prevent children/young people from receiving the protection, help and support they need. Instead of: "The child has been recruited by a gang" or "The child is working". Use: "The child has experienced criminal exploitation" or "has been groomed" or "targeted to distribute drugs".





Further information and resources: 
Consult the online glossary of safeguarding terms. Check the NSPCC “Why language matters” blog. 
The Children’s Society have produced a webpage and PDF guide to support taking positive steps to eradicating victim-blaming language. The documents can be accessed here: Child Exploitation Language Guide | The Children’s Society and Appropriate Language Guide Final (English).pdf.
To access the supporting documents and resources go to Hydrant or NAPAC webpage.  
Additional Resources Making Words Matter. Appropriate Language Video.  Challenging victim blaming language and behaviours when dealing with the online experiences of children and young people. Victim Blaming Video.   





Example Offender instead of referring to a child as an "offender" use the terms that reflect the child's situation and the harm experienced, such as "child who has experienced exploitation".
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