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BASW Response to the Education Committee Inquiry into the Child 
Protection System in England 

 
1 BASW is the UK professional association for social work, led by and 
accountable to a growing population of approximately 14,500 social 

worker members.  Our members work in frontline, management, research 
and academic positions in all social work settings across the UK.  BASW 

members share a collective commitment to those values and principles 
that will secure the best possible outcomes for children and young people, 
adults, families and communities.  

 
Introduction 

 
2 BASW is pleased that the Education Committee has taken the 
decision to call for additional evidence for the Inquiry into the Child 

Protection System in England.  This is such a fundamentally important 
issue that sometimes receives a disservice when the broad brush 

approach is applied.  It is only right and proper therefore, that the 
committee would want to delve deeper and give greater consideration to 

some pertinent issues that have come to light from the original evidence 
gathered.  Given that this second stage understandably demands a quick 
turnaround, we have produced a practice based response drawing on the 

experiences of some of our most experienced members involved in 
contemporary social work practice with children and families.  

 

The impact of neglect and the long term consequences of a delay 
in intervention where there is evidence of neglect; 

3 We continue to learn more and more about the impact of neglect on 
children's life chances particularly with the advances in neurological 

research.  As social workers, we have always known that children who are 
neglected and whose basic needs are not met are likely to be seriously 

disadvantaged. This can be seen in delays in growth and physical 
development and their social development in social interactions, play and 

learning. Without support, they can become dysfunctional parents 
themselves repeating behaviour learned from their own childhood. 

 

4 It is vitally important that social workers in both their pre and post 
qualifying training have access to training in this area in relation to child 

development so that they can develop their understanding of the impact 
of neglect throughout their years in practice.  Practitioners must be 
equipped with the right knowledge, understanding and skills to be able to 

get to grips with what is challenging and complex work.  This is part and 
parcel of embedding a learning culture into the child protection system by 

producing research minded social workers at every stage of their careers. 
 

5 The consequences of delay or non-intervention for these children 

can be a lifetime of reduced capacity for achievement and happiness.  By 
the time the full impact of the abusive experience is evident many of the 
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people making decisions about children's lives will have long gone. This 
endorses the need for early intervention.  

 
6 The difficulties of assessing neglected children are well documented 

(Reder and Duncan (2004); Iwaniec (2006)). They may be silent, have no 
expectations that their needs will be met and, despite their suffering will 
remain loyal to their parents.  Neglect often leads to them to have no 

sense of self other than a negative one. 
 

7 In practice, social workers are encountering more and more 
situations where children, even before birth are being exposed to the 
effects of excessive alcohol and other drugs usage.  As a consequence, 

the children may be born with health needs additional to those of most of 
their peers. In some cases they may suffer Foetal Alcohol Syndrome or 

suffer the effects of drug withdrawal. Neglect of the children's needs starts 
early as healthy diet and good ante natal care can be ignored by parents 
with these significant problems.  

 
8 The impact of neglect for children is severe and is likely to have 

long term consequences affecting all aspects of their lives. Neglected 
children are also likely to be disadvantaged when alternative placements 

are found as the children may not find it easy to attach to new carers for 
the reasons already mentioned. Specific training and support should be 
available for such carers to ensure stability of the placement. 

 
9 The importance of joint agency working cannot be stressed enough. 

Assessments must be multi-dimensional and include direct observation of 
children with their parents as well as time spent if possible with the 
children to find out how life looks through their eyes. One BASW member 

states that “in my practice I have found it to be extremely helpful 
to work as a team with health visitors and day nursery / family 

centre staff. This helps us to assess relationships- warmth/ 
hostility as well as the child's growth, weight and social 
development.”  Early detection is of paramount importance and it is 

helpful if parents can access local services, where professionals can work 
together and share knowledge and where observations and evidence can 

provide a truer picture of a child's needs. 
 
10 In order to protect children social workers need: 

 Time to get to know the family and form relationships. 
 Time (and training) to communicate with children 

 Time to work effectively with parents rather than just sign posting 
or adopting the snapshot approach. 

 Time to see, talk to and work with professionals from other 

disciplines who have different and complimentary skills and 
knowledge e.g. child health, growth and development. 

 
11 In view of the harm that can result from neglect the coordination of 
services is crucial from ante natal care through to school. BASW believes 

that all professionals should work together both in a supportive and 
assessment role and is concerned at the current reductions of services 

central to this key role, e.g. health visitors, family centres etc. 
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Older young people (especially those aged 15 to 19) and child 
protection; 

12 The needs of older young people in the context of child protection are 
frequently subject to misunderstanding by professionals and the public alike. 
BASW members report that there have been many occasions where 
intervention could have been more effective if referrals had been made 
earlier: “young people with significant histories of abuse have been left 
with no support;.” 
 
13 Many young people who have suffered abuse and neglect are found to 
have developmental delay. However, there is a tendency in BASW members 
experience for practitioners to assume (wrongly) that children are making 
informed choices linked to their chronological age rather that the emotional or 
developmental age that the child is functioning at. This leaves some young 
people without the adult care and protection they need. 
 
14 It is more challenging to reach some young people in this age group 
but they still have significant needs. For young people who are sexually 
exploited they need to be viewed as at significant risk rather than having 
made choices about selling themselves for sex (as confirmed in recent 
University of Bedfordshire research). In these cases, the grooming by 
offenders has been so complete and so persistent the young people believe 
they are having an equal relationship rather than being exploited. 
 
“During the course of our work we find it helpful to ask young people, 
their parents and carers the question – how old do you feel or what age 
is the child functioning at? Frequently, the young people will say they 
feel several years younger than they are and carers identify that the 
children are behaving more like a two year old or at least younger than 
the age they are.  The age is associated with the age of an earlier  
traumatic event and the children feel 'stuck' at that stage of 
development.  Whilst we are all capable of not acting our age, for 
traumatised children this is an important indicator of need and can help 
us to make safer plans for and with them.” 
 
15 Paradoxically, a lot of energy and social work time goes into planning 
for independence for teenagers when in fact the young people are well behind 
in their emotional and social development and are not really equipped to set 
out on a path to independence at 16 or even 18. They could be said to need 
less independence not more. Are we setting them up to fail? 
 
16 Services for young people in this age group need to be accessible and 
acceptable to them.  
 
“Many young people like to have somewhere to go to touch base with 
workers they have previously known. They will come back to find 
workers who have been significant to them to talk about what is 
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happening in their lives and to let them know about achievements. 
Unfortunately, in our highly pressured world where turnover of social 
work staff has speeded up many young people will be disappointed.” 
 
17 Young people are expected to be referred on to adult services even 
when they have been in care for many years and already have a supportive 
team of people around them. This arbitrary division based on age between 
children and adults services is not helpful. Young people are often left with no 
support. 
 
18 It is very easy when services are under pressure to minimise the needs 
of young people in this age category in the context of child protection. One 
can understand why some assumptions are made. Children of this age are 
able to walk away, seek help and of course, have rights to make decisions 
about their lives. However, many young people who have been exposed to 
abuse and neglect in their early lives may be particularly vulnerable in their 
teenage years and may still be functioning emotionally at a much younger age 
than their actual years. For some the abuse continues. 

 
19 There is a real shortage of appropriate therapeutic and support 
services for children so even those who have disclosed abuse and have been 
in care may not have had access to the kind of help they need to recover. 
Ideally, the services should be available for children in their early years. In 
addition, it is crucial to provide open door and outreach services for the older 
age group and offer opportunities for them to talk to someone if they are 
worried about their safety. 

 

Thresholds for intervention, for taking children into care and for 
adoption; 

20 BASW members told us that ideally the right children should be in care 
at the right time and with the right people so they are safe and enabled to deal 
with trauma and go on to achieve their full potential.  What prevents this? The 
main reported reason was a lack of money; budgets for children in care are 
stretched to the limit and a lack of suitable foster carers and adopters is 
leading to (ironically) children being place in expensive agency placements 
often miles from their families.  

 
21 Members report that there is a risk that decisions about children's best 
interests are made on the basis of cost rather than what they actually need. 
Some good initiatives are being piloted around the country but often leading to 
a post code lottery situation. Statements like 'we have too many children in 
care' are reported nationwide. 

 
22 Currently, we have a growing number of children coming into care 
whilst more demands than ever are being placed on social workers and 
services like SureStart and Youth Work are being curtailed. Even the NSPCC 
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which does some excellent work is closing projects and rationalising services. 
The upshot is that fewer children receive help.  

 
23 A lack of resources certainly plays a major role in terms of suitable 
placement; adopters and foster carers are being asked to care for children 
with very complex needs. They need support from social workers and to know 
that therapeutic help is available for the child and for them. Lack of choice and 
matching means greater risk of placement breakdown. This further damages 
vulnerable children. 

 
“From my experience on the adoption panel, I see examples of the 'start 
again' syndrome at work. We read accounts of children having lived in 
vermin infested houses and suffering extensive neglect but the 
response, well meaning though it is, has been an over emphasis on 
improving the environment at the cost of exploring family relationships 
and the parents' own capacity for child care.  This is a phenomenon 
recognised in Reder and Duncan's work too. 

 
Frequent changes of social worker exacerbate this problem and there 
have been several times during the past year that adoption panel 
members have asked why children were left living in those 
circumstances for so long. A pattern of – concerns expressed – short 
term intervention – case closed, is evident and no doubt is encouraged 
by hard pressed managers.” 

 
24 Unfortunately, repeated opening and closing of cases coupled with 
different social workers is not a good recipe for good child protection work. 
However, we also know that social workers are carrying dangerously high 
workloads. 
 
25 Whilst we accept that decisions about removal of children are 
extremely important and difficult to make, evidence from BASW members 
suggests that some children are not removed from home at a sufficiently early 
stage to prevent them suffering significant harm. 
 
26 Time spent on thorough assessment and working intensively with 
families may not always bring about the improvements required but it should 
help social workers to gain a better understanding of the family they are 
working with and equip them with more confidence to advocate for the 
children. 
 
27 Sadly, we receive all too frequent reports from our members that 
thresholds are too high and great efforts are made to avoid care. Whilst 
placements with extended family can be very positive we must also ensure 
that proper scrutiny takes place to avoid placing children with relatives/friends 
who may themselves pose a threat to children. Background checks of 
potential carers/parents are vital in this work. 
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Epilogue 

 
28 It is our contention that there is a strong correlation between political 
and economic issues and eligibility for services even where child protection is 
the stated priority i.e. 'Everybody's business'.  Just as poverty is deemed to be 
a relative concept in its definition so standards of child protection are bound to 
change with the prevailing social and political climate. 

 
29 The major challenge for social workers is to remain resilient even 
during the rather questionable attempts to redefine the problem to suit the 
financial climate and prevailing political ethos and to maintain their 
perspective and professional integrity when they carry responsibility for 
children's wellbeing. 

 
30 Unfortunately, the timescales for politicians on the whole tend to be 
much shorter and do not coalesce with the timescales for assessing 
significant harm to children and for seeing the long term outcome of decisions 
made.  

 
31 In order for professionals to get it right for children, there needs to be a 
system which provides consistency of approach for children and which is 
sufficiently robust to withstand the fashions of the time and the adversarial 
nature of debates about policy. An example of this are the swings in policy 
which follow high level pronouncements about intervention in family life. Is it 
the duty of the state (in the form of social workers) to intervene in family life or 
are these measures unhelpful and draconian? These debates have been 
used repeatedly over time to undermine social work practice and promote 
myths about how dangerous social work professionals are including a 
wholesale negative appraisal of the 'care system' for children.  Clearly, this 
does nothing to promote the need to protect a child suffering abuse given that 
the very people who are needed to change things are written off as dangerous 
and to be afraid of. 

 
32 It is vital for a sound child protection system not only to hold the history 
for the children (read past files) but to hold the history about how practice has 
developed through the decades. We need to avoid what Lord Laming refers to 
as the 'start again syndrome' and develop a genuine ‘learning culture’ 
espoused by Professor Eileen Munro in A Child’s Journey.  

 
33 Fundamental to successful child protection practice are timely 
intervention, careful and detailed assessments, good partnership working, 
critical reflection and analysis and brave decision making. Where it is possible 
to help children to stay safely with their families then all efforts should be 
focused on making that possible. Where there is risk of significant harm then 
the real question is - can intervention effect the desired change for the 
child(ren)in the timescales for those children and can it be sustained? If the 
risk of harm is deemed too great and efforts to improve the situation by 
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whatever means have failed then decisions must be made about the long 
term needs of the children concerned and how safe permanency can best be 
achieved. This is where brave decisions must be made. 
 
 
 
Evidence compiled by Nushra Mansuri and Sue Kent Professional 
Officers (England) from submissions produced by BASW members 
working in the field of child protection. 
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Appendix  

 
Impact of neglect and abuse – a practice example 
 

The case 
 

There are six children in the family and all are in care because of neglect 
and sexual abuse. As part of the abuse the older children were forced to 
engage in abusive behaviour with their younger siblings within their birth 

family.   The three youngest children are adopted.  The older three 
children (now teenagers) are in separate placements and the long term 

plan for them is to remain in long term foster care.  There are other non-
related children in the respective foster homes. Some of those children 
were also sexually abused prior to being in care.  

 
The younger children, who are now feeling safer because of their 

separation from the family are now  able to think and talk more about 
what happened to them.  They are remembering aspects of the abuse by 

their brothers. 
 
This has raised the level of concern amongst the children's carers and the 

social workers. They are anxious to establish the level of potential risk and 
ensure that the children in their care are safe. 

 
In discussion it appears that the foster carers are vigilant and are doing 
an excellent job of reparenting the children. However, the experiences of 

abuse and neglect result in longer term challenges for all concerned. 
 

 
Issues for the children 
 

o It is easy to see how young victims of abuse can be seen as 
potentially dangerous with increasing age. All of the children in this 

family were abused by adults. The older children were exposed to 
that abuse for longer. Unfortunately, their behaviour may be a risk 
to other children. 

o Neglect can lead to children presenting as pseudo mature. This may 
give a misleading assessment of a child's capacity to make safe 

decisions. 
o Assessments show that the older children following neglect struggle 

to regulate their behaviours and emotions. 

o The older children have some developmental delay and their care 
needs are more akin to those of younger children. This is not 

always easily understood because of the expectations of older 
children's behaviour.  

o Physical touch and affection are crucial to meeting the children's 

needs but spontaneity may be affected because of perceived risk 
and some safe caring policies. 
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o Normal play activities with visiting children are curtailed because of 
the need for increased supervision. These additional safeguards can 

be felt to be unfair and punitive by the children. 
o As the younger children were adopted, the older siblings 

experienced feelings of loss. Sometimes children take on a 
protective role of being parent to their siblings and experience a 
sense of failure when the younger ones are removed. They may 

have assumed the responsibility of keeping the family together. 
o Seeing the younger children placed in adoptive homes has caused 

the older ones to ask about plans for their own permanence. Older 
children (14years+) are not so easy to place for adoption. 

 

In this case, there are several social workers and several sets of carers. 
This presents challenges in maintaining consistency, sharing information 

appropriately and helping the children to have clear, coherent narratives 
of their family history. They each need help to talk about feelings.  
 

One worker is new to the case so doesn't know the children well. Another 
worker is leaving soon. Although there is a strong commitment to helping 

these children there is potential for fragmentation of approach and loss of 
continuity. 

 
These are some of the practice challenges when dealing with children who 
have experienced abuse and neglect; challenges which can be 

exacerbated by delay in removing children from harm.  Despite having 
excellent carers the children have a legacy from abuse which is difficult to 

leave behind. 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 


