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Why Red Book?
The ‘Red Book’ is the Government’s financial statement and 
Budget report, named after the colour of its cover. It contains 
economic analysis and summarises the annual Budget tax 
measures. 

Action for Children has decided to release its own ‘Red Book’ 
analysis. This annual publication will identify the impact of 
decisions made in the 2010 spending review on the lives of the 
most vulnerable and neglected children and young people. It 
is based on the views of the social care professionals working 
in Action for Children services. The economic literature review 
is provided by the Social Market Foundation. Their views are 
included in ‘The end of the beginning?’ section only.
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Introduction

Action for Children believes 
that transforming the 
prospects of the most 
vulnerable and neglected 
children and young people is 
our most important shared 
responsibility. It must be a 
continuous top priority of all 
governments. The genuine 
political will to support all 
children to achieve their 
full potential is the criterion 
by which we will judge any 
government’s commitment to 
the future of our society.

For the last 142 years we have 
worked to turn lives around, 
using the expertise, planning 
and patience required to  
make a lasting difference.  
Our experience extends across 
communities in every nation 
of the UK and our knowledge 
and expertise is bolstered 
by continual research and 
analysis. We recognise that 
in 2011 and the years ahead 
tough decisions will need  

to be made. However, we 
believe passionately that 
those decisions must not  
leave the most vulnerable 
children behind.

The coalition Government 
from the outset has stated 
its intention to address long-
standing social problems 
such as welfare dependency 
and intergenerational 
worklessness in order to  
break cycles of deprivation.

To do this, they have  
proposed radical reforms  
of the welfare state and public 
service delivery, and have 
changed the relationship 
between central and local 
governments. Embedded in 
this reform is the realignment 
of the relationship between 
the individual and state.

As a part of this, the 
commitment to supporting 
the most vulnerable children, 
young people and families 
has been demonstrated by 
the reviews, policies and 
initiatives put into place in the 
first 18 months of this coalition 
Government. These include 
Frank Field’s review on poverty 
and life chances, Graham 
Allen’s early intervention 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/about-us/our-history
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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review, Eileen Munro’s work  
on the child protection system, 
initiatives to support children 
with special educational 
needs and disabilities and 
their parents, the introduction 
of the Early Intervention 
Grant, and the work on social 
mobility led by Alan Milburn.

In parallel, however, 
unprecedented public 
spending cuts are taking 
place and these cannot 
be separated from the 
commitments set out above. 
Alongside this, the emphasis 
on decentralisation through 
localism creates challenge 
which we believe would 
benefit from a better and more 
clearly articulated central 
policy narrative which is 
consistent across Whitehall 
departments.

Given this level of turbulence, 
it is legitimate to consider 
whether the policies and 
initiatives introduced by the 
UK coalition Government will 
be enough to realise its stated 
intentions of transforming the 
lives of the most vulnerable 
and reinvigorating our 
communities.

A year ago we watched with 
interest as the Government 
embarked upon its radical 
shift in fiscal and social policy, 
announced through the details 
of the 2010 spending review 
2011–2015. As headlines were 
grabbed by the economists 
and political analysts, Action 
for Children waited to see 
what the actual impact of 
this spending round would be 
for the children and families 
we work with up and down 
the country, based on what 
is happening in our services 
and what the children, young 
people and families we work 
with tell us.

This is the first of four annual 
reports on the effects of the 
Government’s decisions within 
the current spending period. 
We are concerned at the scale 
of change and cutbacks that 
we are seeing and believe 
that their consequences could 
be serious and lasting. It is 
still early on in the life of this 
parliament, however. Many 
decisions and choices are not 
yet finally made so there is 
time to reconsider in light
of the emerging evidence.

The Action for Children 
Red Book offers clear and 
evidence-based analysis.  
It identifies specific actions 
the coalition Government 
can undertake both now and 
in the longer term to ensure 
that unintended and serious 
consequences are identified 
and that their impacts can be 
mitigated. We recognise the 
efforts made to ensure that 
early intervention approaches 
for children and vulnerable 
families are protected but 
more needs to be done.

We offer this report to 
the Government and to 
policymakers as a positive 
contribution in these very 
challenging times. We hope 
that it will be studied carefully. 

Dame Clare Tickell
Chief Executive,  
Action for Children

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/redbook
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk


actionforchildren.org.uk           98           The Red Book

The coalition Government has 
made a commitment to protect 
the most vulnerable from the 
impact of spending cuts, and 
also to make sure services 
can step in to support families 
and individuals before 
problems escalate or become 
entrenched, with serious 
consequences for individuals, 
communities and society as 
a whole. It has undertaken 
reviews and put in place 
policies and initiatives that 
are intended to achieve these 
objectives, including:

 ͡ the review into child 
protection which has taken 
a measured and holistic 
stance concentrating 
on how best to support 
effective practice and 
deal more effectively with 
safeguarding concerns at 
an early stage

 ͡ the reviews into the 
Early Years Foundation 
Stage, child poverty and 
early intervention each 
proposing a switch of 
resources in favour of 
prevention

 ͡ the introduction of the Early 
Intervention Grant

 ͡ the focus on the 
‘foundation years’ and the 
ongoing support for the 
children’s centres network

 ͡ the introduction of the pupil 
premium, targeting funding 
at children in the most 
deprived areas

 ͡ an increase in the number 
of apprenticeship places

 ͡ the commitment of 
£800million to deliver short 
breaks to disabled children 
and their families

 ͡ the commitment to turn 
around the lives of the 
120,000 families with 
multiple problems

Meanwhile, however, dramatic 
reductions in funding are 
proceeding apace. 

Action for Children’s response 
on the day of the 2010 
spending review was clear: 
our most vulnerable children, 
young people and families 
must not pay the price for the 
economic difficulties facing 
the UK or the political and 
economic decisions being 
made subsequently.

Executive summary

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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We committed to monitoring 
closely and reporting back 
on the impact of those 
decisions as they play out 
in our communities. We set 
out to understand whether 
the measures taken so far 
by the coalition Government 
have protected the most 
vulnerable during this time 
of unprecedented public 
spending cuts, radical 
reform of the welfare state 
and public service delivery, 
and a changing relationship 
between the individual and 
the state. 

We have undertaken an 
in-depth analysis of our 
services which support nearly 
80,000 of the most vulnerable 
children, young people and 
families in the UK. We have 
done this through the eyes of 
the front-line professionals 
who work directly with them 
every day. The Red Book is not 
about the impact on Action 
for Children. We are just one 
part of an infrastructure of 
support, interdependent with 
the services which refer to 
us, which supports children, 
young people and families in 
other ways. The experience of 
our front-line staff provides 

a window into a rapidly 
changing world. 

Impact on services 

Within a much-reduced total 
pool of funding, decision-
making over where to 
prioritise has been devolved 
to local government to a far 
greater degree than before. 
This makes it harder to review 
whether or not the coalition 
Government’s intention to 
protect the most vulnerable is 
translating into decisions on 
the ground. 

In the comprehensive 
spending review, the 
Government outlined its 
policies under the headings of 
growth, fairness and reform. 
It is important that it retains 
the ability to track these 
principles in practice, across 
an increasingly diverse set of 
local circumstances, in order 
to avoid unintended negative 
consequences on the lives of 
the most vulnerable children, 
young people and families. 
Our findings show that while 
there are more children in 
need of support, cuts to the 
budgets of vital services 
mean that increasingly this 
need cannot be met. It is time 

to take stock of the picture 
across the country. 

 ͡ 42% of services have 
seen a rise in children, 
young people and families 
needing the services we 
provide in the last year.

 ͡ 48% reported this demand 
has further increased in the 
last three months. 

 ͡ 5,000 vulnerable children, 
young people and families 
have been identified as 
needing the services we 
provide but are currently 
not receiving a service. 

 ͡ 68% of our service 
managers have had cuts to 
their budgets for frontline 
services, of which 37% 
reported cuts of between 
11% and 30%.

 ͡ Service managers 
believed that the demand 
for services had risen 
because of an increase in 
family breakdown (41%), 
parental mental health/ 
physical health issues 
(39%), reduction in other 
community services such 
as child and adolescent 
mental health services 
(38%) and reduction in 
household income because 
of unemployment (26%) or 

benefit reduction (22%). 
We are increasingly 
working with families who 
are reaching breaking 
point where, for example, 
children are at risk of 
neglect and entering the 
care system, or getting 
into trouble with the law, 
or where parents are no 
longer able to cope:

 ͡ 51% of services reported 
that compared to six 
months ago, they are 
supporting children and 
young people facing more 
severe issues in their lives. 
For example, 95% of our 
managers told us that they 
have suspected that a child 
they have worked with or 
come into contact with has 
been neglected.

 ͡ 52% of services reported 
that compared to six 
months ago, families are 
seeking our support for 
more severe problems. 

In some cases the combination 
of increased need, and 
changes to our budgets, has 
led to reductions in the crucial 
face-to-face time our staff 
can spend with vulnerable 
children, young people 
and families. Of those who 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/redbook
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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responded to questions on 
change to direct contact time, 
more than a fifth (22%) saw a 
decrease in contact hours. We 
would like to have the capacity 
in our services to respond to 
the higher levels of need but 
we are unable to do so as our 
services are being cut.

Our analysis has also shown 
that in some cases we now 
find ourselves the last local 
service standing. We work in 
partnership with specialist 
services, for example mental 
health or substance misuse 
services but we are seeing 
these essential services 
disappearing, or families no 
longer being able to access 
them because of waiting lists 
or new criteria.

Because of Action for 
Children’s size and reach 
across the UK, we are 
able to see first-hand the 
comprehensive impact of the 
cuts, locally and nationally. 
Our evidence shows a series 
of individual services that are 
now struggling to meet the 
demand for their support. But 
the power of our evidence lies 
in the big picture: without the 
ability of an organisation like 

Action for Children to review 
impact across a large number 
of services, the cumulative 
impact of individual, local 
difficulties might not be seen 
until it was too late to stop the 
system as a whole from falling 
apart.

Economic analysis 

The economic analysis carried 
out by the Social Market 
Foundation (see ‘The end 
of the beginning?’ section) 
confirms that with few 
exceptions, fiscal changes will 
hit low-income families hard 
across benefits and many 
services:

 ͡ Economists are predicting 
an alarming increase in 
levels of absolute poverty 
by 2013, as a consequence 
of policy decisions.

 ͡ With the overall emphasis 
towards reductions in 
public spending in order 
to reduce the deficit, it is 
therefore not surprising 
that those who depend on 
these services – vulnerable 
children, young people and 
families – would bear much 
of this burden.

Conclusion 

The withdrawal of help from 
those who need it most must 
be seen in a wider context 
which transcends the current 
or any single government. 
Our political system is not 
designed in a way that can 
adequately support the most 
vulnerable children. These 
failings were documented in 
the 2008 Action for Children 
publication As long as it takes 
– a new politics for children1 
which identified the problems 
caused by political churn and 
instability and made a clear 
case for smarter investment in 
children, through a renewed 
political system. The current 
dramatic reductions in public 
spending have thrown this 
issue into stark relief and 
it must now be addressed 
urgently. We are clear that if 
action is not taken now there 
are four main risks: 

 ͡ Children, communities 
and ultimately the state 
will pay the price for the 
decisions made now, both 
socially and economically. 
It is a false economy to 

1 As long as it takes – a new politics for children, Action for Children (2008) 
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/144001/alait.pdf 

cut services that prevent 
family breakdown, prevent 
children unnecessarily 
entering care and prevent 
young people entering the 
justice system.

 ͡ The situation will get 
worse. As the problems that 
families are facing deepen, 
the need for services will 
continue to rise, sometimes 
quickly and dramatically.

 ͡ We will reach a point 
where we cannot reverse 
decisions that are directly 
affecting vulnerable 
children, young people 
and families. There is an 
existing infrastructure 
at local level (including 
the network of children’s 
centres, for example). If this 
infrastructure is stripped 
back too far, it may not be 
affordable to replace it in 
the foreseeable future.

 ͡ The children that are 
missing out now will not get 
the chance for vital support 
again. Opportunities to 
help them during their 
childhoods will be lost.

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/alcohol-and-substance-misuse
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/144001/alait.pdf
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/144001/alait.pdf
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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When the Chancellor, George 
Osborne, delivered his 
spending review statement  
in October 2010 he began  
by telling us:

The Chancellor of the 
Exchequer’s four-year 
spending review was 
presented as a means to 
stimulate growth, promote 
fairness and facilitate reform. 

We believe in growth that 
embraces the potential and 
aspirations of everyone 
through support; fairness 
that means no disadvantaged 
young person or child is left 
behind; and systemic reform 
of a political system that 
supports long-term thinking 
over political cycles. 

Growth 

The Government refers to:

‘Prioritising spending in 
infrastructure and skills to 
promote growth.’ 

We must ensure that growth 
is also of benefit to the most 
vulnerable children and young 
people across the UK. 

Statistics released in 
September 2011 showed that 
youth unemployment figures 
were again heading towards 
the one million mark with 
973,000 16–24 year olds out 
of work. The total number of 
unemployed people increased 
by 80,000 in the three months 
to July 2011 to reach 2.51 
million. Significantly, 77,000  
of those were aged under 24.3

‘Today’s the day when Britain  
steps back from the brink. 
When we confront the bills from  
a decade of debt. 
A day of rebuilding when we set  
out a four-year plan to put our  
public services and welfare state  
on a sustainable footing – for the 
long term. 
So that they can do their job – 
providing for families, protecting 
the vulnerable and underpinning  
a competitive economy. 
It is a hard road, but it leads  
to a better future.’2

Rt Hon George Osborne, Chancellor 
of the Exchequer

Growth, fairness and 
reform

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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Unemployment is often just 
the tip of the iceberg, with  
a range of underlying 
problems needing to be 
tackled before the most 
vulnerable people can move 
closer to the employment 
market, such as mental 
health and substance misuse 
problems. 

However, we have found 
that services designed to 
support vulnerable young 
people and parents back 
into employment are under 
threat. Our children’s centres 
have seen employability 
support reduced, for example 
by being unable to maintain 
basic skills tutors. We have 
also found that 73 per cent of 
our intensive family support 
services, working with the 
most vulnerable families and 
young people, have had a 
budget cut. By addressing 
issues such as anti-social 
behaviour and substance 
misuse, these services 
move families towards 
employability. 

For the most vulnerable and 
excluded young people, 
the impact of economic 

decisions could persist 
across generations. Some 
families trapped by previous 
recessions are still feeling 
the impact today4 and the 
current downturn looks set to 
widen this gap still further. 
The repercussions both for 
individuals and for our society 
in terms of wasted aspirations 
and lost opportunities will 
resonate for years.  
It is thought that a spell  
of unemployment of one year  
or more when young can  
mean earning 12 to 15 per cent 
less 20 years later.5 

Fairness

The 2010 spending review 
outlined a ‘new vision for a 
fairer Britain’: ‘It sets  
out a programme of reform 
that will ensure those who 
need it most continue to 
receive support, but with  
a greater focus on services 
that offer opportunities for 
social mobility.’

The Government also 
asserted: ‘Fairness starts 
with tackling the deficit.  
This ensures that future 
generations are not burdened 
with unsustainable debts, 

higher taxes and diminished 
public services. Tackling the 
deficit fairly means that all 
sections of society that are 
able to contribute should do, 
with more support available  
to the poorest.’6 

It is of course right to consider 
the impact our actions 
today will have on future 
generations. We cannot ignore 
the fact that unless we start by 
supporting those with greatest 
needs in their childhoods, 
providing them with the best 
chance for success later in 
life, we will be storing up 
greater ‘burdens’ for the next 
generation. 

In October 2010, we said 
that we feared targeted early 
intervention services for the 
most vulnerable and neglected 
children and their families 
would be a casualty of the  
spending review. We stressed 
that losing early intervention 
services supporting families 
and preventing children going 
into care would be a false 
economy and cost society 
more than £1.3billion each 
year.7 Our evidence now shows 
that this vital support for our 

next generation is indeed 
being scaled back.8 

Early intervention services 
are essential to encourage 
the development of the skills 
and capabilities that underpin 
social mobility. Their removal 
puts at risk the Government’s 
aspiration to place ‘a greater 
focus on services that offer 
opportunities for social 
mobility.’

We all have something to 
offer our communities but 
those living in vulnerable 
circumstances or needing 
extra support may lack the 
personal confidence and 
their communities may not 
provide obvious opportunities 
for that involvement. We 
know from our services 
such as the Cowgate and 
Blakelaw Children’s Centre in 
Newcastle that given the right 
encouragement, resources 
and support, there is a wealth 
of what is known as social 
capital that with the right 
investment is ready and very 
much willing to be tapped into.

Action for Children in 
conjunction with York 
Consulting9 published 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/alcohol-and-substance-misuse
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/parenting-support/advice-and-support-for-families
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/alcohol-and-substance-misuse
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/targeted-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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research showing that the 
biggest factor in the success 
of support services like 
the Cowgate and Blakelaw 
Children’s Centre is the 
consistency and trust built  
up in human relationships.  
In this context, it is of concern 
that the Action for Children 
Red Book now finds that these 
types of services are forced 
to reduce the one-to-one 
contact time that makes the 
biggest difference. This is due 
to the increases in demand 
and individual levels of need, 
combined with reduced 
resources. Across a number  
of services, there has been  
a reduction in the face-to-face 
time our staff can spend with 
vulnerable children, young 
people and families. Of those 
that responded to questions 
on change to contact time, 
more than a fifth (22%) saw  
a decrease in contact hours.

Among the most vulnerable 
groups of children and young 
people at the heart of the 
Government’s commitment 
to ‘ensure those who need 
it most continue to receive 
support’ are young carers, 
care leavers and disabled 

children and young people  
and their families.10 

We fear that young carers are 
at risk of losing the support 
they need. Eighty-six per cent 
of our young carer services 
have had a decrease in their 
budgets.11 Five out of 21 
services reported that since 
their contract with the local 
authority was renewed, they 
had seen a decrease in the 
number of hours they could 
spend with young carers on 
a one-to-one basis, and in 
one case the decrease was 
estimated to be around 30 
per cent. To compound this, 
our services report that young 
carers’ needs are increasing.

Reform 

Reform has been articulated 
as: ‘Increasing freedom, 
sharing responsibility and 
getting better value for money 
from public services.’ This will 
be delivered by ‘localising 
power and funding, including 
removing ring-fencing around 
resources to local authorities 
and extending the use of 
personal budgets for service 
users.’ The Government is 
also seeking to ‘improve 

transparency, efficiency and 
accountability of services.’ 

The structural reform that 
the coalition Government is 
implementing has already 
changed the relationship 
between national and local 
government and between 
the state and individuals. 
Localism, with the increased 
autonomy and independence 
promised to local areas, is 
largely a welcome reform. 
To fulfil its true potential 
however this autonomy must 
be devolved with appropriate 
resources to all communities, 
not just those able to shout 
the loudest, and to those 
organisations that deliver 
local services. 

Further, there needs to be 
clear vision and leadership 
from central government, 
to enable accountability 
particularly in areas such as 
early intervention. While the 
direction of localism is the 
right one, there must be clear 
expectations and standards 
for all communities to look to. 

The introduction of the 
Early Intervention Grant, 
for example, is one such 

example of leadership that 
outlines a clearly desired 
early intervention approach 
to the delivery of support 
and services. This leadership 
in how services should be 
shaped will however require 
appropriate resources 
and funding. Our analysis 
suggests that the spending 
review and subsequent 
decisions have failed to 
address this mismatch 
between ambition and ability 
to deliver. 

In the past year, we have 
found that services are 
less able to focus on early 
intervention and instead are 
increasingly dealing with 
crisis situations. Children’s 
centres have on average seen 
their budgets reduced by 20 
per cent. In a few instances 
this has been up to 70 or 80 
per cent, leading to proven 
early interventions, such 
as outreach support and drop-
in services being scaled back 
or removed entirely. This is 
backed up by a recent survey 
of local authority finance 
directors. When predicting 
where savings would come 
from, among front-line 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/redbook
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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services, ‘early years’ came 
in third12 (see ‘The end of the 
beginning?’ section).

As political decision making 
becomes increasingly 
devolved it will be more 
imperative than ever that 
we ensure any reforms in 
structures, accountabilities 
and resources allow for  
a longer-term view.  

2 Spending review statement, The Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Rt Hon George Osborne 
MP (20 October 2010) http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/spend_sr2010_speech.htm

3 Office of National Statistics Statistical Bulletin, Labour Market Statistics (September 2011) 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_232238.pdf

4 Communities in Recession: the Impact on Deprived Neighbourhoods: Round-up – Reviewing 
the Evidence, Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2009) http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/
communities-recession-impact-neighbourhoods.pdf. See also Deprivation and Risk the 
case for Early Intervention, Action for Children (2009) http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/
media/139941/deprivation_and_risk_the_case_for_early_intervention.pdf

5 Don’t hang young people out to dry, Clare McNeil (25 January 2011)  
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/joepublic/2011/jan/25/high-youth-unemployment-
young-people-hung-out-to-dry

6 HM Treasury website, key spending review announcements 
 http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/spend_sr2010_fairness.htm

7 New Philanthropy Capital used the SROI models developed by the new economics 
foundation (nef) to provide figures on Action for Children’s East Dunbartonshire Family 
Support service on the success of the programme in preventing children from going into 
care. This figure takes into account the savings of £0.8billion the Government would make 
from not providing family support services to all children in the UK at risk of going into care. 
However, cutting these services would be a false economy, as many more children would 
be taken into care, at a cost of £2.1billion. This gives a net cost of £1.3billion (£2.1billion–
£0.8billion)

8 See evidence in chapter 3 – in particular the section referring to intensive family support

9 Krowther K and Cowen G, Effective Relationships with Vulnerable Parents to Improve 
Outcomes for Children and Young People: Final Study Report (August 2011)  
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/developing-effective-
professional-relationships

10 See evidence in chapter 3

11 Twenty-one services answered this question

12 LGA, Report of the Council Budgets, Spending and Saving Survey (April 2011)  
http://www.lga.gov.uk/lga/core/page.do?pageId=17710284

We need decision-making 
processes and resource 
allocations that value and 
reward the long-term changes 
that can be achieved through 
early intervention and timely 
support when it is needed. 
Based upon our evidence, 
we remain a long way from 
achieving that.

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/spend_sr2010_speech.htm
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_232238.pdf
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/communities-recession-impact-neighbourhoods.pdf
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/communities-recession-impact-neighbourhoods.pdf
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/139941/deprivation_and_risk_the_case_for_early_intervention.pdf
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/139941/deprivation_and_risk_the_case_for_early_intervention.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/joepublic/2011/jan/25/high-youth-unemployment-young-people-hung-out-to-dry
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/joepublic/2011/jan/25/high-youth-unemployment-young-people-hung-out-to-dry
http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/spend_sr2010_fairness.htm
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/developing-effective-professional-relationships
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/developing-effective-professional-relationships
http://www.lga.gov.uk/lga/core/page.do?pageId=17710284We
http://www.lga.gov.uk/lga/core/page.do?pageId=17710284We
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The end of the beginning?
The broader economic context – 
literature review written by the 
Social Market Foundation

This time last year, the 
announcement that child 
benefit would be removed 
from higher-rate tax payers 
was met with media frenzy. 
If anything, this diverted 
attention away from those 
who have not been affected by 
this specific reform but have 
been by many others: lower-
income families with children. 
By 2014/15, benefit and tax 
credit payments are set to be 
cut by some £18billion and 
about twice this sum taken 
out of public services.13 So 
how are these changes likely 
to affect low-income families? 
First, let’s look at the impact of 
benefit and tax credit reforms.

Despite the severity of cuts, 
it’s not all doom and gloom 
on the tax credits front. By 
2014/15 the child element of 
the Child Tax Credit will be 
£2½billion more generous. 
But this is very much the 
exception to the rule of deep 
benefit cuts. Other changes  
to tax and benefits – 
particularly measures such  
as the cuts in childcare 
support and other changes 
to the Working Tax Credit – 
are set to have an ongoing 

detrimental impact on 
low-income families. The 
consequences, measured 
in terms of absolute income 
poverty among children, are 
already being predicted. 
Research by the Institute for 
Fiscal Studies (IFS) shows 
that while initially there will 
be little impact from changes 
announced in 2010, by 2013 
absolute poverty will be rising 
at an alarming rate.14

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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In part, this reflects the 
cumulative nature of the cuts 
made. The impact of many tax 
and benefit reforms – Working 
Tax Credit and child benefit 
have been frozen, and the 
uprating of benefits by CPI 
rather than RPI will mean real 
terms benefit cuts of around 
£6billion by 2014/15 – will 
grow each year. Overall, 
taking into account both those 
policies announced by the 
Labour government to take 
effect in April 2011 and those 

Figure 2: institute for Fiscal Studies: Distributional impact 
of modelled tax and benefit reforms implemented between 
January 2011 and April 2014 in the UK, by income and family 
type (as compared to fiscal measures in place in April 2010)16 

Set against the bleak picture 
on benefits is a complex one 
on services. It’s clear that 
two core services got away 
comparatively unscathed. The 
schools operating budget has 
been maintained (including a 
£2½billion pupil premium for 

disadvantaged children),  
as has health spending.  
In addition, more 
disadvantaged families will 
benefit from the extension of 
the free childcare entitlement 
for two year olds. Here again, 
however, the bad news on 
services outweighs the good.

brought in by the coalition, 
low-income families with 
children will be hit hard by 
benefit and tax credit cuts by 
2015. IFS modelling indicates 
that families with children in 
the lowest four income deciles 
will see their income reduced 
by six percent or more.

Figure 1: Projected absolute ‘before housing costs’ 
income poverty rates under current policies and without 
the coalition government’s tax and benefit reforms (IFS)15
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Local government services 
are being hit hard with 
grant reductions of 28 per 
cent on average, with grave 
consequences for local 
services. Sure Start and other 
services targeted at children 
and young people are not 
only seeing significant real-
terms cuts (11%),17 but are 
now having to compete with 
a whole host of other local 
priorities as ring-fences are 
removed. In many cases, they 
may not win out. Services 
for low-income families will 
therefore be at the mercy of 
the dreaded ‘postcode lottery’. 

And the local picture is varied. 
A recent survey shows that, 
for 45 per cent of councils, 
children’s services are being 
largely protected from cuts, 
while in 39 per cent of cases 
they are making a substantial 
contribution to local cuts.18 
More detailed analysis 
indicates that while children’s 
social care, schools support 
and support for those with 
special educational needs 
are significantly protected, 
early years and youth services 
are vulnerable. When finance 
directors predicted where 

proportionately larger savings 
would come from among 
front-line services, ‘services 
for young people’ featured top, 
‘libraries, cultural services 
and community learning’ came 
second and ‘early years’ third. 
This can be read in part as the 
result of children’s services 
featuring low down the priority 
list of elected representatives: 
there is far more interest in 
universal services such as 
street cleaning and parks than 
in support services for young 
people, early years or special 
educational needs.19

The Local Government 
Association has estimated 
that councils face a funding 
gap of £6.5billion in 2011/12.20 
However, as in benefits and 
taxation, so in public  
services: the cuts will have  
a cumulative impact. In 
2011/12 councils have had 
to deal with approximately a 
third of the cuts, leaving two-
thirds to be resolved between 
2012/13 and 2014/15. Major 
demand pressures – such as 
growth in demand for adult 
social care of approximately 
four per cent per annum – set 
alongside new cost burdens 

– such as the cut in central 
funding for council tax benefit, 
to be administered by local 
authorities from 2013/14 – 
will compound the budget 
problem.21 All these will 
heighten the competition for 
resources.

So, with a few exceptions, 
the fiscal consolidation will 
hit low-income families hard 
across benefits and many 
services. Since 77 per cent of 
the fiscal pain is set to come 
from public spending cuts 

rather than tax rises, it was all 
but inevitable that the major 
beneficiaries would bear much 
of the burden.22 Regrettably, 
families on low-incomes are a 
major part of this group. There 
is little chance of ameliorating 
action by government. Indeed, 
if economic growth does not 
resume as hoped, it could be 
that further cuts to services 
and benefits will be sought. 
We are at the end of the 
beginning of the cuts, but  
the journey to 2015 will be  
a tough one.

13 Mike Brewer, The fiscal crisis and welfare benefit in the UK: big cuts and radical reforms 
(IFS, July 2011)

14 IFS, Child and Working-Age Poverty from 2010 to 2013 (December 2010)

15 Ibid, p. 30

16 Robert Joyce and Luke Sibieta, ‘Country case study – UK’ in Stephen P. Jenkins et al, The 
Great Recession and the Distribution of Household Income (LSE, September 2011), pp. 7–29

17 Written ministerial statement by the Secretary of State for Education on schools financial 
settlement – education spending (13 December 2010)

18 PwC, Local Government Financial Challenges Survey (2011)

19 LGA, Report of the Council Budgets, Spending and Saving Survey 2011 (April 2011)

20 LGA, Budget 2011 (March 2011)

21 LGA, Provisional Local Government Finance Settlement 14 December 2010  
(December 2010)

22 House of Commons Treasury Select Committee, Spending Review 2010 (2010), pp. 37–38

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-schools
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The difference  
a year makes:
research findings in detail

Our research looked at 
the impact of government 
decisions on services 
supporting the most 
vulnerable children, young 
people and families. It brought 
together the views of over 200 
Action for Children front-line 
social care professionals, 
managing services in the heart 
of communities throughout  
the UK.23 

It covers:

 ͡ crucial support services 
– children’s centres and 
family support

 ͡ the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged – care 
leavers, young carers and 
disabled children 

 ͡ experiences of child neglect

Two significant facts emerge. 
More children need support. 
There is less capacity to 
respond to this increased 
need because of cuts in public 
spending which funds services 
we provide. 

 ͡ 68% of our service 
managers have had cuts 
to their budgets for front-
line services, of which 37% 
reported cuts of between 
11% and 30%24

 ͡ The demand for services 
we provide is increasing – 
5,000 vulnerable children, 
young people and families 
have been identified as 
needing the services we 
provide but are currently 
not receiving a service25

 ͡ 42% of services have 
seen a rise in children, 
young people and families 
needing the services we 
provide in the last year, and 
48% reported this demand 
has further increased in the 
last three months26

 ͡ Service managers 
believed that the demand 
for services had risen 
because of an increase in; 
family breakdown (41%), 
parental metal health/
physical health issues 
(39%), reduction in other 
community services such 
as child and adolescent 
mental health services 
(38%) and reduction in 
household income because 
of unemployment (26%) 
benefit reduction (22%)27

 ͡ 51% of services reported 
that compared to six 
months ago they are 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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supporting children and 
young people facing more 
severe issues in their lives. 
For example, 95% of our 
managers told us that have 
suspected that a child they 
have worked with or come 
into contact with has been 
neglected28 

 ͡ 52% of services reported 
that compared to six 
months ago, families are 
seeking our support for 
more severe problems29

 ͡ Of those that responded 
to questions on change to 
direct contact time, more 
than a fifth (22%) saw a 
decrease in contact hours30

Crucial support services 
– children’s centres and 
family support

Children’s centres  

Children’s centres help to 
ensure that children get 
the best start in life. Action 
for Children runs over 120 
throughout rural, urban and 
inner-city England, helping 
over 90,000 children and 
families get the early support 
they need. 

Whether universal services – 
like parenting programmes 
and healthy eating and 
healthy living initiatives, or 
more targeted work – like 
interventions to prevent 
families from reaching crisis 
point, our children’s centres 
provide the emotional and 
practical support families 
need, when they need it. 
Each of our children’s centres 
is unique, offering different 
levels of support to meet 
local, community need and 
our flexible, whole-family 
approach ensures that 
families gain a sense of 
ownership of the service. 

We undertook in-depth 
interviews with 67 of our 
children’s centre managers31 
who support around 65,000 
children aged 0 to seven and 
more than 30,000 families.32

Funding: impact on service 
budget

The Government has remained 
committed to ‘retain[ing] 
a network of Sure Start 
Children’s Centres – providing 
a range of universal and 
targeted services to meet 
local need, which are open 
to all families but focused 
on those in greatest need.’33 
Funding for children’s centres 
has been integrated into 
the Early Intervention Grant. 
Through discussions with local 
authorities, and as children’s 
centre contracts are starting to 
be reviewed and re-tendered, 
we are starting to see how the 
government’s decisions are 
impacting.

We asked our children’s centre 
managers if their budgets had 
been affected. We found that:

 ͡ 64% of service managers 
face a decrease in their 
overall budget34

 ͡ of those that indicated 
a percentage decrease 
in overall budget, 85% 
reported a decrease of up 
to 20%

 ͡ reflecting the varied local 
situation, one service 
manager reported a 
decrease of up to 70% and 
another up to 80%

Services: impact on work with 
children and families

An independent evaluation 
by King’s College London 
(KCL, 201135) provided an 
overall picture of children 
doing better both during and 
after contact with Action for 
Children children’s centres. 
It also highlighted that 
providing support at the 
earliest stage and offering 
widespread access to support 
such as health services in a 
community-based setting are 
of paramount importance to 
achieving positive outcomes 
for children who often face 
multiple difficulties. However, 
our children’s centres are now 
facing new challenges which 
impact on their work with 
children and families.

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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We asked our children’s 
centres about changes to 
the contract with their local 
authority. Fifteen per cent 
of our children’s centre 
managers36 reported that they 
have been asked to continue 
under a short-term contract, ie 
less than a year – one of these 
contracts was for less than 
three months.

Thirty-four per cent of centre 
managers said that these 
changes would be happening 
in the next six to 12 months, 
and 32 per cent reported that 
the changes had already 
happened.

Children’s centre managers 
were asked to explain ways in 
which the changes in contracts 
have impacted on service 
delivery. Common implications 
included:

 ͡ reduction in staff – 
including teachers, 
employability supporters 
and family support workers

 ͡ reduction in services – 
including outreach and 
crèche services, vital to 
providing early intervention

 ͡ a move away from universal 
services to targeted 
support

 ͡ reduction in hours the 
children’s centre is open

 ͡ some staff finding it 
more difficult to engage 
the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged due to, for 
example, a reduction in 
drop-in sessions 

 
Children’s centre managers 
are using their initiative to 
continue to meet need where 
they can. For example some 
managers are now working 

on joint funding bids and are 
developing the co-location of 
services. One manager has 
developed a partnership with 
a graduate programme for 
training youth and community 
workers. In addition, some 
of our children’s centre 
managers are looking at 
different sources of income – 
for example charging for room 
hire, hiring out their building 
(although this impacts on the 
children’s centre’s ability to 
use the building for its own 
services), and asking for 
voluntary donations and using 
community links and resources 
more effectively.

Need

Our children’s centre 
managers are starting to see 
changes in the level of need:

 ͡ Compared to 12 months 
ago, 52% of children’s 
centre managers37 reported 
seeing more cases of 
suspected child neglect.

 ͡ Compared to six months 
ago, over half (53%) 
of children’s centre 
managers38 have seen 
an increase in the level 
of presenting needs of 
children and families.

 ͡ 67% of children’s centre 
managers reported an 
increase in the number 
of referrals in the last six 
months.39

Impact of other services

Action for Children children’s 
centres have evolved a 
sophisticated range of 
mechanisms to reach out to 
the most excluded families 
and provide non-stigmatising 
services.40 We work closely 
with other local agencies and 
health services.

Our children’s centre 
managers are reporting that 
changes in partner agencies 
are having an impact on how 
they are able to work with 
children and families. For 

‘We have had to reduce the 
staff team; this has affected 
our universal outreach 
services. We anticipate further 
staff reductions yet. 
We have lost our dedicated 
speech and language 
therapist intervention staff 
member. We are running on  
a shoe string. We have no 
back-up resources – no 
flexibility.’
Children’s centre manager

‘We have to work more 
collaboratively and 
imaginatively to meet  
the needs of families  
and children.’
Children’s centre manager

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services?category=CE
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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those that are seeing changes 
already, key issues include:

 ͡ a shortage or less access  
to health visitors

 ͡ reduction in information, 
advice and guidance posts/
services

 ͡ cuts to Job Centre Plus 
support

 ͡ closures to partner 
agencies, which make it 
difficult for our children’s 
centre staff to refer and 
signpost to other services

 ͡ reduction in outreach 
teams

 ͡ closure of local community 
centres

 ͡ reduction in ante-natal 
provision and teenage 
pregnancy services

 ͡ disparity between some 
children’s centres finding 
extra demand to work 
above the existing 0 to five 
age range and those who 
are being told they must no 
longer work with children 
over the age of five

 ͡ having to negotiate harder 
to get resources

 ͡ increase in the number 
of fathers coming to the 
children’s centres and 
mainstream services due to 
a rise in unemployment

 ͡ changes in local 
authorities resulting in 
unclear messaging and 
expectations around the 
core purpose of children’s 
centres

Children’s centres are being 
asked to deliver more for less. 
The majority of the services 
we spoke to are beginning to 
feel the impact of cuts and 
contract changes in terms 
of resources and service 
provision. We are concerned 
that if these trends continue, 
it will result in the dismantling  
of the infrastructure of 
children’s centres. 

Intensive family support  

Action for Children set up 
and ran the first UK family 
intervention programme 
aimed at reducing anti-social 
behaviour in Dundee in 
1995. We have continued to 
be a main provider of these 
services. 

The service was initially 
developed in response to 
councils facing pressures 
to take action about anti-
social behaviour. This 
model of intensive family 
support has since spread 
across the country with 
demonstrable effectiveness 
in keeping children out of 
care; preventing anti-social 
behaviour and providing 
a cost-effective solution to 
service provision.41 

These are the services that 
Prime Minister David Cameron 
wants to use to turn around 
the lives of the estimated 
120,000 families with multiple 
problems.42 This national focus 
is essential if we are ever to 
have a lasting impact on this 
group of vulnerable families. 

Government figures show that 
around 120,000 families in 

England experience multiple 
social, health and economic 
problems. Forty-six thousand 
of these families are also 
experiencing problems with 
the behaviour of their children, 
and these are the ones Action 
for Children supports. Families 
who have multiple problems 
account for a large number  
of school exclusions and one 
in five youth offences. The 
adults in the families are  
34 times more likely to need 
drug treatment and eight 
times more likely to need 
alcohol treatment. It is also 
understood that there are 
child protection concerns in  
a third of the families.43 

We undertook in-depth 
interviews with 22 of our 
intensive family support 
services who support around 
1,263 children and young 
people and 1,106 families. 

Funding: impact on service 
budget

The Government has 
recognised the needs of 
vulnerable families by 
prioritising intensive family 
support services. However, 
when we asked our intensive 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/parenting-support/outreach-work
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/offending-and-anti-social-behaviour
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/offending-and-anti-social-behaviour
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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family support services if their 
budgets had been affected  
by cuts, we found that:

 ͡ 73% of services had  
a decrease in their  
overall budget

 ͡ 36% have seen a decrease 
of up to 10% 

 ͡ 9% of respondents have 
seen a decrease of up  
to 50% 

 ͡ 9% had seen a decrease  
of up to 70%

 ͡ one service had as much  
as an 80% reduction44

Services: impact on work with 
children and families

We asked our intensive 
family support services about 
changes to their contract with 
their local authority. 

 ͡ Five intensive family 
support services have  
now closed.

 ͡ Two services said they  
were at risk of closure. 

 ͡ Where services haven’t 
been closed, they have had 
been asked to continue 
under temporary contract 
extensions of 12 months or 

less and often with reduced 
funding levels.

 ͡ Fifteen projects reported 
they had already had  
to make changes to 
how they operate, three 
respondents expected 
having to make changes 
within the next year.

Many services have been 
merged with other services 
in order to remain viable, 
resulting in reduced capacity 
to support families in local 
areas. Some services report 
larger caseloads with 
fewer staff, while others 
are reducing their services 
because families no longer 
meet new eligibility criteria. 
A number of services are also 
moving away from previous 
core objectives on youth 
offending and reducing anti-
social behaviour to a focus on 
preventing care placements.

This mixed picture seems 
to be the result of local 
authority autonomy, the 
national drive to support the 
120,000 families with multiple 
problems and the knock-on 
effect of early intervention 
services closing as well as 

cuts to universal services 
that work alongside intensive 
family support. The latter 
would include, for example, 
the loss of NHS ring-fenced 
funding after March 2010, 
which allowed intensive family 
support services to access 
child and adult mental health 
services. 

It is important to note that all 
of these changes combined 
do not allow local authorities 
to realise the cash savings 
that could be achieved by 
scaling up intensive family 
support instead. The focus 
is still on providing low-
volume high-cost services for 
those in greatest need rather 
than lower-cost but higher-
volume early interventions 
which would truly transform 
communities. 

Need

The circumstances in which 
families live are changing  
and service managers are 
seeing changes in the needs  
of families referred to them. 

 ͡ 22% of services reported 
working at higher 
thresholds of need – 
working with more children 
and young people with 
significant child protection 
needs 

 ͡ 64% of managers reported 
that compared to six 
months ago, they are 
seeing greater need in 
individual families 

Some projects reported being 
unable to now meet the need 
of families due to budget 
and contract changes and 
the impact of other services 
closing, for example:

 ͡ one said they have 
removed the drop-in facility 
as a result of the service 
being relocated to smaller 
premises due to cost 
savings

 ͡ one project reported 
new restrictions on 
geographical reach,  
forcing it to focus service  
on smaller areas

 ͡ many have been forced to 
reduce the number of hours 
their service is available

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/offending-and-anti-social-behaviour
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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Direct contact time with 
children and families

The Munro review and other 
research45 continues to 
emphasise the importance 
of relationships established 
through skilled practitioners 
having the time and space to 
work directly and intensively 
with vulnerable parents, 
children and young people. 
Developing an effective 
professional relationship 
makes a real difference in 
improving outcomes for 
service users.

The intensive family support 
services reported staff 
redundancies, and therefore 
reduced capacity to provide 
one-to-one support to 
vulnerable families. When 
asked about changes in  
direct contact time, six 
services identified that their 
direct contact hours with 
families had been reduced. 
This reduction in percentages 
ranged from 10 per cent to  
50 per cent.46

Furthermore, services reported 
that restrictions in budget 
had also resulted in fewer 
activities with families – 

depriving service staff of the 
opportunity to build crucial 
relationships with vulnerable 
parents. 

Impact of cuts to other 
services 

Managers reported that 
universal services working 
alongside intensive family 
support services are being cut. 

 ͡ Services reported they 
were unable to signpost 
or refer families to 
specialist provision such as 
mental health services or 
parenting programmes. 

 ͡ One service feared that 
families would return to 
the child protection system 
due to a lack of long-term 
support. 

 ͡ One remarked that the high 
number of redundancies 
in partner agencies has 
created a loss of knowledge 
in the local landscape, 
‘hindering’ services from 
providing local solutions to 
local problems. 

We know that the intensity  
of the service, the persistence 
of the key workers and the 
relationships formed  

with families are the keys 
to transforming the lives 
of families with multiple 
problems. 

Short-term work will not 
achieve the long-term goal 
of turning around the lives 
of those in greatest need or 
improve the long-term futures 
of the communities in which 
these families live, which 
is why it is essential that 
universal services are able  
to support families when  
the intensive support ends. 

We do recognise that more 
families with multiple 
problems are reported by  
the Government to be 
receiving the service in the 
present financial year than  
in the previous one. This is  
a positive development in  
any terms. But our experience 
suggests that this statistic 
masks the fact that these 
families get differing levels  
of service. In addition, 
services are blighted by 
uncertainty about their  
future and that of the 
universal services they  
rely on.

The most vulnerable 
and disadvantaged 
– care leavers, young 
carers and children  
with disabilities 

Care leavers 

Action for Children care leaver 
services offer a range of 
help and support for young 
people who are leaving local 
authority care, helping the 
transition to independent 
living and providing support 
when it is needed most. Our 
main focus is on making sure 
young people leaving care 
are in suitable education, 
training, employment and 
accommodation. 

Young people leaving care are 
one of the most vulnerable 
groups in our society with 
studies showing they are 
three times more likely to 
be cautioned or convicted of 
an offence, four times more 
likely to have a mental health 
disorder, five times less likely 
to achieve five good GCSEs 
and eight times more likely to 
be excluded from school. One 
in five homeless people have 
been in care.47

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/developing-effective-professional-relationships
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/improving-outcomes-safeguarding-children
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/research/effective-relationships-with-vulnerable-parents-to-improve-outcomes-for-children-and-young-people-report
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/education-employment-and-training
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/accommodation-and-housing-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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Improving support for care 
leavers will mean cost savings 
for the state now and in the 
long term.48

We undertook in-depth 
interviews with seven care 
leaver services across the 
UK, which support 730 young 
people. 

Funding: impact on service 
budget

We asked our care leaver 
services if their budget had 
been affected. We found that:

 ͡ just under half of our care 
leaver services reported  
a reduction in their 
budgets, affecting over  
300 children 

 ͡ of those services which had 
experienced cuts, these 
cuts ranged from 10% to 
30% of their budget

 ͡ two services which had 
seen no decrease in budget 
saw an increase in the cost 
of running the service, or 
an increase in demand for 
service, which was putting 
a strain on their budgets

Services: impact on work with 
children and families

Most of the services explained 
that changes in budget had 
adversely affected their 
service delivery – for example, 
one service said they now had 
limited ability to intervene 
early. Others said:

Need

Services felt that changes  
to their budgets were having 
wide-ranging impacts on 
service delivery, including 
being forced to deliver the 
statutory minimum, rather 
than being able to provide the 
support children themselves 
said they needed. Services 
also reported not being able 
to provide social activities or 
group work and being forced 
to target activities on young 
people in crisis rather than 
being able to intervene early. 

This last point is of concern, 
given that the services are 
also working with young 
people who have more 
complex needs than those 
they have previously  
worked with. 

Direct contact time

The expectation of instant 
adulthood can deprive care 
leavers of the time and 
space needed to cope with 
significant changes. This  
has a knock-on effect on  
their emotional wellbeing. 

In order to be most effective, 
care leaver services must be 
able to provide individual 
support, advice and training 
to prepare care leavers for 
adulthood. Regular contact 
with young people and an 
accessible service, including 
drop-in services, is integral  
to the work they do. 

Two services reported that 
since their contract was 
renewed, they had seen  
a decrease in the number  
of hours they were able to 
spend with young carers on a 
one-to-one basis. In one case 
the decrease was estimated 
to be around 50 per cent. 
Staff felt that the result of 
this reduction in face-to-face 
work could impact negatively 
across all aspects of care 
leavers’ lives. The quality 
of the relationship with the 
worker is vitally important. 

‘No more social activities, 
no more group work and no 
more getting involved with 
younger people earlier on.’ 
Care leavers service 
manager

‘We will be unrecognisable 
after January as so many 
changes will happen. 
Each worker will have an 
increase of 25% more 
people to look after. We  
are losing our premises.’
Care leavers service 
manager

‘The issues that young 
people present are a lot 
more complex than we  
may have worked with  
in the past.’
Care leavers service 
manager

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children/transitioning-into-adulthood
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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Impact of cuts to other 
services

Care leaver services work 
with a range of different 
agencies including housing, 
youth offending teams, 
probation, health, drug 
and alcohol services, to 
maximise positive outcomes 
for young people leaving 
care. However, most of the 
care leaver services reported 
that reductions in other local 
services have had a knock-on 
effect on them. The greatest 
concern was the reduction 
in accommodation services, 
but cuts in education, health, 
youth and employment service 
reductions were also having  
a negative impact. 

 

The evidence is clear that 
on average, care leavers 
have poor outcomes and life 
chances. They must therefore 
be given the right level 
of support at this pivotal 
transition point in their lives 
when they are moving onto 
independence. 

Young carers  

Action for Children supports 
children and young people 
who care for a parent or 
sibling. Their responsibilities 
range from dealing with the 
household finances and 
chores to administering 
medication, providing 
personal care and caring for 
younger siblings.

Many young carers value their 
responsibilities, but there 
is also evidence that their 
caring responsibilities have 
a negative impact on their 
health and wellbeing and 
some studies suggest being 
a young carer can impact 
negatively on both schoolwork 
and socialising.49 Isolation 
and bullying are common 
problems reported by young 
carers.

We undertook a survey of 23 
of our young carers’ services 
across England, Wales and 
Scotland, which support 1,384 
young carers in total. 

Funding: impact on service 
budget

We asked our young carers’ 
services whether recent 

financial changes have 
affected their service budget. 
We found that:

 ͡ 86% of services have seen 
a decrease in their budget50 

 ͡ Of those services which  
had experienced cuts,  
78%, which support 1,192 
young carers, have seen  
a decrease of up to 30% 

 ͡ 22%, which support 192 
young carers, had cuts of 
40% or more

 ͡ many services reported 
an increased reliance on 
donations for holiday trips 
and activities

We know that planning has 
become more difficult for 
our service mangers who 
face uncertainty about how 
long they can provide their 
services. This means young 
people and families are left 
without the security of support 
they require. 

‘Other education and 
employment divisions have 
evaporated. We rely on 
voluntary centres and even 
they are shrinking.’
Care leavers service 
manager

‘The budget is stretched to 
the max even under normal 
circumstances.’
Young carers service 
manager

‘Young people are 
unhappy about changes 
in their allocated worker. 
Rapport and relationship 
with one worker is so 
important.’ 
Care leavers service 
manager

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/accommodation-and-housing-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/alcohol-and-substance-misuse
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/accommodation-and-housing-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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Services: impact on work with 
children and families

We asked our young carers’ 
services about changes to 
the contract with their local 
authority. Almost one in 10 
already knew that their service 
would close, and a further one 
in five said they were at risk  
of closure.

Many of the services had seen 
changes to their contracts. 
Nine out of the 21 projects had 
already had to make changes 
to how they operate, and a 
further 11 expected having 
to make changes in the next 
year. Many told us they now 
have less capacity to recruit 
and support volunteers.       

The reduction in budgets has 
also meant that services are 
not able to provide young 
carers with as many group 
sessions as they previously 
did. This has resulted 
in less time with people that 
understand them. Some 
services also reported having 
to cut down on trips and 
holidays for carers. These 
outings, likely to be the only 
trips they will experience 
this year, give young carers 

the chance to take part in 
activities where they can 
shake off their responsibilities 
for a while and socialise with 
their peers. 

Need

Forty-eight per cent of services 
(11) have seen a greater need 
in young carers compared to 
six months ago,51 with these 
young people increasingly 
feeling isolated and 
unsupported. 

 
Services predicted that there 
would be increased costs to 
their local council and health 

services if their services were 
forced to close, particularly 
if this results in family 
breakdown. 

 
‘If we were not to be funded 
in 2012 there would be an 
increase in looked after 
children.’
Young carers service  
manager

Services also noted that 
recent economic and political 
changes have affected local 
communities. One service told 
us they were seeing: 

 ͡ more children having 
problems in schools

 ͡ more domestic violence

 ͡ more families being 
referred due to substance 
and alcohol abuse

 ͡ more children experiencing 
neglect 

 ͡ more families with children 
on the child protection 
register

 ͡ more families living in 
poverty

Nevertheless, despite the 
pressure that our services 
face, managers gave us 
examples of how they are 
responding to increased 
need by helping families to 
write letters about housing 
problems, applying to 
hardship funds on their behalf 
and having more meetings 
with schools about young 
carers’ attendance problems.

Direct contact time

Supporting young carers is 
about providing practical and 
emotional one-to-one support 
helping to ensure they can 
enjoy and achieve, just like 
their peers. Our services are 
reporting decreased direct 
contact time with children  
and families.

The main outcome of the cuts, 
if they continue at this pace, 
will be an impact on services 
to children because of a 
reduction in staff hours. Many 
reported staff redundancies, 
reducing full-time staff to part-
time hours, and as explained 
earlier, they are also being 
forced to stop their volunteer 
recruitment. Fewer staff hours 
are forcing some services to 

 ‘Families are feeling much 
more isolated and a sense 
of being on their own, 
abandoned.’
Young carers service 
manager

‘The changes and reduction 
in funding will place greater 
burden on young carers.’
Young carers service 
manager

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/get-involved/volunteer
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/alcohol-and-substance-misuse
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/campaigns/child-neglect-appeal
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/get-involved/volunteer
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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review their thresholds and 
some services may only be 
able to work with young carers 
who are already in a crisis 
situation. 

Five out of 21 services reported 
that since their contract was 
renewed, they had seen a 
decrease in the number of 
hours they were able to spend 
with young carers on a one-
to-one basis. In one case the 
decrease was estimated to be 
around 30 per cent.

Impact of cuts to other 
services

It is harder to get young 
people the support they 
need as other services have 
closed and there is nowhere 
else to go. Services have 
found it harder to signpost 
young carers to other services 
they may need, for example 
bereavement counselling. 
One project told us that cuts 
in health services meant they 
were receiving more self-
referrals. 

When services supporting 
chronically ill or disabled 
parents are cut this has  
a direct impact on their 

children. Young carers’ 
services are put under even 
more pressure if families 
are turned away from other 
services, such as mental 
health or substance misuse 
services, forcing them to  
rely on their child to do  
more for them.

We are seeing that young 
carers’ needs are increasing. 
We are also seeing cases 
where families are now relying 
on their child to provide them 
with the care that the state 
had previously provided. This 
is unacceptable. Young carers 
are at risk of missing out on 
the crucial support they need.

Disabled children and 
young people 

A break from caring is one of 
the most frequently requested 
services from families with 
disabled children52 and many 
studies point to the positive 
outcomes achieved through 
the provision of short break 
care.53 

For over 20 years, Action for 
Children has been providing 
short breaks services to 
disabled children and their 
families. We support those 
who have multiple and 
complex needs, which are 
often associated with severe 
or even life-limiting illnesses. 
We work with other agencies 
and professionals to ensure 
disabled children and their 
families are getting the 
support they need, when 
they need it. Recent research 
shows we are proficient at 
meeting the various needs of 
a diverse group of children 
by identifying individual 
outcomes for the children to 
work towards. We also offer 
different types of short break 
services with unique benefits. 
These include improvements 
in children’s: 

 ͡ confidence

 ͡ emotional wellbeing

 ͡ behaviour

 ͡ personal care

 ͡ practical skills 54

We undertook in-depth 
interviews with 15 of our 
residential short break 
service managers, which 
support around 629 children 
and young people, and 625 
families. 

Impact on service budget

The Department for Education 
announced on 11 December 
2010 that local authorities 
will receive £800million over 
the next four years to fund 
short breaks for families 
with disabled children,55 
indicating that services for 
disabled children should 
be a high priority. However, 
our residential short break 
service managers reported the 
following changes to budgets:

 ͡ Nearly half of service 
managers face a decrease  
in their overall budget. 

 ͡ While the majority of 
services facing cuts 

‘One family lost their drugs 
support officer, mental 
health worker and young 
carer service all in one go.’
Young carers service 
manager

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/alcohol-and-substance-misuse
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/supporting-young-carers
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children/short-breaks
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children/short-breaks
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children/short-breaks
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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received up to a 10% 
reduction in budget, one 
service had a budget cut of 
up to 30%.56

 ͡ Significantly, one service, 
which faced no change in 
budget, still reported that 
in order to maintain the 
same level of service for 
the children and families 
they are now working with, 
a managerial and a senior 
post had to be cut. 

Services: impact on work with 
children and families

When we asked service 
managers about changes to 
their contracts with their local 
authority, one service faced 
closure, while two further 
services have been asked to 
continue under a short-term 
contract of four to six months. 
The uncertainty this creates 
for both service users and staff 
is damaging. 

When asked about ways in 
which the changes in budgets 
and contracts had impacted 
on service delivery, most 
services reported a reduction 
or changes in staff, that were 
either due to occur or had 
already taken place. 

In some cases, managers 
reported that reduction in staff 
levels resulted in a reduction 
of service hours, meaning 
the support they provide is 
less flexible. For example, 
one service, which originally 
offered year-round support 
has had to reduce service 
hours; one remarked that it 
was unable to open on all the 
days service users wanted and 
another expected having to 
reduce service hours.
Reduced activities were 
another effect reported by 
numerous services. 

Need

When asked whether there 
had been a change in the 
presenting needs of children 
and families referred to 
them, 36 per cent reported an 

increase in need presented 
in families, while 29 per cent 
reported an increase in the 
needs of children.57

Impact of cuts to other 
services 

Strong partnerships with 
commissioners and other 
service providers are key to 
providing co-ordinated and 
effective packages of support 
to families. Specialist services 
of this type cannot function 
as ‘standalone’ services. 
Partnerships with other 
agencies help to achieve the 
best outcomes for children.

Some services reported 
changes in partner agencies. 
One service for example 

reported a reduction in their 
psychology support. Another 
reported in particular that 
transport costs to and from 
our service have increased. 

One service manager 
commented that there  
were greater expectations  
of the service, because  
similar services in the area 
had closed. 

Other services reported 
changes in the local authority 
were affecting them the most, 
with the result of referrals 
slowing down, a loss of 
specialist knowledge and 

‘One parent in particular 
asked for an increase in 
her overnight short break 
which we’ve not been able 
to do ... there is less service 
to go round.’
Short break service 
manager 

‘There have been changes 
to our transport and 
parents are not getting help 
with funding for travelling 
to projects. Therefore it 
is harder for parents to 
get kids to their short 
break. Cutting budgets for 
transport makes it so much 
harder for parents, they get 
so stressed getting the kids 
here that it takes away the 
value of the short break.’
Short break service 
manager

‘Children with a high 
level of need are finding 
it more difficult to access 
resources, ie residential 
placements not being able 
to access this until they are 
showing extreme family 
breakdown.’ 
Short break service 
manager 
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increased referrals of families 
with greater levels of need. 

The financial and emotional 
pressures on families with 
disabled children have always 
been severe. Families of 
disabled children are more 
likely to experience family 
breakdown, but short breaks 
can reduce family stress and 
prevent them from reaching 
crisis point, ultimately saving 
the state money.58

Councils are having to make 
difficult decisions, but 
chipping away at short break 
support packages can tip  
a family unnecessarily 
towards a crisis. 

Experiences of child 
neglect 
Child neglect is the most 
pervasive form of child abuse 
in the UK today. 

Neglect causes serious 
damage to children in the 
short and long term, affecting 
physical, cognitive and 
emotional development; 
friendships, behaviour and 
opportunities. Child protection 
statistics, research and 
enquiry reports show that 
too many children are still 
experiencing chronic neglect 
throughout large parts of their 
childhood and are not getting 
the help they need when they 
need it.

And, while we know more 
about the causes and 
consequences of neglect than 
ever before, it remains the 
biggest reason for a child  
to need protection. 

A child experiences neglect 
when adults who look after 
them are not providing for 
their needs in an adequate 
way. This may be in one or 
more aspects of a child’s 
life: basic daily care (food, 

clothing, shelter and warmth); 
safety, health care and 
stability; emotional warmth; 
stimulation; and guidance 
and boundaries. Child neglect 
in its most extreme form can 
lead to the death of a child. 
However, there are also many 
children who are experiencing 
neglect in a less visible 
way. Many are currently not 
receiving the help they need to 
improve their situation. 

Studies suggest that up to 10 
per cent of children in the UK 
experience neglect; that is 
almost 1.5 million children.59

We undertook in-depth 
interviews with managers 
across 66 of our services 
(48 children’s centres, four 
intensive family support 
services and 15 disability 
services) to understand about 
their experiences of the 
frequency and causes of child 
neglect. This builds on our 
existing research around child 
neglect and research with 
the general public, childcare 
professionals such as nurses 
and nursery workers, police, 
social workers and children 
themselves. In 2009, we 

undertook research with 
just under 500 of our staff 
(primarily front-line family 
support workers) asking about 
their perceptions of child 
neglect.60 This enables us  
to compare responses to  
some questions over the past 
two years. 

Contact with children where 
neglect is suspected

Fifty-one per cent of services 
reported that compared to 
six months ago, they are 
supporting children and 
young people facing more 
severe issues in their lives. 
For example, 95 per cent of 
our managers told us that 
they have suspected that a 
child they have worked with 
or come into contact with has 
been neglected. This figure 
includes managers working 
in our universal services, with 
92 per cent of our children’s 
centre managers telling us 
they have come into contact 
with a child they suspect has 
been neglected. 

The frequency of contact 
paints a stark picture. When 
asked roughly how often they 
came across individual cases 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/disabled-children/short-breaks
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/campaigns/child-neglect-appeal
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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of suspected child neglect, 
we found that 14 per cent of 
our managers were seeing 
cases on a daily basis, 20 per 
cent weekly and 26 per cent 
monthly.61 Thirty-four per cent 
of our managers also reported 
that they are seeing more 
cases of suspected neglect 
compared with 12 months ago. 

We asked the managers 
who had reported an 
increase in child neglect for 
their views on the reasons 
for this. Reduced family 
finances and the recession 
were overwhelmingly the 
main reasons given, with 
96 per cent of respondents 
selecting these options. The 
next biggest factor was the 
intergenerational transfer of 
problems in families at 83 per 
cent. More family breakdowns 
was given by 65 per cent.

Looking back to our research 
with staff in 2009, there has 
been a large shift in these 
responses. Two years ago, 
issues in the family were 
given as the main reasons for 
an increase in child neglect 
cases, with 51 per cent saying 
parents’ skills were getting 

worse and 47 per cent saying 
more family breakdowns. 
Far less weight was given to 
economic factors at that time, 
with reduced family finances 
being given by 39 per cent of 
staff and the recession by 18 
per cent.

Over the past two years, 
the percentage of our staff 
who cite the recession as a 
reason for seeing an increase 
in suspected cases of child 
neglect has risen from 18 per 
cent to 96 per cent. 

Why does child neglect 
occur?

A number of circumstances 
can influence an adult’s 
ability to look after their child. 
The vast majority of families 
care well for their children, 
but research tells us that a 
combination of the following 
can increase the risk of child 
neglect: society reasons (for 
example poverty and poor 
housing); intergenerational 
family reasons; and 
individual carers’ personal 
circumstances (for example 
mental health issues, 
substance misuse or living 
with domestic violence).

We asked about these risk 
factors and our service 
managers’ views on whether 
over the past 12 months they 
have seen an increase in any 
of these factors. The top three 
issues given by our managers 
were the following:

 ͡ 89% an increase in poverty

 ͡ 80% increase in parent/
carer’s mental health 
issues

 ͡ 71% increase in poor self-
esteem and low resilience

Our responses highlight the 
complex and multiple causes 
of child neglect. It is when 
these factors come together 
that risk is heightened and 
children suffer: 

‘Parents need to 
develop sound, positive 
relationships, and gain 
face-to-face trust with 
members of staff. But 
when staff members are 
being reduced, this makes 
it incredibly difficult, and 
families suffering reduced 
economic circumstances 
are less likely to be able to 
turn to us to support their 
needs practically, eg less 
avenues and opportunities 
to extract funds and 
resources.’
Action for Children service 
manager

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect/im-concerned-about-a-child-but-uncertain-what-to-do-next
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/child-neglect
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/campaigns/child-neglect-appeal
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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23 See Appendix A for methodology

24 This figure is based on the 126 in-depth interviews.

25 This figure is based on 202 respondents to the survey – demand on Action for Children 
services

26 This figure is based on 202 respondents to the survey – demand on Action for Children 
services

27 This figure is based on 202 respondents to the survey – demand on Action for Children 
services respondents were asked to choose the three most relevant answers 

28 This figure is based on the 126 in-depth interviews

29 This figure is based on the 126 in-depth interviews

30 This figure is based on the 126 in-depth interviews

31 Some of our children’s centre managers may cover more than one children’s centre, eg 
they may manage a cluster of centres

32 Based on data collected available at September 2011, families may include young parents 
and eight to 25 year olds
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Addressing the 
false economy

The impact of the budget 
cuts that we have identified 
does not only cause suffering 
to individual children and 
families. It also has a long-
term impact on communities 
and society as a whole, with 
more children and families 
reaching crisis point, and – 
importantly – a long-term 
detrimental economic effect. 

The coalition Government 
has explicitly recognised the 
individual, social and financial 
benefits of intervening early.

In response to Graham Allen’s 
report Early Intervention: 
Smart Investment, Massive 
Savings Oliver Letwin, 
Minister for Government 
Policy said:62 ‘The great power 
of Graham’s work is that it 
vividly illustrates the need 
to put more of our effort into 
solving problems early and 
cheaply, instead of spending 
vast sums trying (often vainly) 
to cure them later. Whether 
you measure this in terms of 
human happiness or in terms 
of tax payer value, earlier is 
better.’

These ‘vast sums’ of money 
include:

 ͡ Almost half the children 
who demonstrate anti-
social behaviour in their 
early years will continue 
their behaviour into 
adulthood, ending up as 
serial offenders.63

 ͡ An estimated 80% of all 
criminal activity can be 
traced to people who 
had conduct disorder as 
children.64 

 ͡ A serial offender will cost 
society between £1.1million 
and £1.9million over a 
lifetime.65

 ͡ Prolific young offenders 
cost services and society 
£80,000 per year. One 
study found that one year 
in a young offenders’ 
institute costs up to 
£100,000 a year.66 The 
crimes committed by young 
adults are at a cost of up to 
£19billion every year.67 

 ͡ Just one per cent of the law 
and order budget would 
be sufficient to fund a 
comprehensive programme 
of pre-school support for 
30% of all children born 
each year.68

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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Philanthropy Capital to 
review the financial evidence 
in relation to the planned 
closure of intensive family 
support services services in 
light of public spending cuts. 
They concluded: ‘One family 
support service run by Action 
for Children that works with 
over 40 vulnerable families, 
reduces the number of children 
going into care by more than 
half, saving the local authority 
more than £37,000 per year 
for every child. If life-changing 
services such as these are cut 
across the UK, it will cost the 
UK economy £1.3billion per 
year.’72

Intensive family support offers 
excellent value for money, by 
reducing short- and long-term 
costs in housing, criminal 
justice, policing, education 
and health. Families are 
supported to stay together and 
improve their prospects, while 
additional social benefits can 
be seen in neighbourhoods 
and communities.73

Furthermore, a recent study 
of a sample of families 
found that a single family 
intervention could save up 

to £49,000;74 another that 
every £1million invested in 
family intervention could 
save £2.5million.75 This is 
because the changes these 
interventions bring are 
sustained and often improve 
nine to 14 months after the 
initial intensive support.76

The cost of not supporting 
disabled children, young 
people and their families

The short breaks and intensive 
support provided by Action 
for Children improve disabled 
children’s and their families’ 
wellbeing.77 As well as helping 
children themselves, short 
breaks can also help families 
cope with the pressures which 
caring for a disabled child may 
sometimes bring. The impact 
on the family environment can 
be seen in terms of less stress 
for parents, more time for 
other siblings and a reduction 
in family breakdown.

Based on the social and 
economic value created by 
short breaks, independent 
research undertaken by 
nef consulting found that 
significant savings could be 
made to the state if short 

The cost of not  
intervening early 

Research we commissioned 
from the new economics 
foundation (nef), Backing 
the Future,69 identified both 
the financial savings and 
the benefits for individuals, 
families and communities that 
investing in early intervention 
would bring. This social 
return on investment (SROI)70 
analysis found that: 

 ͡ for every £1 invested 
annually in Action for 
Children’s targeted services 
designed to catch problems 
early and prevent problems 
from reoccurring, society 
benefits by between £7.60 
and £9.20. This value can 
be generated, for example, 
through improved family 
relationships. Financial 
returns to the state are 
granted through reduced 
costs of crime and anti-
social behaviour, reduced 
health costs for children, 
decreased benefit 
payments and reduction in 
long-term costs including 
children in care

 ͡ for every £1 invested in 
an Action for Children 
children’s centre, a forecast 
social return to society 
of £4.60 is expected to 
be generated. Benefits 
are forecast to accrue to 
a range of stakeholders 
including children, parents, 
community, and the state

Backing the Future was 
recognised by the previous 
government, being 
highlighted in guidance 
published in March 2010, Early 
Intervention: securing good 
outcomes for all children and 
young people.71 Furthermore, 
it was disseminated by the 
Local Government Association 
(LGA) to lead councillors for 
children’s services.

The cost of not providing 
intensive family support 

Intensive family support 
services for families are 
working effectively to tackle 
social deprivation, anti-social 
behaviour and neglect. There 
is a substantial evidence base 
for their effectiveness. 

Action for Children 
commissioned New 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/backing-the-future
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/backing-the-future
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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enable the delivery of effective 
early intervention. As new 
processes are put in place for 
funding allocations, the need 
to assist local authorities to 
invest in early intervention 
with long-term outcomes will 
be paramount. 

Unless a sophisticated system 
is adopted, which identifies 
who is being reached by 
support services, allows 
for medium-term measures 
of progress and success 
and looks to longer-term 
ambitions, reforms will merely 
heighten the insufficiencies of 
the existing funding system.

Solutions

Our evidence based on the 
impact of both fiscal and 
social policies shows that 
vulnerable people are already 
paying the human cost of 
decisions made in the first 
year since the spending 
review. The financial modelling 
in this chapter indicates that 
continuing to pursue policies 
which disproportionately 
affect the most vulnerable  
will result in increased costs  
to the state. 

We can prevent these 
children, young people and 
families from tipping over 
the edge. Properly resourced, 
professionally delivered 
services are able to transform 
lives, and our evidence 
demonstrates how our work 
and similar work in other 
organisations has succeeded 
in making children and young 
people safe, healthy and able 
to achieve their full potential.80 

The Government is committed 
to its ambition to change the 
way services are delivered  
to intervene at the earliest 
stage, recognising we must  
be smarter in how we invest 
the resources we have.

However, this will not be 
achieved without appropriate 
resources and funding in 
the first place. The spending 
review and subsequent 
decisions threaten to 
undermine the ability to 
deliver this ambition. 

By investing early in the  
long-term futures of vulnerable 
children and young people we 
can release the potential of 
a new generation based on 
meaningful growth, fairness 
and reform. 

breaks were provided to all the 
families with disabled children 
who need them. 

Total savings of £173,988,440 
would be achieved through: 

 ͡ the decreased cost of long-
term residential care from 
reductions in the number 
of disabled children placed 
outside of the family home: 
£135,008,061

 ͡ decreased cost to health 
service from reduction in 
parents’, families’ and 
carers’ stress: £17,610,108

 ͡ decreased cost to schools 
of educating siblings with 
behavioural and emotional 
difficulties: £21,370,271

Learning from the past

We have long known what 
works, but we must have 
greater stability in order 
to deliver services that 
prevent problems in families 
becoming entrenched. This 
means long-term service 
contracts to ensure cost 
effectiveness, retention of 
staff and maximum impact in 
communities. In order to move 

to payment by results, services 
need time to deliver and 
measure their impact.

We must learn from the 
mistakes of past short-sighted 
approaches. The impact and 
benefits of interventions 
will necessarily take time 
to be realised. We cannot 
afford to continue the cycle 
of rapid commissioning and 
decommissioning of services, 
with all the bureaucracy and 
waste this entails.

Our research in 2008 As long 
as it takes – a new politics 
for children78 found that 
during the lifetime of a 21 
year old, there had been 
over 400 different major 
announcements and policy 
initiatives. That’s around 20 
every year, with each new 
initiative lasting, on average, 
a little over two years.79 This 
churn is damaging and a sign 
of a political system that does 
not put children first. 

Preparing for the future 

The application of any new 
funding mechanisms, such 
as payment by results and 
Social Impact Bonds, must 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/144001/alait.pdf
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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Conclusions and 
recommendations

The Action for Children Red 
Book has shown that the 
decisions made in the 2010 
spending review are already 
directly affecting essential 
services supporting the most 
vulnerable children and 
families across the UK. 

Because of Action for 
Children’s size and reach 
across the UK, we are 
able to see first hand the 
comprehensive impact of the 
cuts, locally and nationally. 

Action for Children works in 
partnership with specialist 
services such as mental 
health or substance misuse 
services, and we are seeing 
those services disappearing 
or families no longer able 
to access them because of 
waiting lists or new criteria.  
In many cases we find 
ourselves the last local service 
still standing. 

Our evidence shows that 
individual services are 
struggling to support those 
who need it. The impact 
of this, multiplied across 
hundreds of services, is 
considerable. We must 
not overlook the impact of 

individual services, because 
the system of support for the 
most vulnerable depends 
on hundreds of small-scale 
interventions. Without the big 
picture we have painted here, 
we might fail to notice quickly 
enough that the whole system 
is in danger of falling apart. 

The need for action – now

Services that support the most 
vulnerable and neglected 
children, young people and 
families across the UK are 
reaching a tipping point. We 
need to change direction now 
before it is too late. 

Urgent action is needed by 
the coalition Government 
to prevent the problems 
that families are facing now 
becoming entrenched. We are 
clear that if action is not taken 
now there are four main risks: 

 ͡ Children, communities 
and ultimately the state 
will pay the price for the 
decisions made now, both 
socially and economically. 
It is a false economy to 
cut services that prevent 
family breakdown, prevent 
children unnecessarily 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/redbook
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people/alcohol-and-substance-misuse
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do
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entering care and prevent 
young people entering the 
justice system.  

 ͡ The situation will get 
worse. As the problems 
that families are 
facing deepen, the need 
for services will continue  
to rise, sometimes quickly 
and dramatically. 

 ͡ We will reach a point 
where we cannot reverse 
decisions that are directly 
affecting vulnerable  
children, young people  
and families. There is an 
existing infrastructure at 
local level (including the 
network of children’s  
centres, for example). If  
this infrastructure is 
stripped back too far, it may 
not be affordable to replace 
it in the foreseeable future.  

 ͡ The children that are 
missing out now will not get 
the chance for vital support 
again. Opportunities to 
help them during their 
childhoods will be lost.

The need for action –  
long term 

A coalition government, by 
its very nature, offers an 
opportunity to break out of 
the tit-for-tat change and 
challenge that characterises 
our political system. At the 
moment the impact of the 
cuts is being compounded by 
a long-term systemic failure 
in our political system to 
respond consistently to the 
needs of children and young 
people. We have documented 
these failures over a number 
of years and across different 
governments, making a clear 
case for smarter investment.81 
The Government has taken 
steps to resolving these 
problems by calling on Frank 
Field, Graham Allen and Alan 
Milburn to review poverty, 
early intervention and social 
mobility respectively. There 
is now an opportunity – if the 
coalition Government grasps 
it – to put the long-term needs 
of children first and short-term 
politics second. 

To achieve this we need to 
change how we currently 
allocate resources and build  
a political consensus that: 

 ͡ provides a long-term 
vision for vulnerable 
children and young people. 
Currently, the process is 
overly politicised, working 
to short-term electoral 
cycles and getting in the 
way of a shift to long-
term thinking. This has 
created the mismatch 
between successive 
governments’ ambition for 
early intervention and their 
ability to deliver it

 ͡ encourages government 
departments to work 
together. There are few 
incentives for central 
government departments 
to work together on cross-
cutting issues such as early 
intervention

 ͡ enables government 
spending choices to provide 
stability and for that 
stability to flow through 
to local areas, services 
and families. Three and 
four year funding cycles, 
which translate into even 
shorter contract periods 
for local services, are not 
long enough. The shift to 
localism may compound 
this, unless the Government 

acts to ensure the intent 
behind its spending 
decisions is followed 
through at a local level

Political recommendations 

Immediate actions

1. Decisions about spending 
and which services are 
a priority have been 
devolved to local-authority 
level to an unprecedented 
extent. Action for Children 
welcomes this in many 
ways. But without  
a clear vision and 
leadership from central 
government, the risks 
are simply too great, and 
local people have nothing 
against which to judge 
local decisions. Therefore 
the coalition Government 
must set out its vision 
for the most vulnerable 
children and young 
people and not allow the 
perception that ministers 
hide behind localism in the 
face of criticism. 

2. The coalition Government 
must secure the sufficient 
provision of local early 
intervention services for 
children, young people 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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and families.82 Introducing a 
new duty on local authorities 
and statutory partners, such 
as health, to provide such 
services is a brave step the 
Government must take. 

3. The coalition Government 
must take urgent steps 
to protect the children’s 
centre infrastructure on 
which many of its ambitions 
depend. Any revision of 
the Sure Start statutory 
guidance must strengthen the 
legal protection of children’s 
centres by:

▸ retaining a presumption 
against the closure of 
centres 

▸ ensuring that before 
a decision to close a 
centre is taken, local 
authorities must be 
able to demonstrate 
that local people have 
been consulted and 
outcomes for the most 
disadvantaged children 
and young people 
have been taken into 
consideration

▸ ensuring local authorities 
base decisions on 

the views of local 
communities and 
complete a community 
impact assessment 
to look at the impact of 
closure or ‘significant 
change’ in children’s 
centre provision on 
the local community. 
Within this, 
consideration must be 
given to the value of 
having a physical base 
for community services

4.  To support families with 
complex and multiple 
problems the coalition 
Government must: 

▸ ensure intensive family 
support services, 
including family 
intervention projects, 
are included in the 
range of evidence-
based interventions83 

which are being 
promoted to local 
authorities by the 
Government 

▸ extend transparency 
provisions to require 
local authorities to 
publish information 
on spend on intensive 

family support 
services, including 
family intervention 
projects. This should 
include information 
about the proportion 
of funding spent 
through voluntary 
and community sector 
providers, and the 
proportion spent on 
management costs. 
A proper definition of 
family intervention is 
required, informed by 
the evidence of what 
works.

▸ ensure the 
introduction of 
reward mechanisms 
such as payment by 
results are constructed 
to measure 
improvements made to 
outcomes for children, 
notably around 
their safety, health, 
relationships and 
achievement 

Long-term systemic change

The vision of early intervention 
can only be realised if there is 
a cross-party commitment to 
long-term thinking, resource 

allocation and investment 
cycles. Governments are 
committed to long-term 
investment in areas such 
as defence where long-term 
procurement is the norm, and 
we must now see a similar 
commitment to the most 
vulnerable and neglected 
children, young people and 
families.  

1. A long-term vision:

▸ Before the next 
general election, a 
cross-party group must 
establish a 21-year 
vision (a span of time 
commonly considered 
‘a childhood’ in the 
UK) for children and 
young people that all 
the main parties must 
sign up to. Then, at 
the beginning of every 
new government, the 
cross-party group must 
set out or reaffirm 
its vision, which is 
binding on all parties.

▸ Any new central 
initiative for children 
and young people 
must be funded for at 
least five years.

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support/childrens-and-family-centres
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/family-support
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/young-people
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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2. Early intervention should 
be exempt from the 
spending review process. 

▸ Early intervention for 
children and young 
people must be 
planned, funded and 
implemented over the 
long term, not as part 
of the three- or four-
year spending review 
cycle. 

81 As long as it takes – a new politics for children, Action for Children (2008) 
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/144001/alait.pdf and The Smart Money, Action 
for Children, Family Action and Children England (2010) http://www.actionforchildren.org.
uk/media/52591/the_smart_money.pdf

82 The Government should implement in full Recommendation 10 of the Munro review 
of Child Protection (2011) https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/
AllPublications/Page1/CM%208062

83 The first report produced by Graham Allen recommends a series of evidenced-based 
early intervention programmes. These programmes each have a substantial evidence base. 
Intensive family support models were not included as they are not perceived to meet the 
required standards of evidence. Yet we believe there is a rich evidence base to support the 
positive outcomes these services have achieved. Programmes with a strong track record of 
delivery must not be overlooked

3. This security must be 
passed down to local 
areas with a long-term 
funding settlement put into 
place for local authorities. 
The pending review of 
local-authority spending 
decisions must take this 
into account. 

Appendix A
Methodology 
The research that supports the Action for 
Children Red Book has taken place over 
the last four months. It involved a series 
of in-depth interviews and surveys. 

In-depth interviews: 
126 targeted in-depth interviews took 
place with front-line managers who 
support 69,006 children and young 
people and 31,731 families. The interviews 
involved managers working in children’s 
centres, intensive family support, services 
for disabled children, care leavers and 
young carers. 

The interviews covered the following 
areas: 

 ͡ Reduction in the value (level of 
funding) of contracts and the impact 
of this on service delivery and ability 
to meet need.

 ͡ Changes to service level agreements, 
such as how many families a service 
must support over the term of the 
contract. 

 ͡ Reductions in funding to services 
external to Action for Children, ie 
health services who are a part of  
the multi-agency response,  
alongside Action for Children, to 
support vulnerable families.

 ͡ Identifying any increases in the 
severity of need.

 ͡ Understanding if there has been  
an increase/decrease in the number 
and type of new referrals the service 
is taking.

Survey – demand on Action for  
Children services 
202 of our front-line professionals who 
support nearly 80,000 children, young 
people and families completed a survey 
on the demand they are experiencing for 
their services’ support. 

This survey covered the following areas: 

 ͡ the demand for services they provide 

 ͡ the increase/decrease in the demand 
over the last three/six/12 months

 ͡ reasons for rise in demand on services 
– where this has taken place 

Interview – experiences of child neglect 
66 front-line managers completed an 
interview on their experiences of child 
neglect.

This survey covered the following areas: 

 ͡ contact with children where neglect  
is suspected

 ͡ why they believe child neglect  
is occurring

Results 
The results of the interviews and surveys 
have provided us with quantitative and 
qualitative data that has been used 
throughout this publication (in-depth 
analysis is provided in ‘The difference  
a year makes’ section).

The interviews and surveys involved 
managers from across the UK, but 
predominantly England. 

For some service areas, only a small 
sample of services were involved with the 
research and findings provide a snapshot 
analysis only. 

Not all service managers were in  
a position to respond to each question.  
This reflects the variance in local 
situations and the changing environment 
that our services are working in.

We have been clear throughout about  
the sample size. 

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-services/our-approach/early-intervention
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/144001/alait.pdf
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/52591/the_smart_money.pdf
http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/52591/the_smart_money.pdf
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/AllPublications/Page1/CM%208062
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/AllPublications/Page1/CM%208062
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Action for Children 
3 The Boulevard
Ascot Road
Watford WD18 8AG 
Telephone: 0300 123 2112

Action for Children is committed to helping the most 
vulnerable and neglected children and young people 
in the UK break through injustice, deprivation and 
inequality, so they can achieve their full potential.

http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk
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