
Since being appointed the Government’s ‘adoption tsar’ two years ago, Martin Narey has
faced criticism from some social workers for his outspoken views about the care and
adoption system in England. Recently knighted for services to vulnerable people, he claims
his views have been misrepresented. PSW’s Shahid Naqvi caught up with the most powerful
man in the English adoption system and gave him a chance to set the record straight.

n the world of social work,
unflattering comments about
Martin Narey aren’t in short
supply. 

“No one likes him … he keeps
taking small snapshots of a struggling system
and coming up with silly ideas,” said one
social worker, ahead of an event where Mr
Narey was due to speak in December 2012.
“He comes across as arrogant and critical of
social workers,” said another.

It was characteristic of his time as the
Westminster Government’s ministerial advisor

on adoption that last April, less than a year
into his post, he was forced to defend himself
with an article in Community Care magazine
headlined, “Adoption tsar Martin Narey: I do
listen to social workers”.

The apparent charge-sheet is lengthy. He
has been accused of encouraging teenage
mums to put their unwanted babies up for
adoption; of saying Baby Peter would have
grown up feral if he hadn’t died, and that
siblings should be routinely separated. He’s
said to be against post-adoption support and
kinship care. He’s been intellectually dismissed

– as one university blogger did – for being a
polytechnic graduate and told he knows
nothing about disadvantage because he’s never
been a social worker.

One gets the distinct impression that this
former head of England’s prison service and
ex-Chief Executive of Barnardo’s – whose
website Martin Narey Ltd highlights his
availability to talk on the “subject of
leadership (largely to business audiences)” – is
not very popular among social workers.

Listening to him speak at a recent debate on
adoption at Huddersfield University, Mr
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more damaged” young people, meaning we
have to be “very careful about what we are
inflicting on families”. 

He says: “Even the most resilient, able and
caring adopters will struggle to compensate
for the effect of neglect and abuse on three,
four or more children.”

As for the other allegations against him, on
his website Mr Narey reproduces a speech he
made at the Community Care Live conference
last May in which he describes as “ludicrous”
claims that he doesn’t agree with post-
adoption support and “absurd” that he’s
against kinship care.

There are, however, some views for which he
has been criticised that he vigorously defends.
One of them is his belief that more vulnerable
children should be taken into care. Mr Narey
says it’s because he has listened to social
workers that he came to this viewpoint, having
previously held the opposite opinion while
working for the prison service. “When I took
ministers around a prison I’d bring them to a
classroom and ask the prisoners two
questions: ‘How many of you have been
excluded from school?’ Eight out of ten hands
would go up. ‘How many have been in care?’
Seven out of ten hands went up. Through my
time in the prison service I felt pretty angry
about what I thought the care system was
doing – delivering young people into a life of
imprisonment.”

Mr Narey maintained this view as Chief
Executive at Barnardo’s, where he highlighted
via the media the chronic academic
underachievement of children in care as
further evidence of its failings. Now, however,
he admits he was “wholly wrong” and is
embarrassed by the things he said.

“The constant theology was the fewer
children in care the better: authorities with
fewer kids in care were seen as succeeding,
those with more were not succeeding.”

Mr Narey says this view was never
challenged in public meetings but in private
social workers would tell a different story.
“When sessions had finished, frontline social
workers would sidle up to me and say I had it
wrong. It is not like this. They would talk to

me about the tolerance of neglect and the
pressure they felt not to be able to intervene
when they thought neglect was all too
apparent. They convinced me. I thought we
should liberate social workers to make the best
decision in each case and I rejected
suggestions that we should have targets to
drive down numbers in care.”

Back in the late 1990s, when he first
expressed this change of view, he says he was
“criticised on all sides”. He risked the
displeasure of then Secretary of State for
Education Alan Johnson who had
commissioned him to write a report which he

had hoped would prove the case for keeping
children within families.

Today, however, the received opinion has
shifted again and his viewpoint chimes with
that of current government thinking.
Conservative education secretary Michael
Gove recently said: “We believe Martin
Narey’s diagnosis of the problem is correct –
and we know there are far too many children
spending too long in homes where they are
not receiving the care they need.”

But there are some who question whether a
greater focus on taking children into care is
sustainable without substantial – and unlikely
– government investment. BASW’s Acting
Chief Executive Bridget Robb has warned this
“option is not cheap, and to pretend that
social workers can take on ever greater
caseloads with ever diminishing resources is a
miscalculation.”

Mr Narey says he is sympathetic about
financial pressures, but shies away from talking
money. “From the beginning, the thing I have
tried to avoid saying is that the Government
should spend more money because they
haven’t got it and local authorities haven’t 
got it.”

He believes, however, that moves to speed
up the adoption process will free up some
extra resource. “I am not saying ‘we should
have more adoptions because it will save
money’. But right now, 7,200 of the children in
care in England have placement orders. If
more of them were adopted, local authorities
would have more money to put elsewhere: not
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Narey’s first words were almost apologetic:
“I’m not a social worker,” he admitted to an
audience of mainly social workers and social
work students. The point is ruthlessly
underlined by a subsequent speaker who kicks
off by stressing: “I am a social worker”.

Loathe him or like him, this lean, tanned
man in his late 50s, is one of the most
influential voices in the adoption debate in
England. Knighted in the Queen’s New Year
Honours list, he has the ear of government
ministers.

He is reasonably bullish about what he
perceives to be the misrepresentation of his
views. “I can cope with that,” he says.
“People sometimes attack me for things
they think I may have said rather than what
I have said. I think it is because we are
talking about really complex stuff with no
easy answers.”

So, to set the record straight, here’s
Narey’s take on some of his often repeated
apparent positions. On the adoption-not–
abortion-charge, Mr Narey maintains: “I
have never suggested – nor do I believe –
that adoption should be pressed upon a
pregnant mother as an alternative to
abortion. What I said was that in the US
you can go to Planned Parenthood and say,
‘I am pregnant, I’m not sure what to do’. They
will give a mother-to-be three choices:
abortion and they will help you; having the
child and they will help you, or have the child
adopted and they will help you. That third
option has all but disappeared in the UK. I
was saying you should let people make that
choice, particularly when it is too late for
abortion to be legally contemplated.”

Separating siblings
On the Baby Peter claim: “I didn’t say that. I
said if Baby Peter had grown up the sympathy
we had for him as a neglected baby would have
disappeared. If he had been an unruly teenager
the press would have called him feral. Our
sympathy with difficult young people starts to
run out at about the age of 12.”

On separating siblings: “I have never said
they should be separated simply to get more
children into adoption. Routinely siblings
should be kept together and we need to recruit
more adopters who will take sibling groups,
but even if we improve recruitment, we are not
going to get adopters who will take three or
more in any great numbers. We also have to
consider that it can be very damaging for kids
if they suffer neglect together. As a
generalisation, keeping children together after
neglect is often good for the older child but
frequently damaging for the younger child. We
need to make decisions on what is best for
individual children.” 

Mr Narey adds that adoption services are
today dealing with “much more complex and

PEOPLE SOMETIMES ATTACK ME FOR
THINGS THEY THINK I MAY HAVE SAID
RATHER THAN WHAT I HAVE SAID. I
THINK IT IS BECAUSE WE ARE TALKING
ABOUT REALLY COMPLEX STUFF WITH
NO EASY ANSWERS
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least in post-adoption support. There is
something about how you spend the money
you have.”

Despite the basic logic it is difficult to avoid
the view that Narey’s line amounts to the kind
of simplistic response to a complex issue that
he rails against. For instance, what guarantee is
there that local authorities will use the cash
savings to invest in a better care infrastructure
rather than redirecting it into other priority
areas?

Others, such as Adele Jones – an academic,
social worker and adoptive parent herself –
warn that, “fast-track adoption …  may simply
be a fast-track to further disruption.

“A good adoptive placement takes time; I
am not talking about the time to carry out
pre-adoption procedures … I am talking about
the time to build attachments, to heal, for
children and families to adjust to one another
and the birth family and adoptive families to
switch places in terms of their roles and
significance to a child.”

Warned
BASW member and adoptive parent Judith
Acreman has also warned fast-track adoptions
could compromise safeguarding. “If we take
the scrutiny level out of adoption then I’m
very worried that it will become the latest
example of the abuse we saw in children’s
homes, or priests in the Catholic Church or
BBC children’s TV presenters.”

Mr Narey, however, claims there is no
evidence of this. “I suggest I have seen more
local authorities and voluntary agencies than
anyone else. The ones who have been the most
impressive and most robust with adoption
have also been some of the quickest. I don’t
think taking a long time with something is
automatically a good thing. At the same time I
am not suggesting that you can approve
adopters for adoption in a few weeks. But I do
believe we can do it in six months without
diminishing the robustness of the process.”

He believes the adoption breakdown rate –
reputed to be between 20% and 30% – is
“nowhere near” that level and predicts
research by Bristol University, commissioned
by Mr Gove and set to be published soon, will
show it’s nearer 10%.

One of the problems Mr Narey highlights in
adoption is what he believes is the creation of
a “risk aversion” culture in recruitment that
“simply wears adopters down” to the point
that many pull out of the process altogether.
“There is never a day when I don’t answer
emails from adopters and would-be adopters
about their frustration with the assessment
process. The decision that adoption is the
right option for a child takes a couple of
months, but it will be another two-and-a-half
years, on average, before adoption happens
and in some authorities longer than that.”

Mr Narey believes the controversial
introduction of adoption score cards – dubbed
adoption league tables by critics – will
encourage local authorities to monitor their
processes and make themselves more efficient.
“In the 35 years I have been a manager in the
public and voluntary sector I have never
managed anything well where I haven’t had
data on how long things take, what they cost,
and what difference they make.

“I was very shocked when I researched
adoption in my first large authority, Kent, and
found it was difficult to find reliable data on
what was happening in that county, much less
discover how performance compared to other
authorities. Comparative data about what is
happening in adoption is beginning to make a
difference.”

Where Mr Narey also clashes with some is
in his criticism that too much emphasis is put
on getting the ethnic, religious and cultural
match right in adoption. Supportive of new
legislation aimed at putting an end to the
perceived problem, he says: “Ethnicity is
important but is shouldn’t be the veto on
adoption it currently is. It is twice as likely for
a white child as a black child to be adopted
and a black child waits a year longer for
adoption than a white child.”

An issue still in need of tackling, however, is
resolution of complaints, Narey argues. He
says he regularly gets letters from frustrated

would-be adopters who feel they have hit a
brick wall and has written to directors of
children services on behalf of about 25
prospective candidates asking for their
situations to be looked at again. “When they
have confirmed the appropriateness of
decisions, I have accepted that. But in about
half of cases they changed their decision. The
reality shows there is a case for closer
examination of some decisions.”

Mr Narey also challenges the importance, in
the Children’s Act, placed on contact with
birth parents. “Almost everywhere I have gone
social workers have expressed great anxiety
about contact for infants and the reality that
we shuttle infants across towns to spend a few
hours sometimes every day to have contact
with birth mothers. The requirement in the
Children’s Act for local authorities to promote
contact needs examination and we need to be
confident that decisions on contact are made
on one basis only: what is best for the child,
not as a sop for birth parents.”

Adoption parties
Narey is enthusiastic about the potential for
US-style “adoption parties”, currently being
piloted in this country, after attending one
himself in Nottingham recently. “What is
significant in the four pilots is that what has
happened in the US has happened here too.
Some significant matches and some
unexpected matches have been made. There is
something about chemistry which can provide
the foundation for a successful match and I
hope we’ll see much more initiative being
given to adopters, working in partnership with
social workers.”

Mr Narey comes across as a softly-spoken
man with a steely inner resolve, who is well-
used to running the gauntlet of public
criticism. Which is just as well, since taking on
the role of ‘adoption tsar’ has put him firmly
in the firing line in one of the most emotive
areas of public policy.

Whatever your thoughts on him, with the
Government’s planned overhaul of adoption
happening this year, you can expect to
hear a lot more from Martin Narey.

ALMOST EVERYWHERE I HAVE GONE
SOCIAL WORKERS HAVE EXPRESSED GREAT
ANXIETY ABOUT CONTACT FOR INFANTS
AND THE REALITY THAT WE SHUTTLE
INFANTS ACROSS TOWNS TO SPEND A FEW
HOURS SOMETIMES EVERY DAY TO HAVE
CONTACT WITH BIRTH MOTHERS
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