
Your port in
this storm

ustaining safe and effective
services for children is constantly
challenging and can be
particularly so in an uncertain
economic climate. Rising
numbers of referrals to social

care, a record number of care applications and
calls for reduced delays in court processes and
adoptions exert greater pressure on an already
stretched children’s services. 

Set against a backdrop of budget cuts and
lost posts, rising referral rates and significantly
diminishing resources, we are left with a
worrying mix, making conditions for safe social
work practice within child protection both
difficult and extremely stressful. We can never
ignore the political and economic factors
influencing and directing practice but while
levels of service provision vary according to the
resources available, the needs of children for
these vital services remains and continues to
rise. So, while child protection is still given
high priority, changes to eligibility criteria for 
services and increased demand for
‘throughput’ can severely limit the time spent
with families at a time when we know that
more is desperately needed. 

A challenge for social workers and managers
must be to remain child-centred, avoid
minimising or redefining risk and, in difficult
times, to remain strong advocates for the
children in order to ensure they receive the
services that make a real difference to their
lives. There are no quick fixes when responding

to abuse and it is important to acknowledge
the profound and long lasting effects of trauma
for children and adults.

In my view, for professionals to get it right
for children there needs to be a child
protection system in place which provides
consistency of approach and which
incorporates the relevant research and practice
learning gleaned over the decades. Shortage of
money must not lead to a denial of need. A
sound child protection system needs not only
to hold the history of the child (reading past
files and providing them with accurate
information) but needs to consider the history
of how social work and multi-disciplinary
practice has developed and why.

As social workers we continue to learn about
the impact of child abuse and neglect on
children’s lives. We have, of course, learned
from the tragedies. We are learning more about
the harm caused to children pre birth by
parental use of drugs and alcohol and exposure
to domestic violence. 

We know, too, how exposure to abuse and
neglect can interfere with brain development
and leave children with life-long learning
disabilities. It is not unusual to see children
with no organic learning disability to have
school developmental delay of two or three
years, when compared with their peers, as a
result of abuse and neglect. 

As a member of an adoption panel it is very

child protection  
Professional Social Work • May 2012

22

Frontline social worker Janet Foulds articulates the challenges
facing child protection workers in the current difficult climate,
and sets out the fundamentals that struggling practitioners
must cling to if they are to offer the best possible service 
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clear to see the complexity of factors which
lead to child abuse. Assessments commonly
show many parents of referred children have
had very difficult childhoods themselves and in
many cases repeated abusive experiences. The
impact on their capacity to care for their own
children has been significant and it is extremely
sad when, despite the valiant efforts of parents,
social workers and health professionals the
changes required cannot be achieved in time to
be meaningful for their children. 

Careful assessment of parental history is
crucial and analysis of the impact of
generational abuse, substance misuse and
parents’ own experience of parenting is critical
to making sound judgements about risk. Good
links with adults services workers and mental
health colleagues are essential whilst keeping
the children’s needs in focus and at the centre
of decision making.

Damaging
If ever proof were needed about how damaging
early abuse can be we recently considered the
case of a two-year-old child removed from her
parents’ care when just a few months old
because of neglect. Her foster carer described
her as ‘emotionless’ and felt her developmental
level was that of a new-born child. 

This little girl had severe developmental
delay and significant feeding difficulties for
which no organic cause was found. Her
problems were related to the trauma she had
experienced in her birth family. So, just a few
months of neglect had caused considerable
harm.

The good news for that little girl is that she
will be adopted and will have a chance for a
better life. It is clear though that the
professional resources needed for such children
are very significant and are required on a long-
term basis. Early detection and intervention is
of paramount importance. The consequences,
therefore, of delay or non-intervention for
these children is a lifetime of reduced capacity
for achievement and happiness.

Children with physical injuries are more
likely to be referred to agencies than those with
emotional trauma. Whatever the level of
neglect or the extent to which a child has been
sexually abused, it is simply much harder to
find such children. They may be silent, have no
expectations that their needs will be met and,
despite their suffering, will remain loyal to their
parents. 

I have worked with children who have gone
to great lengths to keep their abuse secret.
Sadly, all too often that is because they have a
belief that they don’t matter and it doesn’t
matter what happens to them. Sexual abuse
has led them to have no sense of self other
than a particularly negative concept and many
children are left with a sense conveyed to them
by abusers that they were responsible for what
has happened.

Children who have suffered abuse and
neglect may appear passive and compliant,

treatments for children. 
This is skilled and sensitive work and social

workers, together with their colleagues in
partner agencies, need the training and
professional support to ensure they have the
skills to work confidently and in-depth with
children and families. Sound assessments must
be informed by a good knowledge of child
development and direct observations of the
interaction within families. The reality that we
continue to return to, however, is that workers
with excessive caseloads may not have time to
do the direct work or engage in the appropriate
reflective practice, both factors that can
adversely affect judgements.

There are other fundamental barriers to
forming the relationships we need to work
most effectively with people. Transferring cases
between social workers, to suit organisational
expediency, can undermine good practice in
child protection. Families need professionals to
be a consistent presence. Trusting relationships
take time to develop. 

Furthermore, in many areas there is a real
shortage of appropriate therapeutic and
support services for children who have been
abused, meaning that many will not have
access to the specialist help they need to
recover.

Intervention 
Fundamental to successful child protection
practice are early intervention, careful and
detailed assessments, good partnership
working, critical reflection and analysis and
brave decision making. Where it is possible for
children to stay safely with their families then
all efforts should be focused on making that
possible. Where there is risk of significant
harm then the real question is this: can
intervention effect the desired change for the
child in the timescale required, and can it be
sustained?

As our learning increases about the potential
long-term effects of abuse and neglect it is
crucially important to ensure we have sufficient
social workers with the right level of training,
supervision and support in place, and that they
have the time and skills to work directly with
children. How else can children trust the
people who are charged with making life
changing decisions on their behalf? How else
can social workers be confident about the
assessments they make? It is a worrying state
of affairs that so many children’s workers
across the country are too busy to work
directly with children.

In her report Professor Munro calls for a
return to relationship-based social work. This is
at the heart of good child protection practice
and enables social workers to work creatively
with families to achieve change rather than
doing short-term assessment or simply
signposting to other services. The emotional
harm suffered by children requires social
workers and colleagues in the multi-agency
network to develop a sophisticated
understanding of the complexities of working
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even smiling, as they attempt to survive in
sometimes appalling situations. Despite their
desperate circumstances children cannot always
respond to help offered and social workers
need to be proactive in establishing trust with
children. The challenge is ours to reach them.

The ways children find for coping with
abuse, approaches that enable them to survive
intolerable conditions, often become
problematic when they are placed in care.
These children need a lot of help to deal with
their trauma and to form relationships with
their carers so that therapeutic re-parenting
can take place. Sadly, many children who have
suffered abuse will have learned to ignore their
own needs and may struggle to accept care and
affection from carers. 

When children have suffered in this way they
have frequently missed out on developmental
stages. With good therapeutic help and
sensitive carers, however, children and young
people will feel sufficiently safe to regress and
to recover childhood experiences. It is worth
noting that this can include the fun times they
had in their families, as well as the painful
memories.

This is where we find some tensions in
current child protection practice. At a time
when we have growing numbers of children
coming into care and more demands being
made on social workers, many services such as
Surestart, the NSPCC and youth services are
being curtailed or closed. A shortage of foster
parents results in a limited choice of
placements or children being placed at some
distance from home. The latter restricts the
valuable time available for direct work. 

If we acknowledge the need to undertake
thorough assessments which underpin careful
planning for children, then social workers need
to have sufficient time with children and
families to get to know them, learn about their
histories and assess parents’ needs, strengths
and vulnerabilities. 

If parents themselves have been mistreated
they may struggle to relate appropriately to
their children and abusive patterns may be
repeated. The more we learn about the impact
of abuse the greater the need for the
development of effective interventions and
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CHILDREN  WHO
HAVE BEEN ABUSED
MAY APPEAR
PASSIVE AND
COMPLIANT,
EVEN SMILING, AS
THEY ATTEMPT 
TO SURVIVE 
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with the dynamics of abuse and to have the
skills to move beyond assessment to actively
help children to recover.

Clearly the best protection for children is
prevention rather than reacting to abuse after
the event. The financial climate may ebb and
flow, and with it the money for good quality
services, but there are core principles at the
heart of this work that should not change and
which children need us to maintain.

Early intervention and assessment, decisive
action where change is unlikely, and high
quality placements with therapeutic support
are ideal if children cannot stay with birth
parents. We must avoid professional denial of
the extent of child abuse and the harm it
causes. Shared responsibility, effective multi-
agency working, good communication and

to the Munro report and well-established
specialist services for child sexual exploitation
and for children in care who have suffered
abuse and have attachment difficulties. 

Our integrated disabled children’s service is
an example of excellent multi-agency provision
of services for children and families. At a time
of increasing pressure on all services, these
initiatives are proving valuable in promoting
good social work practice and helping children
to cope with the legacy of abuse. More broadly,
there is no doubt that complex issues will
continue to be frustratingly simplified by
government and the media. In the face of this
it is vital that we continue to acknowledge
complexity within our work and retain the
fundamentals that constitute good
practice. PSW

‘child centeredness’ are not only crucial for safe
practice but very beneficial in promoting
further learning about children’s needs.

Above all we must ensure that we have
sufficient numbers of skilled social workers in
place to be there for the many children who
need help. We must also sustain these
practitioners, to build expertise in this
challenging area of work. We need to ensure
interventions are focused and evidence-based
and that social work skills are allowed to
flourish.

It may be a gloomy financial picture overall
but there are still many positives to be found.
In Derby we have been very fortunate to have
continued commitment and investment in
social work and children’s services. We have a
principal social worker appointed in response

WE MUST AVOID PROFESSIONAL DENIAL
ABOUT THE EXTENT OF CHILD ABUSE 
AND THE DEVASTATING LONG–TERM 
HARM IT CAN CAUSE ... 

Janet Foulds is a specialist in child protection
and theraputic work and was instrumental in
setting up the Child Sexual Abuse Unit at
Derby City Council. She was recently
awarded the Leader of Innovative Practice
Award at the 2011 Social Worker of the Year
Awards for social workers in England. 

Different political parties generate different
policy in different parliaments and assem-

blies across the UK. They are shaping different
outcomes for children in public care. This chal-
lenge in getting it right for each child should be
generating debate in the profession across the
four countries to ensure that we fulfil our obliga-
tions in the United Nation Commission on
Human Rights (UNHCR) to act in the best interest
of the child. 
The recent rise in the number of children

being accommodated in England [see page 07]
is not isolated to this part of the UK, with other
countries also showing an upward trend. New
registrations on to child protection registers in
Scotland rose by 9% between 2009/10 and 2010/11, up from 3,551 to
3,884, while the numbers of children looked after by local authorities in-
creased to 16,171 in the year to July 2011, an increase of 2%. In Wales,
looked-after number went up by 10% in the year to March 2010, a trend
that is likely to continue when figures emerge for 2011. In Northern Ire-
land the numbers of children looked after for at least 12 months in-
creased by 1% in the year to October 2010, from 1,653 in 2009 to 1,675.
Such numbers challenge us to be better corporate parents, leading to

more socially included adults who will not end up disproportionately
represented in the prison population. The social and financial 
consequences in the longer term of getting it wrong for children will 
be profound. 
The recent focus on speeding up adoption in England, which as 

highlighted by Ofsted’s report into the causes of
delays has more to do with legal than social
work processes, gives us the platform to inform
public opinion and public policy about what
does or does not work for children. Interna-
tional comparisons, particularly with our Euro-
pean neighbours, indicates that rescuing the
child and placing that child for adoption may not
produce the intended long-term outcomes. It
may be a cheap option for long-term child care
costs in the short term but is it best for the child? 
Early Intervention has been a key policy direc-

tion by both Labour/Liberal Democrat and SNP
governments in Scotland over the past ten
years. The services are feeling the bite of reces-

sion, but compared with south of the border the political will is sup-
ported by public finance. But perhaps the other striking difference is
about the importance given to finding other family members to care for
children who cannot be looked after on a temporary or long-term basis
by their birth parents and the growth in supporting kinship care arrange-
ments both financially and legally. 
Parental Responsibility Orders can allow shared responsibility with

other family members, enabling safe contact with birth parents. This
makes it possible to comply with Article 9 of UNCHR, and often strength-
ens the child’s resilience in preparation for adult life.

Ruth Stark is manager of the Scottish Association of Social Workers 
(SASW – part of BASW)

Calmer seas? ‘In Scotland the political
will is supported by public finance’
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