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ENEMY
OF THE
STATE?
There are some who claim working with families is
being turned into more of a policing of parents role.
Shahid Naqvi looks at the issues

H
ave parents become the

enemy in child protection?

As the number of families

being investigated

continues to increase, that

was the controversial

question asked at an event co-hosted by

BASW last month.

In England, the number of children referred

to social services has increased by 300 per

cent since 1989 to about 635,600 last year –

roughly five per cent of all children.

Assessments rose by a similar percentage

during that time to 483,800. The number of

non-consensual Section 47 investigations

carried out when there is a suspicion that a

child is experiencing or at risk of significant

harm rose by more than 82 per cent between

2010 and 2015. 

Adoption placement orders have risen by

14 per cent since 2011, despite a 24 per cent

drop between 2014 and 2015 following the Re

B and Re B-S cases that saw England’s top

family court judge Sir James Munby remind

local authorities that adoption should only be

viewed as a last resort.

Over the last decade the number of children

on child protection plans in England has

increased by nearly 90 per cent. In Wales it

has gone up 40 per cent, in Northern Ireland

by 20 per cent and Scotland by 30 per cent.

And yet, the number of children dying from

violence or abuse remains small – 67 in

2013/14 – and shows a general downward

trend across the UK since the early 2000s. 

Some claim this is evidence of an

adversarial approach to child welfare focused

more on policing risk than meeting need.

Cash-strapped social services, fearful of

being at the centre of the next Baby P child

homicide, are accused of over-interfering in

private family life in a climate of moral panic

over the safety of children.

Family rights groups accuse the

Westminster Government of being fixated on

‘a rush to permanency’ and getting children

into adopted families. They point to the 26-

week target on care proceedings in England

to reduce delays in finding permanent homes

for children as further evidence of this.

The conference held last month was

entitled Promoting humane social work with

families: listening to and learning from each

other. The other event hosts were Making

Research Count and faculties from the former

College of Social Work.

Event organiser Professor Brigid

Featherstone of the University of Huddersfield

and former chair of the College’s children's

A poster launched by the Department for Education last month as part of a nationwide communications
campaign aimed at encouraging members of the public to report child abuse 
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answer is to remove more children from their

families, do it early and move more children

through to adoption more quickly.

“That is not a view I would take. I think it is

a call to put more emphasis on supporting

families who are living in poverty. We should

have policy objectives about reducing the

inequality between poor and more affluent

families.”

And yet, from Maria Colwell to Victoria

Climbié, Peter Connelly and Daniel Pelka, we

know all too well the tragic consequences of

the state not intervening to stop abuse. The

NSPCC estimates for every child subject to a

child protection plan, another eight have

suffered maltreatment. The reporting of sexual

offences is increasing, child sexual

exploitation is a growing problem and historic

abuse inquiries across the UK will no doubt

highlight past failings by authorities to act.

Peter Saunders, Chief Executive for the

National Association for People Abused in

Childhood (NAPAC), stresses: “What matters

most is the safety of the children, not the

sensitivities of abusive parents or careers or

the Daily Mail.

“I don’t know of any evidence that children

are routinely moved from abusive households

without good cause - and we know most

abuse occurs in the home.”

faculty, blames “a shift away from the welfare

state” for a more punitive approach to

vulnerable families.

“Over the last 30 years we have been on a

journey of individualism. There’s this view that

people have to take individual responsibility

for themselves. It has come into child

protection in a particular way and has got

worse since 2010 under the coalition

government and then the Conservatives.”

Prof Featherstone also believes greater

emphasis on the paramount principle of the

rights of the child enshrined in the Children

Act 1989 has worked against some parents.

“There are some local authorities really

trying to work differently, but I worry there’s a

tendency to see parents as only of concern in

so far as they meet the needs of the children.”

Neuroscience has been cited as shaping

policy in England, with the importance of the

first few years to healthy brain development

justifying state intervention in family life. In

2008, Westminster’s former Work and

Pensions Secretary Iain Duncan Smith and

Labour MP Graham Allen co-wrote Early

Intervention: Good parents, great kids, better

citizens. The report states: “Neuroscience can

now explain why early conditions are so

crucial: effectively, our brains are largely

formed by what we experience in early life.”

But others argue the evidence behind this is

not as conclusive as some would make out.

“There are concerns that we are using

neuroscience inappropriately,” says Prof

Featherstone. “I am not dismissing

neuroscience, but the knowledge is at an

embryonic stage and it may be too early to be

using it in the way that it is.”

But if neuroscience is to be used to shape

policy, then so too perhaps should evidence

showing a link between neglect, deprivation

and abuse. While no direct research has been

carried out into this in the UK, studies from

elsewhere, particularly America, are pretty

conclusive in making the link.

Probably the best UK research was carried

out in the West Midlands by Coventry

University. It compared state intervention in

the most deprived small neighbourhoods in

England to the most affluent. It found children

were 12 times more likely to be looked after in

the ten per cent most deprived localities as in

the ten per cent most affluent.

“When you put it all together it is a powerful

case for the influence of deprivation on

children’s chances of being maltreated,” says

Professor Bywaters, one of the researchers.

He believes this has clear implications for

policymakers. “The Government’s primary

Phil Frampton, of the Whiteflowers

campaign group seeking justice for survivors

of sexual abuse, believes it is a “nonsense” to

say parents are becoming the enemy in child

protection. “Parents have a huge

constituency. Young people at risk have very

little constituency.

“The community has to be there to protect

and support them. It is not about what is best

for the parent, it is what is best for the young

person. If a child is in an atrocious situation

they should be taken out.”

He adds: “It is more accurate to say the

Government is reducing capacity for child

protection and covering up its failures by

blaming parents.”

According to Dr Liz Davies, Reader in Child

Protection at London Metropolitan University,

framing the argument as prevention versus

protection is unhelpful. “It is not an ‘either or’.

You need both. For fires you need smoke

alarms, but you also need firefighters when

there is a fire.”

However, she blames a focus on prevention

in the Every Child Matters agenda for

escalating the loss of child protection

investigation work within children’s services.

“What social workers do now is assess

need,” she says. “They don’t investigate child

abuse. Social workers are no longer

investigators, but in the 1990s that is what we

were doing - jointly investigating with the

police. We were exposing massive networks

of child abusers and protecting hundreds of

children. It worked, but that work is not now

accepted as being in a social worker’s remit.

An assessment focuses on health, education

and other needs but not on the risk of harm

from perpetrators and does not lead to

proactive joint investigation.”

But Dr Davies believes social work

expertise is vital in investigating abuse. “The

police can’t do it on their own. They don’t

understand the world of the child. They know

the world of the abusers. We know the world

of the children.”

The high number of referrals in England

could be used to back the need for strong

investigation skills within social work. Despite

the 300 per cent rise in referrals over the last

quarter of a century, the number of children

going forward to be put on a child protection

plan rose by only 25 per cent during the

period. This disparity could suggest over-

cautious referring fuelled by fear of getting it

wrong. Dr Davies adds: “There is a situation

now of poor judgments leading to both false

child protection

‘The Government’s
answer is to remove more

children from their
families and to it early and

move children to
adoption’
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