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BASW Response to Consultation on Age Assessment 
Guidance for Social Workers 

 
 

1. BASW is the UK professional association for social work, led by and 

accountable to a growing population of approximately 17,000 social 
worker members.  Our members work in frontline, management, 

research and academic positions in all social work settings across 
the UK.  BASW members share a collective commitment to those 
values and principles that will secure the best possible outcomes for 

children and young people, adults, families and communities.  
 

2. This is a very important consultation, which has huge implications 
for many of our members working with children, young people 
single adults and families in frontline services across the UK.  BASW 

has offices in all four countries of the UK but we are concerned that 
there is no evidence that colleagues in Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland have any awareness of this document in spite it 
stating on the front page that it pertains to the UK.  We also note 

that both the Oversight group and the Task and Finish group whilst 
having representation from the ADCS and also individuals from 
English local authorities neither group appears to have any 

equivalents or counterparts from the rest of the UK.  We are 
therefore unclear about the status of this document and whether or 

not it is applicable to all the nations; it is very separate in each of 
the four countries given that it is subject to four different political 
administrations.  Furthermore, we are aware that quite recently, 

both Wales and Scotland have devised their own guidance in this 
area. 

 
3. In addition to the previous point, given the status and implications 

of this guidance, it does not appear to be widely accessible to all 

the stakeholders.  For example, this is about children and young 
people yet we could find no reference to it on the DfE, MoJ or DH 

websites (in relation to children known to children’s social care, 
youth justice and mental health services).  The document was 
shared with BASW through our membership of the RCC (Refugee 

Children’s Consortium) otherwise we may not have had any access 
to it at all. 

 
4. When BASW became aware of the work undertaken by the 

Oversight Strategic Group and the Task and Finish group pertaining 

to developing a protocol and guidance in this area, we were grateful 
that a representative from the former eventually agreed to meet 

with us at our request and shared the respective terms of reference 
of both groups.  We very much supported the aims of the Oversight 
Strategic Group to look at past research, involve those who are 

leading in the field and develop a multi-agency approach - yet 
these proposals patently do not comply with these objectives; what 

has been produced is blatantly a single agency approach to age 
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assessment and certainly has not taken into account important and 
significant national and international research or engage with many 

of the key experts in this area.   
 

5. BASW also does not accept that this document is ‘guidance’. It fails 
to demonstrate a clear understanding of the social work task and 
conflates age assessment with the asylum application process so it 

is either at crossed purposes or alternatively has a dual purpose 
which is not necessarily compatible in terms of the Home Office’s 

agenda vis-à-vis social work’s role and purpose in working with 
vulnerable children and young people.  
 

6. Expanding on the first point in the previous paragraph, BASW’s 
position is firstly, that it is not possible to say how old a young 

person is with certainty or accuracy.  Levels of maturity can be 
assessed but this is not the same and should not be confused with 
age assessment and of course, maturity itself is not a constant but 

can be variable, particularly with children who have experienced 
war, severe hardship and trauma. Additionally, some may 

sometimes regress or be pressurised in presenting as younger as or 
older than their age due to fear of their traffickers.  This document 

simply does not assist the social worker to undertake a task which 
cannot be done and it fails to acknowledge this fact. 
 

 
7. We recognise that numerous professionals and service providers 

have to ascribe an age to a person in order to comply with eligibility 
criteria but where there is no genuine documentary evidence to 
confirm a young person’s age, it is important that when an age is 

‘given’ it should not be afforded the credibility of accuracy but 
considered as a purely pragmatic solution to a problem.  The 

ascribing of an age must be on a multi professional basis and not 
be placed in the hands of social workers as the lone agency. 
 

8.  We are extremely disappointed that there is a total absence of 
multi-professional and multi-agency collaboration and working in 

this document.  This certainly flies in the face of the excellent 
research that has been produced in this area and subsequent 
recommendations. 

 
 

9. Much of the process and instructions outlined in this document 
relate to a person’s asylum application and not the person’s age.  
BASW regards the two tasks as separate entitities which should not 

be conflated.  By pursuing this course, our members can potentially 
find themselves in conflict with the BASW Code of Ethics as well as 

the HCPC proficiency standards.  Social work is first and foremost a 
human rights profession: 
“Social work is based on respect for the inherent worth and dignity 

of all people as expressed in the United Nations Universal 
declaration of Human Rights (1948) and other related UN 
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declarations on rights and the conventions derived from those 
declarations”  (BASW Code of Ethics 2012) 

Social workers working with children are also carry the 
responsibility of exercising their professional judgement in the best 

interests of vulnerable children (Working Together 22 April 2013  
www.gov.uk) 
 

10. BASW takes issue with what claims to be a model of assessment 
prescribed in this document as it does not coalesce with the DH 

Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and their 
Families (2000) which is still the foundational framework applied by 
social workers in England today.   

 
11.Essentially, a good assessment is based on gathering information 

and data over a period of time from many sources surrounding the 
child and their family taking account of their environment, socio-
economic circumstances and family history.  Any assessment, which 

excludes these processes, will not be effective, reliable or even fit 
for purpose.  It is simply not an assessment. 

 
12.In the main, the process described limits the exercise of 

assessment to the child or young person being the main or sole 
source of information and being subjected to an interview by a 
minimum of four unknown adults in a potentially unfamiliar 

environment.  This in itself could be experienced as threatening by 
the young person and in some cases, abusive.  The notion that a 

child or young person should ‘trust’ the adults in this scenario is 
unrealistic and shows a worrying lack of understanding of the needs 
of and the situation in which the child or young person is placed 

and the role and responsibilities of the social workers in providing a 
statutory care service. 

 
13.To add to our concerns, we have seen the deletion of specialist 

social work teams working with separated asylum seeking children 

much to many of our members’ distress as well as the children and 
young people in receipt of their support.  This now means that 

fewer and fewer social workers will have specialist knowledge in 
this complex work and yet will be required to carry it out.  
Furthermore, we know that this will not be seen as the greatest 

priority by hard pressed local authorities who find themselves in the 
unenviable position of having to make deeper cuts whilst social 

workers caseloads are burgeoning.   
 

14.The above is further compounded by a frequently inexperienced 

and transient workforce characterised by increasing vacancy rates 
and high turnovers of staff who are all acutely aware of what 

happens should things go awry in terms of the ‘blame culture’ and 
political nature of social work.  Case law, SCRs, Ofsted inspections, 
quality assurance regimes and judicial reviews can all bring things 

into sharp focus for social workers who risk being ‘named and 
shamed’ should they get things ‘wrong.’  We would question how 
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they could get it right and certainly do not believe that the 
proposed “guidance” will achieve this. 

 
15.We would not want to see these proposals simply reinforcing the 

aforementioned by essentially setting up social workers to fail and 
by producing a fundamental flawed and unsatisfactory process that 
could ultimately be detrimental to children and young people. 

 
16.Nonetheless, BASW is of the view that a lot of significant and 

valuable work has been done in this area over the last 10 years 
both on a national and international scale to advance good practice 
in this area for example, the Nuffield funded research led by Dr 

Heaven Crawley, ‘When is a Child not a Child’  ILPA 2007 and the 
work of Professor Sir Al Aynsley Green the Children’s Commissioner 

for England from 2005 to 2010.  We therefore, would be fully 
supportive of a framework that champions a truly holistic approach 
whereby social workers are working collaboratively with all the 

other relevant professionals to assess the needs of separated 
asylum seeking children and give a view in terms of age 

approximation. 
 

17.The overarching BASW position is that sadly this is not guidance; it 
is single agency instruction, which is deeply flawed. Social workers 
should not undertake this task on a single agency basis. To attempt 

to do so is wrong and colludes with incorrect and bad practice. 
 

 

Age Assessment Guidance for Social Workers Feedback Form 

Please return to: ageassessmentfeedback@gmail.com 

Title, Table of Contents, Introduction 

As stated previously, the title page is very confusing, as the subtitle purports that the 
guidance is UK wide when in fact, the groups had no representatives from any of the other 
jurisdictions in the UK apart from England.  Furthermore, none of our colleagues in BASW 
from Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales have received any notification of this document. 

 

Chapter 1 – Do you need to undertake this assessment? 

As stated in our response, BASW contends that these proposals fundamentally lack 
knowledge of the social work role and conflate the asylum application process with age 
assessment.  This in turn, can place social workers in a difficult position in terms of their 
professional ethics and the regulator’s Proficiency Standards. This document presupposes a 
belief that this is a task, which can be “assessed“ on a single agency basis. BASW refutes this 
and maintains that knowledge and expertise gained over the last decade provides evidence 
that single agency work in this field is fundamentally flawed. 

mailto:ageassessmentfeedback@gmail.com
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Chapter 2 – Before you start 

Chapter 2 does not read as guidance but rather as predominantly information about 
trafficking and the National Referral Mechanism.  This seems confusing and disjointed.  It 
then goes on to talk about the asylum claim and the process, which we have pointed out, is 
a separate issue to age assessment but the two are clearly being dovetailed in this 
document. There appears to be a random set of questions which demonstrate a lack of 
understanding of the process of assessment in social work as expected in this “guidance” as 
a one off “there and then” interview. For example, asking if the young person (it should of 
course say child as at this stage the person is thought to be a child) has additional needs or is 
in suitable accommodation?  All children in these circumstances have additional needs by 
virtue of being separated asylum seeking children. Why is this question being rather than 
any of the multiple considerations which social workers address when a lone child is found? 
There seems to be a lack of contextual understanding here of the social work role and tasks. 
The random inclusion of research on page 5 which tries to address memory and recall 
actually provides evidence which supports BASW‘s position rather than that of the 
“guidance”, i.e. that information gained from such questioning is unreliable for multiple 
reasons.  
 

 

Chapter 3 – Planning and Preparation 

 

Chapter 4 – Conducting the Interview 

This section is very confusing and shows a lack of consistency and understanding of the 
social work role and tasks throughout this document. This chapter is about “the” interview. 
Even as part of a multi professional task, the social workers role is a process and not an 
interview event. 
 
Again the role of what is called here the appropriate adult” is a clear illustration of a lack of 
understanding of the role of a social worker and how this process is setting the social worker 
and the profession up to fail and damaging the professional relationship. A further 
illustration of this is the section on page 16 on questioning the child or young person.  Any 
social worker that failed to undertake any work in the way that this “guidance” tells them 
they should be doing would indeed be potentially subject to disciplinary proceedings.  
BASW cannot understand why it is felt appropriate to tell social workers they must not be 
oppressive.  
 
There is little in this section, which could be called helpful to a social worker that is faced 
with the impossible task of being asked to say how old this person might be. 
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Chapter 5 – Making the Decision 

We found this section ambiguous as it implies that in situations where there is doubt then 
social workers should err on the side of caution and judge the person to be a child. If social 
workers doubt that the child is a child then surely this is not the course of action they would 
follow?  Whatever the true meaning is it needs to be made clearer to avoid any potential 
misinterpretation.   
 
BASW is concerned that this document implies that social workers are sceptical and part of a 
‘culture of disbelief’.   
 
Social workers are being placed in an impossible position by this single agency approach and 
throughout the document there is confusion and contradiction. 
 
 In conclusion, there is no certainty regarding age so this section is flawed; indeed it reads in 
a rather threatening manner to be told there is no certainly, yet you as the individual “social 
worker should be able and willing to stand up in court and give evidence…” 
 
 
 
 
 

= 

Chapter 6 – Conclusions and sharing results 

We were surprised that this section makes no reference to rights of appeal when age is 
disputed. 
 
There are numerous examples here of a lack of understanding of the reality of how 
impossible it is to undertake this task by a single agency. The checklist is just one and the 
generalised ‘catch all’ phrases (which are open to subjective and conflicting interpretation) 
render it not fit for purpose. . The conclusion should not be made until all information has 
been gathered and analysed. How can it be known if ‘all information’ is known, what do we 
mean by ‘all’?  As stated numerous times, assessment is a process and not an event and is 
ongoing and must be multi professional  

 

Chapter 7 – What happens next? 

This is possibly the briefest and most telling chapter in terms of it purely being an exercise in 
demarcation and ultimately deciding the fate of children and young people in terms of the 
immigration process.  It comes across as perfunctory and also contradictory; for example, it 
exhorts social workers to only do it when it’s necessary but in reality social workers have no 
choice where children and young people are undocumented. 

 

Other/ General 
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The document appears to be incomplete i.e. it ends with a subheading ‘conclusion’ which is 
blank.  The document is also very curious as it does not appear to be owned by any 
recognised body such as DfE, Home Office or ADCS which is very strange as it makes it look 
like it is not an authentic consultation document.  Even the email address would confirm 
this.    The appendix is poor – with no sources of information.  There is a total absence of 
case law, human rights legislation, international conventions and treaties. 
 

 

Your name (optional)  

Bridget Robb, Chief Executive 

Organisation (optional)  

British Association of Social Workers (BASW) 

Date 24 December 2014  


