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C H A P T E R  1

Introduction

(A)ctivity in itself is not necessarily a good thing and it certainly
does not always signify action of the kind desired by those in
need of assistance, nor that advocated by reformers working on
their behalf. (Hendrick, 2003, p. 252)

Recent years have seen increasingly high levels of government
activity and intervention in the UK in the field of child welfare
policy. As a result, it has been difficult for many policy activists and
researchers to keep up with the pace of developments. It has also
been difficult to discern common themes within the wide array of
initiatives. In the early to mid-1990s, this was less of an issue.
Although the Conservative governments had introduced a number
of significant measures – such as the Children Act 1989, the Child
Support Act 1991 and the Family Law Act 1996 – they were much
less interventionist than their successors, the Labour govern-
ments elected in 1997 and 2001. This is evident from Table 1.1,
which lists some of the key initiatives relating to children between
1998 and 2003. 

Some of these measures apply to all children, some to specific
groups. Also, many of these initiatives and others interact or overlap
with each other. This can make for a confusing picture of a never-
theless fascinating period in child welfare policy. Our analysis
seeks to reduce such confusion by focusing on common themes
whilst also examining developments in specific areas. In what follows,
we document what has been happening in recent years, and also
why, in a range of child welfare policy areas: family policy, child
protection, looked after children, youth justice, children with mental
health difficulties, children with disabilities and children as carers. 

Our focus on these areas is prompted by two considerations.
First, they correspond with our areas of interest and expertise as
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authors. Secondly, explorations across such diverse policy and
practice areas open up interesting and important possibilities for
comparing and contrasting the constructions of children which
motivate such developments. However, we also try to give due
weight to the situation of children as a whole and their commonalities.
Such considerations provide a context within which our more
detailed discussions are conducted. For example, there have been
extremely important developments in relation to tackling child

Table 1.1 Some significant policy initiatives with respect to 
children, 1998–2003 

Year Policy initiatives

1998 • National Childcare Strategy 
• Quality Protects (QP) initiative 
• Crime and Disorder Act (youth justice measures) 
• Guidance on the Education of Looked After Children 
• Supporting Families: A Consultation Document 

1999 • Beveridge Lecture: pledge to abolish child poverty within 
20 years, via National Minimum Wage, Working Families 
Tax Credit, Child Care Tax Credit, Tax Credit for Families 
with Children.

• Protection of Children Act 
• Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 
• Sure Start Programme 

2000 • Cabinet Committee on Children and Young People’s Services
• Children (Leaving Care) Act 
• Care Standards Act 
• Carers and Disabled Children Act 
• Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and 

Their Families 

2001 • Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 
• Connexions Service 

2002 • Adoption and Children Act 

2003 • Minister for Children and Young People 
• Green Paper on Children at Risk 
• Children’s Trusts 
• Child Trust Funds 
• Children’s Bill 
• Children’s Commissioner for England (from 2004)
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poverty and the government has placed considerable emphasis on
mainstream compulsory education. The first issue is explored from
different angles both in this chapter and in some of the more
detailed policy chapters. The second issue also receives some atten-
tion in this chapter and is explored in relation to developments
around looked after children and children with disabilities. 

In the light of the different policy fields discussed, the age range
covered extends from pre-birth, the very early years of childhood
in some cases (for example, Sure Start) up to 21 in others (for
example, those who come under the new arrangements for leaving
care). However, the vast majority of developments relate to children
and young people under the age of 18. This raises an important
issue in relation to the terminology used and, indeed, to the title of
the book. The term ‘child’ is neither appropriate nor accurate in
many instances. For example, in relation to youth justice we are
concerned with the 10–17 age range. However, for the sake of brevity
the term ‘child’ and ‘children’ are those most commonly used. The
exceptions to this are generally those initiatives which exclusively
relate to older children (such as Connexions and the Children
(Leaving Care) Act). 

The book is largely focused on developments in England, unless
otherwise stated. Constitutional changes in the late 1990s have led
to increasing policy diversity within the UK. Scotland, of course,
has always had a separate legal system and a distinctively different
approach to child welfare. Wales is now beginning to develop its
own direction under the aegis of the Welsh Assembly. Northern
Ireland also has different policy approaches to child welfare, as in
many other areas, stemming from its particular (and still developing)
constitutional arrangements. Developments in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland all merit their own, separate discussions in this
area. However, including them in this book would unnecessarily
complicate our wider analysis. 

In this chapter, we locate New Labour’s approach to children
within its project to construct a ‘social investment state’. This, we
argue, helps to explain both what they have done and why. It helps
to explain how recent policy both builds upon and extends a
well-entrenched historical discourse about children as investments
(Hendrick, 1994, 2003; Daniel and Ivatts, 1998). There are a range of
analysts concerned to sketch out the contours of the ‘social invest-
ment state’ (Giddens, 1998; Jenson and Saint-Martin, 2001; Esping-
Andersen, 2002; Lister, 2002). These differ in terms of their level of
detailed exploration of the implications for children. Our concern is
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with the relevance of this trajectory for specific groups of children
and also to children more generally. We argue that in this context: 

• The social investment state supports strategies which invest in
children as a whole. 

• However, it lays particular emphasis upon particular stages of
childhood (such as early years) and on particular groups of
children. By default, therefore, some of the commonalities
between children, particularly in relation to generational power
relations, receive little attention. 

• On the other hand, this approach does render certain groups of
children and young people more visible, as recipients of both
support and control strategies. 

• The social investment state supports entrenched constructions
of children which places particular emphasis upon them as
‘investments’ for the future rather than as subjects whose
present well-being matters. 

• Parents are constructed and appealed to as key allies in ensuring
children’s welfare (via a range of supportive and controlling stra-
tegies). The focus is on their responsibilities rather than their rights. 

• There is a reluctance to locate, consider or appeal to children as
subjects and, associated with this, a piecemeal approach to
children’s rights – particularly for those children cared for by
their parents. 

The social investment state 

Tony Blair (1999), in his historic Beveridge lecture signalling a com-
mitment to abolish child poverty within 20 years, argued that there
needed to be a redrawing of the welfare contract around a focus on: 

work for those who can: security for those who can’t. This means
refocusing dramatically the objectives and operation of the welfare
state. If the knowledge economy is an aim, then work, skill and above
all investing in children become essential aims of welfare. . . a welfare
state that is just about ‘social security’ is inadequate. It is passive where
we now need it to be active. It encourages dependency where we need
to encourage independence, initiative, enterprise for all. 

A clear articulation of what this social investment strategy means
has been provided by Giddens (1998), who argues that the key
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feature of such a state is ‘investment in human capital wherever
possible, rather than the direct provision of economic maintenance’
(p. 117). Jenson and Saint Martin (2001), from Canada, have critically
explored this approach in relation to developments in a range of
Western countries. They argue that terms such as the social invest-
ment state have begun to circulate as a design for successfully linking
concerns around economic and social cohesion and signal a paradigm
shift away from the post-war welfare state. Whilst the old welfare
state sought to protect people from the market, a social investment
state seeks to facilitate the integration of people into the market.
Taylor-Gooby uses different language but makes essentially the same
point when he describes the modern UK liberal welfare state as
‘designed both to support success in a flexible market system and to
enhance citizen welfare, so that social policy buttresses rather than
burdens the wealth-producing economy’ (Taylor-Gooby, 2003, p. 1). 

Individual security in such a context is viewed as resulting from
a capacity to change. Thus there is an emphasis on investing in
human capital and lifelong learning: ‘The notion is that such
investments will be more suited to the labour markets of global
capitalism, in which job security is rare, and flexibility is highly
valued. For its part, social policy should be “productivist” and
investment oriented, rather than distributive and consumption
oriented’ (Jenson and Saint Martin, 2001, p. 5). For state spending
to be effective and worthwhile it must not simply be consumed in
the present but must reap rewards in the future. From this perspec-
tive, social welfare spending may legitimately be directed to objectives
such as supporting and educating children (because they hold the
promise of the future), promoting health and healthy populations
(because they pay off in future lower healthcare costs), reducing
the probability of future costs of school failure and crime by young
people, and fostering employability. Spending for current needs, by
contrast, needs to be cautious and targeted and is motivated not just
by reasons of social justice but also by a wish to reduce the threat to
social cohesion posed by those who are marginalised. Inclusion of
the marginalised is a necessary area for current expenditure. 

In one sense, there is nothing new about all of this. A ‘social
investment’ rationale has often featured strongly in the development
of child welfare interventions and has been central, for example, to
the high priority that education has always had for the Labour
Party. However, what is new is the degree of emphasis placed on
this rationale and the number of initiatives that flow from this. Its
centrality to New Labour’s approach stems, in part, from it being,
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almost by definition, market-friendly. More general concepts of
social justice, on the other hand, tend to be antagonistic or, at best,
neutral towards markets. This does not mean that Labour is unin-
terested in social justice – actions such as the National Minimum
Wage and improvements in provision for state pensioners indicate
otherwise – but it does suggest that we need to focus more attention
on the application of the social investment rationale if we are to
adequately understand Labour’s approach to child welfare reform.
As Gordon Browne has put it, ‘Children who grow up in poverty
experience disadvantage that affects not only their childhood,
but also their experience as adults and the life chances of their own
children. Support for today’s disadvantaged children will therefore
help to ensure a more flexible economy tomorrow’ (Budget Report,
2003, para. 5.4). 

Lister (2003) argues that under New Labour there has been
a genuine, unprecedented attempt to shift the social priorities of the
state to investing in children. She notes, for example, that the real
financial value of assistance for children under the age of 11
virtually doubled between 1997 and 2002. This has involved both a
redistribution of resources and, more commonly, an emphasis on
the redistribution of opportunities; such as those to enable parents,
both men and women, to take up paid work. For example, Sure
Start, which was introduced in 1998 for parents and children under
four, is compatible with social investment approaches developed
in other countries, such as Head Start in Canada ( Jenson and
Saint-Martin, 2001). It exemplifies many of the themes of such an
approach, with its emphasis on early years learning and its fostering
of employability. The financial commitment is considerable;
according to the Government’s own strategy document (Delivering
for Children and Families, Strategy Unit, November 2002), there
will be a combined budget for Sure Start, early years and child care
that will rise to 1.5 billion by 2005/2006. 

Broader action on child welfare: poverty and education 

An analysis of the kind that we are pursuing demands exploration
of wider developments in child welfare and cannot focus exclu-
sively on developments in relation to specific groups of children.
Accordingly, it is worth examining what has been happening in
relation to the two main areas of universal child welfare policy,
action on child poverty and approaches to mainstream education. 
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The widest application of Labour’s social investment rationale
can be found in its approach to child poverty. The pledge to abolish
child poverty in 20 years (with poverty defined as household
income below 60 per cent of the median) was followed by a Treasury
commitment to halve poverty within 10 years and, in 2000, by a
further commitment to reduce it by a quarter by 2004. The Govern-
ment’s fourth annual report on progress in its anti-poverty strategy
(Department of Work and Pensions, 2002) showed a fall in relative,
real terms and persistent poverty, including child poverty.
Labour’s policy is managing to significantly reverse what had been
a substantial increase in child poverty in recent decades, perhaps
the worst legacy of previous Conservative administrations. By
1996, there were 4 million children living in poverty in the UK,
three times as many as 20 years previously (Gregg et al., 1999). From
a baseline of 4.2 million children living in poverty in 1998/1999, the
target for 2004/2005 was 3.1 million. By 2000/2001, the number of
children living in poverty had reduced to 3.9 million (Barnes, 2003).
Longer-term measures such as the Child Trust Funds of between
£250 and £500 per child introduced in 2003, designed to pay for
future education or training at 18, add to the more immediate
impact of measures such as child tax credits. 

Bradshaw’s (2003) analysis shows that large national, regional
and local variations in child poverty persist. Moreover, the risks of
child poverty remain heavily concentrated in certain types of
household; jobless households, those with lone parents, young
mothers with four or more children in the household and the
youngest child under 5, and those where either an adult or child
in the household is disabled (Bradshaw, 2003, p. 170). Notwith-
standing such qualifications, Labour’s seriousness in tackling child
poverty is the single most important background factor to all else
that we discuss in this book. 

Focusing on children as investments in this and other ways is,
according to Esping-Andersen (2002), the only sustainable and
socially desirable way forward for the enhancement of poor
children’s welfare and for fostering their future life chances. This is
because the basic requisites for a good life increasingly depend
upon strong cognitive abilities and professional qualifications
which increase the likelihood of employment: ‘Remedial policies
for adults are a poor (and costly) substitute for interventions in
childhood . . . since a person’s job and career prospects depend
increasingly on his or her cognitive abilities, this is where it all
begins’ (Esping-Andersen, 2002, p. 49). Moreover, Lister (2003)
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notes that Britain, in comparison with many other countries in
Europe, has traditionally proved a very difficult place for
children, and a discourse around investment in children offers
fresh opportunities to mobilise for much needed state support
and services. 

It can be argued that such an approach runs the risk that
children become a cipher for future economic prosperity, over-
shadowing the child as citizen and restricting discussion of their
own voices and their present quality of life; constructing children
as ‘becomings’ rather than ‘beings’ can obscure the importance of
engaging with them as subjects in the here and now (Lee, 2001;
Hendrick, 2003). However when children are asked about their
experiences of poverty, their accounts reinforce the importance of
eradicating such poverty (Ridge, 2002). 

With respect to education, at the 1997 General Election Tony
Blair identified ‘Education, education, education’ as the three top
priorities for his government. It is curious, then, that so much of the
Conservative legacy remains untouched by Labour. The biggest
change came with early years education, with a focus on expanding
nursery provision and reducing class sizes for 5-, 6- and 7-year-
olds. There also been the introduction of literacy and numeracy
hours. For older children, there was a focus on ‘standards, not
structures’, so that there was very little attack on selection where it
existed and an enhanced inspection regime through the Office for
Standards in Education (OFSTED). Some Conservative initiatives
were abolished, such as the nursery voucher scheme and the
assisted places scheme (allowing some gifted children to be
privately educated but paid for by the state), and there was a
slimming-down of the National Curriculum. There were also new
initiatives, such as Education Action Zones, Welfare Officers in
schools to specifically tackle truancy and the ‘Excellence in Cities’
initiative. 

Under Education Secretary David Blunkett, there was a consid-
erable increase in spending on education and some successes.
There was progress in reducing class sizes for the 5–7 age range, in
expanding nursery education, in improved reading standards and
in qualifications. However, there was a decline in pupil–teacher
ratios at secondary level between 1997 and 2001 and debates con-
tinued about the negative impact of Standard Assessment Tests (SATs)
on children in a more highly pressured compulsory education sector.
New Labour has promoted a highly functional, future-oriented
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view of education (in further and higher education, as well as in
the compulsory sector), so that: 

As with so much else in the relationship between New Labour and
children, ‘education’ is not seen as a service for and on behalf of
children, but as an arena in which children are to be trained for a vari-
ety of employments and status positions (Hendrick, 2003, p. 217). 

As Hendrick also notes, what is new about the current focus of
New Labour is the centrality that education attains in relation to its
social and economic strategies. Both the changes it has made and
its continuities with the Conservatives suggest that there has been
a redefinition of the meaning and practice of education which has
been considered and deliberate. This redefinition constructs education
as being concerned with imparting predetermined sets of know-
ledge about obedience, skills and self-discipline to passive vessels.
Despite the abolition of physical punishment in private schools in
1998 (largely a symbolic gesture, since it was little-used in the
private sector by then), increasing central control has proved inimical
to the development of children’s rights to meaningful participation
and involvement in mainstream education (Lansdown, 2001, p. 96;
Jeffs, 2002, pp. 45–59; Tomlinson, 2003). 

Parents, parental responsibilities and the rights of the child 

Two features of policy under the Conservatives have been
reinforced by New Labour. First, there is an emphasis on the
responsibilities of parents to ensure their children’s well-being,
good behaviour and future outcomes. Secondly, there is a tendency
to locate children solely within the confines of parent/child rela-
tionships. Research in the 1990s which indicated that ‘poor
parenting’ (which could encompass a diverse range of issues) was
a causal factor in children’s criminality was highly influential
with Jack Straw, Labour’s future Home Secretary, and encouraged
legislative developments such as Parenting Orders under the
Crime and Disorder Act 1998 and a service infrastructure around
parenting initiatives, financed partly through the Home Office.
The key difference with the Conservatives, who also inscribed
parental responsibilities within specific pieces of legislation (Fox
Harding, 1997, 1999), was the periodic attempt by Labour to
develop services for parents and children that reflect their rhetoric.
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As a result, parents have been assigned a clear and expanding set
of responsibilities alongside some supports. 

Other continuities with the Conservatives are the continued
uncoupling of parenthood and marriage and a pragmatic approach
to the notion of family. This is illustrated by an emphasis on men
retaining financial responsibility for children after marital break-
down and support for the view that co-parenting following divorce
is the most desirable outcome for ensuring the welfare of children
in such contexts. One of Labour’s key objectives has been to
support ways for parents to remain involved with, and responsible
for, children regardless of whether they remain married to each
other. This is evident from the broad policy approach of Labour’s
Ministerial Group on the Family (Adams, 2002, pp. 113–114). Whilst
invariably posed in gender-neutral terms, this focus on parental
responsibility can in practice have very different implications for
men and women. 

Alongside the focus on the responsibilities of parents, there is
a marked reluctance to consider uncoupling children and parents
in the sense of seeing children as actors in a variety of other settings
and with a variety of influences. Moss et al. (2000) have argued that
New Labour’s approach overemphasises the role of parents in
children’s lives and actively militates against a policy climate which
pays attention not only to children’s own views, but also to the roles
that children play in each others lives. For example, the welcome
development of a National Childcare Strategy appears motivated
largely by concerns to increase the ability of parents to enter the
paid labour force rather than to improve the quality of life for
children as a valuable activity in itself, or to recognise that children
gain much from their engagement with other children and adults
in a variety of settings beyond the home. 

There is also a tendency to attach less importance to the devel-
opment of consultation and advocacy processes for children living
with parents. For example, a Children’s Rights Director was
appointed for looked after children under the Care Standards Act
2000. However, it was not until 2003 that plans were announced to
appoint a Commissioner for all children. This was despite a previ-
ous policy commitment to do so under Blair’s predecessor, John
Smith, and considerable political pressure. Wales and Scotland had
already appointed Children’s Commissioners of their own (see
Lansdown, 2001). Furthermore, there has been a reinforcement of
the right of parents to smack their children, again despite consider-
able political pressure for change. This exemplifies a reluctance
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noted by some observers (for example, Lister, 2001), on the part of
New Labour, to move away from a populist project which seeks to
woo rather than lead. The failure to legislate against smacking indi-
cates an unwillingness to challenge generational power imbalances
and to signpost the need for more democratic practices between
adults and children. 

In general, the emphasis on parents and parental responsibilities
does little to promote ‘children’s rights’ as they are commonly
perceived by activists in this area; as an approach which emphasises
children as subjects, actors and citizens whose choices and autonomy
should be respected (Harding, unpublished). Where government
activism with respect to children’s rights has increased, it has
generally done so with respect to specific groups and categories of
children – not towards children as a whole. 

This caution is in spite of the fact that the last 30 years have
witnessed an increasing interest not just in the rights and voice of
children but also of other social groups. One illustration of this is
that user-led political movements of welfare service recipients have
emerged in fields such as physical disability, mental health and
services for older people in recent decades and services have had to
respond to these developments (Braye, 2000). Implicit in these
developments is a greater concern with individual autonomy and
choice. 

The parallels between policy developments in relation to adults
and those in relation to children are evident across a range of fronts.
For example, the greater focus on the voice and involvement of
children in the 1989 Children Act was paralleled by a greater focus
on the involvement of other social services users through the 1990
NHS and Community Care Act. The development from that Act of
client involvement in developing not only their own individual
‘care plans’ but also Annual Community Care Plans is now replicated,
under Quality Protects (QP) and the Children (Leaving Care) Act
2000, with a stress on involving young people with respect to both
individual decisions and also social services departmental-wide
policy. However, it is apparent that there is much more willingness
to offer such opportunities to children without, or living apart from,
their parents. Where children are living with parents, there are
considerable tensions between considering children as individuals
in their own right, with their own voices, and engaging with
children via their parents. Such tensions are sharply posed in relation
to particular groups of children, such as those with disabilities.
However, there are uneven and contradictory developments
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between differing government initiatives and departments. For
example, Sure Start projects are obliged to involve and consult with
parents but not children, whereas projects funded by the Children’s
Fund are expected to consult with children (see Jeffery, 2003). 

Tackling social exclusion through targeting 

How does discussion of ‘social investment’ relate to the more
common and well-known rhetoric around ‘social exclusion’? First,
the latter represents a staging post away from social policy acting
as a restraint on the market. Tackling social exclusion requires very
different approaches to those adopted by past Labour govern-
ments seeking to achieve social justice. In some respects, it has
a narrower focus. Labour has come to eschew large-scale attempts
at social engineering in favour of a more targeted concern for the
socially excluded, with marginalised groups in society, with the: 

significant minority of people cut off, set apart from the mainstream of
society. Their lives are often characterised by long-term unemployment,
poverty or lack of educational opportunity, and at times family instabil-
ity, drug abuse and crime. (Blair, 1996, p. 141) 

Whilst discussions of social exclusion have often focused on disabled
people, low-paid workers, homelessness and the long-term unem-
ployed, it is easy to see that significant groups of children and
young people can be attached to these categories; either through
their relationship to adults or in their own right. Concern over the
welfare of children is a recurring theme in discussions of social
exclusion, just as it is with the social investment thesis. It is therefore
unsurprising that the first report of the post-1997 Labour govern-
ment’s ‘Social Exclusion Unit’ focused on truancy and school exclusion
(Social Exclusion Unit, 1998a). 

The importance of targeting is also a common feature of both
the social investment and the social exclusion perspectives. The
use of targeting is not only evident in relation to specific groups
of children but is also often accompanied by the setting of specific
targets within implementation strategies. This dual application of
the concept of targeting is a constant feature of contemporary
policy, as will become evident throughout the book. Some
initiatives, such as QP, illustrate the tying-in of target-setting,
funding and implementation (see Chapter 5). However, such
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target-setting can result in the achievement of targets in one area
at the relative expense of other areas (Tunstill, 2000). Moreover
most of the initiatives, such as QP and Sure Start, have short-term
funding. This can result in the distortion of services to meet
particular needs for specific periods of time. On the other hand,
such target-setting offers positive possibilities for particular groups
of vulnerable children. For example, looked after children and
younger children are offered more opportunities to have their
needs highlighted and addressed. 

In summary, this overview has highlighted linked tendencies in
contemporary policy on child welfare. Within a policy approach
which has not only raised the profile of child welfare but also con-
structs children as investments, there is a considerable emphasis on
recruiting parents as allies in ensuring children’s welfare and
a failure to consider children outside of the parent/child relationship.
Furthermore, there is an emphasis on targeting and target-setting
which can militate against a holistic approach to children and
result in short-term approaches. 

Structure of the book 

The book sets out to explore particular policy areas in some depth
and to consider the practice implications of developments in these
areas. However, in line with our aim to locate policy developments
within a wider context, Chapters 2 and 3 have a broader remit. In
Chapter 2, we both consider important theoretical developments in
the study of childhood and expand on some of the themes identified
within this overview. First, we consider developments within the
sociology of childhood which to date appear to have had a consid-
erable impact upon the child welfare research agenda but
much less impact upon policy developments. Secondly, recent the-
oretical constructions of the family – or, perhaps more accurately,
deconstructions – are considered. Thirdly, these are reviewed
alongside wider developments in relation to children’s rights. The
juxtaposition of these three discussions offers useful, if also prob-
lematic, insights into the contemporary constructions of children
which underpin policy developments. 

Chapter 3 considers the contested area of ‘family policy’. As we
have noted, this area has received considerable academic and political
attention in recent years. The chapter provides an overview of ‘family
policy’ under the Conservatives and New Labour and considers
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initiatives developed under New Labour in a range of arenas. It argues
that to some extent a new era has emerged in that there is more of
an emphasis on government support for families with children
than there has been hitherto. However, it notes that universal
approaches are largely bypassed in favour of targeted initiatives
which are geared towards meeting the priorities of a social investment
state, particularly in terms of reinforcing the responsibilities of par-
ents to raise ‘suitable’ children. 

The next set of chapters move us into specific policy arenas.
They are designed to outline recent developments, explain how
these developments can be understood and assess the implications
they hold for child welfare practices. 

Chapter 4, in examining the area of child abuse in the context of
child welfare, considers an area of some relative legal continuity.
Notwithstanding measures such as the Protection of Children Act
1999, the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 and new
guidance on assessment and working together, the Labour govern-
ment has been largely content to rest on the legislative basis
provided by the Children Act 1989. However, there has been a clear
refocusing, in both welcome and unwelcome ways, of policy priorities.
Exploring and tackling ‘child abuse’, as defined in the form of
actions/inactions by adults including parents, appears to be less of
a priority for government than tackling the risks posed to children’s
development by growing up in poverty or becoming involved in
criminality. This is because it sits less centrally within a social
investment approach. Indeed, ‘risk’ is increasingly defined in terms
of the risk of social exclusion rather than, for example, of maltreatment
by parents. This chapter explores the possibilities and constraints
within the current policy landscape. It argues that an important
casualty of the current climate is that there is little space for considering
how child protection processes could be made more child-centred. 

Chapter 5 is concerned with policy and practice developments
with respect to looked after children. Such children were the subject
of a number of significant initiatives by the 1997–2001 administration.
In contrast to the invisibility of children who have been abused but
remain under their parents’ care, these children have been more
highly visible. Whilst this activity was prompted by the emergence
of evidence of failure with respect to both protection from abuse
and in areas such as employment, education and housing, it is also
the case that the problems experienced by such young people are
relevant to wider issues of social cohesion. The chapter considers
initiatives in areas such as educational support, quality of care and
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leaving care. Two key initiatives, QP and the Children (Leaving
Care) Act 2000, are central to this discussion. 

Chapter 6 considers youth justice policy. Youth justice as an
issue came to occupy a central place in government policy in the
late 1990s. The passage of the 1998 Crime and Disorder Act with
a minimum of political controversy demonstrates the extent to
which Labour had come to adopt the Conservative analysis and
approaches. Much of the Act was concerned with youth justice
issues and in this chapter we trace the origins of the Act and
consider its implementation. We also consider other recent youth
justice developments. Finally, we consider evidence on the effec-
tiveness of recent approaches to youth justice and some of the
problems associated with the underlying rationale that has guided
these developments. 

Chapter 7 examines the relationship of disabled children to three
key areas. These are: social exclusion and citizenship, investing
through parents, and investing in children. The chapter explores
the opportunities, contradictions and constraints of the current
policy context. In particular, it argues that disabled children have
received much less attention than other groups of children consid-
ered in other chapters and that wider developments in relation to
education may work against their welfare. We argue that whilst
other initiatives in relation to poverty may offer much needed
support, to be effective these need to be clearly linked to civil rights
issues. 

In Chapter 8, the position of children and young people with
mental health problems is appraised. It is argued that both under-
standings of mental health and policy and practice directives relating
to adults have a clear relevance for children and young people. The
chapter explores the continued location of mental health provision
within a predominantly medicalised framework, the implications
for children and young people of a National Service Framework,
and issues of rights and the potential for conflict between children,
young people and their families. It is argued that current debates
on mental health policy reform provide an opportunity to radically
overhaul existing policies and practices and to develop initiatives
that are responsive to the stated needs of children and young
people with mental health problems. 

Chapter 9 considers children and young people who operate as
carers. As a group, such children have only relatively recently
attracted attention from policy-makers. A range of perspectives
operate in this area, with some viewing children and young people
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with caring responsibilities as being ‘children in need’ in relation to
the Children Act (1989). Others have viewed such responsibilities
as part of the give-and-take of family life and have emphasised
heterogeneity rather than homogeneity with respect to family
forms. Writers from within the disability movement, in particular,
have taken exception to the implication that such caring relationships
are straightforwardly onerous for the young person concerned and
have emphasised reciprocity and different interpretations of
‘caring’. Such perspectives, with their differing implications with
respect to children’s rights and the respective roles of the state and
the family, are analysed in the context of the approaches taken by
New Labour. 

Finally, in Chapter 10, we consider the coherence, tensions and
main features of contemporary approaches to child welfare. We
return to the implications of the social investment approach and
consider the broad features of current policy.
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C H A P T E R  2  

Thinking About Children 
Today 

Many features of the lives of children are shaped by social policy
and their futures are central to its concerns. However, in much
social policy and sociological literature they have remained rela-
tively silent and invisible as subjects whilst also being the objects of
considerable concern (for an overview, see Brannen, 1999). In recent
years, this has begun to change. Researchers from a range of discip-
lines show an increased interest in rendering children visible and in
exploring the contours of contemporary childhood(s). Developments
in academic disciplines such as sociology and socio-legal studies,
encompassed in the substantial ESRC Children 5–16 Programme,
have opened up new fields of conceptual endeavour and applied
inquiry in relation to childhood. These developments build upon
and interlink with a decade of academic interest in – and pressure
groups campaigning for – children’s rights. 

This chapter will outline the key themes which have emerged
within these theoretical developments and which have led to what
has been called a ‘new paradigm’ of childhood (Hill, 1997a). As well
as highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of this new paradigm,
it also relates the paradigm to attempts to ‘deconstruct’ the family.
Finally, the most significant messages for policy-makers from this
discussion are assessed. In particular, it considers Daniel and Ivatts’
(1998) claim that the new paradigm poses a central challenge to
social policies that are directed specifically at children – which are
currently justified primarily in terms of their effect upon the future
potential of the children concerned. Whilst a ‘social investment
state’ is future-oriented, alternative approaches counsel the import-
ance of seeing children as ‘beings’ rather than as ‘becomings’, and
as people to be valued in their own right in the present rather than
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in terms of their potential as adults (Hutchinson and Charlesworth,
2000, pp. 576, 583–584). 

This chapter differs from subsequent chapters in that the
emphasis is largely on theoretical and conceptual debates. Whilst
policy and practice implications are referred to where appropriate,
these are developed more fully in relation to particular policy areas
in the chapters which follow. Such theoretical concerns can be con-
strued as somewhat superfluous in a book which focuses on policy
and practice. However, it can be demonstrated that this is not the
case. First, there is now a considerable literature on the role of ideas
in the policy process (see John, 1998, pp. 144–166). Indeed, public
policy can be primarily studied from just such a perspective (Heclo,
1974; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993; Sabatier, 1999). In this context,
one small example is offered to reinforce the point. The Department
of Health’s Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and their
Families (2000a) can be clearly seen – in the core document, the
practice guidance (2000b) and the review of studies informing its
development (2001) – to be significantly shaped by a range of
psychological, sociological and social theories. The knowledge base
used is eclectic, including psychodynamic, ecological and social
learning theories (Department of Health, 2001a, pp. 17–29), but the
links between theory and practice are open, acknowledged and
encouraged. Secondly, our explanation of contemporary theoretical
constructions of childhood will contribute to our overall analysis
and explanation of contemporary policies in this area. If we are to
detect any coherence or underlying themes in current policies
towards children, we can do so only by engaging in theoretical
debates about the nature of modern childhood. 

‘Discovering’ children and childhood(s) 

During the past two decades, sociologists have developed a sig-
nificant interest in children (see, for example, Corsaro, 1997; James
and Prout, 1997; Jenks, 1996; Smart et al., 2001). In doing so, they
have launched a considerable critique of their own discipline and
have also singled out other disciplines (particularly developmental
psychology) for criticism. The ESRC Children 5–16 Programme
opens up questions about policies and practices in a variety of
settings: in families of varying forms, in schools and public spaces,
and in relation to topics as diverse as domestic violence, divorce,
help-seeking, and computer use. Moreover, the programme also
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involved researchers from a range of disciplines beyond sociology
(Children and Society, Special Issue, 2002). 

Smart et al. (2001), who researched children’s own accounts of
family life after divorce as part of this programme, claim that the
‘discovery of children’ by sociology invites us to conceptualise chil-
dren as creative and moral agents, with strengths and capabilities
with which to shape their childhoods: ‘Under this new paradigm
children are transformed from unfinished projects under adult
control to fully social persons with the capacity to act, to interact and
to influence the social world’ (Smart et al., 2001, p. 2; italics in the
original). This approach explicitly opposes approaches from within
sociology and developmental psychology which construct children
as projects and which are rooted in naturalistic models of child-
hood. In contrast to naturalistic models, the new ‘sociology of
childhood’ argues that childhood is socially constructed and is not
a natural or universal state arising from biology. Childhood appears
here as a culturally variable concept (James and Prout, 1997). There
is, therefore, not one childhood but many; whilst age may be relevant,
particular differences in terms of gender, ethnicity, culture, socio-
economic status and familial contexts also become important areas
of interrogation. 

This argument opens up possibilities for exploring specific con-
structions of children in particular contexts and has consequently
led to a plethora of such analyses (see, for example, Jenks, 1996;
James et al., 1998). Jenks notes that one powerful construction has
been of children as little devils beset by original sin. Allied with this
construction is the image of the savage or barbarian (see also Goldson,
2002). Such images are counterposed to that of the child as angel;
naturally good and innocent. These notions of children as ‘devils’,
‘savages’ or ‘angels’ have, of course, a very long history (Cunningham,
1995). However, they also feature heavily in contemporary adult
thinking and often operate as background noise when varying
policy measures are being discussed. Throughout the 1990s, it was also
apparent that there was an important gendered dimension to such
discussions, with concerns about boys and young men very often
lapsing into fears of innate barbarism or savagery (Coward, 1999). 

A further influential model of childhood has been that of the
embryonic child. This has also been the target of considerable criti-
cism. It is argued that it is essentialist, assuming the child to have
certain innate qualities. However, rather than being seen as inherently
good or evil, children are presumed to be in an emergent state with
pliable natures. If they have any social characteristics at all, they are
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said to be ‘weak, fragile, unstable, irrational, deficient and capricious
in both mind and body’ (Smart et al., 2001, p. 3). Moreover, this
approach operates with a stages notion of children’s development
which emphasises their potential rather than their being and which
clearly justifies both constraint and direction in the service of this
potential. At its crudest, such a stages model can be characterised
thus: 

Childhood is seen principally as a stage on the road to adulthood,
which has a normative status. Childhood in relation to adulthood
mirrors the primitive in relation to the civilised and the modern, the
primate in relation to the properly human. This development is an
inevitable and invariant process driven by a biologically rooted structure
which the child inherits (Archard, 1993, p. 35). 

Critics of this model are right to point out its power, but it may not
be as essentialist as they portray it. Their view that developmental
psychology ties the social nature of children to their biological
growth and development fails to fully acknowledge the complexities
of developmental psychology and the variety of theories within
child psychology more generally. For example, an influential per-
spective within social work is attachment theory (Howe, 1995).
Whilst it is complicated by the differential impact of attachment
depending on age and it clearly ties later behaviour to early attach-
ment experience, it also lays a central emphasis on exploring and
facilitating social relationships for enhancing children’s development.
Also, within certain areas of developmental psychology the role of
the child in interactions is recognised to be highly significant (Dunn
and Deater-Deckard, 2001). As Corsaro (1997) notes, both Piaget
and, in particular, Vygotsky placed great stress on the ways in
which children construct their world in complex and, for the latter,
highly active ways. Nor is it entirely accurate to characterise all of
developmental psychology as operating with a ‘stages’ approach
to children’s development. Many contemporary developmental
psychologists prefer to think in terms of sequences of development,
thus capturing a sense of flexibility often missing in earlier notions
of stages. 

In our view, we should not be too quick to dismiss perspectives
which take a developmental approach. Such perspectives may
illuminate how children navigate their ways through childhood
and manage crucial transitions as, indeed, some of their critics have
acknowledged (Smart etal., 2001). Whilst developmental perspectives
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which establish fixed notions of normality on children at particular
stages are indeed problematic (and are recognised as such by many
developmental theorists), it would be absurd not to recognise that
competencies may differ with age. Some of the new thinking can
lead to naivety about how competent specific children are, which
can be irresponsible if we want to be alert to the ways in which
children can be mistreated by adults. Thus the debate between
such competing perspectives will have quite specific implications
within the field of child protection. Emphasis on children as agents
with capabilities can mask important differences between children.
Growing awareness of the invisibility of abuse of children with
disabilities, for example, alerts us to the importance of recognising
that some children cannot make themselves heard for both physical
and social reasons. Furthermore, there has been an unfortunate
tendency within sociology to lump psychology and psychoanalysis
together under the notion of the ‘psy complex’, with a consequent
failure to interrogate key differences between and within these
internally differentiated schools of thought and practice. Differing
schools of psychoanalysis share very different views of children’s
‘nature’ and of the importance of the ‘social’ in facilitating their
development. 

Nonetheless, psychological and psychoanalytic approaches
can tend towards universal models of childhood and to per-
ceiving children as ‘potential’ rather than as beings. Such embryonic
models have particular implications for welfare practices and also
inform common-sense understandings of children. Smart and
Neale (1997) repeat a common criticism from within the new
paradigm that this model, in seeing children as potential persons,
locates them on the margins of social life (and, of course, citizen-
ship), valued more for their future potential than their present
existence. Corsaro (1997) makes essentially the same point in
developing his own concept of ‘interpretative reproduction’. By
stressing the ways in which children creatively develop their own
peer cultures in a social context and through appropriating
material from the adult world, his critique is of the focus on
children as future adults and of the individualist bias of much
psychology. A view of children as potential persons can lead to
presumptions that children are inferior to adults because they are
not fully formed. As a consequence, adults may be presumed to
be able to speak for children. In this way, children become invisible in
academic and policy debates about their needs and interests.
Sociology, for example, has traditionally tended to render children
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silent when studying families. Children have usually been
viewed as acted upon rather than as actors. Historically, they
have not been interrogated as research respondents in their own
right in studies of how families operate. Within social policy,
there has been a frequent failure to distinguish conceptually
between children and families. Such approaches have been
referred to as the ‘familialisation of childhood’ (Alanen, 1988). 

In our view, fruitful research with children is best served by
engaging with children’s vulnerabilities as well as their capacities.
Interestingly, in the research carried out under this new paradigm
referred to earlier (ESRC Children 5–16 Programme), children
themselves indicated that they did not wish to see themselves as
unfettered free agents when they were asked about key develop-
ments in family life such as divorce. According to Prout (2001), in
his overview of the messages emerging from the research programme,
children emerged as reformists rather than revolutionaries when it
came to having a say. For example, they wished to be involved in
discussions in relation to post-separation living arrangements, but
did not wish to be final decision-makers. An exclusive focus on
children as free-floating actors runs the risk of burdening children
and young people with responsibilities that they may feel unwilling
and/or ill-equipped to shoulder. A concrete example concerns
situations where children are experiencing maltreatment. Feather-
stone and Parton pose the question of how we devise systems and
practices which are child-centred but which do not burden children
with the responsibility of protecting themselves (Featherstone and
Parton, 2001). 

Children operate in specific and complex, often shifting, con-
texts and listening to what they say and think cannot be done in
isolation from an exploration of the constraints and possibilities
opened up by such contexts. The experience of ChildLine, a service
run by adults but seemingly highly valued by children, cautions
against assumptions that adult relationships with children are
one-dimensional, defined by constraint and, moreover, that adult
protection is not required by children (see MacLeod, 1999, for an
outline of how ChildLine operates). These points will be returned
to when discussing children’s help-seeking behaviour in Chapter 4. 

It is important to lay bare the social constructions of children
which circulate in varying discourses and to open up spaces for
children to be treated as valuable research respondents who can
provide accounts of how they understand their social worlds.
Furthermore, this can help to identify how such constructions of
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children illuminate the contemporary concerns of adults. For
example, Jenks (1996) argues that, in a climate where adult partners
come and go, in which class attachments have fragmented and
there are fewer sources of belonging, adults can come to depend
upon children as sources of stability. This, of course, is not merely
a national phenomenon. Some have noted, with respect to the USA
for example, that ‘there has been a recent sharp rise in the senti-
mental and emotional value of children, as marital ties have weakened
and become less significant in the lives of many adults’ (Hutchinson
and Charlesworth, 2000, p. 577). Moreover, there is tentative evidence
that some fathers, in a world where traditional identities are desta-
bilised, have come to invest in a more active fathering identity
based upon developing strong relationships with their children
(Featherstone, 2003). 

Deconstructing ‘the family’

Since the 1960s, there has been increasing criticism of analyses of
family life which do not distinguish conceptually between the
different members of families. Within sociology, there has been an
almost complete abandonment of previously dominant functionalist
analyses which treated the family as a unit and which assumed
that the interests of individual members were complementary.
From the 1960s onwards, women have been involved in naming
the power relations which operate within particular family forms
and which are premised upon male authority (often underpinned
by the use of violence) and women’s economic dependence.
Putting it simply, they exploded the notion that all within the family
were equal in terms of access to resources and speaking rights and
opened the way for what has been called the ‘democratisation of
everyday life’ (Giddens, 1992). This has involved a questioning of
what was often taken for granted in terms of the division of labour
within the private sphere and also a challenging of economic and
emotional settlements which were premised on duty and self-sacrifice
on the part of women. This challenging of domestic inequality has
clearly had enormous implications for women, but it also opened
up the possibility of children voicing their own concerns about
their treatment within families. 

Alongside feminist analyses of power within families, many of
the developments from the 1960s onwards in relation to highlighting
child maltreatment more specifically have been led by professionals.
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Those within the medical profession initially focused on physical
abuse (Parton, 1985). Furthermore, there have been important, if
unevenly developed, spaces opened up – initially by adult survivors
of child sexual abuse – for children to articulate their own concerns.
However, whilst this is a process that is often led and supported by
adult women, the interests of women and children cannot be
presumed to coincide in this area. There has been an historical
association, as Gordon (1989) documents, of women and children’s
attempts to challenge traditional patriarchal power relations, but
there have also been important reminders that women also
maltreat children and reproduce generational power imbalances
(Featherstone, 1997). Moreover, it would be unwise to assume that
there is or has been unanimity among women themselves and
particularly among feminists about how they understand relation-
ships within families and what they want to change. Black feminists
have pointed out that state and societal racism have operated in
ways which mean that ‘family’ has often been their refuge from
a hostile world, and the recognition of violent and abusive behaviour
by black men has often been tempered by understandings of how
such black men are treated by the state (Mama, 1989). 

The processes begun by adult women in relation to the democ-
ratisation of everyday life have led to calls for such processes to be
extended to children (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; Giddens,
1998). This democratisation is increasingly concerned not just with
structural issues such as access to material resources, but also
encompasses ‘life politics’ (Giddens, 1992; Ferguson, 2001). Life
politics is concerned with questions such as ‘how do I live?’ and
‘what do I want in terms of emotional connections with those around
me?’ It involves ongoing rethinking of identities and practices,
especially emotional practices. The implications for relationships
between men and women have been far-reaching. Women, it
would appear, are increasingly unwilling to tolerate gendered
emotional settlements which are not based upon discussion and
give-and-take. Furthermore, the increasing diversity of family
forms and the associated rethinking and negotiation which often
accompanies changes in family forms mean that children need to
acquire – and some are acquiring – new practical and emotional
skills in order to navigate a new moral terrain encompassing fluid
living arrangements and adult relationships (Smart et al., 2001). 

The ties between children and parents have traditionally been
regarded as exempt from the degree of voluntarism which charac-
terises kin relationships generally. With respect to these wider kin
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relationships, Finch (1989) has argued that the degree of affection
between kin rather than their positional relationships is central to
determining what kinds of interactions occur between them.
However, Smart et al. (2001) argue that this may now be becoming a
feature of some parent/child relationships and have noted how
often children in their research spoke of liking or not liking particular
parents: 

They may have felt that their parents hold a unique position in their
lives which could not be taken over in any absolute sense by other
adults, but they no longer feel bound to them in the same way. We
found that respect and liking significantly influenced the commitment
as well as the closeness they felt towards them (p. 84). 

Furthermore, an interesting study completed in the mid-1990s,
which is unusual in that it asked children of varying ages what
they needed from their fathers, found that older children held
sophisticated views on the importance of respecting their fathers
and they judged their fathers as worthy of respect or not according
to their behaviour (Milligan and Dowie, 1998). This alerts us to the
importance of recognising the pervasiveness of a culture of scrutiny
in a post-traditional world. It is more and more difficult for indi-
viduals to justify behaviour on the basis of position or tradition and,
with respect to the intimate and relational, the standards used to
judge behaviour encompass emotional abilities as well as economic
performance. 

As indicated previously, a considerable degree of voluntarism
has also crept into relationships between men and women, with
women increasingly prepared to forego lives built upon notions
of duty and tradition if they no longer feel that they are emotion-
ally engaged with men (see Giddens, 1992). Whilst Smart and
Neale (1997) have pointed out that this is not as straightforward
as Giddens implies and that many women stay in unsatisfying
relationships for the sake of children, Giddens is nonetheless
highlighting an important tendency within modern relationships
(Williams, 1999). 

With regard to how adult women and men view relationships
with children, the picture is very complex. It was not until the latter
part of the twentieth century that any degree of space was offered
to mothers to articulate ambivalence, either in relation to mother-
hood as an institution or in relation to actual children (Rich, 1976).
According to Parker (1997), it has become harder for women to
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articulate ambivalent feelings in a climate where their lives have
become more open-ended and less fixed. She argues that the more
women’s lives are changing, the more fixed become dominant defin-
itions of femininity – of which being a loving mother is a central
attribute. On the other hand, whilst ideals about being a good
mother certainly remain very strong, they are clearly invested in by
mothers rather than being merely imposed upon them. According
to Coward (1993), the good mother today is not the stay-at-home
mother but rather one who ‘enjoys’ mothering. As Kaplan (1992)
notes, an historically unprecedented discourse on self-satisfaction
and fulfilment has emerged in terrain which was dominated by
concerns about self-sacrifice and duty. Mothers have access to
a discourse on self-fulfilment even in this arena. This indicates
a degree of voluntarism appearing even in the mother–child
relationship. Whilst public articulation of ambivalence is rare, and
furthermore there has been no big increase in mothers leaving
children, there has been an increase in the numbers of women
remaining childless (Bartlett, 1994). This is the other side of the
same coin; women exercising choice about how best to live
fulfilling lives. 

What about men as fathers? Men have always had opportunities
to opt out of the paternal role should they so wish. What is interesting
in the contemporary UK is that many men appear to be refusing
old models of fatherhood and embracing involved fatherhood
models (see Henwood, 2002). The Child Support Act (1991) was a key
step towards a policy approach which reinforces paternal respons-
ibility and prevents men from opting out of financial responsibility.
As we shall see in Chapter 3, considerable legislative and policy
developments in the last decade have sought to enforce parental
responsibility for both men and women as lifelong, binding and
tied to biology. This constitutes an active repudiation of voluntarism
in the parent–child relationship. However, if policy developments
which seek to coerce families into supporting members who are old
and incapacitated may be seriously out of line with what either
party wishes, as Finch argues (1989), then policy developments
which seek to enforce parental responsibilities in the absence of
ascertaining the wishes of those involved, including children, may
also be problematic in this respect. 

In summary, theoretical, social and political developments have
legitimised the deconstruction of the ‘family’ and continued a
process of questioning paternal and adult power relations. They
have also articulated the need for children to be consulted and
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listened to. Fox Harding’s integrated discussion of the struggles
within the construction of child welfare policy in the UK in recent
decades (1997) illustrates this. However, as she reminds us, it is
over-simplistic to see this in terms of a struggle between paternalism
and objectification on the one hand and a rights perspective and
the subjectivity of children on the other (her own approach
acknowledges four different perspectives, of which these are only
two). Nor is it easy to see anything linear in these struggles, even
though the growth of interest in children’s rights is a particularly
prominent development and has shifted the debate about children
in relation to both public policy and family (see Freeman, 1993, 1996;
Hodgkin, 1994; Roche, 1995; Fox Harding, 1997; Franklin, 2002). 

Children’s rights 

As Hill and Tisdall (1997) and others have pointed out, the new soci-
ology of childhood is naturally sympathetic towards the promotion of
children’s rights, particularly participatory rights. However, rights
come in various forms and with various implications. For this reason,
debate on children’s rights is frequently contentious not only with
respect to the content of such ‘rights’ – for example, the relative
importance of rights to protection, economic security, involvement
and participation – but also to the extent to which a focus on the latter
form of rights threatens family relationships. Indeed, the recent history
of claims in relation to children’s rights is closely connected with the
deconstruction of functionalist and consensual notions of the family
and with changing conceptions of adulthood and childhood. In short: 

In the latter decades of the twentieth century, adult lives became more
flexible, and adulthood became less stable and less complete. As flexi-
bility enters adult life in our age of uncertainty, it is becoming harder to
see children and adults as opposites. It is becoming increasingly difficult
to justify forms of adult authority over children that depend on the
clear distinction between adult and child (Lee, 2001, p. 21). 

Whilst some analysts of childhood would see positives in such
uncertainty (for example, Wyness, 2000), the ‘crisis in childhood’
can be easily translated, for adults, into a crisis of authority and
control. The 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) was both a reflection of and also encouraged such
uncertainty and concern. 



28 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

Although the League of Nations had produced a declaration of
children’s rights as long ago as 1924, the rights it advocated were
largely rights to protection. Its five brief principles focus chiefly on
welfare; the means for normal development, food and medicine,
relief in times of distress, protection against exploitation and social-
isation to serve others. The UN itself produced a Declaration of the
Rights of the Child in 1959. Its ten principles broadly echoed the
rights of the 1924 declaration in its focus on protection and welfare.
Although there was a focus on the healthy and well-rounded
development of children, there was no specific encouragement in
relation to involvement and participation in decision-making. The
UN Convention (ratified by the UK in 1991), which replaced the
1959 Declaration, argued for a more participatory view of rights.
While most of its substantive articles, such as Articles 2, 3 and 6,
echoed the themes of the 1959 declaration, other articles added
a new dimension. Article 12 requires State Parties to: 

Assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the
right to express these views freely in all matters affecting the child, the
views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age
and maturity of the child (quoted in Freeman, 2002, p. 100). 

Further articles in the Convention both reinforce and substantiate
the position of Article 12: Article 13, the right to ‘freedom of expres-
sion’; Article 14, the right to ‘freedom of thought, conscience and
religion’; Article 15, the right to ‘freedom of association’; Article 16,
the right to ‘privacy’; and Article 17, the right to information through
the mass media and other sources (for example, children’s books). 

As well as reflecting uncertainty over family relationships, this
development of interest in children’s rights to participation in the
latter decades of the twentieth century is also consistent with the
growth of uncertainty and doubt with respect to many of the virtues
of modernity, the State and state welfare systems. In the UK, this
uncertainty was reflected in the 1989 Children Act, which sought to
both limit the role of the state with respect to parents and also
enhance the rights and involvement of children. The latter is
evident with respect to a wide variety of contexts: 

• Statutory social services complaints procedures for young
people. 

• An expanded right to separate legal representation; that is,
separate from parents. 
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• The right to refuse medical or psychiatric assessment; subject to
the child being judged to be ‘of sufficient understanding’.

• The right to initiate legal proceedings, subject to judicial discretion.
• Recommendations on ‘involvement’ in the Act’s regulations

and guidance. 

However, despite UK ratification of the UNCRC, neither Conser-
vatives nor New Labour have exhibited wholehearted commitment
to involvement and participation (Lansdown, 2001). Indeed, the
UK government has been heavily criticised by the United Nations
Committee on the Rights of the Child in its 2002 overview of the
UK’s progress in implementing the Convention (Featherstone et al.,
2002). In relation to children and young people, the UK government
has parcelled out ‘rights’ where it deems them appropriate (for
example, in relation to looked after children) and has focused on
‘responsibilities’ in other areas affecting children and young people
(such as youth justice). 

Alongside the UNCRC and the 1989 Children Act, the third
major development to have significant implications for children’s
rights in the UK has been the passing of the Human Rights Act in
1998. This became fully operational in October 2000 and incor-
porates the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into
UK law. Since there are no age limits, the Act can clearly apply to
children. However, Fortin (2002a,b), whilst seeing considerable
future potential for the Act, identifies two problems that currently
stand in the way of significant use of the Act by children and which
make its implications for children’s rights ambiguous. The first of
these is that Strasbourg has traditionally taken a cautious approach
to the concept of children having rights as individuals, separate
from their parents. The second limitation is that there is a relative
lack of case law on children’s rights thus far. To some extent, this
stems from the Convention’s focus on civil and political rights –
which reflects its origins in the aftermath of the Second World
War. Moreover, rights such as the right to a ‘private and family
life’ are potentially more favourable to parents than children
(Herring, 2001). 

Conclusion 

This chapter has reviewed a range of contemporary developments
in thinking about children which seek to locate children as beings
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rather than becomings and to advance ‘rights’ claims for them as
persons. This is helpful in assessing contemporary child welfare
policy. For example, the attempt to reduce child poverty, imbued
with notions of investment, is nevertheless also a praiseworthy
attempt to improve children’s lives in the present. On the other
hand, it is rarely justified as such; in this context, as in others,
the investment rationale prevails. Some of the measures being
promoted, such as the desirability of parental involvement in paid
work, have problematic features and may actively militate against
improving quality of life in the present for both parents and
children (see Chapter 3). 

However, the overall picture is quite complex and mixed. For
example, there is a considerable recent emphasis on investing in
early years provision (see Pugh, 2003) but little emphasis on
consulting with children about such initiatives. In contrast, the
establishment of a Children and Young Person’s Unit in 2000
which took responsibility for administering the Children’s Fund,
a fund for children aged 4–13, places emphasis on consulting with
children and young people and has put efforts into imaginative
consultation processes and to developing local panels of young
people to comment on services. The difference can be partly
explained in terms of assumptions that younger children cannot
be meaningfully consulted with but may also reflect differing
approaches by differing parts of the state and associated experts.
For example, early years provision is strongly influenced by the
discipline of developmental psychology. Whatever impetus there is
towards consultation is in relation to specific strategies or services
rather than in relation to child welfare more generally.
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C H A P T E R  3  

Family Policy 

The main part of our family policy is about ensuring that children
are better supported, everything springs from that (Home Office
spokesperson quoted in The Guardian, 27 March 2000). 

An important, if not the dominant, tendency in relation to
contemporary family policy is that the welfare of children, rather
than that of adults, provides the central rationale. In this chapter,
we explore the main contours of the policies and activities which
have emerged in this field and which stem from this rationale. We
locate this analysis within a brief overview of dominant approaches
to family policy in the twentieth century and chart the continuities
and discontinuities under New Labour. 

What is family policy? 

The concept of family policy is problematic and frequently con-
fusing (Fox Harding, 1996). It conjures up a picture of a policy
with coherent and clear objectives, identifiable assumptions and
predictable effects. Lister (2000) notes the dangers of assuming
that there is something called the state which acts in a unified
way to develop family policy. In practice, there are usually a
range of policies emanating from a range of sources which may
conflict with one another. It is also a policy area that is particu-
larly prone to the use of rhetoric on the part of governments.
This has often meant that what is said is quite different to what is
done, although of course that does not mean that rhetoric does
not in itself perform particular purposes. For example, rhetoric by
governments in relation to family can act to construct certain
kinds of families as legitimate and others as not (Fairclough, 2000;
Driver and Martell, 2002). 
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Historically, the UK has been considered to either not have
a national family policy at all or, at the most, to have implicit family
policies (Wassof and Dey, 2000). Implicit family policies are govern-
ment actions and policies not specifically or primarily addressed to
the family, but which have indirect consequences (Kamerman and
Kahn, 1978, p. 3). 

However, there have been particular assumptions underpinning
successive government approaches. First, at the beginning of the
welfare state the model of the family underpinning the tax and
benefit systems was that of the male breadwinner supporting a
dependent wife and children. Indeed, the Beveridge Report which
laid the foundations of the modern welfare state has been strongly
criticised, particularly by feminists, for the primacy attached to the
male breadwinner model (for example, see Pascall, 1986; Lister, 1994).
As Skevik (2003, p. 427) notes, however, children’s allowances were
a key element of Beveridge’s framework without which he judged
his proposals unsustainable. This leads her to pose an important
question: did this emphasis on children’s allowances mark a break
away from the overall focus on supporting breadwinners and
point towards a genuine recognition of children as claimants?
She argues, however, that Beveridge saw children’s allowances
as a means of resolving problems in the adult world: ‘Children’s
allowances should be paid to families not because children had a
right to benefit, but because children implied expenses to the
family’ (p. 427). Alongside this key argument were concerns about
the low birth rate and the quality of children for the future. As
Skevik among others have noted (see Hendrick, 1994, 2003; Daniel
and Ivatts, 1998), Beveridge was concerned with children as an
investment for the future, although it is important to note that,
children’s allowances aside, they were neglected in terms of further
specific post-war policy initiatives (see Chapter 4 for further discussion). 

Although normatively accepted, the male breadwinner model
was one to which many families did not or could not conform in the
post-war decades. As Land (1999) notes, with the eventual return
to pre-Second World War deregulated and flexible labour markets,
the numbers of men without a wage, let alone a family wage, rose.
From 1979, when the Conservatives came to power, until 1997, the
number of children living in households where there was no one in
employment doubled. Two-thirds of lone-parent families and one
in twelve two-parent families were dependent upon income
support in 1997. Land argues that the increase in uptake of family
credit and its predecessor, family income support supplement,
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illustrated the difficulties of supporting a family on one wage.
A key development of course was the introduction of child benefit
in 1977 – the only benefit that was and is payable in respect of all
children regardless of parental income or labour market status. 

Secondly, a key assumption of UK governments has been that
raising children is in the main a responsibility to be undertaken
by families. Whilst educating children is an activity to be under-
taken by government, their care is not a proper concern of
governments except when things go wrong. According to Daniel
and Ivatts, this was an important underlying principle of the post-
1945 Beveridge model of welfare and central to the philosophy of
the Conservatives. They further argue that this is now reflected in
the social policy values espoused by New Labour, although we
will contest this in our subsequent discussion (Daniel and Ivatts,
1998). This view – that the child is primarily the responsibility of
individual parents – has posed long-standing dilemmas for the
state. For example, Frost and Stein (1989) note the difficulties of
state institutions attempting to influence families while ensuring
that such families maintain their private character (see also
Donzelot, 1980; Parton, 1991). 

The centrality of notions of individual family responsibility and
associated concerns about family privacy has meant, for example,
that developments in the UK have been in strong contrast to
a country such as Sweden, where a social democratic understanding
of the relationship between family and state has resulted in a sys-
tem where the ‘provision, socialization and care of children are
regarded as responsibilities to be shared between parents and the
welfare state, supported by employers’ (Björnberg, 2002, p. 36). How-
ever, in the UK a residualist approach to services has developed.
This approach has legitimated intervention primarily for those
who are defined as problematic (although the boundaries of what
is considered problematic have varied historically). It has also
meant that notions of family responsibility have assumed and, in
practice, reinforced women’s responsibility for the welfare of
children. As indicated, whilst education was provided on a universal
basis to children, responsibility for their care rested with parents,
leading to the splitting of their care and education, a split which
has been increasingly contested. Developments under New Labour
(discussed below) have rendered this split less rigid than hitherto. 

The election of a New Labour government in the UK in 1997
altered the policy context after years of New Right dominance. This
has led to a complex picture in terms of how and where the balance
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between responsibilities is to be struck. Before examining this it is
useful to explore the Conservative years as they have profoundly
influenced, as well as formed an important backdrop for, contem-
porary developments. 

Pre-1997 – pre-modern panics 

Despite some strong rhetoric and the presence of a diverse constitu-
ency of pro-family values pressure groups, the Thatcher years do
not present a picture of a Conservatism that was centrally con-
cerned with the family and traditional values. The picture under
the Major governments was even more mixed (Fox Harding, 1999;
Somerville, 2000). However, at particular points there was evidence
of a considerable level of moral posturing and legislative action in
relation to specific groups, such as lone mothers (Mann and Roseneil,
1999; Skinner, 2003). Under the Major governments, there were
cuts in lone-parent benefit. 

Another development which illustrated Conservative support
for traditional family values was the passage of Section 28 of the
Local Government Act 1988. This measure, which prohibited the
promotion of homosexuality by local authorities, was argued by
some commentators to be the greatest success of the pro-family
values campaigners (Fox Harding, 1996). However, divorce became
easier and the disadvantages of illegitimacy were reduced. The
Thatcher government took a clearly oppositional stance on the
family values approach of Victoria Gillick, who unsuccessfully
undertook legal action designed to ensure that children under the
age of 16 could not be given contraceptive treatment or advice
without parental consent. 

A key legislative measure produced by the Conservatives was
the Child Support Act 1991. This obliged non-residential parents,
primarily fathers, to be financially responsible for their children.
The measure was targeted mainly at those on state benefits and
was clearly designed to reduce welfare expenditure. However, it
also fed into wider concerns about parental responsibility (Williams,
1998). Other legislation introduced under the Conservatives, such
as the Children Act 1989, the Criminal Justice Act 1991 and the
Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994, emphasised parental
responsibility as lifelong, binding and determined by biology (Fox
Harding, 1999). In the field of divorce, the uncoupling of marriage
and parenthood meant that the idea of divorce as a clean break,
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primarily between fathers and their children, was superseded by
a policy presumption that prioritised parenthood over spousal
obligations (Smart and Neale, 1999). Overall, under the Conservatives
there was a preparedness to expand parents’ responsibilities for
children, but little consistency existed in the support offered to
parents (Fox Harding, 1999). European Union initiatives to improve
parental leave were blocked and calls to develop a National Childcare
Strategy were ignored (Skinner, 2003). 

According to Fox Harding (1999), there was a conflict within
Conservatism between economic liberals and traditional authori-
tarian conservatives. Whereas much of the ideology of the right
emphasised a restricted role for the state, family values campaigners
sought more prescription and legislation. Equally, the emphasis of
economic liberals on individual autonomy and the unfettered right
of the market to dictate all forms of relationships clashed with that
of the traditional authoritarians, who espoused a strong state,
commitment to nationhood, law and order and the policing of
behaviour. Such divides militated against a clear consensus on
family issues and policies, although in practice there was some
accommodation of the conflicting ideologies. ‘Libertarian Conser-
vatism’, adopted by the New Right in Britain and the US, supported
laissez-faire economics and a strong state to maintain traditional
and family values. However, this accommodation was uneasy
when applied to some issues. For example, there were tensions
over whether the mothers of young children should be in paid
work and whether employers should take any account of workers’
family commitments. Therefore, whilst the Conservatives presided
over an historically unprecedented increase in women, including
mothers of young children, entering paid work, their record on
supporting publicly provided child care generally was poor. The
1990s saw the emergence of accounts from working mothers which
highlighted the consequences for everyday family life (Freely, 1996;
Benn, 1998). Such accounts documented the amount of juggling
required to sustain work and home and led Benn to argue that
working mothers inhabited two worlds whose priorities clashed –
the world of work and home. Moreover, her research demonstrated
the plight of mothers, lone or otherwise, who wished to work but
could not find work which was adequately remunerated and, in
particular, could not meet the costs of the child care required. 

Overall, there were considerable changes in family life, particularly
in relation to family form, which coincided to some extent but not
completely with Conservative rule from 1979 to 1997 (see Frost and
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Featherstone, 2003). Reliance on statistics here can mask complex
social realities. For example, lone-parent households with dependent
children increased from 2 per cent of the total in 1961 to 7 per cent
of the total by 1998–1999. However, they need to be located in the
context of a growth in cohabitation and a decline in ‘shotgun’
marriages. Whilst births outside marriage rose steadily throughout
the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, reaching about 38 per cent of all live
births in 1998, the vast majority of births are jointly registered. The
statistics on single, never married women, including mothers, are
misleading. While a woman may cohabit and have a child who is
jointly registered, if the adults separate the mother will appear in
the statistics as single rather than separated. Furthermore, since the
number of shotgun marriages following a pregnancy has declined,
such a pregnancy is now most likely to lead to cohabitation; with
the mothers registered as single if the cohabitation breaks down.
The rise in divorce rates throughout the 1970s and 1980s also needs
to be located to some extent in an understanding of the impact of
legislative changes in the early 1970s, stemming from the Divorce
Reform Act of 1969, for those awaiting divorces, and it is important
to note that rates started to level off in the mid-1990s. 

Notwithstanding such qualifications, throughout the period of
Conservative rule divorce rates were the highest in Europe and
there was a considerable increase in lone motherhood. There was
also a considerable increase in cohabitation rates and in the
numbers of children born outside marriage (see Somerville, 2000,
for a discussion of the continuities and discontinuities of marital and
fertility patterns, particularly post-war; also, Frost and Featherstone,
2003). Also, as we have already noted in Chapter 1, there was a dra-
matic increase in child poverty which was unique to the UK among
Western industrial countries (Bradshaw, 2002, 2003; Skinner, 2003). 

What has happened under New Labour? 

The post-war settlement was based upon particular assumptions
about the desirability of full male employment, of families based
upon a division between male breadwinner and homemaker wife,
and a nation based on the legacy of an imperial past and particular
conceptions of race (Newman, 2001; see also Williams, 1989). How-
ever, as indicated, such assumptions did not mean that coherent
policies were always pursued (Land, 1999). Furthermore, it became
increasingly clear in the 1990s that this post-war settlement had
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been profoundly fractured at a range of levels. There are a range of
analyses of how and why New Labour developed specific
responses to such fracturing (for example see Giddens, 1998;
Newman, 2001). As Newman states, New Labour should be under-
stood as an unstable project which attempts to engage a range of
diverse and, indeed, often contradictory constituencies. Certainly,
in relation to family policy a range of diverse constituencies have
been mobilised and appealed to (see Driver and Martell, 2002). The
subsequent trajectory has been uneven and inconsistent, as we
shall see, for example, in relation to an early espousal of marriage
as the best form in which to bring up children (see Skinner, 2003
and discussion below). 

When, in the early 1990s, New Labour was formulating its political
identity generally, it engaged in a rethinking of ‘Old’ Labour ideas
as well as articulating its critique of New Right approaches. In
terms of family policy, Driver and Martell argue that they saw
Thatcherites as economic individualists whose only concern was
the free market – an approach which was seen as destructive of
forms of community such as the family. However, they also
challenged what they saw as the social individualism of Old
Labour. It ‘was too focused on rights-claiming at the expense of
individual and collective responsibilities; and it stood back non-
judgementally from a range of social problems where government
intervention is now thought to be required’ (Driver and Martell,
2002, p. 202). Whilst these caricatures distort the diversity and
complexity of post-war politics, they served New Labour well and
fitted with the concerns of key social moralists such as Tony Blair
(see Rentoul, 2001). Furthermore, Hendrick (2003) argues that a key
event in the early 1990s, the murder of the child James Bulger by two
other children, was pivotal. It confirmed a deep-rooted pessimism
in adults about children and reinforced the need for action against
urban deprivation. He argues that it is important to note its coinci-
dence with the period when New Labour was articulating its political
identity. 

Crucially, we would add that it also fed into concerns that some-
thing needed to be done about the perceived linkages between
children’s involvement in criminality, changes in family form and
parental behaviour. This is not to say that there was or indeed is
consensus about why or what should be done. For example, as
Driver and Martell (2002, p. 203) note, there are considerable differ-
ences between Tony Blair and academics such as Anthony Giddens,
who has been strongly associated with the New Labour project.



38 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

Giddens and Blair have a different view on individualism and
therefore to some extent what should be promoted in relation to
family policy. Giddens sees growing individualism not, as Blair
seems to, as a product of economic egoism that needs to be counter-
acted by more community. Rather it is a symptom of post-traditional
modernisation, where people have more choice, reflexivity and
control – developments which are to be celebrated. 

Whilst Blair lays stronger emphasis on the two-parent family and
on the family as the basis for stability in society, Driver and Martell
argue that ‘Rather than aspiring to a traditional family that can
offer stability and security in a fast moving world, Giddens argues
that the family should be seen as part of that world, expressing
flexibility and change instead of acting as a counterbalance to
them’ (Giddens, 1998; Driver and Martell, 2002, p. 204; see also
Frost and Featherstone, 2003). 

In practice, we see an accommodation between these two strands,
with an apparent consensus that what is of ultimate importance is
the welfare of children. Thus, whilst apparently espousing flexibility,
Giddens (1998) then comes up with pretty rigid policy approaches
such as parenting contracts, which reinforce that parenthood is life-
long even if adult relationships are not and, whilst the government
have not introduced such contracts, they have certainly continued
the trends in this direction which emerged under the Conservatives. 

It is important to note that what appeared to preoccupy New
Labour in opposition or in the early years of government has
shifted in some respects over the years. Skinner (2003) notes one
particular shift. The pledge by Tony Blair to abolish child poverty
has ‘driven a clearer more focused rhetoric which has moved away
from strengthening families and marriage per se to one more firmly
embedded in improving the life chances and opportunities for
children’ (Skinner, 2003, p. 23). However, alongside this has been
a consistent focus on emphasising and enforcing parents’ respons-
ibilities towards their children and intervening to change their
behaviour. 

In the next sections, we outline what has happened in relation
to these emphases. We start by looking at what Skinner describes
as two distinct perspectives of the family policy agenda: general
support for families with children; and specific initiatives for
supporting poor families. These not only overlap but are linked in
that more general policies should help stop more families falling
into poverty, and policies targeted at poor families help to lift them
out of poverty. 
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Supporting families 

There have been a number of initiatives in terms of general support
for families. For example, the value of Child Benefit has been
increased. Also, a National ChildCare Strategy, which aimed to
improve the availability, affordability and quality of child care, was
announced in the 1998 Consultation Document: Meeting the ChildCare
Challenge. There has also been an increase in maternity leave, the
introduction for the first time of 2 weeks’ paternity leave and of
3 months’ unpaid parental leave. Alongside this, parents of children
under 5 or with a disability have been given the right to request
flexible working arrangements. 

These are universal approaches designed for all those with
children. In terms of support for poor families with children, the
key elements of such policies are ‘to minimise the risks of some
aspects of social exclusion, such as alleviating financial poverty
through improving social security benefits for children, but also by
promoting independence through employment, through neigh-
bourhood regeneration, and through specific programmes aimed
at poor families to provide general health and welfare support in
a mixed economy of care’ ( Skinner, 2003, p. 27). Skinner identifies
three key strategies: financial support for poor families; welfare to work
strategies; and targeted support for poor/disadvantaged children. 

Income support has been uprated but not to a level likely to
meet the needs of families to the full. The dominant strategy has
been to ‘make work pay’ through tax credits; such as the Working
Tax Credit, which is paid to all employed adults on low earnings
whether they have children or not. However, the amount is
higher for those with children. The ChildCare Tax Credit is available
for child care costs and the Child Tax Credit is available to all with
children, whether working or not, although employment status
will have a bearing on the level of the credit. Alongside substantial
changes in the benefit system largely, but not exclusively, designed
to make work pay, programmes targeted at specific groups have
been developed. Five groups were targeted under the New Deal
Programme: lone parents, young people, long-term unemployed
people, disabled people, partners of unemployed people, and unem-
ployed people over the age of 50. Initially, participation in the
New Deal was voluntary for lone parents but over time they have
been required to attend work-focused interviews when their
youngest child reached school age, with failure to do so possibly
resulting in benefit reduction. Finally, in terms of targeted
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support for poor/disadvantaged children there have been a
plethora of initiatives. 

Skinner notes that 2 years after Supporting Families: A Consultation
Document (Home Office, 1998c) was published (according to the
foreword by Jack Straw, then Home Secretary, the first government
consultation document on family policy published by a British
government), there was a shift in emphasis from focusing on families
to focusing on children, noting the importance, for example, of the
establishment of a Children and Young Person’s Unit in November
2000. Central to this have been targeted initiatives in relation to
either poor children or children living in poor areas. Particular
stages of children’s lives have been singled out for particular attention,
reflecting what has become a consensus that prevention in early
years is key. Thus, there has been an unprecedented level of
resources devoted to early years support (Pugh, 2003, p. 186). Initia-
tives here include: governmental restructuring; increased expenditure
on nursery education; the introduction of Early Years Development
and ChildCare Partnerships in local authorities; the establishment
of the Early Excellence Centres, pilot programmes followed by
neighbourhood nurseries and children’s centres; 522 Sure Start
programmes in deprived areas; establishment of the foundation
stage of early education for children; the production of a national
qualifications and training framework for the early years; and an
integrated inspection service. 

For children over the age of 4, there is the Children’s Fund, which
was, until governmental restructuring, run by the Children and Young
Person’s Unit. This funding stream is available to all local authorities
and is therefore universal. However, its priorities are focused on the
prevention of early difficulties such as truancy, offending and anti-
social behaviour (see Jeffery, 2003). Finally, the Connexions service
offers advice, support and guidance to help young people aged 13–19
in the transition to adulthood and is designed to ensure that they
continue on into training, learning or paid work (Garrett, 2002). 

An important development in relation to services has been the
integration of the education and care of children in one govern-
ment department, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES).
In 2003, most children’s services in relation to care, protection and
education were located in this department and a minister for
Children and Young People was appointed for the first time.
A Cabinet Committee for Children and Young People, set up in
July 2000, and the Children and Young Person’s Unit have also
been integrated into this department. 
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Discussion 

To recap briefly on arguments rehearsed in Chapter 1, the key
elements of a discourse around social investment are premised
upon a belief that whilst the old welfare state sought to protect
people from the market, a social investment state seeks to facilitate
the integration of people into the market. People’s security therefore
comes from their capacity to change; thus the emphasis on investing
in human capital and lifelong learning as the surest form of security. 

The notion is that such investments will be more suited to the labour
markets of global capitalism, in which job security is rare, and flexibility
is highly valued. For its part, social policy should be ‘productivist’ and
investment oriented, rather than distributive and consumption oriented.
The emphasis in social policy should shift from consumption and
income maintenance programs to those that invest in people and
enhance their capacity to participate in the productive economy (Jenson
and Saint-Martin, 2001, p. 5; Lister, 2003).

This builds on a discourse from economics which has promoted
constructions of people, crucially children, as wealth that can be
augmented by investment. For state spending to be effective and
worthwhile, it must not be simply consumed in the present but must
be an investment that will pay off and reap rewards in the future.
Thus, spending may legitimately be directed to: supporting and
educating children because they hold the promise of the future; to pro-
moting health and healthy populations because they pay off in future
lower costs; to reducing the probability of future costs of school fail-
ure and crime with a heavy emphasis on children and to fostering
employability so as to increase future labour force participation rates. 

Spending on current needs, by contrast, needs to be cautious
and targeted and is motivated not just by reasons of social justice
but also to reduce the threat to social cohesion posed by those who
are marginalised. Inclusion of the marginalised is a necessary
current expenditure. A key theme then is the importance of investing
in children as they embody the future and in the process an instru-
mental approach to children is promoted. Furthermore, adults
become constructed not in their own right but only insofar as they
facilitate the project of investing in children. The social investment
thesis goes a considerable way to explaining much of the above. In
particular, initiatives such as Sure Start seem highly compatible,
with their focus on early years, although it is also important to note
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the prioritisation of employability issues and the prevention of
criminality in other developments such as the Children’s Fund and
Connexions. Given the focus on children what are the implications
for their parents? 

Reordering adults? 

New Labour has intervened in complex and not always consistent
ways in developments and debates about family form and has con-
tinued to expand constructions of parents’ responsibilities. In their
consultation document Supporting Families (Home Office, 1998c), it
was argued that children were best raised in a family form compris-
ing a married couple and they set out a number of initiatives to
support marriage. These have continued, funded by the Lord
Chancellor’s Department (National Family and Parenting Institute,
2002, hereafter referred to as the NFPI). An Advisory Group on
Marriage and Relationship Support was established by the Lord
Chancellor, with a remit to develop a co-ordinated and proactive
strategy for marriage and relationship support and to assess the impact
of government measures intended to prevent relationship break-
down. However, statements in Supporting Families exemplified
the high point of a commitment to marriage and a range of devel-
opments have ensued which either water down or contradict this
commitment (Skinner, 2003). Part II of the 1996 Family Law Act,
which aimed to save marriages, has been repealed and the married
couples tax allowance abolished. No policies on marriage were out-
lined in the Labour Party Manifesto for 2001. Parental responsibility
is to be extended to unmarried fathers who register the child’s birth
and, in its second term, the government has included both same
sex and cohabiting couples as adopters in adoption legislation. It is
planned to develop legislation offering same sex couples access to
legal and financial rights in order that they might have a degree of
parity with heterosexual married couples. Interestingly, heterosexual
cohabitees will not be offered the same opportunities. 

There has been ongoing support for a range of initiatives
aimed at lessening the impact of relationship breakdown on
children: the launch of a Parenting Plan for Divorcing and Separ-
ating Parents in 2002 by the Lord Chancellor’s Department; the
launch of a website funded by the Lord Chancellor’s Department
by the National Children’s Bureau, designed to give online
support and information for children whose parents are divorcing
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or separating; and a long-term strategy to provide a national
network of child contact centres which can provide a safe and
neutral venue for non-resident parents and their children to
maintain contact (NFPI, 2002). 

It is clear that New Labour has in the main adopted a pragmatic
approach to family form, although in its treatment of heterosexual
cohabitees it could be argued that it has fallen well short of recog-
nising and legally supporting flexibility in how people choose to
live family life. Generally, however, we would concur with Lewis
that New Labour’s main preoccupation has not been ‘the unity of
the couple, or even the permanence of relationships, but the need
to secure stable arrangements for children’ (Lewis, 2001, p. 178).
Therefore, there is a continuation of trends towards constructing
parenthood as lifelong even if marital relationships do not endure.
This of course is a reordering project in that it does not allow adult
men and women to have a clean break. A key and also constant
feature has been a continued focus on the responsibilities of parents.

Parents and their responsibilities 

As Lister (2003) notes, in return for the promise of investment in
economic opportunity by the state, increased emphasis is being
placed upon the responsibilities of citizens in a number of respects:
to equip themselves to respond to the challenges of economic
globalisation through improved employability; to support themselves
through paid work; to invest in their own pensions; and to accept
responsibility for their children. This latter responsibility found
expression in key pieces of legislation under the Conservatives,
such as the Child Support Act 1991 and the Children Act 1989, and
has been continued and expanded under New Labour and has
been inserted into its broader project. 

The considerable amount of governmental activity in relation to
parenting has resulted in a diverse array of workers across a range
of practice sites (see Henricson et al., 2001, for a discussion about the
diverse constituencies and agendas involved). Many of the initiatives
are predicated on parents changing their own behaviour; for example,
to find paid work, to become more involved with their children, and
to supervise their children more effectively. An example of an initia-
tive which requires parents to change their own behaviour on the
assumption that this will lead to better outcomes for children is
Sure Start (Waldfogel, 1997; Jeffery, 2003). Such changes can
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encompass the cessation of smoking during pregnancy and involve-
ment in paid work. The introduction of parenting orders under the
Crime and Disorder Act (1998) is an example of an initiative which
requires parents to change both their and their children’s behaviour. 

Targeted, if poorly funded and time limited, initiatives directed
at parents have emerged under the Family Support Grant. This
funding stream, based at the Home Office until 2003, supported both
new and established services on the basis of themes set annually. Such
themes have included work with fathers, minority ethnic parents and
disabled parents. These themes are based on the assumptions that
such parents are hard to reach and/or need extra support. 

Parents’ responsibilities have been reconstructed. For example,
gone is the option of full-time parenting except for those who can
afford it (Land, 1999). Mothers are now expected to behave like
fathers; that is, as workers in a universal breadwinner model of
welfare. Indeed, for many proponents of the social investment
thesis, such as Esping-Andersen (2002), women’s involvement in the
paid labour force is central to tackling child poverty. Whilst this may
be in tune with many women’s own desires, it raises considerable con-
cerns for those who point to gendered inequalities in the labour
market and the continuing inadequacy of the support infrastructure
(McRobbie, 2000; see discussion below). It is also argued that attempts
to impose the prioritisation of work over caring responsibilities are out
of tune with how many women wish to order their responsibilities. The
labour dispute at Heathrow Airport in the summer of 2003 highlights
that, for many women, caring responsibilities and institutional
flexibility, in order to discharge such responsibilities, are crucial. 

Williams (1998) has argued that the language around parenting
and parental responsibility holds considerable dangers for women
in that it obscures what would appear to be happening in terms of
material practices. It treats gender equality as a given rather than a
goal. From the evaluation of the parenting programmes delivered
under the Crime and Disorder Act (1998), it would appear that it is
largely women who are involved as participants, whether on a
voluntary or compulsory basis, on programmes which reinforce
their responsibility for their sons’ behaviour. Ghate and Ramalla
(2002) found that 81 per cent of those who attended were women
and half were lone parents. They reported very high levels of need,
ranging from problems of debt to health and relationship problems
and more than eight in ten said that they particularly wanted help
in managing a difficult child. Moreover, the overwhelming majority
of children and young people who were the source of concern
were male. 
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There are, as was indicated above, small, time-limited streams of
funding emanating from the Home Office which are offering specific
grants to work with ‘fathers’ and a national organisation, Fathers
Direct, has been supported. To some extent, as Scourfield and
Drakeford (2002) argue, New Labour is making ‘masculinity policy’
in its appeals to men as fathers in some arenas. The Conservatives,
via the Child Support Act 1991, targeted absent parents, which in
practice meant fathers, but this was not accompanied by any
attempts to either insist on fathers’ physical presence or that
they offer an emotional and child care contribution. Indeed, the
primary motivation seemed to be to reduce welfare expenditure
rather than increase economic resources to women and children. 

New Labour has introduced 2 weeks’ paid paternity leave at
the birth of a child, which has been described as a ‘small symbolic
step’ (O’Sullivan, 2001). Whilst an improvement on what was there
before, it does little to tackle entrenched and general gendered
patterns in relation to the labour market or caretaking. Particular
groups of fathers have been targeted for particular funding initiatives –
those who are young and/or unemployed. The rationale for such
initiatives can be located in discourses which emerged in the 1990s
which identify such men as particularly feckless/problematic
(Williams, 1998). The ‘official’ rationale offered in Supporting Families:
A Consultation Document is that father involvement benefits sons.
This rationale stems from a discourse which subscribes to a com-
plex variety of insights into fatherhood from sex role theory and
social learning theory, the evidence for which is disputed by many
researchers (Lamb, 1997). There has been little effort to position
initiatives within discourses which stress the importance of gender
equity, or to offer broad supports to all men to share care. 

It is important to note that elements of an agenda which seeks to
restructure relationships between men and women in equitable
ways are apparent in a range of initiatives which have emerged in
relation to domestic violence, even though these are usually promoted
in gender-neutral language. Initiatives include commitments to
develop a helpline, to improve the resourcing of refuges, and to
improve reporting and court practices. However, initiatives in
relation to domestic violence are being pursued in isolation from
those directed at engaging fathers, which can lead to tensions in
practice, and there is little evidence of joint-up thinking here
(Featherstone, 2003). An important note to be made here, in summary,
is that while women are being encouraged to become workers,
men are not receiving the kind of support necessary to become
carers. This is explored further below. 
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Are things getting better then? 

Chapter 1 documented the gains that have been made in tackling
children’s poverty, gains which are important and to be applauded.
However, the reliance on involvement in paid work as a central
means of tackling such poverty has considerable implications for
both children and parents at a number of levels. Toynbee (2003)
vividly documents the realities of working in a low-waged casualised
economy from her own personal experience as an adult. There is
growing evidence of the difficulties posed by a casualised
economy, where many parents, men and women work ‘atypical’
(defined as evenings and weekends) hours, and of the implications
that this has for their caring responsibilities (Dean, 2002). When
asked, children have expressed considerable antipathy to their
parents working on either evenings or weekends (Ghazi, 2003). 

Furthermore, Toynbee (2003, p. 233) graphically illustrates how
low pay continues to be an urgent issue, particularly for women
who are usually mothers. Low-paid women always were and
still are in largely segregated work, doing the traditional three
Cs – catering, cleaning and caring. Seventy per cent of the low-paid are
still women. She points out that the minimum wage introduced by
New Labour has been set at too low a level and provides compelling
evidence from her own experience of the difficulties the low-paid
are currently experiencing. ‘I have been shocked to find that many
pay-rates in the bottom jobs are much the same or mainly lower in
real terms than thirty years ago, tangible proof of how the low-paid
have been left behind’ (p. 228). 

She also raises the issue of child care, noting how often the lack of
child care forces women to stay in low paid jobs which they can
organise around their child care responsibilities. According to Lister
(2003), the aim of developing a National ChildCare Strategy repre-
sents the first time a government has accepted that child care is
a public as well as a private responsibility, and marks a significant
shift from post-war developments in relation to the welfare state.
However, the initial welcome extended to the commitment has not
lasted. The reliance on the private, for-profit sector to supply much
of the child care provision has been questioned (Land, 2002). Other
related concerns have been raised about the cost of child care, the
inadequacy of government financial supports in the face of such
costs and the geographical gaps in provision (Pacey, 2002; Roberts,
2003). Despite ongoing calls for universal child care provision
funded by governments and the evidence that this would have
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a variety of benefits for parents and children, including aiding the
tackling of child poverty (Pacey, 2002), targeting continues to be
a strong feature of government provision. Proposals in relation to
parental leave have been considered timid and are situated within
an overriding concern with what the business community would
find acceptable (Lister, 2003). 

There has been more targeted support for poor families, as was
outlined above, and there has been a complex reordering of the
welfare system to ‘provide a continuing stream of income for families
with children, irrespective of whether the adults in the family
are in work, and which can be relied on by families who move
into work; to pay support for children to the main carer, in line
with Child Benefit; to remove the stigma attached to claiming
the traditional forms of support for the poorest families, by creating
one system of income-related support for all families with children;
and to enable families to access financial support from one system,
even as their income rises or circumstances change’ (Skinner, 2003,
p. 30). Given that some of the changes came into operation only in
April 2003, it will take time to assess their impact. They have the
potential to remove stigma, and payment to the main carer is
designed to ensure maximum benefit for children. However, devel-
opments such as the Working Families Tax Credit, which has been
Gordon Brown’s chief method of lifting children out of poverty,
are complex and difficult to calculate by individuals. Moreover,
there is a problem with reliance on targeted measures in that many
who are eligible do not claim. For example, Toynbee notes research
indicating that many more poor families fail to claim than actually
receive the credits. 

A broader critique of the apparent privileging of paid work over
caring responsibilities comes from a diverse range of writers who
focus on what is often referred to as the ‘ethic of care’ (see Williams,
1999, 2001). This critique poses a significant challenge to the values
underpinning the social investment state and draws attention to
the complexity and fluidity attached to the relationships between
carers and receivers. This has particular resonance for rethinking
identities such as ‘parent’ or ‘child’. The ethic of care starts from the
recognition that we all give and receive care as part of the inter-
dependence of the human condition and rejects the normative and
gendered assumption that the human developmental path is away
from dependence towards independence. Policies should therefore
be developed around the giving and receiving of care as a funda-
mental, universal activity, rather than paid work being seen as the
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pre-eminent activity around which the giving and receiving of care
is organised. This could involve a reconstruction of parenting iden-
tities, particularly if tied to a project on gendered change as well as
a rethinking of notions of dependency when attached to children. 

As Williams notes, writings from within this perspective pose
a considerable challenge to the values underpinning contemporary
policies. Whilst not addressing this perspective, Toynbee makes
compatible points about what she sees as distorted societal priorities
which construct a wage structure which places essential work such
as caring at the bottom. 

A key concern is that an instrumental approach to children is
readily apparent in particular policy emphases. For example, there
is a considerable emphasis on early years initiatives, which can
contribute to two worrying tendencies. Older children’s concerns
may be less well attended to and an instrumental approach can
mean the investment is not continued if there is not seen to be
a clear pay off (Lister, 2003). As worryingly, if children do not turn
out as desired, they may be even more criminalised and demonised
than older children are currently (see Chapter 6). The positioning
of the majority of services for children within the DfES can be read
as an attempt to tie policy and practices with children very narrowly
into an instrumental project, although it does have the potential
also to integrate services which have been split in problematic
ways since the Second World War. 

An under-addressed question is how well, if at all, does the notion
of ‘investment’ concur with how children see themselves and how
parents see their children. A small example in relation to the former
would support suggestions that children are as concerned with
their present as their future. For example, Draper (2001) docu-
ments how, when asked about the provision offered by their early
years centre, children were most concerned about the number and
quality of friends they made at the centre; and, indeed, that was
a concern of their parents too, a concern which was not reflected in
the myriad of measuring instruments used to monitor the effective-
ness of the centre. 

As was outlined in Chapter 2, the meanings attached to children
by adults are shifting and often relate quite strongly to shifting
experiences of unstable adult relationships. Children variously
signify emotional connectedness, belonging and are often the
repository of expressive values signifying an escape from the
instrumentality of the ‘public’ world of work and achievement.
Consequently, there are important questions to be asked about
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the degree of disjuncture there can be between constructions of
children as investments in policy developments and parents’ own
understandings. 

A key issue which was hinted at in Draper’s article and does
emerge from our experiences of evaluating Sure Start initiatives is
the importance of not assuming that government policies translate
seamlessly into implementation. Our experience is that in initia-
tives such as Sure Start workers have to mediate between the needs
of those they work with and their paymasters if their programmes
are to be invested in by those they seek to engage. If parents do not
see the point of smoking-cessation programmes, they will simply
not come. Less starkly, they will pick and choose between aspects of
programmes. 

A final observation is that whilst programmes such as Sure Start
may be premised upon notions of children as investment, this does
not mean that children may not experience considerable improve-
ments in the quality of life in the here and now. Government
ministers may be focused on the future, very often grandiosely –
‘Support for today’s disadvantaged children will therefore help to
ensure a more flexible economy tomorrow’ (Budget Report, 2003,
para. 5.4). But children may just want to make friends! 

Conclusion 

It is important to note that whilst notions of investment were
apparent from Beveridge’s Report onwards, children were generally
neglected in social policy developments. This has changed and
with it important opportunities and difficulties have been opened
up. Many of the opportunities and difficulties are the subject of
subsequent chapters. Some general points in relation to ‘family
policy’ have emerged in this chapter. 

Parents are mobilised in terms of responsibilities towards
children. A key responsibility is economic but there are important
and ongoing developments to extend parental responsibility for
children’s behaviour and welfare. There has been an attempt to
alter the balance between state and parental responsibilities to a
limited extent, with a range of supports in relation to child care and
family-friendly policies, but developments remain timid and much
of what has occurred seems more concerned with ensuring the
production of flexible self-reliant citizens than engaging with how
parents and children construct their support needs. 
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It is no longer accurate to characterise the UK as a place with no
or implicit family policies (Land, 1999). There are clearly articulated
policies and initiatives which are not about supporting a particular
family form but contain a strong reordering impetus. This reordering
is concerned not only with behaviour within and between family
members but also with identity construction.
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C H A P T E R  4  

Child Abuse and Child 
Welfare 

Child abuse is a term which has occasioned considerable debate at
a range of levels, particularly since the 1970s. Definitional questions
have been very important as they have keyed into fundamental
questions about causation, which link to wider debates about child
welfare, the role of the state and the rights and responsibilities of
parents and children. In this chapter, we provide a brief overview
of such debates since the establishment of the post-war welfare state
and explore how child abuse has been conceptualised, particularly
in terms of its interrelationship with children’s welfare. 

The main focus of the chapter is on the developments under
New Labour. The abolition of children’s poverty through a variety
of measures is central to the New Labour agenda, as is early inter-
vention to prevent children achieving poorly at school and engaging
in anti-social or criminal behaviour. This agenda can contribute to
opening up understandings of child abuse in ways which were
hinted at in the latter part of Conservative rule and which have been
argued for by critics over a number of years. However, there are also
dangers in this approach. One is that there seems little commitment
to understanding and tackling the complexity of harms that children
can suffer in a variety of settings. This is related to and contributes
to the rather narrow constructions of parents on which policies are
based. Given the centrality of parents to the New Labour agenda in
relation to children, these are not incidental criticisms. A further
problem concerns a limited engagement with the complexity of
children’s lives, which means that contemporary policy attaches little
priority to addressing the concerns of those children who become
caught up in contemporary child protection systems. In short,
the dominance of notions of investment militates against developing
a project of cultural change in relation to how children are viewed
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more generally. It is important to note, however, that the Green
Paper Every Child Matters published in September 2002 would, at
first glance, seem to mark something of a shift in relation to the
dominance of notions of investment. Its elaboration of a vision for
children, seemingly rooted in consultation with them, encompasses
a range of outcomes and is both ambitious and wide ranging.
However, as will be discussed further in this chapter, the strategies
being developed continue to highlight the importance of the
priorities attached to the building of a social investment state. 

Post-war developments: the ‘welfare state’ 

Clarke et al. (2000) explore the centrality of particular assumptions
about family, work and nation to the construction and development
of the post-war welfare state (see also Williams, 1989; Newman,
2001). The expansion of state provision at this time was framed by
the presumption ‘that most welfare needs would be satisfied by the
family and the market’ (Clarke et al., 2000, p. 37). This approach
resulted in anomalies such as the splitting of the care and education
of children, as we indicated in Chapter 3 (Daniel and Ivatts, 1998;
Land, 2002). 

Hendrick (1994) argues that the welfare of children was not
much more than an afterthought in the grand schemes which
brought in the welfare state. There was some concern for the plight
of those who could not return home following evacuation, which
fed into discussions about other children who were unable to live
at home, the nature of post-war child care services and who should
be responsible for them. The main role of the Children’s Officers
employed under the 1948 Children Act appeared to be to prevent
children from being removed from their families. Over time,
Children’s Officers could offer material help as well as casework
in support of such aims. Until the 1970s, there was little regard for
arguments that children might be endangered by the desire to
keep families together (Hendrick, 1994). 

Parton (1985) traces the emergence of renewed concerns about
the ‘abuse’ of children within families in the 1960s and particularly
in the 1970s. He locates this concern within a series of panics about
changes in the family and a so-called decline in law and order.
Certainly, the ‘discovery’ of the ‘battered baby syndrome’ by medical
professionals such as Kempe et al. (1962) in the early 1960s was
important in directing attention to intra-familial physical abuse
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and constructing it as a medical/therapeutic problem. Numerous
critiques of that analysis and of the attendant treatments have been
developed (Parton, 1985; Dale et al., 1986; Featherstone, 1997). 

In the early 1970s, the death of Maria Colwell at the hands of
her stepfather and the subsequent public inquiry was to occasion
enormous publicity and to prove decisive in a range of ways. It
began a process of regulating the work carried out by child welfare
professionals, which impacted particularly on practices in the
newly-established local authorities. The 1970s saw the introduction
of a range of new policies, practices and procedures (Parton, 2002).
Police, social services, paediatricians, health visitors and general
practitioners became increasingly subject to guidance, both from
local committees and from central government. 

Other high-profile inquiries followed in the 1980s. These were
all inquiries into child deaths at the hands of parents; or, more
accurately, generally men with differing biological relationships to
the children. Two of these cases, those of Jasmine Beckford and
Tyra Henry, were of black children. Although these were amongst
the most high-profile inquiries into child deaths, they were by no
means the only ones (Fox Harding, 1991; see also Reder et al., 1993). 

Until the late 1980s, all key inquiries involved intra-familial child
deaths where there had been some level of professional, crucially
social work, involvement. The attendant publicity and specific
recommendations led to further guidance and regulations from
government alongside a revision of social work education. Until 1989,
it is possible to argue that the inquiries promoted the following
construction of ‘child abuse’: it was physical in nature, carried out
by parents or carers and was preventable if professionals did the
right things. Thus, the emergence of a discourse on ‘child protection’
which led to an emphasis on professional in action, as distinct
from thinking about why children might be harmed by adults in
the first instance. 

However, the public inquiry into the handling of sexual abuse
cases in Cleveland in the northeast of England at the end of the
1980s was to disrupt this analysis to some extent (Corby, 2002). This
inquiry was concerned with what key professionals had done rather
than not done – which was to remove over 100 children in a fairly
short period of time from their parents, because of concerns
about sexual abuse (Campbell, 1988). Cleveland destabilised key
components of the earlier analysis and introduced uncertainty:
uncertainty as a consequence of recognising the complexity of
differing forms of child maltreatment and uncertainty in terms of



54 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

whether there was one way of dealing with these complexities.
It also brought the notion of children’s ‘personhood’ to the fore,
primarily as a result of Justice Butler Schloss’s statement at the
Inquiry that ‘the child should be seen as a person not as an object
of concern’ (Daniel and Ivatts, 1998). 

However, the inquiry did not contribute to any wide-ranging
engagement with the subject of sexual abuse itself. Indeed, the
question of why it happens did not form part of its remit, which
continued a focus on the protection of children as the central task
for professionals, rather than an issue requiring broader action,
including political and cultural change (Campbell, 1988). The events
in Cleveland were to prove significant also in that they were a key
impetus behind the then government’s decision to commission
a wide-ranging research programme (DoH, 1995). The lessons from
this programme continue to be influential and will be explored in
the section on ‘The Children Act’ that follows. 

Alternative voices 

Fox Harding (1991) argues that the ‘state paternalism and child
protection’ perspective, which legitimates extensive state intervention
to protect and care for children, emerged in the 1970s in response to
the Maria Colwell inquiry. There was a greater emphasis, compared
with preceding decades, on protecting children from their families
and on the use of substitute care: ‘There was also a greater readiness
to focus on the child as a separate individual and to act coercively,
if need be, on her/his behalf’ (p. 91). These tendencies gave rise to
a range of criticisms, some of which mapped onto the writings of
those within a category identified by Fox Harding as ‘the modern
defence of the birth family and parents’ rights’. For example,
Holman (1988) argued that birth or biological family ties should
be maintained wherever possible; where families have to be
separated, links should be maintained. The role of the state should
be neither paternalist nor laissez faire, but supportive of families by
providing the various services that families may need in order to
remain together. The possibility that children might be harmed
within families was not a primary concern of such critics, particu-
larly given the overwhelming evidence that it was poor children who
were being taken away from poor parents, a significant proportion
of whom were lone mothers from minority ethnic backgrounds
(Bebbington and Miles, 1989). 
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Some of these criticisms mapped onto debates about how child
abuse was being defined, why it happened and what should be
done about it (Parton, 1985). For example, the role of social policies
which contribute to children’s poverty was argued to be abusive to
children as well as central to the causation of physical abuse. This
view was contested by those who argued that the latter argument
was unfair to poor people (Fox Harding, 1991). However, the
growth of awareness of sexual abuse forced critics such as Parton
to rethink their views (Parton, 1990). He recognised that it did
not fit clearly into an analysis which focused on poverty as
central to the causation of abuse and obliged wider thinking which
recognised both gendered and generational power imbalances. His
arguments reflected a debt to emerging feminist understandings.
These contested the failure of investigations such as the Cleveland
Inquiry to explore why it was largely men who engaged in sexually
abusive activity and also contested gender-blind professional
practices. They argued that it is important to interrogate wider
processes in relation to patterns of male socialisation alongside
gendered power relations (Featherstone, 2002). Arguments also
emerged from those interested in advancing children’s rights.
These pointed to the lack of power of children as a group, in
relation to bodily integrity and voice, as central to understanding
why adults transgressed their bodily boundaries and children were
unable to assert their rights and claims for recognition (see Fox
Harding, 1991). 

By the end of the 1980s, physical and sexual abuse were being
dealt with by various agencies and there was a large amount of
guidance available on how they should work together. There were
competing debates about how these forms of abuse should be under-
stood and their interrelationship (see, for example, Hearn, 1990).
However, it is possible to argue that the dominant discourses
at policy and practice levels were concerned with what should
be done by professionals, in relation to managing abuses, and
with the appropriate balance which should be struck between state
intervention and family privacy. The Children Act (1989) was
introduced in this context. 

The Children Act 

The Children Act emerged from a period of considerable debate
and activity and was widely welcomed. It was the product of years



56 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

of consultation with a range of groups, although not with children
(Hendrick, 1994, 2003; Daniel and Ivatts, 1998). The Act brought
together public and private law and sought to establish a new basis
for intervention in family life in cases of child abuse – by placing
the courts at the centre of the process . It also sought to establish
a mandate for supportive work for children ‘in need’.

A number of key principles underpinned the Act. One of these
was that the child’s welfare should be the paramount consideration.
This principle was to govern both the making of orders in private
cases such as divorce and the decisions on whether to place a child
in local authority care or supervision. This obliged professionals to
justify their decision-making. There was also an obligation that the
ascertainable wishes and feelings of the child should be considered
in making decisions, which helped to make children more central
to proceedings. Guardians ad litem, court-appointed social workers
specifically representing the child’s interests, played an important
role: ‘The fact that children were to have their own advocate in
court proceedings served to strengthen and underline the idea of
children as individuals in their own right with interests which
might be quite separate from those of their parents’ (Daniel and
Ivatts, 1998, p. 206). 

The Act also introduced the concept of parental responsibility
into the process. As Fox Harding (1996) noted, since 1979 the
Conservatives had developed an interest in the issue of family
responsibility, in the scope of state responsibility and, in particular,
in the amount of state expenditure involved in the latter: 

A rhetoric of family behaviour has been developed in which certain
themes, such as individual responsibility and the undesirability of
dependence on the state, have become central to the aim of restoring or
revitalizing family responsibility. A major preoccupation has been the
area of parental responsibility (p. 130). 

As was noted in Chapter 3, parental responsibility became a
theme uniting a range of legislation in the late 1980s and 1990s.
Harding argued that whilst the different types of parental respon-
sibility were not always consistent, the concept was used ‘as a
powerful instrument of social policy in shaping the family’ (Edwards
and Halpern, 1992, quoted in Fox Harding, 1996). It meshed with
a wider strategy which promoted more private dependency within
families, fewer state-dependent families and broader family
responsibility. 
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Parton has argued that the notion of parental responsibility in
the Children Act reflected both wider historical tendencies and the
prevailing Conservative political agenda: 

While the family was constructed as an essentially private institution
and the primary institution for rearing children, parents were seen as
having responsibilities towards their children, rather than holding in
effect, parental property rights as in the past. The role of parents was
cast in far more active terms, and terms consistent with the government
emphasis on individuals and families taking responsibility for both
their own behaviour and the quality of life of their dependents. While
the state was seen as having an important role to play, this was to ensure
that parents fulfilled such responsibilities. The role of the state was
confirmed as residual and supportive rather than primary. However, it
should work in partnership with parents on behalf of children in need.
(Parton, 1991, p. 155) 

A key space for inquiring and exploring what was happening
with the implementation of the Act was provided by the publi-
cation of Messages from Research: Lessons for Child Protection
(DoH, 1995).

Messages from research – reconstructing child abuse? 

Following the Cleveland Inquiry, the then Conservative government
commissioned a range of research studies into how the child
protection system operated and was perceived alongside more
wide-ranging studies into the use of discipline in ‘normal’ family
life and into sexual abuse. The results were published with consid-
erable fanfare in 1995, in an overview document summarising the
research studies and their key messages (DoH, 1995). 

John Bowis, the then Minister of State, argued in the overview
document that the key message emanating from the studies was
that the spirit of the Children Act was not being adhered to. The
spirit of the Act, he argued, was that there should be a balance
between child protection and family support services. However, in
practice what appeared to be happening was that child protection
investigations were being prioritised, leading to a distortion of the
system’s workload and with little priority being devoted to prevent-
ive or supportive work. Moreover, such investigations were being
conducted in a way which alienated parents and children. Bowis



58 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

argued for a shift in emphasis from child protection to family
support and encouraged local authorities to review and reorient
their service provision accordingly. 

An approach was promoted which moved away from the inves-
tigation of specific incidents of abuse in favour of exploring such
incidents in context and was generally more supportive and respon-
sive to families’ overall needs. This should have implications for
practice at every stage, from what became known as the ‘enquiry’
phase right through to ongoing support. This approach contributed
to a reconstruction of child abuse so that it ceased to be solely
focused on specific incidents. Such incidents should be located in
the context of the overall environment in which the child lived;
specific contexts which were low in warmth and high in criticism
were seen as particularly deleterious. This analysis fed into a growing
recognition of the interrelationships between different forms of
harm. As part of this process, emotional abuse and neglect become
more firmly recognised (see Cawson et al., 2000 for a very thorough
discussion). 

However, the analysis did not significantly broaden out what
might be considered abusive. The issues thrown up by decades of
inattention by government to issues of poverty and inequality were
inadequately addressed. Child poverty had increased considerably
under the Conservatives and, as we saw in the last chapter, there
had been significant changes in family structure. Such changes are
strongly correlated with poverty, so practitioners were encountering
complex family structures and widespread levels of poverty along-
side a lack of any supportive infrastructure in terms of service
provision. Encouraging an orientation to ‘family’ support begged
crucial questions in a world where notions of family had become
more complex and resources in relation to the professional provision
of support were thin on the ground. 

There were also problems with the actual research done and the
way in which it was disseminated. It did nothing to redress the lack
of a research base which looked systematically at both prevalence
and incidence issues in relation to child abuse or which ascertained
from children and young people themselves what their experiences
and definitions were (see discussion below). A key problem which
was addressed by only some of the research and which was
certainly not highlighted in the dissemination process is that focusing
on what professionals do or do not do in relation to referrals gives
us a very partial picture. There is ample evidence, for example, that
the majority of those who are sexually abused never approach
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professionals at all. Indeed, Wattam’s (2002) research highlights
the very low levels of self-referral by children to the formal child
protection system. 

Furthermore, the dissemination process and the central thrust of
the overview document promoted a fairly singular and simplified
story about practice within the system and how it should be reorien-
ted. Child protection was constructed as a largely policing, reactive
activity and was counterposed to a more desirable approach called
family support, thus contributing to a form of split thinking which
has proved more and more problematic over time (see, for example,
DoH, 2001b). In the overview document, there was an absence of
any adequate contextual analysis of why practice might have
developed in the way it had and the significant omission of any
analysis of the impact of the inquiries into child deaths (Parton, 1996).
Also important was the failure to explore the impact of successive
cuts in government spending on mainstream services such as social
work and the lack of bridging finance for local authorities seeking
to implement the Children Act, of the kind that had been provided
for Community Care legislation (see Gardner, 2002). 

As indicated, the causes of differing forms of child abuse did
not form part of the remit; the primary focus was on what was
being done or not done by professionals. The analysis screened out
key questions in relation to wider social policies and inequalities.
However, there was ample evidence from the individual research
reports themselves of the impact of poverty and gender issues
(Parton, 1996). For example, ‘conflict’ and ‘violence’ between adult
men and women were important features of many of the cases
studied. This did not lead to widespread discussion about whether
the origins of such violence might lie beyond the individual couple
in an interrogation of relationships between men and women. 

Prior to the election of New Labour, the following was apparent.
Governmental injunctions to develop ‘family support’ coexisted with
very high levels of inequality and poverty promoted by the very
same government’s policies. Family structures had changed consid-
erably and notions of parental responsibilities had been extended
in a context where little support for discharging such responsibilities
had been developed and there was little commitment to dealing
with the gendered implications of exercising such responsibilities.

Also, there was a questioning of the value of constructing child
abuse narrowly in terms of incidents of abuse but no real appreciation
on the part of government that a more thorough engagement with
the complexities behind definition and causation was required. Family
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support was pulled out of the hat as an almost magical means of
reconciling considerable tensions, legitimating assumptions that all
that was needed was a change of attitude by social workers. 

What has happened under New Labour? 

Whilst no clear statements have been made by New Labour about
how they understand child abuse and what should be done about
it, there are signals. The predominant concerns in relation to children’s
welfare are ending their poverty and early intervention in relation to
facilitating their life chances. These are supported by a research base
and there is a commitment by the government to monitor what is
happening through its Opportunity for All Reports (see Chapter 1). 

However, government has done nothing to rectify the lack of
government statistics which show the number of children who
experience a range of harms in a range of settings. The one indicator
which is used in the Opportunity for All Reports is that of reducing
re-registration rates on the child protection register – an indicator
which has been used to monitor both local authority and Sure Start
activities. The Child Protection Register (originally called the Child
Abuse Register) was set up in the 1970s in the plethora of proced-
ures which emerged following the death of Maria Colwell. It is an
administrative device deployed by professionals to indicate that
there are concerns about, or there has been actual, abuse and should
be tied to a plan of work to protect the child/children. For a host of
reasons, monitoring registrations or re-registrations is very unsatis-
factory (see Jeffery, 2003). Registration rates are probably likely to
tell us more about the ways in which agencies work than about
what is actually happening to children. A finding that re-registration
rates are falling may therefore reflect agencies’ neglect of children
rather than more positive processes. 

Hooper (2002) has attempted to develop some data in relation to
rates of fatal child abuse, physical punishment and abuse, physical
neglect, sexual abuse and emotional maltreatment, including expo-
sure to domestic violence between parents. She notes the difficulties
in relying on any form of official statistics. As only a small number
of incidents are reported to any agency, reliance on agency statistics
such as those provided by the police or social services is very prob-
lematic. Moreover, the attrition rate is high and variable between
areas and forms of abuse. Some offences, such as rape, are not broken
down by age. 
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As Hooper argues, to get any sense of the extent and patterns of
child maltreatment it is necessary to turn to non-governmental
research (although there is still a paucity of such research in the UK).
The most comprehensive, methodologically sophisticated study
was that undertaken by the National Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) and published in 2000. This looked at
the experiences of just under 3000 young people aged between
18 and 24 (Cawson etal., 2000). Even here, the findings are likely to be
an underestimate as the sample excluded those who were homeless
or in institutional settings. Fifty-six per cent of the sample were still
living with their parents and there were likely to be problems with
the recall of past events. Nonetheless, the study is well worth
exploring in detail as it offers important discussions about how
varying forms of abuse were defined as well as contrasting researcher
definitions with self-definitions by respondents. Only a brief
picture can be offered here, in conjunction with Hooper’s (2002)
review of what is currently known in relation to various forms of
maltreatment. 

In terms of fatal child abuse, there have been considerable
debates about both the evidence and the trends. In relation to the
latter, Pritchard’s (1992) findings that there had been a decline from
the 1970s to the 1980s have been strongly contested by children’s
charities such as the NSPCC. As Hooper notes, the decline now
seems largely attributable to changes in the system for classification.
There is a commonly cited estimate that one to two children die
from maltreatment each week and rates appear to have stayed stable
during the 1980s and 1990s. However, Hooper (2002) outlines the
limitations of the statistics and there is some reason to believe that
they underestimate the numbers of such deaths. 

In terms of other forms of maltreatment, physical abuse is particu-
larly difficult to define, since hitting a child can still be defended
in court by a parent as ‘reasonable chastisement’. According to
Cawson et al. (2000), 25 per cent in their sample had experienced
some form of physical abuse which ranged in terms of severity.
Sixteen per cent of the sample had experienced some form of sexually
abusive activity. The study contains a very important discussion on
the difficulties of defining emotional maltreatment and is a consid-
ered contribution to thinking in this area. Bullying emerged as by
far the most common area of difficulty experienced by young
people, with 43 per cent having experienced some form of bullying
by another young person. Twenty-six per cent had experienced
violence between their adult carers at some point and for 5 per cent
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this was constant or frequent. The rates of such violence are possibly
declining but they still remain higher than in the 1980s (see Hooper,
2002 for a discussion; also Mirrlees-Black, 1999). 

New Labour has not placed any priority on developing a better
information base in relation to the range of harms that children can
suffer. It has also seemed content in large part to continue with the
Children Act 1989, although there have been important legislative
developments in relation to adoption and leaving care (see Chapter 5)
and a legislative amendment which reflects the harms to children
caused by violence between adult carers is planned. The Protection
of Children Act 1999 introduced a number of changes to the system
for vetting and identifying unsuitable persons working with children
and a Sexual Offences Bill was introduced in order to consolidate and
update legislation in relation to sexual offending against adults and
children. 

In terms of guidance documents from government, two have
been particularly influential. These are the Framework for the
Assessment of Children in Need and their Families (DoH, 2000a)
and Working Together to Safeguard the Welfare of Children in
Need and their Families (DoH, Home Office, DfEE, 1999). 

An important development at the policy implementation level
has been the establishment of a Children’s Taskforce focused on
improving health and social care services. An early task assigned
to it was the completion of a National Service Framework for
Children (similar frameworks have been introduced for mental
health, coronary heart disease, older people’s services and diabetes)
to set new standards across the National Health Service and social
services for children. 

Discussion 

To some extent, New Labour has exhibited continuities with the
previous Conservative administration in relation to tackling child
abuse. In particular, much of their analysis has been couched in
language borrowed directly from the analysis outlined in Messages
from Research (DoH, 1995). For example, their report submitted to
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in 1999 (there is a
requirement that a report is submitted every 5 years) argued that
physical and sexual abuse within the home is often triggered by
pressure on families and ‘real benefits could arise if there was a
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focus on the wider needs of children and families, rather than a
narrow concentration on the alleged incident of abuse’ (quoted in
Roberts, 2001, p. 59). 

However, in contrast to previous Conservative governments,
New Labour has taken seriously the issue of the ‘context’ in which
family life is lived and the welfare of children more generally.
Preventive strategies are strongly underlined in the New Labour
project. Important examples of this approach include Sure Start and
the Children’s Fund. While these do not have an overt agenda in
relation to preventing child abuse, there can be a presumption that
this will be a by-product of their activities. The eradication of poverty,
for example, can be framed in this way; though, as we have seen, the
role of poverty as a causal factor in relation to the range of harms
children can suffer has been disputed by researchers over the years. 

The priorities for what needs to be prevented are attached very
firmly to the priorities of a social investment state: preventing
future unemployment and the involvement of children in criminal
and anti-social behaviour. Furthermore, they are accompanied by a
redefinition of prevention itself which emphasises earlier identifi-
cation of those ‘at risk’. Indeed, considerable work is being under-
taken on the development of identification, referral and tracking
systems (IRT) to aid early identification of those truanting, engag-
ing in anti-social activity and so on. 

There are omissions in Labour’s understandings and strategies
which have particular implications for child maltreatment. The failure
to legislate against smacking remains a constant source of criti-
cism of New Labour – the critics include those monitoring the
UNCRC (see Featherstone et al., 2002), children’s organisations and
parliamentary groups. These criticisms have received renewed
impetus as a result of the death of Victoria Climbié in 2000 from a
range of abusive treatments by her great aunt and her great aunt’s
partner. This particular death has been cited as an illustration of
the dangers of not firmly opposing the use of physical force against
any child for any reason, including ‘reasonable chastisement’.
There is a strong argument for such a ban, not just in terms of pos-
sibly preventing such deaths but also as part of a wider political
and cultural project which gives out clear messages about children
and adult/child relationships. 

Also, there is a silence on the importance of challenging
gendered aspects of sexual violence. The finding that those who
sexually abuse are predominantly male appears to be a strong one,
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although there are limitations in the data currently available
(Frosh, 2002). Yet this appears to have led to little in the way of
prevention campaigns which tackle gendered attitudes to violence
and sexuality. Furthermore, an understanding of gender relations
would be helpful in terms of understanding the levels of abuse
between young people themselves that were found within the
prevalence study discussed above (Cawson et al., 2000). Whilst anti-
bullying strategies have been developed by New Labour and are
welcome, they need to be more fully informed by understandings
which locate sexual violence as an aspect of bullying and which
also engage with what appears to be differences in male and
female patterns of coping and help seeking amongst young people
(Hallett et al., 2003). 

There are also more general issues which need exploring in
relation to children’s help seeking. New Labour has paid little
attention to tackling the difficulties which have emerged over the
decades in relation to how children use and perceive the formal
systems set up to protect them. 

The child protection system – protecting who from what? 

Under New Labour, some important initiatives have emerged in
relation to ensuring that children who are looked after (that is,
come into some form of state care; see Chapter 5) are consulted
with in relation to the experience of being looked after. Many of
these children will have been abused and subject to child protection
investigations and assessments. However, many other children
who have been subject to such investigations and processes do not
come under the looked after system. 

In previous sections, we outlined how developments in the
1970s and 1980s had led to a complex system focused on managing
what professionals did in response to referrals. Not only have
children not been involved in designing this system, there are also
clear indications that they remain profoundly unhappy with
aspects of it. In particular, the importance attached to the sharing of
information between professionals runs counter to what research
tells us about the importance that children and young people
attach to confidentiality (see MacLeod, 1999). 

The issue of confidentiality appears central to why children who
are suffering maltreatment do not approach professionals. Child-
Line, a confidential and anonymous telephone helpline, has been
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used in large numbers by children and young people since its
inception over 10 years ago. Research on its use offers us access to
information about the definitions of abuse used by children and
also to their ideas about how they might best be helped. Moreover,
ChildLine’s continued success in engaging children and young
people in large numbers would appear to provide some indication
about what they find helpful about a service set up and run by
adults. The issue of confidentiality is crucial and is tested out time
and time again by the children who call. The form of help offered
appears to be appreciated – it is at the young person’s pace, and
space is offered to talk over issues rather than rush into action. This
is in contrast to how professional services are perceived to operate.
In particular, in relation to sexual abuse, there continues to be a
premium placed by professionals on ‘doing something’ fast and
alerting professional networks (Parton and Wattam, 1999). 

Hill (1997b) has reviewed the research which has been carried
out into the views of those who do refer or are referred to the child
protection system. This reveals considerable criticisms of the overall
experience, although the majority said that they had no regrets
about speaking out. However, there was a minority who found the
official response to abuse allegations so upsetting that they did
regret it. Many indicated they were given little information and
few choices, and a general picture emerges of children caught up in
a perplexing and distressing sequence of events (Featherstone and
Parton, 2001). 

The Department of Health was, until June 2003, the key govern-
ment department responsible for child protection work. It devoted
very little attention to addressing how child protection processes
could become more child-friendly and did not initiate a debate on
the difficult issue of confidentiality; of how to ensure that more
children and young people could be encouraged to raise their con-
cerns about child maltreatment and how such concerns could then
be worked with in ways which ensured that they felt some control
over what happened. This is difficult terrain and some of the
dilemmas may not be resolvable. There are many arguments in
favour of having an effective system of information sharing, not least
that it facilitates a holistic understanding of a child’s difficulties.
However, it is also apparent that children and young people do not
use formal systems because of concerns about confidentiality. 

A key document produced by New Labour has been the
Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and their
Families (DoH, 2000a). This appears to reinforce the importance of
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locating children and their families contextually rather than look-
ing at incidents of abuse in isolation. It contains many references to
the centrality of the child and the importance of consulting with
him or her. However, it assumes that needs, including the need for
protection, can be accessed by professionals both asking and
observing and/or can be articulated by children. In contrast, research
into child sexual abuse seems to indicate that the process of telling
is extremely complex and profoundly influenced relational and
contextual factors (Wattam, 1999). Moreover, in the absence of a
narrative by children, professionals cannot rely on looking for
‘signs’ of sexual abuse in any straightforward way. Such signs are
highly contested, as events in Cleveland demonstrated. The Frame-
work bypasses key questions about who can be told what and in
what contexts (see Wattam, 1999). It not only ignores the research
evidence which indicates that children do not trust professionals,
but also assumes that changing language and focusing on need is
enough to encourage children to talk openly to professionals about
what is troubling them. 

It could be argued that the general message from Messages from
Research – promoting a move-away from a child protection
approach which is investigatory and driven by forensic requirements
in relation to proof – could meet many of the concerns identified by
children when they enter the system. However, one can doubt
whether the solution promoted by Messages from Research –
a move to family support – will ensure that children’s wishes are
taken into account. 

This is a particularly apt question to consider in the context of
New Labour’s approach to parents. Where parents are themselves
the direct cause of the harms that children suffer, this is explained
in government guidance in terms of them being ‘under stress’ and
the assumption appears to be that the overall agenda in relation to
challenging poverty and social exclusion will remove such stress
(see, for example, Framework for the Assessment of Children in
Need and their Families and Working Together to Safeguard the
Welfare of Children). There is no discussion about whether such
abuses could be linked with gendered and generational dynamics
which render children unable to assert their rights to bodily integrity
and voice. 

As was noted in Chapter 3, the roles and responsibilities of
parents are central to delivering much of the New Labour agenda in
relation to children. As Freely (2000) notes, this is often a top-down
agenda which is not located in ongoing dialogue with parents. For
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example, parents’ own definitions of what is considered responsible
parental behaviour are not always recognised as such by the gov-
ernment (see Duncan and Edwards, 1999 for a general discussion
of this in relation to lone mothers and paid work). An example here
is that the focus on moving adults on benefits, including lone
mothers, into employment as a key way of tackling poverty and
the impact in situations where abuse and violence is a feature of
family life has not been considered. For example, compatible welfare
developments in the US appear to have contributed to difficulties
for women who are required by one set of policies to enter paid
work and another to be available to protect their children (Brandwein,
1999). Whilst policies for moving young mothers into work in the
UK, unlike those in the US, are not compulsory, the current
emphasis on the desirability of entering paid work is feared by
many mothers of children who have been sexually abused. Their
definition of responsibility is that they need time to spend with
their children and to look after them in order to engage with the
healing and protection issues which will be thrown up. This neglect
is not accidental, since engaging with such issues is quite simply
not a priority for New Labour. 

Tensions in practice 

A range of initiatives have been set up outside local authority
structures (see Jordan and Jordan, 2000; Garrett, 2002, for a general
discussion). Some of what has happened under New Labour
could be seen as a response to the perceived failure by local
authorities to refocus in the way that was argued for under Messages
from Research. Moreover, it is possible to see more recent develop-
ments as New Labour quietly giving up the ghost on social
services departments and transferring the mandate for supportive
and preventive work to various ‘new’ initiatives. A key reason for
the emergence of these ‘new’ initiatives, however, may be that
they focus on different and, by definition, more desirable priorities
from those of local authority social work. Social work was tied in,
often uneasily, with the priorities of the old welfare state. In contrast,
the new initiatives are part of a broader project – that of
constructing self-reliant, employable individuals who are flexible
enough to operate effectively in the global order. The use of ‘old’
terms, such as family support, can therefore prove misleading.
However, this is by no means made clear cut or explicit in practice,
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leaving local authority social services departments with confused
messages. 

Moreover, the split which emerged post-Messages from Research
between child protection and family support can institutionalise a
binary approach to children and families which does not corres-
pond with how they live their lives and encounter difficulties.
Children’s needs cannot be categorised simply in terms of either
protection or support and there are real dangers in encouraging
such binary thinking. To give an example, domestic violence is
recognised as a widespread phenomenon and one which can have
adverse effects upon children’s welfare as well as their safety. Sure
Start projects with a family support remit, but with no targets in
relation to domestic violence, are discovering the need to work
with domestic violence if they are to be responsive to their local
communities and therefore are working with protection and sup-
port issues. Neat categorisations do not work in practice in a world
where violence and abuse cannot be simply ascribed to a small
number of highly stressed families. 

The emergence of ‘new’ initiatives on the ground involves con-
siderable numbers of workers in a period where there are problems
with retention and recruitment in mainstream services, such as
local authority social and health visiting. There is evidence that
many of the new initiatives are contributing to this crisis in that
they are recruiting workers from the mainstream (Garrett, 2002). At
the same time, we continue to have a system which is led by social
services departments but premised upon inter-agency working
and which has developed procedures and guidance in relation to
managing and working with child protection concerns which
require considerable resourcing. 

The inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbié, which was
published in 2003, opened up possibilities for discussing such issues.
The inquiry itself had an interesting format, with Part 1 exploring
what happened to Victoria via the questioning of key witnesses
(including those convicted of her death). Part 2 was organised in
the form of seminars focused on particular topics. 

A range of recommendations emerged which, in the main,
concentrated on two areas; accountability for work and clarifying
procedures for dealing with referrals (see Laming, 2003). Whilst
issues such as recruitment were mentioned, as well as the damag-
ing consequences of splits between child protection and family
support, there was little discussion about the overall policy context
and how well it supported the discussions and initiatives necessary
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to tackle the range of harms that children suffer. Although the
death of Victoria has provided added impetus for campaigning
against the use of smacking (Hall, 2003), the report itself did not
engage with such debates. 

The government’s reorganisation of children’s services announced
in June 2003 offers an opportunity to pull together a range of services
on education and care – although young offenders are not included.
A Minister for Children and Young People has been appointed
with specific responsibilities for the following: Sure Start, Early
Years, Connexions, Special Educational Needs and the Youth Service,
the Children and Young People’s Unit, the Children’s Social
Services and the Teenage Pregnancy Unit, Family and Parenting
Law and Support and the Family Policy Unit. This poses both
opportunities as well as dangers, as outlined in Chapter 3 – more
integrated approaches to the care and education of children may
emerge but a focus on education and skills may contribute to
narrow, instrumentalist initiatives. 

The Green Paper Every Child Matters, published in 2003 (DfES,
2003b), emerged initially from a concern to try and develop a coherent
approach to the proliferation of initiatives for children at risk of social
exclusion. However, the publication of the report by Lord Laming
into the death of Victoria Climbie early in 2003 seemed to force the
government, initially at least, to indicate that it would incorporate
its response into the Green Paper. In the event, its response was
actually published alongside the Green Paper as a separate docu-
ment, Keeping Children Safe. This would indicate that, alongside its
separate response to youth offending (see Chapter 6), it continues
to have difficulty with developing an integrated response to children
as a whole. Moreover, within the Green Paper there is a failure to
look at the variety of harms children can suffer and there seems to
be an overemphasis on tacking their educational difficulties at the
expense of other issues which barely get mentioned, such as sexual
abuse. Furthermore, there appears little recognition of the need to
develop initiatives which are underpinned by robust research
evidence into children’s experiences, including their experiences of
harm and what they wish from adults. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has traced how ‘child abuse’ has been variously
constructed over the decades, since the establishment of the post-war
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welfare state. It argues that developments under New Labour open
up welcome opportunities for tackling children’s poverty, thus
potentially contributing in important ways to the enhancement of
children’s overall welfare. Alongside the array of initiatives outlined
in Chapter 3 which offer parents supports to bring up their children,
these can be viewed positively. However, there is too little attention
being paid to the variety of harms children suffer and to the reform
of the systems which have been set up to ‘protect’ them from such
arms. A number of key omissions are highly significant. The failure
to legislate against smacking indicates both an unwillingness to
challenge generational power imbalances and to signpost the need
for more democratic practices between adults and children. This
reflects a reluctance to move away from a populist project which
seeks to woo rather than lead and rests on what may be profoundly
mistaken assumptions about parents’ own views. The assumption
is that parents will not tolerate such state interference in their
relationships with their children – this needs further testing.
Furthermore, allied with this appears to be a lack of interest in
thinking about how the systems which have developed over the
years can be made more child friendly, thus leaving us with the
undesirable situation of having child protection systems in which
children do not appear to invest. 

There has been an extension of state involvement in children’s
and families’ lives, primarily within a project aimed at getting
poor parents to fulfil their responsibilities towards their children
and which is overly-focused on instrumental approaches which
produce self-reliant citizens. A broader project, which seeks to
explore how children are harmed in a variety of settings and
what their views are of what should be done about it, does not
appear to be part of the New Labour agenda.
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C H A P T E R  5  

Looked After Children 

Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with recent policy and practice developments
with respect to those children whose lives are most intimately bound
to the actions of the state – those who live directly under its care.
The chapter focuses primarily on policy towards looked after children
in England. Scotland has different and distinctive practices and
legislation in this field and Wales itself is now increasingly deserving
of separate attention as the Welsh Assembly forges different
approaches in social care. For example, Wales decided to appoint a
Children’s Commissioner for all children in 2000, whereas England
did not do so until 2003. Wales also has a separate strategy for
social services for children, ‘Children First’. 

If we consider this group of children in relation to the central
tendencies in New Labour policy that were identified in Chapter 1,
a number of issues become immediately apparent. With respect
to the emphasis on parents as the key means for ensuring child
welfare, there are obvious difficulties of application in a context in
which children are no longer (in most cases) living with their
parents but instead live within a variety of alternative settings –
primarily foster care and residential care. Fox Harding (1997,
pp. 182–185) notes that in some respects the 1989 Children Act
strengthened the rights of parents in the social care context and
encouraged social services to work in partnership with families.
However, for many children entering the care system, parental
indifference or abuse is likely to be more relevant than parental
involvement. This lowered involvement of parents gave scope for
a stronger state-paternalist agenda for New Labour in the late
1990s than would have been possible in fields with strong parental
and family lobby groups, a paternalism that was reminiscent of
Labour’s more interventionist past. 
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Nevertheless, a strong focus on parenting and on the family is
evident in this context through an increased emphasis on the
importance of foster care and through a renewed focus on
adoption as a long-term solution to the problems of some looked
after children. This leaves us with two contrasting, and to some
extent conflicting, models of parenting. The first is the use of
families, family substitutes or family models where appropriate and
the second is the use of the state to ensure adequate ‘corporate
parenting’. The concept of ‘corporate parenting’ has been applied
to this field through both the QP initiative (seeking to pressure
local authorities to perform the caring duties of a ‘good parent’)
and the Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 (seeking to compel
local authorities to apply such ‘good parenting’ for longer than
hitherto). 

The second feature of our analysis of New Labour’s approach,
its focus on targeting specific groups of children for policy
attention, is perhaps nowhere better illustrated than with respect
to looked after children. As with Sure Start, there is – as we shall
see – a very strong ‘social investment’ rationale for doing so. It
has also led to a strong form of managerial control through the
QP initiative. While we can see the implications of this approach
in a number of other chapters, the clear realisation by the late
1990s of the stark social consequences of neglecting the needs
of looked after children led to a particularly clear rationale for
significant action in this field. There are, of course – as we saw
in Chapter 2 – problems associated with an approach that
views children primarily as arenas for investment in the future.
However, it can still be argued that the social investment model
has produced much more policy attention to both the present
and future needs of this group of children than had previously
been the case. 

Finally, with respect to New Labour’s piecemeal approach to the
application of a children’s rights perspective, it is in relation to
looked after children that it has been most distinctively positive.
A combination of acknowledged poor performance, widespread
abuse scandals and the reduced relevance of the parent–child axis
in this arena has led the New Labour government to a much easier
acceptance of the right of children to participate in decision-making
processes affecting their lives. By making such participation a key
objective of the QP initiative, the UK government has sought to raise
the profile of children’s rights in this area within local government
social services departments. 
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Accordingly, this chapter charts a period of vigorous activity on
the part of government in recent years. We begin by outlining the
key developments in fields such as the education of looked after
children, leaving care, the overall framework of QP, the increased
governmental interest in adoption and the development of a new
inspection and regulation regime. The impact of these initiatives
is then assessed. This assessment includes consideration of the
implications of these developments for subjects such as children’s
rights and involvement, the developing role of the family and the
role of the state. 

Tackling social exclusion: focusing on looked after children 

Looked after children have been a subject of growing concern
for UK governments since the early 1990s and were the focus of
particularly intense policy interest by the post-1997 New Labour
government, leading to a number of significant initiatives. These
include new guidance on the education of looked after children
(Department of Health and Department for Education and Employment,
2000), the QP initiative, the Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 and,
in part, the Care Standards Act 2000 and the Adoption and Children
Act 2002. However, the significance of New Labour’s policy approach
to looked after children to its own definition of its overall project
was missed by many commentators: New Labour’s policies for
children in public care received more coverage in its own 2001
General Election Manifesto (Labour Party, 2001, pp. 27–28) than they
did in a number of the lengthier academic commentaries on the
party’s first term (Coates and Lawler, 2000; Seldon, 2001; Powell,
2002), which failed to even refer to the above initiatives. Only
Toynbee and Walker’s analysis of the 1997–2001 government
adequately reflected the symbolic and practical importance of this
subject to New Labour’s wider strategy for child welfare (Toynbee
and Walker, 2001, pp. 34–36). 

Underpinning New Labour’s concern was the extent to which
this client group illustrates both the perceived and the real
failings of the post-war model of welfare state provision. The
top-down, bureaucratic, secretive and unresponsive welfare state
criticised by both right and left from the 1970s onwards can be
argued to have reached its nadir with the treatment of looked
after children, as revealed by the repeated revelations of widespread
and hidden abuse within the state child care system that emerged
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during the 1990s (Levy and Kahan, 1991; Kirkwood, 1993; Utting,
1997; Waterhouse, 2000). Alongside the various abuse scandals,
cumulative evidence of failure on a less dramatic but equally
important front – outcomes for looked after children in areas such
as employment, education and housing (Biehal et al., 1995; Broad,
1998; Smith, 1998) – linked this area more directly to New Labour’s
wider concern with both social exclusion and social investment.
One illustration of this linkage is that looked after children were
identified as an especially vulnerable group in each of the first
three reports from the government’s Social Exclusion Unit. The
first of these reports, on truancy and school exclusion, pointed
out that children in care are ‘ten times more likely’ than average
to be excluded from school (Social Exclusion Unit, 1998a, p. 9).
The second report, on rough sleeping, noted that ‘between a
quarter and a third of rough sleepers have been looked after by
local authorities as children’ (Social Exclusion Unit, 1998b, p. 5) and
cited the early age of discharge and lack of support for care leavers
as crucial factors. The third report, on teenage pregnancy, cited
research suggesting that ‘a quarter of care leavers had a child by the
age of sixteen, and nearly half were mothers within 18 to 24 months
after leaving care’ (Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p. 17). 

Even before these reports, a ubiquitous set of statistics had began
to be widely quoted in official sources – despite many of them
being rather vague estimates (the lack of hard data about this group
being, indeed, indicative of their relative neglect). Amongst the
best known of these statistics were that between 50 and 75 per cent
of care leavers had no academic qualifications (compared to 6 per cent
in the general population), that 50–80 per cent of care leavers
were unemployed (at a time when it was below 15 per cent in the
general population of the same age), that 23 per cent of adult
prisoners and 38 per cent of young prisoners have been in care,
that 30 per cent of the young single homeless had a care background
and that almost all care leavers exit into ‘independence’ by the age
of 18 (the average age of leaving home in the general population in
the late 1990s was 22) (Social Services Inspectorate, 1997; Utting,
1997). That the numbers of children in care represent only 0.5 per cent
of the relevant age group (Sinclair and Gibbs, 2002, p. 123) serves to
indicate the depths of the problems that these statistics represent.
In short, looked after children and care leavers represent a ‘sticking
point’ on the road to an economically and socially successful society
of the kind that is consistent with New Labour’s ‘Third Way’. As
a group, their multiple disadvantages rendered them particularly
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worthy of targeted interventions. They overlapped with the
government’s agendas on homelessness, youth unemployment,
youth justice, low educational attainment and teenage pregnancy.
If Sure Start offered an opportunity for productive investment
because it focused on the influential early years of a child’s life,
policies for looked after children offered a similarly productive oppor-
tunity because of the breadth of the contact with social exclusion.
The enhanced governmental interest in this group can also be
explained on the basis that, because they are already in the care of
the State, this is a group of socially excluded young people that is
particularly amenable to state investment. These two factors
combined – the range of their problems and their openness to state
activism – rendered them a particularly productive opportunity for
social investment. 

Past policy towards looked after children 

Many histories of UK policy towards looked after children begin
with the post-1945 Labour government; with good reason, even
though there is much that can usefully be learnt from earlier periods.
The work of the Curtis Committee and the establishment of local
authority children’s departments by the 1948 Children Act marked
a decisive break with the institutions (though not always the ethos)
of Work House and Poor Law. This was exemplified by the decades-
long switch towards smaller, more homely institutions, epitomised
by the ‘family group home’ of the 1970s and the increasing use of
foster care. Fox Harding has characterised much of the post-war
period as reflecting a struggle between competing perspectives on
child welfare (‘laissez-faire and patriarchy’, ‘state paternalism and
child protection’, ‘birth family and parents’ rights’ and ‘children’s
rights and liberation’) (Fox Harding, 1997). Although reality is
inevitably more complex, it is helpful to view policy development
in this way, with the 1975 Children Act reflecting the influence
of state paternalism and child protection agendas and the 1989
Children Act more influenced by a parental rights and children’s
rights agenda. 

It was certainly true that by the time of the Children Act 1989 the
tide had swung against interventionism. There was also a strengthen-
ing of the long-developing trend towards foster care and away
from institutional care. This was a response to a mixture of cost
factors (residential care was and remains comparatively expensive)



76 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

and ideological factors (a revived concern over the importance of
family life). Finally, there was also a general decrease in numbers
entering care around this time; from 92,000 in 1981 to 54,000 in 1998
(Hayden et al., 1999, p. 36). Under the post-1997 New Labour gov-
ernments, numbers rose steadily to 59,700 by 2002 (Department of
Health, 2002a, p. 1). 

This group of children and young people enter care for a wide
variety of reasons. However, Table 5.1 shows that there is consider-
able overlap with the child protection system. Such links between
the wider system of care for looked after children and increasing
public and professional concern over child abuse came together
dramatically in the 1990s through the State child abuse cases already
mentioned and the consequent publication of a series of major reports
on such abuse. The ‘Pindown’ inquiry (Levy and Kahan, 1991) in
Staffordshire, the report on the activities of Frank Beck in Leicestershire
(Kirkwood, 1993) and the investigation into widespread physical
and sexual abuse in North Wales (Waterhouse, 2000) changed the
terms of debate about the looked after system. Since the usual
tensions between the privacy of the family and the rights of the
child to protection from abuse (so striking and explosive in the
Cleveland case: see Department of Health and Social Security, 1988)
were absent here, there was little to prevent government from
becoming significantly more interventionist in response. It duly
became so. Nor was this rash of abuse inquiries a uniquely British
phenomenon; similar institutional abuse scandals were emerging in
other countries at the same time – primarily in Ireland, Canada
and Australia (see Wolmar, 2000, pp. 206–216). 

Table 5.1 Children looked after on 31 March 2002 by category of need 

Source: DoH, 2002a, p. 9. 

Reason for being looked after Numbers Percentage

Abuse or neglect 37,100 62 
Family in acute stress 4,100 7 
Absent parenting 4,300 7 
Parent’s illness or disability 3,700 6 
Family dysfunction 6,200 10 
Socially unacceptable behaviour 2,000 3 
Disability 2,300 4 

Total 59,700 100 



LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN 77

What was often missing from the debate that emerged about
how to respond to this problem, at least until the development of
the QP initiative in 1998, was sufficient recognition of the extent
to which prevailing conceptions of childhood compounded the
vulnerability of children to abuse. Perceptions of looked after children,
in particular, as either victims (of parental abuse and neglect) or
villains (as youth offenders in practice or in training) did not
encourage much stress on their agency, subjectivity or rights to
participation in everyday decision-making. Given the relative isol-
ation of many looked after children, any child protection process
which regards such children primarily as vulnerable and in need of
adult oversight is likely to fail; in these cases, the abuse came from
those charged with such oversight. On the other hand, viewing
such children as difficult, dangerous or out of control makes them
less likely to be believed should they speak out about abuse; as
the police themselves have acknowledged (Police Complaints
Authority, 1993). 

The representations and complaints procedure introduced by
the 1989 Act (Section 26) had been a significant step forward in
ensuring the development of adequate avenues for young people to
be heard. There is a clear emphasis in Section 22 of the Act and in
the relevant guidance (Department of Health, 1991b, p. 48) on the
importance of children in care being consulted by local authorities
before decisions are made about them. Moreover, the extensive
discussion of complaints and representation procedures in the
Guidance gives a high degree of prominence to making these processes
accessible to children (Department of Health, 1991b, pp. 74–87).
However, Wallis and Frost’s investigations of the complaints proced-
ure in practice (Wallis and Frost, 1998) concluded that it arose as
much from protectionist instincts as from a concern over children’s
rights. For this reason, it failed to take sufficient account of the
importance of information for children (the Act merely required
that local authorities publicise their procedures ‘as they consider
appropriate’) and of the need for a habit or culture of regular
involvement by children in decision-making processes. This neglect
seriously militated against the capacity to use, and the faith of children
in, the complaints procedure. Moreover, others have questioned its
‘independence’ (Lyon, 1997). 

Alongside problems of implementation, there were also problems
of motivation. The prominence given by the 1989 Children Act
to the rights of children had died down by the mid-1990s,
amidst the fears of residential social workers, in particular, of the
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‘excessive’ powers that it had given to young people (Berridge
and Brodie, 1998, p. 134). Indeed, even some children in care
appeared to view the ‘rights’ that they had been granted by the
Act as something of a mixed blessing (Butler and Williamson,
1994, pp. 101–102). Nor was the profile of the voice of such young
people helped by the collapse of the National Association of
Young People in Care (NAYPIC) in 1994, the only independently
run national group that was representing their views. Overall,
the early 1990s saw some advances in ensuring that children
were heard. However, since such advances took place within
a paradigm of childhood vulnerability or irresponsibility rather
than agency, their impact was limited. 

Wider morale within the care system was also a problem. By the
1990s, going into care had increasingly come to be seen as a last
resort and a symptom of failure. This was particularly so with
respect to residential care. Whilst numbers in care had begun to
rise again in the late 1990s, this rise was accounted for chiefly by an
increase in the use of foster care; numbers in children’s homes
continued to decline. By March 2002, 66 per cent of looked after
children in England were fostered while only 10 per cent were in
children’s homes. The rest were in a variety of other placements
such as residential schools or with their own parents (Department
of Health, 2002a, p. 6). 

Quality Protects 

Part of the New Labour government’s response to the problems
that we have been considering was to launch, in September 1998,
the QP initiative (Department of Health, 1998b, pp. 54–56). This
focused on a number of broad objectives with respect to services
for children (including, but not restricted to, looked after children)
and attached specific performance indicators to most of them. The
main objectives relevant to looked after children were: 

• ensuring secure attachment to appropriate carers; 
• maximising life chances with regard to education, health and

social care; 
• enabling care leavers to participate socially and economically in

society; 
• the meaningful involvement of users and carers in planning

services and tailoring individual packages of care; 
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• ensuring effective complaints mechanisms; and 
• protection of children in regulated services from harm and poor

care standards. 
(Robbins, 2000, p. 105)

In order to make such measures concrete, a number of targets were
produced which local authorities had to report on to central gov-
ernment. These included the following: reducing the numbers of
looked after children experiencing three or more placement moves
a year; reducing the numbers of looked after children with final
warnings, reprimands or convictions; increasing the percentage of
children having routine immunisations completed and yearly dental
checks and health assessments; increasing the numbers of children
adopted compared to those who had been in care for 6 months or
more; reducing the percentages of children who had missed more
than 25 days schooling in the previous year; and, finally, increasing
the percentage in care for 4 years who were currently in a foster
placement where they had been for at least 2 years. Such measures
were designed to ratchet up performance with respect to both the
stability of children and their basic care. 

As with many apparently new policy developments, this one
sought to build on already existing practice. For example, the use
of Action and Assessment Records – which sought to measure the
well-being of children along a number of different developmental
dimensions such as health care, education, social relationships and
self-care skills – had spread to 92 per cent of local authorities by
1997 (House of Commons Health Select Committee, 1998, p. xxii)
and was lauded in the Modernising Social Services’ White Paper
(Department of Health, 1998a, p. 56). Much of the government’s
QP initiative can be seen as a transfer of this approach from the
individualistic, child-focused level of monitoring onto the broader
canvas of public policy. 

Other key features of the programme included the greater
involvement of local councillors in implementing the underlying
philosophy of ‘corporate parenting’ and an enhanced performance
measurement and inspection regime. Extra money was provided
for the achievement of improvements in the above areas
(£885m over 5 years, from 1999 to 2004) on the basis of a detailed
annual ‘Management Action Plan’ (MAP) produced by each local
authority. Although QP was in part a comprehensive attempt to
address the full range of major problems already identified with
respect to looked after children, two particular areas – educational
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achievement and leaving care provision – were singled out for
extra attention. 

The education of looked after children 

Emphasis on improving educational performance was a particu-
larly prominent feature of ministerial statements on QP. This
subject had gained a high profile in the 1990s due to an increasing
body of research, a Department of Health and Department for
Education and Employment joint circular (1994) and a joint SSI/
OFSTED investigation (1995) (see Goddard, 2000). However, there
was a widespread acceptance by the late 1990s that educational
disaffection and low achievement continued to be a major
problem (House of Commons Education and Employment Select
Committee, 1998, p. vii; House of Commons Health Select
Committee, 1998, pp. lxi–lxvii). A consensus on the need to address
this problem resulted in separate and detailed guidance on the
subject, issued jointly by the Department for Education and Employ-
ment and the Department of Health (Department of Health and
Department for Education and Employment, 2000). This guidance
focused on both raising the priority of educational achievement
for looked after children within social services and improving
co-operation between social services departments and local education
providers. It introduced the appointment of designated teachers
within schools to ensure action for looked after children; for
example, that each child had the mandatory Personal Education
Plan. It also prioritised educational continuity during placement
moves by placing time limits on educational gaps that might occur
between such moves. All of this was designed to achieve, in the
first instance, what some regarded as a woefully unambitious target,
as part of the Department of Health’s Performance Assessment
Framework: 

improve the educational attainment of children looked after, by increasing
to at least 50% by 2001 the proportion of children leaving care at 16 or
later with a GCSE or GNVQ qualification; and to 75% by 2003 (Department
of Health, 2000c, p. 51). 

In response to the valid criticism from many quarters that one GCSE
was virtually useless in the employment and education markets, a
further target was introduced: increasing to 15 per cent by 2003/2004
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the proportion of care leavers aged over 16 with 5 GCSEs grades A–C
(Department of Health, 2003a). 

Leaving care 

The area of leaving care provision has seen significant policy devel-
opment through the passage of the Children (Leaving Care) Act
2000. This Act set out to remedy perceived deficiencies in the 1989
Children Act – primarily Section 24 of that Act. These deficiencies
had been analysed by a number of academic and official sources
during the 1990s (see Goddard, 2001). The central problem with
Section 24 was that its more supportive features with respect to
care leavers were introduced as powers rather than duties. Also,
significant problems arose from its context. First, it was implemented
at a time of considerable financial constraint on local authorities
and of high youth unemployment. Secondly, other policy develop-
ments counteracted its objectives; for example, benefit rates and
entitlements had already been reduced for young people under
the age of 25 by the Social Security Acts of 1986 and 1988, and the
Housing Act 1996 had removed the capacity of local authorities to
provide priority status for care leavers. 

By the late 1990s, there was general official acknowledgement of
the need for further action (Utting, 1997, pp. 91–93; Social Services
Inspectorate, 1997). The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 introduced
a number of developments designed to improve the level and length
of support available to care leavers. These developments included
a ‘needs assessment’ and a ‘pathway plan’ by the age of 16, to take
young people through the transition to independence up to and
beyond the age of 21. The implementation of this plan is overseen
by a ‘personal adviser’ for the young person during this time.
A controversial feature of the Act was the removal of entitlement
to means-tested benefits for most care leavers between the ages of
16 and 18. Local social services departments would now provide
such financial support. Further extensions of support included the
authority that last looked after the young person retaining respon-
sibility for after-care support – even if the young person moves from
the local area – a duty of social services departments to keep in touch
with these young people up to, at least, the age of 21 and, finally,
post-care assistance with education and training, including vacation
accommodation for those in higher education who require it (First
Key, 2001). Alongside the Act, other measures were also designed to



82 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

assist care leavers, either directly or through more general social
policy changes. The Housing Act 2002, for example, compels local
authorities to carry out a review of homelessness in their area and
to develop a strategy to respond to it in co-operation with local
statutory agencies. 

Parenting and ‘corporate parenting’ 

Concepts of ‘good parenting’ are used in quite distinctive ways
within this field. ‘Corporate parenting’ – state paternalism for the
new millennium – builds on the implications for local authorities of
being ‘in loco parentis’ in respect of children for whom they care.
Both QP and the Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 attempt to
apply flesh to the bones, with respect to local authorities, of the
necessarily vague definition of this concept of ‘parental responsibility’
as being ‘the collection of duties, rights and authority which a parent
has in respect of his child’ (Department of Health, 1989, p. 1). With
respect to the QP programme, the application of this concept also
requires local authorities to use their housing, leisure and other
resources to support the work of their social services departments
(Department of Health, 1998a). This paternalistic oversight model
contains a key role for local councillors (Smith, in Robbins, 2001,
p. 1). The focus is on inter-agency working as a way of bringing
all of the local authority’s resources (such as education, leisure and
housing) into play. 

The Act strengthens this formulation with a conception of what
it means to take account of the gradual and lengthy process of
transition to independence by providing, as the regulations and
guidance put it, ‘the support that a good parent might be expected
to give’ (Department of Health, 2001c, p. 27). Thus, one can see in
the ‘needs assessment’ a parallel to the discussions about the future
that many parents engage in with their children prior to sixth-
form education. Similarly, the changes to the benefit system for
16–18-year-olds are an attempt to preserve the parental purse
strings in the way that they are maintained for most young people
of that age. This particular measure was introduced to counteract
a growing tendency for young people to leave the care system at
the age of 16. The Department of Health and others had argued
that this resulted from a ‘perverse financial incentive’ for local
authorities to help or encourage young people to leave care – at
which point, the central government benefits system would pick
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up the living costs of these young people (Department of Health,
1999b, p. 12; House of Commons Health Select Committee, 1998,
p. lxviii). Finally, the flexibility of the Pathway Plan, the regular
contact from the Personal Adviser, and the potential for support
with training and with accommodation during university vacations
all attempt to replicate a model of good parenting. 

At the time, this approach did raise some concerns about the
civil liberties implications of both state monitoring of the lives of
young people beyond the age of 18 (Hansard, 21 June 2000, col. 371)
and the removal of social security benefits for most care leavers
between the ages of 16 and 18 (Calder, 2000, pp. 11–13). However,
in support of a more paternalistic approach one can argue that the
reason for past failure is that an individualistic, rights-based approach
to transitions to independence is not appropriate for this group of
young people in the absence of other support. Indeed, just as
important as the level of financial support available (which must be
‘above benefit levels’, according to the Act’s subsequent Guidance)
is the element of compulsion on local authorities and young people
to maintain their relationship with each other until at least age 18
and the compulsion on local authorities to go on doing this beyond 18.
Studies of care leavers (for example, Stein and Carey, 1986;
Lynes and Goddard, 1995) had repeatedly demonstrated that many
care leavers felt an acute and personal sense of abandonment by
local authorities at this transition stage in their lives, even in cases
where their relationship with social services had been difficult.
Given that, as we know, young people now increasingly leave home
in their early to mid-twenties on average (Jones, 1995; Coleman and
Schofield, 2001, p. 11), a genuine replication of parental responsibility
is a tall order. The Act itself, needless to say, does not meet such
grand objectives. 

Children, parents and the state 

Alongside developments in state paternalism, there have also been
developments in the areas of children’s rights, parental rights and
support for parenting models. Each of these has its own rationale,
but they also create tensions between each other. 

The single biggest consequence of the abuse inquiry reports
noted above was to increase recognition of the importance of
consulting children in care in order to protect them. These circum-
stances made it possible for a paternalistic, child protection agenda
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and a children’s rights approach to fruitfully coincide. Much of
the investigation of these scandals emphasised – either explicitly
or implicitly – the importance of the user’s voice in preventing
abuse. 

It is therefore not surprising that both the QP initiative and the
Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 emphasised even more strongly
than the Children Act 1989 the right of young people to be
involved in decision-making about their lives. The QP initiative
developed this line of thinking into the funding of a national
pressure group (‘A National Voice’), run by and for such young
people, to replace NAYPIC. Also, Objective Eight of QP seeks to
improve the involvement of young people in the care process in
three ways: 

1. involvement in the planning and review of services; 
2. involvement in decision-making with respect to individual

care; 
3. the operation of effective complaints mechanisms. 

Subsequently, the government’s response to the Waterhouse
Report (Department of Health, 2000d) reiterated the importance of
changing attitudes on this issue within the looked after system
through a range of measures. These included training for local
authority elected councillors and front-line staff and, through the
Adoption and Children Act 2002, a requirement on local authorities
to provide an advocacy service to children wishing to make
representations about the services provided for them (Lind, 2003).
The central rationale is protection from abuse, highlighting ‘the
constant need for vigilance, of the need to ensure that children
being looked after can always talk freely about their concerns
and worries’ (Department of Health, 2000d, p. 61). It is important
to note this rationale, since it is not at all clear that this focus on
the voices of children would have emerged in the absence of the
abuse inquiries. 

A rationale for the involvement of parents in decision-making is
less clear-cut, except insofar as the government repeats the basic
reasoning of the 1989 Children Act on the importance of working
in partnership with families. With respect to looked after children
and care leavers, this relates to involvement in decision-making
where appropriate and, most importantly, maintaining contact
(Department of Health, 2000c). Notwithstanding the presentation of
the 1989 Children Act as a ‘Children’s Charter’ in the early 1990s,



LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN 85

it is also clear that it represented a partial victory for those who sought
to retain family involvement in the lives of looked after children
(particularly as a countervailing power to the discretion of profes-
sionals) (Fox Harding, 1997, pp. 182–185). Subsequent guidance
on the Act emphasised the importance of family involvement both
with respect to child protection processes (Ryan, 1999, pp. 71–73)
and with respect to contact with, and the participation of, the families
of children who are looked after. 

However, in this particular context the government’s approach
was to shift the emphasis on parenting and families away from birth
families and towards substitute families. Adoption was promoted
with increasing vigour by the 1997–2001 government and this
resulted in an Adoption and Children Act in 2002. This Act speeds up
UK adoption processes and tightens up arrangements for overseas
adoptions, but it also contains a strong emphasis on improving the
levels of adoption from care (Labour Party, 2001, p. 28; Department
of Health, 2000b). One background factor suggesting that there was
scope for expansion in this area, notwithstanding the various social
and cultural factors involved, was that the number of adoptions
had dropped to just over 5000 in the year 2000 – a quarter of the
number 30 years earlier (Matheson and Babb, 2002, p. 50). Conse-
quently, the percentage of children from within the care system
being put forward for adoption had risen during the early 1990s,
from 3 per cent in 1991 to 4.5 per cent in 1996 (House of Commons
Health Select Committee, 1998, p. xxxvi). The House of Commons
Health Select Committee report on looked after children did
not go so far as to explicitly recommend a continued increase,
but its criticism of local authorities for failing ‘to take adoption
sufficiently seriously as an option’ (House of Commons Health
Select Committee, 1998, p. xxxviii), and for unnecessary delays,
left little room for any other interpretation. Alongside the 2002
Act, New Labour introduced an Adoption and Permanence
Taskforce to promote good practice, an Adoption Register for
England to bring together adopters and potential adoptees, and
National Adoption Standards. The Act itself legally compelled, via
Section 22, local authorities to make early preparation for adoption
where care plans were already directed towards that end (Lind,
2003). Such activity produced results, with the number of looked
after children freed for adoption rising by 58 per cent between
1998 and 2002 and with 3600 being placed for adoption by
31 March 2002, up 5 per cent on the previous year (Department of
Health, 2002b). 
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This preference for adoption highlights one of the more
worrying trends in New Labour’s approach. In 1997, the Utting
Report highlighted the importance of restoring and developing a
healthy residential sector. It noted what other research has found;
that many young people prefer residential care to fostering. New
Labour’s fondness for promoting the family model, whether
through fostering or adoption, is of course cheaper than residen-
tial care. However, it also limits choice. The development of both
fostering and adoption is encouraged by government targets
but, while ‘choice’ is encouraged by government, the number of
children’s home places has continued to decline, from 6600 in
1998 to 6000 in 2002 (Department of Health, 2002a), even as
numbers in care generally have risen. Moreover, well over a third
of such placements are outside the local authority boundary.
Residential care can offer a viable long-term solution for many
young people, particularly those who experience difficulties in
foster care (Frost, et al., 1999). In this instance, however, New
Labour’s response to the perceived problems of the past appears
to have produced a rather narrow-minded assessment of future
options. 

Control, regulation and targeting 

With respect to the involvement of the State with those young
people who have entered the care system, the lessons of the 1990s
were contradictory. On the one hand, the evident failures in the
areas of protection from abuse and outcomes more generally
provided encouragement to those who favoured avoidance of the
use of the care system wherever possible. However, such failures
also encouraged greater state involvement for those young people
who remained within the care system. One feature of such involve-
ment was a significantly enhanced regulation and inspection regime
with regard to looked after children. This was a response not only
to poor outcomes, but also to management problems. Social Services
Inspectorate reports and joint reviews had repeatedly shown that
the quality of children’s services was inconsistent – both within
and between local authorities (see Social Services Inspectorate,
1997, 1998a,b; Social Services Inspectorate/OFSTED, 1995). The
response of New Labour’s first Health Secretary, Frank Dobson,
was at one with the government’s approach across the public sector –
to provide extra resources but to tie those resources very specifically
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to the meeting of centrally set and monitored targets and
standards. The alteration of the regulatory regime for looked after
children took place in the context of a wider reorganisation of
the social services system more generally. The Care Standards
Act 2000 introduced an independent regulatory system that
superseded the invidious position in which the local authority has
been both the purchaser and the inspector of some services. In
2002, a National Care Standards Commission (NCSC), with sup-
plementary regional and area structures, took responsibility for
the registration and inspection of services in England (separate,
though similar, bodies were established in Scotland and Wales). Its
remit included all children’s homes, including those run by local
authorities and independent fostering agencies, residential family
centres, independent and local authority fostering services, and
boarding schools (previously not covered by the Department of
Health regulatory regime). 

Working for the Commission was a Children’s Rights Director
with a remit to, among other things: 

ensure that the Commission safeguards and promotes the rights and
welfare of children who are provided with regulated children’s services
and that the views of children placed in these facilities and services are
given due weight by the NCSC in that regulatory task (National Care
Standards Commission, 2002, p. 11). 

As with QP and the Children (Leaving Care) Act, this represents
a move to apply nationally the lessons of local best practice.
The growth in the number of Children’s Rights Officers employed
by local authorities was a particularly bright spot in policy
towards looked after children during the 1990s. The government,
learning lessons from the scale of abuse uncovered by the
enquiries already mentioned, saw fit to lift this practice onto a
national plane. The same approach underpinned the issuing of
‘National Minimum Standards’ by the Commission. Two sets of
standards are of particular relevance to this chapter, those for
fostering services and those for children’s homes. The latter
covered a wide range of areas including both quality of care
(privacy arrangements, action on bullying) and environmental
concerns (bathing facilities, bedrooms). The fostering standards
place much less stress on such matters of daily care and much
more on the adequate training, recruitment and supervision of
foster carers. 
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Looked after children: reforms and practice 

With respect to the impact of this strategy, the early evidence was
mixed. The Department of Health’s annual evaluations of local
authority MAPs and of relevant statistical data (for example, Robbins,
2001) suggest improvement in some of the areas that government
has required them to focus on. This includes improvement in the
stability of short-term foster placements, with the numbers of children
moved more than three times a year kept significantly below the
16 per cent target. Other areas also showed improvement, with
more reviews taking place on time, reduced exclusions from
school and absence rates and improved involvement of young
people in decision-making. Areas with low or no improvement
included reducing the numbers of children becoming involved in
the criminal justice system, ensuring regular health care attention
and improving accessibility to complaints procedures. A lot of
developments, such as mental health support systems through
Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS),
still appeared to be at the planning stages. MAPs will have
disappeared in 2004 as the QP programme is ‘mainstreamed’
through assessment by the social services inspectorate and the
removal of a ring-fenced budget. Given the slow progress thus
far, there must be doubts as to whether such improvements will be
sustained. 

On the education front, progress has also been slow. More
specifically, the targets on educational performance were not
achieved by local authorities. The percentage of children leaving
care with one GCSE or GNVQ rose through 2000 to 2002 from
31 to 41 per cent. The figures for children achieving five or more
GCSEs at grades A–C fared even worse. In the non-care population,
50 per cent of children now achieve this threshold. For care leavers,
however, the numbers merely rose from 4 per cent in 2000 to 5 per cent
in 2002 (Department of Health, 2003a). With no prospect at all of
hitting the existing targets, the government adopted the time-
honoured strategy of changing the targets. These became that
90 per cent of care leavers should have sat (not necessarily passed)
a GCSE exam by 2006 and that 15 per cent should have passed five
or more GCSEs by 2006. The government also instituted an investi-
gation into the subject through the Social Exclusion Unit (Smith,
2002), which became part of the preparation of the 2003 ‘Children at
Risk’ Green Paper. This depressing downscaling of the government’s
ambitions in this area has significant implications, of course, for the
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numbers of care leavers going on to university. No reliable figures
are available on this, but all estimates suggest that it is extremely
low, in the region of 1–2 per cent (Jackson et al., 2003). 

On leaving care support, there is more hopeful evidence. QP
had included performance measures in this area, such as keeping
in touch with young people after they leave care and the percentages
in training, employment or education. Councils remained in touch
with 75 per cent of care leavers on or near their nineteenth birthday.
This might seem a small achievement, but given what we know
from past research about how quickly young people disappear
from local authority sight, it represents significant progress.
With respect to the specific target of the percentage of 19-year-old
care leavers in education, training or employment (it should be
60 per cent of that of their non-care peers by 2003/2004), the figure
of 46 per cent compares to 86 per cent of their non-care peers
(Department of Health, 2003a). However it is difficult to assess the
meaning of this figure since it is the first time that such data has
been available.

An exploratory assessment of the Act, produced a year after
the Act’s implementation, suggested evidence of improvement in
some areas and problems in others (see Roberts Centre, 2003). On
the positive side, the new financial arrangements appeared to be
working more smoothly than many anticipated, with many care
leavers being paid directly into their bank accounts. Also, the col-
lection of leaving care data is providing a much more robust
dataset with which to plan services. There is also evidence of wide-
spread, if variable, involvement of young people in planning and
decision-making. On the less positive side, some personal advisers
appear to be developing a bureaucratic interpretation of their role
rather than a supportive and advisory one. Also, some young
people have complained of the inflexibility of pathway plans.
Finally, while there appears to have been a slight decline in young
people leaving care before the age of 18, there are still obstacles to
them remaining in caring, supportive environments (for example,
with their foster carers) beyond that age. Other research also
suggests a mixed picture. Broad’s survey of 52 leaving-care teams
points to improvements in planning, education and training, staff-
ing and assessing young people’s finances. In particular, it noted
that the numbers going into post-16 education had risen from 17.5
per cent in 1998 to 31 per cent by 2003. However, it notes continued
problems in areas such as health, dealing with disability and early
discharge from care (Broad, 2003). 
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Discussion 

Given the plethora of initiatives in recent years, one can accuse the
New Labour government of seeking to counteract what it sees as
local authority inertia with central government hyperactivity. There
has certainly been a strong state paternalist approach in this policy
field, prompted in part by the centrality of looked after children to
the government’s social investment strategy. As we have seen, this
is not antithetical to a children’s rights approach and the govern-
ment has sought to act on participation and involvement rights
through the participation of looked after children as an objective
under QP and their involvement in leaving care planning under
the Children (Leaving Care) Act. On the other hand, the top-down
bias in favour of adoption and fostering and against residential
care, intended or otherwise, is inconsistent with this participatory
agenda and places limitations on the genuineness of choices available
to some young people. 

The effectiveness of the strategy has been mixed. Whether the
addiction to targets has served looked after children better than a
simpler strategy of providing local authorities with more money
and more discretion is an argument that applies equally well to the
rest of New Labour’s approach in the public sector. With respect to
education, however, it is surely doubtful whether such progress as
has been achieved would have occurred without the apparatus of
QP. There is considerable evidence of a low priority being given to
education within local authorities (see Goddard, 2000). Such
problems with past local authority performance are not always
sufficiently recognised by critics of the government’s approach.
Munro, for example, in a generally admirable discussion of the
views of looked after children about their involvement in decision-
making (Munro, 2001), suggests that the target-setting of QP
might inhibit the discretion of social workers and local authorities
who wish to respond to children’s wishes. This underplays both
the importance of Objective Eight (involving young people) to
the QP initiative and also the nature of the problems that QP
is attempting to address. Her complaint about the shift of social
workers away from working on emotional and behavioural
problems reflects a faith in qualitative work and measures which,
on the basis of the quantitative indicators which led to QP, is
unjustified. 

The government’s focus on increasing educational achievement,
developing leisure interests and otherwise seeking to compel local
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authorities to build up the resources of young people through
education is an important and neglected strategy. It accords with
what some writers in this field have been arguing for some time is
central to change; building up the independent resourcefulness and
resilience of looked after children (Gilligan, 1997, 2000; Jackson,
1998). In this context, a social investment focus on education and
employment as the primary route out of disadvantage is a wholly
welcome one. It certainly is paternalism by the State, but primarily
paternalism over local authorities; removing their discretion in
some contexts on the grounds that too many of them have signally
failed to use it well in the past with respect to the long-term
interests of looked after children. 

Conclusion 

Government’s commitment to change and improvement in this
area appears genuine and long-term. It has at least outlasted their
first term of government. The picture is mixed, but it is at least
progressive. For example, the appointment of Margaret Hodge as
the first Minister for Children and Young People in 2003 raised
unease due to her stewardship of Islington Council in the 1980s
when abuse allegations emerged. Her subsequent description of
a successful care leaver as ‘extremely disturbed’, in an attempt to
stop a BBC investigation into her work in Islington, confirmed such
unease. Also on the negative side is the relative down-playing of
looked after children within the extremely broad agenda of the
2003 Green Paper on ‘children at risk’ (Chief Secretary to the Treasury,
2003). On the positive side, the Green Paper’s proposal of creating a
Director of Children’s Services to link local authority social services
and education may enhance the educational agenda for looked
after children. Similarly, the commitment to introduce measurement
of the performance of care leavers in higher education, announced
in the 2003 Social Exclusion Unit report on this subject (Social
Exclusion Unit, 2003), will help to maintain the profile of this
subject. This focus on education should not be surprising given, as
we set out at the start, the centrality of looked after children and
care leavers to initial discussions of the social exclusion of children
and young people and their clear location at the heart of a social
investment model of child welfare. Some have criticised the shift of
New Labour’s focus from inequality to social exclusion (Callinicos,
2001). The interest in social investment opportunities has led to a



92 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

further narrowing of the focus. However, for looked after children
these shifts have clearly brought advantages. By rendering them
more visible, it has produced a more concentrated set of policy
responses than might otherwise have been forthcoming. Alongside
the recipients of ‘Sure Start’ and families in poverty, they have
been amongst the main beneficiaries of a social investment strategy
for child welfare policy. 
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C H A P T E R  6  

Youth Justice 

Introduction 

This chapter considers recent developments in policy and practice
with respect to young offenders between the ages of 10 and 17 in
England (Scotland’s youth justice system is significantly different).
These developments also apply to Wales, since this remains one
policy area in which central government does not have a separate
policy approach solely for England. Developing youth justice policies
for children in this category clearly presents distinctive challenges
to any government, raising issues of care and punishment in a context
that generates considerable public emotion and media attention and
hence presents significant political risks. One way in which this
chapter differs from most others in this volume is that the Children
Act 1989 is conspicuous by its absence. This alone says much, as we
shall see, about the UK government’s approach in this field. 

Whilst focusing on developments in the 1990s, particularly those
since 1997, the chapter begins by placing such developments in a
wider historical context. It is important to do this, since the subject of
youth justice has periodically been extremely prominent in political
and media discussion over many decades in the UK – much more
so than most of the other areas of policy towards children and
young people that we are considering. For this reason, past debates
and policy developments strongly influence contemporary positions.
More than in any other policy area in this book, New Labour’s
approach to youth justice cannot be understood outside of its
perception of the political costs of its previous policies in this field
and in the field of criminal justice policy more generally. 

With respect to the post-1997 changes, we are discussing a par-
ticularly fertile period. The Crime and Disorder Act 1998 included
a number of major policy initiatives on youth justice. It was followed
only a year later by the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999,
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the most significant innovation of which was the Referral Order.
We consider these and other developments in the light of wider
policy objectives. This enables us to recognise the problematic links
between New Labour’s approach to young offenders and the politics
of the ‘Third Way’:

The Third Way has moved beyond the old divide between social or
individual responsibility. Citizens are responsible for their own actions,
but we acknowledge and deal with the conditions in which crime breeds,
like family breakdown, drug abuse and social exclusion (Blair, 1998, p. 12). 

In the context of this ‘Third Way’, we are here examining the
‘responsibilities’ (to obey the law) that go with the ‘rights’ (to services
and social protection) accorded to young people in other contexts.
This constitutes another element in New Labour’s social investment
strategy; the use of control to ensure wider compliance with market-
friendly child welfare, education, and labour market policies. Young
people who have broken the law are faced with a renewed emphasis
on personal responsibility, whilst most support is reserved for
young people who have accepted their responsibilities to obey the
law. This veers closely towards (though does not quite become) a
‘social contract’ model of welfare, in which benefits are conditional
upon behaviour; a model which has been applied by New Labour
more clearly elsewhere, such as in the social security system through
the New Deal for young people. Such an approach to youth justice
is an attempt to respond to perceived public anxieties on youth
crime whilst implying a proactive approach to social problems that
could appeal to those on the political left by linking social order with
social justice (Blair, 1996). This dualism echoed Margaret Thatcher’s
similarly successful linking of the concepts of the ‘free economy’
and the ‘strong state’ during the 1980s (Gamble, 1988). 

Crime by young people is such a central feature of policy debate
on crime more generally because it contributes so much to the
crime total. In the mid-1990s, the Audit Commission noted that two
out of every five offenders were under the age of 21 and one in
four was under the age of 18 (Audit Commission, 1996, p. 5). It is
this latter group of young offenders that we are concerned with
here. More specifically, we are concerned with: 

1. children between the ages of 10 and 14 who have committed a
crime (and who cannot usually be tried for indictment, except
when charged with homicide); and 
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2. children between the ages of 14 and 17 (who can be so charged,
depending on the seriousness of the offence and/or the age of
any co-defendants). 

Most of these young offenders will be tried summarily at a Magis-
trates or Youth Court and, rather than imprisonment, face detention
in a young offender institution for those cases where detention is
required but which fall short of homicide. Since the Criminal Justice
and Public Order Act of 1994, it has also been possible to sentence
an offender aged 12–14 to custody. Following the 1998 Act, young
offenders became eligible for a new generic custodial sentence for
serious offenders between the ages of 12 and 18, the Detention and
Training Order (under the Act, the Home Secretary also holds
reserve powers to apply custody to children as young as 10, if
necessary). However, a wide range of alternative sentences – such
as community service, probation, fines, supervision orders and
attendance at an attendance centre – have long been available. 

From Old to New Labour on youth justice 

Historically, criminal justice policy has been an under-researched
area of Labour Party policy change. It was conspicuous by its absence
from many reviews of developments in Labour public policy fields
until recent years. Since the mid-1990s, this neglect has been rectified
(for example, Coates and Lawler, 2000; Seldon, 2001; Charman and
Savage, 2002). However, the chief reason for this relative historical
neglect is that Labour’s own interest in this subject is itself compar-
atively recent: the Labour Party’s first national conference debates
on crime or criminal justice did not take place until 1978 and 1981.
Meanwhile, the Conservatives had been debating the subject
almost annually since the mid-1950s. 

The Conservative interest from the mid-1950s onwards reflected
the development of a significant crime wave, as measured in official
statistics. Recorded crime rose by only 5 per cent in the decade
following the end of the Second World War. However, the major
rises from 1957 onwards (121 per cent between 1957 and 1967 and
doubling again in the decade after that) became a major political
issue. While the rate of increase slowed from the late 1970s to the
early 1990s, ‘recorded crime was still 50% higher in 1987 than a
decade earlier’ (Hood and Roddam, 2000, p. 680). It was not until
the mid-1990s (1993 for recorded crime and 1995 for victimisation,
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as measured by the British Crime Survey [BCS]) that crime rates
began to fall. The problem of crime that developed from the late
1950s onwards was out of all proportion to that of previous decades
of the twentieth century: from 1900 to 1957, crime figures rose from
77,934 to 545,562; from then until 1997 they rose to 4,460,629 (Hood
and Roddam, 2000, pp. 682–683). 

The reform-minded approaches of Conservative Home Secretary
(1957–1962) R. A. Butler and of Labour’s influential Longford Report
(1964) are particularly illustrative of a new politics of affluence in
which politicians and intellectuals sought to come to terms with
the growth of crime in the context of a developing welfare state
and continued economic growth. One central theme of this period
might be characterised as the politics of failure, in which more or
less continual growth in recorded crime figures led to alternating
bouts of authoritarian and welfare-based reform, as each approach
was perceived to have failed by its opponents. 

Thus it was that Labour’s 1969 Children and Young Persons
Act became a source of irritation to Conservatives throughout the
1970s. The most significant – and contentious – feature of that Act was
the replacement of the specific sentencing powers of magistrates
with the power to issue a Care Order. Through placing a child in
the care of a local authority, who were then to provide the most
appropriate (that is, beneficial for the child) placement, this aimed
to funnel young offenders away from the youth justice system and
into the child care system. Such a blurring of the boundaries
between the two systems was attacked vigorously by some, both at
the time and in subsequent years (see Parliamentary Debates, 11.3.69). 

Support for such a strongly interventionist approach had declined
markedly by the late 1970s, after rising numbers of children had
been brought into the new welfare/justice framework with what
appeared to be little good effect (Goldson, 2000). The 1970s, split
equally between the Conservatives (1970–1974 and 1979 onwards)
and Labour (1974–1979), was a period of significant increase in
the incarceration of young offenders under both administrations.
For example, the numbers of 14–17-year-olds entering detention
centres rose from 1404 in 1965 to 5757 by 1977 (Pitts, 1988, p. 19). Such
increases in custody were not related to increases in youth crime
but reflected a greater use of custody by the courts, with some
speculation that this was in part the response of magistrates to the
1969 Act; seeking to remove serious offenders from the hands of social
workers (Pitts, 1988, pp. 19–22). This increase occurred notwith-
standing initiatives by the Heath government (through measures
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such as Community Service Orders in the 1972 Criminal Justice Act)
and the Wilson and Callaghan governments (through the promotion
of ‘Intermediate Treatment’) to develop ‘community’ alternatives. 

When in power from 1979, the Conservatives sought to reduce
the social welfare features of the youth justice system. William
Whitelaw, Home Secretary in the first Thatcher government, intro-
duced the flawed ‘short, sharp shock’ experiment, designed to restore
Detention Centres to their previously more punitive regime. Also,
via the 1982 Criminal Justice Act, he amended the 1969 Act both to
give courts greater powers to impose conditions on Care Orders
and to tighten up Supervision Orders. Throughout much of the
1980s and 1990s, youth justice was part of the symbolic rhetoric of
Conservative governments as they sought to establish a mandate
for a more authoritarian approach to social policy in general. How-
ever, under successive Home Secretaries in the early 1980s and into
the 1990s, strong rhetoric was combined with repeated moves to
restrict custody of young offenders and to develop non-custodial
alternatives. In part, the Conservatives were carrying forward the
policy of ‘bifurcation’ – increased use of community sentences for
less serious offences, along with harsher sentences for more serious
offences – that had been initiated by the Heath government. This
theme carried through the 1982 Criminal Justice Act, the 1988
Criminal Justice Act and the 1991 Criminal Justice Act. 

On the other hand, the problem of continually rising recorded
crime during most of this period led to continued pressure on govern-
ments to find new ways of addressing the issue. The early 1990s
had begun with a continuation of the greater liberalism in policy
of the late 1980s. The Criminal Justice Act 1991 exemplified this,
seeking to shift sentencing away from penal sanctions and towards
‘punishment in the community’. Problems with the Act, particu-
larly with anomalies in the use of unit fines, led to some backtrack-
ing by Kenneth Clarke in 1993. Also, Clarke toughened up in
relation to young offenders, proposing new secure training centres for
12–14-year-olds. The key background problem for the Conservatives,
of the continually rising crime rate, had left them electorally exposed
on the issue, even while their approach of minimising custody for
young offenders was supported by both right and left; leading to
the 1980s being viewed by some as a very positive period in youth
justice policy (for example, Goldson, 2002). The increased use of
custody in the 1990s, leading to a doubling of the numbers of 15–17-
year-olds in custody between June 1993 and June 1998, was partly
an attempt to reduce that political exposure. 
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Meanwhile, successive Labour Shadow Home Secretaries in the
1980s, Roy Hattersley and Gerald Kaufman, had begun to develop
a twin-track strategy of remaining concerned with what they saw
as the social roots of crime but becoming less concerned with the
rights and conditions of offenders. Tony Blair and Jack Straw took
this approach much further. Blair’s appointment as Shadow Home
Secretary in 1992 was important because of his appreciation of the
electoral salience of criminal justice policy and his consequent
willingness to break new ground on the issue within the Labour
Party. It was his willingness to lead from the front on this subject
that helped to secure him the Labour leadership in 1994 and which
subsequently became a key feature of his policy agenda (see Blair,
1996, pp. 244–248; Rentoul, 2001, pp. 192–201). Also important was
the murder of the 6-year-old James Bulger in February 1993 by
two 10-year-old boys on Merseyside, an event which prompted
considerable national debate on the supervision and control of
children (see also Chapter 4). These factors, combined with the
Major government’s ‘back to basics’ campaign – designed to shore
up its insecure political and electoral position – provided favourable
conditions for an authoritarian refocusing of youth justice policy
by both parties. As a result, the 1993 Criminal Justice Act and the
1994 Criminal Justice and Public Order Act introduced a much
tougher approach (reflected, in the case of the latter, in the intro-
duction of the secure training centres for 12–14-year-olds that had
been promoted by Kenneth Clarke). 

For the New Labour project, it was also significant that the BCSs of
1992 and 1994 demonstrated that specific geographic areas – primarily
working class areas – suffered exceptionally high crime rates. The
latter, for example, showed that ‘inner-city renters’ were five times
more likely to be victims of burglary than ‘rural owner-occupiers’.
Social groups that were particular objects of concern for New
Labour, such as African-Caribbean communities and single adults
with children, were found to be particularly susceptible to burglary
and to thefts involving vehicles (Home Office, 1995, p. 11). A subse-
quent qualitative analysis of the 1998 BCS data reinforced such
findings (Maguire and Kynch, 2000, pp. 4–5). Data of this kind
strengthened the arguments of ‘new left realists’, who sought to
change traditional Labour thinking about the class-based nature of
criminal justice policy, from seeing criminals as working class victims
to seeing them as victimisers of the working class. After 1993, Blair
and then (from 1994) Jack Straw sought to keep pace with the new
Conservative Home Secretary, Michael Howard. This was not
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always easy, as Howard moved the Conservatives in an increasingly
punitive direction based on the premise that ‘prison works’ (Benyon
and Edwards, 1997). However, Straw proved so adept at following
Howard that opposition to Conservative proposals increasingly
tended to come from senior judges and from the House of Lords
(including former Conservative Home Secretaries). 

New Labour’s approach proved electorally successful. From
being significantly behind the Conservatives in 1979, in respect of
opinion poll findings on which party had the best approach to crime,
they had overtaken the Conservatives by 1995 (Peel, 1997, pp. 97–98).
The party was responding to the perceived authoritarianism of its
own voters and there was certainly evidence to suggest that such
perceptions had some substance. For example, it is worth noting
that support for capital punishment had increased – for all age
categories – between 1963 and 1987 and has always been highest
amongst manual working class voters (Crewe etal., 1991, pp. 408–409).
With respect to youth justice in particular, Labour’s growing
confidence in the appeal of its approach is evident in the contrast
between the General Election manifestos of 1987 and 1992, which
do not mention the subject (Labour Party, 1987, 1992), and the election
manifesto for 1997, which contained the following commitments: 

• To half the time it takes from arrest to sentencing. 
• To replace repeat cautions with a single final warning. 
• To develop area-based ‘Youth Offending Teams’.
• To streamline Youth Courts. 
• To introduce ‘parental responsibility orders’ in order to make

parents deal with their children’s misbehaviour. 
• ‘Zero tolerance’ of petty crime by young offenders. 

(Labour Party, 1997, pp. 22–23)1

This strong emphasis on youth crime coincided with strong public
concern over this subject. For example, the performance of Youth
Courts was regarded as ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’ by almost half of 1998
BCS respondents (Home Office, 2000, p. 17) and three quarters
thought that the treatment of young offenders by the courts was
too lenient (Home Office, 2000, p. 18). There was also concern over
the proportion of crimes committed by young people and the
perceived increase in the numbers of young offenders. However,
while New Labour was clearly responding to such perceptions, it
ignored the more important underlying reality that the public was
wrong on both counts; public perceptions significantly overestimated
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the percentage of crime committed by young people and the
numbers of young offenders remained stable between 1995 and
1997 (Home Office, 2000, pp. 11–14). On the other hand, perceptions
mattered greatly to a party that was as desperate for votes as Labour
was by 1997, and law and order was a significant issue during the
election; it was third in terms of press coverage and had become
more important to voters between 1992 and 1997 (King et al., 1998,
pp. 132, 194). 

Youth justice and the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 

I suspect that the two major political parties are now closer together on
law and order issues than at any time in the past 20 years (Edward
Leigh MP, Hansard, 8 April 1998, col. 420). 

Following the 1997 General Election, Jack Straw quickly issued
three separate consultation papers on youth justice. In the first of
these, Straw was emphatic in his focus on individual responsibility: 

Young people who commit crime must face up to the consequences of
their actions for themselves and for others and must take responsibility
for their actions . . . When young people offend, the response of the
youth justice system should be rapid, consistent and effective. No
young person should be allowed to feel that he or she can offend with
impunity (Home Office, 1997a, pp. 2–3). 

Labour’s approach sought to overcome – or ignore, depending on
one’s perspective – previously existing tensions between the welfare
and control of young people by making them the responsibility of
separate arms of government. This is evident from the subsequent
White Paper on youth crime. After outlining a range of punitive
measures, the White Paper makes clear the links between the youth
justice strategy and wider measures to tackle social exclusion in
areas such as unemployment, truancy and the provision of nursery
education (see Home Office, 1997b, p. 10). The problem with this
presentation of policy as though it is concerned with both
welfare and control is the sleight-of-hand involved; whilst previous
approaches sought to balance welfare and control with respect to
young offenders, the new approach separates them out and applies
them to different groups of young people; non-offenders and offenders
respectively. 
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Therefore, while there is a much wider context within which
New Labour’s punitive measures must be cast, the Act itself was
intended to emphasise the ‘tough-on-crime’ aspect of the govern-
ment’s message. So, too, was New Labour’s acceptance of earlier
Conservative reforms and proposals. This had started with the
acceptance of the general approach of the 1994 Criminal Justice
and Public Order Act and continued with New Labour’s enact-
ment, post-election, of mandatory minimum sentences for repeat
offenders and with its borrowing of Michael Howard’s proposals
on parenting orders and curfews for development in its own
legislation. It is not surprising, therefore, that the 1998 Act went
through parliament with an unusual degree of cross-party agree-
ment. The final set of youth justice measures in the Act constituted
a programme that the Conservatives found difficult to oppose.
These are summarised in Box 6.1:

Box 6.1 Crime and Disorder Act 1998: youth justice measures

New aim ‘to prevent offending by children and young persons’
(28:1) (applies to all agencies). This attempts to remove ‘conflict
between promoting the welfare of the child or young person
and taking firm action to deal with his or her offending behaviour’
(Home Office, 1998a, pp. 4–5). 

YOTs Each local authority to set up ‘Youth Offending Teams’
(involving police, probation, social services, education, health) to
co-ordinate strategy. 

Probation Move away from care and towards ‘risk assessment’
and control. 

Speed Faster processing of offenders. 

Age of criminal responsibility Abolition of doli incapax. 

Punishment Greater use of secure accommodation and tagging for
persistent offenders. 

New orders
Reparation This empowered courts to compel a young offender
to make reparation to the victim of the offence or to society at
large; perhaps through an apology and reparation to the victim
(with the victim’s consent) or through practical work in the local
community. 
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The specific relevance of each of these measures (for example,
the various orders) to youth crime varies, but taken as a whole the
Act is a major piece of legislation; possibly, in the words of one
commentator in this field, ‘the most radical overhaul of the youth
justice system in fifty years’ (Goldson, 2000, p. vi). Two of its key
features merit further comment at this point, since they illustrate
the main trends of government policy. 

Box 6.1 (Continued)

Anti-social behaviour These ‘can be applied for by the police or
local authority, in consultation with each other, against an
individual or several individuals (perhaps a family) whose
behaviour is anti-social (for example, it causes alarm, distress or
harassment to one or more people not in the same household as
him/herself)’ (Home Office, 1998b, p. 4). 

Curfews These apply to children under 10 (ages are specified
in the order). They allow local authorities to impose a local
curfew on unsupervised children between 9 p.m. and 6 a.m.
(these were extended, in August 2002, to cover children up to
the age of 15). 

Child safety These allow social services departments to use the
Magistrates Court to ensure supervision of a child under 10
who is either at risk of anti-social behaviour or offending or has
committed an act which would have been an offence had they
been old enough, or has broken an already imposed, local child
curfew. 

Parenting These orders attach to parents under certain conditions
generated by the behaviour of their child. They can make the
parent attend counselling or guidance sessions and/or impose
requirements with respect to controlling the behaviour of their
child (with respect to school attendance or avoiding certain
people, for example). 

Action plan This empowers courts to impose a supervised ‘action
plan’ on the offender for 3 months, setting out certain con-
ditions with respect to their behaviour. 

NB The Act also contains a large number of changes to existing
provisions (on Supervision Orders).
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Youth Offending Teams (YOTs) 

These are the key institutional innovation for dealing with youth
crime at local level. The idea that locally based, multi-agency partner-
ship arrangements were central to reducing crime was significantly
influenced by the 1991 Morgan Report on ‘safer communities’ (Home
Office, 1991) and had been supported by the Audit Commission
(1996). The introduction of YOTs provides a central co-ordinating
role for local authorities, who bring police, probation and the
health service together to work with them in planning the provision
of youth justice services and implementing a local youth justice
plan. The inter-agency nature of these bodies is clear from their
personnel. YOTs need to include at least one of the following: a
social worker, a probation officer, a police officer, a person nomin-
ated by a local health authority in the area or a person nominated
by the local authority’s chief education officer. There is also scope
to bring others – such as the voluntary sector – into this co-ordinating
framework. 

Co-ordination, oversight and standard-setting for YOTs is pro-
vided by a centrally appointed body, the Youth Justice Board for
England and Wales (YJB). Because of this, the role of local author-
ities in YOTs does not necessarily mean more power and influence
for them, since they are subject to strong auditing, oversight and
quality control from the centre. For example, annual ‘Youth
Justice Plans’ have to be submitted to the YJB for approval. The
Board has a wide and powerful remit: advising the Home Secretary,
overseeing the entire youth justice system, encouraging ‘best
practice’, assessing performance, conducting research and award-
ing grants. Indeed, the establishment of the YJB and the commit-
ment by both it and the government to fund research and to be
guided by evidence on effectiveness are among the few things to
be welcomed by some of those most critical of Labour’s record in
this area (Drakeford and Vanstone, 2000, p. 377; Hoyle and Rose,
2001, p. 77). 

Abolition of doli incapax 

This measure abolished the presumption that a child is incapable of
telling the difference between right and wrong unless it can be
shown otherwise – a presumption which had previously been
applied to children aged between 10 and 13. Effectively, abolition
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means that any child over the age of 10 can now be treated in the
same way with respect to deciding on whether to prosecute. One
of Straw’s arguments on this point was that the centuries-old rule
of doli incapax had systematically allowed lawyers for defendants
between the ages of 10 and 13 ‘to run rings round the court system,
and to avoid proper sanctions for young offenders’ (Hansard,
8 April 1998, col. 372). It was, however, an argument which ignored
the fact that the UK’s ages of criminal responsibility (Scotland’s is
eight) are much lower than those prevailing in most of the rest of
Europe; Spain and Belgium, for example, have ages of 16 and 18
respectively (Coles and Maile, 2002, p. 289). It also ignored the
recommendation of the United Nations Committee on the Rights
of the Child that the UK should consider raising its age of criminal
responsibility (United Nations Committee on the Rights of the
Child, 1995). 

The Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 

A further piece of youth justice legislation was passed the
following year, introducing a sentence of referral to a youth
offender panel. Such panels consist of at least two volunteer lay
members from the local community and a member of the local
YOT. The measure applies to young offenders between the ages
of 10 and 17 who plead guilty and are convicted for the first time
by the courts. The rationale, as explained by Jack Straw in one of
the relevant parliamentary debates, is that: 

all young offenders referred to youth offender panels will have to make
reparation to their victims or to the wider community so that they
understand the impact of their crimes. We are building on ideas of what
has been described as restorative justice: a polysyllabic word designed
to convey the idea that the justice system should try to restore some
balance into the community and that the perpetrators of crime should
deliver an element of justice to those who have been affected by them
(Hansard, 15 April 1999, col. 385). 

The model draws on the family conferencing approach in
New Zealand and reparation experiments that had already been
conducted by Thames Valley Police. The idea of reparation is not a
new one and has been used before, though not through such an
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order. Referral orders seek to divert young offenders into a system
with the aim of greater flexibility for working constructively and
creatively with them, with a view to their reintegration into the
community. Notwithstanding some reservations about insufficient
levels of victim involvement and loss of discretion by magistrates,
the final evaluation of the use of referral orders, based on the
analysis of pilot projects, concluded that: 

All the major participants affected by the introduction of referral orders
appear both to support the reforms in principle and to be broadly satisfied
with the way in which they have been implemented in practice . . . In a
short period of time referral orders have gone from being an interesting
set of proposals to a generally robust set of working practices that, not-
withstanding some of the tensions identified in this report, look set to
have a considerable impact on the youth justice system in England and
Wales (Newburn et al., 2002, pp. 62–63). 

On the strength of such confidence, the system of youth offender
panels went ‘live’ nationally in April 2002. However, it does have
its critics. As Muncie (2002) points out, although presented as a
rehabilitative approach to young offenders under the age of 18
who plead guilty, the universal application of the referral order
constitutes a significant threat to the use of conditional discharges
for this group. 

Children’s rights and youth justice 

Reference to children’s rights is conspicuous by its absence in
this area. Where the language of rights is used, it is generally in
relation to a focus on the young person’s welfare rather than
their views and it is usually in the context of balancing their
rights against those of victims. The Home Office applies this
approach to the ‘preventing offending’ principle in the following
manner: 

There must be consideration, by all agencies and individuals, of the
welfare of the child or young person: this is required by the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child to which the UK is a signatory. But
there must also be a balance between the interests of the child or young
person who has offended and the interests of the victim, or potential
victims (Home Office, 1998a, p. 5). 
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At first sight, it might seem that a more legalistic, authoritarian
approach to youth justice is the most antithetical to children’s rights.
However, many have pointed out that ‘welfare’ approaches were
by no means supportive of children’s rights during the 1960s and
1970s. By drawing in potential offenders and minor offenders to
the child welfare system, they often assumed a supervisory function
for the state on sometimes dubious grounds. 

Labour is using both approaches. On the one hand, ascribing to
children as young as 10 adult responsibilities and sensibilities
when crime occurs – or, in the words of Goldson, ‘“responsibilizing”
children and “adultizing” childhood’ (Goldson, 2001, p. 39) – can
easily undermine any rights to welfare that they might previously
be thought to have had. A number of key features of the new youth
justice system can be highlighted in this regard, including the
abolition of the doli incapax presumption. On the other hand, even
in narrow ‘justice model’ terms, the imposition of restrictions on young
people who may have committed no offence – through the use of
child safety orders, local child curfews and anti-social behaviour
orders – constitutes interference in the lives of young people that
goes some way beyond a response to youth offending. 

For this reason, such interventions may prove to be challengeable
with respect to Article 6 (the right to a fair hearing) and Article 8
(respect for private and family life) of the European Convention on
Human Rights. It is too early yet to say how much impact the 1998
Human Rights Act will have on youth justice processes. One straw
in the wind is a change in procedures relating to offenders under
the age of 18 who are found guilty of murder. Such offenders can
now challenge, at reasonable intervals, the continued applicability
of the sentence of being detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure, on the
grounds that the factors justifying such a sentence – the mental
instability and dangerousness of the defendant – are susceptible to
change over time. Other challenges upheld include those against
the trial of children in adult courts in certain circumstances. More
widely, a range of youth justice actions may prove to be challengeable
on the grounds of their proportionality. 

A further problem for New Labour’s presentation of its
approach comes from the United Nations. In October 2002, the
United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)
issued its second and most recent judgement on overall UK policy
and practice with respect to children’s rights (UNCRC, 2002). The
2002 report will have made uncomfortable reading for ministers
and for a government that frequently presents itself as strongly
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committed to child welfare. Whilst acknowledging the Labour gov-
ernment’s initiatives in areas such as child poverty, leaving care and
participation in certain contexts, the report is highly critical of the
UK government’s approach and achievements with respect to the
more specific subject of children’s rights (Featherstone et al., 2002). 

The Committee’s criticisms with respect to youth justice were on
three main fronts: first, the retention of the age of criminal respon-
sibility at 8 years in Scotland and 10 years in the rest of the UK;
secondly, the increased use and length of custody for less serious
offences; thirdly, the conditions in many young offender institutions.
Given what we have noted already about the potential problems
of the 1998 Crime and Disorder Act with respect to the UK’s own
human rights legislation, it is not surprising that the UNCRC
believes that the Act ‘may violate the principles and provisions of
the Convention’ (UNCRC, 2002: para. 57a). Its central concern,
however, lies as much with the administration of justice as it does
with the law itself. 

The Committee notes with serious concern that the situation of children
in conflict with the law has worsened since the consideration of the
initial report [1995] . . . children between 12 and 14 years of age are now
being deprived of their liberty. More generally, the Committee is deeply
concerned at the high and increasing numbers of children in custody; at
earlier ages, for lesser offences and for longer custodial sentences imposed
by the recent increased court powers to give detention and training
orders . . . The Committee is also extremely concerned at the conditions
that children experience in detention and that children do not receive
adequate protection or help in young offender’s institutions (for 15- to 17-
year-olds), noting the very poor staff ratio, high levels of violence,
bullying, self-harm and suicide (UNCRC, 2002, para. 57). 

The list goes on. For good measure, the Committee also notes the
figure of 296 children who sustained injuries following restraints
and control in custody between April 2000 and February 2002
(UNCRC, 2002, para. 33). 

Parents and parenting 

With respect to parents, the implications of the 1998 Act are even
clearer and the government is equally unapologetic in its justification
of its basic approach. 
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It is neither possible nor desirable for the government to involve itself in
every aspect of family life or to dictate to parents how to raise their chil-
dren: parents hold the primary responsibility for giving children the
love and care they need, ensuring their welfare and security and teach-
ing them right from wrong. But the government can and should help
parents to recognise and meet those responsibilities – and should strive
to create the conditions in which families can flourish and all children
have the chance to succeed (Home Office, 1997b, p. 9). 

Notwithstanding Straw’s careful wording, this is clearly a more
interventionist approach to the family in the context of youth
justice than had previously been the case under the Conservatives.
Parenting, anti-social behaviour, child safety and curfew orders all
have significant implications for parents. The linking of youth
justice with interventionism on the parental front is not, of course,
new. Even as far back as the 1963 Children and Young Persons Act,
this was evident in the development of family advice centres in
high-crime areas. What was new, however, was the compulsory,
authoritarian flavour of the 1998 measures. Whilst there is some
evidence that parenting support programmes more generally can
reduce youth crime (see discussion below), it is the compulsory
element of the current measures which has led many professionals
to be dubious as to their potential efficacy (Henricson et al., 2000).
Furthermore, as we saw in Chapter 3, such programmes, despite
the gender-neutral language, bear down disproportionately on
poor women. 

On the other hand, there is evidence of substantial public support
for such an approach. The Home Office’s own analysis of public
attitudes to crime from the 1998 BCS showed 21 per cent of respond-
ents identifying ‘parental punishment and responsibility’ as a
sentencing option worth further use; way ahead of the next option
(custodial sentences, at 13 per cent) (Mattinson and Mirrlees-Black,
2000, p. 24). It is therefore unsurprising that ‘lack of discipline from
parents’ was identified as the main cause of crime by 28 per cent of
respondents; once again, the highest figure (drugs came second, at
27 per cent) (Mattinson and Mirrlees-Black, 2000, p. 65). 

The important question, of course, is whether parenting orders
work. Research conducted on behalf of the Youth Justice Board
investigated parenting programmes in which one-sixth of the
participants had been referred through a Parenting Order while the
rest had been referred voluntarily. Although the former were much
more likely to feel negative about the programme at the outset,
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they were just as likely to feel positively about the schemes at the
end as the voluntary majority. For both groups, ‘exit’ ratings were
very positive, with only 6 per cent feeling negative or indifferent
about the helpfulness of the programmes. The evaluation also noted
that offending had been reduced by 50 per cent for the children of
those attending parenting programmes, but was rightly cautious
about attributing this to the programmes themselves (Ghate and
Ramalla, 2002). On the strength of this assessment, Lord Warner,
the then chair of the YJB, endorsed the continued use of such orders. 

Targeting children 

As already noted, New Labour’s approach to this policy area incor-
porates a social policy analysis of the problem of youth crime. The
New Labour mantra of being ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes
of crime’2 implied a strong link to social policy of the kind that was
frequently denied by Conservative crime spokespersons throughout
the 1980s and 1990s. For example, the influential Audit Commission
Report ‘Misspent Youth’ (1996, pp. 74–75, 80–82) recognised that
young people either in or leaving the care system are an especially
vulnerable group in the sense of exhibiting a number of risk factors
associated with youth crime. Similarly, New Labour’s post-election
youth justice proposals cited a number of social policy measures
as relevant to its youth crime agenda. These measures included its
‘welfare to work’ programme, the work of the Social Exclusion Unit,
the Ministerial Group on the Family, the wider provision of nursery
education and measures to tackle truancy and school exclusions
(Home Office, 1997b, pp. 9–10). 

A further reason for such an approach is that the factors linking
youth crime to social structure also mean that members of Labour’s
own electoral constituency, or of social groups which it has trad-
itionally sought to assist, are disproportionately affected as poten-
tial perpetrators, as well as victims, of crime. With respect to
ethnicity in particular, even if evidence for the existence of major
discrimination within the criminal justice system is partial (Smith,
1997) – and such a view has been challenged by some (Bowling and
Phillips, 2002) – we do know that the system itself impacts dis-
proportionately on certain groups such as black men of African-
Caribbean origin. This alone should caution any social democratic
party against using that system as its sole or overwhelming route
for tackling crime. A twin-pronged approach of the kind that
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Labour advocates is in part an attempt to minimise the possibility
that it will merely be viewed as a punitive policy towards particular
minorities. 

With respect to those young people who do come within the
youth justice net, the picture is somewhat different. Through its
criminal justice measures, the Labour government has significantly
enhanced the potential coercive powers of the local state with
respect to young people (through the use of curfews, anti-social
behaviour orders and child safety orders). For example, while Anti-
Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) were intended for both adults
and young people, being available for any offender aged 10 or over,
they have most frequently been used on young people. Fifty-eight
per cent of the ASBOs used between April 1999 and September 2001
were with respect to young people aged 18 or younger (Campbell,
2002, p. 8). YOTs and Youth Offender Panels are the instruments
of this increased local interventionism. By its own measures, the
government counts its interventionist strategy to be beneficial in a
number of respects. For example, based on an analysis of some of
the 466 ASBOs issued between April 1999 and September 2001, the
Home Office research department claimed that, notwithstanding
some bureaucratic and inter-agency problems: 

The overall opinion in the areas visited was generally positive. When
used effectively, ASBOs have been successful in curbing unruly behaviour,
have helped rebuild the quality of life in communities and cemented
good relationships both between partner agencies and between these
agencies and the community (Campbell, 2002, p. 6). 

That said, while the slow initial take-up of ASBOs gradually increased
in tempo, the widely varying levels of use of this measure were
striking; some local areas made extensive use of them and others
made little or no use (Reid, 2002, pp. 205–222). 

It is clear that the increased interventionism of recent years that
was evident with respect to looked after children is replicated in
youth justice. Whilst this can be seen as its ‘dark side’ (Platt, 2000),
New Labour’s concern here is wider; with the victims of youth
offending, many of whom are other young people (see Coles and
Maile, 2002, pp. 300–310), as well as with offenders. Also, it claims
that its approach is protective of the long-term interests of young
offenders themselves. However, continuity with Conservative
approaches rather than being a genuine ‘Third Way’ alternative
means that it is no surprise that leading ‘Third Way’ advocate
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Anthony Giddens was less than impressed with Labour’s first-term
record in this field, suggesting that ‘Labour’s policies continue to
look disturbingly like those of the outgoing Tory government, with
its defined streak of authoritarianism’ (Giddens, 2002, p. 27). 

Such an approach continued up to and beyond the 2001 General
Election. Crime figures had fallen significantly and the numbers of
young people found guilty or cautioned for offences fell between
1995 and 2000 (Coles and Maile, 2002, p. 292). Even though recorded
crime had risen between 1998/1999 and 2001/2002, BCS data
showed crime falling persistently, by 7 per cent overall, between
1997 and 2001 (having risen steadily under the Conservatives since
1981) (Simmons et al., 2002, pp. 14, 16). However, public perceptions
differed from reality and the government chose to accept public
perceptions and continue with an authoritarian approach. At the 2001
election, ‘law and order’ was the third most important issue for
voters and Labour was 2 per cent ahead of the Conservatives with
respect to having the best policies on the issue – an improvement
on 1997 (Worcester and Mortimore, 2001, p. 30). From virtually
ignoring crime in its electoral appeals 20 years ago, Labour can be
argued to be overemphasising it now. It did not help that it
accepted so uncritically, and was influenced so heavily by, the analy-
sis of the Audit Commission (1996, 1998). This analysis has been the
subject of trenchant criticism (Jones, 2001), the most significant
point of which is that it overemphasised both the extent of the
problem of youth crime and the inadequacies of the then-prevailing
system for dealing with it. 

A number of measures quickly confirmed that the Home Secretary
following the 2001 election, David Blunkett, was even more inter-
ventionist than Jack Straw (Home Office, 2001). First, the passage of
the Anti-Social Behaviour Act in 2003, extending the powers of local
authorities in this area. Secondly, there was an extension of the curfew
option to children up to the age of 15 from August 2002; this was
in spite of no local authority having yet used it for the lower age range. 

Conclusion 

It is difficult to know how to judge New Labour when it comes to
the complexities of criminal behaviour. Judged solely in terms of
crime statistics, they appear successful. A fall of 9 per cent in 2002,
according to the BCS, and 7 per cent in recorded crime confirmed
the trends already discussed (Home Office, 2003a). However,
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judgement on such a basis is always highly dubious, given the role
of demographic, social, cultural and economic factors over which
governments have little or no control. Charman and Savage’s
‘report card’ approach to Labour’s record (Charman and Savage,
2002, p. 221) allows us to note that they had fulfilled or were on the
way to fulfilling their specific manifesto proposals on youth justice
by the time of the 2001 General Election. For example, Labour’s
promise to half the time from arrest to sentence was achieved in
mid-2002 and reconviction rates for young offenders have fallen by
22.5 per cent since 1997 (although the methodology for measuring
this can be questioned; see Smith, 2002) – a measure the govern-
ment attributes to the introduction of its reprimands and final
warnings approach (Home Office, 2003a). However, Charman and
Savage also note that the actual take-up of a number of Labour’s
initiatives has been slow; this particularly applies to child safety
orders, child curfew orders and parenting orders. If such measures
constitute a form of net-widening, as some critics have suggested,
then this lack of take-up may be no bad thing. 

The evaluation of other commentators on Labour’s youth justice
programme varies considerably. Both Hendrick (2003) and Smith
(Smith, R., 2003) have been highly critical of recent developments;
the former with particular emphasis on the effects of the increased
use of custody on young offenders and the latter with respect to
Labour’s claims of success, questioning both the targets used and
the methods of assessment. Others (Smith, D., 2003) take a more
mixed view, noting the lower cautioning and conviction numbers
between 1990 and 2000, the positive evaluations of parenting orders
and referral orders and the reorganisation of the youth justice
service to promote greater inter-agency working. All three critics,
however, note the highly worrying trend towards the increased
use of custodial sentences for young people. In January 1996, there
were approximately 8500 young prisoners (15–20 years old). This
had risen to 10,963 by December 2003 (Hollis and Goodman, 2003,
p. 12). Moreover, increases at the lower age range have been particu-
larly steep. For example, the juvenile population (15–17 years old)
increased by 10 per cent between December 2001 and December
2002 (Hollis and Goodman, 2003, p. 14). That Labour intends to
continue this basic approach is evident from its decision to publish
a separate ‘youth justice’ companion to the ‘Children at Risk’
Green Paper (Home Office, 2003b) rather than incorporate its ideas
within the Green Paper proper. Likewise, the content of the youth
justice proposals promises an endorsement of the strategy of the
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1998 Act alongside increased interventionism with parents and
young people. 

One feature of what is happening – and it stretches across other
policy areas such as education – is the increasing social control of
childhood. 

In spite of the UN Convention . . . and all of the political rhetoric about
children and their rights to be heard, it can be argued that this may, in
effect, amount to little more than an artifice which conceals the real
nature of the way in which mechanisms for retaining and increasing
the control over children are being sustained and even extended. It
would appear that the net of social control has an increasingly fine
mesh and is permeating more areas of more children’s lives than ever
before (James and James, 2001, pp. 225–226). 

That this applies with particular force in the field of youth justice is
evident from all that has been said, but it is not only applicable to
this field. Authoritarian measures are now being applied outside of
the normal parameters of the youth justice system – in working
with parents and with disaffected young people – and with impli-
cations for workers in those environments. Secondly, there is a
trend towards the use of custody for more and younger children.
Thirdly, there is a general assumption by the New Labour govern-
ment that authoritarian means can be justifiably and effectively
used for desirable ends and that unintended consequences will be
few. This is an optimistic prospectus in this context, given what we
know about the generally poor impact of custody on reoffending
rates and the potential for labelling through the net-widening
measures of the Crime and Disorder Act. It is possible that Labour’s
approach, imaginative as it is in some respects, will eventually
undermine its early achievements by overuse of a punitive strategy
that stores up long-term reoffending. 

Notes

1. The 2001 general election manifesto offered an endorsement and continuation
of the above strategy, together with a little more on the ‘tackling the causes
of crime’ front: improved custodial accommodation and programmes for 18–20-
year-old offenders, school drugs education and youth inclusion schemes for
high-crime areas (Labour Party, 2001, pp. 31–32). 

2. Ironically, one of the phrases for which Blair will be best remembered was
provided by Gordon Brown (Rentoul, 2001, p. 193). 
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C H A P T E R  7  

Disabled Children and 
Young People 

Introduction 

In studies of the history of disability, there is evidence of disabled
children being perceived in various ways. These include perceptions
of such children as expendable, as a defective and weakening social
element and as personifications of evil. On the other hand, this
diverse grouping of children and young people has also been seen
as gifts from God and, as such, in need of compassion and protection
(Oswin, 1984). In the UK, disabled children have to compete for
resources in a society where fast-developing research in the field of
genetics tempts prospective parents with visions of a perfect or
‘designer’ child and where the abortion of a damaged foetus is
regarded by large numbers of people as a responsible and justifiable
course of action. 

For most writers and activists in this field, terminology is particu-
larly important in relation to disability. Referring to an individual
with impairments as a disabled person has been seen by proponents
of social models of disability as a way of drawing attention to the
external constraints which ‘disable’. The Children Act (1989) uses
the phrase ‘children with disabilities’ and by doing so attempts to
make it clear that children with disabilities are children first. This
chapter will refer to disabled children and young people in order to
reflect the barriers that are experienced by such children and
young people. However, it also seeks to emphasise in its analysis
that disabled children are primarily children first and share the
same range of ambitions, hopes and fears as other children
(Middleton, 1999). 

There is a considerable historical legacy of treating disabled
children differently. This became entrenched in policy and practice
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frameworks in the UK from the mid-nineteenth century onwards.
During the nineteenth century and much of the twentieth century,
many disabled children spent their lives in long-stay institutions
and it is pertinent to note that this form of provision went into
decline only in the 1970s. Indeed, long-stay institutions were
used to provide short-term care up until the late 1980s; a practice
which Oswin (1984) maintained could only be described as
‘kennelling’. Middleton (1999) notes that respite care, that is,
non-home-based residential provision, still remains the main
plank of welfare provision for disabled children and their parents.
She emphasises that it continues to be used in circumstances which
would be viewed as unacceptable for non-disabled children of the
same age. 

It is also important to note that disabled children are much more
likely to be looked after. A re-analysis of Office of Population
Census Surveys (OPCS) material undertaken by Ball (1998) found
that at the time of the surveys 5.7 per cent of disabled children,
compared to 0.6 per cent of non-disabled children, were being
looked after by local authorities. These children were predominantly
placed in residential and foster care establishments, with some at
boarding schools. Additionally, Abbott et al. (2000) have pointed out
that many children regarded as living at home are actually placed
at special residential schools for the duration of the school term.
Morris (1997), in an evocatively titled article, ‘Gone Missing’, which
reports on her research into children living away from home, high-
lights the effects of segregation and separation and the impact of
sustained contact with disabling and at times abusive systems on
children. 

A dominant understanding is that children experience continuous
change in relation to their physical abilities, their levels of under-
standing and their emotions and that these in turn are influenced
by environmental factors, by social and cultural practices and by
gendered expectations. Most children are expected to grow to a
position of increased autonomy, to interact with their broadening
environment and to expand their opportunities. Opportunities can
be limited by the interactive operation of social divisions such as
class and gender, but constraints are not necessarily immutable. For
disabled children, such a dynamic view of childhood is less readily
accepted. Phrases such as ‘he’s got the IQ of a three-year-old’ or
‘she’s a baby really’ can be seen to retain an enduring dominance.
Moreover, children with physical impairments are often assumed
to have learning impairments also. 
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Children with physical and intellectual impairments can face
increasing restrictions and constricting horizons as they get older.
Developmental impairments rather than abilities can be accentuated
and considerations of safety, both in relation to physical safety and
protection from exploitation, can easily deny disabled young people
the opportunity to learn from varied experiences. Emphasis can be
placed on independence – defined, for example, as the ability to
get dressed without personal assistance – rather than on autonomy;
defined in terms of making decisions, taking personal responsibility
and making choices. Social models of disability, as developed by
Oliver (1983, 1990), Oliver and Barnes (1998), Barnes and Mercer
(1996), Morris (1993, 1996), Hales (1996), Barton and Oliver (1997),
Drake (1999), Corker and French (1999) and Barnes et al. (1999),
challenge these disabling scenarios. 

However, it is also the case that understandings of disability
have changed significantly over the past 20 years. Disability rights
movements, which have placed emphasis on social models of
disability, have stressed that disabled people are not disadvantaged by
impairments but by segregationalist and objectifying social, cultural,
political and economic practices. Categorisations of impairments have
been rejected in favour of specific measures to tackle disablism. The
Disability Discrimination Act (1995), although still limited in its
provisions and retaining a medicalised orientation, makes it illegal
to discriminate against a disabled person with regard to employment,
goods, facilities and services. Whilst there are exclusions, this Act is
notable in that for the first time in the UK discrimination against
disabled people in specified areas is subject to legal prohibitions.
The Act also requires schools to comment in their annual reports on
their arrangements for the admission of disabled pupils, the steps
that they have taken to prevent disabled pupils being treated less
favourably and upon facilities for disabled access. The significance
of the Act for disabled children and young people is that, whilst it
requires further development, it sets benchmarks with regard to
legally sanctioned acceptable and unacceptable practices. It also
paves the way for further legislation, such as that incorporated in
the draft Disability Discrimination Bill (2004).

A number of policies and practices which have been initiated by
New Labour, and those which continue to be supported by them,
clearly contain positive and developmental aspects. However, these
can also be seen to be intertwined with significant contradictions
and constraints. Both the positive developments and the constraints
will be considered in this chapter in the course of an examination
of how policies that are associated with the development of a social
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investment state have impacted upon disabled children and young
people. In considering disabled children in relation to New Labour’s
emphasis on the social investment state, one notices three key
tensions: with respect to social inclusion and citizenship, there is a
tension between work and care; with respect to investing through
parents, there is a tension between surveillance and support; and
finally, with respect to investing in children there is a tension
between targeting and rights. 

Social inclusion and citizenship: work vs ‘care’ 

New Labour came to power in 1997 on a wave of popular enthusiasm
which contained high expectations that policies and practices with
regard to marginalised groupings of people would change radically.
However, the high expectations of the disability lobby were
quickly dashed when the New Labour administration continued
to implement Conservative benefit cuts and restrict eligibility to
benefits. Instead of introducing policies and practices to tackle the
structural inequalities faced by disabled people, New Labour
focused upon promoting social inclusion and on preventing
social exclusion by both redefining and re-emphasising the
concept of citizenship. As part of this process, the traditional
structural analyses of disadvantage of ‘Old’ Labour and concerns
about the creation of a level playing field gave way to a focus on
the individual as shaped by personal circumstances and on the
redefinition of rights and obligations between the individual and
the community (Giddens, 1998). This approach has resulted in
obligations being linked to rights and to citizenship becoming an
implicit contract between the individual and the state. Accord-
ingly, if obligations and responsibilities, which are primarily
linked to work, are fulfilled, then individuals become entitled to
legislatively specific rights. Those unable to meet such obligations
and responsibilities, perhaps aptly, if superficially, summed up in
the slogan ‘work for those who can, security for those who can’t’,
are entitled to ‘care’, which continues to carry with it both a protective
and a controlling element.

Disabled children and young people, like all children and
young people in the UK, are finding that they have to learn
how to be good citizens and to earn the right to citizenship by
striving to enter the labour market. However, research published
by The Joseph Rowntree Foundation shows that disabled young
people who are regarded as being capable of work have to
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continue to contend with entrenched segregationalist mechanisms.
For example, it has been shown that as part of New Deal arrange-
ments, disabled young people are more likely to be assigned to
short-term, minimum-wage environmental task forces which usually
result in long-term employment marginalisation rather than in
real earning potential (Craig, 2001; Britton et al., 2002). 

Alongside such labour market difficulties, inherent contradictions
also persist in the benefit system and these continue to adversely
affect disabled young people of working age. Under the ‘All Work
Test’, those disabled claimants who are tested and found to be
eligible for incapacity and/or disability benefits administered
by the Department of Work and Pensions have to continue to
emphasise inability and incapacity in order to continue to receive
targeted payments. Jordan and Jordan (2000) have argued that
a system which separates claimants into those who have been
deemed ineligible for benefit, those who are eligible for Disability
Credit but are required to work, and those who are eligible
for incapacity and/or disability benefits, does not promote social
inclusion and integration: 

Their (Labour Government) narrow conceptions of work and inde-
pendence preclude consideration of many of the aspects most significant
for people with disabilities. Welfare service users face a battery of
assessments, paternalistic packages of help and compulsory ‘inclusions’,
and strong pressures to comply with these categorizations (Jordan and
Jordan, 2000, p. 123). 

The paradox between the promoted goal of social inclusion and the
exclusionary mechanisms of the benefit process can leave young
disabled people stranded between positive rhetoric and the dispiriting
reality of the current work/benefits system. 

For those who are unable to work, there are further difficulties.
Despite changes to political and theoretical understandings, the
position of those perceived as ‘vulnerable’ and promised or deemed
to require ‘security’, is far from straightforward. Key documents such
as Modernising Social Services (DoH, 1998a) accentuate the importance
of making the system ‘more centred on service users’ (p. 13, 2.4)
and advocate independence rather than dependency. However,
the emphasis placed in this document on improving protection,
albeit in the context of improving the regulatory framework for
agencies, far outweighs exhortations to meaningfully involve service
users in the design of their own care packages and in service provision
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more generally. As a result, caring responsibilities, be they formal
or informal, continue to carry the implicit message that key decisions
and boundary setting as to what the ‘care’ entails are the prerogative
of the carer or the caring agency. 

Investing through parents: support vs surveillance 

The New Labour agenda places emphasis on regarding the family,
which includes the ‘corporate family’, as an ‘energising unit which
can strengthen the ability of children to become citizens’ (Platt, 2000,
p. 5). Parents appear as the key element in ensuring the welfare of
disabled children and young people, with clear mechanisms also
being put in place to promote the achievements and well-being of
looked after children. However, within this emphasis on parents,
there are tensions that stem from the promotion of a dual focus on
both support and also on surveillance or control. Moreover, the nature
of the support on offer from the state can be seen to differ substantially
from what research reports in this field say about what parents
themselves say they want. 

An example of this tension between support and surveillance
can be found in the Framework for the Assessment of Children in
Need and their Families (Department of Health, 2000a). As well as
being closely linked to the QP initiative, this framework forms an
important part of the government’s social inclusion agenda for
disabled children and young people. However, the policy and practice
developments stemming from the framework are based on the
Children Act 1989 and in relation to disabled children the implications
of this Act have always been mixed. On the one hand, the 1989
Act provides a cohesive legal framework for all children and, by
including disabled children within it, emphasises the inclusionary
principle that such children are ‘children first’. On the other hand,
this inclusionary feature is diluted by the retention of medicalised
definitions of disability and by the insistence that all disabled
children, by virtue of their impairments, are ‘children in need’.
Moreover, although all social services departments have responsi-
bility for disabled children, there has been marked disagreement
about definitions of disability in relation to particular services
and about which agency has primary responsibility for providing
such services. 

The Framework was intended to be holistic, with an integrated
assessment process that examines all aspects of a child’s life in
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relation to the child’s developmental needs, the parent/child
relationship and the prevailing social environment. The intro-
ductory section of the Practice Guidance, which focuses upon
disabled children (Department of Health, 2000b), emphasises the
importance of overcoming disabling barriers and incorporating
understandings derived from the social model of disability into
working practices. However, those sections which stipulate
the details of the assessment process adopt a different tone.
A request for support within the context of the framework
can trigger a multi-disciplinary assessment which looks at: the
children’s developmental needs, their health, their education,
their emotional and behavioural development, their family and
social relationships, their social presentation; their self-care skills,
their safety and the levels of stimulation they are offered. Such
a wide-ranging assessment could be viewed by a parent of a
disabled child as exhaustive and overly intrusive rather than as
holistic. Additionally, the attention paid in the Framework docu-
mentation to questionnaires and rating scales, administered and
analysed by a third party, can further distance parents, carers,
disabled children and young people from their assessment of their
situation.

There are clear problem areas to be addressed, in that in practice
settings disabled children and their families are subject to a
number of uncoordinated assessments by a variety of different
agencies. It also has to be acknowledged that the resources that are
required to provide realistic support to families have additionally
not been forthcoming. Some parents have undoubtedly found
the Assessment Framework helpful in that it has added to the
levels of professional support and resources available. A Department
of Health evaluation of the impact of the Assessment Framework
found that 75 per cent of parents interviewed reported that they
felt they had been consulted and involved in all stages of the
referral, assessment and planning process (Department of Health,
2003b). Nevertheless, the recorded levels of satisfaction with the
resulting plans were far more mixed. This evaluation also provided
messages for successful implementation. These highlighted the
need for more training and for greater inter-agency collaboration
at all levels. 

However, the contradictory elements contained in the assess-
ment process have the potential to exclude as well as include. The
potential to exclude is highlighted by the ambiguity surrounding
the extent to which parents are involved in the assessment process
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as it applies to parenting skills. The Assessment of Children in Need
and their Families Practice Guidance states that: 

Parents should be clearly informed that their views and priorities are
important and that they should be encouraged to contribute to the
process. The process should include recognition of the parent/carer
needs in bringing up their children (3.17, Department of Health, 2000b
Practice Guidance). 

In relation to the involvement of parents in the assessment process,
a variety of approaches have been promoted. At one end of a hypo-
thetical continuum, there is the view that professionals should work
in full partnership with parents (Beresford, B., 1994). At the other
end is the perspective that parents should be subject to professional
assessments (Department of Health, 2000b, p. 95). The difference
between these two positions reflects the capacity of professionals to
work with parents and their capacity for carrying out assessments
on parents. In practice, the distinction is rather more subtle, but this
continuum raises important process issues and points to a very real
divide between rhetoric and practice. 

Research has pointed to the importance of service providers
actively resourcing and supporting ‘what works’ for different
parents (Beresford, 1994; Beresford, B., et al., 1996; Russell, 1996;
Read and Clements, 2001). Such research emphasises the importance
of professionals fully acknowledging different styles and strategies,
bearing in mind that information and discussion with informed
others about a full range of options may improve the strategies
adopted. It also highlights the absence of a blueprint for effective
services and advocates the promotion of a user-centred, flexible,
enabling and inclusive approach which recognises and responds to
‘the complexities of unequal power relations’ (Read and Clements,
2001, p. 19). In contrast, there is a danger that the interventionist
approaches favoured by New Labour will not prove to be
sufficiently flexible to be either helpful or supportive to parents.
A government initiative called ‘Together from the Start’ (Department
for Education and Skills, 2003) helps to illustrate this point. The aims
of this initiative are to bring about effective early intervention, to
promote partnership working between parents and professionals
from the statutory and voluntary sectors, and to improve services
overall for disabled children under three and their parents. However,
this service, in terms of its utility for parents, can stand or fall in relation
to interpretations of ‘intervention’. The Association of Directors of
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Social Services (ADSS) spokesperson for services for disabled children
made this point forcibly when he said that such services for young
disabled children and their families would be greatly improved
if they started from the perspective of the rights of the child as
services that give the child and their parents a voice are much more
successful in meeting their needs (Matt Burkowski, in ‘Time for an
Early Start’ [A.Unity Sale] CC 12–18 June 2003, pp. 32–33). 

A further problem is that whilst investing through parents is
a key plank of current government policy, it is also clearly one
which can obscure children’s own views and the roles that they
play in each other’s lives. In relation to the assessment process
contained in the Framework for the Assessment of Children in
Need and their Families (DoH, 2000a), there are further examples of
ambiguities and contradictions. On the one hand, the documentation
does point to the need for both separate and joint assessments with
regard to disabled children and their parents. In relation to disabled
children, the terms ‘active involvement’ and ‘contribution’ are used
and it is acknowledged that recognition needs to be paid to ‘their
rights to be involved and consulted about matters which affect
their lives’ (DoH, 2000a, 3.41; DoH, 2000b, 3.15; DoH, 2000c, p. 10).
On the other hand, as with adult services, different interpretations
of what constitutes ‘active involvement’ have resulted in a wide variety
of outcomes (Winchester, 2000). In this context, it is so notable that
a recent survey carried out by the Disability Rights Commission
(2002) found that 74 per cent of the young people surveyed believed
that the government had limited awareness of their needs and
rarely listened to what they had to say. Similarly, Shakespeare (2002),
in a major study, highlights how the voices of parents, professionals
and other adults continue to be prioritised over those of disabled
children and young people, with damaging results. 

As part of the large-scale research project ‘Life as a Disabled
Child’, funded by the ESRC, Shakespeare involved more than 300
disabled children with a wide range of physical, cognitive and
sensory impairments living in two locations in England and Scotland.
The aims of the project were to explore perspectives of disability,
the roles that children and young people adopted in negotiating
their daily lives and the relationships, environments and structures
which shaped their experiences. A key finding of the study was that
disabled children were subject to a very high degree of surveillance
by adults. Such children were found to have few social contacts
outside the family and activities were often dominated by adult
presence. Adults also mediated in terms of contact with other children,
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often serving to compound segregationalist practices, adversely
influencing the attitudes of non-disabled children. Whilst disabled
children identified with disability in many different ways, adults
tended to emphasise the different and special needs of disabled
children and to limit their range of responses. 

Investing in children: targeting vs rights 

New Labour have not targeted disabled children and young people
for intervention to the same extent that other groups can be seen to
have been targeted. One reason for this could be that disabled
children do not fit into the social investment state as either ‘threats’
to civil order or ‘opportunities’ for promoting a more market-friendly
society. This is not to say that disabled children have not been
incorporated within the social inclusion agenda. This has happened in
a variety of ways. In October 2000, for example, the QP programme
was extended from 3 to 5 years, the money available was increased
and £60m was specifically designated for improving services for
disabled children. Additionally, £220m has been earmarked for
improving the accessibility of mainstream schools for disabled
children as part of the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act
(2001). The Valuing People White Paper (Department of Health,
2001d) focused on tackling social exclusion and bringing about
integration by focusing on all aspects of life for individuals with
learning impairments. It stressed the importance of disabled children
and young people maximising life opportunities by exerting control
and choice, by leading positive lives and by fully participating in
communities. The Carers and Disabled Children Act (2001), by means
of direct payments, places emphasis on flexible and individualised
support packages. The Special Educational Needs and Disability
Act (2001) and the SEN Action Programme (Department for
Education and Skills, 2003), in turn, are concerned to promote
social inclusion by giving disabled students rights within the
mainstream educational system and by tackling low attainment
levels. These areas are reinforced by the Green Paper ‘Every Child
Matters’ (2003). Additionally, in 2001, the National Information
Centre for families of disabled children was established to provide
more information about supportive services. Also, the Children
and Young People’s Unit has actively explored the needs and
views of disabled children and young people by running a variety
of workshops and focus groups (Dobson, 2001). 
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Moreover, disabled children and young people have been included
in initiatives which relate to all children. These include projects
such as Sure Start, Connexions and the Children’s Fund. These aim
to empower children to realise their full potential by utilising available
opportunities. Similarly, the Department of Health Action Plan
‘Listening, Hearing and Responding: Core Principles for the Involve-
ment of Children’ (Department of Health, 2001e) exhorts professionals
to listen to children and to help them to attain their aspirations. 

Although in a more limited way than elsewhere, with a more
pronounced rhetorical rather than practical tone, the government
can be seen to have prioritised a form of targeting, associated with
social inclusion initiatives, over rights. Whilst this form of targeting
can be used as a means of narrowing the divide between disabled
and non-disabled children, it can also further accentuate segregation
rather than inclusion on the basis of specific requirements or ‘special
needs’. An appraisal of the historical and contemporary debates about
the education of disabled children and young people serves to illustrate
these points. 

Education has an extremely important place in the New Labour
project. In addition to the development of academic and vocational
abilities, education influences socialisation processes and how children
view themselves and are viewed by others. It is therefore regarded
by politicians and policy-makers as a way of preparing children for
adulthood and responsible citizenship. Until relatively recently,
disabled children were prevented from entering the mainstream
education system. Initially, this was through the exclusion of those
disabled children defined as ‘ineducable’ by the 1944 Education Act
and subsequently by the segregated ‘special’ school system. 

From the passing of the 1944 Education Act up until the
introduction of the 1970 Education Act, disabled children were able
to access educational opportunities only if they were classified as
being able to benefit from these. As a result, large numbers of disabled
children were deemed to be ‘ineducable’. The 1981 Education Act,
drawing upon the Warnock Report (1978), focused upon providing
an inclusive education for disabled children and introduced the
‘statementing’ procedure which obliged local educational authorities
(‘where necessary’) to detail and meet special educational require-
ments. It also changed the terminology used, with various forms of
‘handicap’ being redesignated as ‘special educational need’. The
term ‘learning difficulty’ was also brought in to replace the label
‘educationally subnormal’. The 1981 Act has been revised and
updated and the current legislative framework is now informed by



DISABLED CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 125

the far more progressive 1996 Education Act. However, the
complexity of the procedure for accessing mainstream education,
the time taken to produce and act upon detailed statements of need
and a continued emphasis on identifying and meeting ‘special’ need
remain constraining and excluding factors for disabled children. 

Prior to the introduction of measures to support disabled chil-
dren attending mainstream schools, the main form of educational
provision available focused on disabled children attending specialist
schools, many on a residential basis. The practice of placing disabled
children and young people in special schools has been severely crit-
icised by organisations of disabled people such as ‘People First’ and
by writers from within the disability lobby (for example, Barnes
et al., 1999). They stress the importance of disabled children being
integrated within the mainstream system, arguing that segregated
schools concentrate on impairments, disabilities, the development
of coping mechanisms for restricted environments and approxima-
tions of ‘normality’ rather than on the skills required for tackling
disabling practices. However, it is important to acknowledge that
organisations of those with hearing and visual impairments, in par-
ticular, contest assertions that specialist schooling is limited and
constraining and maintain that specialist provision better equips
children and young people to maximise their potential in adult life. 

It is clear that a policy which emphasises targeting contains the
seeds of exclusion rather than inclusion. Moreover, a legislative
development such as the Special Educational Needs and Disability
Act (2001), as illustrated by its title, continues to utilise the language
of exclusion rather than inclusion and to contain exclusionary as
well as inclusionary practices. Recent research carried out by Jenny
Morris (2001) in association with SCOPE draws attention to the fact
that although there have been some improvements which are to
be welcomed relating to education, direct payments for personal
assistance and legislative measures to address active discrimination,
basic issues are still not being addressed for disabled young people
with high support needs. Morris used a variety of techniques to
explore with young people what they felt about the quality of their
lives and what they understood by social exclusion. Forty-four
young people with complex needs, between the ages of 15 and 20,
participated in the study. Young people regarded as having com-
munication difficulties were found to be excluded from participating
in discussions about their needs, decision-making processes and
those activities available to other young people. Overall, current
services were seen to have major failings. In addition to agencies
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not addressing the need for assistance with communication, other
exclusionary practices included the following: not being listened to,
a lack of control over decisions about what happens to you, feeling
unsafe and limited opportunity to be included in local community
activities. As Dobson (2001) points out, the Scope Report (2001)
suggests that policy-makers need to focus social exclusion measures
on policies that can deliver basic human rights as well as on employ-
ment, education and community participation. 

One possible way of developing more inclusionary policies is to
target shortfalls in the attainability of goals, rather than targeting
disabled children and young people themselves; with the goals
for all children being the same. This builds on the arguments
utilised by the Disability Rights Movement. This means that agreed
goals would be used as a yardstick to measure discrepancies.
This approach links targeting to rights in the sense that disabled
children, like all children, have the right to aim for and to be
supported to obtain the same goals as other children. However,
this raises the question of the extent to which current shortfalls
have been addressed. A useful area to focus on here is the success or
failure of integrationalist policies in mainstream schools. 

The extent to which educational provision within mainstream
schools promotes integration rather than segregation has been
subject to much debate. Discussions have focused on ‘supported’
and ‘specialised’ mainstream school placements. According to
Barnes et al. (1999), the former contains the language of inclusion,
whilst the latter retains the terminology of segregation. Priestley
(1999) has analysed information collected as part of the ESRC-
funded ‘Life as a Disabled Child’ project referred to earlier. He
focuses on the experiences and perceptions of 20 disabled children
and young people in the 6–16 age range. His analysis supports
Shakespeare’s arguments (2002) and highlights the ways in which
disabled children can become differentially constructed within
a mainstream school by means of formal and informal practices. 

Priestley found that disabled children taking the same classes as
their non-disabled peers were isolated from others in their class as
a result of the provision of specialist support staff. The formalisation
of helping relationships between disabled and non-disabled children
by teachers also had the potential to infringe upon and alter the
nature of the relationship between the children. This sometimes
resulted in the helper being required to ‘speak for’ and intervene
‘on behalf of’ the disabled child, creating a relational power
imbalance. Priestley (1999) noted that teachers tended to treat
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homework produced by disabled children as more of a bonus than
a requirement and promoted the social rather than the academic
benefits of mainstream schooling. Disabled children were also not
subject to the same disciplinary processes as non-disabled children –
a fact which did not go unnoticed by non-disabled children, causing
them to emphasise difference rather than acknowledge sameness. 

As part of this project, the ways in which disabled children and
young people responded to these differential constructions and
how they developed and retained feelings of self-esteem and self-
worth were also explored. Priestley (1999) found that disabled chil-
dren and young people clearly rejected negative disability labels
from other students, using a variety of strategies and techniques,
but that they skilfully manipulated disabled identities when they
thought it could work to their advantage. Priestley comments that
disability discourses within schools can place pressure on disabled
children to identify with one of two logically opposing and hierar-
chically arranged categories – disabled or non-disabled. He found
that the identifications chosen can affect peer group preferences,
although considerations of age and gender could intervene and
prove stronger than disabled or non-disabled identifications. 

Priestley contends that while the integration of children with
impairments into mainstream schools has provided many oppor-
tunities and has served to blur the boundaries between ‘disabled’
and ‘non-disabled’, especially amongst children themselves, the
language of ‘special need’ and the associated practices which operate
at both formal and informal levels can counter such blurring and
can continue to segregate disabled children. Accordingly, the contin-
ued operation of often unintentional exclusionary practices within
school systems needs to be tackled before inclusion and integration
can become a reality for disabled children and young people. 

In summary, there are gaps and inconsistencies in the New Labour
project in relation to disabled children. It is clear that although
some progress is being made in relation to targeting the attainability
of goals (for example, by means of some of the provisions contained
in The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001), The
Carers and Disabled Children Act (2001) and developments such as
the National Information Centre for families of disabled children
and the Children and Young People’s Unit), exclusionary mechanisms
continue to operate. There is also a basic tension between rhetoric
and practice, with varying interpretations operating at national
and local levels with regard to the operation of legislation and the
carrying out of initiatives. 
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Conclusion 

New Labour has been prescriptive about the shape public services
for disabled children are to take and has supported this with
some resources. However, their prescription for and emphasis on
intervention contains both the strengths and the weaknesses of
their approach. The Framework for the Assessment of Children in
Need and their Families (DoH, 2000a) is a good example. It is
well intentioned, but its scrutinising and controlling aspects have
the potential to deter rather than to encourage. Aldridge and
Becker (1994), amongst others, have drawn attention in their
research findings to families choosing not to seek professional help
because they fear losing control of events. Over-intrusive assessment
processes could clearly cause parents of disabled children not to
seek support, thus exacerbating social exclusion. 

The emphasis placed by New Labour on parents as a means of
ensuring the welfare of children is also potentially constraining for
disabled children and young people. Despite policy documents
highlighting the importance of hearing the voices of disabled
children, insufficient attention continues to be paid to the ways in
which others mediate for them. It remains rare for disabled children
to be considered outside of the context of parent/child relationships
and, as noted, parents and adults can both intentionally and
unintentionally restrict contact with peers and limit social and
educational opportunities. 

An emphasis on targeting as opposed to promoting children’s
rights also contains exclusionary mechanisms. With regard to
disabled children and young people, a more pronounced focus on
rights is imperative if individual young people are to achieve their
potential. This would involve a change of orientation of the current
administration from a concentration on targeting and intervention
to a practical rather than a rhetorical focus on choice, flexibility and
collaboration. 

In conclusion, current policy agendas for disabled children and
young people can be seen to contain developmental aspects as well
as contradictions and constraints. The work vs ‘care’ tension demon-
strates how investment in inclusionary initiatives centred around
work bring with them exclusionary divisions which can perpetuate
care and control practices. Policies and procedures which continue
to place emphasis on support and surveillance continue to give
parents what the government think they need rather than what
they say they want and to obscure the voices of disabled children.
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In turn, a focus on targeting vs rights can fail to deliver basic
human rights to those perceived as vulnerable. 

The policy and practice framework promoted by New Labour
has the potential to improve the opportunities available for disabled
children and young people. However, whilst the rhetoric at the
heart of recent developments emphasises active participation by
children and young people, political concerns about control over
policy and practice point to the continuation of a system with
authority over outcomes remaining in the hands of centralised bodies.
Proponents of the social model of disability have campaigned for
the rights, citizenship and full integration of disabled people into
society. As argued earlier, this has led to a radical reappraisal of
understandings of disability and to gains for those regarded as
responsible and capable of participating in the workforce. However,
the picture for those viewed as vulnerable and in need of security,
at both policy and practice levels, is more complex. Change is not
just about setting targets for the commissioners and providers of
services, but about focusing on civil rights issues and the barriers
to full integration. These are not static processes, but areas which
need to be continually interrogated and addressed. 
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C H A P T E R  8  

Children, Young People 
and Mental Health 

Introduction 

More and more children are experiencing mental ill health according
to a range of statistics (Meltzer et al., 2000). Social Trends (2002), for
example, reports that one in 10 children under the age of 11 has
been diagnosed as suffering from a mental health condition. The
World Health Organisation and the United Nations Children’s
Fund have stated that up to one in five of the world’s children are
suffering from mental health or behavioural problems (BBC News,
2002). The reasons for this are far from clear cut. Undoubtedly, the
pressures which children and young people now have to face are
considerable, with image, achievement (or non-achievement), parental
poverty and peer group pressure featuring significantly. The
various ways in which differences relating to class, gender, disability,
sexuality and ethnicity intersect and impact on some children and
young people will also make a difference (Coleman and Schofield,
2001). However, incidence statistics alone only give a partial picture
and the various ways in which mental health problems can be
socially constructed also requires interrogation. 

New Labour began to significantly focus on the mental health
needs of children and young people after the 2000 General Election,
when CAMHS incorporated into the planned National Service
Framework for Children. Also, the Green Paper ‘Every Child Matters’
(2003) recommended a 10 per cent increase in CAMHS capacity
each year for the following 3 years and for all areas to have in place
comprehensive CAMHS by 2006. However, mental health services
for children and young people continue to be described as under-
resourced, inadequately staffed, fragmented and ill-equipped to
deal with the needs of children and young people (The Mental
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Health Foundation, 2001; Kurtz, 2003). Although more government
money is being allocated, the direction that services should take is
far from straightforward. This chapter begins by examining the
background to the current situation concerning children and
young people by looking at debates and policy initiatives in the
field of adult mental health services. Mental health, the diagnosis
of mental ill health and the meeting of needs are not clear-cut
issues and there is much debate about constructions, definitions,
practices and ways forward. Discussions about adult mental health
services have considerable relevance for children and young
people and the ways in which New Labour has responded to key
issues are appraised in this chapter. These issues include the
continued location of mental health problems within a medicalised
framework, the implications for children and young people of a
National Service Framework, and issues of rights and the potential
for conflict between children, young people and their families. The
chapter concludes by considering the ways in which New Labour
has invested in mental health services for children and young
people. 

Adult mental health services: debates and policies 

The arena of ‘mental health’ has long been beset by different ways
of conceptualising and responding to what has variously been
termed mental distress, mental ill health, mental illness and madness.
There are conceptualisations which locate mental health firmly
within medicalised parameters. Here, mental health difficulties are
viewed as illnesses with symptoms which can be categorised and
treated predominantly, but not exclusively, with drug and physical
treatments (for example, Linford Rees, 1978; Howe, 1995). Social
factors are taken into account, particularly in terms of assessing
risk, but medication predominates with regard to treatment. These
approaches have been contrasted with more socially-oriented
models which focus on removing stigma, stressing citizenship
rights and promoting a broader-based response to ‘mental distress’
(for example, Prior, 1993; Pilgrim and Rogers, 1996, 1999; Sayce, 2000;
Beresford, 2001). The very terminology used can be seen to
highlight different allegiances. The use of terms relating to mental
ill health or illness, for example, firmly centre discussions within
medicalised frames of reference. Terms such as ‘mental distress’
broaden the conceptual range, placing difficulties experienced on
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a continuum where it is acknowledged that we all experience
problems at various points in time with some being more severe
than others. There is also the use of the originally pejorative term
‘madness’ reused and revalued as a positive statement of differ-
ence, to consider. Commentators such as Rachel Perkins (1999)
present the view that minimising difference via the apparently
inclusive language of distress is unhelpful and illusory. Passing as
‘sane’ and denying difference is seen to perpetuate oppression.
Perkins (1999), drawing from black and lesbian/gay politics, insists
that real inclusion can be achieved only by the celebration of differ-
ence and diversity. She suggests: ‘so let’s dispense with notions of
distress and embrace mad pride’ (Perkins, 1999, p. 6). However,
despite varying interpretations and differing terminologies, it would
be unhelpful to suggest that the perspectives (although sometimes
presented as such) are mutually exclusive. There is considerable
overlap. Although it is important to highlight that medicalised
perspectives retain dominance in relation to resources, services and
policy, these are increasingly informed and influenced by more
socially-oriented approaches. 

In the UK, policy is changing rapidly in the field of ‘mental
health’. New Labour has produced key policy documents which
include the White Paper ‘Modernising Mental Health Services’
(DoH, 1998b), the National Service Framework for Mental Health
(2000) and a proposed reform of the 1983 Mental Health Act which
changes the ways in which people broadly diagnosed as suffering
from a ‘mental disorder’ can be compulsorily detained and/or
treated. 

In the White Paper ‘Modernising Mental Health Services’
(DoH, 1998b), areas which have been prioritised include the improved
assessment of individual needs, better treatment and care both at
home and in hospital, and access to services on a 24-hour basis.
Emphasis has been placed on ensuring public safety and manag-
ing risk and upon mental health services being based in primary
care settings with close links being maintained with specialist
teams to integrate service planning and delivery. Close partner-
ships with education, employment and housing departments
have been promoted and the need for patients, service users and
carers to be involved, both in their own care and in planning
services, has been highlighted within this frame of reference.
Cost-effectiveness and ‘Best Value’ have remained central to
service provision, with the National Institute for Clinical Excellence
providing guidance. 
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The National Service Framework for Mental Health (2000) has
emphasised the importance of strengthening partnerships between
the National Health Service and social care organisations. The
Framework incorporates standards relating to five main areas. These
are: mental health promotion, primary care and access to services,
services for people with severe mental illness, support for carers,
and the prevention of suicide. The standards are linked to existing
statistics and milestones, and performance indicators have been
specified in order to measure progress. 

The much-delayed reform of the Mental Health Act 1983 looks to
modernise services by authorising compulsory treatment in the
community as part of an agreed care plan. This remains controversial
and has been taken to demonstrate the prioritisation of drug ther-
apies and the protection of the public over service user choice and
social inclusion as citizens. The proposed reforms also remove the
independent non-clinical role of the Approved Social Worker.
Under the current legislation in the UK, the Approved Social Worker
decides whether an application for compulsory detention in hospital
ought to be made and whether detention in hospital is, taking into
account all the circumstances, the most appropriate way of provid-
ing the care and treatment which the person needs. The proposed
reforms allow the application to be made by a suitably trained mental
health professional, controversially reverting to the sole involve-
ment of clinicians in relation to compulsory treatment (Reforming
the Mental Health Act 2000; Fawcett and Karban, 2001). 

These policies have highlighted the need for intensive and
extensive support for people experiencing mental health difficulties.
Attention has been directed towards the need to reduce stigma and
the importance of including service users and carers in planning
processes. More resources have also been committed, subject to
cost-effectiveness and gate-keeping mechanisms. However, within
the policy documents a medicalised framework is clearly empha-
sised and the importance of controlling those assessed as possibly
unpredictable or violent and caring for those regarded as vulner-
able is continually underlined. Terms such as ‘control’ and ‘care’
have become entrenched in the welfare literature and have in turn
been vociferously rejected by proponents of more socially oriented
models of mental distress (Sayce, 2000). This draws attention to a
fundamental inconsistency in New Labour’s mental health policy
between the promotion of policy frameworks which advocate ‘care’
and ‘control’ on the one hand and those which advocate partnership,
service user involvement and social inclusion on the other. 
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Additional contradictions in relation to current policy initiatives
are also evident. As highlighted in Chapter 7, with regard to the
provision of citizenship rights New Labour is emphasising respon-
sibilities as a prerequisite for the exercise of rights. This makes it
difficult for those diagnosed as mentally ill to achieve enduring
rights of citizenship because their ability to work and take on the
responsibilities of citizenship, as defined by New Labour, will
fluctuate. 

A further problem area can be associated with the setting of a
National Service Framework for Mental Health and the identification
and promotion of national standards and competencies. The set-
ting of standards nationally to be delivered locally and monitored
externally, with blueprints provided by the National Service
Framework, can ensure that previously marginalised areas are
better resourced and that good practice standards are maintained.
However, it can also serve to exclude those who do not fit service
criteria and to discourage locally relevant and innovative forms of
provision. Additionally, it can reinforce the view that professionals
have to prioritise safeguarding themselves at the expense of meeting
the individual needs of service users and carers. An agenda directed
towards controlling outcomes does not neatly fit service user
involvement. 

It is also possible to argue that the policy documents do not suf-
ficiently differentiate between the self-assessed needs of service
users and those of carers. As with previous policies in this field,
there is an emphasis on carers’ views taking precedence over the
expressed wishes of individuals diagnosed as mentally ill. Modern-
ising Mental Health Services (DoH, 1998b, 4.50) states: 

Decisions about care and treatment should be a joint endeavour between
staff, patients, service users and discussed with carers as well. Carers
are partners alongside health and social services in providing care and
support to people with mental health problems. 

This statement links into debates about the modernising agenda
of New Labour and its underlying rationality. The government
promotes policies as being modern and rational. There is an
emphasis on order and on the rational, linear progression of policy
into practice. Service users are located within a clear diagnosis–
treatment continuum and are subject to expert–patient relation-
ships. This easily leads to rhetoric about patients being ‘informed,
involved and empowered’ being translated into standardised
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consultation exercises with service user control and autonomy
giving way to bland consumer-satisfaction surveys. Perkins (2000)
believes that this results in a narrow focus on illness, with discussions
about rights specifically concentrating on which treatments are
preferable rather than on broader rights issues linked to citizenship.
As highlighted previously, this reflects a dichotomy between New
Labour’s emphasis on service user involvement and their centralising,
performance target-oriented directives. It is clear that the variance
between these policy orientations has been insufficiently acknow-
ledged, particularly in the fields of disability and mental health. 

Children, young people and mental health 

Where do children and young people fit in relation to current
debates and the prevailing policy and practice framework introduced
by New Labour? It is interesting to note that the government policy
document, Modernising Mental Health Services (DoH, 1998b),
and the National Service Framework for Mental Health (2000)
have both specifically excluded services for children and adoles-
cents. Services for this group are currently provided by CAMHS.
As highlighted, the government proposed an extension of
CAMHS in the Green Paper ‘Every Child Matters’ (2003). Extra
funding was also made available by means of CAMHS Innovation
Grant Projects. These were awarded to twenty-four project areas
in 1998–1999. However, budgets were not ring-fenced and this
led to some areas being able to maintain and develop more
extensive and integrated services than others, resulting in post-
code inequality. 

The introduction of CAMHS in the 1990s has been seen by many
professionals to have brought about improvements in mental health
services for children and young people (Kurtz, 2003). Prior to the
1990s, services for children and young people diagnosed as having
mental health problems were characterised by regional variation, a
complete lack of standardisation and by the largely uncoordinated
involvement of a number of different agencies. Some areas had
Child Guidance Clinics, others had a child psychiatrist attached to
a psychiatric wing in a General Hospital and some had practically
no provision at all. CAMHS introduced a four-tiered approach
to problem identification and intervention. Tier One represents
the non-specialist primary level where a range of practitioners
(for example, general practitioners, health visitors and social workers)
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identify children and young people with mental health problems
at an early stage and offer general advice and, where appropriate,
treatment for less severe problems. Tier One also includes a pre-
ventative element. Tier Two involves a network of professionals,
including child clinical psychologists, child psychiatrists, paedia-
tricians, community psychiatric nurses and educational psychol-
ogists. These professionals offer training and consultation to
other professionals, a consultation service to families and engage
in outreach activities. They also undertake specific assessments.
Tier Three is for those children and young people experiencing
mental health difficulties diagnosed as complex, persistent and
severe. At this level, specialist multi-disciplinary teams assess
and treat children and young people, assess for referral to Tier
Four, offer consultations and training to other professionals and
engage in research activities. Tier Four refers to specialist provision
which may be offered at a regional level. It can include specialist
outpatient teams, day units and adolescent inpatient units for
those diagnosed as severely mentally ill or at risk of suicide,
secure forensic adolescent units, eating disorder units and
specialist teams for neuro-psychiatric problems (Department of
Health, 1995). 

However, although the overall CAMHS policy framework is in
place, practice varies widely. So too does the allocation of resources.
As highlighted in the introduction, CAMHS continues to be uncoor-
dinated, poorly networked, with a lack of standardisation in
relation to referral criteria and intervention strategies (Young Minds,
2000a: p. 7; Kurtz, 2003). For example, some agencies refuse to con-
sider a referral if drugs or alcohol are involved (Young Minds,
2000a). Some regard ‘challenging behaviour’ as being within the
remit of CAMHS, others regard it as being outside. There is wide
divergence about which difficulties constitute a mental health emer-
gency and which do not. There is also considerable variation in the
age of transition between children’s and adult services, with some
effecting the transition at 16 and some at 19. Recommended
improvements include calls for better co-ordination of services,
more specialist ‘inpatient’ provision, the strengthening of specialist
community-based services and the inclusion of children and young
people with mental health problems within the National Service
Framework for Mental Health (Young Minds, 2000a; The Mental
Health Foundation, 2001). 

However, important though the recommendations highlighted
above are, the extent to which they address significant underlying
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issues remains debatable. It is also unclear whether the changes
to CAMHS proposed in ‘Every Child Matters’ (2003) significantly
altered the nature of the services provided or the disparities in
provision. As argued in the introduction, mental health policy
towards adults can be seen to have a clear relevance for chil-
dren and young people. Accordingly, the implications warrant
exploration. Key features of this approach include the continued
use of a predominantly medicalised framework, the introduction
of a National Service Framework, and issues of rights and the
potential for conflict between children, young people and their
parents. These areas will now be reviewed. 

Medicalised perspectives 

It is clear that discussions focusing on the mental health of
children and young people remain firmly positioned within
medicalised orientations. As highlighted earlier, medicalised
discourses view problems with mental health as illnesses which
require specialist diagnosis and treatment. There are positive
factors related to medicalised perspectives. These can provide
structured frameworks which can enable a person (and their
family) not to feel that what is happening to them is their fault.
An individual is not seen as responsible for their actions; there
are services and professionals to call upon to intervene to pro-
vide relief for families, and medication and therapeutic forms of
relief are available to ‘the patient’. Policies, services and resources
can also be directed towards an identified, vulnerable group who
require intervention. 

However, there are also negative factors. As Bracken and
Thomas (2001) highlight, medicalised approaches which focus
exclusively on symptoms can result in possible reasons for
disturbed behaviour and the contexts in which it is manifested
remaining unexplored: 

. . . most psychiatric diagnoses are nothing more than a particular way
of formulating and naming a person’s problems. . . . Psychiatric diagnosis
is often little more than a simplification of a complex reality, and by
formulating an individual’s experiences in terms of pathology it can be
profoundly disempowering and stigmatising (Bracken and Thomas,
2001, p. 19). 
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User or survivor movements have rejected the notion that there is
an objective, value-free diagnostic process which moves straightfor-
wardly through a symptom–diagnosis–treatment–cure–continuum.
The work of Fernando (1991, 1995, 2002), Rogers and Pilgrim (2003),
Sayce (2000) and Bracken and Thomas (2001), to name but a few, have
highlighted that unacknowledged cultural, social, economic and
ideological assumptions and value systems render any claims to
objectivity obsolete. From an historical perspective, a review of
nineteenth-century concepts of psychiatry, particularly in relation
to how these refer to women, highlights how relative ‘facts’ can be.
An example mentioned in Showalter (1987) shows how Henry
Maudsley, the eminent Victorian psychiatrist and professor, both
reflected and promoted the view, portrayed as fact, that educational
prowess in women affected their menstrual cycle and resulted in
serious illnesses. 

Beresford (2001) has called for ‘non-medicalised alternatives’
for children and criticises ‘an outmoded psychiatric system that
still frequently fails to see the person and only sees the illness’.
He goes on to say that current practices miss ‘both people’s
strengths and their difficulties’ (Beresford, 2001, p. 14). In discussions
about an individual’s personhood, issues of gender and ethnicity
become particularly pertinent. In this context, it is important to
note that women appear in mental health statistics more
frequently than men (Prior, 1999). In contrast, in relation to children
and adolescents, boys appear more frequently than girls (Social
Trends, 2002). Additionally, as has been frequently reported,
young African-Caribbean men are over-represented in relation to
the diagnosis of psychotic disorders (Rogers and Pilgrim, 2003).
The explanations put forward for the above have ranged from
the effects of adverse socio-economic factors to the application of
stigmatising psychiatric constructs (Fernando, 1991; Barnes and
Maple, 1992; Busfield, 1996; Fernando et al., 1998; Pilgrim and
Rogers, 1999; Prior, 1999; Fernando, 2002). In relation to Asian
women, where medical distress can be presented in physical
terms, Pilgrim and Rogers (1999) point to the dangers posed by
western psychiatric positivism. They note that mental distress
presented as a physical symptom can legitimate a form of medical
management where doctors diagnose and treat an underlying
mental illness. This, they assert, effects a neat division between
physical and mental illness and assumes that the linguistic expres-
sion of emotions is transculturally stable. They also maintain that the
identification of a pattern with associated treatments serves to
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discount diversity and to promote responses linked to stereotypical
assumptions. 

Gender and ethnicity remain under-researched areas with
regard to children, young people and the arena of mental health.
The issues raised above are pertinent in three key respects. Firstly,
they have implications for the collection and analysis of statistics
about the overall incidence of mental health difficulties. The appar-
ent increase in the numbers of children and young people who
appear to be experiencing mental health problems has resulted in
calls for the publication of regular reports on the scale of the mental
health problems among children and young people (Young Minds,
2000b). However, statistics on this issue are not transparent ‘facts’
and require continued interrogation. Secondly, as indicated, more
research is needed in relation to gender and ethnicity. Thirdly,
there are clearly different ways of explaining the reasons for
mental distress, ranging from an emphasis on social causation to a
focus on social constructionist perspectives. An example here
relates to the identification and prevalence of mental health disor-
ders according to the social class of the father. According to Kurtz
(1996), children and young people from social class five (unskilled)
are three times more likely to be diagnosed with mental health
problems than those in social class one. Reasons given for this can
variously emphasise the increased stress experienced by those
living in relative poverty in inner-city areas and the likelihood of
professionals being more willing to construct/diagnose difficulties
as mental health problems for those living in inner cities. In this
context, assumptions about ethnicity and gender can significantly
influence how a child or young person is viewed and responded to
by professionals and agencies. There are also dangers from attempts
to identify homogenising patterns which result in standardised
responses and which downplay differences. 

Pilgrim and Rogers (1999) point to the importance of taking into
account the relationship between agency and structure as well as
meaning and context when reviewing understandings of mental
health. Viewing mental health problems as social facts, although
useful in terms of indicating the social origins of mental health
problems, presents a unidimensional perspective which constrains
developments in the fields of policy and practice. How children
are viewed relates to the perspective or perspectives adopted by
professionals, parents and peers and these will differ and be
influenced by a variety of factors. While this does not deny that
some children and young people experience severe mental health
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difficulties and require professional help, it does draw attention to
the dangers of a child or young person becoming the condition or
the problem. Similarly, there is a danger that a predominant focus
on one way of responding to a particular difficulty can slip into
becoming the right and the only response. 

The implications of a National Service Framework 

The incorporation of CAMHS into the National Service Framework
for Children, an increase in the resources allocated to CAMHS and
the standardisation and co-ordination of provision are strongly
supported by professionals, organisations and pressure groups and
are part of the modernising drive of New Labour. Currently, in
relation to children and young people, similar difficulties can be
directed to a variety of agencies and professionals and can be
responded to in a range of different ways. The same problem can,
for example, be directed towards a social services department, a
voluntary agency, the police, the courts, the education services,
general practitioners, psychologists or psychiatrists. In each
instance, a different response can be obtained. The introduction of
a National Service Framework is viewed by the government as a
means of matching problems to agencies more consistently. The
linking of service performance to national standards by means of
‘benchmarking’ criteria and the introduction at a national level of
professional competencies are also regarded as a way of addressing
regional variation and the fragmentation of services. The govern-
ment is also keen for resources to follow specified target areas and,
as has been seen in relation to ‘looked after children’, some gains
have been made. However, as highlighted in Chapter 1, targeting
can render the development of a holistic approach to the lives of
children and young people, and the variety of contexts in which
their lives are lived, problematic. Regional responses to localised
areas of need also become a casualty of standardisation. 

Moreover, particularly in relation to children and young people,
it has to be recognised that the introduction of a National Service
Framework and the expansion of CAMHS cannot simply iron out
discrepancies related to problem identification and diverse responses.
To illustrate this point more fully, an area has to be initially identified
as a problem by a child, young person, family, professional or school
to warrant action. In this context, it has to be appreciated that girls,
boys and concerned others will view and manage similar problems
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very differently. Some will see themselves in crisis and require
emergency intervention, some will seek assistance and some will deny
and/or manage the problem or difficulty themselves. Even with the
introduction of a National Service Framework, professional responses
will continue to differ in relation to conceptualisations of the difficulty
being experienced, situational factors, available resources and the level
of severity with which a problem is viewed. For example, there will
continue to be wide variation in terms of when a difficulty or problem
becomes a condition: when high levels of activity in a child becomes
a hyperkinetic disorder; when challenging behaviour becomes a
conduct disorder; and when a child, having an imaginary friend, is
seen to ‘hear voices’. In relation to this latter example, hearing voices
could be diagnosed as early onset of schizophrenia or, in accordance
with the work of Escher etal. (1998), interpreted as controlled voice
hearing. Additionally, the influence of gender and ethnicity and social,
economic and cultural contexts cannot be overemphasised. 

Issues of rights and the potential for conflict 

A few studies have actually asked children and young people what
they want from mental health services. Two key studies which
have concentrated on the voices of children and young people in
the 16–25-year age group are those carried out by The Mental
Health Foundation and reported upon in 1999 and 2001. The Mental
Health Foundation Report, published in 2001 and entitled ‘Turned
Upside Down’ (Smith and Leon, 2001, quoted in The Mental
Health Foundation, 2001), found that young people feel intimi-
dated by psychiatrists and largely find general practitioners
unhelpful. In the study which informed the report, the views of
45 young women and men with experience of mental health crises
were explored using questionnaires, face-to-face interviews and
focus groups. The majority of those who participated were young
women and just under half were from black ethnic minority com-
munities. They talked about not being listened to, about not being
heard and supported and about having to meet tightly defined cri-
teria which excluded many of them from seeking help (The Mental
Health Foundation, 2001, p. 30). Those involved in the study
emphasised the importance of services being able to: 

• listen to and understand young people; 
• allow and encourage young people to talk and explain their

situation; 
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• provide help and advice; 
• be respectful of their situation; 
• employ a range of staff with experience of mental health problems; 
• facilitate and provide support groups; 
• offer confidentiality; and 
• involve young people. 

The evaluation of the twenty-four CAMHS Innovation Grant
Projects (Kurtz, 2003; Kurtz and James, 2003) has also drawn atten-
tion to the ways in which creative approaches to the engagement
of disaffected young people and the provision of flexible and
skilled responses to the needs of children and young people can be
linked to positive outcomes. 

Research findings highlight the importance of building trust,
maintaining confidentiality and of professionals and support workers
actively engaging with a child or young person and focusing on
self-definitions of problem areas. However, this can raise concerns
relating to ‘what if’ scenarios. ‘What if’, for example, the child or
young person is out of control? ‘What if’ they are likely to harm
themselves? ‘What if’ they are likely to harm others? ‘What if’ they
have already harmed themselves and/or others? In these situations,
placing emphasis on working with the child’s/young person’s
definition of the situation can be regarded as a high-risk strategy.
Moreover, research shows that professionals consistently experi-
ence difficulties in working with those diagnosed as experiencing
moderate to severe mental health problems because these young
people refuse to engage in therapeutic or support programmes
(Kurtz et al., 1995; Howarth and Street, 2000; Young Minds, 2000a).
For some young people, unless those operating in the field of child
and adolescent mental health services appropriately engage with
the child/young person in a way that they understand, focus on
what they think is happening – even if this differs substantially
from the professional assessment – and what (if anything) they
want to do about it, little is going to be achieved. Research
reviewed by Featherstone and Parton (2001) in relation to child
protection is relevant here. The authors noted that: ‘The child pro-
tection system as it currently operates does not appear to be
invested in by those whom it is set up to protect’ (Featherstone and
Parton, Working Paper, p. 25). They point to the very different
understandings of the term ‘safe’ held by adults (parents and pro-
fessionals), children and young people. For adults, ‘safe’ means
parents/professionals acting in a way which they believe to be in
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the child or young person’s best interests. However, young people
associate the term ‘safe’ with assurances of confidentiality and with
the young person maintaining control over what happens to them.
For young people, this means confiding in peers, not adults, if
there is a fear of losing control over events. The recognition of such
widely divergent perspectives between young people and adults
can be seen to have a strong relevance for child and adolescent
mental health services. 

New Labour and the mental health of children and young 
people 

As highlighted, research currently portrays CAMHS as being in
crisis (Young Minds, 2000a; The Mental Health Foundation, 2001).
Despite placing emphasis on evidence-based practice, New Labour
appears not to have taken on board evidence from studies report-
ing the views of children and young people. There also persists in
this area, as with disabled children, a reluctance to consider or
involve children outside the parent/child relationship. 

A focus on the views of children and young people should be
especially important in an area such as mental health, where linking
outcomes to intervention strategies is not easy and where perform-
ance criteria are hard to determine. However, children and young
people with mental health problems, until the publication of ‘Every
Child Matters’ (2003) at least, were not a group to have been signifi-
cantly targeted by the government. ‘Quality Protects’, Connexions
and the improvements made in CAMHS services in specific areas
have made a difference, but clearly problems remain at all levels. 

In terms of how services could be developed, there are a range
of issues. These include: whether there should be a continuation
and extension of current services, but with increased resources
and targeting (as outlined in ‘Every Child Matters’, 2003); whether
within service provision there ought to be a shift to a more
pronounced social orientation, or whether emphasis should be
placed on a flexible, accessible, young person-centred approach.
Within such debates, one cannot merely pose a simplistic dichot-
omy between, for example, social and medical orientations. It is
necessary to deconstruct and reconstruct terms such as ‘children
and young person centred’, ‘involvement’, ‘participation’ and
‘multi-disciplinary’. As part of the deconstructive process, the ways
in which these terms are currently used in varying contexts need to
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be explored and the implications for the different participants or
stakeholders require examination. Part of the reconstruction could
include the formulation of clear principles upon which services
could be based. These principles in turn would need to be frequently
reviewed by children, advocates, young people and the other
participants involved in service planning and service delivery to
prevent fixed, rigid interpretations which over time could subvert
their very purpose. 

With regard to the policies being promoted by New Labour,
there are a range of options which do not appear to have been
explored. As highlighted, rather than build on user-based evidence
or developmental innovation, there is a tendency for increased
resources to be used to provide more of the same, with an enhanced
emphasis on rather simplistically defined identification, referral
and tracking mechanisms. 

In this context, it is clear that, in line with the principles high-
lighted above, a range of services could be developed and existing
services built upon in relation to what children and young people
say they want and would find useful. According to existing research,
this would include a wide range of community-oriented, fully
resourced, user-friendly services. The Mental Health Foundation
(2001) reports that children and young people want directly
accessible, non-clinical, confidential, flexible, non-compulsory
services available on a 24-hour basis. Interestingly, those young
people involved in the research projects place emphasis on such
services being staffed by those who have personally experienced
similar mental health problems. E-mail and Internet services also
feature, as do easily accessible confidential counselling services and
independent advocacy services. Full information and publicity for
all services is also recommended. Where a child or young person is
experiencing very severe or constantly recurring crises, supported
access to user-friendly, intensive support services is seen as a
progressive way forward. All services would require ongoing
‘action evaluations’ by all those involved (see Fawcett, 2000), in
order to ensure that the services continue to develop and operate
in line with what children and young people find helpful. 

An additional point to consider relates to the contention that
there should be clear differentiation between the involvement of
children and young people and that services should develop
differently to meet the needs of these two diverse groupings. The
situation with regard to younger children is contentious and
the case for the involvement of an independent advocate can be
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clearly made. However, it can be argued that in terms of the
development of key principles and accessible supportive, flexible
services, similar points can be made for both children and young
people. 

Conclusion 

Changes are taking place in relation to service user involvements
and the exercise of autonomy and control with regard to adult
services. As Roberts (2000) asserts, the disability movement, with its
emphasis on overcoming social, economic and political barriers to
the achievement of full-inclusive citizenship rights and eschewing
pathologising and objectifying classifications, has influenced sur-
vivor movements two decades younger. However, it is important
to point out that although disabled people have been involved in
writing the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 in the UK and the
United Nations Standard Rules and the Declaration of Rights of
Disabled Persons, ‘survivors’ of the mental health system have not
been involved in the reform of the Mental Health Act (1983) in the
UK (Bracken and Thomas, 2001; Roberts, 2000). Also, under New
Labour, priority continues to be given to the protection of the
public at the expense of the rights of the individual experiencing
mental health difficulties and their claims to inclusive citizenship. 

In this chapter, it has been argued that understandings of
mental health and policy and practice directives relating to adults
determine the context in which policies and practices for children
and young people are both devised and implemented. The continued
location of mental health provision within a predominantly medic-
alised framework, the introduction of a National Service Framework,
and issues of rights and the potential for conflict between children,
young people and their parents have been seen to carry with them
a range of implications. Current debates on mental health policy
reform provide an opportunity to radically overhaul existing
policies and practices and to develop initiatives and projects that
are responsive to the stated needs of those concerned. At present,
such projects, initiatives and debates continue to operate largely
outside the state sector and remain underdeveloped by New Labour.
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C H A P T E R  9  

Children as Carers 

Introduction 

The 2001 Census revealed that there are approximately 5.2 million
people who carry out significant ‘caring’ responsibilities in England
and Wales. Of these, 21 per cent provide ‘care’ for more than
50 hours per week, 11 per cent for between 20 and 49 hours and
68 per cent for up to 19 hours per week (Census, 2001). With regard
to those under 18 who perform caring duties for a family member,
conservative estimates place the numbers at over 50,000 (DoH
website, 2003). In recent decades, successive governments have been
keen to support informal carers, since the provision of informal as
opposed to formal ‘care’ represents considerable savings to local
and central government budgets. As a result, over the past 20 years
there has been a shift in the position of ‘carers’. They have moved
from being an unacknowledged diverse grouping of people
providing ‘care’ in the home to an influential group with whom
successive governments have been keen to develop informal
partnerships. 

Along with paid work being promoted by New Labour as a key
means of ensuring social inclusion, particularly for those who
would otherwise be dependent on benefits, there is an increased
expectation that personal caring, either for children or family
members, is fitted around paid employment. We have already
seen that this can create considerable tensions for a wide range of
individuals. For children who occupy ‘caring’ roles, there is also a
disparity in policy and practice between services which focus on
children as ‘carers’ and those which support and enhance the
parenting role of disabled parents. This chapter explores such issues,
examines the potential impact of New Labour’s policies, and con-
siders contemporary practice relating to this heterogeneous grouping
of children and young people. 
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Notions of ‘care’ and definitions of ‘young carers’ 

An important starting point is the need to interrogate and unpack
that simple, yet loaded, term ‘care’. Since the late 1970s, this subject
has been an area of focus within feminist literature. Finch and
Groves (1983), for example, maintained that care in the community
equated to care by women. While the assumption that caring is
carried out predominantly by women was subsequently challenged
by Green in 1988, on the basis of OPCS information, it is clear that
women still tend to outnumber men in relation to general caring
duties (Social Trends, 2002). 

In everyday usage, ‘care’ can be seen to have a number of different
meanings. It can refer to having a form of regard for another, or it
can be used to denote strong feelings held about an issue or situ-
ation. It can also be used to denote the giving of physical assistance.
In this context, the term ‘care’ is frequently used to refer to input
from formal support services or a ‘care worker’, such as in the state-
ment: ‘I receive “care” in the morning to help me get out of bed’.
With regard to children and young people, informal ‘caring’ activities
can include a combination of practical tasks, physical care, emotional
labour, emotional involvement and additional family duties such
as looking after siblings. These ‘caring’ activities in turn take place
within a context of different levels of ‘caring’ relationships. The
overall impact of caring responsibilities upon a child or young person
will vary enormously. Although there is little research in this area, it
is clear that, as with adult caring, gender and gendered expectations
play a part. So too do cultural factors. Dearden and Becker (1995)
point to the co-residence of a child in a family with care-giving
needs as being more important than gender with regard to a ‘young
carer’ taking on caring responsibilities. However, available statistics
show that more girls than boys are likely to be engaged in caring
activities and that 14 per cent of ‘young carers’ come from black
and minority ethnic groups (Baldwin and Hurst, 2002). Moreover,
the assistance available from statutory services to ‘young carers’
from minority ethnic communities appears to be poor; a study by
Shah and Hatton (1999) found that support was of a very low level
and based on unfounded stereotypical assumptions about the care
provided by extended families. 

It has also to be borne in mind that the title of ‘young carer’ is, in
itself, contentious. This term is being used in this chapter to refer to
those under 18 who take on ‘caring’ responsibilities towards another
family member. However, as will be seen later in this chapter, there
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are a number of different ways in which this diverse grouping of
children and young people can be constructed and the very title
‘young carer’ can be associated with one of these perspectives. It
therefore needs to be emphasised that the use of this term as a form of
description does not signify acceptance of this particular orientation. 

’Young carers’ and the legislative context 

Although there is no legislation which specifically focuses on ‘young
carers’, there are three key Acts which include relevant provision.
These Acts are The Children Act 1989, The Carers (Recognition and
Services) Act 1995 and The Carers and Disabled Children Act 2000. All
can be seen to insufficiently address the position of ‘young carers’.
With regard to The Children Act (1989), the SSI Guidance CI(95)12
states that: 

Many young people carry out a level of caring responsibilities which
prevents them from enjoying normal social opportunities and from
achieving full school attendance. Many ‘young carers’ with significant
caring responsibilities should therefore be seen as ‘children in need’.

However, being assessed as a ‘child in need’ is not a straightforward
or transparent process. In order for this to happen, contact has to
be made with a social services department and the young person’s
‘caring’ responsibilities have to be regarded as ‘significant’. As far
as the legislation is concerned, there is no clear definition of the
term ‘significant’. Interpretations have been drawn from guidance,
which focus on whether the caring responsibilities are appropriate,
given the age of the young person (LAC (96) 7), and whether the
‘care’ provided is ‘regular and substantial’ (The Carers [Recognition
and Services] Act 1995). Interpretations of what constitutes ‘age
appropriate’ and/or ‘regular and substantial care’ will vary within
and between social services departments and will inevitably be
linked to the availability of resources. If a young person achieves
recognition as a ‘child in need’, then the social services department
has a general duty to safeguard and promote their welfare and to
provide those services which are seen to be appropriate. 

The Carers (Recognition and Services) Act 1995 includes provision
for children and young people under 18 who provide or intend to
provide a substantial amount of care on a regular basis. This Act
represented a considerable breakthrough at the time and followed
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media publicity about the plight of ‘young carers’. The Act entitles
‘carers’, including ‘young carers’, to request an assessment of their
ability to provide and to continue to provide care at the time when
an assessment, reassessment or review is being carried out of the
person requiring ‘care’. It obliges the social services department to
take into account the result of the ‘carer’s’ assessment when making
decisions about the services to be provided. It does not, however,
direct the social services department to provide services. 

The Carers and Disabled Children Act (2000) strengthens The
Carers (Recognition and Services) Act 1995. Under this legislation,
a young person has the right to an assessment of their ability to
provide and to continue to provide ‘care’ even if the person they
‘care for’ refuses to have their own care needs assessed. Following
an assessment, a ‘young carer’ is entitled to receive those services
that they have been assessed as needing in order to enable them to
care or to continue to care for the person requiring care. However,
charges can be attached to the provision of such services. The Act
also entitles carers to receive direct payments and vouchers for
respite or short-term breaks. These provisions address the needs of
‘young carers’ more fully than previously. However, in practice
there remain dilemmas. One example is where a parent refuses an
assessment. Although the young person is entitled to their own
assessment, such a refusal by a parent or family member would
place the young carer in a very difficult position and would consti-
tute a considerable barrier. The possibility of being charged for the
services provided could constitute yet another hurdle, since it
could be the person requiring ‘care’ or another family member who
would have to pay the charge. 

With regard to the operation of the current legislation, there are
issues relating to how child care and adult services teams liaise to
provide combined assessments and to co-ordinate services so that
both the welfare of the ‘young carer’ and the ‘caring’ demands
placed upon them are simultaneously addressed. In addition, there
are emotional and psychological barriers which families can erect
which militate against the seeking of outside help. However, des-
pite obvious problems, there have been many positive initiatives
for ‘young carers’ undertaken by statutory and voluntary services. 

Investing in children and young people as carers 

In a review of research findings on the impact of caring responsibilities
on children, Baldwin and Hurst (2002) emphasise the ways in which
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caring can have positive effects for young people and can contribute
to the acquisition of skills and attributes such as maturity, responsibil-
ity, decision-making and personal and practical skills. However,
there are also potential adverse effects. A recent study funded by
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2000), for example, notes that
children who operate as ‘carers’ frequently miss schooling and are
more likely to suffer poverty and social isolation than their peers.
Although many are mature for their years, with a wide range of
practical skills and experiences, they also often lack formal qualifi-
cations. This in turn can limit opportunities in adulthood, either by
persuading the young person that continuing to care for a family
member is a sensible option or by restricting their employment
opportunities to those available in the caring services. 

New Labour has initiated a number of general policy initiatives,
which, although not targeted on ‘young carers’, have the potential
to bring constructive benefits. The Connexions initiative, for example,
which relates to the 13–19-year-old age group, focuses on the
importance of ensuring that all young people are allocated a
personal advisor to help with information, advice and support and
to facilitate access to specialist services if required. Although this
initiative was originally intended to be targeted on those excluded
from school or those who were experiencing difficulties, the
revised universal application has changed the emphasis to one
which focuses on careers and education rather than problems. In
turn, the QP programme aims to improve the situation of all
‘children in need’ and, again, has the potential to support ‘young
carers’. However, the ways in which provision has either been
targeted or has a wider-ranging application draws attention to
potential problem areas for ‘young carers’. When provision is
targeted, it can be difficult to ensure that statutory agencies are able
to identify ‘young carers’ and to provide the forms of support
necessary to meet the needs of both the child and the parents in the
particular family context. When provision is more generalised, the
possibilities of stigma resulting from participation in such a scheme
are minimised, but the issue of the scheme becoming so broad that
its effectiveness is diluted for groups such as ‘young carers’, whose
support needs could be considerable, is brought to the fore. 

The contested position of ‘young carers’

Becker et al. (1998) refer to four perspectives which inform strategies
for supporting ‘young carers’ and their families. These orientations
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derive from the medical literature, from the social model of disabil-
ity, from the ‘young carers’ literature, and from a paradigm which
they refer to as the ‘family perspective’. With regard to whether New
Labour promotes one perspective more than another, one can say
that New Labour, as noted, has not particularly targeted this group
for attention, but in relation to the general measures introduced,
such as Connexions and QP, there appears to be a tendency to adopt
the analysis of the ‘young carers’ literature. This can be seen by
means of the inclusion of this grouping within the ‘children in need’
framework and the ways in which young carers have been incorpo-
rated within the Department of Health’s Carers website. However, it
is important to point out that onus has also been placed on the Social
Services Inspectorate to look at the ways in which disabled adults
can be supported in their parenting role (DoH website, 2003). 

With regard to the four perspectives, the medical orientation
tends to focus on the clinical condition and the effects of this on the
family. An individualising, pathologising and categorising approach
evident in this literature in this 1970s resulted in the formulation of the
social model of disability which was defined from the outset in
terms of binary opposition to medicalised conceptualisations. Since
the emergence of the social model of disability in the early 1970s,
the debate has moved on and the influence of the social model on
medicalised understandings and practices has been significant.
However, there do remain clear differences in emphasis. Medical-
ised approaches tend to focus on treatment, rehabilitation and ‘care’
and the problems associated with these areas for the individual and
the family, including ‘young carers’. Social model proponents
eschew the continued individualising emphasis and call for posit-
ive social, political, economic and cultural solutions to socially con-
structed problems (for example, Hales, 1996; Oliver, 1996; Barnes
et al., 1999). Accordingly, rather than emphasis being placed on how
significant caring duties can have a negative and restrictive impact
on a young person’s childhood, advocates of the social model of
disability recommend that emphasis should be placed on the ways
in which those requiring personal assistance and their families are
multiply-disadvantaged, excluded and oppressed. 

The ‘young carers’ literature has developed the identification
of this group of children and young people from the 1980s
onwards. It has focused on the problems associated with defining
a young carer, identifying their characteristics and assessing
the overall numbers of children and young people engaged in
‘caring’ activities. There has also been an emphasis on the roles



152 CONTEMPORARY CHILD CARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

and responsibilities placed on ‘young carers’ and the overall impact
of caring (Meredith, 1991; Parker, 1992; Aldridge and Becker,
1994; Mahon and Higgins, 1995; Becker et al., 1998). There have
been debates within this literature about whether ‘young carers’
effectively engage in forms of role reversal with their parents.
However, Parker (1995) refutes such claims. She counters stereo-
typical assumptions that requiring ‘care’ equals the adoption of a
dependent position by the parent. In this context, she distinguishes
between parenting which involves concern for the child’s welfare
and parental activity which relates to the tasks that parents
undertake as parents. Parker (1995) maintains that although
having an impairment may affect parental activity, it will not alter
parenting as she defines it. 

The work of the Young Carers Research Group at Loughborough
University has played a central role in contributing to the literature
on ‘young carers’. Orientations drawn from this literature stress
that a social model perspective, which focuses on what should be
available, cannot ignore the situation of those affected by current
service deficiencies. In relation to the arguments put forward by
proponents of the social model of disability that children should
not be providing care in the community, with the concomitant
restrictions on their lives, the ‘young carers’ perspective places
emphasis on a certain acceptance of current realities. It maintains
that the provision of comprehensive support services for disabled
parents and their children, although eminently desirable, could not
totally prevent children from having to take on caring responsibilities
since there would always be those who have been socialised into
caring roles to consider. Although supporting the provision of full
supportive and comprehensive services, they also doubt whether
these would be available in all cases. 

Becker et al. (1998), building on the ‘young carers’ literature and
social model of disability perspectives, advocate the adoption of a
‘family perspective’. They see this as a means of combining both the
practices and the conclusions of both orientations. The ‘family per-
spective’ focuses on a ‘young carer’s’ rights as a child and as a ‘carer’
but does not exclude or prioritise these over the rights of their dis-
abled parents. They assert that this approach emerged as a direct
consequence of the debate between the rights of disabled people
and the rights of children who ‘care’ and maintain that this perspec-
tive ‘is congruent with the principle of the government’s refocusing
strategy which emphasises prevention in a family context as
opposed to protection’ (Becker et al., 1998, p. 52; see also Chapter 4). 
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The ‘family perspective’ is promoted as the way forward in
relation to the provision of support services for ‘young carers’ and
their families. Becker et al. (1998) build on the ‘young carers’
perspective and insist that children who operate as ‘carers’ have
needs which must be both acknowledged and addressed and assert
that young caring is inevitable in that chronic parental illness and
disability cannot be avoided. They also maintain that it is impossible
to ensure that welfare organisations and professionals always operate
in an empowering and demand-led way. Accordingly, they argue
that the ‘family perspective’, which stresses the importance of family
autonomy and family rights, is in the best interest of ‘young carers’
and their families. 

The ‘family perspective’ clearly views children and young
people with caring responsibilities as ‘young carers’ with rights.
Advocates of this approach specifically highlight the importance
of the right to assessment and to support, advocacy, information
and counselling services. The right to be included in family dis-
cussions about needs, assessments, service provision and the
rehabilitative programmes for their parents is also prioritised,
along with the right of a young carer to continue or to stop caring
if this is what they and their families want. 

Proponents of the ‘family perspective’ relate practice consider-
ations to current legislation and highlight examples of good practice
from ‘young carers’ projects, family centres and Department of
Health guidance. They advocate support for ‘young carers’ being
placed in the context of the whole family and support the holistic
approach to family intervention and the assessment process
contained in the Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need
and their Families (2000). They recommend an increase in the provi-
sion of ‘young carers’ projects and the use of family centres. How-
ever, they also give prominence to research findings which clearly
demonstrate that the fear of what will happen following professional
intervention is one of the biggest factors deterring families from
making contact with service providers (Meredith, 1991; Aldridge and
Becker, 1994; Becker et al., 1998). They state that intervention at the
point of assessment must be ‘positive, non-threatening and sensi-
tively managed’ and exhort professionals and agencies to encourage
and facilitate a positive response to families in need of support
(Aldridge and Becker, 1994, pp. 64–65). They also acknowledge the
preference of ‘young carers’ and their families to seek information,
support and assistance from the voluntary sector in the UK. Accord-
ingly, the importance of striking the ‘right’ balance between the
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prevention of child caring activities and the provision of interven-
tionist strategies to determine and address needs is highlighted. 

Ways forward which have been promoted both in the UK and in
the international context by proponents of the ‘family perspective’
include strengthening the rights of ‘young carers’, raising aware-
ness by introducing specifically oriented training and development
programmes and generating effective multi-agency support and
case monitoring systems. Additionally, there are calls for more
research on the numbers of young carers and on patterns of care
giving to establish and maintain a database to inform policy and
practice. Hantrais and Becker (1995) maintain that the 1989 UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child could aid the development
of a cross-national framework for both securing the rights of ‘young
carers’ and operate as a yardstick to measure international policy
and service developments. 

The implications for children and young people 

All the orientations discussed above position the ‘young carer’ dif-
ferently. Medicalised perspectives concentrate on the disabled person
and on treating the impairment and/or organising rehabilitative/
supportive services. In line with this orientation, ‘young carers’
feature as part of family and informal support networks. In this
context, their needs are variously identified, assessed and
addressed as part of prevailing health and social services operating
procedures. The ‘young carers’ literature builds and reorients this
perspective by naming, defining and enumerating ‘the problem’.
‘Young carers’ are seen to have needs and rights which the public
and government have to specifically address. 

However, proponents of the social model of disability believe
that both the ‘young carers’ and the ‘family perspective’ lose sight
of how ‘young carers’ have been socially constructed and appro-
priated. Morris (1996) makes it clear that rather than acknowledge
inevitable service failures, it is the right of the child not to
perform caring tasks and that it is the role of the state to ensure
that appropriate services are provided. She regards the social
construction of ‘young carers’ as a further example of the barriers
confronting disabled parents, particularly lone disabled female
parents. Morris gives voice to the fear of disabled mothers that
not only will available services fail to meet their needs but
that their children will be seen to be overburdened with caring
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responsibilities and will need to be ‘rescued from’ the ‘burden’ of
disability and caring. 

The ‘family perspective’ can be seen to focus attention on construct-
ive developments. Accordingly, this orientation fully acknowledges
the importance of responding to the situation of a child or young
person in the context of their family, environment and personal
support systems. The utility of taking full account of cultural, financial
and social circumstances is also stressed. However, the ‘family
perspective’ can also be seen to include constraining factors. An
emphasis on ‘the family’ can fail to differentiate between different
wants, expectations and support needs, and can gloss over the
context of an individual’s life and the full interplay of family rela-
tionships, especially power relationships. We have already noted
that looking at children and young people almost exclusively in the
context of their family can lead to a restrictive and narrow focus.
Children and young people can be seen to be influenced by peers
and by a whole network of relationships outside of the family. In
terms of attending to quality of life matters, these external associations
are important and warrant greater recognition. 

The ‘family perspective’ importantly places emphasis on the
expressed wants of ‘young carers’ for recognition, information,
practical support and someone to talk to (Social Services Inspectorate,
1995). However, perhaps there is insufficient recognition that
assessment procedures may in practice fail to engage with such needs
for a variety of reasons. As noted in Chapter 7, the possibility of a
request for assistance triggering an assessment process which could
be regarded as unnecessarily invasive needs to be taken on board. 

There is also the debate about prevention and intervention to
consider. The argument about whether a responsibility to intervene
to meet the needs of ‘young carers’ dilutes the responsibility to
ensure appropriate and adequate services for disabled adults to
obviate the need for ‘young carers’ to ‘care’ is a pertinent one. It has
a certain circularity which proponents of the ‘family perspective’
have sought to address by focusing on the here and now. However,
the strength of their arguments, particularly with regard to advocates
of disability rights perspectives, as highlighted, is particularly con-
tentious as it is seen to legitimise continued deficiencies in services
to adults. 

Finally, debates have emerged in relation to whether the onus
for seeking support should be left to the child/young person and/or
their family or whether professionals operating in both the volun-
tary and the statutory sectors should take responsibility for both
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identifying and responding to the expressed and perceived needs
of ‘young carers’. Baldwin and Hurst (2002), in relation to both
these areas, draw attention to the dangers of young carers being
‘locked’ into caring roles by increased support being provided to
them rather than to their disabled parents and by the provision of
intrusive or expensive services which cause families to reject what
is on offer and to continue to rely on their children. 

Conclusion 

As discussed, New Labour has not addressed the needs of ‘young
carers’ specifically, although changes to ‘carers’ legislation has
recognised their needs, and, as ‘children in need’, they are included
in existing children’s legislation and in more generalised initiatives.
However, this very emphasis on ‘young carers’ as ‘children in
need’ rather than as children or young people with rights, as we
have seen, has the potential to draw attention to their needs rather
than to address those of disabled parents. 

As emphasised by advocates of the social model of disability, the
recognition and provision of support for ‘young carers’ should not
be presented as a trade-off for the lack of adequate services for
disabled parents. However, the existence of ‘young carers’ can be
acknowledged without, at the same time, negating the claims of
disabled parents. With regard to provision for ‘young carers’, this
can encompass a range of easily accessible options. These include
acknowledging the importance of a supportive, non-threatening
approach with dedicated projects, secure funding and committed
advisory groups. ‘Young carers’ have emphasised the utility of
advice, support services and access to information via the Internet
and independent advocacy services. Emotional support and coun-
selling services which take self-referrals have similarly been regarded
as useful forms of assistance (Becker et al., 1998). It is also important
to draw attention to the valuable work undertaken by those who
co-ordinate and network across agencies and professions and who
build alliances between the statutory and voluntary sectors. It is
notable that the most valued support comes from voluntary sector
projects. Baldwin and Hurst (2002) estimate that in 2001 there were
nearly 150 voluntary projects with each project serving between
70 and 100 ‘young carers’. However, these projects cater for only one
in three of the possible 50,000 young people heavily involved in
providing care. 
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Informal carers save the government millions of pounds per
year. The important role they play is increasingly being recognised,
although not necessarily properly funded. The recognition of ‘young
carers’ has served to give a name to a valuable family resource and
arguably a socially constructed conscript to the ranks of ‘carers’.
The role that they play and the implications for individuals will
vary according to the interaction of age, gender, ethnicity, family
composition and family circumstances. Such roles will also alter
over time and reflect changing circumstances. New Labour’s
declared intention is to ensure that the policies of social inclusion
have a practical relevance for all. It remains to be seen how their
policies will, in the longer term, impact on this heterogeneous
collection of children and young people.
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C H A P T E R  1 0  

Conclusions 

Introduction 

Having examined recent policy developments in relation to a wide
range of child welfare issues, this chapter offers some conclusions
with respect to the significance of these developments. Since 1997,
UK central government has shown considerable commitment to
intervening in the lives of children in a variety of ways and to a
much greater degree than previous administrations. Interventions
in relation to specific categories of children sit alongside broader
initiatives in relation to children generally, such as those concerned
with abolishing child poverty. In one sense, the simple expansion
of government interest in child welfare policy is the most significant
development. Within a social investment strategy, this is not sur-
prising, since such an approach ensures that ‘the child in particular
takes on an iconic status’ (Lister, 2003, p. 437). 

Earlier in the book, we sought to outline the core constituents
of New Labour’s policy rationale. This reflects our main motive in
writing the book, which was to seek to provide a guide, assess-
ment and overview of recent developments for those who have
struggled to keep pace with Labour’s activism in child welfare.
A further reason for our examination of this area was our con-
sciousness of the increasing importance of child welfare issues to
a range of different audiences. Child protection, youth justice and
looked after children have been policy concerns for decades, but
these have now been joined – particularly since the 1989 Children
Act – by a cluster of growing concerns over children and mental
health, children and disability, and children as carers. However,
the priorities of government have proved to be very different
from those of policy activists and researchers. Recently, policy
change has focused strongly on some of these areas and much
less so on others. 
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Once we have considered how the policy changes we have
examined relate to the development of a social investment state,
we discuss more detailed conclusions in three broad areas. The first
of these concerns developments with regard to children’s rights to
involvement and participation in decision-making. Secondly, we
consider recent approaches to family support and to the wider role
of parents; particularly the state’s approach to relationships
between parents and children. Thirdly, we consider the changing
role of the state with respect to intervening in family life and pro-
viding policy frameworks within which a range of professions and
institutions (such as local authorities and voluntary sector bodies)
now have to work. 

Social exclusion/social investment 

New Labour entered office with strong rhetoric about the need to
tackle social exclusion. In interrogating that rhetoric, we have
found writings on the social investment state to be of considerable
value. Such writings have helped us to understand how and why
New Labour has moved towards a progressively more targeted
approach to child welfare in the last 20 years, from a generalised
focus on social justice and inequality centred on social class and
family, through a narrower focus on social exclusion and now to a
more utilitarian focus on social investment. 
From this perspective, certain groups, such as young offenders,
young children in disadvantaged areas and looked after children,
represent significant opportunities (of reduced crime, improved
cognitive and behavioural development and more productive
involvement in the paid labour force respectively) and threats
(more crime, long-term disaffection and disadvantage and a range
of forms of social exclusion respectively). Other groups, such as
disabled children, are perceived to be more easily controlled by
their families, their schools and other social agencies and to present
less of an external threat to social cohesion. This argument is
summarised in Figure 10.1. 

Under New Labour, considerable benefits have accrued to
children. It is worth remembering that under the post-war welfare
state, children’s concerns were often neglected. However, the more
targeted focus which flows from a social investment rationale is
problematic in a number of respects. First, it produces a hyperactivism
in those areas which are singled out for intervention. This can make
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the wealth of initiatives – in areas such as child poverty, youth
justice and looked after children – exhausting and confusing.
Secondly, there is an inequity involved. Comparing levels of social
exclusion is invidious, but it would be hard to argue that many children
with disabilities, mental health problems or acting as young carers
are less excluded than looked after children. However, the latter
group has received much higher levels of government attention.
Also, New Labour has not fully grasped the implications of its work-
focused strategy; for example, with respect to disabled children.
The same problem applies to education, where disabled children
continue to suffer from exclusionary practices. 

In 2003, the appointment of a Minister for Children and
Young People and Labour’s Green Paper on ‘Children at Risk’

Restraints on markets

Market neutral

Market friendly

Social equality:· Redistributive taxation· Universal benefits· Focus on class and social
inequality

Social exclusion· Abuse victims· Children as carers· Children with mental
health problems· Disabled children· Looked after children· Young offenders· Poor children

Social investment: opportunities
and threats· General: child poverty· Early years – Sure Start· Looked after children

· Young offenders

· Focus on parents and parenting: both control and support· Targeting specific groups of children for high levels of intervention· Rights as an added extra where appropriate; welfare rights
predominate· Surveillance and control, support

Techniques:

Figure 10.1 New Labour, children and the social investment state
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suggested that governmental interest in child welfare services of
various kinds will remain high for the foreseeable future and
there will be no let-up in the level of initiatives in this field. One
particular feature of that development, the move of significant
parts of child welfare policy to the Department for Education
and Skills, demonstrates the continued dominance of future
employment issues in government thinking. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that government
policies in relation to children cannot be read exclusively in terms
of a social investment rationale. For example, the goal of abolishing
child poverty builds on the concerns of equality, exclusion and
investment approaches. Furthermore, whilst we consider the social
investment state thesis key to understanding why there is a
relatively low level of interest in certain groups of children and
stronger interest in others, other factors – ministerial interest, the
research base, the current role of parents and the role of campaigning
bodies – also play a significant part. 

Children’s rights, involvement and autonomy 

It is clear that New Labour has had a strong interest in both
articulating and supporting children’s rights to protection, economic
support and social resources. As we saw in Chapters 3 and 5 especially,
initiatives such as Sure Start and QP mark a significant departure
from the approach of recent Conservative administrations. 

New Labour has clearly been less concerned with promoting
‘children’s rights’ in the sense of participation and involvement,
with the main exception to this being the case of looked after
children. However, in this area the promotion of children’s rights
to participation and involvement – while wholly laudable and
sometimes imaginatively implemented at a local level (Robbins,
2001) – is based on a protectionist rationale that is explicitly linked
to the various institutional abuse inquiries of the 1990s. This means
that its strong focus on involvement and participation does not
hold implications for other child welfare policy areas. For example,
young children, such as those in Sure Start programmes, are not
consulted about services whereas older children, under Children’s
Fund initiatives, are consulted. Also, the proactivity of children is
largely ignored with respect to the wider child protection system,
which remains adult-dominated (see Chapter 4). In short, there has
been no paradigm shift with respect to the involvement of children
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in decision-making; New Labour still operates with a develop-
mental model of childhood. 

Labour’s more general paternalism (in two senses; both its
support for State involvement and its support for greater parental
involvement in the lives of children) contrasts with its reluctance to
intervene in general terms in the relationships between parents
and children – except in the sense of ‘supporting’ the parental task.
The most stark illustration of this is the failure to criminalise the
physical punishment of children by their parents. There is a welcome
interest in supporting, but also a somewhat more contentious interest
in prioritising, the parent–child role. In some cases, as in youth
justice, support for parents slips quite explicitly into coercion. The
government is primarily interested in supporting children as mem-
bers of families rather than as individuals in their own right. This is
particularly apparent with regard to disabled children, children
who operate as carers and children with mental health problems. 

New Labour exhibits an uneasiness about participatory rights
claims generally, sharing the Conservative analysis that ‘excessive’
focus on rights tends to fragment society. Coupling rights with
responsibilities is a feature of one-nation Conservatism and, indeed,
Labour has traditionally exhibited a similar authoritarian streak on
many social issues (the liberalism of Roy Jenkins when Home
Secretary in the 1960s, for example, standing out as distinctly
exceptional in Labour Party history). However, it would be
misleading and simplistic to deny that New Labour has certainly
provided a more welcome environment in which debates about the
rights and autonomy of children can take place. The establishment
of the Children and Young Person’s unit and its obvious commitment
to consultation with young people from all walks of life is both an
implicit recognition of this logic and an important step forward in
this regard. So too is the belated acknowledgement of the need for
a Children’s Commissioner for England. 

New Labour’s approach to parents 

Central to New Labour’s project of managing welfare policy more
efficiently and rationally are attempts to recruit parents to their
strategy. Just as children have become more important to adults on
an emotional level, as sources of stability and connection, so has
parenting itself become more important to government as a source
of stability in providing effective support for children in a changing
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world. However, as we have indicated, parents are viewed – and
hence treated – ambiguously. Certain groups of parents are actively
targeted for particular measures and increased funding. The task of
‘parenting’ itself is the core concern, rather than parents as such,
because of a pragmatic understanding that concepts of ‘family’ and
actual families are too unstable and complex for simplistic support
or control strategies. That is not to say that there are not active
attempts to reconstruct a version of ideal family practices. Such
a model of concerned parenting is made most explicit in the
approaches to looked after children, particularly in the central
elements of the Children (Leaving Care) Act. Indeed, within ‘Sup-
porting Families: A Consultation Document’, the preferred family
model appears suspiciously like Blair’s own: conjugal, heterosexual
parents, both involved in the paid workforce, living with all of their
birth children. However, this is too particular a version to encom-
pass the wide variety of practices and is therefore not reinforced by
general policy measures. Even Labour’s adoption White Paper,
whilst stressing its support for extending to more children ‘the
kind of loving family life which most of us take for granted’
(Department of Health, 2002b, p. 3), studiously avoided being more
prescriptive than this. 

The role of the state 

At a national level, Labour has largely followed trends in central
government management of social welfare services that began
under the Conservatives. If anything, it has magnified and inten-
sified these. In recent years, a New Public Management focus on
results, target-setting and performance measurement has been
driven forward with a new sense of purpose. This has largely
been with the intention of seeking to preserve and develop the
public sector by making it as goal-oriented as the private sector.
It is a more thorough and systematic attempt at John Major’s
goal of moving away from Thatcherite attacks on the public
sector by seeking to improve its delivery. However, the ‘Citizens’
Charter’ model which Major developed was a rather weak affair
when compared to New Labour’s systems of central control. A
particular feature of this approach has been the expansion of
cross-departmental policy initiatives – dissolving the boundaries
between government departments in order to develop problem-
based approaches rather than departmentally based policies. The
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involvement of the Home Office in family policy from 1997 is one
aspect of this. So too is the joint working and joint guidance
issued by government in relation to both child assessment and
the education of looked after children. However, developments
in 2003, with the enhancement of the role of the Department for
Education and Skills, raise the possibility of a return to a depart-
mentally based approach to child welfare. 

Labour’s hyperactivity on control, monitoring and target-setting
can be viewed as a compensation for its lack of interest in tackling
the basic structures of social welfare policy inherited from the
Conservatives. Thus far, it has balanced the extra pressures it has
put on local government, in particular, with extra resources. None-
theless, the pressures it has brought to bear on agencies in the public
sector – and not just those delivering services to children – have
been considerable and while extra funds have minimised resistance,
they have not compensated for the exhaustion and confusion
often experienced as one set of initiatives, zones, targets, standards
and performance indicators follows quickly on the heels of the
previous set. 

An area of continuity with the Conservatives which is worthy
of note is that Labour has been willing to be highly and publicly
critical of the past performance of local government in delivering
services to children. This criticism is presented in technocratic,
managerialist terms and often makes little reference to social
structure, major social divisions and specific contexts. Increasing
centralisation also makes it difficult for local services to demon-
strate local accountability and prioritise locally identified problem
areas. 

In contrast, for areas of work not subject to such target-setting,
workers and communities may experience constraints in service
provision. One example from the experience of one of the authors
is provided by the work of Health Action Zone projects in
Bradford. Although communities have welcomed the extra input
and have valued specifically targeted projects which have focused,
for example, on children excluded from school and mental health
projects, they have continued to draw attention to public health
issues such as rats and rubbish in local areas. In this context, the
lack of resources available to local government to be spent on basic
infrastructure activities continues to contribute towards negative
perceptions of public services (Henderson and Torn, 2002). Moreover,
target-setting in one area may conflict with the achievement of
targets in other areas (Tunstill, 2000). 
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Conclusion 

Whatever ‘final’ results emerge, New Labour’s reforms will have
made it the most interventionist and radical with respect to child
welfare policy for many decades. In this book, we have explored
both what has been done and why. We would contend that the
developments we have been tracing mark a strong reorientation of
child welfare policy towards support for long-term economic success
within a global economy. Therefore, New Labour has focused on
those areas where intervention is most relevant to this long-term
objective. There is ample evidence that this has brought consider-
able benefits to many children and throughout this book we have
documented such benefits. 

However, there are costs. There is a greater use of regulation and
surveillance of both parents and children. Also, the instrumental
nature of the discourse around investment does not do justice to
the complexities of children’s lives and identities. The overwhelming
focus on parents as the dominant source of support for children
can be argued to narrow horizons and neglect alternative visions
of childhood. Finally, the focus on achieving good outcomes for
children runs the risk of focusing much more on the responsibilities
of parents than on their support needs. 
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