



Public service’s policies and laws have evolved and changed over time for several centuries to protect the poor and children in need. Starting with the Poor Law act 1601 that was established to support poorer people in the local community, such as a weekly allowance shelter and clothes (Birtles, 1999). In 2021, there are many well developed and enriched laws that aim to help the most at-risk children within society such as the well-being of future generations act (2015) which plans to merge service boards for a more effective force at improving the well-being of children and young people. This paper seeks to understand which children require the support of social services, and what are their circumstances. This paper will also consider what type of support the service offers for children and young people in need and if improvements may be needed. 

Children’s social services is a public body within the UK that has many different departments that each have their own director of services, these directors take care of their specific area under different councils such as the Vale of Glamorgan council, Swansea council and Cardiff council. Children’s social services has been developed to help children in need, whose health and wellbeing is likely to be harmed due to neglect in some form (Little et al 2006). The role of children’s social services ensures that children are healthy, safe and protected through early interventions when a problems arises. For example, according to Cardiff Council (2020) the services that social services are able to provide include, promoting the wellbeing of all family members by looking at the family as a whole and offering suitable support to avoid crisis such as helping the family receive food bank vouchers if that is what is needed. They also include securing child safety by building family strengths and encouraging parents to engage in their child’s development to positively impact the health and growth of the child. This can be difficult to achieve when the parents have a history of mental illness, although social services are able to provide parenting advice and provide the parents with third party support to help with their individual predicaments (Bristol City council, 2021). 

When discussing who needs children’s social services it can be highly useful to look at the windscreen model of social work to demonstrate the continuum of needs. According to the Surrey safeguarding children partnership (2018) the first level of the model describes children that have their needs met with no additional support. The second level however, are when children are showing early signs of concern relating to their health or education for example having no money for school dinners, their hygiene or missing routine appointments. When a child is at this level, a referral should be made to a duty social worker within that area to carry out an assessment of the family (City of London and Hackney safeguarding children partnership, 2015). When a referral is made it is an obligation that the assessment is carried out under the Children Act (1989). The third level is when vulnerable children are showing that their needs are more complex for example developmental milestones are not being met due to parental care, regularly missed appointments or is continuously having days off school. Once it is established that a child is a level 3 risk, a referral will be made, with a following assessment of the family and the parents will attend ‘child in need’ meetings with a support plan (City of London and Hackney safeguarding children partnership, 2015). The fourth and final level are when children are in need of specialist help, for example when non-accidental injuries occur, they are subject to physical, emotional or sexual abuse and there are serious signs of neglect. At this level the previous steps of referral and assessment will be complete, and a child may be in need for state involvement such as child protection, adoption, and residential care.

When discussing contemporary issues within a public service such as children’s social services it can be extremely important to discuss the level of impact that the pandemic of coronavirus (COVID-19) had on the service. According to GOV.UK (2020, A) the number of looked after children (in England) on 31st March 2020 was 80,080 which was an increase of 2% from 31st March 2019. A further report from GOV.UK (2020, B) explained that there were 389,260 children in need in England on 31st March 2020 which was a 2.6% decrease from 31st March 2019. From these statistics we can see that children’s social services pre-pandemic are successful and that despite there being an increase of looked after children this could be considered a positive as this is an example of children possibly leaving neglective or abusive households. As the pandemic transpired the department for education (2020) conducted a survey every two weeks to gather information and to understand the impact of coronavirus (COVID-19) on children’s social services which are referred to as ‘waves’. Waves 1-10 consisted of fortnightly surveys from 4th May – 23rd September 2020. When the survey compared the total of referrals made in 2018/19 to 2019/20 there was a 16% decrease of referrals from individuals during wave 3, which covered the weeks from 4th May to 31st May 2020. These results would have been during the second month of the pandemic, showing that as people were staying inside, they were ultimately unable to notice a potential child that was suffering. This could have resulted in many hundreds of children missing out on an opportunity for early intervention. As the weeks of the survey progressed local authorities predicted that as lockdown restrictions eased, there would be a spike in referrals, not only from individuals but also from health services. This was prevalent during wave 9, (10 August – 20 September 2020) which showed a 16% increase from individuals and a 14% increase from health professionals compared to the following year. These referrals shared a common theme of an increase of domestic abuse, non-accidental injury and more new-born children emerging in care proceedings. As mentioned previously this could be due to the lack of early intervention and incidents such as domestic abuse could have been prevented. As for the increase in new-born children present within care proceedings this could be due to the lack of support networks for people to access during the pandemic.

It is extremely important to take every opportunity of early intervention and prevention within children’s social services, according to the early intervention foundation (2018) there is evidence that shows that when early intervention is successful it breaks the cycle of demand through out society. For example, when a child is in a healthy environment within their household, they are less likely to be disruptive in school which then does not require the child to need teaching support, reducing the likelihood of the child being excluded. This results in reducing the likelihood of criminal activity and reduces the need for the police and youth justice system. This will save more money in the long term for public services as the demand is not as high and also leads to happier and healthier children growing up to live fulfilling lives. For successful early intervention and prevention to be its most effective, Morgan et al (2006) discusses the importance of multi-agency partnership with children’s social services as when partnership is involved with additional professionals, social workers developed more enthusiasm and commitment as the responsibility was not left to one singular organisation. Atkinson et al (2002) also discussed that from the partner’s perspective, this gave a better understanding of the process of child protection which allowed for partners to achieve quicker referral routes for vulnerable children. Unfortunately, there are cases where early intervention has not been successful or present within a child’s life and has left devastating results. For example, Peter Connelly otherwise known as ‘Baby P’ who was on a child protection plan, was seen by social workers, doctors and police on 60 different occasions over the course of eight months before his death (McNicoll, 2017). The first example of a missed opportunity, according to Haringey local safeguarding children board (2008) would be when baby p’s mother took him to the doctors and explained he had fallen downstairs at seven months old, however on average it is typical for children to start crawling at around nine months old (NHS, 2019). This should have raised cause for concern, yet it was not until two months later that there was a child protection conference for a separate injury (Haringey local safeguarding children board, 2008). It was eight months later that baby P unfortunately died due to his violent home life and a lack of care from the social services that should have protected him. Unfortunately, baby p was not the only child to be failed by social services, Victoria Climbie was eight years old when she died with 128 injuries all throughout her body in the year 2000. According to Lord Laming (2003) the public service had failed to treat Climbie as an individual and was treated as a part of her aunt’s homelessness case, the child in question was known to no less than two homelessness units, four social services departments, two child protections units and two hospitals of suspected deliberate harm. According to the early intervention foundation’s report that was published in 2018 (as cited in Powell et al, 2021), it was recommended that for early intervention to make a successful and effective difference to children’s lives there calls for an evidence-based decision making and practice within social services.

When moving forward to provide children with the best practice and the best possible outcomes, there needs to an understanding that as society grows and evolves there will be new problems that need to be tackled and that will need to be addressed. To ensure that we are always looking out for the children’s best interest it is important to always have an eye on the future and how the public services will adapt to these issues. According to the department for education (2016) the first reform for change would be to provide social services with highly skilled professionals and an expert workforce by expanding the Frontline and Step-up training programmes. This will result in excellent practitioners that will be prepared for the highly complex work that will vary in their day to day work. It is also a vital importance for social services to have a sense of partnership with third parties as it is not a job that can be effective if they work solely on their own, there are many other professionals that will be in a child’s life that will be able to help, support and observe behaviour that could indicate a child is vulnerable. According to Cardiff council (2019) a new strategy in Cardiff is to engage in a ‘think family’ approach which is a co-ordinated and joined-up approach of all public sectors such as teachers, youth workers and health practitioners to find problems and solutions at the earliest possible stage. A further initiative from Cardiff council (2021), aims to provide better care for children’s emotional wellbeing once they are in the care of social services. Within the article it is explained that vulnerable children and young people have experienced disrupted childhoods and likely encounter adverse childhood experiences which is when a child has faced abuse, neglect or household dysfunction such as substance abuse, divorce or parents with ill mental health. This can take a toll with how children and young people deal with their emotions and how they make healthier relationships with new people. Cardiff council (2021) intends to have an assessment of the children’s mental health with an individual action plan, they will also provide children with the opportunity to access a range of mental health services such as the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services and therapeutic support via the multi-agency Brighter Future Panel.

There are not only strategies that are useful to be implemented throughout children’s social services but there are new legislations that will impact the public service. Such as the social services and well-being (Wales) act 2014 which aims to address the issues of the ever growing demographic changes and the increased expectations of those who need and access their care. According to the Information and Learning Hub (2017) one of the principles of the act is to put the individuals needs first and at the centre of their care, giving children the voice and control to improve their well-being. A further principle is to implicate prevention and early intervention strategies within the community, to successfully support individuals with their well-being and a co-production of services that improve the design and delivery of all public services. A further legislation is the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) act 2015, according to Welsh Government (2016) the duty of public services, such as children’s social services, is to set objectives for change for the long term by looking at cultural issues within an area that may contribute to the decrease of children’s well-being and how they can tackle these problems. By social services contributing they and other public bodies will aid the progress of achieving the well-being goals which are a prosperous, resilient, healthier, more equal wales, globally responsible wales with cohesive communities, a vibrant culture and a thriving welsh language. This will be achieved with the involvement, collaboration, integration of all public services by implementing prevention and by focusing on the long-term goals. 

In conclusion, there are many different ways that children’s social services are able to use their skills and knowledge to their advantage to put together policies and strategies to really make a difference to children and young people in need. There are situations where a child’s home life will be shocking, complex and unsettling that social workers will need to face head on, however due to the high pressure and demanding nature of the public service it is not a job that can be done alone. With the help of teachers and health practitioners, there are a great deal of opportunities that will be available to authoritative figures to make a referral to have the chance of early intervention. Early intervention has proven itself to be an effective and successful deterant that will not only help children in abusive households but can also help the parents that have lost their way. Early intervention allows for there to be a possibility for children’s parents to change and keep their family together. Partnership and collaboration between all public services is beneficial to everyone which should be taken advantage of. 
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