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Policies are crucial in determining how we engage with children, young people, and communities (CYPC) (National Children's Bureau, 2023). These policies have evolved in response to shifts in social values, historical events, and innovative ideas about what children and communities need to thrive. Understanding how these changes influence practitioners' work today is essential for anyone supporting CYPC.

This essay will begin by exploring the history of CYPC policies, how they currently guide practice, and how they have shaped our perspectives on children, young people, and communities. It will then examine historical policy changes and the individuals and organisations behind these changes. The essay will be complemented by exploring the challenges faced by practitioners in policy implementation, such as limited resources, and unclear guidelines, and a discussion of success factors of these policy implementations.

This analysis will identify and describe how policies evolved over time and how they were reflected in CYPC practice, thus making its contribution to understanding how policy informs practice (and vice versa) in this area. It will also showcase the challenges and opportunities to translate policies into impactful outcomes for children, young people, and their communities.

Early policies supporting children, young people, and communities (CYPC) were often reactive (Hendrick, 2003), responding to issues like poverty, child labour, illiteracy, and insufficient health care. These policies and foundations began in the post-WW2 period on a global level when the world began to grasp the importance of safeguarding and fostering vulnerable children and the communities in which they are situated (Lansdown, 1994). One of the oldest comprehensive policies with a focus on children in the UK, focused on poverty, was the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, which led to the establishment of workhouses for poor families with children. These workhouses were often hostile environments, failing to reflect the then-new insights of childhood and, more significantly, their actual needs (National Archives, 1834; Thomson, 2011).

An important turning point in this ideological battle was the passage of the Children Act 1908, or Children's Charter, which radically changed how children were perceived late in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Children Act, 1908). Otto von Bismarck (1974) embarked on a social reform movement that adapted to European circumstances and laid this foundation; the ground-breaking 1874 Law for the Protection of Children was a departure from the historical perspective that children were chattel without rights. This law defined children as individuals worthy of protection from abuse and neglect established preventative strategies for keeping children safe from maltreatment, and created a juvenile justice system that reformed children, all of which illustrated a new societal ethos focused on the necessity of protecting children throughout their development (Bismarck, 1874). 

Another major theme of early CYPC policies was education. The new Elementary Education Act in England and Wales in (1870), the so-called Forster Act, made elementary education compulsory for all children between 5 and 13 years of age. This was one of the first steps towards the realisation that education is a right, not a privilege and that children need an end to the cycle of poverty along with elements like literacy and social progress to create a brighter future (Elementary Education Act, 1870).

Moreover, public health initiatives also played a pivotal role in early CYPC policies. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, infant mortality rates were alarmingly high due to poor living conditions, malnutrition, and lack of access to healthcare. According to Welshman (2000) due to this, policies such as the Notification of Births Act of 1907 led to the notification of births to local authorities and the subsequent ability of health visitors to assist new mothers. It was the start of coordinated efforts towards child health, laying the foundations for current policy-driven approaches for treating young children and preventing illnesses. 

The early policy changes were championed by many individuals and organisations. As an example, Parsons (2015) presented social reformer Lord Shaftesbury, who was a child advocate during the 19th century. His advocacy helped lead to new legislation, including the Ten Hours Act of 1847, which limited the hours children were allowed to work in factories. Rooke and Schnell (1983) also more specifically endorse Eglantyne Jebb as a leading historical champion on behalf of children, establishing Save the Children in 1919 and helping to promote the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1924. At this time, organisations like the NSPCC (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children) began developing and advocating for the prevention of child abuse, advocating for legislation to protect vulnerable children (Ferguson, 2011). These advocates helped raise awareness of the problem and pushed for protective laws to be drafted.

Children and Young People's Services (CYPC) today are supported by a range of diverse contemporary policy instruments. New legislation, frameworks, and strategies are increasingly being developed to ensure that services are adaptive, inclusive, and efficient. These are now also about inequality, safeguarding, education, and mental health as key components of these policies (Department for Education, 2024).

The Children and Families Act 2014 was transformational legislation, which gave enhanced rights to children who are disabled and/or identified as having SEN and delivered improvements to transition arrangements into adult services and greater co-working between those services. UNCRC (1989) recognized the importance of those in authority in hearing the views of the children it sought to support in its formation and has continued to influence UK children's policy through its insistence on their participation in matters affecting them and its integrated vision of child welfare.

The policies are aimed at ongoing challenges like inequality and mental health. The British pursuit of equality, key principles like legislation such as the Equality Act 2010 and the Social Mobility Strategy (2017), ensure children have an equal chance to reach their full potential, irrespective of background. We cannot underestimate the importance of safeguarding, and it is clear from the Children Act 1989 and later amendments that "local authorities have a duty to take reasonable steps to ensure that children do not suffer, or are likely to suffer, significant harm." Documents, including the Children and Young People's Mental Health Green Paper, have recently called for mental health services in schools to be improved.
Policies that promote early intervention, such as the introduction of mental health support teams in schools to provide those who experience mental health with a more in-touch pathway to care, have been driven mostly by mental health problems (Department for Education, 2021; NHS England, 2021).

Political devolution in Wales provided a distinctive focus for CYPC policy, starting with the establishment of the Children's Commissioner for Wales in 2001. This position pushes for children's rights and makes sure they are heard. Wales became the first nation to incorporate the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into its policy framework, particularly through the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, which makes the Welsh Ministers legally bound to have regard to children's rights.

In 2008, a new Welsh Framework for Early Years was published, replacing the former national curriculum for 3 to 7-year-olds, but now an epicentre of child-cantered, activity-led, and play-based learning similar to the Foundation Phase embraced in Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). The Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) placed sustainable development at the heart of how the government makes decisions in order to deliver a healthier, more equal Wales, through long-term, preventive, and joined-up action.

The introduction of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 has altered SEN to include a broad spectrum scope of additional learning needs, and facilitate tailored support for children in need (Welsh Government, 2018).
Increase in policies for mental health issues which allow early intervention, such as the introduction of mental health support teams in schools so that those with mental health issues have a more easily accessible route to get the support they need (Department for Education, 2021; NHS England, 2021).

Since then, societal attitudes towards children and young people have shifted. Severe laws against the working of children, who were earlier viewed only as part of family incomes, especially in farming or industry, changed that perception, addressing their need for care and protection. Early policies were paternalistic, with decisions to act taken for children without soliciting their input. Demkowicz et al., (2023) states that in today's society, the focus is on empowering young people, acknowledging their rights and treating them as persons with their own needs. This focus is significant for equality, specifically for the most marginalised groups, including children with disabilities or in care, to ensure they receive the support they require and deserve.

Translating policies into real-world practices is a complex process, shaped by a range of factors. Success is often influenced by what can be considered 'enablers,' These enablers are key factors, strategies, and resources that ensure this process can be implemented effectively (Asana, 2025). 

The foundation of translating policies into practice lies in the structures that support the process. These structures include leadership, clear guidelines, and effective communication within an organisation. For example, in schools, headteachers and senior leadership teams play a pivotal role in ensuring that new educational policies are implemented effectively, bridging the gap between policy design and classroom practice. According to Department of Education (2024) leadership helps to set a clear direction, guiding teachers and staff through the policy changes by taking the broad goals set by the government or local authorities and translate them into actionable steps for teachers and staff. This might involve tailoring professional development sessions to address the specific needs of their school or setting up systems to monitor the impact of new policies.

They should ensure that staff understand the purpose behind policy changes, which is vital for support. If a new policy, such as incorporating more inclusive teaching strategies, is introduced, the headteacher's role extends to providing teachers with resources, time, and support to adapt to the changes (UK Government, 2020). Similarly, strong leadership involves addressing challenges head-on, such as resistance from staff who may feel overwhelmed by the pace of change. By being empathetic and communicative, leaders can ease this transition (Ofsted, 2012). Effective leaders not only set the tone for how policies should be implemented but also inspire confidence and commitment among their teams . This, in turn, highlights another key enabler: clear communication.

Clear communication is another crucial building block for success in a policy effort, ensuring everyone is aligned. Albright, et al. (2022) states that no matter how good the policy is, if it is not communicated well to those who are supposed to execute it, it could fail. This means more than an initial statement of the policy, it means continuous conversation, space for questions and requests for clarification, and ongoing reporting on the status of the goal (Irawan, et al., 2024). For example research from Albright, et al. (2022) that hosting workshops, team meetings, or providing easily readable guides all serve to bring lofty policies into concise steps staff can follow with confidence. Communication is not achieved in a single effort but is a continuing process that allows feedback, the expression of concerns, and ensures that everyone is aligned with the objectives of the policy (Becker, et al., 2020).

Related to the structure of the policy, another enabler is having clear and concise guidelines which translate policy into practice. According to Bevan (2022) uncertainty in policy definition can lead to divergent interpretations, inconsistency, and confusion. When they are defined clearly, guidelines can be a roadmap for staff, making it more likely that their activities align to achieve the overall goal of the policy so it can work as intended. If schools, for instance, enact a new policy around improving reading skills, the guidelines should lay out specific steps for teachers to follow, such as recommended methods of teaching, how to quantify progress on a continuous basis, and what constitutes success in this regard. This ensures teachers can feel free to modify their lessons without second-guessing themselves (Reedy et al,. 2021; Dang et al., 2021).

Additionally, if the literacy policy encourages one-on-one reading sessions, it should also address how schools with limited staff can adapt the policy to their circumstances as guidelines should also anticipate potential challenges and provide contingency plans which is support from research by OCED (2020).

On the other hand, Inadequate funding can have ripple effects, making it a barrier. When there is inadequate funding to implement a policy, staff can be overstretched, resources are limited, and services do not deliver what they promised (Igwe et al., 2019). An example might be an educational policy designed to enhance digital literacy that requires schools to buy innovative technology, teach teachers how to use it, and provide support structures for students. If this is impossible, this may lead to frustration from staff and the communities intended by the policy, undermining trust in the system. This highlights how crucial financial investment is in ensuring that policies make a real difference where it matters most (Dean, 2024).

Even with sufficient funding and resources, insufficient training can pose a major obstacle to successfully implementing policies. Those responsible for putting these policies into action must be adequately prepared to manage the demands of the task, and this requires training. Chellappa (2023) states that his can lead to employees not having the expertise, understanding, or confidence needed to apply the policy effectively, resulting in inefficiencies or even failure.

Policies in sectors like education, healthcare, and social work are often complex and require specific skills that not all professionals naturally possess. For instance, in education, new policies may involve adopting advanced teaching techniques, understanding, and using digital tools, or delivering tailored support for diverse student needs. According to Pinzon, et al., (2023) teachers who are not trained in these methods may struggle to apply them in the classroom, leading to gaps between what the policy intends and what is achieved.

In areas like child welfare, the stakes are even higher, simply because the needs of vulnerable children and families are complex and vary widely (OCED, 2019). This can be challenging, as child welfare professionals frequently manage complex cases involving legal and social challenges, while also needing to engage with families in ways that build trust, rapport, and collaboration. It is support within the Child Protection and Welfare Practice Handbook (2011) who say such complexities require these practitioners to be up to date with the latest evolving knowledge, techniques, and tools. Without current, up-to-date training, workers may not make the best decisions or interventions for the children and families they serve. For example, this lack of training in trauma-informed care would mean professionals may not be able to understand the impact of past trauma on a child's behaviour, which Allen, et al. (2021) argues that as a result, could implement techniques that are ineffective or even harmful. This in hand shows training can bridge the divide between policy and practice. It guarantees that those who enforce the policy are not only able to discuss it effectively but are also equipped to put it into practice, thereby ensuring that the needs of young people and children are fulfilled. 

Political opposition can be another barrier to implementing policies that support children and young people. When there is a lack of political will or when parties disagree on the direction a policy should take, it can be delayed or completely halted (Ansell, 2017). This is especially troubling for policies targeting vulnerable populations, where rapid and effective action is often paramount. Child poverty reduction, new education programs, or youth mental health initiatives, for example, can lead to substantial resistance from various parts of society who believe such policies threaten other priorities or services, especially if they require significant government expenditure or disrupt the existing order (UK Government, 2025).
The biggest problem with political resistance is that it delays the support that children and young people desperately need. Those living in poverty or facing an economic mental health crisis cannot wait for politicians to come to an agreement. Time only makes it worse for them, not having access to resources, services, and support systems can impact children and young people's well-being (Ansell, Sorensen, & Torfing, 2017). The fact remains, however, that where political will persists against the contextualising pressures of the ever-increasing cost of service, the outcome is often under-funded schools, outdated teaching methods, overcrowded classrooms, and a lack of resources for children with special educational needs; all of which severely affect the future prospects of young people.

Political opposition can also serve to narrow the scope of policies so that children's and young people's needs and challenges cannot be fully addressed. For example, a policy to improve mental health services for young people might be watered down to leave out specific age groups or make cuts to vital funds if there's widespread opposition. It has been suggested by Ansell, Sorensen, & Torfing, (2017) doing so would leave vulnerable young people without the necessary support, counter to the policy's very objectives. Similarly, efforts to address child poverty might falter if politicians dismantle crucial elements, such as cutting funding for families or failing to provide enough support for care and special needs children (Jennings, Stoker, & Twyman, 2016).
In addition, political opposition can alter the intention of a policy, diluting its power to effect change for children and young people. Take, for example, a policy that is designed to improve educational outcomes for vulnerable children, only it is undermined when politicians ignore the specific needs of those students in favour of spending cuts. It may mean fewer resources for smaller class sizes, mental health support, or individualised learning; things that are important in helping disadvantaged children thrive. Unfortunately, the policy might not be able to achieve its initial objectives, as young people would end up without the essential resources necessary for success (Levy, 2022). Political resistance is now having real, significant effects on children and young people who need these policies to build a better future. For policies to be effective in achieving their desired outcomes, they should feature strong and sustained political backing, especially for children and young people who need it most (Bruns & Schneider, 2016).

Children and young people are increasingly recognised as active agents of change, capable of meaningfully contributing to the issues that impact them. This shift in perspective is evident in youth-led movements advocating for climate action, social justice, and other pressing global challenges (Percy-Smith & Burns, 2013). Young people today are more engaged, vocal, and aware of their rights, as well as the influential roles they can play in shaping the future (Neas, Ward, & Bowman, 2022).

However, this positive view is not universally shared. In many communities, young people still face significant challenges, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. This has humbled many, and the issues of unemployment, mental health concerns, and inadequate quality education persist among a significant number of children and youth (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Unfortunately, there are sometimes societal stereotypes that cast young people in the role of a troublemaker or burden to society, which can compound these challenges (The Children's Society, 2021).

Communities vary widely in the amount of support they can provide to young people. Some are lucky enough to be in areas with a strong support network, while others simply lack the essential components required to provide adequate service. This discrepancy highlights the continued necessity for policies that support equality and inclusivity, so that all young people, irrespective of their background or circumstances, have identical opportunities to flourish (Percy-Smith & Burns, 2013).
Although trends highlighting the base gap between policy and practice continue to improve, there remains a great distance between the two. Policy is often high-level, projecting the best intentions for children and young people and the way in which they should be cared for, but its implementation is not always as effective as it should be. However, policy resistance or lack of necessary resources may be barriers to achieving desired outcomes (Neas, Ward, & Bowman, 2022; Arije, et al., 2022).

These are just some of the key areas where policy and practice could be improved. One big area is the need for mental health support for young people and the development of services. Young people continue to lack access to the services they need despite greater awareness of mental health issues. Policies need to be updated to ensure mental health support is integrated into schools, community organisations, and other youth services (Haggstrom, et al., 2022; Colizzi, et al., 2020).

Additionally, there is a need for policies that address the complex and intersecting needs of children from marginalised groups, such as those with disabilities, ethnic minorities, or those living in poverty. These groups often face increased disadvantages not always addressed by existing policies (Evans et al., 2024). Furthermore, more integrated approaches are needed, where different services such as education, health, social care, and justice, work together more effectively. A holistic approach would ensure that young people receive the full range of support they need to thrive (Save the Children, 2024; Powell & Mutebi, 2025).

In conclusion, while factors can help translate policies into successful practice, barriers such as resource limitations, political resistance, and a lack of training can often impede their implementation (Viennet & Pont, 2017). The view of young people and communities has evolved, but significant challenges remain, particularly for those facing socio-economic disadvantages. By addressing these gaps and improving both policies and practices, society can create a more supportive environment for children and young people (Viennet & Pont, 2017). Only by doing so will we ensure that they can reach their full potential and contribute to the betterment of society.
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