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It is the intention of the author to use this assignment to explore the historical and current influences on policies that impact children and young people, and to critically evaluate how modern-day practice is influenced by such approaches.  This essay will also consider the enablers and barriers that occur when translating policy into practice, including discussion on how shifting political ideologies in the United Kingdom can have impact on professional practice.   
Policy can have a profound impact on practice, influencing how the structural frame-work of services are shaped and professionals are able to work in their fields. Policy is a deliberate system of principles or course of action adopted and implemented by a governing body, organisation, or institution to achieve specific goals or address particular issues (PolSci Institute, 2024).  The landscape of children and young people’s services has changed drastically since its origins in the United Kingdom.  From Victorian-era welfare initiatives, to more modern rights-based legislation,  policy often reflects the shifting perspectives of childhood and shapes the landscape in which practitioners operate.    
Capano (2021) writes that policies that are written to shape services are often implemented in response to an identified issue or ‘problem’. Benoit (2013) has detailed this process in a well-recognised ‘five step policy cycle’. This cycle explains the pathway through which policy is designed, developed and implemented by decision makers.  As mentioned, typically, at the start of this cycle there will be an identification of an issue. Meaning a ‘problem’ in the community has been found that decision-makers feel needs to be addressed or ’fixed’, which leads to an agenda being set to address the problem.  With an agenda set, policy can then be developed, designed by decision makers, before being implemented by professionals in the field.  As part of this cycle, there will then be a method of monitoring or evaluating progress set within the policy, the data from which can be used for formal evaluation to reassess the ‘identified issue’ that began the process. This cycle could then begin again to redefine the issue, recognising if the issue has been addressed or if the policy should be reassessed and further developed to better tackle the issue at hand (Powell & Mannion, 2022). 
As with any policy, its success is often dictated by the enablers or barriers that it faces when in practice. Dramschroder (2009) explains that enablers are defined as factors or conditions that facilitate or support the effective implementation of policy.  Common enablers are adequate funding and resources, stakeholder engagement and implementation plans, or appropriate training and capacity-building for practitioners, to name a few.
Where as, barriers can be defined as ‘obstacles or challenges’ that hinder or delay the effective translation of policy into practice. There can be many factors that could fit this criteria, more common barriers are poor communication between policy makers and practitioners with overly complex policies, inadequate workforce preparation and training, or resistance to change from stakeholders (Dramschroder, 2009).  Understanding these barriers and enablers, can help policy-makers and practitioners better recognise the necessities that should be in place for successful service delivery, and the realities of what practitioners will face when implementing policy.


Working with children and young people remains a key component of society in the modern day world.  However, children and young people, or even childhood, were not always considered as entities in society that required protection. It wasn’t until 1847, when concerns about child labour led to the creation of the ‘Ten Hours Act’, which marked the first shift towards state intervention in children’s lives (James et al, 1998). Also known as the Factories Act (1847), the act stipulated that children and young people from the ages of 13 to 18 years of age, were to be restricted to working a maximum of 63 hours per week. This act has been referred to as the ‘first health and safety act in Britain’. Making a significant step in beginning to shift culture to recognise children and young people as individuals needing protection from the state (Çağatay, 2024). 
The next cultural shifts, which began to acknowledge the need for children and young people to have protected recreation and social time, as well as protections in the workplace, were beginning to be realised in the same era. The earliest forms of ‘organised activities for young people’, were established by Christian philanthropists and were programmes led with a religious influence, aimed primarily at children and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds (Patel, 2019; Davies, 2008). However, these programmes were initially exclusionary of girls and young women, being designed for boys and young men only. A key example of this is the founding of the first ‘Youth Club’ delivered by the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) in London in 1844. It was not until over a decade later, in 1855, that the organisation began delivering an opportunity for  girls and young women to engage in such activities (The Next Generation, 2023).  Other organisations, such as The Boy Scouts and The Girl Guides were launched in early 20th century, again led by volunteers or non-qualified members of staff, but it was not until 1944 that The Education Act made it a legal requirement for local authorities to also provide such services for children and young people. This policy led to significant investment and expansion of services for children and young people in the United Kingdom, and began to ‘professionalise’ Youth Work  (Cooper, 2013). Ball (2002) explains that this, along with the 1948 Children Act, further continued the shift of state intervention on family life, and framed child welfare as a social responsibility. 
Following this policy, it was the Albermarle report, published in 1960 that continued the movement to professionalise services for children and young people in the United Kingdom. The report’s recommendations led to significant changes to the expansion and delivery of child and youth services, with Smith (1999) writing that due to the impact of the Abermarle report, the ‘number of full-time workers more than doubled in the ten years that followed publication’ and expenditure and investment increased significantly with ‘£28 million (was) spent between 1960 and 1968 on 3000 building projects’. Additionally, the Joint Negotiations Committee (JNC) was formed to further formalise the role of the Youth Worker at ‘national level’ (Smith & Doyle, 2002; Smith, 1999: 30-31). As well as improved financial backing, the report influenced structural changes throughout the United Kingdom. Following its recommendations, services shifted from volunteer-led to professionally-staffed youth services, and the engagement with children and young people was encouraged to be initiated on a voluntary basis (Nicholls, 2011).
However, it was not until the work of the The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), that children and young people were established as right-baring individuals in society. The UNCRC is the foundation of children and young people’s rights and is widely acknowledged as the framework to be utilised to ensure children and young people’s needs are met to provide every child or young person with the best chance at a safe, supported and happy childhood. The UNCRC forms the national approach for professionals to protect the best interests of their service users, and support children to fulfil their potential.  In 1989, the UNCRC established a rights-based discourse, which compelled nations to identify children and young people (CYP) as individuals who were ‘holders of their own rights’. A milestone that shifted the view of CYP from vulnerable, passive dependants in their existence, to active rights-baring participants in society (Haugli & Martnes, 2005; UNCRC, 1989). 

Looking further back in history, the foundation for current children and young people’s policies typically stem from changes made in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s. After winning the general election in 1997, the British Labour government initiated many policies which shifted the design and delivery of children and young people’s services.  The ‘Every Child Matters’ programme, implemented in 2003, was a key example of this. The policy aimed to provide improved support and opportunities for all children and young people, emphasising early intervention and CYP’s universal right to access appropriate services  (Cheminais, 2008).  This policy influenced systemic reforms, which included increased accountability for the welfare of children and young people. An increased prominence on the importance of collaborative work practices between professionals from different sectors have been highlighted in response to the Every Child Matters Act (2003), and professionals have since worked more closely to close gaps in provision, promote information sharing and provide a more comprehensive network of support for children and young people (HM Government, 2006). Munroe (2011) explains that due to this, safeguarding matters are dealt with a more holistic approach, reducing the risk of children and young people slipping through the cracks of a ‘fragmented service’, and creating a more coherent and preventiative safeguarding system in the UK. 
Conversely, over the last decade under a Conservative government, Youth services have faced significant challenges due to funding cuts (Hayes, 2023).   Austerity measures led to substantial reductions in local authoritiy funding, with youth service budegets (in England) falling by more than 70% between 2010 and 2020 (YMCA, 2020). This resulted in the closure of hundreds of youth centres and loss of many Youth Workers, restricting the community-based support available to children and young people, and  limiting opportunities for early interventions (House of Commons, 2019). Furthermore, the National Audit Office (2019) explains, these cuts have placed an increased demand on Social Workers and other safeguarding profressionals, and left children and young people without access to consistent services, widening inequalities.  The reduction in support for Youth services has meant that many practitioners have been required to adapt their practices to ‘do more with less’, often relying on volunteers to continue services or seeking alternative funding sources (Hayes , 2023). 
With a Labour government recently being elected in to majority, there are changes on the horizon for children and young people’s services. With the introduction of the ‘Start for Life’ programmes, ‘Best Start Family Hubs’ and Youth Investment Fund (HM Government, 2024; The Guardian, 2025), to name a few, there is a renewed commitment to provide consistent services for every child and young person, including regular after-school activities and increased opportunities for personal and social development. With the Labour governments intentions of implementing a broad programme of reform to CYP services, with the aim to address the longstanding challenges due to the previous governments austerity policies, these measures reflect a shift towards a more preventative, co-ordinated approach to public services for children and young people.  Through significant investment, these changes aim to rebuild a system that has been under significant straing for the past decade (MacAlister, 2022). 


Policy evolves through stages of agenda setting, formulation and evaluation. Although modern day practice has moved away from its origins in religious influence in more recent years, it is still driven by issues identified by decision-makers.   Recent reforms to address a range of factors, such as economic pressures, societal changes and the ever-evolving understanding of children and young people’s needs in modern society, have shaped contemporary practice drastically.  A recent example of this is the response to children’s mental health. In recent years, there has been an increasing demand for mental health services to support children and young people’s mental wellbeing. With a ‘great number of CYP presenting with mental health needs, often with complex needs requiring care or medical stabilisation’ with in paediatric settings, there has been an increased strain on services to meet demand (NHS England, 2022).  Due to rising concerns in the 2010s about adolescent depression, the Green Paper ‘Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health Provision’ (2017) laid out recommendations for named mental health leads in schools in England. This well-intentioned policy, designed to address an identified issue, followed a typical policy cycle – including adjusting and monitoring. However, independent reviews in 2023 noted issues in the policy and flagged barriers to the success of the service. With noted issues with workforce shortages, and a lack of appropriate resources available – it has been suggested that this policy has been implemented without the proper tools or support to succeed (Joseph et al, 2023). Furthermore, The Education Policy Instititue (2023) stressed that the slow progress on wrokforce expansion and development, continues to be a major risk to the service. Without these barriers addressed, children and young people will continue to receive an inconsistent service, that is not fit for purpose. 

Today’s children and young people are raised within a conflicting societal view, with them being viewed as both ‘vulnerable’ and ‘agentic’. This duality reflects the tension between the need for better protections for children and young people, whilst allowing them to be autonomic individuals with their own rights (Christensen & James, 2000; Collins, 2016).    Being perceived as ‘digital natives’ and ‘wise to the world around them’, they can be assumed to be equipped with the tools to defend themselves within their environments, including digital spaces. The COVID-19 pandemic was a pivotal influence on current approaches to children and young people’s services. Due to safety measures put in place by British government to aid in protecting children and young people from Coronavirus, there was a severe disruption to services and a sudden demand for services to be delivered digitally so as to reach children and young people in their homes.  A YoungMinds (2020) survey found that 31% of children and young people who were previously accessing support pre-pandemic, were left unable to continue doing so during the these measures despite ongoing need. While many services shifted to remote or digital formats to maintain some support, there is little evidence about the effectiveness of such interventions for children and young people. Merrick et al (2023) found that this transition, although preserved some continuity of support, often failed to fully compensate for the loss of in-person support, leaving gaps in the care of children and young people. 
Although children and young people have now returned to ‘everyday life’ since the pandemic, there has been an increased trend in children and young people accessing and utilising digital platform services. However, as well as being a fantastic tool for information, education and connection, often the digital sphere can be an unsafe and exposing environment for a child (Research in Practice, 2025; Donaldson et al, 2020). With policy being so far behind in regard to how children and young people can be safeguarded online, there are increased risks of children and young people being exposed to online grooming, sexual exploitation and exposure to harmful and violent content (Research in Practice, 2025).    Past political events have left enduring precedent for the assurance of CYP’s safeguarding in public spaces (for example Rochdale or Savile), yet there continues to be underfunding and a lack of support for ensuring policies of these nature are functioning.  Davidson (2020) stresses the need for government to protect children and young people with more robust protection mechanisms. In her work, she has emphasised the importance of collaborative legislative and practical approaches among governments and industry to minimise the online risks to young people. 
Furthermore, the digital surveillance of children and young people in modern society, continues to create debate about privacy, governance and the shaping of identity in today’s society.  A ‘digital footprint’ refers to the trail of data individuals leave behind during their online use, and as children and young people continue to grow whilst immersed in digital environments, their activities are increasingly tracked, analysed and commodified (Berg et al, 2024; Zuboff, 2019). According to Livingston and Third (2017), this phenomenon creates what they refer to as ‘datafied childhoods’, where children and young people are rendered as ‘data subjects; from an early age, often with out informed consent or understanding. This data collection and surveillance can extend into the use of personal data for the purposes of monetization. Zuboff (2019) writes how this concept of ‘surveillance capitalism’  can exploit data for profit, meaning children and young people’s preferences, behaviours and interactions are being utilised for more that monitoring – raising serious concerns about manipulation, profiling and long term-consequences for children and young people’s development and autonomy. 
Foucalt’s (1991) theory of ‘governmentality’ offers a useful lens for us to better understand these dynamics. His theory refers to the ways in which the state and other institutions exercise control over populations, through often subtler mechanisms of ‘normalisation and self-regulation’. In the context of digital surveillance, children and young people  are taught to monitor and regulate their behaviour in line with expected ‘norms’. Lyon (2007) argues that this taught behaviour, whether it be through pressures of online society or the gamified feedback mechanisms of social media, influences children and young people to internalise surveillance and discipline themselves accordingly so they can better align to the ‘expectations’ put upon them.   These thoughts are further explored in Summers (2011) work on ‘neoliberal childhoods’, which explores the ‘reshaping’ of the concept of childhood. According to Summers (2011), under neoliberalism, children are seen increasinly as ‘projects to be managed’. With individual responsibility to curate a digital identity, making themselves ‘marketable’ for success.  These frameworks, again, reiterate the importance of protection for children and young people in these digital spaces, ensuring they have protection and guidance to be autonomous and utilise these spaces without risk to their development. 
No matter the identified issue being addressed when setting an agenda for policy, the implementation of policy into practice is a persistent challenge for children and young people’s service practitioners.  While policy frameworks can often identify and articulate ambitious agendas to address need in the community, such as what has been discussed around children and young people’s mental health or safety online, translating these policies into everyday practice is often hindered by a range of challenges. Althought thse barriers and enablers can be categorised by many different subheadings, for the purposes of this essay we will be grouping these into three groups: structural, operational and cultural issues.  
The Free Library (2015) explains a key example of structural barries by explaining how children and young people’s services frequently operate within ‘siloed structures’ – with particular departments of child health, education and social care working independantly to support service users. However, systems of working such as these often fail to meet the complex realities of CYP need and result in disjointed servcies (Scottish Governmet, 2023).  Scottish Government (2023) further notes that to adress this barrier, there often needs to be a ‘system-level’ change to services, which can take years to embed. When combined with other operational barriers, there is typically a lack of long-term planning or supported structure that will allow for these barriers to be overcome. Funding and policy cycles operate on a shorter timeframe, meaning these long-term issues can typically be unaddressed.  
When considering the operational barriers that exacerbate the implementation of policy into practice, a key factor is the lack of continued support for the workforce required to carry out practice. Kola et al (2021) explain that workforce shortages, unstable funding and the uneven distribution of skilled professionals widens inequities in access to services and the potential outcomes. Services can be asked to rapidly implement policy without adequate support, and this demand can result in ‘implementaion fatigue and burn out’ amongst practitioners (ACAMH, 2023). This lack of universal access to services, can often lead to what is referred to as a ‘post code lottery’ for children and young people’s services. This term refers to the inequitable access to services bassed on geographic location. Due to these barriers, this phenomenon can mean a wide disparity and inequity to children and young people’s services, and can impact outcomes (Spencer, 2016). 
Lastly, the cultural barriers within a community or in within an organisation can inhibit the succesful implementation of policy. Gallagher (2002) describes how practitioners may resist changes to practice, particularly if they feel under-prepared for new responsibilities or are not ‘seen’ in policy design.  This again links in wih the operational barriers that are often faced, where practitioners lack ongoing training and support for the betterment of service quality. This instead results in an increased turnover in staff and a lack of consistency in service.  Furthermore, this resistence can be experienced at a community level. Particularly when policies conflict with cultural norms or perceived values of a community, resulting in a misalignment between national policy and local need (Webb, 2022). 


Conversely, key enablers can help to better assure the positive implementation of policy into practice. 
On a structural level, a growing emphasis on co-production and participatory policy desing has proven critical in enhanding successful poilcy implementation. NIHR Open Research (2023) write that engaging children and young people, and their communities in the creation and design of policy can ensure that services more closely align with the lived realitiies of services users from the outset. This approach can also minimise the cultural barriers can services can face when practicing in the community, fostering trust and empowering service users. 
On a operational level, strong leadership – both on a political and service level – can be a enabling factor for children and young people’s services (Frontiers in Public Health, 2023). This paired with continued and assured financial support for services to invest in practitioner development, can help to drive a service vision and ensure the long-term success of a policy, by improving practitioners abilities to consistently deliver services in an empowered and supported manner. This investment in workforce development will equip staff to navigate new policy and embed new models of practice, for the betterment of service user participation (BMC Medical Education, 2023). 
Finally, as mentioned previously, the importance of the promotion of child-centered practice and the inclusion of service users voices are paramount when addressing the cultural barriers that policy implementation may face. Ensuring children and young people are involved in the decision making that directly impacts their lives, can ensure that a service prioritises what matters to children, young people and their communities – not just address bureaucratic agenda (Lewis et al, 2023). This, alongside the ability for consistency in service delivery, can better assure the community supports the embedding of new practices in their areas, and build a long-term structure for acceptance. By prioritising participation and relationship-building, modern-day services can more effectively translate policy agenda into tangible improvements in the lives of children and young people. 
The implementation of children and young people’s policies into effective practice is shaped and influenced by the dynamic balance between many barriers and enablers, more so than can be addressed in this essay. 

The policy landscape for children, young people and communities in the UK has evolved significantly since its origins in the Victorian-era, and continues to evolve drastically as children and young people’s needs change in response to the world they live in. Historic milestones such as the Factories Act, the Albermale Report and the formation of the UNCRC have each marked significant ideological shifts. Shifting from a focus on protecting ‘vulnerable’ and ‘passive’ entities in society, to modern rights-based universalism, with CYP being affirmed and valued as individuals who are agentic and active in regards to their own rights. 
With childhood and young adulthood becoming ever more complex – practitioners now must navigate competing demands to protect, empower and support through practice. For such practice to be achievable, better resources and funding must be made available to practitioners. To foster equitable outcomes, future policy should be co-created with CYP and communities, and be designed to address need that has been identified locally through empirical evidence. However, as history has repeatedly shown, even well-intentioned policy can falter when it comes to implementation. Due to key barriers to implementation – exacerbated by austerity and workforce support failures – there has been a failure to translare policy into meaninful impact. The implementation of such policies need to include sustained investment and organisational collaboration of existing services, should they hope to have lasting impacts on communities.
Ultimately, due to the shifting status of CYP within policy and societal view – as both vulnerable and agentic -  there is now more need for cross-sector collaboration and sustained funding to ensure that well-intentioned policies can actually achieve their intended outcomes.  While there has been much progress, particularly in protecting and promoting the rights of children and young people, as the needs of children and young people evolve, so must the policies and practices designed to support them. This will only be achieved with the continued investment in research, training and development of the field and its practitioners.  For it can be suggested that the ultimate enabler and protective factor to programmes or interventions being successfully implemented for CYP, can be traced to the practitioners. Should practitioners be appropriately educated and informed,   as well as supported financially and systemically throughout, children and young people’s services can be better equipped to implement policy change – for the betterment of children, young people and their communities. 
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