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Levels of demand for child protection and care services continue to rise nationally, new 
research shows, and a majority of directors fear that pressures will continue to rise in future 
years. Local authorities are having variable amounts of success in using early help services 
to reduce demand on child protection social workers, a report published today has found. 
 
The third phase of the safeguarding pressures research, published by the Association of 
Directors of Children’s Services, found overall increases nationally masked significant 
variation at a local level, with some authorities seeing rises of up to 100% in some types of 
activity, while others had seen decreases of 30% or more. 
 
Those who had seen a decrease in child protection activity attributed the decline to: 
 
·         increasing early help services, 
 
·         better multi-agency working and 
 
·         increasing the speed with which children are found permanent placements. 
 
Debbie Jones said: 
“The key message of this research is that services for protecting children are part of a wider 
system, from early help through to permanent homes for children in care. It is necessary to 
consider the whole system, rather than piecemeal reform, in order to successfully manage 
budgets to cope with increasing pressure. Time taken to make a decision or complete a 
process in one part of the system has knock on effects in the rest of the system and the 
speed with which a child can be found a permanent home. Directors of Children’s Services 
have this holistic view and will be developing whole system approaches to reducing demand 
for child protection and care services while keeping children and young people safe from 
harm. ” 
 
Early help services are in place in almost all local authorities in some form or another, but 
the impact these services are having on demand for more specialist services varies 
considerably. For some, better services in the community has met the uncovering of 
previously unmet need, while in others, DCSs are seeing some reduction in child protection 
concerns due to early intervention. This goes to show that early help services are not a quick 
fix or a magic bullet, but require sustained and sustainable funding over a number of years to 
have the effect that we are all seeking.” 
 
The number of permanent placements, including adoptions, special guardianship orders and 
residence orders, has increased over the last five years and the research shows that: 
 

• There are key tipping points in the adoption process after which a child is more likely 
to take more than two years to find a permanent placement 

 
• Special Guardianship and Residence Orders can offer swifter permanent 

placements, and can offer an alternative where adoption is not suitable. 
 

• For those children for whom adoption was planned but were not adopted, in 37% of 
cases this was due to a lack of suitable adopters. 

 



Debbie Jones continued: 
“This research shows that adoption is not the only option when seeking a permanent home 
for children in care, and that Special Guardianship Orders and Residence Orders can offer a 
quicker solution in some cases, and particularly with groups for whom it is harder to find 
suitable adopters, such as sibling groups or older children. A focus on adoption will only go 
part of the way to ensuring permanent homes for as many children as possible.” 
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For more information, please contact Rebecca Godar on 07595280388 Notes to Editors 
 
1.       The research was undertaken on behalf of the Association of Directors of Children’s 
Services Ltd (ADCS) and forms Part 3 of a series investigating rising numbers of children 
requiring protection or care from local authority children’s services departments. The full 
report and executive summary can be found here: ADD LINK 
 
2.       The first and second stages of the research, undertaken in 2010, can be found here: 
http://www.adcs.org.uk/news/safeguarding-pressures.html 
 
3.       Key facts and messages from the research are provided below. 
 

Key messages and facts from the research 
 
Tackling abuse and neglect 
 
Key messages 
 
Neglect is the most cited reason for children to be referred to children’s social care and for 
becoming looked after, as reported to central government. Other categories of concern may 
be masked by the use of the code denoting multiple reasons, which might include neglect, 
physical, sexual or emotional abuse. This suggests cases are increasingly complex, 
requiring more time and resources. Qualitative research suggests that domestic violence is 
an increasing concern. 
 
Key Facts 
 
Neglect remains the largest category of reason for referral and for entering care. 
 
There was an 51.1% increase between 2007/8 and 2011/12 of children becoming subject of 
a CP plan and a 7.9% increase on last year 
 
There were 4.5% more children becoming looked after compared to the previous year. 
 
There is an increase in the use of ‘multiple’ categories from 8.8% of all plans to 10.2%. 
 
Where authorities have experienced increases in safeguarding activity, including children 
becoming looked after, the single most quoted presenting issue is domestic abuse and 
associated concerns. 
 
Child sexual exploitation and risky behaviours were issues quoted frequently although it was 
noted by some that it may not be that behaviours have changed, but that there is increased 
recognition and awareness, especially around child sexual exploitation, as local authorities 
develop more robust processes for identification and action. 

http://www.adcs.org.uk/news/safeguarding-pressures.html


 
Variation in activity 
 
Key Message 
 
The pressures on local authorities are varied, due to the nature and size of the population, 
historic levels of demand and the strategies being implemented to cope with rising demand. 
Local authorities are making use of the freedoms in funding and organisational 
arrangements to find imaginative solutions, including investment in early intervention, 
increased staffing levels and improved multi-agency working. This variation should be 
accommodated in flexible funding arrangements and inspection findings, such that local 
authorities are judged on the outcomes that they achieve, not the means by which they 
achieve them. 
 
Key facts 
 
There is more variation in pressures across authorities this year than in the previous 
research, for example, in 2010 only 10% of responding authorities reported a decrease in 
the number of contacts, this year 45% report a decrease and 55% report an increase. The 
highest increase was 90.8% while three authorities had seen a 30% decrease over 2 years. 
 
Early intervention and multi-agency working 
 
Key messages 
 
Almost all local authorities are exploring early help services as a means of managing 
pressures caused by increase in safeguarding pressures. It is having a variable effect on the 
volume of safeguarding activity, with some finding better early help services are identifying 
previously unmet need, while others seeing a reduction in these pressures as early help 
services prevent escalation to child protection. It is too early to say that the early intervention 
strategies are working or not, but there is consensus that they offer the chance of reducing 
demand in the longer term. Sustained and sufficient funding of early help services would 
allow local authorities to better develop these services, while still meeting their statutory 
duties to those in need of help or protection. 
 
Key Facts 
 
1,853 initial contacts per 10,000 0-17 population were received by children’s social care 
during 2010/11, compared to 1,577 in 2009/10 and  89% of authorities reported an increase 
over five years. 
 
There were 546 referrals per 10,000 0-17 population in 2011/12, a very slight reduction on 
the previous year (555) although an increase over five years of 28.4% in responding 
authorities. 
 
More health professionals are making initial contacts with social workers, and fewer are 
progressing to formal referrals. 
 
35% of authorities believe that early intervention has started to affect safeguarding activity, 
although for some this is as an increase in safeguarding activity as a result of uncovering 
unmet demand; and for some it is to decrease safeguarding activity through earlier support. 
19 (21%) local authorities felt early intervention has not yet affected safeguarding-it was 
‘early days’ and too soon to see an impact (positive or negative). There was an 
overwhelming view that early intervention does play a crucial part in affecting safeguarding 
activity, or will do so more in the future. 



 
Those who had seen a decrease in safeguarding activity cited the following reasons: 
 

• A decrease in neglect due to a strong targeted support sector 
• A decrease in referrals, mainly domestic abuse, as a result of social work presence in 

the local police station; or better screening by the Police before a referral is made, 
• An overall reduction in child protection plans due to a reorganisation of how child 

protection conferences are conducted which borrows elements of the signs of safety 
approach, or more robustness and decision making at review conferences; use of the 
strengthening families conference model. 

• Reduction in children subjects of child protection plans due to introduction of single 
proportionate assessment model 

• Referrals decreased due to focussed multi-agency training on thresholds and risk 
assessment, opened professional advice line, strengthened prevention (step down) 
service 

• A more dedicated children in need or early intervention service, resulting in a 
reduction in the number of children subjects of a child protection plan and children 
looked after; new screening, assessment or multi-agency ‘front door’ services, such 
as Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) 

 
Permanence for Looked After Children 
 
Key Messages 
 
Adoption is the most popular form of permanence, particularly for young children. The length 
of time at each stage of the adoption process has a tipping point, after which the child 
concerned is more likely to be in care for more than two years before reaching permanence. 
Identifying these crucial tipping points will help local authorities to meet the Department for 
Education targets on the speed of adoption. 
 
The finding that 37% of adoption decisions that are overturned are changed because of a 
lack of suitable adopters demonstrates the pressing need for a better approach to finding 
adoptive families, including better use of the national adoption register, better marketing and 
an improved focus on finding families willing to take children in sibling groups, from ethnic 
minorities and with disabilities. 
 
Special Guardianship and Residence Orders offer sound alternatives to adoption and may 
be more appropriate for particular groups, especially those over 10 who are unlikely to be 
adopted. They can offer quicker permanent placements, or alternatives to adoption where a 
long term foster placement becomes permanent. 
 
Key facts 
 
The largest increases in reasons for leaving care have been in adoption and special 
guardianship orders made to former foster carers (1% in 2007/8 to 3% in 2011/12 for the 
latter). 
 
The split between adoptions and other permanence routes (SGO and RO) combined is now 
virtually 50:50 (50%  Adoption; 30% SGO and 20% RO). 
 
The overwhelming majority of children leaving care through any permanence route are aged 
1 to 4, with the 5 to 9s being the second largest category. The totals for SGO and RO 
outnumber adoptions in all age groups other than the 1 to 4s. For older children - 10 and 
over - there are over seven times as many SGO and RO as adoptions. 



 
Of the 429 children for whom the agency decision to adopt had subsequently changed, the 
main reason (38%) was because ‘prospective adopters could be found’ - almost double the 
rate of 21.1% in 2010. 
 
Membership of a sibling group exerted the greatest (negative) influence over the intervals 
between key stages of the adoption process. 
 
The data clearly demonstrate the relationships between key intervals in the adoption process 
and overall length of time in care, and associated 'tipping points' beyond which more children 
are likely to spend longer in care. 
 
Placements for Looked After Children 
 
The data shows that only a small proportion of children who enter care leave to a permanent 
placement. The majority return home, others will stay in care until they are adults.  
Placement stability is crucial for this group, and while there has been some improvement 
over the last five years, 40% of looked after children have not been in a stable placement for 
the last 3 years. This may be as a result of the increasing numbers of looked after children, 
making it harder to predict demand and thus find long term placements at short notice, 
though it is hard to identify this in the data. There are good reasons why a placement might 
change, including where the previous placement has become unsafe due to fears or 
experience of sexual exploitation. 
 
Key facts 
 
63.3% of children looked after were placed with foster carer other than with relative or friend 
 
40 local authorities had changed the placement of a looked after child with the risk of sexual 
exploitation as the main cause of the placement move and roughly three quarters reported 
this as a positive move.  For some, the placement was made away from home to ‘break the 
link’ and for 12 young people, welfare secure accommodation was used 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


