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Punishing Abuse 
Presentation to Directors of Children’s Services 

Dr Alex Chard Director YCTCS Ltd 
 
 
I have consistently called for the recognition that childhood trauma can leave a 
lasting harmful effect on children, which in some cases can render them vulnerable 
to falling into the criminal justice system. This comprehensive and harrowing report 
is a powerful reinforcement of the need to support all children who have suffered, 
to give them the very best chance of a happy life; lives free of trauma, free of crime 
and experiences that help children achieve their talents and potential. 

Anne Longfield Children’s Commissioner for England 
Foreword to Punishing Abuse 

 
Introduction 
 
Punishing Abuse is a research report written for the West Midlands Combined 
Authority (WMCA) and the Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC) regarding eighty 
children known to West Midlands Youth Offending Teams. Commissioning the 
research that led to Punishing Abuse was motivated by a recognition that there was 
significant complexity in the lives of children in the justice system. It was also 
recognised that there was very limited research that had fully considered that 
complexity. 
 
A key aspect of the research design was to provoke and enable systems change. At 
the launch of the report, the Mayor of the West Midlands and the Police and Crime 
Commissioner publically committed to acting on the findings. (I am currently 
assisting the PCC to develop a Blueprint for youth justice in the region and also 
advising the WMCA and partners on becoming a Trauma Informed region). 
 
The West Midlands research applied ALTARTM a research framework, which is 
based on an understanding that Abuse and Loss in childhood frequently 
Traumatises children and affects their patterns of Attachment both to parents and 
others. Systemic Resilience provides a framework to mitigate the impact of abuse 
and loss for individuals and provides a basis for action at a system wide level to 
improve outcomes for every child. (The ALTARTM framework has now been applied 
within research or case reviews related to 125 children). 
 
Systemic Resilience is not about a view of resilience as a quality and requirement 
on the child. Systemic Resilience recognises that development of resilience for the 
child is dependent on strengthening the protective factors around the child 
including within their family, their community and services that support the child. 
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Punishing Abuse included a detailed review of a wide range of academic literature 
from a range of disciplines. In summary, the academic evidence showed that 
children’s criminal behaviours may be attributable to the likely changes in their 
neurological systems and cognitive processes caused by toxic stress, this led to the 
title of the report Punishing Abuse. Children, in particular adolescents who have 
suffered abuse and loss are known to engage in higher levels of risky behaviour and 
early abuse and loss can impact on a child’s ability to form positive relationships 
(Brown and Ward 2013). 
 
Punishing Abuse revealed the very significant adversity endured for the vast 
majority of the children studied. It also details the likely impact on children of 
abuse, loss and adversity, including on their mental and physical health, access to 
education and employment, their behaviour, relationships and ability to 
meaningfully engage with services. Consequently the findings have much broader 
relevance than children in youth justice system. (The data sources came from the 
range of relevant agencies). 
 
Whilst originally intended to focus on the justice system, what became evident as the 
research progressed was the extent to which underlying factors in their lives such as 
poverty and systemic failures to meet their needs was driving children into the justice 
system. With the agreement of the commissioners the research has a much wider focus 
than criminal justice services. There are forty recommendations that address both 
wider systemic issues as well as detailed proposals to reform criminal justice services. 
 
When considering what follows you may like to consider how the findings may affect 
the services you provide to children. A key question to reflect on might be: How do 
services need to change to enable children to behave differently? Another might be 
how do I enable that change? 
 
 
Research Overview 
 
The ALTARTM framework is predicated on an understanding that risk of harm and 
risk of offending and in particularly serious offending has to be understood within 
the overall context of a child’s life. Risk is not simply based upon immediately 
identifiable individual risk factors but is located within the history of the family and 
the experiences of the child. 
 
The influences and evidence base underpinning the ALTARTM framework come from 
a wide range of sources. In brief these include: 
 
• The broad range of research that (perhaps unsurprisingly), indicates that 

multiple childhood adversity, including abuse and neglect often leads to very 
poor outcomes in later life; 

• Adversity in childhood and involvement in offending is closely correlated. For 
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example there is now strong evidence in a UK context into the extent of 
adversity in YOT caseloads; 

• Loss of parents and other loved ones through bereavement, imprisonment and 
other causes can be seen to be prevalent in the lives of children who suffer poor 
life outcomes; 

• The combination of abuse and loss has been identified as a significant feature in 
the life histories of children who commit grave crimes; 

• Poverty in the lives of children has the potential to traumatise children and 
blight their futures; 

• Disorganised attachment has been found to be highly prevalent within abused 
children and this prevalence seems likely be reflected in other vulnerable 
populations; 

• The discipline of psychology, linked with neuroscience, is showing the extent to 
which early abuse and neglect affects the development of the child’s 
neurological system, leaving a child open to later psychiatric and other 
disorders; 

• A consequence of abuse, loss and subsequent trauma (which may be linked 
with neurological impairment) is the affect on children’s emotional functioning 
and behaviour; 

• Attachment theory enables an understanding of the critical importance of 
caregiving relationships in the development of the child;  

• One of the key understandings from research into resilience in children is the 
importance of adults who provide nurture and support; 

• Research into resilience indicates a broad range of ways of working, both with 
children but also with their families, communities and the range of agencies 
that should support them. 

 
(My thinking with regard to Systemic Resilience is available within a paper 
published by HMI Probation in their Academic Insight series). 
 
The case-file research within the West Midlands was undertaken by YOT 
practitioners. They accessed multi-agency records including, health, education and 
social care records. The cases were chosen from eleven local authorities and 
included children from all stages of the youth justice system. Practitioners 
investigated children who were of interest to explore through an ALTARTM lens. 
Selection of the study group also included children suspected or known to be 
involved in gangs. Consequently the children studied are likely to be weighted 
towards those of greater complexity. 
 
Drawing on multi-agency data sources practitioners completed a Risk Matrix of two 
hundred and forty factors and a Case Storyline about key life events and the 
journey of eighty children through agency systems. The case research was 
completed in 2019.  
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The research approach generated a significant data set that probably uniquely, 
provided both qualitative and quantitative evidence of extra-ordinarily high levels 
of adversity for the majority of the children studied. Their adversity included very 
high levels of abuse and loss as well as structural issues related to poverty, 
educational and social exclusion and limited access to services. Because of the 
way the group was chosen, caution is needed in interpreting the results, however, 
some very troubling factors were present, including: 
 
• High levels of poverty and deprivation;  
• Proportions of Black, Asian and minority ethnic children within the group 

alongside their levels of representation in gangs and in custody;  
• Girls studied had the highest levels of abuse, sexual exploitation and social care 

involvement;  
• High levels of health needs including physical and mental health issues, 

learning needs and neurodivergence;  
• Proportions of children from migrant families within the group and their level of 

representation within gang involved children and custody;  
• High levels of children in public care in the sample group and in particular in 

custody.  
 
Summary of Findings 
 

This piece of research is a true tour de force. Unusually, it brings together 
quantitative and qualitative data to demonstrate forcefully everything that those 
of us who have been in this field of study for a long time know to be true, much 
of it quite heart-breaking. 
 
Children who end up in the Criminal Justice System are more frequently the 
product of abuse, loss and neglect than ever reaches public and government 
awareness. The WMCA and WMPCC are to be congratulated on their willingness 
to adapt their own policies and strategies in response to Dr Chard’s crucial 
findings. 
 
These children and their communities will be so much better protected if the 
range and depth of failures that this report reveals are both recognised and 
addressed by policy-makers and practitioners nationwide. 

Gwyneth Boswell Professor of Criminology & Criminal Justice 
 
Qualitative Findings 
 
The lives of the majority of these children have been impoverished and for very 
many of them violent and brutal. Those who have not suffered some form of child 
abuse or domestic violence are in a very small minority.  The qualitative analysis 
showed that: � 
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• There was only one child with no recorded abuse or childhood adversity;  
• For twenty-eight children the key issue in their lives was some form of adversity, 

for many this included domestic violence and parental loss; 
• There were fifty-one children where direct familial child abuse was detailed, 

forty of these children (half of those studied) had suffered extensive familial 
abuse, some having suffered multiple forms of abuse over long time periods. � 

 
Some of the most concerning examples of abuse and adversity suffered by children 
included:  
� 
• Suffering familial sexual abuse and rape;  
• Extreme family violence including children being hospitalised, seeing sexual 

violence; mothers with significant injuries from such violence i.e. being 
attacked with a weapon;  

• Longstanding deprivation and neglect including developmental delay due to 
malnutrition;  

• Gang involved fathers and mothers who were sex workers (including funding 
addiction);  

• Homes where there were no carpets, doors off the hinges, children without 
clean bedding, sheets used as curtains;  

• Children abandoned or rejected by families, including the use of restraining 
orders to prevent children from seeing their own families.  

 
For at least half of the eighty children, concerning behaviours were becoming 
apparent in primary school. This calls into question the longer-term effectiveness of 
any help they and their families received. When we consider their collective profile 
within education, health and social care, alongside their current profile within the 
criminal justice system; for the vast majority of them it’s hard to escape the 
conclusion that there had been a systemic failure by public services to meet their 
needs. The systemic nature of the issues suggests that these failures are much 
broader than the West Midlands. 
 
The majority of these children also experienced educational turbulence through 
exclusions and multiple school placements. For most of these children their 
experiences exist against a backdrop of structural poverty and intergenerational 
disadvantage. The very high rates of structural poverty in this group of children can 
be seen to be yet another systemic factor which is likely to traumatise them and 
impact on their family relationships. The evidence suggests that poverty is also a 
significant factor in their physical and mental ill health as well as their behaviours. 
 
The human cost of that systemic failure is already tragically apparent from the Case 
Stories of children’s lives. The current and future human and financial costs as a 
result of this failure will be very significant. Many of these children seem destined 
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to become adults with multiple and complex needs, perpetuating intergenerational 
patterns of social exclusion and crime. 
 
Overview of Quantitative Findings 
 
• Seventy-one out of the eighty children are suspected or confirmed to have been 

abused;  
• Conversely, there were just nine children (11%) where child abuse wasn’t 

suspected or confirmed; 
• In nearly a half of cases (46% of 80) the child witnessed domestic/family 

violence and this was suspected in nearly a third (29%) of cases; 
• Over three-quarters were confirmed as experiencing family violence or abuse; 
• A quarter (twenty 25%) of the children were confirmed as having suffered 

family violence and abuse as well as parental loss;  
• For more than two thirds of these children their fathers were not part of their 

daily lives; 
• There were only six children (7.5% of 80) who were still living with both birth 

parents; 
• Twenty-five children (31%) had been subject to multi-agency referrals as 

potential victims of child sexual exploitation; 
• Being a victim of violence in the community was confirmed for thirty-four 

children (43% of 79) and suspected in twenty-one cases (27% of 79); 
• Sixty-one (79% of 77) had attended two or more secondary schools;  
• Eight in ten children (79%) had a diagnosed or suspected issue related to 

physical or mental health, neurodivergence or learning disability;  
• CAMHS referrals (56%) suggest five times the national prevalence of mental 

health issues;  
• The vast majority of the children (90%) had received a social care intervention;  
• Over half of these children (57%) have a parent with known or suspected 

previous or current mental health issues; 
• Nearly a third of these children (29%) have parent(s) who have had physical ill 

health;  
• Over forty-percent of children had parent(s) with criminality, a fifth (22%) had a 

parent who had been to prison; 
• Eight (10%) of the children were known to be parents and there had been two 

terminations. 
 
Neurodivergence and Traumatic Brain Injury  
 
• A quarter of these children (24%) had been assessed or diagnosed as being 

neurodivergent;  
• Nearly a third (30%) of these children were suspected to be neurodivergent;  
• Therefore more than half (54%) of these children were diagnosed or suspected 

to be neurodivergent;  
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• Thirteen children (16% of 80) had an assessed or diagnosed learning disability;  
• There were a further twelve (15% of 80) children where a learning disability 

was �suspected;  
• Therefore nearly a third (31% of 80) of the children were diagnosed or 

suspected to have an assessed or diagnosed learning disability;  
• ADHD was suspected or diagnosed for a fifth of these children (suspected for 

eight children and diagnosed in eight children);  
• Autistic spectrum disorder was suspected for three children and six (7.5%) 

children were diagnosed with ASD or Asperger’s syndrome. 
 
Specific Groups 
 
The Girls 
 
There were thirteen (16%) girls in the overall group of eighty: 
 
• Seven girls (54%) had a diagnosis confirming a physical or mental health issue, 

neurodivergence or learning disability;  
• Eleven girls (84%) had been referred to CAMHS indicating high levels of mental 

health concerns;  
• Eight girls were recorded as having self-harmed, had suicidal ideation or 

attempted suicide, three of them had attempted suicide;  
• All of these girls (100%) were recorded as having suspected or confirmed child 

abuse, ten children had confirmed abuse;  
• All of these girls (100%) had been subject to multi-agency referrals as potential 

victims of child sexual exploitation;  
• Information in the Case Storylines indicated that five girls (38%) had been raped 

(several on multiple occasions) either in a familial or exploitative context. 
� 
Collectively, the girls studied had suffered the highest levels of abuse in particular 
sexual abuse and exploitation. 
 
Children and Custody  
 
Twenty-seven children within the group had received a custodial sentence, three 
were girls and twenty-four were boys.� 
 
• Eighteen (66%) were of Black, Asian or other minority group, nine (33%) of the 

twenty-seven are White British, five (18.5%) were migrant children who were 
born abroad;  

• There were only two cases where childhood abuse was not confirmed or 
suspected; 

• Eight (30%) were confirmed for having self-harmed, attempted suicide or 
experienced suicidal ideation;  
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• Nineteen (70%) were regularly using cannabis compared with fifty-four percent 
of the overall population of eighty;  

• In nine cases (33%) there was a diagnosis confirming at least one physical or 
mental health issue, neurodivergence or learning disability, in ten cases (37%) 
one of the above was suspected;  

• Twenty children (74%) have been looked after children or subject to care orders 
compared with thirty-six (45%) of the overall group of eighty;  

• The average number of secondary schools attended was more than three. � 
 
For around two-thirds of them the levels of abuse loss and potential trauma have 
been very high and for some children, this is at the extreme end of the spectrum of 
childhood abuse and suffering.� 
 
Gang Involved Children 
 
There were seventeen children (21% of 80) where gang involvement was 
confirmed and a further 32 (40% of 80) cases where gang involvement was 
suspected, a total of forty-nine gang involved children.  An important approach in 
this chapter was to consider the profile of those gang involved against the non-gang 
involved group (NGI) of thirty-one cases. � 
 
• The proportions of BAME children in both suspected and confirmed gang 

involved groups is higher than the non-gang involved group;  
• There were higher proportions of migrant children in both confirmed and 

suspected gang involved groups;  
• A higher proportion of those children confirmed as gang involved had lost their 

fathers;  
• Ninety percent of children suspected or confirmed as gang involved were 

recorded as having suspected or confirmed child abuse;  
• Over a third confirmed as gang involved had a diagnosed or suspected learning 

disability;  
• A quarter of those confirmed as gang involved had a diagnosed or suspected 

speech language and communication issue;  
• Nearly half of those confirmed or suspected of gang involvement had been 

assessed has having high or very high vulnerability;  
• Substance abuse and carrying of weapons was higher amongst those suspected 

and confirmed of gang involvement.  
 
Migrant Children 
 
For fourteen children (17.5% of the group of eighty) it was clear that migration had 
taken place of a family unit. There were two children born within the UK to 
families that had migrated, the remaining twelve children were born outside the 
UK. Two (14%) of the fourteen children from migrating families were girls and 
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there were twelve boys (86%).  
 
• Thirteen of the fourteen children were recorded with suspected or confirmed 

abuse;  
• In half of these cases (50%) the child was known to have been exposed to 

domestic violence, this was suspected in a further three (21%) cases;  
• Nine-out of-ten (93%) children had received one or more services from social 

care;  
• Nearly three quarters (71%) of these children were regular cannabis users, three 

(21%) were occasional users (one didn’t use cannabis);  
• Half of them (50%) were subject to custodial sentences, compared with a third 

(34%) of the overall group of eighty;  
• Three children (21%) were at risk of deportation because of their offending 

behaviour;  
• Twelve of the fourteen migrant children (86%) were confirmed or suspected of 

gang involvement;  
• Eight out of ten (86%) were confirmed as having possessed a weapon as 

opposed to fifty-percent of the overall group of eighty. � 
 
A number of their families had migrated from areas of the world known for war or 
human rights issues such as genocide. For these children such factors may have 
contributed to their high levels of representation in children involved in gangs and 
in custody. These experiences are also likely to have further traumatised them.  
 
 
Proposals for Change 
 
There were over forty Proposals for reform that covered a wide area, these areas 
included: 
 
• Systemic Complexity; 
• System Wide Prevention and Diversion; 
• Strategic Youth Justice Reform; 
• Broader Youth Justice Reform; 
• Reform of YOTs. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Some of the conclusions in Punishing Abuse were that a significant societal burden 
of high harm and high social and financial cost is evident from the research. The 
analysis revealed the underlying systemic issues escalating children into the justice 
system including:  
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• That poverty has impacted powerfully and detrimentally on the majority of 
these children;  

• The vast majority have suffered abuse or family violence, some having suffered 
extreme abuse over apparently long periods of time;  

• Potential discrimination and issues of inequality related to a range factors 
including, gender, ethnic origin, neurodiversity and migration;  

• The majority having known or suspected mental or physical health issues, 
including neurodivergence, their needs aren’t always met; 

• For the majority of children the issues they are facing are inter-generational 
located in the past experiences of their families and communities;  

• Being known to a range of services from a young age, their collective profile 
across agencies showing systemic failure to meet their needs;  

• Their educational disenfranchisement and potential life long social exclusion;  
• The underlying causes of the behaviours of many of these children, is likely to 

be child abuse, loss and other adversity and trauma. 
 
It was argued that the evidence summarised above indicated a need for a much 
broader and more radical approach including prevention, diversion and 
decriminalisation, alongside fundamentally changed ways of working with 
children, families and communities. 
 
It was against this backdrop of overwhelming evidence of abuse, loss adversity and 
probable trauma that Punishing Abuse argued for the need for applying Systemic 
Resilience as a part of an ALTARTM based framework both to develop work with 
individual children and to address the underlying systemic and societal issues that 
escalate vulnerable children into the youth justice system. 
 
 
Links to Punishing Abuse and the West Midlands Policy Response 
 
https://www.wmca.org.uk/media/4678/punishing-abuse.pdf 
 
https://www.westmidlands-pcc.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Punishing-
Abuse-ResponseV2-003.pdf?x94112 
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Dr Alex Chard - Profile 
 
Dr Alex Chard is a director of YCTCS Ltd an established company that has traded for over 
twenty years. He has forty years experience in this sector including thirty years as a 
consultant. His professional doctorate is in systemic practice, a focus of his studies was on 
organisational development. He was a visiting senior lecturer to the Professional Doctorate 
in Systemic Practice. 
 
In his early career strategic work included establishing some of the first direct alternative to 
custody projects for juveniles. He then advised a range of authorities on establishing their 
YOTs. He co-authored a seminal legal text on youth criminal law. Relevant company 
experience led by Dr Chard includes: 
 
• Developing a methodology and producing Troubled Lives Tragic Consequences a 

systemically based thematic review for a London Safeguarding Board into six older 
children, five of whom were perpetrators and one a victim of very serious violence. 

• Research for the West Midlands Combined Authority and the office of the Police and 
Crime Commissioner into the profile and histories of 80 children known to YOT’s 
across eleven local authorities. Punishing Abuse provides a deep analysis of the profile 
of children in the justice system including the impacts of poverty, migration and social 
and educational exclusion. The report made detailed proposals for reform of services.  

• Assisting the Director and senior leadership team in a children's services department 
(subject to government intervention) to develop their strategic improvement plans 
which were provided to their improvement board and to government. 

• Chairing the Joint Merger Board for two London youth offending services and advising 
on a wide range of factors related to the merger including service cultures. 

• Working with over fifty services on service improvement before or after inspections. 
This has included social care inspections, youth offending team inspections and also 
local authority services related to school improvement. 


