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About the
qualitative
insights

The aim of this work is to understand how parents experience
children’s social care. This report therefore only presents parents’ and
step-parents’ perspectives.
Participants are spokespeople only for their own lives. They do not
represent the full breadth of parents’ experiences of children’s social
care.
This research focuses on in-depth ﬁndings, nuances, and richness,
rather than general patterns. The ﬁndings should therefore be
considered alongside other types of evidence.
These insight should invite consideration of how local and central
government policy is experienced in everyday settings.
We hope that the insights gathered will enable decision makers to
better understand the areas of challenge, as well as support new
ideas and dialogue on how to improve children’s social care.

What Policy Lab
was asked to
explore

The independent review of children’s social care team wanted to better
understand the lived experience of parents or legal guardians of
children with a child in need plan and/or a child protection plan. The
plan needed to be open at the time of the research or to have closed
within the past year.
In particular, we explored the following questions:
●

What it is like for these parents to have children’s social care in
their lives?

●

To what extent do these parents feel children’s social care has or
has not supported them and their children?

The review team chose two locations - in London and Cumbria - for Policy
Lab to conduct this in-depth work. These locations were chosen because
they have very different characteristics and demography: a small,
northern town with high levels of deprivation versus a busy London area
with pockets of affluence and deprivation.
These two locations were part of 10 local authorities where the review
team carried out deep-dives which were selected on a range of metrics.

Theme 1:
(Re-) Entering
the children’s
social care
system

(Re-) Entering the system
Summary
●

Most participants were referred to children’s social care
because of domestic abuse. Two referred themselves.
Other reasons that participants entered the system
included their child’s diagnosis of ADHD and being a
teenage mother.

●

Poor handling of social worker visits can lead to a
substantial time gap between the referral for domestic
abuse and children being put on a plan.

●

Entering the system is a frightening experience. Parents
fear their children will be taken away and/or doubt whether
children’s social care will really help them.

●

Exiting a plan depends on the parents’ behaviour but also on the social
worker providing a clear path out of the system, and not being replaced
before a decisive meeting.

●

Once in the children’s social care system, it is difficult to deﬁnitively
leave it. Parents link the repetition of plans to ex-partners remaining
violent towards mothers, the stigma of having a care background - as a
child or as a parent, a criminal past, or the racism within the
institutions making referrals, amongst other reasons. They experience
such repetition as a continuum and the relief of exiting is only partial.

●

Cycles of entering, exiting and re-entering the system suggest key
issues underpinning entry to children’s social care haven't been
adequately addressed in the ﬁrst place.

I had my daughter when I was 15… The deputy manager, he said to me
that he would do everything in his power to take my baby off me, when
I was pregnant. And he had to resign and everything…From that
experience, I was always wary of them.
And then you read these stories of kids on the news and you're always
thinking: ‘why don't they help them?'

Tiana, mother of three,
London

“

“

Fearing and distrusting children’s social care

They brought this paper out that was as long as my arm that said all
these things, that I was a violent person and all that. And I said: ‘When
was the last time you spoke to me? I’m not that person no more, why
should I be labelled as this person?’

Wilson, father of four
with criminal past,
Cumbria

“

“

Feeling judged on past experience

“

“

Impossible to get out…

In an ideal world where things are normal, things happen. So for
someone that's underneath social services, with the stress of children,
being on their own, trying to manage bills... something's going to
happen. But you get [scrutinised] for that, 'oh my god it's another
concern', and then it sends you off the rocker then. You think 'they're all
against me, I'm never going to come off this, they're never going to leave
my life.'

Crystal, mother of
three, London

Theme 2:
Interacting
with social
workers: an
asymmetrical
power dynamic

Interacting with social workers: power asymmetry
Summary
●

Power dynamics impact on interactions between social workers
and parents. Most parents feel that their experiences of
children’s social care depends on who holds their case. In any
case, they feel obliged to comply with requests because they
fear losing their children.

●

Challenging interactions with social workers are common. Most
parents at some point in their journey felt judged, stigmatised,
lied to and had their personal boundaries crossed.

●

Parents deﬁne the ‘good social workers’ as someone who
listens, is empathetic, reachable and who collaborates with
them; and the ‘bad ones’ as inexperienced, judgemental and
unreachable.

●

Most parents feel that changes of social workers disrupt the
continuity of the plan and can shatter some of the work and
trust that may have been achieved with a previous social
worker. However, if they struggle with their current social
worker, they welcome the change as they hope it will be for the
better.

●

According to parents, children’s experiences of children’s social
care depend on how social workers interact with them, how
their parents feel about social workers, and the number of social
workers they’ve had.

“

I honestly believe your experience of social work goes with who you get.
If you’ve got someone who really wants to support you and care then
that’s great, but if you’ve got someone and they say you need to meet
their standard then it’s not going to work.

Lindsey, mother of
four, Cumbria

“

Families’ experience of children’s social care
depends on social workers

“

“

How social worker change impacts a case

The ﬁrst social worker said the children should stay where they are and her
ground on that was that it would be too disruptive for them to return home.
Like that’s not a reason why children should not live with their parents. [...]
So when the second social worker got involved, she said she was scrapping
that off that report and saying: ‘I’m not having this at all and the children
should be with you’ [...] so then it improved.

Ruth, mother of three,
Cumbria

Theme 3:
Plans versus
needs

Plans versus needs
Summary
●

While some plans are helpful, participants note that many
activities feel like box-ticking exercises.

Parents feel that the demands children’s social care place
on them are very high, while there is little support offered
to successfully meet them.

●

There is an entrenched gender bias, with mothers in particular
facing a lot of pressure to fulﬁl the plans and fathers often not
appearing in them.

Many participants rely heavily on various other
organisations, such as charities and schools, to help them
with their plans.

●

Some plans ignore or even exacerbate the practical
considerations and stress factors (poverty, housing, mental
health issues) that families often face.

●

Many participants speak about plans as burdensome rather than
helpful.

●

●

When I need help, nobody is there, but when it's the bad stuff, that’s
when they are all there to point their ﬁngers at me.

Rose, mother of
three, London

“

“

High demands, little support

All four children needed family work, all four children needed
intensive support, intensive therapy, there was lots of talk about
what these kids needed, they didn’t get it… The social worker
seemed to concentrate on the younger two, rather than all four.
[And] it was the primary school that facilitated the work the
younger children had.

Lindsey, mother of
four, Cumbria

“

“

Unmet children’s needs

Theme 4:
Enduring the
process

Enduring the process
Summary
●

Navigating the process was perceived as extremely
challenging for participants due to a plethora of obligations
and responsibilities they are expected to juggle.

●

The process is often unclear. This is often due to inconsistent
support as well as poor and sporadic communication with
children’s social care.

●

Participants report playing no part in the decision-making process,
which leaves them feeling powerless and frustrated.

●

Child protection conferences* are deemed particularly stressful for
parents.

●

COVID-19 has had a negative impact on the system as processes
have been stalled and disrupted, affecting participants’ family life.

*A child protection conference is a meeting held with family members and
the professionals involved with the family about a child’s safety, health
and development. Sometimes, the child can also be present.

Part 5

They write about your house... I will make sure it's clean the day before. With
washing up and washing, it makes me feel paranoid, like I have to do that
because I don't want her to be like: 'Why haven't you done this?', or looking like
it's too much for me. Obviously some days you don't want to do washing,
sometimes there will be a big pile because there's four of us here, but I won't let
that happen when she comes... and then if you don't know me and you're
reading that, it don't look good, it just looks bad. That person doesn't know me
and doesn't know my life.
Tiana, mother of three,
London

“

“

Standing in the spotlight

Part 5

I've always understood that if a child is under a child in need plan, it's not that
serious. But if your child is under child protection, then it is serious, so that's
always been my understanding. But no one has ever told me that if your child is
under a child in need plan then it's not mandatory. Yeah, it's my ﬁrst time
hearing it. I do feel a bit misled.
Rose, mother of three,
London

“

“

Lack of clarity

Theme 5:
Impact and
improvement

Impact and improvement
Summary
●

Parents report that their involvement with children’s social care
has had a negative impact on their mental health.

●

Several parents feel that children’s social care has strained
their family relationships at some point in their journey.

●

Some participants say that working with children’s social care
has made them hypervigilant and self-conscious.

●

Some mothers expressed that children’s social care has had a
positive impact on their lives – for example, by giving them
conﬁdence to leave abusive relationships.

●

According to participants, many children ﬁnd the involvement of
children’s social care ‘embarrassing’, ‘burdensome’ and ‘annoying’,
particularly when they are too young to comprehend the
situation.

The whole experience so far has made me bitter, very defensive, because I
feel that I'm ﬁghting to keep my children. It's just a constant, daily battle. I
look over my shoulder constantly.
I went sick from work for a while because I was frightened to leave my
children because I felt like they were going to ﬁnd out I was at work and
come around to take my children. I'm on a brink to having a breakdown
because of it all.
Chloe, mother of seven,
Cumbria

“

“

The impact of children’s social care on mental health

Listen, don’t ask questions, don’t go around the houses, don’t be bully, bully.
Just listen, just come in and say: ‘Look this is what's happened, what can I
do to help you, is everything okay?’
Crystal, mother of three,
London

“

“

What needs to change

Conclusion

●

What
participants’
experiences
suggest about
children’s social
care as a system

A system that is difficult to navigate
The clarity of the process very much depends on parents’ communication with their
social workers, which can vary greatly. Parents need to juggle many obligations and
responsibilities. They do not feel involved in the decision-making process,
particularly during daunting child protection conferences.

●

A system that is service-driven rather than user-driven
Plans include activities that are deemed ‘box-ticking’ exercises rather than taking
the needs of the families as a starting point, adapting to different situations, and
recognising each family’s speciﬁc circumstances and complexity.

●

A system that ignores the needs of the family as a group
While plans focus on children’s needs, they too often ignore parents’ needs and
exclude the parent who is not living with the child. The stress factors families face
and many of the children’s needs are also ignored.

●

A punishing power rather than an empowering system
Participants feel constantly blamed for the situation they and their children are in,
even when they don’t feel responsible for it. Rather than helping them to improve
their situation and become better parents, children’s social care often increases
their stress factors.

●

An unsustainable system
A repetition of plans and the transgenerational cycle of children’s social care
involvement suggests the system is not answering to families’ needs appropriately.

Participants feel the system is unfair and deaf to
their family’s needs as a whole

Feeling fear

Feeling judged

… of losing my children; of
social workers’ power; of not
being able to do everything that
is expected from me; that
nothing will change, and that
children’s social care will never
leave my life.

… because I don’t have money
to get a bigger, prettier house;
because I don’t have time to
tidy up my house; because I
have mental health issues or a
criminal past; because I have a
care background, and children’s
social care interpret all my
actions through this lens.

Feeling powerless
… because social workers can
behave unprofessionally without
suffering any consequences;
because if I complain, I’m not heard;
because my voice is shut down
during meetings; because I am not
included in decisions; because
anything can change when social
workers change.

Feeling unsupported
… because they don’t explain to
me what is going on and what is
expected from me; because they
request me to do things that are
beyond my means; because they
ignore my needs; because they
ignore some of the needs of my
children, or ignore my elder
children.

A note on participants
●

The majority of research participants are single working mothers
with a number of children and past experience of domestic abuse.
Several have struggled with ﬁnance and housing. They therefore
face many stress factors and many have experienced mental health
issues, partly linked to children’s social care involvement in some
cases.

●

Many research participants have experienced both child in need and
child protection plans, or even several of them. Their experience
with children’s social care therefore felt like one continuum.
Nonetheless, sequencing has its importance. When a child in need
plan is used as a de-escalation from a child protection plan, the
requirements within it seem to be less onerous than in
circumstances where it is put in place as the initial plan.

●

Most parents talked in such a way that the plan is as much theirs as
their children’s: ‘they put me on child protection’, ‘it was my
protection’. This seems to be due to the fact that most of the
requests included in a plan concern the parents, rather than the
children. Parents were conscious that the plan’s focus was to help
their children, yet this view on who is the subject of the plan clashes
with the fact that the plans often ignore parents’ needs.

●

This research questions the nature of the support that is currently
provided to some families. Better helping parents with the stress
factors they face might impact positively on their wellbeing, and
ultimately the wellbeing of their children.
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