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Crisis: the dominant UK Government 
narrative

1. Poverty is not a causal factor in child abuse 
and neglect

“there is no evidence which shows that poverty 
causes child maltreatment …” NSPCC 2014



Crisis: the dominant UK Government 
narrative

2. social workers wrongly see their work in 
terms of social justice rather than individual 
behaviour

“In too many cases, social work training involves 
idealistic students being … encouraged to see 
these individuals as victims of social injustice …”

Michael Gove, Secretary of State, 2013 



Crisis: the dominant narrative

3. the quality of local children’s services has 
nothing to do with deprivation or expenditure

Ofsted referring to ‘inadequate’ local 
authorities: “these weaknesses can be 
overcome through grit and determination and 
with good leaders … we now know that 
inadequacy is not a function of size, deprivation 
or funding, but of the quality of leadership and 
management”. Michael Wilshaw 2016



Crisis: the dominant narrative

3. the quality of local children’s services has 
nothing to do with deprivation or expenditure

“Our own analysis found no correlation between 
local authorities’ spending on children in need 
and the quantity and quality of their services.”

National Audit Office 2016



Crisis: the dominant narrative

3. the quality of local children’s services has 
nothing to do with deprivation or expenditure

“there is no relationship between the quality of 
services, as assessed by Ofsted, and the amount 
spent by local authorities.”

Public Accounts Committee 2016



Crisis: the dominant narrative

3. the quality of local children’s services has 
nothing to do with deprivation or expenditure

“There is significant variation in the application 
of law and policy across local authorities. … 
Evidence suggests this variation does not result 
from differences in demography or resource. 
Crucially, local policy decisions are leading 
directly to stark contrasts in children’s 
outcomes.” All Party Parliamentary Group 2017



An alternative view

1. The evidence suggests poverty is a 
contributory causal factor in child abuse and 
neglect

2. Social workers are right to see the demand for 
children’s services reflecting underlying issues of 
inequality and social justice

3. There is (in England) clear evidence that 
Ofsted judgements of service quality do reflect a 
combination of deprivation and expenditure. 



An existential crisis

1. What and who are children’s services for? 
What is the place of parents?

2. What is the purpose of the care system? How 
many children should be in care?

3. Is the focus on identifying individual children 
at risk distorting and undermining the capacity 
of the system to prevent harm to children? 



Child abuse and neglect: A shocking story



Child abuse and neglect: A shocking story



Aim of our research: the Child Welfare 
Inequalities Project

To quantify and begin to understand the scale of 
inequalities of children’s chances of being on a 
child protection plan (CPP) or looked after (LAC)

• Between 4 countries of the UK

• Between LAs/Trusts in each country 

• Between neighbourhoods



Child welfare inequalities

Definition: inequity occurs when children and/or 
their parents face unequal chances, experiences 
or outcomes of involvement with child welfare 
services that are systematically associated with 
structural social disadvantage and are unjust 
and avoidable.



How did we measure child welfare 
inequalities?

What proportion of children were placed on a 
child protection plan or being looked after (LAC) 
on March 31st 2015 (per 10,000 children).

The looked after children rate is 14 times higher 
in Glasgow than in Wokingham.



Demand and Supply Model
 

 

Inconsistencies in the data 

Demand 
Differences in levels of need: 

 Socio-economic circumstances of 

families 

 Neighbourhood deprivation 

 Community factors 

 Ethnic mix of the population 

Supply  

Differences in patterns of services: 

 national legal and policy 

frameworks 

 local policies, practices and 

cultures 

 the level of resources in different 

local authorities/countries 

 

Inequalities in intervention rates 



Lack of systematic data about the system

No systematic information about the 
circumstances of families in contact with 
children’s services: 

• demographic patterns

• histories 

• current socio-economic circumstances of 
parents



What did we do?

Big quantitative study of 24000 looked after 
children and 12000 children on child protection 
plans or registers using neighbourhood 
deprivation scores as a proxy for their family 
economic circumstances. 

Case studies of local practice in 6 LAs in England 
and Scotland.



Northern
Ireland

England Scotland Wales

Very low 1 20 21 7

Low 13 18 20 16

Median 20 18 20 24

High 31 20 18 26

Very high 36 23 21 26
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Percentage of LAC in each UK country placed 

with parents, relatives or friends.

With a 

parent

With a relative 

or friend

With parent, 

relative or 

friend
NI 16 31 47

England 5 11 16

Wales 11 16 27

Scotland 23 29 52

Findings: comparing like with like



1 2 3 4 5 ALL

NI 17 29 31 48 35

England 13 26 35 61 112 52

Wales 10 19 35 57 135 62

Scotland 18 34 45 82 188 82
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LAC not at home or with relatives or friends by 
Deprivation Quintile, UK Countries, 2015 



1 2 3 4 5 ALL

NI 14 23 37 68 43

England 12 23 36 52 100 47

Wales 5 11 26 47 94 45

Scotland 4 9 21 25 57 26
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LAC Rates by Ethnic Category, and 
Deprivation, England, 2015

1 2 3 4 5 ALL 

White 15 28 42 77 162 64

Mixed 27 47 62 103 164 99

Asian 7 18 15 21 34 22

Black 12 97 62 96 92 87

Other 46 90 52 41 111 74



Child welfare inequalities: an alternative 
narrative

• Deprivation - your family’s social and material 
resources - is the central factor in very large 
inequalities for children within countries and LAs.

• The social gradient: is steeper in some places than 
others

• Ethnicity: very large inequalities urgently need better 
understanding

• Between countries and between LAs other factors are 
also at work.



The Northern Ireland challenge

If Wales had had Northern Irish rates of Looked 
After Children living away from parents, relatives 
or friends, controlling for neighbourhood 
deprivation, there would have been around 45% 
fewer LAC in Wales on March 31st 2015.



What can we do? 

Policy Data Expenditure 

Services Practice
Training/

Education

Inspection Research Discourse



To become a stakeholder in the Child Welfare 
Inequalities Project contact Paul Bywaters 

P.Bywaters@coventry.ac.uk 

Or go to www.coventry.ac.uk/CWIP and look for 
project outputs.


