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For everyone in this book,
because your stories matter





Do you cry out in your sleep?

All my failings exposed

Gets a taste in my mouth

As desperation takes hold

And it’s something so good

Just can’t function no more.

Love, love will tear us apart again

—JOY DIVISION

Open all doors.

Open all senses.

Open all defences.

Ask, what were these closed for?

—LEMN SISSAY
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Preface

In a country without the death penalty, separating a child from their parents is arguably the most draconian power the state has to intervene in our lives – in many ways as devastating as a life sentence, because the effect of that decision lasts for ever.

Family separation creates a trauma that is passed down, generation to generation, in a cycle that narrows people’s chances of thriving at each step in a family tree. It’s very hard to break that cycle.

The reality of separating a child from their parent, in the moment that it happens, is the stuff of nightmares. When my children were babies, I had a recurring nightmare that I couldn’t find them. In the dream, their buggy would slip into a lake and they would be submerged in murky water. I couldn’t see them. I would dive down again and again to try to find them. Sometimes I’d touch the buggy but couldn’t drag it out. It was a physical, desperate, panicked feeling.

As a child I had felt something similar turning around in an open-air market to reach for my mum’s hand and not being able to find it. I can still feel the hot rising terror, the tears welling up, feeling smaller and smaller the more I strained to see her through the crowds. I felt invisible without her. My eight-year-old described something similar to me. ‘I get this feeling when I go round the corner and you can’t see me,’ he said. His worried eyes told me that the feeling he couldn’t describe was terror.

The memory of those primal reactions returned when I watched footage from the US–Mexican border as the Trump administration enacted its policy of separating migrant parents from their children. Families split up by the authorities as punishment for their parents’ efforts to get to America. The unspeakable cruelty of ignoring that most basic need – to be with your family – haunted the world; and it tested the limits of populist America. It had me waking in the night with the terrors again.

These nightmares, both real and imagined, are something I never thought I’d see anything close to in the England that I grew up in. But the authorities in England now separate more children from their families than at any point since current records began in the early 1990s. We’re one of relatively few countries that practise ‘non-consensual’ adoption – or forced adoption, as critics call it. We do it far more than other Western countries.

Of course, we don’t remove children from their families to punish anyone, or through any wilful cruelty. Rather, the authorities have a legal responsibility to protect children from abusive or neglectful parents. Social workers go into the profession with the very best intentions – they are, in many ways, the heroes of this story – but the system is stacked against them. The number of children being removed from their families has been steadily increasing to the current record highs. It wasn’t planned and no one – including those working at the heart of the system, who spend their lives thinking about it – even really agrees why it has happened.

At the time of writing, there are 80,000 children in care in England. One of the most senior judges in the family courts, who led a working group to investigate the problem, told me that his group of experts estimated there are around 27,000 children in the care system who, with the right help, should never have even come to court and could have stayed with their parents. We are removing too many children from their parents. We are not giving families a chance to stay together. It’s an open secret within the system.

A judge’s decision to remove a child from their family involves a complex balancing of the state’s responsibility to protect that child from harm against human rights laws that protect the right to family life free from state interference. But the dysfunctions within families aren’t cured by separation: they are simply put on hold, while the trauma can make existing problems worse and entrench a profound distrust in the state that is then passed down through generations.

If we hold up the decision of when to remove a child as a prism through which to view society, it exposes some intolerable truths. This is a system riddled with class bias and prejudice against different ethnic groups and people of different abilities; it is a system that punishes isolation, focuses its powers on marginalised, vulnerable women and dismisses and ignores fathers. Communities who are subject to the system know this and it has eroded any trust that there was. There are parallels with the growing mistrust in other establishments and authorities that has been linked to the rise of populist governments across the world. But in this case it strikes at the heart of families. This book returns to the idea of that prism as we unpick the elements that have led to the removal of so many children from their parents and families and understand what it tells us about the kind of society we live in.

If the biggest test of a society is how it looks after its most vulnerable, then we are failing. The social contract between families and the state is now broken. The result is a battle of state v family. We need to talk about it. But we also need to stop the cycle of removal and find a way to help families stay together, safely.

Investigating and researching for this book took me across England, to Sunderland, Bradford, Leeds, Bristol, Birmingham, the West Midlands and London. I spent days in the family courts watching the ebb and flow of broken families. I sat in people’s living rooms and heard their stories. I went to France to meet the British man who pays for women to flee social services; and I went to New York to learn how that city transformed a system facing similar problems to England. I held a series of eight public events, bringing people together from across the system to debate what’s going wrong, and how it can be improved. This book tells the story of the systemic drift of our welfare state, through the dramatic and moving stories of the people who experience it. Each chapter introduces someone who has been involved – the mothers, a father, a social worker, a lawyer, a judge and more – and draws a portrait from their perspective. Taken together, I hope their stories build the deeper understanding I strive for.

Some of these stories might seem at times contradictory – I tell of dramatic interventions to whip a child out of their home; and of years of failure to intervene and support them to stay there safely. What underpins both these extremes is the eroding of the state’s ability to make the hardest decisions well. As this book was going to press, the tragic news about Arthur Labinjo-Hughes’s abuse and murder was reported, shocking the nation and instigating calls to remove children from their families faster. But we have a system that is both removing too many children, and failing to save some of those most at risk. Both these things are true because we are not equipping our children’s social care system well. They are two symptoms of the same problem and a breathtaking double failure of our state.

In both these scenarios – the children separated too soon and those left behind – the prism reveals the worst failures of the state.

In recent years the focus has been on those left behind, minds focused by the appalling failures to intervene to save children like Peter Connelly – known as Baby P. This book looks at the other, more hidden end: the slide into removing more children and the damage that does. It doesn’t deny that there are still children like Baby P left in unsafe homes, but shows the other kinds of damage we are doing when we remove children suddenly and without trying to support them to live safely with their parents.

The reality of removing a child can be as profound and violent as the family separations on the border in America. It is the horror of my nightmares. It involves unearthly screams, and parents’ panicked, primal fights for their babies. But it can also involve the quiet wearing away of family ties, purely because we as a state failed to help that family to stay together.

This is a system designed to balance a child’s safety with their right to family life that has now drifted so far from its original purpose that some people are questioning whether it’s possible to save it. I explore an alternative: a system built on a strong, supportive society and fuelled not by process and defence, but by love.




PART ONE

How it works




Caitlin’s story

‘They didn’t give me a chance’

The rise and rise of child removals

Caitlin stands frozen, watching the scene unfold before her. She can’t move. She can’t breathe. She feels like she’s in that dream when you open your mouth and you can’t scream.

Her toddler Adam is trapped in her partner’s grip, his face pushed up against a wall.1 The sharp edge of a wooden panel is cutting into his cheek and splitting his lip. It is starting to bleed. Adam is screaming. Even with his cries in her ears, Caitlin doesn’t react. His eyes say more to her than the sound he is making. His expression is pure fear.

Caitlin’s mind moves too slowly to respond. She can’t understand what she’s seeing or how she arrived at this moment. She can’t comprehend that the man she loves so much is hurting the little boy who is absolutely dependent on her for his safety. She can’t fathom her own actions: why is she not tearing this attacker away from her baby? The only thought she can hold on to in her head is a question: How is this our life?

Over time his campaign of abuse mounts. Caitlin avoids the house more and more, she hangs around at mother and baby groups at a local children’s centre after sessions finish, chatting and making friends, putting off going home. She tells herself stories about how the bruises appeared – Adam was always an active baby, he did sometimes headbutt hard surfaces accidentally. She sometimes convinces herself that maybe it wasn’t her partner doing it. But her little boy’s behaviour is changing and telling her the truth. He stops speaking and refuses to eat. He won’t sleep at night. When her partner isn’t around he has tantrums, screaming his name in terror.

How Caitlin ended up terrified in her own home, suffering emotional and physical abuse and now watching her son being hurt, was bewildering to her. She was nineteen and a very lonely single mother when she fell in love with this man. She had had Adam when she was just sixteen and his father was never involved. She met her new partner at a party. He bought her food and clothes and looked after her. Her son warmed to him immediately. As a young single parent without much support – her own mum was an alcoholic and had left the family some years before – she thought this man offered her love for the first time. It felt like he was taking over just when she was struggling to make her life work. She was grateful.

He did take over. In increments he invaded her head, undermined her confidence, and made her feel that whatever he did was her fault. At first it was relatively subtle. He developed an obsession that she was flirting with the local pet shop worker, flying off the handle every time she came back from buying dog food. Then one time he disappeared for two days and in the argument on his return he destroyed a room, punching through a glass window. He started to control her spending to the point where she was squeezing her son’s feet into too-small trainers to avoid the expense of a new pair.

By this stage he was monitoring her wardrobe and her phone, policing who she could talk to. The aggression got worse; from punching walls, he began to punch her. But there was a colder menace to his abuse as well: he would refuse to talk to her or acknowledge her presence for days on end. This was almost the worst, the stony, threatening silence and withdrawal of the love that she had so craved. She chased harder, tried to please more and to make amends.

The slide from saviour to abuser was so gradual, yet so shocking, that she could hardly process what was happening. There was no moment when she realised she had lost control, just a steady campaign to take over her life. She made excuses. ‘He’s just being a man, a typical man,’ she said of his jealousy. Blows landed on days that he was ‘finding hard’, she told herself. She began to question her own sanity and that it was even happening at all.

But it was happening, and it was happening on a daily basis – and Adam was seeing, or hearing, it all. His attention then turned to Adam, first by criticising her parenting and urging her to smack her son as punishment – something she refused to do. Then by taking on the ‘discipline’ himself, which began in that moment with Adam’s face pressed up against the wall, but was quickly followed by bruises appearing on his small body.

The first time Caitlin saw her son being hit, a grown man’s blow on his backside, it was punishment for having soiled himself and it was just before a support worker was due a visit. The worker arrived in the aftermath, called social services, and they ordered a medical observation, which identified thirty-three separate bruises or marks on his body.

An interim care order was made – a legal decision by a judge in the family courts that gives the social workers in the council powers to remove a child and place them with a foster carer. When they took Adam, Caitlin walked away in the same numb state of disbelief. The mind can play tricks in these traumatic moments, running parallel narratives. On one hand the teenager knew what her boyfriend was doing and was just relieved that her boy was safe; on the other hand her partner was so inside her head, controlling her thoughts, that she second guessed herself. Maybe she was going mad? Maybe they were all accidents? Maybe this was an injustice?

The result was that Caitlin covered for her boyfriend, explaining away the marks on her son’s body. She kept covering for him until he turned on her and blamed her for the abuse. She ended up in the criminal courts with a suspended sentence for child neglect. And she was pregnant again.

She covered for her abusive partner so much that even after she managed to leave him, she couldn’t tell the social workers that he was stalking her and turning up wherever she went, because seeing him would add to the case against her keeping her boy. While pregnant she was in the social workers’ process of ‘parallel planning’: they plan for two scenarios where either a mother keeps her newborn or the baby is removed at birth. No decision can be made until the baby arrives, because there is no child to protect until after the birth. There was little support for her at that point because the system is focused on protecting children, and with Adam by then in care and her second son still in her womb, there was, the logic followed, no one who needed protecting at that point. The conditions were created for a slow, inevitable car crash.

After she gave birth, Caitlin moved to a mother and baby unit. That’s where the social workers came for Jason, when he was just a few months old. ‘We’re going to take him now,’ the social worker said. Two taxis were positioned outside the building, one containing her possessions, one full of baby stuff. The second car pulled away with her little boy inside. A silence enveloped her and with it that now-familiar sense of numbness, the dissociation from a trauma. She arrived at her new home to flowers, sent by a friend. She was trying to arrange them, but for some reason she couldn’t hold on to anything or steady herself. She realised she had collapsed on the floor, rocking back and forth as she tried to stab flowers into the florist foam at the bottom of a vase. She couldn’t feel anything other than the tilting of the room around her.

A little while later she met one of the other mums who had been at the mother and baby unit that day. She recalled a totally different version of events: not of silence but of Caitlin’s screams, that tore through the building and terrified every other parent within earshot.

It’s a sound Caitlin can’t recall, but no one who heard it will ever forget it.

To get to grips with why we have become a society that removes more children than at any time since current records began, we can think of the child protection system as a prism into the wider problems of the society it serves. Changes in our collective economic fortunes, public health problems, social norms and political rhetoric all play out in the lives of families and the decisions made by social workers and the courts across the country every day.

Caitlin’s case is just one of many thousands that have been through the social services and courts system in the past decade, and at an accelerating rate. During the past ten years alone, the number of children in care in England has increased by a third to over 80,080 in 2020. We have quietly become one of the most interventionist states in the world. The number of children adopted from the care system annually has almost doubled from 2,000 to around 3,440 in the same time frame.2

Most people only hear about this when there is a catastrophic failure on the part of social services and a child dies in horrific circumstances. The deaths of Victoria Climbié and then Peter Connelly (better known as ‘Baby P’) were met by intense scrutiny, with the services that should have protected them taking much of the blame. It’s well documented that interventions went up in the wake of those scandals.3 One London social worker tells me that the fear of another scandal of this kind is now embedded in the thinking and decision-making of social work departments: ‘Some managers worry about that more than anything.’

But the increase in children in the care system predates both these cases and has been almost steadily rising since the current records began in the early 1990s. Those harrowing, high-profile cases triggered significant spikes in the line graph that documents this rise, but the overall trend is more long-standing and less well understood. In fact, it illustrates many of the forces that have reshaped society over that time.

The biggest single risk factor in a child going into care is deprivation. Across the UK, children are ten times more likely to be in care if they live in the poorest 10% of areas, as opposed to the wealthiest 10%.4 Social workers talk about a ‘pincer effect’ of deprivation and austerity since the Conservative/Lib Dem coalition government began its programme of spending cuts in 2010. Poverty has in fact flatlined in England over the period, levelling out after years of steady decline, according to research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation,5 while austerity has consumed local budgets and councils’ capacity to support families effectively.

Manchester has one of the most hard-pressed social services systems in the country. A study in 2018 found that 48% of under-fives had been referred to council workers – the highest rate in the country.6 One Manchester social worker told me: ‘Poverty is the number one issue. If people had a bigger house, more money, they could be OK. But that poverty can trigger something bad to happen – or stop your ability to weather something bad happening.’

Social workers describe how austerity has worn away the tools they have to support families, to refer them for support services or spend the time with them that they need, leaving nothing but the nuclear option of taking them to court. Some of these services are now so rationed that parents fail to qualify for mental health support, or help to escape domestic violence – yet in a cruel irony that same mental health problem or abusive partner then becomes the reason their kids are taken into care.

A family lawyer I spoke to in Bradford described a client desperate for her daughter to return from the residential care she had been sent to because of her mother’s abusive partner. The partner is gone, but the fifteen-year-old is stuck in care because while everyone agrees they need family therapy, none is available. The care costs £10,000 a month in social worker visits, foster care allowances and the supervision they require; the cost of therapy would be a fraction of that.

A 2018 study authored by the Chief Social Worker, Isabelle Trowler, warned that without services available to support families, ‘social workers have few options but to initiate proceedings; the thin red line is crossed and families find themselves on a conveyor belt into court’.7 And it’s not just social workers saying this. Sir Andrew McFarlane, President of the Family Division of the High Court, in a speech ahead of taking up the position last year, warned that it was easier to take a child into care than to get them support. The language may be more legalistic, but the message is the same: ‘It may properly be said that we have reached a stage where the threshold for obtaining a public law court order is noticeably low, whereas, no doubt as a result of the current financial climate, the threshold for a family being able to access specialist support services in the community is conversely very high.’

We are removing some children from their parents for want of timely mental health treatment. This alone is a monumental failure of the state and its relationship with its most vulnerable people.

Poverty plays out in people’s lives in different ways. Social workers talk of the ‘toxic trio’ that leads to children going into care: substance abuse, domestic abuse and mental illness. All three can affect anyone but they are all more prevalent among poorer people – and, as we will examine later on, more strictly policed. Some add learning disabilities as a fourth category. For Caitlin, domestic abuse and her own poor mental health were the predominant issue in her family’s life. Social workers focus on these obvious problems, despite the fact that they are, in part, symptoms of a poverty that in itself is just too big to contemplate, too seemingly unmanageable.

Meanwhile, different and more complex risks to children have emerged in local areas. Scandals in Rotherham and Rochdale exposed a hidden world of child sexual exploitation, and social services began to focus on their role in preventing it. Gang violence has drawn in younger and younger children, with the child protection system stepping in to remove young people from violent and dangerous situations. The number of unaccompanied asylum seekers has also risen, increasing social services’ responsibilities in that remit, particularly in council areas where those children arrive.

Most people agree that poverty, austerity and increasingly complex social issues affect the rates of children in care. Thinking of the system as that prism into wider society, and considering those problems, you could begin to wonder why in fact our rates of intervention are not higher. But the extent of these effects is contested. The story is much more complicated.

As Chief Social Worker, Isabelle Trowler is based at the Department for Education in Westminster, where she advises ministers on the issues facing the sector. A quietly independent figure, her skills were honed reforming social work in the east London borough of Hackney. She urges me to examine the nuances of the debate and warns against simplistic narratives. Austerity might have affected the services available, but the increase in children going into care predated the beginning of the austerity cuts in 2010. ‘You have to decide what’s really going on. Everyone has a whole range of incentives to say and believe certain things. You hear lots of stories about increased poverty, reductions in public spending, complexity. I’m really sceptical that it’s only those things.’

Trowler paints a picture of shifting societal norms and expectations. Smacking is no longer acceptable, parents are now expected to speak less sharply and listen more intently to their children. ‘We have seen a shift in what society is prepared to accept as a standard of parenting they can tolerate,’ she says. ‘When that happens, that social shift, that ricochets into social work decision-making and court decision-making. If you look at history, abuse now was not considered abuse thirty years ago; every so often that shifts. There is a much lower level of tolerance for it.’

Trowler’s argument plays out in the evidence. According to data published by the Education Policy Institute,8 since 2010 the number of children taken into care because of physical and sexual abuse has remained steady. Meanwhile, the rise in overall cases is being fuelled by social workers increasingly recommending that children be put on a protection plan because of neglect or emotional abuse – and in many cases the risk that they might face such abuse in the future rather than evidence that it has actually happened.

The laws governing how the state can intervene in family life are set out in the Children Act 1989, which for three decades has remained unchanged as more and more children have come into the system.

The Children Act states that proceedings should be pursued when a child ‘is suffering or is likely to suffer significant harm’. Two major things have changed in the thirty years since that law was enacted: first, the understanding of what constitutes harm; and second, a shift from interventions at the point of harm, to an anticipation of harm. This is why interventions on the basis of physical and sexual abuse have remained relatively consistent, while interventions for neglect and emotional abuse have risen. An accelerator to that was the 2015 law that introduced the concept of ‘coercive and controlling’ domestic abuse, shifting the understanding of what constitutes abuse from purely physical to psychological as well.

As we’ve seen, the number of children in care has been increasing almost steadily year on year since current records began twenty-five years ago. There are multiple layers of causes driving that trend: increased risk aversion driven by public scrutiny of decision-making in high-profile cases such as Peter Connelly, changes in how we recognise abuse and neglect, and a shift in attitudes to parenting. But the combination of this ideological shift with deprivation and decreasing budgets to support families has compounded those effects. Each element may be understood and justified in isolation, but in combination the impact has been an ever-increasing rise in numbers of children going into the care system.

This systematic shift in how we police parenting in England was not the result of any formal policy: it wasn’t debated in public forums, listed in a party manifesto or communicated in any meaningful way to the people who would feel its impact for years to come. Rather, it was a cumulative process of unintended consequences and drift in a system which has resulted in a very different society.

We never intended to create one of the biggest systems of child removal in the world, one that costs the taxpayer £9bn a year.9 We never set out to create a system that fuels mistrust in the authorities and then bakes that mistrust into the psyche of families for generations to come.

But we have.

*

The prism of the child protection system, and what it shows us about how society has changed, is the story of Caitlin’s life.

In the end, her children weren’t permanently removed because of the physical abuse Adam had suffered at the hands of her ex-partner – he was long gone by then. Caitlin knows she was making progress, but therapy wasn’t available at that point to help her and looking back she is left wondering if she would still have her children if she could have been helped to make swifter progress.

Another factor that is likely to have counted against her is the hypothetical concern. There was also a ‘future risk of emotional harm’: that Caitlin might get into another abusive relationship and fail again to prioritise her children’s needs. It’s hard to compute this thinking – that a child could be removed from a loving parent to mitigate the risk of them getting into another abusive relationship with someone, one day. Imagine how it must feel to know you could be paying the greatest price for something you’ve not yet done – or that happening in any other area of the justice system.

But those are the thoughts Caitlin has to live with.

My experiences tell me that there may well have been another issue making it harder for the children to stay with her. Caitlin had become an expert at masking her problems and convincing people of her worthiness to parent, and inevitably that will have led to concerns that she might continue to see her abuser and hide it from everyone. That would lead to an impression that she couldn’t be trusted to tell the truth about what was going on. She had initially covered for him, so gripped was she in his psychological control. But once she had escaped, even though she was being stalked by him, she could not go to her social workers for help.

Imagine being the social worker, faced with a history of abuse, terrible mental health problems and no resources to support Caitlin. Now imagine Caitlin is lying to you and you don’t know what to believe – how would you assess the risk to the children?

Caitlin was still seeing the children four times a week in supervised contact sessions. The court decided they were to be adopted permanently.

In Caitlin’s case, as she tells her story, you can picture the difficult process of balancing her needs against her children’s. What the courts must decide is whether she has a chance to get to a point of parenting them well, within a timescale that doesn’t cause too much suffering along the way. This is the heart of the debate about whether too many – or indeed not enough – children are being removed from their families. It is fiercely political.

At one end of the spectrum you have those who argue we are removing children with too much gusto, such has the faith in families withered away; at the other end you have those who argue we are still giving parents too many chances to change when the evidence shows that they rarely do. Should Caitlin have been given another chance to redeem her parenting, or was the best interest of her children served by finding them a new stable home, and fast?

Sir Martin Narey has spent a career navigating this debate and seeing its consequences up close.10 He ran the prison service of England and Wales between 1998 and 2003, then went into child protection as Chief Executive of Barnardo’s. In 2013 he was appointed a special adviser to the then secretary of state for education, Michael Gove. He has conducted reviews of the adoption process and into residential children’s homes, and the reform of social work education. I interviewed him by phone at the beginning of my research. He argues that children should be removed more swiftly, without a delay in which permanent damage can be done.

‘A good system would intervene much more quickly,’ he says. He describes how the system could get locked into supporting ‘poor sad’ mothers, and trying to help them reunite with their child, but it all comes at a cost to that child. ‘Of course we shouldn’t be casual about taking children into care. The thought of someone taking your kids away is second only to death. But that doesn’t mean it’s not necessary. There’s a general view we have too many children in care. We are quicker to intervene with families – and that’s absolutely right and in the interest of the child.’

He pauses, then adds: ‘The system is not perfect. I know. I sometimes help parents who have lost their children; they have been able to convince me that a mistake has been made. Of course the system gets it wrong. But you have to remember the hard evidence is that people who are left in harmful homes are profoundly damaged.’

Over the past twenty years, Narey has been an influential voice in an increasing political appetite for adoption. Tony Blair’s Labour government began the work of advocating for faster intervention and swifter adoptions. Then in 2011 Gove, the then secretary of state responsible, introduced reforms to speed up the process of resolving childcare proceedings. His theory was fuelled by Narey’s argument: children who are removed from abusive or neglectful homes, then quickly placed in permanent homes, do better. The evidence showed that children who bounce around in the care system fare badly compared to their classroom peers – they were more likely to fail their exams and leave school at sixteen; then they were much more likely to go to prison, end up homeless and, ultimately, their own children were more likely to be removed in the future.

Narey’s thinking is backed up by the last twenty years of research into how early childhood experiences impact brain development and can dictate a child’s future. The quality of care you receive, and on the flipside the levels of stress you experience, can hardwire your brain for life, and difficult, if not impossible, to reverse at a later stage.

On the positive side, brain development – and specifically the ‘softer’ skills of resilience, grit and confidence – are aided by the quality of interactions between a parent and a child from a very early age. One formative paper from Harvard University, ‘The Science of Neglect’, describes the ‘serve and return’ interactions between a child and their parent.11 A baby smiles; the parent smiles back. Then a baby makes a sound and the parent returns it, building the foundations of conversation. One day they find themselves playing peekaboo. ‘If the responses are unreliable, inappropriate, or simply absent, the developing architecture of the brain may be disrupted, and later learning, behavior, and health may be impaired,’ the paper says. Much of the research that built this understanding was developed from studying the experiences of children who had been severely neglected in institutions in China and Romania.

As the science behind the quality of parenting was developing, so was the understanding of the impact of severe stress in childhood. The term Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) was coined at the end of the 1990s, after studies which identified ten categories of neglect and abuse that can have profound, long-term impacts on a child’s ability to thrive. They are:


1.Living with an adult who threatens or humiliates you

2.Being hit or slapped or injured by an adult you live with

3.Sexual abuse

4.A persistent feeling that no one is loving or supporting you

5.Parental separation or divorce

6.Lacking the basics of food or clothes

7.Domestic abuse within the family

8.Living with an alcoholic or drug user

9.Living with someone who is suffering mental illness

10.Having a household family member in prison



Children can experience one or two of these and still thrive, and they can survive more if they have received good parenting – through the serve and return interactions – that has helped instil in them an underlying confidence and grit to weather storms. But as the number and severity of these experiences increase, the greater the adversity that child is likely to face through their life. The American Nobel prizewinning economist James Heckman summed up the grim impact of this roll-call of experiences: ‘Early adverse experiences correlate with poor adult health, high medical care costs, increased depression and suicide rates, alcoholism, drug use, poor job performance and social function, disability, and impaired performance in subsequent generations.’12

The debate around Adverse Childhood Experiences came on the back of the most famous research that underpins much of parenting theory now. John Bowlby, a British psychologist, developed the idea of Attachment Theory after growing up being cared for by nannies, who would abruptly leave, and only seeing his mother for an hour a day. Working in the 1960s alongside other notable psychologists, including Mary Ainsworth, Bowlby cemented the idea of the importance of close parent-baby contact in the early years for developing healthy relationships later in life.

In the UK, the Childhood Wellbeing Research paper further propelled this to the front of policy formation.13 That study sets out the four states of parental attachment: secure; insecure and avoidant; insecure and ambivalent; and insecure and disorganised.

Hostile, rejecting and controlling parenting causes children to over-regulate their emotions, feeling unlovable and displaying anxious behaviour; these are the 23% with insecure, avoidant attachment. Children who are ‘insecure and ambivalent’ have parents who are inconsistent, unreliable or neglectful – the children work harder for parental attention but can mirror their parents’ behaviour by switching tactics to get the attention they crave. Around 8% of children without a clinical diagnosis of any kind display these traits. Children who are cared for by people who are frightening or dangerous develop disorganised attachment. They struggle to remain in command of their own behaviour and reactions as a result. The same paper concluded that in the general population, about 15% of children fall into this category – but over 80% of children brought up in neglectful or abusive homes display these behaviours.

‘A child’s environment of relationships – particularly those with their caregivers – plays a critical role in shaping the development of their overall brain architecture,’ the report said. ‘Very early experiences need to be rich in touch, face to face contact and stimulation through conversation (or reciprocating baby babble). These stimuli encourage a deeply networked brain, particularly the regions which govern social aspects of life.’

Advances in the understanding of the impact of neglect and emotional abuse have informed the rise in children going into care. It is well reasoned that children should be given a permanent home quickly. The pendulum swung towards those swifter decisions, but it happened at a time that the alternative, supporting a family to stay together, was weakened by austerity.

It became in many cases the de facto choice. Stability has become the number-one priority in the courts’ decision-making, and they are judged in turn by how rigorously they stick to the twenty-six-week target for resolving care proceedings. In the legal lexicon, this is known as the child’s ‘timescales’.

But no one ever added ‘being separated from your parents by being taken into care’ to the list of Adverse Childhood Experiences.

Ultimately, the choice between the known risk of their homes and the unknown risk of removing a child is made blind.

For Caitlin, who happens to be talking to me seven years to the day after her sons were permanently adopted, the word ‘timescale’ has a haunting resonance. She was told to write a letter to her children to apologise for not making the changes quickly enough. ‘I absolutely hate the word “timescales”. I heard it so many times and repeatedly. But I didn’t know how to make those changes without help. Once I had the right support, I could do it, but it was too late.’

Caitlin is now thriving but will always be angry that the system didn’t have the same urgency to support her as it had for her children. If it did, she might have got the help she needed in time for them to stay together. The clock was against her from the start. Even if a parent wants to improve and become capable of looking after their own children, their fate lies in the hands of authorities that often lack the funding to provide the necessary help.

Throughout the two years of the court process Caitlin had access to some therapy, but mostly CBT (cognitive behaviour therapy), which did not prove to be helpful. The therapist who she met right after the adoption, who she says was central to her recovery, later said she would have improved in six months had she had access to the right therapy at the right time. By that interpretation, her children were removed because of an institutional scarcity of support for Caitlin to change.

The extent of people’s capacity to change is disputed. There are those who argue that parents have historically been given too much benefit of the doubt, leading to their children bouncing around the system, in and out of care for years, until the instability and repeated failure to settle has left them scarred for life. In this analysis, putting the child first means less tolerance of parental shortcomings and a more sceptical approach to their capacity to change. That’s why a parent’s upbringing is so hardwired into the decision-making process. As one judge noted in a published judgment, the risk of harm ‘flows from the traumas which happened to the parents when they themselves were young. We are all the people we are because of what has happened to us throughout our lives, and these parents are no different’.14

Change is demanded to be linear: you’re in a bad place, you get some support, you improve. But the reality is that the changes families need to make don’t tend to happen in linear ways. Drug addicts relapse, domestic violence victims forgive their abusers, and mental health is not always something you simply recover from: it’s more often something that, if you’re lucky, you can learn to manage.

Studies expose the complexity of trying to assess a person’s ability to change.15 Academics highlight three factors that impact the ability to change in relation to child protection cases: first, a parent’s own psychology – their ability to conceptualise what’s going wrong and their responsibility for it; second, the external factors bearing down on them in terms of housing, employment or educational problems; and third, their relationship with the professionals involved in their case.

And then there’s how these three factors interlock. In courts, emphasis is placed on the first of these, the parent’s psychological dynamics. Evidence is made of their behaviour, their histories, their own experiences of the care system, of abandonment and of abuse. These behaviours are inherited and passed down, but for people who spend their lives trying to escape their past, to be forced to replay it can intensify their feelings of injustice.

Caitlin doesn’t deny that she made huge mistakes in her parenting. We often look for the perfect victim to illustrate these stories. Caitlin wouldn’t necessarily make the grade for that case study. She knows she made mistakes that she is judged for.

But she accepts that responsibility. In fact, at the time of her case she was so busy blaming herself for what had happened, she didn’t even believe that she had the right to be a parent. Now – with time, therapy and a lot of reflection – she thinks there is responsibility to be shared. ‘They needed to get me away from my ex. There’s always more that could be done and sometimes you just need to hear the truth. If they had said to me, “If you do not split up with him you are going to lose the children for ever because they are not safe”, I would have done it.’

Instead, Caitlin was punished.

‘Why was no one helping me? Why wasn’t he suffering the consequences? Now, it’s about taking responsibility for all the mistakes I’ve made that has helped me heal. But I also need to be able to blame the right people for things. Blaming my ex for his part, social services for their part, and when I lied to cover up, I take responsibility for that. I know what I did was wrong, but I know that’s not what posed the greatest threat to my babies. I know deep
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