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CHILDREN'S VIEWS OF SERVICES

With the ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the
implementation of the Children Act, a framework was set for encouraging
children and young people to participate in decisions which affect their lives.
Even in the late 1980s children's participation was not seen as a priority by
practitioners, and children's views were not seen as accurate or valid indicators
of the effectiveness of social work intervention or performance.

Subsequently a few research studies examined children and young people’s views
and expectations of services and the nature of the help they require.

'Children’s views of services' summarises the conclusions and recommendations
from such research.

CHILDREN SPEAK
lan Butler and Howard Williamson

This research aimed to secure children's views of harm, risk and their anxieties,
and the sort of support, advice or assistance they desired. The aim was to provide
a child-centred perspective on 'significant harm' as defined in the Children Act.

190 children and young people were interviewed, over a third from minority
ethnic backgrounds. A quarter of the children and young people were being
'looked after' by local authorities.

lan Butler and Howard Williamson comment, ‘What has emerged from the
research is that a substantial number of children and young people have no
confidence whatsoever in adult support of any kind. They talk to ‘no-one’. Many
children are adamant that there are no solutions, but believe there could be a lot
more understanding.’

The key requirement in understanding children’s expectations is careful listening
and hearing, features often absent from adult agendas, but essential if the
administrative bias is to be redressed. A part of the problem which needs to be
addressed is that children do not expect to be listened to, and yet professionals
know that listening is the most important way of acknowledging that a person
exists in his or her own right.
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Butler and Williamson reported on desirable professional intervention, and
suggested:

e careful listening

e availability

e anon-judgemental and non-directive attitude
e |ess pressure

e patient explanation

e an outline of options and suggestions

e space and time to give for full consideration.

Children want professionals to be

e sympathetic

e supportive

e optimistic

e straight talking
e realistic

e reliable.

Trust and confidentiality also were crucial. Information shared in confidence with
professionals should be treated with absolute confidentiality. Children should be
consulted before matters are taken further. It should be their choice if matters
are taken further.

PEOPLE LIKE US
The report of the review of the safeguards for children living away from home
Sir William Utting

The Children’s Safeguard’s Review (1997) was informed by young people,
described as ‘ the voice of authentic experience (which) spoke more clearly than
any other’. Young people from 20 authorities who had current or recent
experience of being looked after contributed. The National Children’s Bureau
enabled the views of disabled children to contribute to the Review. Other
children telephoned or wrote following an article in Who Cares, and
advertisements in magazines and radio
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ENTERING THE CARE SYSTEM

Entering the care system causes bewilderment, displacement, and loss. The new
entrant is particularly vulnerable at that point to bad influence by predatory
adults and delinquent peers. What is needed then is a trusted adult who knows
the system, answers questions, listens to anxieties, cracks problems, guides and
supports.

One fundamental point is the provision of information to the child - enough to
prepare him/her for an environment threatening in its comprehensive newness.

Children lose control over what happens to them: little if any choice of
placement, location, schools, social worker, or whom one lives with. The key to a
child or young person feeling safe in care is the quality and stability of the
relationship they form with significant adults they can trust.

Young people felt that they were not routinely listened to or involved in planning
and decision making. There were no positive comments about the system of
statutory reviews.

PARTICIPATION

Participation is seen as a matter of turning up to hear what the adults decide for
them. Worst was the continual moving, often with little notice, so that one dared
not feel settled anywhere.

The young people’s desire was to be treated as people and as individuals - | don’t
like people making decisions about me and they think they know what is best for
me just by reading my file.

DANGER

Children understood what ‘feeling safe’ meant and how to share fears for their
safety with a responsible adult.

The danger most often referred to was that from other children: particularly
bullying, physical abuse, and theft. Generally foster care was experienced as
safer, the dangers there being cut off and abandoned. For some foster care was
worse - they found none of the benefits of being in a family and had lost any of
the advantages of communal living.
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Occurrences of both physical and sexual abuse were mentioned to the review.
The environment of the residential home could present problems from burglars,
and other unauthorised visitors, or from harassment at school, racial or from
being known to be in care, or in public places.

The children had clear and valuable opinions on what kept them safe and what
exposed them to danger.

Having clear boundaries was part of feeling and being safe. What upset the most
was the sense of crisis and emergency that surrounded changes of placement.

Some young people seemed unaware that investigations were carried out into
allegations of abuse in residential care.

COMPLAINTS

Confidence in the complaints system is low. It is difficult to access privately from
residential care and much more so from foster care. And it all takes too long.
How can it be impartial if the Social Services Department runs it?

The Review also commented that children who are, or have been looked after by
local authorities could offer advice on policy and service developments, and
participated in the training and selection of staff.

IMPROVING QUALITY THROUGH PARTICIPATION
Murray Davies and John Dotchin

A project to identify children and young people's expectations of community
services. The approach drew on findings from other research that consumers use
similar criteria in evaluating the quality of a service, even when the services
themselves are different. The approach described in this research found
consistency in children's expectations in different settings. 70 children and young
people participated within the age group 7 - 16 years.

A questionnaire was developed using the critical incident technique with children
and young people to identify adult behaviours that were considered to be helpful
or unhelpful to them in relation to the purpose of the involvement as they saw it.
The primacy of the child's perspective was acknowledged in the development and
refinement of the questionnaire.
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The data was subjected to formal statistical (factor and reliability) analysis and
the following criteria were identified as being significant to children and young
people in their evaluation of service provision.

e Atrusting relationship with the worker based on honesty and provision of
prior information

e A warm and friendly environment

e Adaptability of the worker

e Consideration of the child's needs, wants and feelings

e Empowerment of the child

e Information and explanation in suitable language and in confidence

e The worker's experience and willingness

e Empathy with the worker

Subsequently small groups of children and, separately, groups of professionals
were asked to examine all of the items in the questionnaire and reach consensus
about which items were similar and could be grouped together.

The different groups of professionals arrived at broadly similar combinations. The
children and young people produced quite different groupings. It was notable
that the items in the children's groupings coincided to a moderate extent with
the factors determined in the statistical analysis, whereas the professional
groupings did not coincide with the factor analysis at all.

It is commented in the research report that 'here was some support for the
appealing assumption that children's perceptions as users and recipients of
services are influenced by different considerations than the professionals who
provide them, and hence some justification for the previously made claim that
we cannot rely just on the views of professionals but need to find and use a
variety of ways to 'measure’ children's views and expectations'.



