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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report explores the complexity of the demand pressure on 
children’s services and argues for a greater focus on early intervention 
and prevention. It proposes a radically different approach to meeting 
the needs of children and families to ensure the future sustainability of 
children’s services – through growing the community’s capability and 
maximising local assets, rather than seeing children and families as 
passive users of services. 
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INITIAL DRIVERS OF DEMAND

Key drivers of demand for children’s services identified by the research are:  

A GROWING CHILD POPULATION: The child population of England has 
increased by 5.2 per cent between 2010-11 and 2017-18. 
INCREASING FAMILY BREAKDOWN: Family breakdown contributes to 
children's wellbeing and demand for children's services. Family conflicts also 
contribute to behavioural problems in children and can lead to related issues 
that bring them to the attention of social workers and the local authority.
INCREASING SOCIO-ECONOMIC DEPRIVATION: In the UK, 4.1 million 
children are living in poverty – a rise of 500,000 children in five years.
THE INFLUENCE OF HIGH-PROFILE DEATHS: High-profile child deaths have 
contributed to growing public awareness and willingness to report abuse, 
but also contributed to rising demand, given greater risk-aversion.
INCREASING PREVALENCE OF NEW CONTEXTUAL CHALLENGES: New 
contextual safeguarding challenges including county lines, gangs and social 
media contribute to rising demand.
THE INFLUENCE OF CULTURAL BACKGROUND, ETHNICITY AND 
COMMUNITY VALUES: For example, the number of Asian children and 
young people in the child protection system is much lower than that of other 
ethnic groups. 

MODIFIERS OF DEMAND

Several factors change demand, including: 

AUSTERITY AND POLICY REFORMS: New Labour Reforms, the Children 
and Families Act 2014 and the lingering impact of austerity have all changed 
the way that demand is manifested locally. 
A WEAK NATIONAL VISION: Decades of a weak national vision in children’s 
services has led to a sector that is fragmented, risk-averse, process-driven 
and uncertain for its future.
UNFAVOURABLE FUNDING CONTEXT AND MARKET CONDITIONS: 
Insufficient funding is a barrier to long term planning, and leads to a pre-
occupation with containing short-term ‘acute’ needs, which affects demand.
POOR DATA AND EVIDENCE BASE: Poor availability and quality of data is 
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a barrier to our understanding and ability to improve services, and prevents 
accurate and early identification of needs.
THE INFLUENCE OF INSPECTION AND REGULATION: Ofsted ratings are 
cost-blind and do not measure what really matters to improve children’s 
services. Disproportionate fear that surrounds regulation and inspection 
leads to defensive practices and contributes to rising demand.

SHAPING THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN’S SERVICES

Despite the challenges facing children’s services across the country, local 
authorities and children’s services trusts are already collaborating with 
communities to shape the future of services. There is growing recognition 
of the need to build local capability and to engage local ‘experts by 
experience’ – often an untapped resource.

This research extracts the following three core principles, based on 
emerging local practice, which should form the basis for a national strategy 
to shift practice to prevention:

1. ENCOURAGING COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP AND RESOURCEFULNESS

Given the continuing demand pressure on children’s services, 
combined with the impact of funding cuts, children’s services teams 
are having to find opportunities in constraints. Giving the community a 
greater sense of ownership of local assets such as children’s centres 
or community hubs encourages the community to be inventive and 
resourceful, turning the culture of scarcity into one of abundance.  

In Camden, teams tap into the skills and knowledge held by families 
through a family-led dialogue, where parents are encouraged to 
contribute to designing care to improve the experience of other families 
through the court proceedings. In Hartlepool, community assets are 
mobilised in a number of ways, including parents obtaining accreditation 
allowing them to teach parenting courses to other parents, and parent 
volunteers setting up an initiative to provide baby supplies to new 
parents. In Oxfordshire, volunteers are matched with children through a 
mentoring scheme to provide guidance and build lasting relationships. 



2. SUPPORTING EARLY INTERVENTION AND PREVENTION THROUGH
MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT

Early intervention is contingent on the early identification of need, 
which is facilitated through establishing trusting relationships. Yet the 
importance of relationships is often side-lined for the sake of efficiency. 
To build trust, relationships need to be nurtured through a long-term 
approach to family support that focuses on prevention. 

Some councils like Westminster have developed a whole family 
approach through their family hub model, based on the belief that 
positive relationships are key to effective early intervention. Preventative 
programmes such as the Family Nurse Partnership employ behavioural 
change methods to encourage a healthier lifestyle among mothers from 
the most deprived backgrounds.   

In Norfolk, with a renewed focus on outcomes and by adopting a two-
way approach to understanding needs and resources, the council 
was able to better match the needs of children with the skills and 
experience of the local carers.  

To improve early intervention and prevention, the performance data team 
at Doncaster’s Children’s Trust has begun working more closely with the 
frontline delivery team, predicting and managing demand through a co-
productive process. In Whitehaven, children were involved in the process 
of identifying and responding to needs which resulted in a number 
of preventative programmes that benefit both the children and wider 
community. In Manchester, by adopting a trauma-informed approach, 
families were supported to stay together and to learn from each other 
over an extended time period. Others, like Wigan Council, have turned 
their children’s centres into community hubs providing preventative 
services, determined and run by the community themselves. 
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3. TOWARDS A CULTURE OF PARTNERSHIP WORKING

As councils and the community increasingly collaborate to improve 
their children’s services, the dynamic of their relationship, which is 
often characterised by a lack of trust, will need to be altered, with 
more decision making power transferred, and a culture of participation 
becoming a natural part of the community’s everyday life.  

One significant step to develop a culture of partnership working is to 
encourage community commissioning. Insights from the Big Local show 
that the community often already have a fine-grained understanding of local 
needs and they are keen to build their capability through their commissioned 
services.1 Community-led commissioning has been shown to increase 
community cohesion and wellbeing, which contributes to prevention.  

Leeds has developed networks of partners to support its council-wide 
child friendly vision. These networks include the council's community 
teams, which are given the power and money to make decisions on the 
kinds of universal services to provide for their local area based on their 
detailed knowledge of local need.  

The Regional Adoption Agency is an initiative that enables smaller local 
authorities to pool resources to generate important long-term savings. 
Such regional initiatives provides opportunities for stronger leadership 
across the adoption system, with a focus on early permanence.  

Community-led partnerships must recognise the agency of the children and 
families involved, and should aim to grow their capability and local assets. 
In some councils, like Hartlepool, giving the community the power to make 
spending decisions was a key step in addressing the power imbalance 
between the council and the voluntary sector. The approach helps 
emphasise the value of co-designing services with the community and 
capturing the lived experience of families and children. The Mockingbird 
Model is another community-led partnership that is underpinned by strong 
relationships within the network of foster families, providing support likened 
to an extended family early before a problem escalate.  

1  See Tjoa, 2018b; Lent, Studdert and Walker, 2019
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In Doncaster, its Children’s Services Trust works with young people 
with experience of the care system to help inform service design and 
delivery. These Young Advisors form an integral part of the Trust’s 
strategy, and they helped write and design the Trust’s practice 
standards and change its culture and language.  

In Wigan, the Children and Young People Deal is a two-way 
engagement which recognises the agency of children in the community 
by asking them to articulate their contribution to the community, and 
how the council can support them. The Deal supports early intervention 
through partnership working and maximising community assets.

A SUPPORTING FRAMEWORK FOR THE FUTURE OF 
CHILDREN’S SERVICES 

In order to shift the focus of children’s services to prevention and ensure 
its future sustainability, there needs to be the right national and local policy 
framework in place. The report sets out a supporting framework with 
recommendations at both the national and local level. 

A CLEAR VISION

NATIONAL

A new national inspection framework for the care system based on local 
needs and outcomes should be developed to replace Ofsted’s current 
framework. This new framework should engage the community at key 
stages to capture local specificity. To reflect a new understanding of what 
really matters in children’s services – the new national framework should 
focus on building long-term relationships and trust with children and wider 
families. It should therefore involve the community at three key stages: when 
developing the national framework, when adopting the framework within each 
local authority, and when carrying out the inspection at the agreed timeframe. 
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LOCAL

Local authorities should prioritise a shift to prevention by making 
children’s services an integrated part of the whole council vision and 
strategy. Children’s services should not be seen in isolation from the wider 
work of the council.

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS AND TRUST

NATIONAL

The Government should introduce a whole-system approach to impact 
assessment across all government departments to ensure that any 
budget decisions will not negatively affect any aspect of the whole 
children’s services ecosystem. A more joined-up, whole systems approach 
to working across departments is increasingly key. Focusing on building 
relationships and communicating effectively across disciplines and sectors 
enables each workforce to understand the impact of their work in the 
context of the whole ecosystem of children’s services. Children should be 
an ‘indicator species’ across government, at the heart of what each of the 
teams do.2 This means that children and their wellbeing should signal the 
overall health of our public services and society.  

LOCAL

The community in partnership with the council should develop a rolling 
programme of community-led workshops on asset-based approaches to 
care in children’s services. These workshops should be led and designed 
by the community as part of training in asset-based approaches to care for 
frontline workers. The community-led workshops could form part of local 
workforce training and professional development.

2  Research interviews
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UNDERSTANDING DEMAND AND NEED

NATIONAL

The DfE should define evidence standards and review the timeframe 
for demonstrating the impact of Early Help and preventative services.  
A strong evidence base showing the link between preventative services and 
positive outcomes is fundamental to securing the necessary investment. 

LOCAL

Local authorities should reconfigure data collection by returning to first 
principles, taking into account local circumstances. Data collection at the 
local level should be driven by the aims of prevention and early intervention. 
This means asking why a specific type of data is collected, and whether in 
reality it contributes to achieving these aims. There needs to be a shift in how 
councils go about collecting data, which should be driven by a clear framework 
that links councils’ spend with needs and outcomes. By capturing the core 
needs that lead to demand for care, councils will be able to respond effectively, 
clearly articulating what outcomes they want from each intervention.

RESOURCES AND FUNDING

NATIONAL

In addition to extending the Troubled Families Programme beyond 2020, 
MHCLG should also take key lessons from its journey so far into wider 
policy around children and families. The programme has demonstrated 
some significant outcomes for families with complex needs, and has been 
shown to reduce the number of children going into care by a third.3 Based 
on these outcomes, sufficient time should be given to the programme to 
demonstrate further positive outcomes on children and families; at the same 
time, lessons should be taken from the programme to ensure wider impact. 

3  MHCLG, 2019, p. 4
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The Government should reform the funding application process to 
incentivise partnership working and regional initiatives. A ‘duty to 
cooperate’ should be introduced as part of the evaluation criteria for 
funding to encourage more collaborations across councils, external 
organisations, and community groups. There also needs to be a greater 
incentive to support regional initiatives in order to expand on local expertise and 
assets to support prevention. Many councils have noted the lack of incentives 
for local authorities to develop regional initiatives. More funding should be 
devolved from central government, and local authorities should be given more 
flexibility to raise specific funds to support regional preventative initiatives. 

LOCAL

Given the funding shortfall for the foreseeable future, it is imperative 
that children’s services across the country give rigorous consideration 
to whether they are making the best use of the current available 
resources to improve outcomes for children and families. To do this, 
councils need to be able to demonstrate how the services they provide 
are creating value by targeting needs and achieving the right outcomes. 
Where a clear connection between needs, outcomes and spend cannot 
be established, it should be a signal to councils that available resources 
and funding have not been used most effectively to meet the demand 
for children’s services, and that changes to practice may therefore be 
necessary to help address the demand challenge in their area.

The local authority and community should work together to mainstream 
community commissioning. There are dif ferent methods of community 
commissioning with dif ferent levels of engagement but regardless of the 
method used, it requires a continuity of reliable support to expand the 
community’s capability.4

To ensure the future sustainability of children’s services, we cannot rely 
solely on more funding from central government. Without a pivotal change at 
the local level, no amount of funding would be ever be sufficient to address 
the rising demand. 

4  Lent, Studdert and Walker, 2019, p. 41
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This research has therefore argued for a radical culture and practice shift 
within the sector to one that is focused on prevention, grounded in a real 
understanding of the community’s needs and potential. Learning from some 
of the most innovative and bold community initiatives across the country, this 
report has distilled the three principles that will help both practitioners and the 
community to capitalise on the community's assets, skills and in resources. 

But while the community, in close collaboration with the local authority, 
works to maximise their limited resources, build trusting relationships and 
develop genuine partnerships, they need the support and leadership of the 
government in removing any barriers to progress and facilitating the transfer 
of power to the community.




