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Introduction: 

 

The aim of the research is to create collaborative learning networks of children from 

vulnerable backgrounds, and the welfare workers from NGOs actively involved with 

these children, to facilitate inclusion of children in decision making processes regarding 

their own futures. The main motivation behind the Project is that children should be 

empowered within their natural environment to combat less than ideal situations in their 

homes and lives. State intervention through social services has not had desired results, in 

fact, statistics show that children who have some sort of state intervention are at a much 

higher risk of maladjustment and psychopathologies later in life. The reason behind the 

inadequacy of the state interventionist policy could be the severe diagnostic errors of the 

decision making processes involved (Vinnerljung, B. et. al., 2006). Moreover, in cases 

where the decision to intervene is not wrong, the fate of the child in residential care has 

become a matter of grave concern due to instances of abuse suffered by children in out-

of-home care facilities. One solution would be a reduction in the number of children 

classified as vulnerable. Unfortunately, that is a mammoth task involving many years of 

fruitful policy making and successful implementation in practise. At the beginning of the 

millennia, UK had the highest percentage of children living in poverty (32%) amongst all 

EU countries and the number has not abated because the improvements are off set by the 

number of children added which keeps the base percentage almost constant (Jack, 2005). 

The other potential solution lies in empowering the children, making their voices audible 

to both the practitioners and policy makers, and this is the basic motivation behind this 

Project. 
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Background:  

 

All child welfare practices and policies pursue the one ultimate goal of saving the 

children from abuse and neglect. But unfortunately, in current state policies regarding 

child rights, asserting the independence of the child from the family has become 

synonymous with protecting the rights of the child. The point of departure from this 

implicit assumption is the view favoured in this Project, which is, independence from the 

family is naturally not a positive thing and it can not lead to healthy development of the 

child in the future. Separation from the family should be used as a preventive measure 

only under the most severe threats to the safety of the child. Therefore, State intervention 

should cease to be an omnipotent threat to families that are vulnerable due to external 

factors such as poverty, social exclusion due to ethnicity and other factors that are beyond 

their control. It is possible to empower the children and make them independent enough 

to protect themselves from abuse, they do not have to be independent of the family to do 

it unless it is clear that separation is a necessity for their safety and survival. A path 

towards empowerment of children is to create shared learning among the children, their 

families and the welfare workers to create better understanding of the real problems for 

all parties involved.  

 

Most of the errors in child welfare practice and policy are based on lack of 

communication between all agents working to serve the same goal. The repercussions of 

these errors are suffered by the children, the very children who we set out to protect in the 

first place. If the children are given the opportunity to express themselves to their care 

givers as well as peers, contextually relevant, least invasive truly child-centered processes 

can be generated that not only facilitate better informed decision making but also 

reduction of social exclusion/isolation felt by children living in vulnerable situations. 

 

  

Resurrecting the Family: 
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The main international law that most child care policies and practices are based on is the 

United Nations Charter on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) passed in 1989. The charter 

established the autonomy of the child and laid emphasis on treating children with respect 

and dignity. The main aim throughout the Charter was to safeguard the interests of the 

child and grant freedom from any form of suppression or abuse from the care-givers. It 

remains the corner-stone of almost all child care initiatives and practices over the last 

decade following its introduction. Despite the comprehensive text of the document that 

addresses every aspect related to the rights of the child, there are certain grey areas that 

have been created as well. These areas are predominantly within the area of family policy 

and state intervention. Strict prescriptions are given regarding treatment of children as 

adults, deserving respect of their individual human rights at all times. However, there are 

no clear policies that define what constitutes permissible authoritative action by the 

parents, and after what point it translates into abuse. A tension has been created for the 

parents concerning how they should discipline their children without the fear of state 

intervention. There is no doubt regarding the need for the UNCRC because unfortunately, 

most of the children suffer abuse within their homes and in most cases of sexual abuse 

specifically, the perpetrators are known to the child. The statistics for physical abuse are 

equally shocking and undoubtedly guided the formulation of UNCRC to deal with the 

rising incidence of child abuse. However, there are repercussions for normal, healthy 

families as well. In the attempt to safe-guard the percentage of children that are extremely 

vulnerable, a larger population of children and families that lie within the range of low to 

medium vulnerability (due to external factors viz. as poverty) have also come under 

stress. This seems to be the paradox of saving a few and sacrificing many or saving many 

and sacrificing a few. Either case is unacceptable. There has to be a middle ground and 

that middle ground lies in clarifying the child care policies with regard to the family as an 

important and integral part of healthy development of the child. The weakness of the 

current child welfare and protection policies lies in the fact that they have been created in 

desperate time. The safety of the children arose as an overwhelming concern and the 

desperation of the society to protect its children reflected in the extreme interventionist 

stance adapted by the policy makers. The situation is not any better today than it was one 

and a half decade ago. In fact, the repercussions of the interventionist state policies have 
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become visible in the form of statistics showing the percentage of children abused in the 

out-of-home care and suffering other long term psychological damage following state 

interventions. So what are these policies actually achieving at the end of the day? If the 

reduction in the number of children abused at home is off-set by almost the same number 

of children abused in state care, where is the solution? Where is the safe place for 

children and who can create it? Is it not time for all the parties impacting the wellbeing of 

the child to come together and invest in making the children capable of protecting 

themselves rather than claiming ownership for the children’s decisions and dictating 

terms through remote polices?  

 

The Network of shared learning: 

 

The well-being of the child is affected by the actions of all the agents involved in creating 

the space or the environment in which the child is born, raised and socialized, as 

illustrated in fig.1 below. 

 

 

Fig.1 : Agents responsible for well-being of the child 

The family of the child, the society that surrounds that family and the societal laws that 

encompass the family unit, all combine to form a platform that children take their first 

steps on when they start their lives. This platform in itself is embedded in the national 
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and international policies and practices of child welfare. The influence of these polices 

can be felt all the way down to the individual families when they are translated into 

practise regarding child protection, which in turn is guided by the State prescriptions 

regarding what is and is not good practise. The well-being of the child is the main goal. 

Unfortunately, this has been a goal that has proven to be ill-achieved over the years. The 

laws passed in favour of child protection and the social services practise emerging from 

the adherence to these laws have failed to secure the well-being of the children they seek 

to serve. The current state of social services sector is the most visible symptom of this 

failure to achieve results. More shocking than the failure of the state was the revelation in 

2000 about the alleged abuse of up to 750 children in 40 homes over two decades 

(Department of Health, UK). The residential care facilities operated by the state lost all 

credibility in the eyes of the public and the social services sector came under hard 

scrutiny by the public as well as the experts. There remained no doubt about the distrust 

of the social services by the general public and even though the outrage may have settled 

with time, the suspicion still lurks. 

 

The role of Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs)  

 

The NGOs gain popularity and acceptance where the State agents lose both. This 

privilege of the NGOs is governed by the fact that they exist close to the everyday reality 

of the people. The proximity makes them more transparent than the state agencies as well 

as more approachable. The NGOs have an advantage on the policy formation level as 

well because they are more acutely aware of the loopholes in the social fabric that causes 

the gap between intention and fruition. Since they work at the grass root level, they can 

predict the effectiveness of policies better than the Governments that pass laws based on 

remote information and aggregated data. Even further, they help empower the people to 

get involved in the process of changing their lives actively and provide them with ways to 

do it successfully. Thus, the people are made partners in the formulation of new policies 

and practices regarding the welfare of their families and communities. 

 



 6 

The role of the NGOs in promoting child rights and other national issues such as 

reduction of poverty, gender equality and social justice has assumed a much more central 

role within the last decade. The Deakin report investigating the voluntary sector 

organisations in 1996 in the UK established the importance of NGOs as agents of social 

movement and change in the social policy and practice. A follow up study conducted five 

years later by the Centre for Civil Society (LSE) confirmed the emergence of the 

Voluntary Organisations as a potent force that has and will continue to have an important 

role to play in the social development and policy formation.  

 

The emergence of the NGOs has triggered the concept of global governance and a global 

civil society where international intergovernmental organisations like the UN do not hold 

the monopoly in formulating policies regarding human rights anymore. The lack of 

political agenda in the NGO activities lend them greater flexibility and drive than the 

governmental agencies bound by several political and commercial agendas. They are free 

to challenge and criticise the policy and practise in the child welfare sector, based solely 

on their experience of being involved with the issues personally that the government 

bodies address remotely. For instance, the UNCRC has been criticized for its clauses 

related to giving autonomy to the children to the extent of disregarding the important role 

played by adult care-givers in the child’s life (Hamad, Swarts and Smart, 2003). 

According to the UNCRC, every child is a mini-adult and a competent master of his/her 

destiny. Though the respect for the independence of children definitely is a crucial issue, 

the fact that children may benefit from the protection and guidance of their families can 

not be undermined as well. The de-construction of the concept of family has the potential 

of causing repercussions that actually harm the children rather than protect them. The 

state agencies, such as social services, are so driven by their desire to protect the children 

from threats of abuse within the home that little thought is given to the fact that the same 

home may have other care-givers that provide the child with a safety net. Ripping that 

safety net apart and placing the child is out-of-home care may be a measure that is 

sometimes unavoidable, but it may also be a case of false positive (Hammond,1996). 

Unfortunately, there is a dearth of literature on the judgment and decision making 

processes within the social services sector. The studies that do exist lack a cohesive 
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approach towards understanding the root cause behind the failure of the child care 

policies. However, one exception is the study conducted by Dalgeish and Drew (1989) 

That focus specifically on the decision making processes of the social services 

professionals. They examine approx. 150 closed cases where the outcome had been court 

order for separation of the child from the family. Their examination of the decision cues 

used by the decision makers that led to the final outcome showed that missing values 

regarding the ‘aspects of the family’s social system’ (AFS) played a determining role. 

Perceived risk was the main influencing variable and for cases with missing AFS, the 

mean rating for risk went higher (6.8 vs 6). Thus, cases where information about the 

social network of the family had not been gathered, chances of separation from the family 

was the probable outcome. The authors state that the missing information was probably 

the result of non-cooperation of the families with the social workers. When faced with 

this hostility, the social workers stopped their investigations faster than they would have 

done otherwise and did not seek information from the members of the family’s social 

system. Moreover, lack of cooperation of the family members was one of the largest 

explanatory variables for high risk perception as well. These results clearly exhibit the 

influence of the attitude of the family members on the final outcome of the investigative 

procedures adapted by the social workers. The impact of non-cooperation of the family 

members is strong enough to thwart the investigative procedure and making it end 

prematurely. Needless to say, vital information is lost consequently and the price is paid 

most severely by the child who is already a victim of his/her circumstances. The main 

problem behind this paradox is the fact that the social services agents are seen as the 

enemy, the families and the social services are on opposing sides. They do not enjoy the 

trust of the people and therefore, are not let into the lives of the families that they 

investigate. This rift creates a tension for both the parties involved that ultimately affects 

the judgement and decision making processes of the professionals. 

 

The social service professionals undoubtedly have the best intentions but unfortunately, 

their efforts are thwarted by the lack of resources viz. time, which is probably the most 

serious shortcoming. Without investing time, it is almost impossible to gauge the 

situation in child rights cases because there is so little evidence and whatever there is, it is 
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highly subjective and sensitive to personal interpretation of the source (concerned 

neighbour, teacher or other family members or friends) as well as the target (the social 

services professional, the police, the judge or NGO worker) of information sharing 

process. Another biasing factor here is the fact that NGOs and other voluntary agencies 

are more approachable for the people as compared to the governmental agencies. The 

bureaucracy involved in state agencies often acts as a deterrent for people not aware of 

how the system works. On the contrary, due to their political neutrality and lack of 

commercial motives, the NGOs are trusted more easily. They are viewed as agents of the 

society, as the independent voice of the people rather than an external, apathetic state 

agency wrapped up in rules and regulations, often perceived as a threat rather than an ally 

to the people. The power given to the NGOs has made them emerge as a potent force 

influencing social policies and welfare decisions. The invitation to NGOs to participate in 

UN special sessions on various welfare issues is a clear acknowledgment of the efficacy 

of the NGOs in shaping future global policies and initiatives. The national governments 

are now entering into partnerships with NGOs for tackling social problems and are 

supporting NGOs in their efforts. This is an important step for the NGOs because the 

flexibility and contextual relevance of the NGO practices combined with the financial 

and infrastructural support of the Government creates a much stronger force as compared 

to either working independent of each other. For example, the services being provided by 

the Children’s Funds across England in 2004 were under threat of discontinuation due to 

budget cuts. The voluntary and community sector entered into a liaison with the 

Government to prevent disruption of services to the vulnerable children that added £20 

million to the budget, a contingency fund to make up for the initial disruption and a 

reduction of previously planned budget cut of 15% to approx. 5 % for 2004/5 (King, J, 

2005). Among the various initiatives taken by these organisations to enhance the services 

provided to the children, one that is most relevant to the current project is the aim to put 

children at the center of all decision making (King, J., 2005). This is in confirmation with 

the prescription given most frequently in the social services literature as well regarding 

inclusion of children in decision making processes. Both the government and non-

governmental agencies involved with child protection and welfare services share this one 
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objective in common, but its achievement has remained a challenge, one which this 

Project attempts to overcome, at least to a degree sufficient to base future efforts on.  

 

Research Design: 

 

Due to the greater flexibility and accessibility of the NGOs, the current research project 

will involve working with NGO front-line workers that are actively involved with helping 

vulnerable children. Once the new knowledge has been generated at the end of this 

Project, it will be shared with other child care actors, both governmental and non-

governmental, to facilitate shared learning and dissipate the inter-organisational 

differences in research process and practice within individual fields. The inclusion of 

children in the judgment and decision making processes of the NGOs will set the stage 

for suggesting the implementation of this practice in the social services sector as well. 

Since the NGOs now play a major role in influencing policy and practice in child care, 

the influx of change through the NGOs is the most feasible route to introducing 

alternative child welfare practice scenarios to the governmental agencies. Moreover, 

since the NGOs occupy the crucial position of mediators between the people and the 

State, they also possess the power to prevent state intervention into families that might 

cause more damage to the child than intended good. Since the NGOs work with 

vulnerable children before the State intervention takes place, they are privy to a 

mammoth amount of information regarding the children at risk. They play a crucial role 

in determining the future events in the children’s lives. The NGO front line workers have 

to judge which children are the most vulnerable and why. Also, since they have the 

opportunity to spend much more time with the children and their families, they have the 

chance to take less invasive measures that are not traumatic to the children or their 

families. They can create a culture of collaborative learning, action and decision making 

that would not be easy to create with the social services agents due to lack of time and 

other bureaucratic constraints. Therefore, the first logical step towards creating 

alternative judgment and decision making pathways in the child welfare sector is to work 

with the NGOs and create a tangible learning experience that can be shared with other 

agents in the child welfare sector. The hope is that is will create ripple effects in learning 
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that roll back all the way through the national to the international forums for formulating 

future policies that truly will have the child at the center of all decision making processes 

and practice.  

 

Fig. 2 illustrates the approach taken in this Project, i.e., NGOs participating in the study 

will form an interactive network with children in their natural environments (their 

families and neighbourhoods) to establish a creative network where children will be 

encouraged to express themselves and share their stories in their own words. The 

knowledge generated from this process will be shared with the State agencies as well to 

facilitate learning. The downward pointing black arrows depict the sequence of 

formulation and implementation of child welfare policies. The upward pointing red 

arrows illustrate the alternative scenario where the collaborative platform constructed by 

the NGO workers and the children will send context relevant policy formation cues to the 

national and international bodies to provide the base for future child-centered welfare 

policies practices.  

International Child Rights Policy and Practise 

 

 

National Child Rights Policy and Practise 

 

 

                                               

                                                    Local/Societal Policy and Practise 

                                          

               NGO                                        Family Well-being 

            ACTION 

  (Collaborative Learning)                        Child Well-being 

 

Fig.2: Underpinning theoretical model for Project Design and Implementation 

 

 

 



 11 

Research Framework: 

 

In order to facilitate initiation of communication networks, children will be provided 

multimedia tools from the London Multimedia Lab for Audiovisual Composition and 

Communication at the Institute of Social Psychology at London School of Economics 

(LSE) to help them express themselves through creative means. The duration of the 

Project is 12 months and the objectives are as follows: 

 

1. To act as facilitators and reflective collaborators to support the process of shared 

thinking, learning and practice among a group of representatives from two Non-

Governmental Organisations (NGOs). This group will meet each term in a 

flexible learning environment at the LSE (The Robinson Suite) tracking outcomes 

through discussion, observation and reflection. 

2. To involve representatives of stakeholders involved in the Project to explore their 

perspectives on change in the networks. This will be done by organizing 

  

(i) Working with networks of young people created from the populations 

of children classified as vulnerable by the NGO workers. They will be 

encouraged to make their own participatory multimedia account of the 

changes and what they have learned through the process. 

(ii) Focus groups with NGO front line workers, parents and researchers. 

They will discuss and reflect on the evidence produced in video and 

digital media formats generated by the children themselves 

(iii) To identify commonality, points of connection, differences in 

approach and the conditions which enable the young people to work 

pro-actively with the representatives of the NGOs and highlight 

pathways towards inclusion in the judgement and decision making 

processes regarding their future development and safety. 

 

The deliverables at the end of this one year programme are as follows: 
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1. An Evaluation Report (in paper and multimedia format)  

2. A DVD telling the story of vulnerable young people and their journey through 

this network partnership. It will include illustrative context of the video 

testimonies of NGO workers together with the presentation and interpretation of 

the young people’s multimedia productions. This DVD will show what the NGO 

professionals have learned and what has changed in their interpretation and 

perception of young people’s opinions and inputs, along with an account of what 

the children and their families have learned from the process. 

 

Further analysis of the data gathered through questionnaires will be carried out as well to 

define and measure the effects of risk perceptions of the NGO workers on their 

judgement and decision making processes. A brief explanation in lay terms and guidance 

for its use in planning and evaluation of future policies will be provided. 
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