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Written evidence to the House of Lords Select Committee on Public Services inquiry: The 
role of public services in addressing child vulnerability.  

Summary and recommendations 

1. Training on all forms of domestic abuse as defined in the Domestic Abuse Bill should be 
mandatory for social work qualifications, and periodically updated through continuing 
professional development.  Domestic abuse is the most common factor identified in 
assessments of children in need of children’s social care services but training is variable and 
can lead to social workers putting children at risk because they do not understand perpetrator 
behaviour.  

 
2. Safeguarding training for schools should also include mandatory training on domestic 

abuse and safeguarding designates should be informed of children’s social care 
safeguarding cases. Safeguarding training, which is statutory, does not have to include training 
on domestic abuse yet teachers can (and often do) play a crucial role in identifying the signs of 
abuse and intervening. Operation Encompass is an improvement on communication between 
the police and schools, but most domestic abuse is not reported to the police.  

 
3. NHS trusts should ensure staff in maternity units receive regular training on routine 

enquiry and support for domestic abuse survivors. Domestic violence is the leading cause 
of foetal death. Maternity services are required to make routine enquiries but we know from our 
service users that mandatory routine enquiry is still not being done correctly. 

 
4. Commissioners of domestic abuse services should budget for specialist support for 

children and young people in those services. We supported 1,392 children in our services in 
2019/20. Of the nearly 200 children in our refuges in December 2020, around 30% had 
children’s services involvement. Upon leaving refuge, many of those mothers had increased 
their parenting capacity and increased their understanding of the impact of domestic abuse on 
parenting as a result of parenting workshops they had accessed in the refuge.  

 
5. Agencies should base their ways of working, communication and data-sharing for 

children assessed as in need and early help on how they approach children with 
protection plans. When children are on a child protection plan the coordination between 
responsible agencies tends to be much better than when children are assessed as being in 
need, though practice varies. The Government should make clear that sharing information in 
order to safeguard children is always legitimate within the General Data Protection Regulations 
(GDPR).  

 
6. The Department for Education should provide funding for specialist support for schools 

to support children impacted by domestic abuse during lockdown. The Government’s 
additional funding announced for children to catch up on work lost during the pandemic and 
address the widening gap is welcome, but schools need dedicated funding and specialist 
support to address the impact of trauma on children and young people over the last year. 

 
7. Children’s social care should integrate with adult social care to provide some continuity 

and support as vulnerable young people become adults. We run programmes with young 
people who have experienced or witnessed abuse who become ineligible as soon as they turn 
18, when they are at high risk. Young women aged 19-25 are the second highest age group of 
Solace service users.  



Introduction 

8. Solace Women’s Aid (Solace) welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence to the House of 
Lords Select Committee on Public Services inquiry into the role of public services in addressing 
child vulnerability, examining whether reforming public services can address the growing 
problem of child vulnerability; how public services support mothers and families during 
pregnancy; and how they support children in their early years and school years. 
 

9. Solace is the leading specialist charity in London supporting women and children experiencing 
domestic abuse, sexual violence and all other forms of violence against women and girls 
(VAWG). In 2019/20 we worked with 27,414 women, children, and young people across our 
services. We are therefore submitting evidence specifically in relation to children living in homes 
where domestic abuse is taking place or where domestic abuse is a causal factor in child 
vulnerability.  

 
10. We supported 1,392 children in our services in 2019/20. Our specialist work with children and 

young people sits under three broad workstreams:  
 
a. Children as victims who have lived with or are living with domestic abuse, supported 

through family support workers and sessional workers within our other services, and/ or 
a 12 week therapeutic programme funded by BBC Children in Need.  
 

b. Children and young people with direct experience of domestic abuse, supported with 
specialist young people’s independent domestic violence advocates in our community 
services or co-located in other children and young people’s services, through an 
assertive outreach programme with Black and minoritised women aged 14-25 in 
partnership with the Women and Girls Network; with specialist Independent Domestic 
Violence Advocates (IDVAs) co-located in major trauma centres in London hospitals to 
support survivors aged 11-25, in partnership with Redthread; or at the Lighthouse, a pilot 
project bringing together statutory and voluntary sector partners to address Child Sexual 
Abuse, where we provide advocacy support for the young people alongside NSPCC. 

 
c. Work with children and young people to prevent domestic abuse and other forms of 

VAWG. We run education programmes in schools in North London at key stage 3 and 
key stage 4 which meet the latest Relationship and Sex Education governmental 
guidance. Since the pandemic we have been unable to work in schools to physically 
deliver the programmes, but have developed materials to support children and young 
people’s wellbeing and safety, and have delivered sessions online. 

 

Question 2: How well do public services address underlying causes of child vulnerability 
within families, such as domestic abuse, mental ill health and addiction? 

11. Domestic abuse is the most common factor identified in assessments of children in need of 
children’s social care services. In 2019/20, it was identified as a factor in 44% of children in need 
assessments1, which from the experiences of our service users we know to be a vast 
underestimate. Yet training on domestic abuse is varied and often focuses on identifying the 
physical signs of domestic abuse rather than an understanding of coercive control and 
emotional abuse2 which so often impact on survivors’ and perpetrators’ behaviours in the 

 
1 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/characteristics-of-children-in-need/2020 
2 https://safelives.org.uk/issues-domestic-abuse-training-social-work-students%E2%80%AF 



presence of statutory agencies. Social workers are often unaware of the mechanisms by which 
perpetrators manipulate situations in their favour, including by manipulating social workers 
themselves.    
 

12. Social Work England’s qualifying education and standards guidance 2021 - against which they 
assess and approve social work education and training courses – only states that courses’ 
curricula must ensure they equip students to meet the professional standards. The additional 
guidance they refer to on the content of the curriculum includes minimal guidance from the 
Department for Education which was published in 20143.   
 

13. 70% of children’s social care workers reported struggling with their caseloads before covid-194, 
so their capacity is stretched. Unless there are obvious signs of domestic abuse they may not 
identify it or intervene, and their need to reduce their caseloads mean we sometimes see social 
workers putting children and young people at risk of harm. We also see mothers in fear of their 
children being removed from their care and even placed with abusive partners who very often 
present as good fathers to professionals, and abuse in families from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds dismissed as ‘couple conflict’.  

 
14. Children are most likely to disclose abuse in the home to adults they know and trust, and 

teachers and childcare staff are well placed to identify signs of abuse in children’s homes and to 
become trusted adults in children’s lives. Schools are also under immense pressures however, 
and training on domestic abuse is not statutory for teachers but down to individual 
headteachers. Safeguarding training, which is statutory, does not have to include training on 
domestic abuse despite how common it is in children and young people’s lives.  

 
15. The increase in domestic abuse during pregnancy is well documented. An estimated 30% of 

domestic abuse begins during pregnancy and domestic violence is now the leading cause of 
foetal death5. Maternity services are therefore well placed to identify signs of abuse and make 
routine enquiries, which they should do according to NICE guidelines. We know from our service 
users that mandatory routine enquiry is still not being done correctly however, and believe 
health professionals should have further training on how to support domestic abuse survivors.  

 

Question 6: Do vulnerable children, parents, guardians and families receive sufficient 
support from early intervention and preventative services? If not, how might such support be 
improved? Can early intervention and prevention deliver more efficient and effective public 
services? 

16. We supported 1,392 children in our services in 2019/20. We provide family support workers 
and sessional workers in refuges, and floating family support workers in the community, to build 
relationships and work with children in a trauma-informed way. These workers also support 
survivors with other services including children’s social care and family courts. Most 
commissioners of refuges and community services do not budget for this essential provision we 
have prioritised funding support for them ourselves through our fundraising activities.  
 

 
3https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/338718/14
0730_Knowledge_and_skills_statement_final_version_AS_RH_Checked.pdf 
4 https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2020/04/03/social-work-caseloads-70-percent-childrens-practitioners-
struggle-survey-shows/ 
5 https://safelives.org.uk/policy-evidence/cry-health/idvas-maternity-units 



17.  Of the nearly 200 children in our refuges in December 2020, around 30% had children’s 
services involvement, but we were able to support 97% through specific support for children and 
families, including family support workers, specialist child counselling and therapy and parenting 
workshops. As a result of our parenting workshops, upon leaving refuge, many service users 
with children had increased their parenting capacity and increased their understanding of the 
impact of domestic abuse on parenting. 

 
18. We run a 12-week programme funded by BBC Children in Need, available to children age four 

and above who have been affected by domestic or sexual violence at some point in their life. 
Through art making, play, drama and talking, the child and the therapist work together to make 
sense of the child’s difficulties and offer a safe and contained space where the child can express 
her/ his thoughts and feelings. The demand of places is really high as parents see the 
immediate improvements in their children’s wellbeing, and waiting lists are currently closed.  

 

Question 7: At the local level, where does responsibility rest for addressing cross-cutting 
issues that affect children’s vulnerability, such as parental mental health, addiction and 
domestic abuse issues? How are those who are responsible for such issues held to account, 
and how might such accountability be improved? 

19. Responsibility generally lies with the police and children’s social services. When children are on 
a child protection plan the coordination between responsible agencies tends to be much better 
than when children are assessed as being in need, but whether they are put on a plan or not 
really varies between areas. We run services across 15 local authorities in London and are 
required to refer to children’s social services when we believe there is a safeguarding risk to a 
child in contact with our services and some will reject referrals that others would accept, which 
creates a postcode lottery on children’s safety.  
 

20. Schools are often best placed to support children on a day-to-day basis but aren’t required to be 
informed if their pupils have been assessed as being in need. Operation Encompass is a 
welcome measure to join up the police with schools, but the vast majority of domestic abuse 
survivors do not report to the police. Schools’ designated safeguarding leads (formerly the Child 
Protection Officer), which every school should have, should be kept informed of all other 
statutory agencies’ involvement with their pupils6.   

 

Question 8: What practical steps can the Government and providers of public services take 
to encourage different agencies – such as NHS bodies, councils, schools and the police – to 
share data that helps keep vulnerable children safe, and to support early intervention and 
preventative services? 

21. Agencies generally communicate well and share data when there is a Child Protection Plan in 
place but less so when a child has been assessed as being in need. The Government should 
make clear that sharing information in order to safeguard children is always legitimate within the 
General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR).   
 

22. The Government’s additional funding announced for children to catch up on work lost during the 
pandemic and address the widening gap is welcome, but schools need dedicated funding and 
specialist support to address the impact of trauma on children and young people over the last 

 
6 Every school and college should have a designated safeguarding lead who will provide support to staff to 
carry out their safeguarding duties and who will liaise closely with other services such as children’s social care 
(Department for Education) 



year. The increase in domestic abuse has been well-documented, calls to our advice line saw a 
50% increase in demand in the last quarter of 2020 as restrictions were imposed again after the 
summer.  

 
23. The Government’s Domestic Abuse Bill recognises children as victims of domestic abuse in their 

own right for the first time, and with that recognition should come greater resource and specialist 
support. When children are removed from perpetrators’ influence, they are often removed from 
child protection plans and considered no longer at risk, despite potentially having experienced 
years of trauma. Unless their other parent is supported by a service like ours that includes 
dedicated support, they will no longer be provided specific support.  

 
24. There needs to be greater continuity between children’s and adult’s social care and 

interventions. We run programmes with young people who have experienced or witnessed 
abuse who become ineligible as soon as they turn 18, when they are at high risk. Young women 
aged 19-25 are the second highest age group of Solace service users.  

 

Question 9: How effectively do statutory services collaborate with the voluntary sector and 
community groups to support vulnerable children and their families? Could such 
collaboration be improved? 

25. Moving to online meetings during the last year has enabled agencies to come together more 
easily without it taking as much time out of their casework and should become more routine as 
things open up.  
 

26. Children and Young People’s IDVAs trained and manager by Solace and co-located in other 
services has been a really effective way of improving outcomes for young people. In 2019/20 the 
major trauma centre young victims of domestic abuse/violence service supported 164 young 
people predominantly for domestic abuse (42%) or as the victim of harassment (15%) resulting 
in 83 referrals into multi agency risk assessment conferences MARACs and 21 Children’s 
safeguarding referrals7. 
 

 
7 https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/mayors-office-policing-and-crime-mopac/governance-and-decision-
making/mopac-decisions-0/youth-independent-domestic-violence-advocates 


