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About this Policy Brief

This Policy Brief explores the notion of responsive 
service delivery by first identifying what it is that 
service recipients want from government and non-
government service delivery agencies. The second 
part of this policy brief focuses on children’s services, 
charting developments in thinking about child welfare 
in the past 20 years, and concludes with a discussion 
of children’s views and experiences of current service 
delivery models. 

Previous Policy Briefs are available to download at 
http://www.crawford.anu.edu.au/research
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There is broad agreement among governments that 
fund social welfare services and the agencies that 
deliver those services about overarching policy goals. 
Few would disagree with the statement that, in broad 
terms, social welfare expenditure is all about meeting 
needs. How those needs are defined, however, and the 
specific programs developed to meet identified needs 
are the subject of vigorous debate. In this process, the 
views of those who ‘own the needs’ are rarely heard 
amid the voices of professional and policy experts. 
When those with experience of hardship and poverty 
are asked about their life experiences and what they 
want from government and service providers, the 
message is clear. The desire for dignity and respect 
is almost always mentioned, regardless of the age 
of the respondents, their gender or where they live 
(Saunders et al. 2006:36–7; Shearer and Fox 2004:3; 
Lister 2004:120). 

Being treated with dignity and respect means being 
recognised as a person rather than a ‘problem’ (Shearer 
and Fox 2004:4; Phillips 2003:12) and being listened to 
without being judged (Leonard et al. 2005:417). While 
being accepted and being listened to is important, 
people with experience of poverty want more than 
a passive form of listening. People living in poverty 
want their expertise to be acknowledged and heard 
(Lister 2004:168–9; Phillips 2003:19; Saunders et al. 
2006:29; Waterhouse and Angley 2005:17; Beresford et 
al. 1999:148). For example, in the many conversations 
Mark Peel had with people living in Inala in Brisbane, 
in Broadmeadows in Melbourne and in Mount Druitt 
in Sydney,
 [c]omplaints were not about the quantity of 

payments…the problem was punitive and 
disrespectful treatment. Governments were 
not just at fault because they didn’t deliver but 
because what they delivered came at such a 
heavy price in terms of self-respect and dignity. 
People did not expect to receive the world on a 
platter. As they said only the rich presume that 

as their right. They did not expect immediate 
changes in their situation but they did expect to 
be listened to, to play some part in defining what 
they needed and to be treated with respect (Peel 
2003:97). 

Being listened to because what you have to say 
is considered valuable is a sign of respect and an 
acknowledgement of competency—both of which 
are valued by those with experience of poverty. For 
example, for participants in a personal loan pilot 
program in Melbourne run by the Brotherhood of St 
Laurence and Community Sector Banking, ‘obtaining 
a loan was more than just money, [it was also about] 
dignity, inclusion, trust and respect. It was an 
opportunity to not be just a passive recipient of welfare, 
but to gain some self-esteem by taking a positive active 
role in the process’ (Scutella and Sheehan 2006:iii).

Thus agency—the ability to take control of your 
life—is linked clearly to dignity and respect, and 
being treated with dignity and respect can increase 
feelings of self-respect and a sense of agency (Lister 
2004:120–1). As one participant in the personal loan 
pilot program explained, having a relationship with 
a mainstream bank ‘gave me the confidence to go ask 
somewhere else for credit…this time I walked in with 
my head high and I said I want this and that’ (Scutella 
and Sheehan 2006:15).

People with experience of poverty often express 
feelings of powerlessness and a lack of control over 
their lives (Saunders et al. 2006:7; Narayan et al. 
2000:39). Choice is therefore important, because in 
choosing individuals are able to exercise control and 
agency. Thus pensioners living in residential care in 
Melbourne experience greater financial stress than 
pensioners living in rental accommodation because 
they retain control over much less of their pension 
(Waterhouse and Angley 2005:17–18). Interventions—
such as the construction of roads or access to services 
such as affordable public transport—are valued 
because they increase people’s choices (Narayan et al. 

What do service recipients value?
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2000:267; Saunders et al. 2006:27). When people with 
experience of poverty talk about receiving resources 
they do so in instrumental terms. That is, the resources 
are valued because they increase agency (Anglicare 
SA 2002:15; Shearer and Fox 2004:3; Saunders et al. 
2006:38). For example, clients of welfare services in 
New South Wales and Victoria are critical of the lack 
of access to dental services because having bad teeth 
makes it harder to compete for jobs (Saunders et al. 
2006:17). The desire of many welfare recipients for 
information and assistance before their lives reach a 
crisis point is further evidence of the value placed on 
agency.1  ‘I know what has happened and I know what 
I want to do, I just need someone to help me get the 
right information…[about] what I need to do to get 
there’ (Anglicare SA 2002:15).

Incorporating the values of dignity and respect, 
agency and choice into policy design and service 
delivery would radically transform the social welfare 
landscape because it would invert the normal power 
relationship between service providers and those who 
receive the service, cutting across the strong streak 
of paternalism that still exists in the social welfare 
sector. In other words, it challenges the belief of all 
professionals involved in delivering social welfare 
programs that they know what is best for their clients, 
just as it challenges the belief of academics and policy 
experts that their ideas or the latest policy fad will 
solve particular policy problems. 

Giving clients control over what happens to them 
means letting them choose, even if this means outcomes 
are less than what they could be. There are agencies 
already doing this, in spite of the continuing frustration 
experienced by their staff when clients choose not to 
make changes that the staff believe would be beneficial. 
For example, staff involved in Anglicare Tasmania’s 
Acquired Injury and Home Support Service (AIHSS) 
are committed to the principle of treating their clients 
with dignity and respect, which means giving them 
choice—choice over who is employed as their personal 
support worker and choice over how allocated hours 
are used. Even when staff see clients who choose to 
make goal-oriented plans for how allocated hours are 
used improve their quality of life while others do not 
do as well, they remain committed to the principle of 
letting clients decide (Clarke 2006). 

As the Anglicare Tasmania example illustrates, 
clients want different things. Some clients want 
personal support workers who are trained to care 
for people with spinal-cord injuries, others are more 
concerned about the personality of the support 
worker—whether they ‘hit if off’ (AIHSS clients 2006). 
Therefore, making assumptions about what clients 
want is dangerous. As Renee, a young Aboriginal 
woman who was interviewed for Judith Brett and 
Anthony Moran’s book, Ordinary People’s Politics, 
explains, even well-meaning assumptions that 

incorporate lessons from past policy failures do not 
always hold true.

My sister doesn’t want to be part of the Aboriginal 
community any more. She thinks it is destructive, 
and that the violence and abuse has caused all her 
problems…[M]y sister’s happy to be removed. 
She’d rather be in care because she’s getting all 
the things Mum couldn’t provide. It’s not that 
she doesn’t like Mum, but she’d rather be out of 
there (Renee Simmons, cited in Brett and Moran 
2006:289). 

For Renee, the answer lay in treating each person as an 
individual and listening to what they wanted for their 
life. ‘Renee…stressed repeatedly that people trying to 
help should talk with the children and have more faith 
in their resilience, and that the current situation should 
not just be seen in terms of the previous generation’s 
experience’ (Brett and Moran 2006:290).

Treating everyone as an individual and allowing 
them to choose means services have to be flexible—
flexible in terms of what is provided and in terms of 
how long assistance is provided. This level of flexibility 
is difficult to achieve in an environment in which 
services are often under-resourced and accountability 
frameworks emphasise upward accountability 
(accountability to funding bodies) rather than 
downward accountability (accountability to clients). 
Flexibility is also difficult to achieve in an environment, 
such as in Australia, in which the conditionality of 
income support is increasing (Carney 2007:6). 

Re-orienting service provision to fully reflect 
the values of those the service is designed to assist 
would require greater emphasis on the provision of 
information to clients or program participants about 
available services and how to access these services. As 
noted earlier, individuals want this sort of information 
and the success of service models based on care in the 
community require it (Cameron and Flanagan 2004:83). 
Unfortunately, clients and program participants often 
report difficulties in accessing relevant information 
(Nevile and Nevile 2003:150; Cameron and Flanagan 
2004:26; Hinton 2006:113). 

Valuing dignity and respect above all else 
challenges those involved in the funding and delivery 
of social welfare services to put the interests of 
participants and clients above political interests or 
administrative simplicity. For example, the name 
‘Work for the Dole’ is condemned by participants and 
those who administer Work for the Dole projects as 
stigmatising, and continuing use of the name clearly 
works against stated program objectives of increasing 
participants’ self-esteem, motivation and pride in 
their work and community benefit objectives because 
it makes it harder to find community sponsors for 
Work for the Dole projects. Use of the name continues, 
however, because of the perceived political benefits 
(Nevile and Nevile 2003:120–4). 
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If service providers often fail to incorporate the 
values of dignity, respect, choice and agency into 
services for adults, what is the situation in regard 
to services for children, where the unequal power 
relationships between service provider and service 
recipient are overlaid by age-based hierarchies? The 
second part of this brief takes up this question, charting 
developments in thinking about child welfare in the 
past 20 years as well as discussing children’s views and 
experiences of current service delivery models. 

Note

1 The value placed on agency by those with 
experience of poverty contradicts the moral 
underclass view of welfare recipients as passive 
or morally degenerate individuals who are 
content to let the state support them and their 
families.
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Dignity and respect: values that recipients of welfare 
services consistently identify as critical to their well-
being and sense of self-worth. 

Dignity and respect: values that many service 
providers and policymakers recognise as important—
but values that seem difficult to deliver.

If these values are elusive within welfare services 
for adults, how do services for children fare? Do 
children value dignity and respect? Are such values 
relevant for children?

This section of this policy brief will outline the 
values that are traditionally prioritised for children, 
before turning to a discussion of new approaches 
to child welfare. The next section of the policy brief 
will explore the values that children identify as 
important.

What values are traditionally prioritised for 
children?

The earliest child welfare policies in industrialising 
England, the United States and the countries of 
Western Europe were based on two sets of values. The 
first was grounded in emerging ideas about the purity 
and innocence of childhood and in a desire to protect 
poor children from confronting the worst burdens of 
their class at a ‘tender’ age. The second set of values 
held a less romantic view, emphasising the unruly 
behaviour and potential criminality of working-class 
children. The provision of minimal services, including 
education, was considered necessary to keep the 
poor in check. Despite the obvious differences, each 
of these sets of values had at its core the concept of 
need. The first set of values—driven largely by charity 
and pity—centred on presumptions about the needs 
of poor children. The second set—driven largely by 
concern for public order—centred on the needs of 
middle-class society.

The concept of need, which shaped the earliest 
approaches to child welfare, has proven to be 

remarkably resilient. Throughout the twentieth 
century and into the twenty-first, the values that 
underlie child welfare policy and services have 
remained tied inextricably to ideas about children’s 
needs. As welfare services for children were developed 
and refined from the middle of the twentieth century, 
the primary focus was on either disadvantaged groups 
or those experiencing or identified as being at risk of 
abuse and/or neglect. With the professionalisation 
of social work, the needs of clients—regardless 
of age—were determined increasingly by experts 
according to their professional knowledge, values 
and ideologies combined with their personal views 
and tempered by case-loads and the availability of 
resources (Percy 2002:78). The determination of need 
by an expert has been described as normative need, 
while the client’s experience and expectations have 
been described as felt need (Bradshaw 1972). While felt 
need is an acknowledgement of the client, it does not 
necessarily translate into valuing a client’s perspectives 
and priorities—particularly in situations in which a 
client’s felt need and the expert’s normative need are 
in conflict. 

If expert assessment of need outweighs clients’ 
perspectives and priorities in most settings, what 
happens when the client is a child? Children in 
contact with welfare systems generally encounter the 
range of power and relational dynamics that shape 
the experiences of all welfare recipients: professional 
versus lay opinion and experience; middle class 
versus disadvantaged status; service provider versus 
service recipient. The nature of these relationships 
means that the client is rarely in a position to exercise 
agency, demand a choice or claim dignity if it is not 
forthcoming. When a child is involved, these power 
relationships are overlaid by aged-based hierarchies 
within which children’s abilities to formulate and 
express legitimate perspectives and priorities are—at 
best—viewed with considerable scepticism.

As Stainton Rogers (2004:128) points out, a 
needs-based approach to children generally and to 

Responsive policy and  
service delivery for children

Sharon Bessell
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child welfare specifically is influenced heavily by 
discourses of developmental psychology, which 
emphasise the psychological rather than the material 
needs of children. While acknowledging the diverse 
theoretical perspectives grouped together under the 
rubric of developmental psychology, Stainton Rogers 
(2004:129) argues that all share common assumptions. 
First, children are considered to lack the adult 
capacities of autonomy, reason and responsibility. 
Second, children are not only physically dependent, 
they are psychologically and emotionally dependent. 
Third, children’s development is predicated on certain 
‘scientifically’ determined needs being met. When 
these needs are not met, a child’s development will 
be undermined, resulting in a dysfunctional adult. 
Consequently, a needs-based approach to child welfare 
that is grounded in developmental psychology is 
founded on three assumptions. First, children are yet 
to develop the capacity to make good (or perhaps any) 
decisions and are unable to determine their own needs. 
Thus, providing children with choice would be a folly, 
placing on children a burden greater than they can be 
expected to bear. Second, given children’s dependence 
on adults, concepts of children’s agency make little 
sense. Third, children’s needs can be determined 
independently via scientific investigation—theoretical 
and empirical. There is no need to seek children’s 
perspectives and priorities, as adult experts already 
know what is necessary.

A traditional approach to child welfare is best 
described as needs based. Provision of a child’s needs 
and protection from harm are paramount. Children’s 
own views, wishes and concerns have little place in 
decision making or service delivery. Respect for the 
child and recognition of his or her dignity as a human 
being are not so much actively dismissed as simply 
not considered.

A new approach?

A needs-based approach to child welfare remains the 
dominant paradigm in most—if not all—countries. In 
the past decade, however, policy rhetoric relating to 
child welfare has been influenced by new ideas and 
values. Children’s needs remain an influential—often 
the most influential—force in the development of 
child welfare policy and in the delivery of services. 
Nevertheless, concepts of dignity, respect, agency 
and choice have entered the child welfare lexicon 
to an extent unimaginable two decades ago. Two 
developments are central in explaining this shift. 
First, in the past 15 to 20 years, childhood studies has 
emerged as a discipline independent of psychology, 
social work and—to some extent—sociology (or at 
least socialisation theory). The resultant theorising 
about childhood has emphasised notions of children’s 
agency. Second, the values of children’s rights have 

become widely recognised—if not embraced—largely 
as a result of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. 

Children as social actors

Prout and James (1990) have suggested that the 
relationship between individual agency and structure in 
social life—a major theoretical debate within sociology 
in recent decades—has particular significance for 
understanding childhood. While the practice of child 
welfare is influenced heavily by ideas that privilege 
structure as the primary determinant of childhood, 
theorising about childhood has focused increasingly 
on children’s agency.

In Theorizing Childhood (1998:198–9), James et al. 
emphasise the inextricable link between ideas about 
‘the child’ and values about social order, normative 
behaviour and moral acceptability. Yet they argue that 
children—individually and collectively—inscribe their 
own meaning and contribute to the lived experiences 
of their own childhoods. Without abandoning the 
role of social structure in shaping childhood, James et 
al. propose a theoretical model in which ‘the child is 
conceived of as a person, a status, a course of action, a 
set of needs, rights or differences—in sum a social actor’ 
(1998:207). A growing number of empirical studies 
have explored the ways in which children contribute 
actively to the maintenance of familial relationships 
(for example, Mayall 1994, 2002) and to their own social 
worlds (Thorne 1993; Morrow 2005). Studies have 
suggested that even in situations that could be described 
as abusive, children often make active choices within 
the options open to them (for example, Montgomery 
2001). Situated within the emerging discipline of 
childhood studies, this growing body of theoretical and 
empirical work has been important in contributing to a 
revitalisation of our understanding of childhood and to 
new approaches to working with children. This work 
presents a direct challenge to the orthodoxy of needs-
based approaches to child welfare.

Children’s rights

If developments within scholarship on childhood have 
been important in presenting an alternative to needs-
based approaches, so too have political developments 
in relation to the human rights of children. In 1989, 
after more than a decade of debate and political 
manoeuvring, the United Nations General Assembly 
adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child. The 
treaty came into force the next year and was ratified 
by governments with astounding alacrity. In 2007, on 
the eve of the convention’s eighteenth birthday, only 
the United States and Somalia are yet to ratify (both 
nations have signed the treaty). 
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The convention by no means abandons traditional 
concepts of need. The provision of basic needs and 
adoption of minimum standards are central concepts, 
as is the protection of children from abuse, exploitation 
and neglect. To a large extent, these needs are presented 
as being universally knowable and known. The 
convention also introduces a far more radical approach 
to children through what are often described as the 
participation articles. The most significant of these 
articles is Article 12, which calls on state parties to 
respect the views of the child. Article 12 states: ‘States 
Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of 
forming his or her own views the right to express those 
views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views 
of the child being given due weight in accordance with 
the age and maturity of the child.’

While the convention leaves room for considerable 
debate about when and under what circumstances 
a child is capable of forming his or her own views, 
it nevertheless has been extraordinarily effective in 
influencing policy rhetoric. Since the 1990s, ‘consulting 
children’ has emerged as a value within policy 
discourse relating to children. While often criticised for 
being tokenistic (see Matthews 2001; Matthews et al. 
1999) or being undermined by bureaucratic structures 
(Bessell, under review), seeking children’s views is no 
longer considered novel or even absurd.

The convention has also been significant in 
introducing the language of rights into child welfare 
policy. While values about children’s needs (and most 
often normative needs) continue to dominate, children 
are also positioned as the bearers of human rights. 
By way of illustration, in the past decade, Western 
Australia, Queensland, New South Wales and South 
Australia have adopted charters of rights for children 
and young people in care. Victoria and the Australian 
Capital Territory are currently developing charters. 
Most Australian states have established children’s 
commissions (or similar) with the protection and 
promotion of children’s human rights within their 
mandate. While still highly contested, the values 
of children’s rights have begun to influence the 
mainstream.

Where are we now?

The recognition of children as social actors with 
legitimate perspectives and priorities and as bearers 
of human rights is haltingly but increasingly creeping 
into child welfare policy. Policy and service delivery 
for children has changed markedly in the past two 
decades. There has by no means been a revolution, but 
a slow reformation appears to be under way. Values 
of dignity and respect are no longer alien to debates 
about child welfare. The language of agency and choice 
is used increasingly. 

But how do children view the values that shape 
the policies and services designed in their name? What 
is their experience of this slow reformation? The final 
section of this policy brief will explore children’s views 
and experiences of the policies and services designed 
to support them.
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In this final section, we explore some of the values that 
are important to children and young people, based on 
research undertaken by the authors. In particular, we 
draw on research with children who have experienced 
homelessness and with young carers (undertaken by Tim 
Moore) and children who have experienced the care and 
protection system (undertaken by Sharon Bessell). 

Children’s experience of policies and services 
designed to support them are as diverse as individual 
children’s lives and circumstances. Not surprisingly, 
children’s views about policies and services are far 
from homogenous. Nevertheless, our research suggests 
that clear—and strong—themes emerge. For the 
purposes of this paper, we have identified two issues 
that children and young people consistently raise—in 
various ways—as being of particular concern for them: 
having a say and having information.

Having a say

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child entitles children to express their views on 
matters affecting them. Increasingly, policy rhetoric 
places emphasis on the importance of young people’s 
participation. But what do children think about this 
complex and often confused notion of participation?

Our research suggests that children do want 
to have a say on issues that are important to them 
and that impact on their lives. Failure to do so often 
leaves children and young people feeling angry 
and frustrated with the system that claims to offer 
support—as the comment of a young man with 
experience of the care and protection system reveals 
(Moore 2007): ‘Listen more to us. It’s our lives and we 
know what’s happened. It’s not fair when they say 
“we’ve decided this stuff for you” and then they say 
“what do you think” and you say “it sux” but they 
don’t change it—they just walk off pissed off [because 
we didn’t go along with their plan]. It’s our lives!’ (J, 
male, 16 years). 

This quote reflects the experience of a significant 
proportion of children participating in our studies. 
While adult decision makers might consult children 
or young people about a course of action, it is often 
to seek their assent after a decision has been taken. 
Generally, children and young people want a genuine 
conversation about the way they are feeling and their 
priorities. 

In the words of a 12-year old boy who had 
experienced the care and protection system (Bessell 
2006): ‘I might want to see my grandma. I might want 
to see my cousins. I might want to see my uncles or 
my aunties. I should be able to say “yes, I do” or “no, 
I don’t”. I should have some say.’

It is important to note, however, that few young 
people and fewer children want to be left to make 
decisions by themselves. What they want is to have 
a say—and to have that say respected and taken into 
account when decisions are made. This interpretation 
of participation is aligned closely with that provided 
in the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

The dilemmas of relying on adult substitutes

While ‘listening to children’s voices’ has become 
a common policy slogan, it is not uncommon for 
policymakers and service providers to rely on ‘adult 
substitutes’ to mediate and translate on behalf of 
children. Adult substitutes are often parents. Our 
aim here is not to suggest that parents are unable 
to represent their children’s interests. Rather, we 
raise some of the dilemmas of relying on adult 
substitutes.

For children in the care of their parents, parents 
might not be able to represent their children’s views 
fully and accurately, even when the relationship 
is a loving and supportive one. Several studies of 
children’s help-seeking behaviour have shown that 
children discuss issues and concerns with their parents 
in relatively stable times. In periods of chaos, stress, 

What children and young people say

Sharon Bessell and Tim Moore
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anxiety or perceived parental distance, however, 
patterns of parent–child interaction tend to change. 
The more children might need help with psychosocial 
and emotional problems, the less likely they are to raise 
their issues and seek support from parents (see Wilson 
and Deane 2001; Kuhl et al. 1997).

Our research suggests that children and young 
people are reluctant to talk to parents when

they feel that sharing their concerns and fears will 
further ‘burden’ or worry their parents

they do not want to ‘let people down’ by admitting 
that they’re not coping

they feel able to deal with issues themselves, or with 
the support of siblings, friends or other children.

Thus, parents (or other adults with whom children have 
intimate relationships) could be ill equipped to represent 
children’s views, because children are actively shielding 
parents from their thoughts and worries. Ironically, 
parents could be unable to act in their child’s best 
interests because the child is acting in the parent’s best 
interests. The following quotes demonstrate children’s 
desire to ‘cope’ (Moore 2005): ‘I don’t cry in front of my 
parents or friends. I cry in my pillow. I cry with my dog 
and he licks my face’ (T, female young carer, 14 years). 
‘I didn’t tell her [Mum] and I didn’t tell anyone else 
because if I told them they might tell Family Services 
or someone and then I’d be taken or they’d think bad 
of Mum and say it was her fault. So I didn’t tell anyone. 
That wasn’t good for me—but I didn’t know what else 
to do’ (A, young man, aged 14).

If seeing parents as being able to represent 
children’s views is problematic, treating other adults 
(carers, case workers, legal representatives, medical 
professionals and so on) as legitimate substitutes for 
children is often perilous. Our research suggests that 
children are unlikely to seek help from adults when

they do not know or trust the adult 

they are fearful of being removed from parents (or 
sometimes other carers), of increased surveillance 
and judgement

they are afraid that they will lose their ‘normal’ 
and ‘hidden’ status

they do not believe that the adult will understand 
or empathise with their situation

they have previous negative experiences in help-
seeking

they think seeking support is futile.
Our research also suggests that the feelings identified 
above are common among children in need or in crisis.

The dilemmas of relying on adult substitutes are 
magnified when a child is in the care and protection 
system. In these circumstances, parents are often 
unwilling or unable to represent satisfactorily the 
views of their children. The complex—and often 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

short-term or unstable—nature of alternative care 
arrangements suggests that carers are rarely well 
placed to fully represent children’s views. 

Having information

The so-called ‘participation articles’ of the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child include the right to seek 
and receive information (Article 13). The right to 
information is included among the participation 
articles on the grounds that an ability to contribute 
to decision making requires sufficient, relevant 
information. For children and young people in contact 
with the welfare system, having information about 
their lives and the decisions being made about them 
is often a high priority. This desire for information is 
often driven not by concern about the nexus between 
participation and information, but by a need for self-
knowledge. Information is often related closely to 
self-worth and dignity.

For children and young people in the care and 
protection system, access to information—particularly 
their case file—is a critical issue (Bessell 2006). One 
young woman articulated the views of many (Bessell 
2006): ‘The stuff in your file is your life—it should be 
yours’ (J, 16 years).

Children and young people in the care and 
protection system also feel acutely the lack of 
information about their personal history (Bessell 
2006): ‘You should know about your family—your 
grandparents and stuff’ (L, 12 years). ‘You need to 
know where you came from—you know, this is the 
family you came from’ (J, 16 years).

Protection from information?

While children and young people express the desire 
for information about their lives and histories, 
professionals (and parents and carers) are often cautious 
about providing information. In many cases, children 
and young people are denied access to information on 
the grounds of protection. The tension between access 
and protection is real and presents a serious challenge 
for policymakers and service providers. 

Our research reveals mixed views among children 
and young people. In reflecting on their own experiences 
of homelessness, young people said it was important 
for children to be informed about their situation—but 
only when adults could show that things were going 
to improve. Children need to be given some hope if 
they are to deal with their circumstances (Moore 2007). 
Information should be limited and aimed at allaying 
children’s immediate fears until there are strategies 
in place to support them and their families. Young 
people involved in this study (Moore 2007) felt that 
once the crisis situation had abated, it was important 
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for children to be given appropriate information 
about what had happened. There is often a felt need 
on the part of children to discuss their fears; it is also 
important to dispel children’s misconceptions (for 
example, the common feeling that they are responsible 
for their family’s homelessness or conflict).

In each of the studies we have drawn on here, 
however, children and young people indicated that 
not having access to information could be frustrating 
and painful. For a significant proportion of children 
and young people, a lack of knowledge, information 
and involvement creates a range of negative outcomes. 
While lack of information affects most children, it is a 
particularly serious issue for young carers who assume 
responsibility for the day-to-day care of a parent, but are 
often ‘shielded’ from information about the nature of their 
parent’s illness (Moore 2005; see also Stainton Rogers 
2004). The study of young carers (Moore 2005) found that 
rather than protecting children, the inadequate provision 
of information created misunderstanding, anxiety and 
often a focus on worst-case scenarios. ‘I always thought it 
was my fault that Dad was sick—because I was naughty 
or bad. No-one ever told me that it wasn’t my fault’ (M, 
aged 10 years).

They were trying to protect me from stuff—but not 
talking to me made things worse. I worried about 
things all the time—was it my fault, was I gonna 
catch it, would Mum die when I was at school, was 
I doing all that I could? I didn’t know the answers 
to any of these questions and I stressed out big 
time—even when I really didn’t need to (M, male 
young carer, aged 14 years). 

I was all worried ’cos Mum wouldn’t take her pills 
and I was in charge of giving her pills. I went to 
school and I felt real sick and I couldn’t think of 
anything except Mum at home and was she going 
to try to kill herself again because I didn’t give her 
her pills. Later I found out that the pills were like 
vitamin C or something and that she didn’t need 
them. All that time I was stressed out for nothing! 
(S, male young carer, aged 11 years). 

Professionals working with children have an ethical 
duty to protect children and young people, including 
protecting them from information that would be 
harmful. Our research suggests, however, that the 
denial of information can cause uncertainty, fear and 
self-blame. Each of the quotes above demonstrates 
the perverse effects that withholding information can 
have on children’s well-being. Thus, in determining 
what information is provided to children and young 
people, professionals have a duty to consider not only 
the impact that providing information could have on 
protection and safety, but 

the effects on safety and well-being of information 
being withheld

the roles and responsibilities a child has and the 
corresponding need for information

•

•

the manner in which information is provided, 
ensuring that information is provided in a manner 
that the child understands and can cope with

the support provided after information is provided.

Dignity, respect, choice and agency

While few children and young people use the terms, 
dignity, respect, choice and agency are concepts that 
are as relevant for children as for adults. Increasingly, 
policies and service guidelines include phrases such as 
‘listening to children and young people’, ‘children’s and 
young people’s participation’ and ‘respecting children 
and young people’. Yet our research suggests that there 
is a considerable gap between the vision and the reality. 
Despite this gap, the shift in language and—to a more 
limited extent—practice in recent years allows for a 
rethinking of policy and services for children and young 
people in a way that is based on respect and dignity 
and that genuinely supports choice and agency. Such 
a rethinking offers the promise of policies and services 
that secure the best interests of the child.
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