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Summary

Current government policy places the child’s
 experience of services as central to its planning and monitoring systems. It is viewed as imperative that children’s views are taken into account when evaluating existing services for children and in assessing good practice. Very little research has been undertaken from the child’s point of view in assessing police and social work practice in relation to the processing of child sexual abuse cases. Thus despite extensive research in improving investigative interviewing of children to ascertain factual information about the presence and severity of abuse, there has been little formalised action for eliciting evaluative interviews with the child to comment on services. Such interviews, if skilfully designed and administered, can also become the basis of a de-briefing exercise for the child to aid emotional closure, to provide validation for the child’s perceptions and feeling states to reassure about disclosure and provide explanations for procedure where this is lacking. The current research proposal seeks to place the child firmly in the centre of the process of evaluating the impact of child abuse investigation processes in London boroughs and to review police practice with child victims of intra-familial sexual abuse.

While any study seeking to explore children’s perceptions must do so with reference to children, there is also a need to conduct such research with full awareness of children’s rights and sensitivities. It is important that research in such contexts is conducted to the highest ethical standards. The current proposal has used reference to Barnados Statement Of Ethical Practice (2005), British Psychological Society ethical guidance and the University ethical codes of research conduct. The study will unfold in three phases: first collecting all relevant documentation and practitioner view of current practice in child abuse investigation processes in two London boroughs; second testing an interview format with non-abused children to establish an evaluative interview procedure; third testing the derived instrument on children who have been abused – those whose abuse investigation processes are completed and thus viewed retrospectively, and those with very recent experience of abuse experiences. Outputs of the research will include a detailed report and presentation of findings, recommendations about changes to current procedure and recognition of best practice when it arises, and will seek opportunities to disseminate the resulting interview format to practitioners more widely in the child protection field. The beneficiaries of the research will include practitioners working in this area in terms of providing evidence-based knowledge of child’s view of procedures and an additional assessment tool generated by talking to children. Ultimately it will be the children themselves who benefit by improvements to abuse procedures and service provision.

Background context

The context of this research derives from recent policy and legislation concerning three areas of practice: 

· The critical role of ‘listening to children, young people and their families when assessing and planning service provision’ 
 (p5, 2004).  This can only be addressed through talking to children and young people themselves and their families.  

· The importance of inter-agency working, imperative to providing comprehensive services for children in relation to different aspects of need.
 This requires listening to the views of practitioners in evaluating inter-agency working, the quality of services and their ability to meet children’s needs. 
· The importance attached to continued practitioner training and professional development.  All practitioners working with child victims of abuse are now required to undertake common training in core skills, knowledge and competencies.
 Social workers in particular are also required to undertake more standardised and evidence-based assessments in child protection work.
 This calls for the development of assessment tools by experts in standardisation and reliability of measures, which can be readily translated into practice contexts. There is acknowledged to be a shortage of such tools in assessing children with difficulties in adapting methodological techniques for younger age groups and finding methods which both engage and encourage appropriate response. Research is needed to fine tune the various approaches available and produce a child evaluation interview with which the children concerned are comfortable. 

Thus it is timely for an evaluative study to take place, of police and social work procedure around children who are victims of sexual abuse, which focuses on children’s perceptions of the processes involved. An additional bonus is the provision of a new interview assessment tool for use with children who have been abused, to aid pracititoners in improving practice in this area consistent with government policy.  Such an approach is novel in this area. Most research has focused upon either non-child based approaches (documentary evidence and video-tape of procedures) or enhancement of ‘investigative’ interview methods to increase the validity of factual accounts of abusive experience
. The aim of such studies has been to explore the validity of child victim’s accounts and their credibility as witnesses. The balance needs addressing with assessments focused on the child’s perceptions and feelings about being part of this process.

Placing children at the centre of such research is also consistent with international legislation
. Thus the UN convention 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’. 

Children’s views offer a valuable insight shedding light on their perceptions and their experiences, they can add to evaluations of the effectiveness of services including children in research can give also them a sense of ownership and inclusion. The issue is no longer whether or not children’s voices should be heard, but rather, what is an appropriate sensitive and empowering way of eliciting their opinions on their participation in abuse investigation processes.
There is also a need to conduct such research with full awareness of children’s sensitivities and rights. If over-cautiousness is exercised, children and young people can be excluded from the research process. This is particularly applicable to child victims, because of assumptions made about their fragile psychological state, reluctance to disclose feelings, and impeded capacity to comment on their experiences in disclosing abuse issues. Such assumptions need to be examined through asking the children themselves for their views. Excluding children’s voices may inadvertently lead to greater stigmatisation and lowered validation of their feelings about the experience.  However, high awareness and adherence to ethical principles in guiding research is also critical to children’s rights.

Aims

The aims of the proposed research are to:

a) Explore police practice in the London area with child victims (aged 8-12) of sexual abuse, involving non-abusing parents and practitioners (police, social workers and possibly teachers), set within the context of inter-agency practice.

b) Devise an evaluation interview to be used with children to assess their perceptions and feelings in relation to investigative processes used by the police and other agencies.

c) Develop a good practice guide to investigating allegations of child abuse and intervening with children who have been sexually abused.

Method

The project has three distinct phases to be undertaken over a 12-month period to develop necessary understanding and procedures to optimise the level of contact with the abused children at the last stage:

1 – An exploration of police and social work practice.  This will aim to develop a full narrative about current procedure in dealing with child abuse victims, involving interviews with a range of practitioners in both police and social care professions; case documentation; together with a literature review of studies showing good practice in interviewing children in abuse cases. Reference to key documents such as the ‘Police Child Protection’ Manual and the Home Office ‘Achieving Best Evidence’  publication will be made along with an exploration of other research on children’s perceptions of practice and what is considered to be good practice. This to be completed in the first 3-months of the study.

2 – Exploring non-abused children’s views of stress and disclosure. This will proceed by both focus groups to elicit children’s expression of feelings as well as one-to-one interviews to get further individual-based responses. Different techniques using imagery, play etc will be explored to make the interactions diverting and enjoyable as well as informative. The development of the interview will be informed by specialist child therapist and research input. Open questions will be used to explore feeling states and views, hypothetical vignettes used about other children to get a sense of a typical response. Determining perceptions of stress in relation to recent events will be determined through pictorial aids such as smiley/sad faces or other similar approaches.
 This stage will be completed in months 3 to 4 of the study.

3- Exploring child victims' views of police processes and disclosure. Semi-structured interviews will first be undertaken with ‘safe parents’ to get adult view of the police process and their perception of the child’s emotional and stress responses to compare with child’s account. Interviews will then be conducted with child victims utilising techniques piloted with group 2. Two groups of children will be selected – varied according to ethnicity and gender and aged between ages of 8-12.

3a - retrospective child abuse cases: those children who have recently ended police proceedings concerning intra-familial sexual abuse. An equal number of those with negative and positive outcomes will be sought since this might influence both reporting and experience of the process.

3b - Ongoing child abuse cases: these interviews will effect more of a ‘hot de-brief’ in terms of being close to the time at which the police investigations have been held. The precise timing may vary according to the case characteristics and circumstances, but will ideally be after the main proceedings have occurred, and care will be taken for the evaluative interview not to intrude on formal proceedings. 

This will be undertaken in months 6 to 9 of the study. Analysis, report writing and dissemination will be undertaken in the final three months of the study.

Sample selection: Given the study is a qualitative and exploratory one, consecutive and representative sampling procedures will not be appropriate. Given that a very specific snapshot of views about current practice is needed and that the sample is limited to children aged 8+, a non-random, accidental sampling technique will therefore be employed. A sample that is representative by gender and ethnicity has been requested, a quota sample could be drawn but this will be dependent upon the population characteristics. The police Crime Reporting Information System (CRIS) contains information about victim age and a sample could be drawn from this. Communalities between the comparison children seen in school and the abused children will be sought in terms of age, social class, ethnicity and gender. The numbers of abused children to be interviewed will be determined in conjunction with the Metropolitan Police Child Abuse Investigation Command, dependent upon through-put of cases and compliance by the children and families involved. The precise point in the proceedings of interviews with children in stage 3b will also be determined in discussion with the police involved so that no legal proceedings are jeopardised.

Ethical considerations:

Ten steps in ensuring high level of ethical research practice will be followed (see appendix 1). Ethical permissions will be undertaken from the universities concerned and relevant permissions from the agencies involved. All individuals interviewed or in focus groups will be given age-appropriate information sheet and signed consent. For the children the Fraser competence level principle will be used to ascertain the child’s level of understanding of informed consent – this is usually deemed appropriate for those aged 8 and above. Careful adherence to Bernardo’s guidelines for ethical research with vulnerable children, to university and BPS guidance will be applied. Children will be allowed to have another adult or friend present during interview; procedures will be specifically devised to reduce stress or upset. All participants will be made aware of their right to refuse to participate; their anonymity and confidentiality guaranteed (with usual provisos about serious harm), informed consent gained and research approach made as un-intrusive as possible. Those researchers accessing abused children will have appropriate levels of expertise.

Appendix 1

The research team

The researchers come from two universities linked by their membership of the WestFocus consortium, which will part fund the project. WestFocus is a knowledge exchange network, which aims to provide university-based expertise for the community and for services and businesses within London (further details are given in Appendix 2). From Westminster University, Dr Davidson and Maggie Sumner have extensive experience in Criminology research, with a specific focus on child victims of sexual abuse and treatment programmes for sexual abuse offenders. They have undertaken evaluative research with the police on safeguarding and violence. From Royal Holloway, University of London, Professor Bifulco has extensive experience of designing assessment interviews around abuse issues and examining long-term impacts of abuse. She has also experience of evaluating children’s services in London and Surrey. Her co-workers in the Lifespan Research Group include Geraldine Thomas, research and play therapist who undertakes child abuse assessments for the NHS, and Amanda Bunn, research and stress management expert who has extensive experience of interviewing adolescents and investigating family support issues with the NSPCC. The combined partnership offered through the consortium gives a broad range of expertise to undertake the proposed project, which also makes it cost-effective for the funders involved.

Appendix 2
Proposed budget

It is proposed that the project research management and design cost be covered by the WestFocus budget, this includes 2 days per week of senior academic/research management time for 1 year (estimated at £30,000).  Further funding is sought to employ 60 days work from two senior researchers with expertise in conducting research with children on sensitive issues (costed at £13,200). Funding is also sought for a research assistant to undertake other research tasks at two days per week (costed at £7,767). A further £5,080 will cover office and administrator costs. The total funding sought for the project is thus £26,047. Full details are given in Appendix 3.

Appendix 3

Outputs and dissemination

It is important that the findings of the research study be used to benefit children experiencing child abuse investigation processes involving abuse and practitioners working with these children. A research report will be produced for the agency concerned (Metropolitan Police Child Protection Unit) with copies to other agencies involved (Child Protection Social Care teams) as appropriate. Recommendations will be made about changes to practice where appropriate and good practice examples underlined. The research team will provide a seminar/workshop for the practitioners involved. The research will inform a best practice guide to undertaking evaluative and debriefing interviews with children for practitioners. If found to have broader application this can be rolled out to a wider range of practitioners nationally.

Beneficiaries of the research

Ultimately the beneficiaries of the project will be child victims of sexual abuse involved in police proceedings. This will be achieved through more effective, child-friendly practice from police and social workers involved.  Benefits will also accrue to the agencies and practitioners involved in terms of improved practice and practitioner skills. The benefits of the proposed research are thus potentially great in reviewing police practice from the child’s perspective for the first time. Although such benefits have to be weighed against any potential emotional ‘costs’ to the children in terms of additional burden of disclosure and assessment, the latter will be minimised through adherence to strict ethical guidelines and attention to rights and sensitivities of the child. Thus through the use of specialist researchers experienced in work with abused children, and with play approaches to eliciting feeling states and with commitment to maintaining the highest ethical research standards. The careful staging of the project will also minimise the burden on the more vulnerable children. Benefits to practice will be to extend the use of the evaluative interview to incorporate children’s views on a regular basis. This will also form the basis of a de-briefing procedure for the child, a helpful first step towards psychological adjustment and adapting to post-abuse conditions. 

Appendix 1 – Ethical considerations

Careful consideration has been given to all relevant ethical aspects of this research to ensure that any discomfort to the children is minimised and these are clearly outweighed by the benefits of the research.  10 points on ethics have guided the research design and method:

1- Parent/guardian consent.  Informed consent will be sought from parents/guardians of the children interviewed in the project. This is a requirement for researching children under aged 16, and this should be routinely sought. In the case of abused children there may however be some exceptions: where for example, relations with parents/carers have broken down the intention is to gain the consent of the non-abusing parent, but this may not always be possible; or  where the child does not wish the researcher to gain parental consent because of concerns about confidentiality. Such requests will be observed and each case treated in relation to relevant context.  

2 – Child informed consent.  The informed consent of the children participating in the research will be obtained. Children will be informed that they may withdraw from the research at any time. The Fraser competence level principle will be utilised through which the researchers can assess if the child can comprehend the giving of informed consent. Accessible language will be used to encourage participation and the research aims and expectations will be explained clearly. Children will be encouraged to question the researcher about the research and the methods.  The procedure for gaining children’s (age 5-12) consent recommended by Barnados will be adapted for use, this is cited below:

‘Hi (child’s first  name)

My name is (researchers first  name), and I am trying to learn about (describe project briefly in appropriate language)

I would like you to (describe what you like the child to do. Don’t use words like ‘help’ or ‘cooperate’, which can inform a subtle form of coercion)

Do you want to do this? (If the child does not give clear affirmative agreement to participate, you may not continue with this child)

Do you have any questions before we start? (answer any questions clearly)

If you want to stop me at any time just tell me (if the child says to stop you must stop)

(Barnados , p4, 2005)  

3- Assurance of confidentiality and anonymity - A statement regarding confidentiality and anonymity will be given, with the usual provisos. For example disclosures of previously undisclosed abuse are exempt from this. It is recognised that some of the children may have specific concerns over the confidentiality of their participation given their experiences. Barnados (2005) recommend that limitations upon confidentiality should be addressed with vulnerable children in the following way: 

‘Whatever you have to say in this interview is confidential (we would change the use of language) unless what you disclose (‘tell us’ seems preferable) that you or someone else is in danger of serious harm (this should probably be ‘harm’). In such a case I would need to report that to someone who might be able to help’ (p5).  

Whilst this statement needs to be adapted for use with younger children and some of the language should be more child friendly, the framework is good and will be adopted here. Any data kept at the universities concerned will be anonymised and stored by id number not names. Any written records will be kept in locked cabinets. 

4- Nature of interview. The researchers will use semi-structured - open questions to ask the children about feeling states and perceptions of the legal processes they have experienced. Interviewers will not be asking children to recount their experiences of abuse per se. Use of projective and play techniques will aid the children to be open about their psychological responses. 

5– Interviewing children with no known abuse history. In order to ensure that assessment techniques are both appropriate and non threatening to the relevant age children, a comparison group of school children (with no known abuse history) will be involved in the piloting stage to determine approaches which are more comfortable for children in general. This will elicit children’s views on assessment techniques in general and aid the interviewers in designing appropriate questions on asking about stressful or uncomfortable experiences.

6- Approaches rejected: Whilst use of other approaches such as the use of other children as interviewers has been considered, this has been rejected because of the potential for leading to more serious ethical breaches. Thus the child interviewers would be potentially exposed to information and feeling states for which they were totally unprepared and untrained. Also the child interviewees could similarly be exposed to inappropriate handling of sensitive and confidential information leading to feelings of shame and stigmatisation. 

7- Use of specialist interviewers.  Only specialist interviewers will be used to interview the abused children and those with counselling skills and who are familiar with referral procedures to support services who can advise on use of such services should any untoward responses occur.  

8– A safe/ relaxed interview approach. Every attempt to ensure that the children’s experience of participating in the research is both positive and enjoyable will be made, this will be addressed through creating an informal and relaxed interview environment (attention will be paid to the interview setting, style of interviewer dress and use of language for example) and through the use of play and games as projective and engagement techniques (Garbarino & Stott, 1989; Graue & Walsh, 1998; Scott, 2000).

9- Companions at interview.  In addition, safeguards to avoid any distress or coercion will be in place, for example children will be asked if they would like to bring a friend or advocate with them to the interview. 

10 - Ethical guidance: The Barnados Statement of Ethical Research Practice (2005) will guide this work as will the British Society of Criminology Ethical Guide (2005). In addition reference will be made to the British Psychological Society guidelines and to those imposed by the Universities represented. Ethical permission will be sought through Royal Holloway, University of London.

Appendix 2 -   Costings and timetable

	STAFF
	Cost £

	Research Management 

@ 2 days per week,  over 1 year JD, AB, MS

Westfocus Budget estimated cost 
	(£30.000)

	Senior Researchers (Amanda Bunn and Geraldine Thomas) @ £220 per day x 60 days
	13,200

	Research Assistant

(Research Scale: Researcher A, pt 2) @ 2 days PW/ over 1 year
	7,767

	Office expenses and post advertising costs (stationery, telephone, photocopying & travel) 

Administrative Support (Clerical @ £72 per day x 15 days)
	 4,000

 1,080

	TOTAL
	£26,047


TIMETABLE

	TIME PERIOD - months
	TASK

	1-3   Stage 1
	Project set-up, literature review, documentary analysis & practitioner interviews

	3-4  Stage 2
	Pilot focus groups and interviews with school children around design of evaluative interview. 

	5-6  Stage 3A
	Interviews with child victims and families (past cases) 

	7-9  Stage 3B
	Interviews with child victims and families (ongoing cases)

	10-12 Stage 4
	Analysis and report-write up & dissemination


Appendix 3 – The Research Team

The research team is a collaboration made up of the Criminology Research Cluster at University of Westminster, and the Lifespan Research Group at Royal Holloway, University of London. The WestFocus consortium will contribute to the research funding. The two research groups from the two universities have been brought together through the WestFocus Social Inclusion agenda. WestFocus is a Knowledge Exchange involving seven universities, which thorough its Social Inclusion sub network has a remit to develop assessment tools for practitioners working with victims of violence. Funding from Higher Education Innovation Fund (HEIF) will allow the participation of the investigators with no cost to the project.

University of Westminster Research Cluster in Criminology: JD and MS are members of the Research Cluster which retains a strong interest in child welfare from a human rights perspective and have a great deal of experience in researching sensitive issues in a criminal justice setting. Ongoing research includes an exploration of police practice in combating child pornography on the internet. A PhD research student has recently joined the Cluster from the Metropolitan Police, having secured a Bramshill scholarship to explore the nature of child physical abuse in the Metropolitan Police Area. 

Dr Julia Davidson is a Senior Lecturer in Criminology and Research Methods and is a member of the Criminology Research Cluster at the University of Westminster. One of the Cluster’s central concerns is child victimisation and child protection. Dr Davidson has conducted a considerable amount of research on child sexual abuse with both perpetrators and victims. She also retains a strong interest in government policy and legislative provision for child victims and is frequently invited to conferences to speak on these issues.  Recent research includes a longitudinal study evaluating the impact of community treatment programmes on convicted child sexual abusers and a study undertaken on behalf of the Metropolitan Police, which sought  to explore child safety on the internet. She is also writing a book entitled ‘Child Sexual Abuse, Media Representation and Government Response’ (edited by Professor David Downes and Professor Paul Rock from the London School of Economics) . Dr Davidson provides regular expert advice on sexual abuse to the media (she has worked extensively with ITV Evening News, ITV News Channel and the BBC. She has written for the Guardian Newspaper and the Evening Standard Newspaper). 

Dr. Maggie Sumner is Senior Lecturer in Criminology at the University of Westminster, where she is also Subject Area Leader for Socio-Legal Studies and Criminology and joint Course Leader for two postgraduate programmes. She is also co-ordinator of the Criminology Research Cluster within the School of Social Sciences, Humanities and Languages.  Before joining the University of Westminster, she worked as a researcher in non-governmental organisations as well as in University settings. In her research career, she has worked mainly on sentencing; penal policy; race issues in criminal justice and on the relationship between alcohol and crime. She currently has research interests in trans-national crime and illegal migration as well as the victimisation of children. 
The Lifespan Research Group at Royal Holloway, University of London, is a long established social research group which includes experienced researchers working both in children’s service evaluations, training in interview methods for practitioners and researchers and analysis of large data-bases around neglect/abuse issues. It is externally funded through its work with social care, health and voluntary agencies.

Professor Antonia Bifulco who directs the Lifespan Research Group has extensive research experience in interview design and administration and its adaptation to different age groups, and investigating the effects of neglect and abuse in childhood. She also has experience of evaluating children’s services in the area of early intervention and child protection services in London and Surrey. She has held MRC programme grants examining intergenerational effects of childhood neglect/abuse and their impact on mental health and been a participant on EU funded research on childhood experience of sexual offenders. She has designed the ‘Childhood Experience of Care and Abuse’ semi-structured interview, as well as producing training materials for assessments of life events in children aged 6-12. Her book ‘Wednesday’s Child’ is used by practitioners and postgraduate students to explicate issues around childhood neglect and abuse.

Amanda Bunn is a research psychologist with a number of years experience of interviewing both parents and young people around issues of childhood neglect and abuse, and who has worked in both academic and voluntary agency settings (NSPCC). 

Geraldine Thomas is a psychologist and play therapist who works within the NHS to assess young children’s responses to neglect/abuse experience and who has substantial experience in using story stems and play techniques to examine children’s internal worlds.
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� ‘Children’ is used in this proposal to also include young people.


� Every Child Matters: Change For Children’ (DfES, 2004)


� Children Act  (2004) & Every Child Matters: Delivering Change for Children(DfES 11/04).  


� The Children's National Service Framework (DoH, 2004)


� Common Assessment Framework (DoH, 2000)


� Memorandum of Good Practice  (Home Office, 1992; ) Achieving Best Evidence-(2002). Interviewer approach (Ceci & Bruck, 1995: Bull, 1992 & 1996; Bull & Corran, 2002). 


� Article 12 of the UN Convention on the rights of the child 


� This has been systematically developed through semi-structured interview methods such as the Psychosocial Assessment of Child Experience – Sandberg et al, 1993; Bifulco et al, 1999).
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