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Abstract
The United Kingdom is currently navigating a critical crisis within its child social care system, with over 
100,000 children and young people currently looked after by the state. Despite an annual expenditure 
exceeding £8 billion, care-experienced individuals continue to face significantly poorer health, educational, 
and life outcomes compared to their peers. This article examines the systemic drivers of this decline, 
identifying the long-term impact of austerity measures, the erosion of preventative services, and the 
prevalence of the "toxic trio"—domestic violence, parental mental health issues, and substance misuse—as 
primary catalysts for entry into care. Furthermore, the paper explores the physiological and psychological 
tolls of intergenerational trauma and childhood adversity. By synthesizing current data and evidence, this 
article argues that the current system is unsustainable. It proposes a multi-faceted reform strategy centred 
on ending child poverty, investing in high-return early intervention programs, and implementing trauma-
informed practices across all public services to break the cycle of vulnerability and safeguard the future of 
the UK’s youth.
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“There can be no keener revelation of a society's soul than the way in which it treats its children." Nelson 
Mandela, 1995. 

Britain is facing a deepening social, economic, and moral crisis in caring for its most vulnerable children. Over 
the past several decades there has been a consistent rise in the number of children entering the care system 
across the United Kingdom. Today there are more than 100,000 children and young people who are looked 
after in Britain.1 Abuse, neglect, and parents/ guardians being unable to care for their children are the 
commonest reasons why children enter the care system.2

More than £8 billion pounds is spent annually by the UK government in helping and supporting children in care 
and young care leavers.3 Despite this, care experienced children and adults have poor health outcomes and 
shorter life expectancies compared to their peers who are not in care.4

Children can move multiple times during their journey through the care system. Many are sent hundreds of 
miles away from their homes and schools.5 Local councils are paying more than £10,000 per week for social 
care placements, particularly for children with mental health needs or exhibiting behaviours that challenge.6
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Children looked after are more likely to become victims of criminal and sexual exploitation.7 Criminal gangs 
target young children in care coercing them to transport and sell illegal substances many miles away from their 
homes.8 Care leavers lose access to vital resources such as financial, housing, and emotional support once 
they reach their 18th birthday. One in three young people become homeless within two years of leaving the care 
system.5 Care leavers are often out of full-time education, unemployed and are more likely to go to prison.9

Britain’s care system is broken, ineffective and unsustainable. How did things get this bad?

The Impact of Austerity and Cuts to Public Services
Children entering care are more likely to come from families who experience greater economic deprivation. 
Factors such as health, education, housing, and family circumstances are important social predeterminants 
separating children who enter the care system from their peers who are not in care.2

Public services (including health, education, and social care) for children in Britain are overstretched and 
under-resourced.10 Previous austerity measures such as cutting investment in preventative services and early 
support has resulted in more families facing socioeconomic difficulties. The 2012 Welfare Reform Act led to 
cuts in child benefit, housing benefit and disability living allowance. For the average working age adult this 
meant an annual financial loss ranging from £177 (in London) to £914 (in Blackpool).11 Although the number of 
pupils in Britain have risen in the past decade, funding for education decreased.  Funding for youth services 
were cut and violent youth crime increased greatly over the period of austerity.12 The funding per capita on 
NHS was levelled despite a growing, ageing population. 13

Prior to COVID-19, health inequalities were costing society more than £30 billion annually.14 The COVID-19 
pandemic exacerbated pre-existing health and social inequalities in Britain for vulnerable families.15 Although 
Britain is the 6th wealthiest nation in the world, there are more than 4 million children who live in poverty. Child 
who are disabled or of Black, Asian, ethnic minority backgrounds are disproportionately impacted by financial 
hardship.16 From a personal perspective as an NHS doctor who has worked with children and families for 
nearly two decades, I have witnessed many families struggling to provide for their child’s basic needs including 
food, clothing, and housing.

Childhood adversity and intergenerational trauma
Over the past 5 years there has been an average of 1 child dying every week due to abuse, violence, or neglect 
in the UK. 17 High profile cases such as Victoria Climbié and Baby P18 have increased professional and public 
awareness of the potential risk and harm to children caused by their parents, guardians, and family members. 
This has lowered the threshold for children referred to social care and the tolerance for perceived parental 
failure. 

The “toxic trio” often quoted in child safeguarding cases are domestic violence, parental mental health, and 
parental substance misuse, which can often coexist. In 2018 the Children’s commissioner said in a report that 
more than 400,000 children in Britain live in households where one parent experiences all 3 toxic trio issues.19

There has been a rising number of adults seeking help from mental health and drug or alcohol addiction 
services in the past few years.20 Approximately one in five people aged 16 years and above have experienced 
domestic violence.21 Women who are victims of domestic violence are being forced to return to live with their 
abusive partners due to a shortage and increased demand for refuge places. 22

Adults experiencing emotional trauma with mental health issues can transmit the negative effects of their 
trauma to their children when they become parents. This cycle can continue to the next generation which is 
known as intergenerational trauma. Childhood adversity and trauma can have lasting effects on immediate and 
long-term physical health (increased risk of ischaemic heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and obesity), mental 
health (anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder), and brain development (emotional regulation, 
stress response and cognitive function).23 The long-term consequences of childhood adversity and trauma are 
not inevitable if recognised and supported with early intervention.
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What needs to change?

1. Empower and protect children:

We must advocate and support the voices of all vulnerable and care experienced children and young people. 
The legal rights of care experienced children need to be protected. This includes children in care being 
consulted on major decisions impacting their lives and having independent representation during legal 
proceedings.24,25 Local authorities must continue upholding their statutory duties as corporate parents in 
promoting the health, education, and welfare of children in their care.26 

2. Support carers:

Foster carers and kinship carers must be given adequate training and support to prevent breakdown of 
placements particularly when caring for children with mental illness, behavioural difficulties and special 
educational learning needs or disabilities.27,28

3. Invest in early intervention:

We must demand our government for long term and equitable investment in early intervention support for 
vulnerable children and their families. This includes better support for victims of domestic violence and parents 
suffering with mental illness and addiction problems.  We need to break the vicious cycle of intergenerational 
trauma which many children and adults experience in the UK. The Family Hubs and Start for Life Programme 
is currently offering support services for vulnerable children and families across 75 local authorities in 
England.29 Family support services should be equitable and accessible across the United Kingdom. This may 
sound costly. According to research from the NHS Confederation, for every £1 spent on primary care, 
community care and public health interventions there is a return on economic investment of £14.30 Remember 
that children make up 20% of the UK population31 and represent 100% of our future. 

4. End child poverty:

The British government needs to commit to ending child poverty in the UK by ending the two-child limit and 
benefit cap32 which affects the poorest families and has damaging effects on children’s futures. As part of its 
national 10-year strategy, the current UK government has recently published a Child Poverty Engagement 
Plan and appointed a taskforce to understand the priorities and solutions in addressing child poverty. 33

5. Better Coordination Between Services:

There needs to be better co-ordination and communication between professionals in mental health, social 
care, and housing services who work with care experienced children and adults.  Young care leavers should 
be offered a comprehensive support package after leaving the care system for their social, housing, education/
employment, financial and emotional needs.5 

6. Trauma-Informed Practice:

All health, education and social care professionals working with children need to receive training on trauma 
informed care and practice. A trauma informed approach includes recognising the signs of childhood trauma 
and understanding its impact.34 Health, education and social care organisations need to create safe and 
supportive environments, which promote healing and resilience in children and adults who have experienced 
trauma.

Conclusion
The evidence presented underscores a sobering reality: Britain’s care system is not merely stretched; it is 
fundamentally broken. The transition from proactive, preventative support to a reactive, crisis-managed model 
has resulted in a system that is as economically unsustainable as it is socially damaging. When one in three 
care leavers faces homelessness and a significant number enter the criminal justice system, the "corporate 
parent" is failing in its most basic duty.
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However, this trajectory is not inevitable. The path forward requires a shift in national priority—moving away 
from the high-cost management of late-stage failure and toward equitable investment in the early years. By 
addressing the root causes of family breakdown—specifically poverty and intergenerational trauma—and by 
ensuring that health, education, and social services operate with a unified, trauma-informed lens, we can begin 
to repair the safety net. As children represent 100% of the nation's future, the moral and economic imperative 
is clear: we must move to enact systemic changes that empower vulnerable families and provide every child 
in care a life of stability, dignity, and opportunity.
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