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Abstract  This study examines the evolution of safeguarding frameworks for chil-
dren in custody from 1960 to 2016, drawing on archival research commissioned by
HM Prison and Probation Service. Through analysis of inspection reports, institu-
tional records and academic literature, we trace how responses to abuse shifted from
reactive, poorly-implemented policies to more comprehensive safeguarding frame-
works following the 1989 Children Act. However, we find that even reformed poli-
cies contained vulnerabilities: organisational cultures could circumvent formal stan-
dards, particularly in contexts of resource pressures and institutional turbulence.
The research reveals how practices once deemed acceptable later became recognised
as abusive, suggesting that current safeguarding must be understood as an iterative
process rather than a fixed standard. We argue that institutional size, power dispar-
ities, and the ability to challenge practice significantly influence safeguarding effec-
tiveness. The study concludes that while modern frameworks offer greater protec-
tion, the inherent tensions in coercive residential institutions mean that potential
for abuse persists, highlighting the importance of limiting child custody, protecting
whistleblowers, and maintaining genuinely independent oversight.
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Availability
Full report available via https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/handle/1810/287561.

1 Note

Slides for a public seminar presenting findings from this project are also available via
https://doi.org/10.17863/CAM.38676
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