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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
Background and Context  
 
This Scottish Executive funded study of secure accommodation and services which 
offer an alternative was carried out between November 2002 and 2005, by a research 
team from the universities of Stirling, Strathclyde and Glasgow. The research 
focussed on the use and effectiveness of secure accommodation in relation to young 
people placed on the authority of a children’s hearing.  
 
The study was completed almost ten years from the publication of A Secure Remedy1, 
a joint inspection report which had advocated the development of community-based 
alternatives and the more targeted use of secure provision. This prompted the 
development of a range of alternatives including intensive community-based support, 
specialist fostering and close support residential provision. Different kinds of 
‘alternative’ services continued to come on stream as the research was underway, with 
intensive support/monitoring and electronic tagging (ISMS) being introduced shortly 
before the research ended. During the same period, plans to increase secure provision 
were approved and building began on three new sites. There were also changes in 
practice within existing units, with an increased focus on mental and physical health 
assessments and the use of standard cognitive behavioural programmes.   
 
These developments and the commissioning of this research show that developing the 
most effective use of secure accommodation and alternatives remains a priority in 
both policy and practice terms. Though not its explicit aim, in some respects this 
study provided an opportunity to assess the extent to which the developments and 
ideals proposed in A Secure Remedy2 had been realised. 
 
 
Aims and Nature of the Research  
 
The aims of the research were to provide:  
 

a) clearer understanding of the purpose and effectiveness of secure 
accommodation  in meeting the needs of young people, their families and 
communities; 

 
b) a framework to assist the decision-making process on the use of secure 

accommodation  by children’s hearings and social work departments.  
 

                                                 
1 SWSI (1996). A Secure Remedy. Edinburgh, Social Work Services Inspectorate for 
Scotland. 
 
2 A Secure Remedy proposed the ideal situation as one in which a secure place is available for each 
child who requires it, but no child is admitted who can be accommodated safely in an open setting.  
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More specific objectives included obtaining information about a sample of young 
people admitted to secure accommodation, including their characteristics, background 
and current circumstances, reasons for admission and how they fared during the 
secure placement and after they moved on. Similar information was to be obtained on 
a group of young people considered for secure accommodation, but sustained in an 
open residential or community setting. On this basis the aim was to identify which 
interventions/combinations of interventions within secure care promote the most 
effective outcomes for children and young people and assess to what extent the 
‘containment’ aspect is crucial to the success of these.  
 
Alongside examining and comparing the experiences of and outcomes for young 
people, the study was to develop better understanding of decision-making in relation 
to secure accommodation, with particular attention to decision makers’ expectations 
of the secure placement.  Cost implications and benefits were also to be assessed.  
 
The research addressed each of these aims and objectives, but in different ways from 
what was anticipated in the study’s initial design. The main change was to shift from a 
primarily comparative design which focussed on outcomes for two distinct samples, 
to a predominant concern with decision-making process and how these influenced 
pathways through services. This shift was prompted by a recognition that secure 
accommodation and ‘alternatives’ were typically offered as complementary services 
at different points in a young person’s care career and that the relationship between 
the use of secure accommodation and ‘alternatives’ differed across local authorities.  
 
Taking these considerations into account, key elements of the research were as 
follows:  
 
1. Relevant information was obtained on 53 young people shortly after their 

admission to secure accommodation between October 2002 and 2003.  Across 
units recruitment rates varied from 20-60%, resulting in over representation of 
young people from one authority. Girls and young people under the age of 15 are 
slightly over-represented, reflecting their greater willingness to take part in the 
research.  Initial data were obtained from records and from interviews held with 
social workers, key workers and some young people.  Updates on their progress 
were obtained from social workers at two points, approximately 12 and 24 months 
after admission;   

 
2. Similar information was collated on 23 young people considered for secure 

accommodation but sustained in an open setting for at least 6 months.  This was 
obtained from records and in one interview with a key worker or social worker 
and, in some cases, the young person. Young people were recruited from 
community-based services offering an ‘alternative to secure accommodation’ and 
from residential schools;  

 
3. Information was gathered on costs of typical packages of care for key sub-groups 

within both secure and alternative samples. Sub-groups were formed according to 
the placement from which the young person had been admitted to secure 
accommodation or living in when considered for secure placement;  
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confirmed that the secure population encompassed sub-groups with quite distinctive 
problems and needs.  Girls, sexually aggressive young people, those with long-
standing, chronic problems and young people whose difficulties emerge in their teens 
were recognised as having different  requirements, even if they also had certain basic 
needs in common. Recent policy and service developments have focused on 
developing capacity to cater for this diverse population, both through increasing 
overall provision and enhancing the service within each individual unit.  
 
1.2.4 Significant developments in overall provision were announced in March 2003, 
with the announcement of plans to create an additional 29 secure places.  This raised 
the total from 96 to 125, whilst also allowing for greater geographical spread and 
dedicated provision for girls. In addition to the secure places, there are to be 30 
further close support places and extra funds for intensive community support.   The 
decision to augment the secure estate was taken because a range of key stakeholders 
such as children’s hearings panel members, police and social work managers had 
identified a need for expansion.  
 
1.2.5 A range of measures were introduced, with a view to improving the quality of 
provision within units.  Besides the requirement to meet National Care Standards for 
all accommodated young people, the Secure Accommodation Forum was established 
to provide a setting in which best practice could be shared and developed. An 
increasing number of units introduced programmes to help young people address 
offending and other difficulties and the Scottish Institute for Residential Child Care 
was commissioned to develop a set of information and practice guides (SIRCC, 
2005).    
 
1.2.6 Over the period of the study, developments across secure units have taken 
place in relation to the formalisation of assessment procedures and/or the further 
involvement of inter-disciplinary aspects to assessments. The issue of the transition of 
young people leaving secure accommodation is seen as a priority and some units have 
been developing outreach services or planning such developments. The provision of 
mental health services to young people in secure accommodation is also seen as a 
priority area and specialist projects have been developed or links with CAMHS and 
other services built on. The training agenda is being addressed in all the units with 
emphasis currently being placed on training of staff for registration with the SSSC. 
Dedicated training materials have also been commissioned from the Scottish 
Qualifications Authority.  
 
1.2.7 Significant changes in the decision-making process have also been proposed.  
In the consultation document ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’ (Scottish Executive, 
2005a) it is suggested that local authorities should be obliged to implement the 
decisions of a children’s hearing, thus removing the discretion of social work 
managers to decide whether a secure requirement should be implemented.   
 
1.2.8 Partly because of the nature and role of the children’s hearing system, secure 
accommodation in Scotland is quite different from similar provision in other parts of 
the UK.  One of the key differences is that it is located within residential child care 
provision and that a high proportion of young people are admitted primarily on 
welfare grounds.  However policy and practice issues inevitably have resonance with 
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those in other parts of the UK, whilst the literature which informs them is primarily 
based on English-based research.   
 
 
3. KEY ISSUES FROM RELEVANT LITERATURE  
 
1.3.1 Since there is space for only a brief review of the relevant literature, comment 
is confined to those issues which emerged as particularly important in this study.  
 
1.3.2 It is widely accepted that a key challenge for secure accommodation is to cater 
effectively for a very diverse group of young people. For Harris and Timms, 
ambiguity is an essential characteristic of secure care. Taking a historical perspective, 
they argue that secure care is not a coherent service for troubled children, but a means 
of catering for a wide range of young people deemed to require containment and 
fitting readily within no other setting.  Its indeterminate nature is captured in the 
subtitle of their book: ‘Between hospital and prison or thereabouts’ (Harris and 
Timms, 1993).  
 
1.3.3 Harris and Timms’ book was written over ten years ago, yet their point about 
secure care’s ambiguous nature remained very relevant for this study.   Secure care 
caters for two populations, those requiring care for their own safety and those who 
present a risk to others.  Traditionally the first group is viewed as needing care or 
‘treatment’, while the second requires control, reform or punishment.  However with 
adolescents these distinctions become blurred partly because ‘juvenile offending’ is 
widely attributed to faulty parenting or socialisation, but also in light of evidence that 
both groups have similar characteristics and needs (Goldson 2000; SWSI 2000). A 
number of commentators point out that the inherent ambiguity in the secure care task 
cannot be attributed solely to the requirement that it should cater for different kinds of 
needs.  Equally important is the fact that attitudes to troublesome teenagers and how 
they are constructed within policy is not constant, in that their vulnerability is 
emphasised at some points and their criminality at others (Goldson 2002a; Harris and 
Timms 1993; Muncie 2002).     
 
1.3.4 In this research questions of ambiguity emerged as even more multi-layered 
than these commentators suggest. Young people could be constructed as ‘children in 
need’; ‘offenders’ or ‘children with rights’ and somewhat differently within each of 
these categories.  It also became evident that how young people were viewed reflected 
aspects of the ethos, service provision and organisational arrangements within 
different local authorities and units.  As Harris and Timms claim, ambiguity about the 
role of secure accommodation was therefore inevitable. In this study it became 
evident that definitions of ‘alternatives to secure accommodation’ were equally 
diverse.  
 
1.3.5 Whilst acknowledging the ambiguity of the task, secure care is evidently 
expected to provide care and control, while also effecting some behavioural change. 
Cognitive behavioural approaches are generally credited as the most effective way of 
changing criminal behaviour, though their appropriateness in work with young 
offenders has been questioned (Pitts 2002). Bullock and colleagues note that strongly 
cognitive-based interventions are less effective with young people who are very 
difficult and disturbed (Bullock et al., 1998), a consideration with obvious relevance 
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for secure provision, since many of the young people there have serious and long- 
standing emotional difficulties (e.g. SWSI 2000). The extent to which longstanding 
difficulties can or should be addressed within secure care is contested, but there is 
considerable evidence that many residents require a caring and supportive 
environment (SWSI 2000; Walker et al. 2002).  The different needs of boys and girls 
have been highlighted, with O’Neill reporting particularly poor experiences and short- 
term outcomes for girls placed on welfare grounds, since the service is geared to cater 
predominantly for male offenders (O'Neill 2001).   A number of studies have 
highlighted that though the secure care task is talked about in terms of tackling 
problems, its first and predominant function is to contain (Goldson 2002b; Kelly 
1992).    
 
1.3.6 Questions about what secure accommodation could and should offer young 
people were at the heart of this study.  Inevitably, given the diversity of population 
and ambiguity of role and expectations, no definitive answer to these questions can be 
reached.  However this study provided an opportunity first to differentiate between 
different perspectives about how secure accommodation should help young people 
and then to examine the extent to which these corresponded with service provision, 
young people’s characteristics and experience and how they fared after leaving the 
secure placement.  
 
1.3.7 The importance of understanding the interaction between young people’s own 
characteristics and behaviour and the actions of professionals and service providers is 
well established in the literature. Bullock et al.(1998) highlight that the routes by 
which troubled children reach secure care are a product of child-related factors and  
decisions and actions taken by professionals. These researchers differentiate between 
the life route, which refers to children and their families' actions, and process which 
encompasses actions taken throughout the child's life by professionals in health, social 
work and education or by courts and children's hearings.  Harris and Timms (1993) 
observed that decisions about secure care placement itself were rarely based on 
theoretically sound professional assessment of young people’s needs.  Rather key 
participants in the decision-making process developed ‘narratives’ which defined 
young people in certain ways, thus justifying their favoured course of action. 
 
1.3.8 Goldson (2000) identifies a number of influences which increase the 
likelihood of secure placement on welfare grounds.  First there is a tendency to locate 
the problem in the individual young person, whereas deficiencies in the welfare 
system might be equally relevant. For example open residential units vary in their 
capacity to provide appropriate care, control and support for seriously troubled young 
people, yet their failures are seldom mentioned when young people become out of 
control.  In addition he cites evidence that class, gender and ethnic origin influence 
the route young people take through child welfare services.  Agency priorities, 
geographical location and ease of access to secure placements or alternatives also 
determine which children find themselves in locked accommodation. 
 
1.3.9 These analyses suggest that in order to reach the optimum position identified 
in A Secure Remedy, attention is needed not only to practice in relation to individual 
young people, but in how that practice is shaped by agency ethos and patterns of 
resource provision.  Whether certain kinds of risk to self or others can be managed in 
an open setting is a function of the young person’s behaviour, how risky behaviours 
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are viewed and the capacity of existing resources to manage them.  In the original 
research plans the intention was to examine each as related but distinct issues. 
However in time it became evident that they were inextricably linked.  This had 
implications for how the research questions could be most appropriately understood 
and addressed.  
 
 
4.  THE RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES  
 
1.4.1 The broad aims of this research, as outlined in the specification and proposal, 
were to provide :  
 
1)  a clearer understanding of the purpose and effectiveness of secure 

accommodation in meeting the needs of young people, their families and 
communities; 

2) a framework to assist the decision-making process on the use of secure care by 
children’s hearings and social work departments.  

 
1.4.2 The study was expected to concentrate on admissions to secure 
accommodation through the hearings rather than the courts.  A survey of young 
people placed in secure accommodation on remand was commissioned by the Justice 
Department and reported separately. The report is available online at 
www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/04/Rev-YPDSA 
 
 
1.4.3 The specific objectives were as follows:  
 
a) To identify the characteristics of children and young people who have experienced 

periods in secure care and describe the nature of this experience for them and their 
families;  

 
b) To obtain evidence on the impacts of secure care on children/ young people and 

assess to what extent the outcomes observed match with those envisaged by the 
hearings in reaching decisions about the use of secure accommodation.  Within 
this to identify and explore any differences in understanding which may influence 
decisions; 

 
c) To identify which interventions/combinations of interventions within secure care 

promote the most effective outcomes for children and young people and assess to 
what extent the ‘containment’ aspect is crucial to the success of these;  

 
d) To compare the impact of secure care upon the children/ young people and their 

families with the experiences of those with similar behavioural characteristics who 
receive alternative services (including non-secure residential settings and 
specialist fostering placements);  

 
e) To provide guidance on the most appropriate uses of secure care (in relation to 

identified needs of children and young people) in order to inform the decision- 
making process at hearings; 
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f) To assess the cost effectiveness of secure care, including a comparison with the 
costs and benefits of a representative range of appropriate, alternative services. 

 
 
Research Design and Methods  
 
1.4.4 The research addressed each of the original aims and objectives, but it did so 
in ways which were different from those originally envisaged.  The research reported 
here is based on data obtained in the following ways:   
 

1. With respect to 53 young people admitted to secure accommodation between 
October 2002 and 2003, information was obtained on; biographical 
characteristics and background; reasons for their admission; services 
provided prior to, during and following the secure placement.  The data were 
obtained from records and from interviews held with social workers, key 
workers and some young people.  Updates on their progress were obtained 
from social workers at two points, approximately 12 and 24 months after 
admission;   

 
2. Similar information was obtained on 23 young people considered for secure 

accommodation but sustained in an open setting for at least 6 months.  The 
sources were records, one interview with a key worker or social worker and 
in some instances, an interview with the young person; 

 
3. Information was gathered on costs of typical packages of care for key 

subgroups within both secure and alternative samples;  
 

4. Interview took place with senior and first-line social work managers, panel 
chairs and reporters on decision-making in relation to secure accommodation 
and views about its function and effectiveness.  These were semi-structured 
interviews which also incorporated the use of vignettes through which 
informants were asked to discuss case scenarios and the likely responses;  

 
5. Two rounds of interviews were held with a senior manager in each secure 

unit; 
 

6. Interviews with key ‘other professionals’ in secure units, including the head 
teacher, psychologists, Looked After Children (LAC) nurse and children’s 
rights officer.  These focused on the service provided by themselves and 
colleagues in the same discipline;   

 
7. A review was conducted of subsequent placements for all young people 

made subject to secure authorisation by a children’s hearing between 1st July 
and 31st December 2003.  

 
1.4.5 The secure sample was recruited in collaboration with key workers who 
passed on a letter prepared by the research team to each young person admitted to 
secure accommodation on the authority of a children’s hearing.  The key worker 
briefly explained what the research would entail, then, if the young person agreed to 
meet with the researcher, further details of the research were explained at that time.  
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Each of the young people gave written consent at one of these meetings.   Key 
workers or social workers were also asked to give parents a letter which provided 
some information about the research, let them know that their son or daughter was 
being invited to take part in it and asked them to let the social worker or key worker 
know if they objected to this.  Two young people who agreed to take part in the study 
were not included because their parents raised objections.   

1.4.6 A sample of 53 young people was recruited from a potential sample of 146, so 
the take up rate was low at 36%.  Recruitment rates varied across units from 20% to 
60%. Key workers sometimes said that young people who did not take part were 
generally suspicious of any intervention in their lives, especially when they were to be 
tracked over two years. Others were already taking part in other research and did not 
want to be involved in a second study.  A higher proportion of girls compared with 
boys agreed to take part (41% of girls and 26% of boys). As a result girls are slightly 
over represented in the sample, accounting for 55% whereas they typically form less 
than half of young people admitted to the secure accommodation through the 
children’s hearing route.  This may mean that there is also some over representation 
of young people admitted on welfare rather than offence grounds.  In terms of age and 
reasons for admission to secure accommodation, the sample is broadly representative 
of the overall population of young people admitted to secure accommodation on a 
children’s hearing order.    

 

Changes to the Research Design and Methods  
 
1.4.7 During the first year of the research it became clear that two aspects of the 
research design did not correspond with how services were delivered in practice. 
Expectations that social workers and key workers would provide questionnaire-based 
data proved unrealistic, partly because of lack of time and partly because frequent 
changes of social worker meant a certain amount of detective work was involved in 
locating who was able to provide up to date information on young people’s progress. 
As a result, information was obtained in telephone or face to face interviews.  This 
was more time consuming, but on the positive side yielded a fuller understanding of 
the issues than would have been conveyed in a questionnaire.  
 
1.4.8 The second discovery was that far fewer young people than had been 
anticipated were being made subject to secure authorisation or seriously considered 
for secure placement then sustained in an open or community-based alternative.   
Attempts to recruit this sample continued for 2 ½ years and involved repeated 
contacts with residential schools and projects providing an ‘alternative’ to secure 
accommodation.  Typically staff in these services’ initial response was that many of 
the young people they cared for or worked with met our criteria.  However on closer 
examination, very few young people had been close enough to secure placement to 
warrant being included in the sample. Instead most services offering an ‘alternative to 
secure’ catered for young people whose behaviour, if it continued, might result in 
secure authorisation being sought. In addition some supported young people during 
and after their secure placement, so may have reduced the time spent in secure 
accommodation or the likelihood of them returning.  
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1.4.9 Acknowledging a somewhat different role for ‘alternative’ services than was 
implied in the original research design had a number of important implications for the 
research.  First it questioned the widely held perception that large numbers of young 
people were made subject to secure authorisation, but not placed in a secure setting. It 
was important that the research gained as accurate as possible an understanding of this 
issue, so a survey was carried out of placements of all young people made subject to 
secure authorisation between 1st July and 31st December 2003.  In addition, 
recruitment of a sample of young people who met the study criteria continued, 
including only those who had been sustained outwith secure accommodation for at 
least six months. Twenty-five were recruited, with only three boys and three girls who 
met the criteria declining to take part.  
 
1.4.10 A second implication of finding that few young people were sustained in an 
open setting for any length of time after consideration for secure placement was that a 
quasi-experimental comparison between young people placed in secure 
accommodation and those sustained in an open setting was not feasible.  In addition it 
became evident that young people accessed a host of different services alongside or 
following admission to secure accommodation, so it would not be possible to isolate 
the effects of the secure placement.  There was very little knowledge either of how 
individual young people came to be referred to and make use of certain services, or of 
how this mix of service provision impacted on their lives.  This therefore became the 
primary interest of the research.  This shift of focus was helpful because it allowed the 
research questions to be addressed in a way which did justice to the range of complex 
influences which shaped what services were offered and how young people 
responded.   
 
1.4.11 The key changes to the proposed design and reasons for them are summarised 
below.    
             Proposed Methods                  Actual Methods  
  
Comparison of the characteristics and 
experiences of 75 young people admitted 
to secure accommodation and 75 young 
people considered to meet the secure 
criteria, but sustained in an open setting. 
Young people were to be recruited 
shortly after being placed in or 
considered for secure accommodation 
and their progress tracked for 18-24 
months.  
 

 
53 young people placed in secure 
accommodation were recruited as soon as 
possible after admission and their 
progress tracked for 24-30 months. 
 
23 young people who had been 
considered for secure accommodation, 
but sustained in an open setting for at 
least 6 months were recruited up to a year 
after they had been considered for secure 
accommodation.   

Cost effectiveness of secure 
accommodation as compared with 
alternative options for young people with 
similar difficulties.   

Approximate costs were calculated of a 
range of typical pathways through 
services.  

Obtain data on young people’s progress 
primarily through questionnaires 
completed by social workers and key 
workers.   

Data was obtained through telephone and 
face to face interviews with social 
workers and key workers.  Some 
interviews were also held with young 
people. 
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Qualitative data would be obtained on 25 
young people from the secure sample,  
through interviews with key participants. 
  

With the shift from questionnaire based 
to interview-based data, similar 
information was obtained on all young 
people within the secure sample.  

 Survey was undertaken of placements of 
all young people made subject to secure 
authorisation during a six month period 

Interviews with young people  Fewer interviews were carried out with 
young people than planned because of the 
inclusion of the above survey and shift to 
a more time-consuming method of data 
collection from social workers.  

 
1.4.12 The reasons for these changes in the research design might be viewed as 
important findings in themselves. Social workers being under pressure and frequently 
changing impacted on the service young people could be offered, whilst more realistic 
appreciation of the relationship between secure accommodation and ‘alternatives’ was 
important in understanding young people’s routes through services.  The findings are 
presented in two parts, with chapters two-four focusing on stakeholders’ views and 
organisational issues and chapters five to nine charting the young people’s progress.  
The implications of both elements and data on costs are brought together in two 
concluding chapters.  
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PART 1 FINDINGS: PERSPECTIVES ON SECURE 
ACCOMMODATION   
 
CHAPTER 2:  PERSPECTIVES ON THE NATURE AND USE OF 
SECURE ACCOMMODATION  
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 
2.1.1 Findings reported in this chapter are drawn from a range of sources including 
interviews with secure unit heads, first line and senior social work managers, 
reporters, panel chairs and a range of other professionals working within the secure 
units, namely head teachers, psychologists, LAC nurses and children’s rights officers.   
Respondents were drawn from all secure units and from eight local authorities.  The 
local authorities were selected to give a geographical mix and reflect different patterns 
of use of secure accommodation, as indicated by the number of admissions in the 
previous year and whether the authority had its own secure provision.  Respondents’ 
views were inevitably shaped by their position within and knowledge of the system, 
but there were also marked variations within different groups of respondents.  For that 
reason, and to avoid repetition, the findings are reported under topic headings, rather 
than respondent groupings. Connections between distinctive perceptions and 
expectations of secure accommodation and local authority ethos and practice are 
considered towards the end of the chapter.   
 
 
2 EXPECTATIONS OF SECURE ACCOMMODATION  
 
2.2.1 Asked to outline the main functions of secure accommodation for young 
people placed by a children’s hearing, there was broad agreement that its primary role 
was to keep them safe and secure at a time of major crisis in their lives, while at the 
same time providing an opportunity for their emotional, educational and health needs 
to be assessed and help offered to reduce the difficulties which had resulted in the 
secure placement: 
  

Mainly to protect the young people… but also at times the community. 
But also to try and make changes in the lives of these young people and 
their families                         ( S.W. manager 2)  
 
Protecting the child, protecting the public from harm. I don’t see it as a 
punishment                                                    (Reporter 1)  
 
Keep a child safe and the public... just try to get something, just a stop in 
the child’s life to get resources put in place     (Panel Chair 1)  

 
I suppose the obvious answer is to provide somewhere which provides 
safety, care and education for young people who need to have the kind 
of structure briefly around them to help them and sometimes stop and 
take stock and then be able to move on and move back into the 
community again                                                                  
( S.W. manager 3)  
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2.2.2 Though brief, the above summary of responses about the function of secure 
accommodation encompasses all key elements. These were to: 
 

• protect the young person and the public;  
• assess  needs and allow young people to take stock of their 

situation;  
• engage with young people and effect change;  
• equip young people to move back into the community.  

 
2.2.3 A number of respondents gave a similar answer, but qualified it by saying 
that this was an ideal which had to be differentiated from the reality.  One panel 
member expressed quite limited expectations of what might be achieved because of 
the short time scale:  
 

There’s a limit to what we can do in secure. A lot of it is just about 
keeping the children occupied, trying to talk to them about why they do 
what they do and, you know, it’s more of a holding thing        ( Panel 
Chair 2)  

 
2.2.4 A social work manager said that though expectations were usually framed in 
terms of meeting young people’s needs, the  subtext was that secure accommodation 
catered for young people who had reached a point of non-engagement with any 
services:  
 

The reality of when secure is used in my experience is when all the 
support mechanisms that could be used have been tried and someone is 
basically out of control and disengaged with any adults     ( S.W. 
manager 2)  

 
2.2.5 This latter comment is important because it highlights that the use of secure 
accommodation can be understood both in terms of what it offers young people and 
the function it serves within the child welfare system.  As this research progressed it 
became evident that it would be necessary to understand the function of secure 
accommodation from both perspectives. Its relationship with other services is 
considered throughout the report, but primarily in chapters three, four and ten. This 
chapter reports on key stakeholders’ views about the capacity of secure 
accommodation to fulfil its key functions. In chapters five-seven its effectiveness is 
assessed on the basis of young people’s experiences and outcomes.   
 
 
3. CAPACITY OF SECURE ACCOMMODATION TO FULFIL ITS KEY 

FUNCTIONS  
 
2.3.1 Views about the capacity of secure accommodation were obtained in response 
to a specific question about whether the service was able to fulfil the key functions 
identified above.  The majority of respondents identified gaps in capacity.   A 
common explanation was that beds were not always available when necessary, so 
young people in crisis could not always be accommodated.   A number of panel chairs 
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thought that the remedy would be to increase the number of secure places, but more 
commonly respondents thought the answer lay in more flexible and targeted use of 
existing resources.  Some expressed a preference for smaller, local secure units, whilst 
others focused on developing the capacity of open residential and community services 
to provide more intensive and structured care and support. Availability of places is 
considered in more detail in chapter four.  
 
Capacity to protect the young person and the public  
 
2.3.2 The predominant concern was that young people should be safe, with public 
safety viewed as an important consideration, but less frequently a major concern.  In 
most instances secure accommodation was viewed as providing a safe environment. 
Some respondents thought one of the main values of secure accommodation was that 
it could allow young people who had grown accustomed to fear and uncertainty to 
feel safe and secure.  However, a small number of respondents did raise concerns 
about the potential risk of bullying, with a few expressing particular concern about 
girls who had been abused being placed alongside boys or other girls who were 
intimidating.  
 
2.3.3. A number of respondents, primarily social work managers, did identify some 
less tangible risks from the placement in secure accommodation, mainly to do with 
how the young person came to be perceived. There were concerns that resorting to 
secure accommodation implied to the young person that he or she could only be 
controlled and kept safe by being physically held, whilst others commented that the 
stigma of having been in secure accommodation could impede the young person’s 
progress in the future.  Some people expressed the view that peer influence could 
result in young people developing undesirable or unhelpful behaviours, but others 
argued that secure units were well enough resourced and structured to make sure that 
adult values and culture prevailed.  
 
2.3.4 It was generally accepted that the public would be protected if young people 
were in a secure setting, though a few panel members pointed out that offences could 
be committed when the young person was home on leave or if young people ran away 
while on outings from the unit.   
 
Capacity to assess needs and allow young people to take stock of their situation  
 
2.3.5 Alongside keeping safe, the other key function of the units was to allow time 
for assessment and for young people to take stock of their situation. The ideal was that 
young people could take a step back from the behaviours which were putting 
themselves or others at risk, whilst staff could help them work out what would help 
prevent the same pattern of behaviour being repeated when they moved on.  
 
2.3.6 There was widespread agreement that units did offer a degree of breathing 
space and could allow for full assessment of educational, health and emotional needs. 
In the three years during which the research was carried out, the capacity to offer 
multi-disciplinary assessment increased, with LAC nurses routinely offering a health 
assessment and a system operating in each unit for a mental health or psychological 
assessment to be offered to all or some of the young people admitted.  Improvements 
were also reported in arrangements for educational assessment, for example quicker 
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access to records from the young person’s previous school.  The importance of linking 
assessments together was also emphasised.  Some professionals said that, as 
placements became shorter, on average 3-4 months, completing a detailed and holistic 
assessment could be an important element of what the secure placement offered.  
 
2.3.7 Though each aspect of the multi-disciplinary assessment was valued, 
respondents often emphasised the need to better understand what emotional or mental 
health difficulties might be contributing to the young person’s problematic behaviours 
and how these might be addressed. The psychologists or mental health professionals 
who were interviewed indicated that since most young people had multiple problems, 
assessment took some time.  There was a strong emphasis on engaging with the young 
person, so that they became active participants in understanding the source of their 
difficulties and how these might be helped.  Typically a range of difficulties were 
identified which needed attention, so a staged plan was developed to tackle them.  
 
2.3.8 A number of the mental health staff pointed out that a lot of the young 
people’s difficulties stretched back for many years.  Though longstanding difficulties, 
for example in relation to attachment and loss, could not always be addressed within 
the secure placement, some suggested that secure unit staff should understand how 
these might impact on the young person’s behaviour and response to the secure 
placement, and be able to draw on these insights when considering how an individual 
young person should be managed.  It was suggested that unless staff had sufficient 
understanding and support to work in this way, the use of the time in secure 
placement would not be optimised. This kind of in-depth assessment and staff 
development was very time-consuming, so could not be routinely carried out within 
current resources and time-scales.    
 
Capacity to engage with young people and effect change  
 
2.3.9 Placement in secure accommodation was widely viewed as an opportunity to 
introduce services which had not been accessed by young people while in an open or 
community-based setting.  From a rights perspective, several people pointed out that a 
secure placement should never be made or continued in order to access services, but it 
was seen as a great benefit that a range of services would be made available during 
the secure placement.   
 
Health and Education  
 
2.3.10 In terms of health, the most common needs were to visit a dentist or optician 
and have immunisations brought up to date. In addition, it was not uncommon for 
longstanding but untreated conditions, such as asthma or hearing difficulties to be 
identified and addressed.  Drug-related problems could also be assessed and young 
people given appropriate advice.  Young people were also given information on how 
to access services for sexually transmitted diseases and appropriate tests or treatments 
arranged.  Some of the advice was given on a one-to-one basis, but in addition some 
LAC nurses provided sex education as part of the school curriculum, though the 
gender mix and range of sexual experience meant group teaching was not always 
considered appropriate.  Capacity to offer education and advice on sexual health 
varied across units, so that in some the LAC nurse thought the service was as effective 
as it could be, whilst in another there were still plans for development.  
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2.3.11 Re-engaging with education was viewed as a major need to be addressed in 
secure accommodation, since many young people placed had missed out on a 
significant amount of schooling.  Re-engagement was viewed as important, not 
simply in terms of learning but because reintroduction to a school or college 
placement would be important in sustaining any progress made while in secure 
accommodation.   
 
2.3.12 Most respondents spoke positively about the educational provision in secure 
accommodation, though some gave examples of one unit taking several weeks to get 
information from a young person’s previous school.  A few questioned whether very 
small units could provide the breadth and flexibility of curriculum required.  However 
those working in smaller units had given considerable thought to how the service 
could best meet such diversity of need and were evidently committed to ensuring that 
young people in their care did not miss out.  In terms of certification, most units 
focused primarily on Vocational Qualifications and could offer a wide range of 
subjects.  The modular format of these was well suited to the shorter term placements.  
 
2.3.13 Across staff in units and respondent groups the main difficulty identified in 
relation to education was finding suitable provision for young people to move on to 
when they left.  Education staff reported that the limited range of resources available 
meant there could be pressure to place young people in educational settings which did 
not correspond with their assessed ability. For example, it might be suggested that a 
young person who was capable of doing eight Standard Grades attend an educational 
unit which only offered two.   
 
2.3.14 Much more positive developments were reported in relation to careers advice 
and planning.  Through links with Careers Scotland, sessions could be provided on 
practical skills such as applying for jobs and more general preparation for work, 
whilst each young person was also offered an individual career planning interview.  
The range of vocational options in further education colleges was also cited as a 
positive option for young people in their last year of education, rather than returning 
to a school or specialist education project.    
 
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties 
 
2.3.15 Within all respondent groups, the capacity to engage young people with 
services which would help address their emotional and behaviour difficulties was 
viewed as a key function of secure accommodation. Provision in this field was 
diffuse, varied and constantly being developed, so the interviews encompassed very 
different kinds of discussion about what should be provided in secure units, what was 
provided and whether current capacity was adequate to allow the units to engage with 
young people and effect change.  Given their differing roles, stakeholders’ 
understanding of what was entailed in introducing and providing services varied 
across respondent groups. Unit managers, social work managers and psychologists or 
other mental health staff provided the most informed and considered responses on 
these issues. A number of reporters acknowledged that this aspect was not directly 
relevant to their role, though some had formed a general view that current provision 
was not adequate. Several panel chairs pointed out that it was difficult for them to 
assess whether their expectations of secure accommodation in this respect were in fact 
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met, because they did not usually see individual young people after the secure 
authorisation was made. However, from sitting on review panels, a few had formed 
the view that the service catered well for young people’s needs, whilst others 
identified gaps, primarily for more specialised help to address mental health and 
addiction issues.  Some panel chairs also emphasised the importance of the key 
worker forming a caring relationship with the young person and offering one- to-one 
contact rather than simply relating to them as part of the resident group.  
 
2.3.16 Views expressed on this issue highlighted some of the ambiguities which 
permeate secure accommodation, so they are reported in some detail in the next two 
sections. Respondents’ comments in this respect were closely connected to differing 
ideas of what was meant by a ‘service’.  Some respondents readily included the 
experience of living in secure accommodation, which we therefore cover first. Others 
only referred to specific programmes or services such as programmes to reduce 
offending or drug and alcohol use, so this is discussed afterwards. A number of 
respondents, primarily social work managers and mental health professionals, talked 
about the relationship between the residential experience and specific service 
provision.  
 
The experience of living in secure accommodation  
 
2.3.17 From some points of view the experience of living in secure accommodation 
made it more rather than less difficult to address the difficulties which had resulted in 
the placement being made. A number of respondents suggested that the very nature of 
institutional life meant that the priorities of the institution rather than the individual 
came to the fore, whilst residents became preoccupied with adapting to the regime and 
getting out, rather than the addressing of the difficulties which had resulted in their 
placement.  Standard, rather than individually negotiated, arrangements for family 
visits and home leave entitlement were cited as examples of the needs of the 
institution taking precedence.   At a more fundamental level, there was also a view 
that placing someone in secure accommodation conveyed a message to the young 
person that their problems could only be resolved by imposing external controls, 
rather than developing their own capacity to manage them.  The enforced nature of 
the placement could also foster superficial rather than meaningful engagement on the 
part of the young person.    
 
2.3.18 Doubts were commonly voiced about the effectiveness of addressing 
difficulties outwith the context in which they arose.  Offending and drug and alcohol 
use were viewed as closely related to young people’s peer and social relationships, so 
ideally work should be carried out in that setting.  Correspondingly, it was difficult to 
address family issues without involving other family members.  No one who 
expressed these reservations proposed that all work with young people whilst in 
secure accommodation was unproductive, but they took the view that it would be 
more effective to offer this in open or community-based services, so provision there 
should be boosted.  They also suggested that service provision while in secure 
accommodation would have a more lasting impact if services and resources were 
available to allow a gradual, step-down approach from the structure and support 
offered in secure accommodation.  
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2.3.19 A final frequently made comment was that the multiplicity and complexity of 
many young people’s problems meant they could not be addressed within a short-term 
secure placement.  This lent support to the view that consideration should be given to 
what could be achieved within the time scale, and care taken to avoid embarking on 
programmes which would have to be cut short or relationships which would need to 
be broken and so constitute another rejection for the young person.   
 
2.3.20 These comments provided a degree of balance to the widely expressed view 
that placement in secure accommodation provided a good opportunity to address 
young people’s difficulties.  The following comment was one of the most uncritical 
made by a panel chair, but several encapsulated similar sentiments:  
 

‘As far as the panels are concerned, they’re delighted if a child manages 
to get a place in a secure unit and, you know, at the three- month review 
they’re invariably positive because the child has been contained and 
isn’t doing anything wrong’.         (Panel Chair 1)  

 
Specialist services  
 
2.3.21 Turning to specialist services, most respondents took the view that capacity to 
help young people address serious difficulties was improving, but still inadequate.  
The growth of mental health or psychological assessment was very much welcomed 
because it enabled young people and staff to better understand the nature and causes 
of problem behaviour or emotions and so be better equipped to manage it.  
Arrangements for psychological and mental health provision were different across 
units, with one unit relying primarily on psychologists employed within its own 
service and others having access to a team of child mental health specialists, including 
psychologists, social workers, psychiatric nurse and occupational therapist employed 
by the local health authority.  The latter was thought to be beneficial organisationally 
because staff could facilitate links to other health authority services. There was little 
support among mental health staff for the view that admission to a psychiatric unit 
would be a preferred option for many young people in secure accommodation, but in 
some situations it was helpful to be able to quickly access a psychiatric or 
neurological assessment.   
 
2.3.22 Whatever the organisational arrangements, the general view was that capacity 
to identify evidence-based methods for addressing emotional and behavioural 
difficulties had greatly improved, but that insufficient resources were available to 
deliver appropriate programmes or therapeutic help. Three main models were 
described through which the units’ capacity to cater for emotional and behavioural 
difficulties might be enhanced:  
 
• providing consultation to staff to boost understanding and management of young 

people’s difficulties;  
• delivering group and/or individual programmes in collaboration with unit staff 

and/or monitoring the integrity of staff-run programmes; 
• providing individual sessions with a psychologist or mental health worker for the 

young person.  
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2.3.23 The first two involved care staff.  They worked wholly or in part through the 
young person’s experience in the residential setting and had the advantage of 
developing the care staff’s knowledge and skills.  The third provided more intensive 
support to young people with individual difficulties. Different models predominated 
across different units, but all staff felt that there could be value in augmenting each.  
In terms of the issues to be addressed, faulty social learning, disrupted attachment, 
trauma and abuse were key.  These were typically reflected in a range of behaviours 
including deliberate self -harm, violence, offending and sexual vulnerability or 
aggression.  The ideal to be aimed for was that issues addressed in individual or group 
sessions would be actively reinforced through the young person’s day to day 
experience, for example by care and teaching  staff encouraging the development of 
pro-social behaviours or appropriate responses to negative experiences.   
 
2.3.24 The use of evidence based programmes was more developed in some units 
than others. In at least one unit teaching and care staff worked together to deliver 
programmes.  Programmes most commonly mentioned were for anger management, 
cognitive skills and violence reduction.  One point emphasised by several respondents 
and all mental health specialists was that, in order to be effective, any approach had to 
be based on thorough understanding of the young person’s needs and ways of 
responding to interventions. ‘One size fits all’ programmes were considered to be 
unhelpful and some specific concerns were raised about girls being asked to take part 
in programmes focusing on consequential thinking and offending, when most needed 
to learn how to value and nurture themselves and so enhance their self-esteem.  In 
addition, a good fit between young people’s needs and programmes offered was likely 
to boost young people’s motivation and engagement.   Thus the ideal was to combine 
appropriate programmes with individual work.   
 
2.3.25 A second general point was that interventions should take account of the short 
time scales by providing a kind of survival kit that would help young people better 
understand their difficulties and develop a more positive view of themselves.  Several 
evidence based approaches, such as pro-social modelling and dialectic behaviour 
therapy, were being introduced, but it took time and resources to train staff and 
introduce them, so the potential for effecting change was not yet being maximised.   
 
2.3.26 Capacity to engage effectively with parents was viewed as limited, which was 
a matter of considerable concern, since a number of young people would return home.  
In the initial stages of the study the research team was not informed of any specialist 
staff working specifically with parents and young people.  However in the final round 
of interviews with unit managers, some described more recent developments in 
outreach and family work.  Sometimes this was viewed as the social worker’s remit, 
but distance and shortage of social work time meant very little effective work could 
be undertaken.  
 
Equipping young people to return to the community  
  
2.3.27 It was not unusual for respondents to point out that it was unrealistic to expect 
that a period in secure accommodation would make significant changes to a young 
person’s life since many of their difficulties were longstanding and severe and 
because they would be returning to an environment which had contributed to their 
difficulties.   
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‘I think children in secure accommodation are not there long enough to 
have a benefit. …What they do come back to, well that’s all pieced 
together, which is not ideal.’          (Panel Chair 1)  

 
2.3.28  Returning to their family could be particularly difficult if its way of life or 
relationships were likely to undermine progress.  As noted above, there was little 
evidence of preparatory work being done with families. More often respondents 
emphasised the obstacles to family work.  These included placements being some 
distance from home, lack of field social work time, parents’ unwillingness to engage 
and a tendency for staff to frame the problems from the perspective of the 
professional services, rather than let parents say how they viewed the situation and 
what they would want to change.   
 
2.3.29 Some respondents thought it was important to recognise when families lacked 
the capacity to offer more to the young person, in which case the focus should be on 
helping young people to acknowledge this and learn to parent or at least look after 
themselves.  One psychologist emphasised the importance of this kind of work being 
based on an understanding of the cognitive and emotional processes through which 
young people develop, rather than expecting that simply getting older would equip 
them to cope.   
 
2.3.30 Negative influences in the wider community were mentioned as equally 
important to the family environment.  For some young people removal from the home 
community, either to residential school or foster care, was thought necessary if any 
change was to be sustained.  For others the key was to strengthen positive influences 
and supports within their own communities. Developing the latter was easier if the 
secure placement had been in the young person’s local area.  The provision of 
appropriate education, in a school or college, was also mentioned as key to providing 
a focus for life after the secure placement.  The view was that opportunities for 
college attendance and vocational training after school had greatly improved, but that 
finding appropriate education for younger pupils remained a weakness in the system.  
 
2.3.31 In addition to considering the environment to which young people would 
return, a number of respondents, mainly psychologists and mental health 
professionals, emphasised the importance of considering what the transition from 
secure accommodation meant for the young person.  A number of social work 
managers and mental health staff pointed out that the physical security and safety of 
the placement could promote attachment to staff.  This was often viewed positively, 
but unless its significance was recognised and managed, leaving the placement could 
amount to another rejection and result in young people feeling bereft.  Thus scope for 
continuing relationships with key workers or sensitively managing the transfer to new 
carers was an important ingredient in boosting the effectiveness of the placement.   
For some young people it was also important that therapeutic or medical services 
were continued after they had moved on.  Not surprisingly there was recognition that 
it was more difficult to provide continuity when the placement had been some 
distance from the young person’s home area.  
 
2.3.32 There was a widespread view that current arrangements seldom allowed for 
this kind of needs-led planning. More usually young people had to fit into whatever 
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resources were available and placement endings could be organised around 
maximising the use of resources rather than the emotional needs of the young person. 
Whilst individual planning was viewed as key, a step-down approach into a resource- 
like close support was considered suitable for many young people, but places were not 
always available.  Managers in units which had close support provision on the same 
site found this much easier to arrange than others. Irrespective of how successful the 
placement had been, returning to the community was viewed as a highly risky stage 
when many of the benefits of the placement could be lost.   
 
4. SUMMARY POINTS  
 
2.4.1 The key expectation was that secure accommodation would keep young 
people safe and, if applicable, protect the community.  
 
2.4.2 There was also an expectation that the time in secure accommodation would 
be used to assess young people’s difficulties, introduce appropriate services and help 
them make changes.  
 
2.4.3 There was a strong view that units’ capacity for assessment and tackling 
difficulties had improved in recent years.  The importance of developments in health 
care were frequently cited as particularly helpful.   However, these improvements 
were seen as patchy and very few respondents thought that the service was able to 
fulfil the functions expected of it. There were requests for additional resources within 
secure units, but some respondents also took the view that comparable services should 
be available through open residential and community-based support, since they could 
be more effective in that kind of setting.  
 
2.4.4 With increased input from psychologists and mental health professionals, there 
was increased awareness of the nature of young people’s difficulties and how these 
might be most effectively addressed.  However the capacity to offer appropriate 
interventions or support had yet to be developed.  
 
2.4.5  In addition to specific programmes and interventions it was considered 
important that the experience of group care should facilitate changes in attitudes, 
perceptions of self and behaviour.  This had implications for the respective roles of 
specialists and care staff.   
 
2.4.6 A central issue was that many of the young people had entrenched difficulties, 
so would require skilled help and support in the long term, yet secure accommodation 
aimed to be short term.  For this reason, it was widely held that the capacity to effect 
change depended as much on continuity and suitability of service provision as on 
what could be achieved within the placement itself.  It was emphasised that 
appropriate after care support strongly influenced the service’s capacity to influence 
young people’s behaviour and sustain progress when they returned to the community 
or an open setting.  This implies that any consideration of placement in secure 
accommodation (or indeed alternatives) should from the start be made on the basis of 
a long-term plan.    
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CHAPTER 3:  PERSPECTIVES ON THE NATURE AND USES OF 
ALTERNATIVES TO SECURE ACCOMMODATION   
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 
3.1.1. One of the key aims of this research was to develop understanding of the 
circumstances in which young people considered for secure accommodation could be 
effectively maintained in the community or an open setting, through the appropriate 
use of ‘alternatives’. Key stakeholders’ perceptions and expectations of these services 
was evidently important in determining the role they could fulfil.   
 
3.1.2 As discussed in chapter one, the original research design implied that there 
were a number of clearly identified services which could be offered at a point when 
young people were close to being made subject to secure authorisation and so might 
be viewed as constituting a direct ‘alternative’ to a secure placement.  It soon emerged 
that what was meant by the term ‘alternative’ was far less clear cut. The research 
team’s attempts to recruit an alternative sample revealed that, apart from some 
intensive community-based support projects, most services offering ‘alternatives to 
secure accommodation’ were not offering a direct alternative, but either intervening at 
an earlier stage in order to halt the development of risky or problematic behaviour or 
engaging with young people after admission, when the aim was to enable young 
people to move out of secure accommodation sooner than would otherwise have been 
possible and avoid readmission by providing after-care support.   From the survey of 
placements of young people made subject to secure authorisation, it became clear that 
when authorisation was made but no bed was available, the most likely ‘alternative’ 
was for young people to remain in a residential unit or school.  Sometimes the need 
for secure placement was avoided, yet few of these resources labelled themselves as 
an ‘alternative to secure accommodation’, since the arrangement was unplanned.  The 
term ‘alternative to secure accommodation’ implied a positive option, whereas 
sustaining young people in a placement because no secure place was available was 
generally viewed in a negative light.  
 
 
2. DEFINITIONS OF ALTERNATIVES  
 
3.2.1 Responses to the question ‘what kind of services would constitute an 
alternative to secure accommodation?’ highlighted different views on whether there 
ever could be ‘alternatives’ to secure placement.  
 
A Direct Alternative to Secure Accommodation?  
 
3.2.2 In the quotations presented below, two positions on whether there could ever 
be a direct alternative to secure accommodation are illustrated in responses to a 
question about what respondents would expect from services offering an ‘alternative 
to secure accommodation’:  
 

I struggle slightly with this question because of the range of projects that 
have been set up as an alternative.  I don’t know if it’s right just to 
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equate them because either children meet secure accommodation 
criteria or they don’t.                                               ( S.W. manager 7)  
 
 I suppose we wouldn’t use them instead of security, in that if they 
require security, they require security, but what [our use of alternatives] 
does show is that very often people don’t require security in terms of 
being locked away.                                               ( S.W. manager 8)  

 
3.2.3 The first quotation is an example of several responses which questioned 
whether it was in fact possible to have a direct alternative to secure accommodation. 
The argument was that young people should only be placed in secure accommodation 
if they require physical security, and if they require physical security, nothing less 
than that should be offered.  As expressed in the second half of the first quotation, this 
position was often associated with the view that whether or not secure 
accommodation was required could be decided by applying certain objective criteria 
to the behaviour of the young person concerned.  
 
3.2.4 The second respondent also took the view that physical security would be 
needed for some young people, but also emphasised that it was possible to provide 
security and safety without using locked provision.  For this manager, ‘alternatives’ 
were intensive packages built around an individual young person in order to provide 
safety and security without the removal of liberty.   According to this point of view, 
young people could meet the secure authorisation criteria, but still be kept safe 
without being admitted to a secure unit.  Whether or not secure accommodation was 
required depended on what kind of alternative supports might be available.   
 
3.2.5 This second perspective was associated with a keen awareness of the negatives 
associated with depriving young people of their liberty and an incremental ‘process’ 
approach to service provision, that is a willingness to develop packages in response to 
the specific needs and behaviour of individual young people. Elements of this 
approach6 were evident in three local authorities, two of whom had no direct access to 
their own secure provision and found it difficult to access secure places when these 
were required.  Thus their commitment to developing alternatives had at least in part 
resulted from necessity.    
 
3.2.6 From the process of recruiting the alternative sample and the survey of young 
people made subject to secure authorisation it was evident that in most cases the 
reason given for sustaining a young person in an open residential placement or in the 
community was that no secure place had been available. Most respondents were 
reluctant to view this practice as constituting an ‘alternative’ either because they 
considered the secure authorisation should not have been made or because they 
considered it was inadequate to protect the young person.  One social work manager 
acknowledged that young people had been sustained in a residential setting in his own 
authority, but argued that this did not constitute an alternative because the children’s 
hearing had been mistaken in making them subject to secure authorisation in the first 
place:  
 

                                                 
6 This approach is discussed in more detail in chapter four in relation to assessing risk and decision- 
making.   
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‘ we have young people who have been on secure authorisations which 
we have not implemented  because we have not felt that they should be in 
secure…. we have kept them in our own residential units, but we have 
never really seen them as warranting secure provision… so I would say 
that is not an alternative as such’                                          (Social work 
manager 9)  

    
3.2.7 Correspondingly there was a high level of dissatisfaction amongst panel chairs 
that social work staff did not always implement their authorisations because this could 
leave young people vulnerable. Asked whether they thought an alternative could be 
provided by sustaining young people in an open setting, most panel chairs expressed 
some doubt about alternatives providing a substitute for secure accommodation:  
 

That could be an alternative to some forms of secure accommodation, 
but it depends why the secure accommodation was an alternative in the 
first place.  If it were for serious offending, then it might not be right. If 
it were to protect the child from self-harm then it might not be right. 
Maybe a short spell in secure accommodation to start addressing those 
behaviours, to calm things down might be right.                                                 
(Panel chair 3)  
 
Again, the majority of children put in secure are absconding from 
whatever is being provided at the moment, so my theory would be an 
open situation is not going to work, they’re not going to be contained in 
it.  (Panel chair 1)  

 
I want to see alternatives to secure accommodation, but I think these 
alternatives are very difficult because if you’re working with a child in a 
residential setting where perhaps that child is being allowed to go home 
at night, there is a danger the child will abscond and if we put children 
into secure it’s because it’s secure. It’s not to allow them to abscond.  
Most children who go into secure certainly would abscond if they got the 
chance. So I think alternatives would be prior to the child requiring 
secure.  I think we need more of these kind of establishments.                                          
(Panel Chair 4)  

 
3.2.8 Among panel chairs interviewed for this study little enthusiasm was expressed 
for flexible, child-centred packages devised to cater for individual young people:  
 

We don’t have alternatives as such.  Social work just put together a 
package but there are no actual alternative services, they don’t really 
exist  

 (Panel chair 
6)   

 
3.2.9 Though arrived at for a number of reasons, the majority view across 
respondent groups was that there could not be a direct alternative to secure 
accommodation. Underpinning this was the notion that certain behaviours and levels 
of risk required physical security, irrespective of what other resources might be 
available.  Alternatives were viewed as having a very important role in preventing 
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young people from reaching that point and supporting young people to return to the 
community after they had been helped to settle down, but there was considerable 
reluctance to view them as capable of replacing secure provision at the point when an 
authorisation was justified. However there was no consensus as to when that point had 
been reached.  
 
Earlier Intervention and Aftercare  
 
3.2.10 Asked whether services offered at an earlier stage should be viewed as an 
alternative to secure accommodation, approximately half of the respondents agreed 
they should, with the others saying they were not alternatives unless they were offered 
at the point when secure placement was being considered.  Irrespective of how they 
were described, there was considerable support for making additional resources 
available at an earlier stage.   
 

I see it as a continuum. You know I think if these young people are 
picked up early in life and you look at what can be put around them, and 
then if that is constantly being increased, you know, what do you move 
on to next? I don’t think social work is as incremental in its approach as 
it should be. 
                ( S.W. manager 6)  

 
3.2.11 Respondents referred to support offered by criminal justice teams, specialist 
foster care and education projects and intensive community support schemes as 
potentially valuable services which would prevent young people ever reaching the 
need for a secure placement.  In one local authority with fairly extensive provision of 
this kind respondents were convinced that their availability had reduced the number of 
young people going into secure accommodation.  In most other authorities, those 
interviewed said alternative services were not yet well enough developed to have had 
a noticeable impact.   
 
3.2.12 Services which support young people after they left secure accommodation 
were viewed in equally positive terms.  They were also more often considered to 
merit the term ‘alternative’ because they could limit the amount of time young people 
spent in secure accommodation.   It was common for respondents to say that some 
young people remained in secure accommodation longer than necessary because 
suitable placements and support were not available to enable them to leave.   As with 
services which might prevent secure admission, respondents were concerned that 
young people receive appropriate support, irrespective of whether the service was 
termed an ‘alternative’ or not.  
 
3.2.13 Boosting the capacity of open residential provision to provide structure and 
more focused work with young people was frequently cited as a potential way of 
avoiding young people reaching secure accommodation and sustaining them when 
they left.  However there was a reluctance among some panel members to think of 
children’s units as an ‘alternative to secure accommodation’, since these were the 
young people’s home where the emphasis should be on normalising care.    
 
 
 



 33

3. EXPECTATIONS OF ‘ALTERNATIVES’  
 
3.3.1 Asked what ‘alternatives’ to secure accommodation should offer, respondents 
indicated that a considerable amount was expected of them.  In short, alternatives 
were expected to provide what would have been offered in secure accommodation, 
while also compensating for some of the disadvantages of a secure placement.  
 
3.3.2 The most common response was that the level of contact with the young 
person should be high, at least daily and preferably with a 24 hour stand-by service.  
This intensity of service, coupled with developing a productive relationship with the 
young person and his or her family was viewed as central to making change.  The 
capacity to work with families and in the young person’s community would 
potentially mean that changes could be sustained.  

 
I think they should offer a high level of contact, availability for young 
people and their families, so out of hours contact, out of core hours. And 
I suppose an attempt to develop meaningful relationships and actually 
do focused work once the immediate crisis is over.               ( S.W. 
manager 5)  

 
Well they should offer a stable basis for work to be done, concentrated 
work to be done with the young person to address the reasons why they 
might go into secure - either they’re persistently absconding and when 
they are absconding perhaps placing themselves at risk or placing the 
public at risk… but in terms of local resources and what not, the 
question has to be asked,’ is it better to try and address the problems in 
the child’s own environment than put them into a false environment?’       
(Panel chair 6)  

 
3.3.3 Foster care was frequently mentioned as a form of care which incorporated 
many of the ingredients of a potentially effective alternative:  
 

[in this authority we have no alternatives, but there  are plans for 
professional foster carers] I would feel they might be better off with 
professional foster carers because that would overcome the problem of 
what happens when they leave secure accommodation.  There would be 
more of a long-term look at the child, rather than they have their 
freedom restricted and then they’re back where they started                                         
(Reporter 1)   

 
3.3.4 In addition to compensating for some of the drawbacks of secure 
accommodation, alternatives were also expected to include the perceived advantages, 
for example allow access to appropriate resources, especially education:  
 

I think they should offer the safety of the child, but I also think a lot of panel 
members want the child to go into secure when they’re not having an 
education either and they’re guaranteed that in secure.  I think any alternative 
has to have education built into it.                                     (Panel Chair  1)   
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4. SUMMARY POINTS  
 
3.4.1 There was strong support for augmenting services which worked intensively 
with young people before they reached the stage of requiring secure accommodation 
and for those which supported young people during and after secure placements.  
Opinions on whether these should be called ‘alternatives’ varied.  
 
3.4.2 There were different views on what was meant by an ‘alternative to secure 
accommodation’.  One position, widely held view among social work managers and 
panel chairs was that, if young people were accurately assessed as requiring secure 
accommodation, no other resource would be able to hold them safely.  Others took the 
view that whether a young person could be held safely depended on what alternatives 
were available, so that whether secure accommodation was required was a function of 
the nature of service provision as well as the young person’s behaviour.  According to 
the second point of view, services could be devised which would sustain some young 
people who met the secure criteria in an open setting, though there would still be a 
smaller group who would need physical security for their own and/or others’ safety.  
 
3.4.3 ‘Alternatives’ could be thought of as specific projects or as packages of 
services put together to suit an individual young person.  Ideally, ‘alternatives’ were 
expected to compensate for some of the drawbacks of secure placements, while still 
conferring some of the benefits.  These might act as a direct alternative, but in 
practice were more often acting as a form of prevention or of after-care that might 
make possible a shorter stay in secure.  The key elements of an effective ‘alternative’ 
service were high levels of contact with the young person and his or her family, 
preferably with a 24 hour stand-by service.   
 
3.4.4. More structured and task focused residential care was viewed as a good way 
of avoiding admission to secure accommodation and supporting young people 
following placement, though there was some reluctance to call this an ‘alternative to 
secure accommodation’ because this was thought to detract from its central caring 
role.   
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 CHAPTER 4:   DECISION-MAKING AND PLACEMENT  
AVAILABILITY  
 
1. INTRODUCTION   
 
4.1.1 Decision-making in relation to secure accommodation emerged as a dynamic 
process which took place in three key sites, that is within Social Work Services, at 
children’s hearings and within secure units.  The decisions centred around two key 
dimensions: determining the needs and best interests of young people and deciding 
who had priority to the secure placements available.   
 
4.1.2 This chapter aims to highlight key elements of the decision-making process 
and the relationship between them.  It draws further on interviews with key 
stakeholders, including key points from the vignette exercise.  Relevant findings are 
also included from the survey of placements for young people made subject to secure 
authorisation by a children’s hearing.   The chapter begins by examining how the 
decision is made that a young person requires a secure placement, then goes on to 
look at questions of availability and prioritising which young people should be 
admitted.  
 
4.1.3 Decisions about whether or not a young person should be made subject to 
secure authorisation were usually made in two stages. The usual arrangement was for 
social work staff to decide that a secure placement was required, then ask a children’s 
hearing to issue the relevant authorisation, either prior to placement or within 72 
hours of an emergency placement having been authorised by the chief social work 
officer.  Unless a place was obtained before authorisation, one had to be found in 
order for the warrant to be implemented.  For this to happen, one of the secure units 
had to decide that a particular young person should be prioritised and offered a place.   
 
 
2. DECIDING WHETHER A SECURE PLACEMENT SHOULD BE SOUGHT  
 
Social Work staff and other professionals  
 
4.2.1 Decision-making procedures for the use of secure accommodation varied 
slightly between different local authorities but always required the involvement of the 
Heads of Service and the secure unit. Increasingly it was considered important to 
involve other professionals such as education staff and psychologists in decision- 
making meetings.  Where such practice existed, this was viewed as placing 
responsibility for keeping the young person safe with the ‘whole authority’ and so 
shifting pressure from social work staff.   
 
4.2.2 Social work departments varied as to the detail of decision-making 
procedures, but in all local authorities the decision that secure authorisation was 
needed was made first by a front-line worker and supervisor, then reviewed by a 
senior manager.  In interviews with both first line and senior managers it was evident 
that the decision to apply for secure authorisation was often reached at the end of a 
process through which a range of alternative options had been tried.  Though the same 
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principles seemed to apply generally, details of procedure and approach differed 
across local authorities.  
 
4.2.3 Varied kinds of very pro-active approach were described in three of the eight 
authorities in which managers were interviewed.  For instances, a first line manager 
gave the following account of typical practice in his own team:  
 

We obviously know what the Intensive Support projects are in our 
area….We use our Resource Screening Group which sits on a weekly 
basis within the team to access the intensive community support. We can 
manufacture resources, we can use our initiative, our imagination, 
because we have sessional staff whom we tap into. We can also tap into 
a drug project based in the team.  
 
There are dozens of young people who would probably come very close 
to fitting the secure criteria for secure accommodation and I think that is 
where we use our experience and expertise, our ability to manage risk 
with the resources we have got. That is where we would use our 
resource screening group and argue a fairly strong case and we would 
say ‘Yes, the person is beginning to meet the criteria but I think we want 
to explore these other avenues now. We believe the risk is manageable.’ 
And this is where, you know you do rely on the hairs on your neck 
standing up. You do rely on your stomach.  That sounds very trite, but I 
think that type of experience does come into play.  And what I have 
usually found is that where a social worker and senior are sitting 
discussing a case with each other and the concerns are on-going, we 
usually reach that point about the same time. ‘ We have really taken this 
as far as we can, we are becoming quite worried now. Right let’s move 
on to the next stage.’  But in between times you are looking at the 
Resource Screening Group backing you up in terms of accessing 
resources that are maybe going to cost money.  But you are arguing that 
it’s cheaper than placing in security and it’s better than a child being 
locked up.   ( S.W. manager 10)  

 
4.2.4 The same respondent went on to explain that this way of working might 
continue during the period between seeking secure authorisation and a place 
becoming available. On occasion, he said, young people responded well enough to 
avoid taking up the place once it was offered. This kind of practice lends support to 
the view that the point at which a young person requires security emerges out of the 
experience of using resources to try and keep young people safe in the community, 
rather than a more static or objective assessment of risk.  
 
4.2.5 Practising in this way required a reasonable range of alternative resources and 
organisational structures through which these could be flexibly accessed and funded. 
It  also required that staff were experienced and knowledgeable enough to assess and 
manage risk safely.  This decision-making practice corresponds with a high emphasis 
on avoiding restrictions on young people’s liberty, so that secure accommodation was 
viewed as only warranted when all other options had been tried.  
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4.2.6 In other authorities, whilst secure accommodation was still considered a ‘last 
resort’, it was also described as a potentially useful part of the care plan.  The 
differences between this point of view and the first one were subtle, but seemed to 
hinge on whether a placement in secure accommodation could be expected to produce 
benefits, over and above those associated with keeping the young person safe, which 
could not be offered anywhere else.  The following quotation is from a manager who 
described an equally dynamic process, but with less emphasis on proactively trying a 
range of alternative resources and underpinned by an expectation that the secure 
placement would be of benefit in itself:  
  

‘A lot of the kids that go into secure accommodation come from our own 
residential units…. people have been trying to work with some quite 
challenging behaviour and difficulties.  And sometime, rightly or 
wrongly staff would see children going into secure not as an alternative, 
but as a helpful option.  Like a girl for instance who goes missing all the 
time.  There has been a lot of sexual stuff, she has been raped or 
whatever.. so it [secure placement] would be part of the plan to try and 
settle the thing down, with the expectation that the child would then go 
back to the unit they were in.     (S.W. manager 7)   

 
4.2.7 Within the last example it might be argued that the secure accommodation 
option was considered beneficial when the level of risk became higher than unit staff 
felt they could manage. A manager in another authority claimed that residential 
schools’ unwillingness to manage risk, especially in relation to young people who 
used drugs, could put pressure on local authorities to take the view that the risk had to 
be managed in secure accommodation. Correspondingly, another manager whose 
local authority directly managed a residential school talked of having the authority to 
decide that a school could continue to work safely with a young person rather than 
accept the staff’s view that a secure placement was needed.  With independent 
schools, there had to be more negotiation of what schools could or should tolerate.  
 
4.2.8 From a range of perspectives it emerged that in most instances the decision 
that a young person merited secure authorisation was reached by professionals when it 
was decided that the current level of risk could not be safely managed within the 
resources available.  Thus thresholds were not absolute or objectively determined, but 
rather negotiated through the relationship between the young person’s behaviour and 
perceived needs and perceptions of what could be managed in available resources.   
 
 
Children’s Hearings  
 
4.2.9 Decision-making within a children’s hearing was necessarily very different 
from that which took place by professionals, as the hearing deciding about secure 
accommodation is normally a single event rather than an on-going process, and panel 
members have to make their decision on the basis of the information presented to 
them on the day.   Panel chairs, reporters and social work managers were asked 
whether social workers and panel members were generally in agreement about 
whether a secure placement was required.  Virtually all said that there was agreement 
in most cases. Some panel chairs said they were keen to respect the professional 
judgement of social work colleagues and one said that in their authority an agreement 
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had been reached that social work services would always implement secure 
authorisations. The panel chair thought that, with this assurance, panel members 
thought very carefully before going against a recommendation, but also 
acknowledged that the number of secure admissions in the authority had significantly 
increased.  Other panel chairs emphasised that they made the decision based on the 
best interests of the child rather than the social worker’s recommendation and it was 
acknowledged that differences of opinion did occur in a minority of cases.   When 
differences did arise it was more usual for the panel members to opt for secure 
authorisation against the social workers’ recommendation rather than be reluctant to 
agree a request for authorisation.   
 
4.2.10 Asked for reasons for difference of opinion arising, a number of panel chairs 
attributed this to panel members being unconvinced that the measures put in place by 
social work staff were sufficient to keep the young person safe.  A number took the 
view that social work services were motivated by keeping down costs, whereas panel 
members would advocate for what was in the best interests of the young person.  
Some panel chairs spoke positively about the potential benefits of a secure placement, 
so in arguing that a secure placement was required, they saw themselves as advocates 
for young people rather than punitive.  Others pointed out that the situations could be 
very fluid, changing on a day to day basis, so that by the time a family came to a 
hearing, the situation may have changed from the one on which the recommendation 
was based.  
 
4.2.11 Most social work managers also acknowledged that there were times when 
panel members opted for secure authorisation, but social workers thought it was 
unnecessary.  Three reasons were offered: panel members’ reluctance to work with as 
high a level of risk as social work staff felt they could manage; unrealistically positive 
expectations of the benefits of secure accommodation and a tendency to threaten 
secure accommodation if the young person did not comply with previous 
requirements and then feel bound to raise the tariff:  
 

They have a different view about the level of risk, that’s one issue.  And 
the other issue is whether they feel that attempts to address that would 
be better served by secure. I think some panel members have an 
unrealistic view of secure accommodation. And I think there is also a 
problem for some of them in accepting a youngster’s failure to respond 
to previous decisions.  So they get caught in this tariff situation ‘ if you 
don’t improve you will come back here and something else will happen’  
And lots of these kids can’t keep to that kind of contract.   
 ( S.W. manager 9)  

 
Sometimes you get an over reaction ‘ I want this child locked up’ and we 
are saying ‘oh wait a minute, though this is the plan. We know there is a 
risk here, but we are trying to manage that.  The care plan is working, it 
might be slow, we want to think about it, but we don’t want to lock this 
child up’.  
        (S.W. manager 10)  
 

4.2.12 Neither reporters nor social work managers thought that cost considerations 
would stop a local authority from requesting secure authorisation if it was required.  
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Indeed in one local authority managers were authorised to spend up to the cost of a 
secure placement on putting together an alternative package.  Some of the managers 
knew that panel members believed cost considerations came into play, but insisted 
that this did not apply if the need for physical security was clear.  
 
 
3. RESPONSES TO THE VIGNETTES 
 
4.3.1 Another perspective on decision-making was obtained by asking respondents 
how they would expect to respond in situations described in four vignettes.  The 
vignettes were completed by social work managers, panel members and reporters, so 
they offered some insight into whether differences in threshold could be identified 
within different professional groups. The vignettes were fictitious, but drew on the 
kinds of circumstances encountered by young people who took part in the study.  
They are reproduced in full Appendix 1.   Key questions put to the respondents were:  
 
• how likely is it that the young person would be admitted to secure 

accommodation?   
• what considerations would be taken into account in making that decision ?  
• how would you expect the young person to respond in secure accommodation?   
• what outcome would you expect for the young person in the longer term?  
 
4.3.2 Social work managers readily engaged with the scenarios depicted in these 
vignettes, so discussing them offered a useful window on how the myriad of relevant 
considerations might be taken into account and prioritised.  Some panel chairs had a 
similar capacity to identify and weigh up competing influences on their decisions and 
think realistically about what the consequences might be.  Others found it much more 
difficult to deal with the hypothetical nature of the exercise, to weigh up a range of 
considerations and thought that it was impossible to predict how young people were 
likely to respond.  As a number pointed out, individual panel members were not often 
asked to consider whether secure authorisation was required. Reporters’ responses 
also varied, but as some pointed out, it was not part of their role to make these 
decisions.  
 
 
Vignette 1 : Julie  
 
4.3.3 Julie was a 14 year old who had recently been admitted to residential 
accommodation at her mother’s request. She had been going missing at times, staying 
away from school and using drugs.  Her parents had separated and she had been living 
with her mother since she was eight, but still had contact with her father and his new 
family.   After moving into the residential unit her problems had escalated, in 
particular going missing more often.  On one occasion she had been found 
unconscious and when taken to hospital was under the influence of drugs.  
 
Likelihood of admission  
 
4.3.4 Of the 18 responses on Julie, all but four said it was probable or possible that 
Julie would be placed in a secure setting.   The exceptions were two panel members 
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who thought she should be admitted to secure accommodation and one panel member 
and social work manager who thought she should not be admitted.    
 
Considerations taken into account  
 
4.3.5 The considerations which would make it more likely that she would be 
admitted were worries about her safety. Several people suggested that, as a female, 
she was vulnerable to sexual exploitation, so that she would be more likely to be 
placed in secure accommodation than a boy in the same circumstances.  One social 
work manager pointed out that this is potentially a ‘life and death situation’, so that 
panel members would be likely to want to reduce the risk, though the social work care 
plan would not be to opt for secure after just one incident.   However most panel chair 
respondents were also reluctant to move to a secure placement unless the behaviour 
was repeated or it became evident that she had become embroiled in a criminal 
network which it would be difficult to break from.   So secure would not be merited 
by a one-off incident, but only once it became clear that the risks which resulted in 
her admission could not be managed in an open setting.   Were she to be found 
unconscious again, it was thought that admission to secure accommodation would be 
a much more likely follow-up.  
 
Young person’s likely response to secure placement  
 
4.3.5 Reasons given for not placing the young person in a secure setting also centred 
round a view that the experience would be distressing and would not facilitate the 
work which needed to be done to keep her safe in the longer term.  The main need 
identified was to find out what difficulties underpinned the change in her behaviour.  
Was it peer pressure or were there more fundamental difficulties relating to her family 
circumstances and relationships? There was a view that the secure environment would 
not be conducive to undertaking this work, partly because Julie would be anxious and 
overwhelmed.  Some social work managers believed that it was unrealistic to think 
that this kind of work would be prioritised in a secure setting, a more likely 
experience being that she would go through the placement without any real work 
having been done.   It was suggested that she needed to feel personally cared for, so 
that foster care would potentially be a better option.   
 
4.3.6 A number of social work managers and panel members wanted to move her 
back out of residential accommodation, rather than into a more restrictive 
environment.  Getting her mother on board was viewed as key to potentially 
rebuilding the positives in her life.  
 
Longer-term prognosis  
 
4.3.7 There was a general view that the long-term prognosis would be better if the 
young person remained in a community setting.  The key was to support her to build 
on the positives and there was hope this might be possible because she had known 
stable relationships and her earlier life had been relatively problem-free.  However 
she was, as one respondent put it, ‘sailing close to the wind’ and could easily become 
a candidate for secure placement.    
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4.3.8 Most responses across local authorities and respondent groups encapsulated 
the tensions as outlined above. There were however subtle differences in how people 
discussed the examples.  Some spoke with an urgency and energetic commitment 
about what would need to be done to help get this young woman back on track.  
Others took a less proactive stance which was more about waiting to see how events 
would unfold and whether the young person would be willing to engage.   
 
Vignette 2: Tom  
 
4.3.9 Tom was a thirteen-year old boy whose mother died from a drug overdose 
when he was four. Thereafter he had been in a number of foster placements which did 
not work out, largely because of his aggressive behaviour.  He had spent the last two 
years in a children’s unit where he gets on well with his female key workers who 
takes a lot of interest in him.  He attends a residential school on a day basis and with 
some fellow pupils has recently been involved in a number of serious offences.  These 
include mugging an old woman, stealing a car (in which Tom was a passenger), 
vandalising a bus and assaulting a 15 year old boy whose injuries required hospital 
treatment.  
 
Likelihood of admission 
 
4.3.10 Two panel chairs and one reporter thought Tom should be admitted, two panel 
chairs and three social work managers thought he should not be admitted and the 
other respondents thought it was possible, but could probably be avoided at this stage.   
 
Considerations taken into account  
 
4.3.11 Respondents approached Tom’s situation in two quite different ways.  All 
social work managers, some panel chairs and a reporter considered the impact on Tom 
of being removed to secure accommodation.  They readily acknowledged that there 
were some very positive elements in his current situation, notably reasonable 
continuity in the residential unit and a meaningful relationship with his key worker, 
and were concerned about disrupting these.  In contrast, some panel chairs focused 
primarily on changing the circumstances which were promoting the offending, so 
wanted his placement at the school to be reviewed or thought that a move to a secure 
placement might be beneficial.  A few respondents mentioned that, in view of his age, 
an alternative should be sought if at all possible.   
 
4.3.12 All respondents acknowledged that the offences had been serious and that, if 
they continued, secure accommodation would be likely.   One panel chair took the 
view that the seriousness of the injuries to the young man who had been assaulted 
would influence whether Tom should be placed in secure accommodation.   
 
4.3.13 Whatever their point of view, virtually all respondents pointed out that Tom 
needed help with the many issues which had made his life difficult.  Those who 
favoured secure accommodation thought this might provide an opportunity to offer 
this help, others emphasised the need to boost community supports.  A few social 
work managers also suggested that he might respond to a restorative justice approach 
and some additional input from a Youth Justice Team.  
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Young person’s likely response to secure placement  
 
4.3.14 Only two panel chairs thought that Tom might respond well to the structure of 
a secure placement and that this might provide an opportunity to sort out his many 
difficulties. However these respondents also acknowledged that this would depend on 
skilled help being offered and that this might not be available during the secure 
placement.  
 
4.3.15 Others were concerned that Tom would be influenced by others more involved 
in crime and/or that his anger at being locked up would result in a lot of aggressive 
behaviour and so potentially take him deeper into the system.   
 
Longer term prognosis  
 
4.3.16 The majority agreed that the prognosis would be better if Tom was not 
admitted to secure accommodation, because admission would threaten the modest 
opportunities he currently had for establishing meaningful relationships and some 
continuity.  The priority for social work managers and a number of panel chairs was 
to build on these, whilst also helping him address painful aspects of his earlier life and 
face up to the consequences of offending.  
 
4.3.17 Less positively, one panel chair took the view that ‘his life had been mapped 
out for him since he was four’ and there was a more general acknowledgement his 
situation could easily ‘slide out of control’.  Most respondents emphasised that this 
was a critical stage and that decisions taken and help offered now would significantly 
shape Tom’s future.  
 
Vignette 3: John  
  
4.3.18 John was a fifteen year old who was due to appear at a hearing, having been 
charged with six car related offences, including driving a stolen car when under the 
influence of drugs.  Several members of his family had a history of offending and 
John himself had first been referred to the reporter for shoplifting when aged ten.  He 
had been on supervision since the age of 12 and recently took part in a group work 
programme addressing attitudes to offending. He was an active group member, but 
says he plans to continue to commit crimes.  He has been excluded from school for 
disruptive behaviour, but is bright and particularly talented at art.  
 
Likelihood of admission 
 
4.3.19 Panel chairs were equally divided on whether John would be admitted to 
secure accommodation or not, as were reporters, though they were also concerned 
with whether the case would have be dealt with by the Procurator Fiscal.  None of the 
social work managers thought John should be placed in secure accommodation.  
 
Considerations taken into account  
 
4.3.20 The seriousness of the offences and potential for future harm were the main 
considerations which prompted respondents to view secure accommodation as an 
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appropriate option.  Fears that admission to secure accommodation would be 
unhelpful or have negative effect were the basis of arguments against.  One panel 
chair thought that he was a ‘lost cause’, so resources would probably not be spent on 
him.  Another thought that there would have to be more volatility in his life and risk 
to himself for secure authorisation to be considered.  Thus for different panel 
members, the seriousness of the offences, likelihood of the placement being effective 
and level of risk to self were the key considerations which came to mind in making 
their decision.  
 
Young person’s likely response to secure placement 
 
4.3.21 With the exception of one panel chair, no respondents thought John would 
benefit from being admitted to secure accommodation. The consensus was that he 
would view it as a sentence and work his way through it without being affected. 
Admission to secure accommodation was viewed as unhelpful because it would 
confirm his view of himself as a criminal.  
 
Longer term prospects  
 
4.3.22 Because John was bright, most respondents thought there was hope for him if 
someone could reach through his ‘bravado’ and get him interested in a life other than 
crime.  A car crime project to promote an interest in car mechanics was suggested by 
both panel chairs and social work managers, with only one reporter commenting on 
the possibility of building on his artistic and creative potential.  Addressing John’s 
and his family’s attitudes to crime was viewed as important, but challenging. Some of 
respondents emphasised that work with John should be based on his particular 
experience, attitudes and options, rather than relying on a standard programme.  There 
was a consensus that this kind of work could not be done in a secure setting.  Should 
it prove not possible to engage with John in the near future, there were fears that his 
prediction that he would remain a criminal might prove correct.  
 
Vignette 4: Jane 
 
4.3.23 Jane was 15 years old.  Her early life had been very unsettled, with a history of 
parental substance misuse and neglect.  Her sister had disclosed sexual abuse. Jane 
had been accommodated for ten years in a number of foster placements, having been 
with her current carers for three years.  Recently she has been self-harming and 
spending days away from school. She has started to see a psychologist, but sometimes 
misses appointments. Her foster carers are worried that they cannot manage this level 
of risk.   
 
Likelihood of admission  
 
4.3.24 Only one panel chair thought that Jane would be admitted to secure 
accommodation, with another four respondents thinking it was probable or possible. 
All the others thought admission to secure would be unlikely unless the situation 
deteriorated.   
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Considerations taken into account  
 
4.3.25 The potential for self-harm was the reason why some people thought a secure 
admission might be required. It was considered important to know where she went 
when she missed school, since that might indicate that the level of risk was greater 
than suggested in the account provided.  However most respondents thought that with 
increased support to herself and carers, the situation could be safely managed in an 
open setting.  The priority was to find ways of identifying and addressing the causes 
of the self-harm, which a number of respondents considered attributable to previous 
abuse or trauma.   
 
Young person’s likely response to the secure placement  
 
4.3.26 Most respondents suspected that Jane’s mental health would deteriorate in a 
secure placement and that the impact would be negative.  No-one thought that Jane 
would be likely to address personal and traumatic issues in secure accommodation, 
and one panel member pointed out that a patient and supportive approach was called 
for,  rather than trying to force her to face difficult issues.  However another panel 
member thought that admission to secure accommodation might help Jane get the 
intensive mental health resources she needed.  
 
Longer term prospects  
 
4.3.27 A number of respondents felt they did not know enough about what was 
causing Jane’s difficulties to predict how she would fare in the future.  However, the 
predominant view was that if her foster placement could be sustained and appropriate 
help provided to deal with the self-harming, her future would not be too bleak.   
 
 
4.3.28 The discussions prompted by these vignettes provided insight into how 
respondents approached decision-making, weighing up competing considerations and 
according each a relative value. For most informants this involved balancing the need 
for safety against the perceived drawbacks of an admission to secure accommodation.  
The exercise revealed greater diversity of opinion among panel members than social 
work managers.  However in a number of instances, panel members were more 
thoughtful and prepared to work with risk than the social work mangers expected 
them to be.    
 
 
4 AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS TO SECURE PLACEMENTS  
 
4.4.1 In most interviews with social work managers and panel members, it was 
acknowledged that secure places could be difficult to access. However, while this 
highlighted the demand on existing places, managers were reluctant to argue in favour 
of an extension of the number of secure places in existence.  It was noted that if more 
places were created, then more young people would be admitted to security: “if you 
keep increasing places, you will keep filling the beds” and “more beds will be filled 
because they are there”.  Some panel chairs took the same view if there were a 200 
bed unit to open tomorrow, it would be filled within a month and I don’t think that’s 
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the way to go”. The implication was that demand for places rises to fit with supply, 
rather than vice versa.  
 
4.4.2 However others were inclined to think that more beds were in fact needed:  
 

“Well I think you need more places because at the moment it’s 
extremely difficult. Young people have to be really far down the line, 
they have to be behaving in a way that’s totally out of control before 
they get there” 
            (Panel chair 1)  
 
I think we need more places because at the moment there are children 
who meet the criteria, but can’t get a place because places are full.  
             (Panel chair 4)  
 

4.4.3 One panel chair differentiated between ‘secure accommodation’ in which he 
thought there were already plenty of  places and ‘accommodation with security’ by 
which he meant small well staffed units which were not necessarily locked, but could 
hold children who were self-harming or running away and help address their 
difficulties.  He thought the latter needed to be increased.   Among social work 
managers there was a similar view that smaller, local provision needed to be 
augmented  
 

“I think there is a need for local places.  Whether there is a need for 
more places is another matter altogether”.                    (S.W.  manager 
5)  
   
“I think we need to have more smaller close residential units that can be 
used on a short-term basis to avoid the crisis escalating to when it’s one 
continuous crisis you know.  If we can deal with crises quickly, I think 
we could avoid it so I think we need good staff in small residential units 
which can be used in emergency and crisis situations.       (S.W. manager 
8)    

 
4.4.4 There was a strong consensus that it was difficult to access secure places at the 
point when they were needed, though views differed on how this situation should be 
remedied. Refining the system through which places were accessed was one proposal.  
 
Accessing Secure Placements  
 
4.4.5. One of the main issues for managers and panel members was that they had 
little or no control over the process through which placements were allocated.  Either 
a central manager or individual social workers were required to phone around units to 
check whether and when a place might be available.  They had no idea what other 
young people were competing for the places, so had no idea of what priority would be 
accorded to the young person they needed to place.  This lack of control and 
transparency made it seem an ineffective way of allocating expensive placements for 
very vulnerable young people, so some respondents wanted a more centralised 
system.  One respondent stated: 
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“It is a lottery. (…)I do find it quite ridiculous that in this day and age 
we are still doing a kind of phone round of secures if we have got a kid 
who we think is a priority in terms of safety, security, that we have got to 
phone places and then fax off reports or what have you.  There should be 
some sort of system within Scotland prioritising Scotland’s most 
vulnerable young people.  I am not saying that our child should take 
priority, but someone should have a view as to whether a child in 
Paisley or Glasgow is a priority case.  It is an absolute lottery”.                   
(SW manager 5) 

 
4.4.6 Unit managers interviewed indicated that a range of considerations were taken 
into account when deciding which young person should take priority.  Whilst the 
assessed level of risk was a key consideration, staff also had to consider how the 
young person would fit with the current resident group.    
 
4.4.7 Access to places was affected by the geographical position of authorities and 
the closeness of their relationship with secure establishments.  Local authorities 
outwith the central belt talked about experiencing greatest difficulty in obtaining 
secure places. Managers who indicated that they generally managed to secure a place 
when required noted that this was often due to good working relationships between 
staff in their authority and the secure units.  It was suggested that these could be based 
on the credibility of referring social work teams and shared agendas between workers 
in the community and secure units in terms of defining ‘appropriate’ referrals and 
levels of risk.  One respondent acknowledged:  
 

“ I think often if you have had a good relationship with a unit they will 
try harder to assist you or they will give you some notion of when a 
placement might become available and they will perhaps earmark that 
for you.  But I think that relies on a bit of goodwill, personal 
relationships, professional relationships…but it is not a terribly easy 
system, you know”.  
                                                                                     (SW manager 6)    

 
4.4.8 It was suggested that there was a need for consistency in access to secure 
places and that the Scottish Executive should have greater responsibility for 
inspecting the decision-making process in relation to admissions. 
 
4.4.9 In local authorities which had their own secure provision, the situation was 
very different.  Though the same system of competing for beds might apply among 
social workers, the allocation of available resources was controlled by managers 
within the same authority.   Social workers could be told when a place was likely to 
be available, and what priority their young person had in relation to others. Thus the 
prioritisation process was more transparent.  No local authority was completely self-
sufficient, but the three which had their own provision had much more control over 
the use of secure accommodation.  In addition to being able to prioritise young people 
waiting for places, local authority managers could decide to move towards 
discharging a particular young person in order to free up a space.  
 
4.4.10 There were some indications that having some control over the use of secure 
accommodation influenced how it was used.   The authority where most young people 
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were placed in its own secure provision was the only one in which nearly all staff, 
whatever their role, talked about using secure as a positive option within the care plan 
for certain young people.  How their access to secure accommodation impacted on 
differences in practice among local authorities will be discussed in more detail at the 
end of this chapter.  
 
 
5. KEY FINDINGS FROM THE SURVEY OF YOUNG PEOPLE MADE 

SUBJECT TO SECURE AUTHORISATION  
 
4.5.1 It is clear that in interviews with key stakeholders, there was a strong message 
that it was difficult to access secure places when they were needed.  Yet the research 
team had found it very difficult to identify young people who had not gone into secure 
accommodation after being seriously considered for or made subject to secure 
authorisation.  In order to clarify what had happened to young people after an 
authorisation had been made, the study incorporated a survey of placements of young 
people made subject to secure authorisation during a 6-month period.  The findings 
were reported in detail in an interim report submitted in June 2004.  
 
4.5.2 Information was obtained on all young people made subject to secure 
authorisation during a 6-month period and subsequent placements.   Information was 
requested from the Scottish Children’s Reporters Administration (SCRA) and from all 
local authorities, each being asked to provide brief details of young people made 
subject to secure authorisation by a children’s hearing between July and December 
2003.  The return date was 20th February 2004.  Initials and dates of birth were 
provided to allow for cross-referencing across the two sets of information.  Any 
discrepancies between SCRA and local authority returns were checked out with one 
or both agencies until a consistent picture emerged.  
 
4.5.3 A total of 104 young people, 59 boys and 45 girls, had been made subject to 
secure authorisation by a children’s hearing during the study period, of whom 79 had 
been placed in secure accommodation by the time the survey forms were completed. 
The remaining 25, i.e. just under a quarter, had remained in the community or in an 
open residential setting.  During the survey period, at least one secure authorisation 
had been made in 23 local authorities. In ten of these 23 authorities, at least one young 
person made subject to secure accommodation had not been placed in a secure setting 
at the point by the time the survey return was completed.  With the exception of 
September during which only one had been made, the authorisations had been evenly 
spread across the six months of the study period.  
 
Young People not Admitted to Secure Accommodation  
 
4.5.4 The 25 young people who had not been admitted to secure accommodation 
ranged in age from 12 to 17 years, with almost a quarter (n=6) aged 12 or 13.  
The Secure Authorisations  
 
4.5.5 A warrant had been issued in respect of 20 young people, while in four 
instances a secure condition had been added to a residential requirement (information 
on one young person was missing).  
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4.5.6 Of the 20 warrants, three had been continued once, two when the first warrant 
expired and one after a gap of a few weeks. None had been continued more than once.   
In two instances the secure authorisation attached to a residential supervision 
requirement was retained (after three months) because this was helping the young 
person to control his or her behaviour.   
 
4.5.7 Details of the grounds for the secure authorisation were provided in relation to 
23 young people, but these were described very briefly, so only provide a rough guide 
as to what the concerns were. In one case the young person was described by the 
social worker as having committed a particularly ‘nasty’ crime, but social work 
managers had been clear that he did not meet secure criteria. An additional two young 
men were offending in the community and this was cited as contributing to the 
grounds for the secure authorisation.  In the remaining 20 cases the most common 
concern was that young people were running away from their current placement and 
were consequently at risk.  In relation to girls, worries typically centred around sexual 
behaviour and vulnerability. Similar concerns about risk in the community applied to 
three boys. Violence or disruptive behaviour in their current placement was 
mentioned as an issue for six boys.  Drug or alcohol misuse was mentioned in relation 
to only three young people, but it is likely that substance misuse was more common 
and that, in the brief details provided, concerns about this were subsumed under more 
general references to risk taking behaviour.  
 
Placement following secure authorisation  
 
4.5.8 Information on placement following the secure authorisation was available in 
relation to 22 young people. Most had been accommodated in a form of residential 
care, either a residential unit (11), residential school (6), or close support unit (2), but 
two had remained at home and one in foster care. In most instances there had been no 
change of placement.  Based on follow-up contact with social workers, we were 
informed that three of the 22 young people had been admitted to secure 
accommodation after the survey forms had been returned, in each case by the end of 
May 2004.  
 
Reasons why no secure placement had been made  
 
4.5.9 Reasons why no secure placement had been made had been made were given 
in respect of   22 young people.  These were classified as follows:  
 

Situation improved/ risk reduced before a place became available                 11 

No placement available           4 

 Secure not considered in the young person’s best interests        4 

 Young person did not meet secure criteria  
(decided by secure screening group or social work managers)       3 
 

 
4.5.10 Thus in most cases the placement did not proceed because a vacancy could not 
be identified (15 out of 22). In the majority of these instances the situation was said to 
have improved, suggesting that the unplanned alternative arrangements had been at 
least partly effective.  
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4.5.11 Of the eleven whose situation had improved before a place became available, 
six were girls and five were boys. They spanned the age range from 12 to 16.  Nine 
did not have a warrant renewed, while in two cases the warrant was renewed once.  
Thus for most young people the risks had reduced within three weeks. In some 
instances it was suggested that the impending threat of secure placement helped the 
young person control their behaviour.  Whatever the circumstances, a children’s 
hearing had decided, in most instances within three weeks, that the young person no 
longer met secure criteria. At the time the survey was undertaken, their current 
placements were Residential Unit (7);  Close support  (2) Residential school  (2).  
  
4.5.12 For other young people, social work managers had decided that the young 
person either did not meet secure criteria (3) or that a placement in secure 
accommodation would not be in the young person’s best interests (4).  Those who 
were not thought to meet secure criteria were all boys: one remained in the residential 
school where he was difficult to manage and two stayed at home. We learned later 
that the boy sustained in residential school had been admitted to secure 
accommodation after the end of the survey period.  Of the four young people for 
whom social work staff decided secure placement would not be in their interests, three 
were male and one female. They ranged in age from 13-15.  In each case it was 
thought that the young person would be vulnerable in secure accommodation and that 
he or she should be sustained in an open placement with increased support. Two were 
in a residential school and two in a children’s unit.    
 
4.5.13 For four young people, three 15 year old boys and one 14 year old girl, no 
placement had been available, but continued to be required.  The girl had been 
admitted to secure accommodation by the end of May 2004.  As far as we know, one 
boy remained in a children’s unit, one in a residential school, and one went home.   
 
Young People admitted to secure accommodation  
 
4.5.14 A total of 79 young people, 44 boys and 35 girls, had been admitted to secure 
accommodation.   The age range was 11-17, with a third aged 13 or younger.  
 
Authorisations and Admissions  
 
4.5.15 On the basis of information provided from local authorities and SCRA, it 
seemed that in just over a quarter of instances a secure condition was added to an 
existing supervision requirement, with a warrant being issued for the remainder. 
Where a warrant had been issued, the SCRA information usually indicated that this 
had been under sections 66 (1)(a) and 66 (2) (b), with a secure condition added.   
 
4.5.16 A total of 16 young people had been first admitted to secure accommodation 
on the authority of the chief social work officer.  The administrative route had been 
used in five local authorities, but half taking place in one authority. It seemed that this 
route was used in circumstances where the secure screening group had already agreed 
that secure placement was warranted, with administrative authorisation being sought 
when a place became available. No information was available on the time gap 
between the screening group decision and the young person’s admission.  All 16 
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young people admitted by the administrative route had been placed in a secure unit on 
the same day as the authorisation was made.   
 
4.5.17 The remaining 63 young people had been admitted to secure accommodation 
following a children’s panel’s decision. Information on the gap between authorisation 
and placement was available in relation to 53.  Thirty-five (66%) had been admitted to 
secure accommodation on the day the hearing made the authorisation.  Of the 18 who 
were not admitted on the day of the hearing, half (n=9) were admitted within a week, 
three having been found a place within one day.  Five young people had awaited a 
placement for more than three weeks, one for three months.  Four young people had 
been admitted to English units because no Scottish places were available. Three had 
remained there for as long as the secure placement had been required, and one 
returned to Scotland when a place became available.  
 
4.5.18 In Table 1, details are summarised of the gap between authorisation and 
placement for the 69 young people on whom information was available: 
 
Table 1 : Gap between secure authorisation and placement  (Information on 69 of 79) 
 
 Admitted on the same day7   51  (74%) 
  

Admitted within a week      9  (13%) 
  

Admitted within three weeks      4  (6%) 
 

Admitted within 3 weeks- 3 months8     5  (7%) 
      

Total                   69  
 
4.5.19 At the time when the survey was completed (2-8 months after the admission)  
43 of the young people (55%) were still in secure accommodation, with a further three 
having been discharged and readmitted.   
 
 
Comparison of characteristics of young people admitted to secure 
accommodation and those who remained in an open setting.  
 
4.5.20 Comparison of the characteristics of both sub-groups indicated no significant 
gender bias. Girls accounted for 43% of the young people made subject to 
authorisations, 44% of admissions and  40% of the group who remained in an open 
setting.  
 
4.5.21 There were indications that young people in certain age groups were more or 
less likely to be admitted, though with the small numbers involved, these are reported 
as interesting trends, rather than because they have any statistical significance.  Not 
surprisingly, young people aged 11-12 were least likely to be admitted, with only 2 of 
the 6 made subject to secure authorisation having been placed in a secure setting.  
                                                 
7 Includes 16 young people initially admitted on authority of chief social work officer. Includes three  
young people admitted to an English unit because no place was available in Scotland 
8 Includes one young person admitted to an English unit until a place became available in Scotland. 
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9.2.2. The backgrounds of the young people were broadly similar, as was their 
previous experience of local authority care.  However there were also some 
differences.  Compared with the young people admitted to secure accommodation, 
those in the alternative sample had had fewer moves in the year prior to being 
considered for secure accommodation. This indicates that their route to secure 
accommodation was stopped, at least partly, because, unlike the young people who 
reached secure accommodation, they arrived at a placement (and that might be their 
family home) from which they could be adequately supported.    
 
9.2.3 The characteristics of the two samples are different in that girls predominate in 
the secure sample and boys in the alternative. The alternative sample also includes 
more young people aged less than 14 years old and more young people for whom 
offending was a primary concern.   
 
9.2.4 Taken together, these differences mean that whereas a significant proportion of 
the secure sample were young women who were putting themselves at risk, often 
through drug use, running away and risky sexual activity, this group is not represented 
in the sample.  One of the sites through which the research team tried to recruit 
appropriate young women to the alternative sample was city authority B, focusing on 
the secure screening group and a young women’s support project.  Neither source 
yielded any recruits for the alternative sample, primarily it seemed, because the project 
usually engaged with young women at risk before admission to secure accommodation 
was seriously considered. Thus many young women in this authority also seemed to 
have found suitable support at an early enough stage to prevent them reaching secure 
accommodation14. However since the latter option had not been seriously considered 
for young people, they could not be included in this study.  
 
9.2.5 With city authority A responsible for a high proportion of young women in the 
secure sample, it is evident that, at the time the samples were recruited, practice in 
relation to young women at risk was different in these two authorities.  Factors 
identified as likely to contribute to the differences were: 
 

1. availability of open and community based alternatives: city authority A had no 
residential school provision for girls or dedicated community support;  

2. accessibility of secure places: each authority had access to their own unit, but 
in city authority B, but not A, a high number of places were reserved for use by 
other authorities.  In addition, local authority A’s provision was local.  

3. attitudes to the use of secure accommodation:  staff in city authority A 
typically referred to secure accommodation as a potentially positive option, 
whereas the potential negatives were emphasised by staff in city authority B.  
 

9.2.6 Increased availability of open residential and community based supports in 
authority B meant that some young women there were able to modify their behaviour 
before requiring secure accommodation. In authority A, there was relatively ready 
access to local secure accommodation and confidence in the potential benefits of 
placements. Together these considerations meant that a lower level of risk would be 

                                                 
14 This authority admits relatively few young women to secure accommodation. None were included in 
the secure sample, though one young woman who met the criteria refused to participate and another 
was not asked because her personal circumstances were particularly distressing at the time.    
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tolerated and worked with in an open setting in authority A, compared with authority 
B.  Thus decision making was influenced by several aspects of the local context.   
 

 
3. WHAT HAD THE SECURE PLACEMENT AND ‘ALTERNATIVES’ 

PROVIDED?   
 
9.3.1 The experiences of the young people in each of the samples also shed light on 
the respective roles of secure accommodation and other forms of residential care or 
community-based support services which are commonly referred to as ‘alternatives’.  
 
9.3.2 At the point when they left the secure placement, all young people were 
considered to have benefited from being there.  For some the benefits were 
considerable, including, in certain cases, managing to keep the young person alive.  
Two-three years later, half of the sample were still thought to be in a better position 
than had been the case when the secure placement was authorised, but for about half of 
the young people, the gains had not been long-term, whilst the behaviour which had 
resulted in secure accommodation remained problematic for well over a third (37%).     
 
9.3.3. Because of differences in the two study samples, it is not possible or 
meaningful to give comparable outcomes for young people who were considered for 
secure accommodation but not admitted.   However from information on the services 
they had been offered, it is possible to identify the role alternative services had played 
in relation to the key elements of a secure placement and which might be developed a) 
in order to allow more young people to be sustained in the community or b) to 
augment what secure placements are able to offer.   
 
Intensive community-based support 
 
9.3.4 Managing risk and keeping the young person safe were evidently key elements 
of each alternative service, with this aspect of the work being particularly important 
with young people still living at home or spending a lot of time in the community 
while accommodated.  Some alternative services clearly managed a high level of risk.  
One of the reasons they were able to do this was that workers were in frequent contact 
with the young person and his or her family, were available out of hours and engaged 
in a range of different activities with the young person and key people in his or her 
life. Through this they developed an understanding of what made the young person 
tick and what was going on in his or her life which facilitated reliable risk assessment 
and management.  With this level of contact, an incremental approach could be 
adopted whereby risk factors were constantly being assessed, the service altered to 
address them and its adequacy monitored.  
 
9.3.5 This kind of approach to risk management was similar to that described by a 
number of social work managers as a means of actively preventing admission to 
secure accommodation and/or knowing when a secure placement was needed.  
Alternative support services had adopted this approach with young people living at 
home or in an open residential setting.  Where young people were in the latter, close 
working with residential staff was evidently key.  
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9.3.6 One of the advantages of secure accommodation was that young people could 
be reintroduced to education and other services from which they had become 
disengaged.  Where community support workers had established a good rapport with 
young people, there were examples of workers being able sustain links with young 
people, even when in crisis, and so be able to facilitate access to school and other 
services.  The latter was sometimes an on-going part of the contact.  Thus high 
intensive community support services could be a means of promoting young people’s 
engagement with other services, without the restrictions imposed by a secure 
placement.   
 
9.3.7 Perhaps one of the key distinctions between what secure placements and 
community based intensive support offered was that the latter worked closely with 
parents and other family members, whereas admission to secure accommodation could 
potentially cut the young person off.   In the final interview with unit managers they 
stressed that work with parents was being developed, so this seems to be an aspect of 
practice which has changed since the young people in the secure sample were in 
placement.  Yet, irrespective of the work undertaken, admission to secure 
accommodation potentially isolates a young person and locates the problem within 
him or her, where as some of the community based approaches the research 
encountered made it clear that the problems were family based.  At the end of the 
research period, the family situation for most young people in the secure sample 
remained uncertain or unstable.  This was also the case for many young people in the 
alternative sample.  However where workers had got to know the family well and were 
flexible in their availability, crises could sometimes be resolved without resorting to 
the young person having to leave the family home.   
 
9.3.8 Another important feature of community-based support was that it could last 
for several years.  Some of the projects, worked on the basis that certain families with 
multiple problems would need high levels of on-going support for as long as there 
were children growing up within them.  For young people and families who needed 
this, a secure placement for one child was not expected to make much of an impact on 
the level and complexity of their difficulties.   
 
9.3.9 Key elements of intensive community-based support thus potentially have a 
role in sustaining young people and so avoiding secure placement, but can be equally 
beneficial in compensating for the drawbacks of secure accommodation and 
supporting young people when they leave.  Most of the young people in the secure 
sample were in contact with a form of community based support after they left the 
secure placement.  When asked about which services had had the most positive impact 
on young people, social workers were more likely to attribute success to the support 
provide on leaving secure accommodation, rather than the secure placement itself.  
However in many instances this work was building on and sustaining the benefits of 
the placement.    
 
Residential Provision  
 
9.3.10 Residential schools had provided an open alternative for a number of young 
people who were considered for secure accommodation or made subject to a secure 
authorisation. This provision had also been the placement of choice for a number of 
young people on leaving secure accommodation.  The key advantages over secure 
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accommodation are evidently that this option avoids restriction of liberty, whilst still 
providing a safe, structured environment and education. In addition the placement is 
not time-limited so young people can have longer to address any difficulties and make 
educational progress, whilst weekend leave can facilitate limited contact with their 
family.   However, with secure provision, residential schools share to some extent the 
disadvantages of being cut off from local communities and expensive.   
 
9.3.11 Among young people in the secure sample, outcomes for those who had been 
in a residential school were better than for the sample as a whole in that three of the 
seven had had a good outcome and only one a poor outcome.   
 
9.3.12 Close support or more intensively resourced residential provision was also a 
potential alternative to secure accommodation.  In interviews with key stakeholders 
there was strong support for developing better resourced and more structured 
residential services which would have the capacity to manage young people at risk and 
stop them becoming out of control.  Amongst young people in the secure sample it 
was evident that these resources were seldom accessed before young people reached 
secure. Correspondingly, none of the young people in the alternative sample or survey 
of placements following a secure authorisation had been sustained in this kind of 
setting, though a number had been able to remain in an ordinary residential unit.  
 
9.3.13 Thirteen young people had moved on to close support on leaving the secure 
unit and for them outcomes had been rated as better than for the sample as a whole, 
with three being rated as good, ten as medium and none as poor.   
 
9.3.14 Evidence from both samples, the survey of placements following authorisation 
and the interviews with key stakeholders indicates that residential units are a key 
resource on the route to secure accommodation, so that strengthening what they can 
offer would seem to be a key plank in an strategy trying to ensure that young people 
will only be placed in secure accommodation if they would present an unacceptably 
high risk to themselves and others within any other setting.  
 
 
4 COSTS OF SECURE PROVISION 
 
9.4.1 Secure care is obviously one of the most expensive forms of intervention with 
children and young people. We have seen that while some panel members considered 
that the reluctance of social work staff to recommend secure care was motivated by 
keeping down costs, neither reporters nor social work managers thought that cost 
considerations would stop a local authority from requesting secure authorisation if it 
was required. We have also seen that patterns of individual need, pathways through 
services and definitions of outcome are complex, and therefore, it is not possible to 
come to a straightforward conclusion about whether secure placements or 
‘alternatives’ are ultimately more cost effective.  
 
9.4.2 The changes in the design of the research have also meant that the detailed 
costing of services which had been envisaged at the start of the project was not 
possible. Information was gathered on typical packages of care for key subgroups 
within both secure and alternative samples.  
 




































