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This has left many facing difficult choices about how 
to maintain services communities rely on – including 
those for children and young people. 

Despite their best efforts to limit the impact of cuts, 
local authority spending on children and young 
people’s services has fallen sharply. Worryingly, this has 
taken place as the demand for support has increased. 

The combination of cuts to funding and rising 
demand has pushed local authorities to allocate ever 
greater proportion of their spending to areas such as 
safeguarding and children in care. The National Audit 
Office has found local authorities have responded 
to financial pressures by having to prioritise their 
statutory child protection work and reducing spending 
on non-statutory children’s services, those which step 
in early and stop problems reaching crisis point.1 

Later this year, the Government is due to announce 
how much funding is to be made available to local 
authorities for local services as part of the Spending 
Review. This is a vital opportunity to address the 
funding crisis facing children and young people’s 
services. Without additional investment, local 
authorities will be continue to struggle to respond  
to the needs of children in their communities. 

As organisations supporting the UK’s most vulnerable 
children, young people and families, we are concerned 
that timely and appropriate services are available to 
ensure the best outcomes for every child. 

Ahead of the Spending Review, our analysis provides an 
overview of the latest trends in funding and spending 
on children and young people’s services illustrating the 
scale of the challenges facing local authorities.

Introduction

Local authority children and young people’s services cover a range 
of support, from parenting programmes in children’s centres to  
local safeguarding teams who step in and protect children from 
harm. Despite the crucial role these services play in the lives of 
millions of children and families every year, they are in the midst  
of a financial crisis. 
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Our analysis found:  
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Diminishing funding,  
as demand on local 

 authority children’s services 
increased, has left a    

£1.4 billion  
funding gap  

in 2017/18. By 2025  
local authorities will face a 

 £3 billion funding gap  
for children’s services.

Funding for local authority
children and young  

people’s services has  

fell by £3 billion  
between 2010/11 and 2017/18 -  

a 29% reduction
At the same time, local  

authority spending on children 
and young people’s services 

fell by £1.7 billion  
-  a 16% reduction.

There has been a notable fall  
in central government funding 

per child and young person  
from £813 in 2010/11  

to £553 in 2017/18.

In the  
same period,  
London has seen the  
largest regional fall in local  
authority spending with the  
South East and South West seeing  
the smallest reductions across England.  

Local authority 
spending on early 
intervention 
services for children  
and young people  
has fallen from 
£3.7 billion to £1.9 
billion between 
2010/11 and 2017/18. 
This is a 49% 
decrease.

Central government should: 
•	Provide additional funding for children and young people’s services in the 

Spending Review to address the estimated £3 billion funding gap facing local 
authorities by 2025 

•	Ensure that there is a clear link between the likely level of need and the level  
of funding available in each local area 

•	Ensure that all local authorities have the resources to sustain a consistent  
offer of early intervention

There has been a shift from spending on early 
intervention services such as children’s centres and 
family support, to spending on late intervention, 
services such as safeguarding and children in care.  

Funding for children and young people’s 
services for the most deprived local authorities 
has fallen almost twice as fast as for 
the least deprived. 

Local authority  
spending on late 
intervention  
services for children  
and young people  
has risen from  
£5.9 billion to £6.7 
billion between  
2010/11 and 2017/18.  
This is a 12%  
increase.

There is a North-South divide in the scale of cuts  
in funding and reductions in local authority  

spending. The North East saw the  
largest reductions in funding  
between 2010/11 and 2017/18,  

followed closely by  
Yorkshire and the  

Humber and  
the North  

 West. 

In the most deprived local authorities, 
spending on children and young people’s 
services has fallen almost five times 
faster than the least deprived. 
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Local authority services are funded in a number of 
different ways. For some services, central government 
will provide dedicated allocations that can only be 
spent on those specific services. This is known as ring-
fenced funding. There might also some services that 
have earmarked funding that allow local authorities 
greater freedom in where and how it is spent.

Early intervention services, like children’s centres, were 
one of those which used to benefit from dedicated, 
ring-fenced funding. However, the creation of a new 
Early Intervention Grant (EIG) in 2010 replaced a number 
of different funding streams with one, single non ring-
fenced allocation.2 In 2013/14, the EIG was rolled into the 
Revenue Support Grant (RSG) – part of the single pot for 
local authorities to fund local services. Funding for early 
intervention was kept as an identifiable line within the 
RSG. Between 2010/11 and 2019/20, early intervention 
funding through the EIG and then through the RSG is 
estimated to fall by 71% from £3.3 billion to £960 million.3 

In other cases, services will be funded from one single 
pot available to local authorities each year. This is 
made up of council tax, business rates and a number of 
non-ring fenced central government grants. It is up to 
each local authority to decide how much these services 
receive based on different factors, such as the level local 
need, legal requirements and long-term plans the local 
authority might have. 

Children and young people’s services are one of those 
funded from this single pot. This can make it difficult 
to know how funding for children and young people’s 
services has changed in recent years because there isn’t 
a specific allocation from central government. 

One way of modelling funding for children and young 
people’s services is to take a ‘baseline’ year, and assume 
that spending on children and young people’s services 
in that year was equivalent to the funding available. 
Funding for other years may then be modelled by 
assuming that the proportion of spending power 
available for children and young people’s services 
remains consistent over time. For this report we used 
2010/11 as the baseline year, and modelled funding for 
children and young people’s services over the following 
years accordingly.

This approach provides a valuable insight into just how 
far funding cuts have limited the resources available  
for local authorities. Between 2010/11 and 2017/18,  
our modelled funding estimate for these services has 
fallen by 29% from £10.3 billion to £7.3 billion.4 

Along with an overall reduction in funding, there has also been a notable change in funding 
per child and young person. In 2010/11, funding per child and young person was £8135 but 
by 2017/18 this had fallen to £553.6 

Estimated funding for children  
and young people’s services
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£8,307,244,905 

 £7,853,681,440 
 £7,644,564,049 

 £7,358,658,151  £7,278,347,049 

Estimated central government funding for children and young 
people’s services in real terms (2017/18 prices)
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Table 1: Estimated funding for children and young people’s services by region in real terms9

2010/11 (mn) 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18

North East £489 £321 -£168 -34%

London £2,118 £1,411 -£707 -33%

Yorkshire and the Humber £1,114 £757 -£357 -32%

North West £1,477 £999 -£478 -32%

West Midlands £1,231 £853 -£378 -31%

East Midlands £751 £547 -£204 -27%

East of England £1,020 £777 -£243 -24%

South West £798 £604 -£194 -24%

South East £1,299 £1,009 -£290 -22%

Funding per child and young person will be influenced by the size of the population but, whilst 
the number of children and young people has increased 4% since 2010/11, funding per child 
and young person has fallen by 32%.7 Comparing spend per capita is a helpful indication of 
just how far cuts have gone in reducing the available funding for a significant proportion of the 
population. Whilst our model estimated funding doesn’t account for changes in population 
composition amongst local authorities, there has been no change in the proportion of children 
and young as share of the national population between 2010/11 and 2017/18.8 

Estimated funding by region  
Our analysis has found that all regions have seen a reduction in funding in the last eight years, 
with each seeing at least a fifth of their budgets cut since 2010. In addition, the pattern of cuts 
shows a noticeable divide between the North and the South of England. 

The three regions constituting the North of England have all seen a reduction of around a third 
between 2010/11 and 2017/18. London remains the only region outside of the North of England 
to see a reduction on this scale. In comparison, regions in the South of England have seen 
funding fall by around a quarter. Combined, local authorities in the North of England have seen 
a cut of 33% to their funding compared to 29% in the Midlands and 27% in the South of England. 

£
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£588 £561 £553

Estimated funding per child and young person in real terms (2017/18 prices) 
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There is a well-established North-South divide across many areas related to children 
and young people including educational attainment, health outcomes and employment 
prospects.10 This is also true of engagement with children and young people’s services. In 
2018, regions in the North of England had higher rates of children in care, children referred to 
social services and child protection enquires compared to regions in the South of England.11  
This suggests the regions facing the greatest demand for children’s services are also the ones 
facing the largest cuts in central government funding. 

Estimated funding by levels of deprivation 
As with regional variations in the scale of cuts to funding, there are distinct variations in 
the scale of cuts based on levels of deprivation. Since 2010/11, the fifth most deprived local 
authorities have seen almost twice the size of cut to funding as the least deprived areas. 

Deprived local authorities are more reliant on central government grants to fund local services.13 
In 2013 reforms to how central government calculated grant allocations resulted  
in all local authorities receiving the same percentage cut to core grants. This uniform cut didn’t 
take into account the levels of deprivation in a council area – or the associated level  
of demand for services.14

As with the North-South divide, there are differences in demand for children and young people’s 
services between the most and least deprived local authorities. 

Between 2010 and 2018, the most deprived local authorities have seen their children in care 
population rise by 2,394 whilst the least deprived local authorities have seen their children 
in care population rise by 2,076.15 There has been a similar pattern amongst the number of 
children in need. Between 2014 and 2018 the most deprived local authorities have seen the 
number of children in need rise 6,457 compared to a rise of 5,440 amongst the least deprived 
local authorities.16 A recent report by the National Audit Office found 15% of the variation in the 
number of child protection plans was due to local authority levels of deprivation.17 

Whilst both have seen similar percentage changes, the size of each population is important 
when considering local authority resources. Research from the Department for Education found 
that a child in care will cost a local authority on average £45,647 annually, whilst a child in need, 
on average, will cost a local authority £10,777.18 Larger populations of both will inevitability lead 
to higher costs for the local authority. 

Poverty and deprivation can have a significant impact on the level of support children need 
to thrive in a safe environment, and is a major driver of demand for local services. The Child 
Welfare Inequalities Project funded by the Nuffield Foundation found that while children in 
the most deprived areas are up to 10 times more likely to come into contact with the child 
protection system than children in the least deprived areas, local authorities in areas of high 
deprivation are unable to provide the same level of resources to meet the needs of children as 
less deprived authorities, leaving children at increasing risk of a postcode lottery of support.19

Given the difference in demand between the most and least deprived local authorities,  
there is a clear mismatch between need and funding.

Table 2: Estimated funding for children and young people’s services by deprivation 
in real terms12

2010/11 (mn) 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18

1 - Least deprived £1,728 £1,364 -£363 -21%

2 £2,281 £1,719 -£563 -25%

3 £1,937 £1,377 -£560 -29%

4 £2,049 £1,362 -£687 -34%

5 - Most deprived £2,301 £1,456 -£845 -37%
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The reduction in funding has inevitably led to a fall in local authority spending on children  
and young people’s services. However, there is a clear difference in how far spending has  
fallen compared to cuts in funding. 

Between 2010/11 and 2017/18, local authority spending on children and young people’s 
services fell by 16% from £10.3 billion to £8.6 billion.20 In comparison, funding has fallen by  
29% in the same period. 

The ongoing, and increasing, demand for services has played an important role in explaining 
the difference in the pace of reductions. Local authorities are required by law to provide a 
number of services for children and young people, irrespective of the amount of funding 
available. As demand has increased, local authorities have to continue to spend on this  
service area. This has led to a funding gap between what local authorities need to spend  
and how much funding is available to them. This gap has been steadily rising and reached  
£1.4 billion in 2017/18.21

Local authority spending on children 
and young people’s services

2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18
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£9,500,000,000

£8,000,000,000

£9,000,000,000

£10,000,000,000

£10,500,000,000  £10,296,095,576 

£9,432,855,727 
£9,224,068,372 

£8,978,590,598 

£8,728,653,049 
£8,658,273,885 £8,674,056,008 £8,632,618,672 

Local authority spending on children and young people’s 
services in real terms (2017/18 prices)

Funding and spending on local authority children and young 
people’s services 2010/11 to 2017/18 in real terms (2017/18 prices)
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Spending
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Local authorities might take different approaches to make up shortfalls year-on-year, from 
drawing on their reserves to reallocating funding from other spending areas. Yet, neither 
are sustainable. Reserves are finite and not designed to cover year-on-year spending whilst 
reallocation will simply create shortfalls in other service areas communities rely on. The National 
Audit Office found that in 2017/18 alone, local authorities total overspend on children’s social 
care by £872mn.22 

Based on current trends, the funding gap will continue to grow in the years ahead. The Local 
Government Association (LGA) looked at wider funding trends across all areas of local authority 
spending and found that local authority children’s services will face a £3 billion gap by 2025.23

Given the challenge facing local authorities, many have sought new approaches to working with 
children and families that deliver positive results in a cost effective way. There are a number of 
examples where charities have worked with local authorities to continue to support vulnerable 
children and young people even in a tight fiscal environment.

The Children’s Society’s Pause service
The partnership with Forward Thinking Birmingham combines voluntary sector experience with the expertise 
of Birmingham Children’s Hospital, Priory Group and Worcestershire NHS Trust. It has been set up to provide 
an innovative response to the commissioning of a 0–25 mental health service across Birmingham. Working 
together with these other organisations has produced a positive impact on the mental wellbeing of young 
people in Birmingham that well exceeds the sum of its parts. Pause is in a city centre location, open seven 
days per week and does not look or feel like a clinical setting: there are no appointments, and children, young 
people and parents are able to turn up when they like and stay for as long as they like. Last year there were 
almost 9,000 visits to Pause and 199 onward referrals into higher level mental health services meaning that the 
vast majority of cases were held at a lower level. Pause adds around 50% of the capacity to Forward Thinking 
Birmingham but utilises 2% of the budget.

NSPCC’s Letting the Future In
Letting the Future In is a therapeutic recovery service designed by the NSPCC for children aged 4 to 17 years 
who have been sexually abused. It is delivered by a trained social worker or therapist and uses a range 
of creative therapy approaches to help children and young people express themselves. The service was 
evaluated in collaboration with the universities of Bristol and Durham in the largest multi-site randomised 
control trial in the world for a sexual abuse intervention. The evaluation found that: almost three-quarters 
(73%) of children aged 8 and over who completed 6 months of Letting the Future In had severe emotional 
difficulties at the start. After 6 months this dropped to less than half (46%). This compared with no significant 
change in the control group, which indicates that the positive outcomes were a result of receiving the service. 
The average comprehensive cost to deliver is £2,300 per case for the NSPCC compared to an average case for 
Child and Adolescent Mental Health Teams of almost £5,000.

Action for Children’s Intensive Family Support 
These services respond to local need and priorities, but generally Intensive Family Support (IFS) services target 
families with complex and multiple needs where there is a risk of poor life outcomes for children and young 
people in those families. Action for Children worked with Loughborough University to evaluate these services, 
and the report found evidence of improved parental mental health, confidence, aspirations, family routines 
and parenting skills, familial relationships, budgeting, engagement with services, educational outcomes, 
and the child or young person’s emotional or mental wellbeing. The evaluation also indicated that that the 
provision of IFS services to families facing multiple difficulties may contribute to a reduction in local authority 
spending, through both realisable savings and costs avoided.
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Table 3: Regional spending on children and young people’s services in real terms25 

Similar to patterns in cuts to funding, there is a difference spending reductions between the 
North and South of England. Between 2010/11 and 2017/18, local authorities in the North of 
England have seen spending on children and young people’s service fall by 19%. This compares 
to 15% in the South of England and 15% in the Midlands. 

2010/11 (mn) 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18

London £2,118 £1,566 -£552 -26%

West Midlands £1,114 £867 -£247 -22%

North West £1,020 £821 -£199 -19%

East Midlands £489 £402 -£87 -18%

East of England £1,231 £1,019 -£211 -17%

Yorkshire and the Humber £1,477 £1,231 -£247 -17%

North East £751 £673 -£78 -10%

South West £1,299 £1,263 -£36 -3%

South East £798 £791 -£7 -1%

Local authority spending by region 
The patterns of spending reductions across different regions has remained largely consistent with 
those identified in our previous report, Turning the Tide.24  

London remains the region with the largest fall in local authority spending since 2010/11, whilst 
the North West has also seen sustained reductions. Beneath both these regions, there has been a 
quickening of the pace of reductions in other areas. Between 2010/11 and 2015/16, local authorities 
in the East Midlands reduced spending by 9%. But including the last two financial years, the reduction 
has increased to 18%. This is similar to the West Midlands, where between 2010/11 and 2015/16 there 
was a 15% reduction but between 2010/11 and 2017/18 there has been a 22% reduction. 

It is imperative that available funding is spent efficiently, making the most of partnership 
working and expertise from across the voluntary sector. But even the most cost effective 
services will still require adequate resourcing to operate day-to-day. Continued cuts to central 
government funding will leave local authorities without the resources needed to benefit from 
even the most productive and efficient approaches to helping children and young people. 
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Local authority spending by level of deprivation 
The fall in spend by level of deprivation continues to reflect trends we identified in our Turning 
the Tide report.26 Between 2010/11 and 2017/18 the most deprived local authorities have 
reduced spending on children and young people’s services by almost five times as much as the 
least deprived areas. 

In comparison to the reductions in funding, it is noticeable in how difficult the most deprived 
local authorities have found absorbing cuts to central government grants without cutting 
spending. Whilst the least deprived have a 21% cut to funding, their level of spending has only 
fallen 5%. In comparison, the most deprived have seen their funding cut by 37% and have 
reduced their spending by 24%.  

Table 4: Spending on children and young peoples services by deprivation in real terms27

2010/11 (mn) 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18

1 - Least deprived £1,728 £1,648 -£80 -5%

2 £2,281 £1,945 -£336 -15%

3 £1,937 £1,635 -£302 -16%

4 £2,049 £1,655 -£394 -19%

5 - Most deprived £2,301 £1,749 -£552 -24%
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Spending by local authorities can be broadly separated 
into services that aim to prevent problems escalating by 
stepping in early and those which respond to immediate 
problems children, young people and families face. 

Those services that can step in early are a broad group 
which provide help at different times depending on the 
needs of each child, young person or family – including 
both universal and targeted approaches. These can 
include parenting programmes in children’s centres 
that provide help for parents who might be finding their 
child’s behaviour difficult to manage, or youth groups 
which provide opportunities for young people who face 
a challenging life at home such as those responsible for 
caring for an ill parent or who are at risk of becoming 
involved with crime. 

These types of early intervention services help to stop 
problems from escalating. In the case of parenting 
programmes, helping a child learn to control their 
emotions when young helps to stop problems in forming 
appropriate relationships with others as they get older. 
For young people, a place to go and share difficulties 
with those in similar situation can be vital in preventing 
young people becoming overwhelmed and needing 
intensive support.

Alongside early intervention services, there are a number 
of teams and professionals who are responsible for 
taking more immediate steps to help children. This can 
involve visits from social workers to see how a child is 
doing in the family home or, if there are serious concerns 
about a child’s safety, taking the child into the care of the 
local authority. These services are often referred to as 
statutory services as local authorities are required to act 
if children reach a certain threshold for help. 

These statutory service are a vital function for any local 
authority. But they reflect the need to step in because 
problems have escalated to crisis point. In comparison 
to early intervention, these late intervention services, 
aren’t designed to try and spot problems early. In 
addition to being more costly, by the time a family has 
reached crisis point, they are likely to have experienced 
really difficult challenges that are detrimental to a child, 
young person or parent. This makes investing in early 
intervention services all the more valuable to local 
authorities and families alike. 

Our previous reports, Losing in the long run and Turning 
the Tide, underscored how these two areas had seen 
noticeably different trends in spending since 2010.28 
With little action from central government, the sustained 
patterns of cuts to early intervention and increased 
spending on late intervention has continued. 

Local authority spending on late  
and early intervention services 
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2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18
£1,000,000,000

£2,000,000,000

£3,000,000,000

£1,500,000,000

£2,500,000,000

£3,500,000,000

£4,000,000,000
£3,714,142,605 

£3,138,038,661 
£3,045,503,202 

£2,765,368,616 

£2,507,144,625 

£2,227,360,180 
£2,085,353,683 

£1,890,282,362 

Local authority spending on early intervention services for children 
and young people in real terms (2017/18 prices)

The scale of service closures inevitably leads to a reduction in the level of support available to 
children, young people and their families. In the worst cases, this will mean chances to spot 
signs of emerging problems are missed – from language development in the early years to risky 
behaviour amongst teenagers. 

The fall in early intervention spending is driven by reductions in two main service areas – 
children’s centres and services for young people. Both have seen budget cuts of well over half 
since 2010. In both cases, reduced spending has impacted on frontline services. Over 1,000 
children’s centres have closed since 200930 and 603 youth centres have closed since 2012.31  

Since our last report, which looked at spending up to 2015/16, both have seen further cuts. 
Between 2010/11 and 2015/16, spending on children’s centres fell by half (50%) and spending 
on services for young people fell by 60%. This has jumped to 62% and 72% respectively when 
including the last two years of local authority spending returns.  

Table 5: Local authority spend on early intervention services in real terms32

Area of spending 
Spend in  

2010/11 (mn)
Spend in  

2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18

Children's centres £1,521 £579 -£942 -62%

Family support services £944 £959 +£15 +2%

Services for young people £1,249 £352 -£897 -72%

Total £3,714 £1,890 -£1,824 -49%

Early intervention spending 
The most recent local authority figures show that spending on early intervention has continued 
to fall.29 Collectively, spending on children’s centres, family support services and services for 
young people was £1.8 billion lower in 2017/18 compared to 2010/11. In the last eight years, 
spending on early intervention services has fallen by 49%. 
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Kausar knew that something wasn’t right with  
her two-year-old son Daniyal, but initially she 
reassured herself it was because that there was  
a lot going on as the family had just welcomed  
twin girls, Isla and Kinza.

 “When the twins were born, Daniyal saw we’d wake 
up in the night to feed them and he’d wake up too,” 
says Kausar. “He’d scream for an hour in the night 
- we worried the neighbours would complain. We 
noticed he didn’t like noise, he didn’t maintain eye 
contact, he wouldn’t smile. His speech regressed too.”

Kausar began to worry and needed help, but leaving 
the house was a big challenge. Kausar contacted her 
local children’s centres and staff arranged to visit 
her at home. “That was brilliant, if I hadn’t met the 
children’s centre staff face to face on that occasion,  
I don’t think I’d have physically got out of the house,” 
says Kausar.

As well as helping Daniyal, Kausar was encouraged 
to come along to Stay and Play sessions. “Those 
sessions felt like a break for me and the children  
were getting stimulation in an environment that  
was good for them as well” says Kausar.  

The help on offer led to Daniyal being diagnosed with 
autism and selective mutism. At around the same 
time, Kausar noticed that Isla and Kinza weren’t 
reaching their developmental milestones. They were 
also later diagnosed with global development delay.

“Emotionally it was a lot to take on,” says Kausar. 
“At times I felt really depressed. Getting out to those 
children’s centre sessions helped normalise things. 
We really benefited from that.” 

Now Kausar and her family are benefiting from a 
local short break service, with Daniyal, Kinza and Isla 
attending half-day sessions every fortnight. Without 
this kind of support, Kausar believes she may have 
sunk further into depression: “I might have just 
stayed at home and never wanted to go out again.”

The support has meant a lot to Kausar and her family. 
“Looking back over the last two years, I don’t think I’d 
have been able to cope without our children’s centre,” 
she says. “They are always there for us.”

Case study: Kausar and the help she received from her local children’s centre

Despite the valuable role of early intervention, spending on these services represents a 
diminishing proportion of local authority budgets. In 2017/18, early intervention represented 
22% of local authority spending on children and young people’s services. This has fallen from 
36% in 2010/11.  

The challenge of doing more with less is a driving factor for many local authorities to seek 
innovative approaches to providing support for children, young people and parents. A key part 
of this has been to make the most of local partners such as health, education and the police. 
There are a number of examples where charities have worked with some local authorities to 
help make the most of the resources available.
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Barnardo’s Newport Integrated 
Family Support Service
In 2012 service leaders in Newport City  
Council and Barnardo’s developed a vision  
for transformative change in Newport and 
committed to investing significant resource,  
as equal partners, to develop a sustainable  
model for delivering better outcomes for 
vulnerable children.

The idea was to create a continuum of integrated 
family support services for Children in Need 
and their families that is effective in protecting 
children from harm and promoting family 
wellbeing, including through:

•	 Safely reducing the number of children  
in care, in proceedings or on the Child 
Protection Register;

•	 Bridging the gap between universal and 
specialist service provision to prevent the  
need for more intensive interventions;

•	 Reducing specific risk factors for individual 
families by 25% or more (and therefore by 
increasing child and family resilience).

The Oxford Brooks University’s Institute of Public 
Care (IPC) evaluation found 48% of all families 
the team had worked with – many of whom 
were on the brink of care – had achieved very 
positive outcomes. In other areas without this 
form of intervention the IPC found only 21% of 
families had such positive outcomes. Additionally, 
it is highly cost-effective with an average cost 
benefit ratio for successful cases of £64 savings 
for every £1 spent on the service and a return 
of approximately £31 for every £1 spent on the 
service overall.

Lambeth Early Action  
Partnership (LEAP)
A Better Start is a “test and learn” programme 
across five local area partnerships, one of which 
is LEAP. It focuses on pregnancy and the first 
four years of a child’s life, and aims to facilitate a 
shift in culture and spending across children and 
families agencies towards prevention. 

LEAP, which is hosted by NCB, brings together 
local NHS, public health, local authority,  
voluntary and community sector and the wider 
community together to co-produce and deliver 
less bureaucratic, more joined-up services for 
local families. The range of interventions cover  
the following areas of development which  
are known to have the biggest impact on  
long-term outcomes:

•	 Social and emotional development – including 
through the parent-infant relationship service 
(PAIRS) which is delivered through mental 
health services and children’s centres.

•	 Communication and language development 
– including through the making it REAL 
programme which supports parents to create 
positive home learning environment.

•	 Diet and nutrition – including breastfeeding 
support and personalised healthy eating and 
physical activity advice for expectant mothers 
who are overweight.

Innovation can help early intervention services to become more effective and deliver better 
outcomes for families. But the challenge remains for local authorities to deliver these when the 
available budget is shrinking. Early intervention is a long-term investment, with programmes 
needing time to become embedded and the benefits becoming clearer years after a particular 
programme have finished working with a family. If the trend in reductions to early intervention 
spending continue, there will not be the resources available to put these services on a 
sustainable footing. 
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Local authority spending on late intervention services 
Figures for last year show that local authority spending on late intervention has continued  
to rise.35 Collectively, spending on children in care, youth justice and safeguarding was  
£732 million higher in 2017/18 compared to 2010/11. This is a 12% increase. 
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£6,505,252,192 

£6,655,362,078 

Local authority spending on late intervention services for children 
and young people in real terms (2017/18 prices)

Table 6: Local authority spending on disabled children’s services in real terms (mn)34

In addition to spending of children’s centres, family support and services for young people, 
local authorities will also provide a range of services for disabled children and their families. 
This area has seen a similar pattern of spending reductions to other early intervention services. 
Between 2010/11 and 2017/18, spending on these services fell by 11% and now represent 4%  
of total spend on children’s and young people’s services.33  
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The increase in late intervention spending is driven by two main areas of spending – 
safeguarding and children in care. The vast majority of local authorities have increased 
spending in these areas, with some more than doubling their budgets for looked after children 
and safeguarding between 2010/11 and 2017/18. 

In comparison to our previous analysis, there has been a large increase in spending on looked 
after children. Between 2010/11 and 2015/16, local authority spending on this area increased  
by 10% but between 2010/11 and 2017/18 this was 20%. This is explained by rapid increase in 
year-on-year spending which, from 2016/17 to 2017/18, was the highest for over five years. 

Table 6: Local authority spend on late intervention services in real terms36

Area of spending 
Spend in  

2010/11 (mn)
Spend in  

2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18 (mn)
Change from 2010/11 

to 2017/18 

Looked after children £3,556 £4,262 +£706 +20%

Safeguarding37 £2,033 £2,243 +£210 +10%

Youth justice £335 £150 -£185 -55%

Total £5,924 £6,655 +£732 +12%

The increase in spending reflects rising demand. Since 2010, there has been a 7% increase in 
referrals to children’s social care services, a 26% increase in the number of children subject to a 
child protection plan38 and a 17% increase in the number of children in care.39 

This trend is unlikely to change in the near future. In the next five years, the Association of 
Directors of Children’s Services projects a 9% increase in referrals to children’s social services, 
a 21% increase in the number of children subject to child protection plans and a 7% increase in 
the number of looked after children.40 

Rising demand is leading to late intervention representing a greater proportion of children’s 
service budgets than ever before. In 2010/11, late intervention represented 58% of local 
authority spending on children and young people’s services. This has risen to 77% in 2017/18. 
The continued demand on these services makes it difficult for local authorities to reverse the 
shift towards late intervention without additional investment. 
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With demand for statutory services continuing to rise, ongoing cuts to funding has created  
a growing funding gap. Despite local authorities taking steps to shield frontline services from 
the full force of cuts, the situation is unsustainable. 

The lack of available funding is forcing local authorities to increasingly focus on late 
intervention services. Without being able to reduce or even limit demand, pressure on the 
most costly areas of children and young people’s services will only continue to increase.  
With much needed additional funding for local authorities, there should be a prioritisation  
on early intervention services. 

We know that local authorities with the most deprived communities have suffered the greatest 
reductions in spending power, leaving many children with multiple vulnerabilities lacking 
much-needed access to support. This worrying trend should be reversed.

What is needed? 

Central government should:
•  Provide additional funding for children’s services in the Spending 

Review to address the estimated £3 billion funding gap facing local 
authorities by 2025

•  Ensure that there is a clear link between the likely level of need and 
the level of funding available in each local area 

•  Ensure that all local authorities have the resources to sustain a 
consistent offer of early intervention
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Modelled estimate of funding for 
children and young people’s services
To provide an estimate of central government funding 
for children and young people’s services we have used 
core spending power. This is detailed through the Local 
Government Finance Settlement published by the 
Department for Communities and Local Government 
(DCLG). We have estimated a share of the core spending 
power for children and young people’s services in 2010 
based on reported s.251 returns. We have used this as 
a baseline to estimate the share of core spending each 
financial year as the same proportion allocated in 2010. 
These figures are presented in real terms.

Spending on children and young 
people’s services 
To produce figures for our analysis we have reviewed 
publicly available section 251 data published by the 
Department for Education (DfE). This data provides a 
record of spend by local authorities on their children 
and young people’s services each year. We have used 
cash figures as reported for each year and presented 
these throughout our analysis in real terms. 

Spending on early and  
late intervention 
In our analysis we have taken a broad approach 
to defining early intervention, incorporating some 
universal and targeted services. The Department for 
Education publishes guidance for local authorities 
to categorise their spending on children and young 
people’s services. We have this guidance for each 
financial year to determine the nature of each  
spending line. We have aggregated the spend lines  
to present overall spend for several groupings 
categorised as early or late intervention.

Early intervention funding covers spending on services 
that seek to work with children at a lower level of need. 
This includes: 

•   Children’s centres and other early years services: 
This includes local authority spending on the 
management of children’s centres and delivery of 
their services. It does not include the early education 
free entitlement.  

•   Family support services: This includes targeted family 
support (such as intensive family interventions, 
home care and contributions to healthcare for 
children) and universal family support (for example, 
home-school liaison, peer to peer support services 
and relationship support). 

•   Services for young people: This includes targeted and 
universal services for young people, such as: youth 
work, activities for young people, services to support 
young people’s participation in education or training, 
student support, and preventative substance misuse 
and teenage pregnancy services.

Late intervention refers to those areas of spend 
primarily dealing with children who have reached  
a higher level of need. This includes:

•   Youth Justice: This includes cost related to youth 
offending teams, secure accommodation and  
remand fostering costs. 

•   Children in care: this includes adoption and fostering 
services, residential care and cost of children  
leaving care. 

•   Child protection and safeguarding: this includes 
spending on local safeguarding children’s boards, 
functions under the child death review processes  
and social work. 

Inflation and population figures
The Retail Price Index (RPI), Consumer Price Index 
(CPI) and Consumer Prices Index including owner 
occupiers’ housing costs (CPIH) can all been used to 
gauge inflation changes for children and young people’s 
service spending. This report uses the latest Office 
of Budget Responsibility RPI measure of inflation. All 
figures are presented in 2017/18 prices. 

To estimate spending per child we have used mid-year 
population estimates from the Office National Statistics. 

Methodology 
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About Action for Children 
From before they are born until their twenties, Action for Children helps 
disadvantaged children across the UK. We improve the lives of over 
300,000 children, young people, parents and carers every  year by doing 
what’s right, doing what’s needed, and doing what works for children.

About NCB
NCB is a leading children’s charity working to build a better childhood 
for every child. We listen to children and young people and work with 
those supporting them to develop evidence on what needs to be done 
to enable children to enjoy their right to be safe, secure and supported 
so they can flourish and fulfil their potential. 

About Barnardo’s
Barnardo’s is the largest national children’s charity in the UK. We exist  
to transform the lives of the most vulnerable children and young people. 
Last year we supported more than 301,100 children, young people, 
parents and carers through over 1,000 services. We believe in children  
– no matter who they are, or what they’ve been through. 

About The Children’s Society 
The Children’s Society is a national charity that works with the most 
vulnerable children and young people in Britain today. We listen.  
We support. We act. Because no child should feel alone. In 2017/18  
we worked with over 11,000 vulnerable children and young people  
in our services.

About NSPCC 
The NSPCC is the leading children’s charity fighting to end child abuse 
in the UK and Channel Islands. We help children who have been abused 
to rebuild their lives, protect those at risk, and find the best ways of 
preventing abuse from ever happening.  
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2010 2018
Change from  

2010-2018
Change from  

2010-2018

Least deprived 9,810 11,886 +21% 2,076

Most deprived 14,935 17,329 +16% 2,394
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