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Policing child abuse:  challenges and opportunities for specialist units   

Structured Abstract   

Purpose   

Drawing on literature from the field and the recent experience of an evaluation into a child abuse  

investigation in Scotland,  this paper will argue that evidence from the literature suggests that a  

more holistic approach drawing on the ideas of communities of practice could improve the way in  

which child abuse investigations are conducted.   

Design   

This article has been informed by a recent evaluation of a new national unit that was set up to  

investigate suspected child abuse in Scotland.  This unit was established as part of the transition  

from eight regional police services in Scotland to a single national police service, Police Scotland.  An  

important part of this evaluation was to consider the messages from previous research into the  

development of national police units and the role of the police in child protection investigations  

more generally.    

Findings   

What was uncovered were the challenges that police officers face in the current context of child  

abuse investigation particularly around construction of child abuse investigations, collaborative  

working, staff well-being, and training.    

Value   

This paper contributes to a growing body of work examining the way in which child abuse  

investigations are conducted by police and the importance of inter-agency collaboration to support  

this.  It contributes to academic debates and knowledge about the overall investigation process  

where to date there has been a paucity of literature and research which has tended to focus on  

evidence and experiences and to a boarder literature recognising the need for holistic approaches to  

approaches to tackle Child Abuse   

Article Classification  Viewpoint     

Keywords: Child Abuse, Communities of Practice, Police, Special Units  

Introduction   

In 2013 the Scottish Government established a national police force, replacing eight autonomous  

regional police organisations (Terpstra & Fyfe, 2015).   The Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act  
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2012  set out ‘policing principles’ which reinforce the importance of localism. According to these  

principles ‘the main purpose of policing is to improve the safety and well-being of persons, localities  

and communities in Scotland’ (Terpstra & Fyfe, 2015:531).  Despite claims that reform must  

‘strengthen the connections between services and communities’ (Scott, 2013: 136), the scale of this  

reform has raised questions about the nature of the relationship between the police and the  

communities which they serve.   The reform principles also recognised the need for the police in  

Scotland to collaborate with other agencies to ‘prevent crime, harm and disorder’.  It is within the  

context of these key principles, that is; to improve the safety and well-being of persons, localities  

and communities, police and community relationships and collaborative working that issues of child  

abuse investigation will be conceptualises within this paper.  

We will argue that the key principles outlined are being increasingly important in the light of recent  

policy initiatives that have come into force across the United Kingdom and elsewhere, where we  

have witnessed a shift in governmental focus onto strategies for controlling and monitoring serious  

offenders, including child abuse perpetrators, on release from incarceration and during periods of  

community supervision and parole licence (Lieb et al 2011).  Government agencies in the UK for  

example, are now required to work together in multi-disciplinary groups to make case by case  

decisions about individual offenders, and decisions about releasing information about particular  

offenders resides with senior police professionals.  These approaches coincide with a shift in  

perspective from concern about the potential for rehabilitation towards and focus on risk.  This shift  

in emphasis has been possible in part due to the increase in technological tools for surveillance and  

information gathering that are now available to the police. However, this shift towards a risk agenda  

has meant a narrowing of focus.  Mellon (2009: 22) suggested ‘We have built a Child Protection  

System which is experienced by families as a Modern version of the Spanish Inquisition. According to  

Liz Davies, in a response to the ‘Working Together’ consultation document published in 2013 the  

approach to inter-agency working to safeguard children had shifted away from proactive child  

protection and subsequently encouraging a narrowing of focus on the role of agencies engaged in  

Child Abuse Investigations.  Clapton et al (2013) argue that claims-making in relation to the worries  

about increases of the prevalence of child abuse have meant that children have become the key  

focus but that families have been subjected to a harsher approach with a distance created by social  

work and families including the application of surveillance type strategies.  Before turning to  

examine how this may have shaped police role in investigations we examine the extent of the  

problem.    

  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 

  

Prevalence of child abuse  

The abuse of children is recognised as a global concern (Ramirez et al., 2011), but establishing the  

scale of the problem, is problematic.  In the UK estimates have tended to draw upon data either  

from prevalence or incidence studies.  Incidence data, which rely on official statistics, only reveal the  

numbers of children who are known or considered to be at risk of abuse and the number of officially  

reported incidents (Jackson et al., 2015). However, available data suggests that incidences of known  

child abuse are rising.  Recent Scottish Government figures on levels of recorded crime in Scotland  

indicates that the number of reported child abuse cases has increased over the last ten years  

Scottish Government, 2014a) and the most recent data available from Children’s social work  ( 

statistics reports that during the period 2012-13 over 2,600 children in Scotland were identified as  

needing protection from abuse (Scottish Government, 2014b).  Moreover, the number of children  

subject to statutory child protection measures has likewise increased over the last 10 years within  

Scotland (Scottish Government, 2014b).  The NSPCC (Bentley et al., 2016) published a  

comprehensive overview which attempted to grasp the extent of the problem within the UK but  

concluded that there is a paucity of data across the UK and the data which does exist is often  

incomplete.  Some examples of data that is unavailable include data from Accident and Emergency  

services, and incidents of assaults as reported to the police and broken down by age of the victim.    

The headline figures for instances of abuse and neglect across the UK show an overall increase in  

reporting of child sexual abuse across all four nations and an increase in child neglect across England  

and Wales.    

Police responses to child abuse across the UK  

The role of the police in responding to child protection concerns in the UK has evolved considerably  

over the last 40 years, to the point where they now occupy a central position in the investigation of  

child abuse allegations (Garrett, 2004). Recognising the increasing complexities of the issues,  

including emergent forms of abuse such as child sexual exploitation and internet child abuse, has  

resulted in a shift towards establishing specialist divisions to tackle these cases (HM Government,  

.  The need for specialist units dedicated to the investigation of child abuse was also indicated  2010) 

by the Bichard Report (2004) into the Soham murders in 2002 (van Diijk et al 2015), the inability of  

forces to share information across force borders (the suspect Ian Huntley being previously  

convicted) and the inability of the force to effectively investigate the crime were raised.  Criticisms of  

the way in which child abuse investigation has been conducted are not new and numerous reports  

into case such as Victoria Climbe (Laming 2003) and Daniel Pelka have consistently raised similar  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




























