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Response to consultation: Improving help and child protection: revised framework, 2026
1. Introduction
Contact welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Department for Education’s consultation on updating the statutory framework. Given Contact’s distinct remit and expertise, our response focuses specifically on how the proposed revisions to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 and the Children’s Social Care National Framework affect disabled children and their families.
Social care remains one of the primary drivers of calls to our national helpline, generating approximately 500 targeted enquiries every year. Over the last five years, enquiries seeking explicit help with social care complaints have more than doubled.
While we strongly support the government's ambition to intervene earlier through the Family Help reforms, we remain deeply concerned that the revised guidance fails to address a structural, long-standing issue. Families with disabled children who seek voluntary, practical support are frequently funnelled into intrusive, traumatic assessment processes framed through safeguarding and child protection, even when no safeguarding risks are present.
This response outlines the necessary amendments to ensure children's social care serves as a route to support rather than a source of family anxiety.
2. Our substantive ask: a support-led assessment pathway
The central focus of Contact’s response is the critical requirement for a distinct, support-led pathway within children's social care. The need for this change is verified across multiple statutory reviews and independent research papers over the last five years, including the Chief Social Workers’ Study (2021), The Independent Review of Children’s Social care (2022), the government’s SEND review (2023) and the Law Commission’s review of disabled children’s social care (2025).
This extensive body of evidence reveals a persistent, systemic issue that uncoordinated incremental reforms have failed to resolve. The issue is not merely that support arrives too late; it is that families seeking assistance are routinely assessed through systems designed to investigate maltreatment rather than identify care needs.
Many parents contact children’s social care seeking clear, practical provisions such as short breaks, specialist equipment, or personal care support. Instead, they find themselves subjected to intrusive, highly stressful investigations centred on parenting capacity and systemic risk. This process leaves families feeling blamed and traumatized, frequently concluding with a determination that no support will be provided because no safeguarding concerns exist. Unless the final statutory guidance explicitly decouples support-led disability assessments from safeguarding pathways, the system will continue to view these families through an inappropriate risk lens.
3. Proposed Amendment to Working Together statutory guidance
To secure this structural safeguard, Contact urges the Department for Education to amend paragraph 209 of the Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance to include the following operational directive:
	
"Where a referral concerning a disabled child does not indicate abuse, neglect, or other safeguarding concerns, the assessment must be primarily focused on identifying and meeting the child and family's support needs, including needs arising under section 17 of the Children Act 1989."




This amendment would not weaken or compromise child protection thresholds. Where genuine safeguarding concerns exist, child protection procedures under section 47 will continue to apply fully. Instead, it ensures a proportionate, rights-based, and legally compliant response when families proactively request support.
4. Responses to specific consultation questions
Question 7: Independent scrutiny and reporting arrangements
Independent scrutiny and reporting mechanisms must evaluate system outcomes, assessing whether interventions were proportionate or caused unintended harm. Empirical evidence (Bilson, 20025) demonstrates that a large proportion of section 47 investigations do not result in child protection plans. This statistical disparity points to a "dragnet" approach to child protection rather than a targeted intervention strategy, an adversarial reality experienced disproportionately by families caring for disabled children.
Questions 8 and 9: Delivering Family Help under Section 17
We agree in principle with the proposal to unify and deliver all Family Help under section 17 of the Children Act 1989. However, this support must be explicitly contingent upon the statutory guidance establishing a distinct, support-led assessment route for families referred in the absence of abuse, neglect, or risk of harm.
Support-led assessments must focus squarely on:
· The child’s specific needs arising from their disability or neurodivergence.
· Immediate environmental circumstances (e.g., need for equipment, personal care, short breaks, respite, outreach support for the child, support to access play and other activities, adaptations and other housing needs.)
· Simply absorbing all Family Help under section 17 without this explicit operational safeguard will perpetuate a risk-focused, deficit-based model for disabled children.
Question 13: Core components of the Family Help offer
The Family Help offer must deliver tangible, practical support by actively asking families what they need to stabilize and thrive. Families navigating disability routinely need practical help, including:
· Short breaks and overnight respite.
· Personal care support in the home.
· Specialist equipment and environmental adaptations.
· PAs/support workers to help their child access inclusive play and exercise.
Family Help must function as a robust system of early intervention, not merely a lower-tier iteration of child protection. Working Together to Safeguard Children must stipulate a support-led section 17 pathway whenever a referral contains no active indicator of significant harm.
Question 41: Equality Impact Assessment
Disabled children and their families face a disproportionate risk of adverse impacts under the proposed framework. Expanding all Family Help under a statutory section 17 framework, while creating risk-oriented multi-agency child protection teams, risks widening statutory surveillance and intensifying parent-blame – especially when families seek support for complex disabilities, mental health challenges, or instances of diagnostic uncertainty.
To mitigate this discriminatory impact, the government must introduce:
1. A distinct, non-stigmatising support-led section 17 route when there is no indication of abuse or neglect.
2. Mandatory, standardized disability and neurodiversity training for all frontline social care practitioners.
3. Clear duties regarding reasonable adjustments and provision of independent advocacy for parents and children.
4. Conclusion
The revised Working Together guidance represents a critical opportunity to re-establish trust between families and children’s social care. If families fear that reaching out for help will trigger intrusive safeguarding interventions, they will delay asking for help until their circumstances reach crisis point. This directly undermines the government’s primary policy goal of early intervention and preventative support. Implementing a distinct, support-led pathway when there are no safeguarding concerns is a modest but transformative change that will safeguard the wellbeing of thousands of disabled children and their families.

5. About Contact
Contact supports more than 300,000 families with disabled children across the United Kingdom. We assist families in navigating health, social care, and education systems through trusted information, advice, workshops, and 1:1 casework support.
Contact supports the 152 parent carer forums comprising the National Network of Parent Carer Forums (NNPCF), ensuring the lived experiences of parents inform strategic decision-making. Furthermore, Contact chairs the Disabled Children’s Partnership (DCP), a major coalition of over 110 charities working collectively to secure better outcomes for disabled children.
Contact Details:
Email: amanda.elliot@contact.org.uk
Website: Contact - For Families with Disabled Children
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