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CHAPTER 3

Hearing Children’s Experiences in Public

This chapter explores how interest in children’s experiences and emotions 
emerged and developed from the early 1970s to the early 1990s. In par-
ticular, it looks at how public policy, often through the work of charities, 
sought to understand, bring to light, consider, mediate, and assess chil-
dren’s self-expressions and representations of their inner worlds. This 
chapter demonstrates that, to an extent, these decades were characterised 
by increasing interest in children’s experiences from psychologists, psy-
chiatrists, and children’s charities such as the NSPCC and ChildLine. At 
the same time, adult definitions of children’s experiences were never clear-
cut or uncontentious. Not all children had equal opportunities to contrib-
ute to public inquiries or to use voluntary services and, significantly, the 
idea of the child’s interests, intimately bound up with experience, could 
also be deployed by adults in pursuit of specific agendas. This chapter is 
not therefore an examination of what children’s experiences and emotions 
were in the late twentieth century. Indeed, in part what this chapter argues 
is that children’s experiences cannot be—and have never been—accessed 
without significant mediation and reconstruction. Looking to reconstruct 
precisely what children said in such recent child protection cases would be 
particularly problematic, given the confidential nature of many children’s 
testimonies to legal and social work inquiries.

What this chapter does offer, however, is analysis of the changing public 
and political spaces in which children’s experiences and emotions were 
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sought out and made public in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, and in which 
adult ideas of these abstract conceptions—‘child experiences’ and ‘child 
emotions’—became significant in shaping social policies, public inquiries, 
and voluntary work. Such established interest in child experience and 
emotion was a new phenomenon to these decades and marked a signifi-
cant development from the paternalistic interests in child wellbeing dis-
cussed in Chap. 2, which were entwined with a vision of childhood 
vulnerability and powerlessness. Nonetheless, read alongside Chap. 4, this 
chapter demonstrates how children faced particular challenges in accessing 
and utilising a broader expertise grounded in experience and emotion, 
which was adopted by parents and survivors, as hierarchies between adults 
and children proved difficult to disassemble.

Where Was the Child? The Maria Colwell Case

Looking closely at the landmark case of Maria Colwell—and comparing 
this at the end of this chapter to the significant Cleveland case—demon-
strates the extent to which public policy interest in children’s experiences 
increased over the 1970s and 1980s. Maria Colwell was the fifth child of 
Raymond and Pauline Colwell, born in 1965 in Brighton. Her father died 
when she was a baby, and she was placed into the care of her aunt and 
uncle, the Coopers, while her siblings remained with their mother. On 
remarrying to William Kepple in July 1970, Pauline became ‘determined’ 
to regain custody of Maria.1 In October 1971, social services returned 
Maria to her mother.2 In the ensuing months, Maria was subject to severe 
physical and emotional mistreatment at the hands of her new stepfather 
and neglect by her mother. Maria was regularly locked into her bedroom, 
whilst Pauline Kepple’s other children were given sweets and ice cream.3 
On the night of 6 January 1973, when Maria was just seven years old, 
William Kepple beat her until she died. The public inquiry conducted 
months later noted that it was impossible to ascertain the precise circum-
stances surrounding the days preceding Maria’s death, particularly given 
the conflicting and confused evidence provided by William and Pauline 
Kepple.4

William Kepple was sentenced to eight years in prison for manslaughter 
(later reduced to four years).5 In the ensuing months the residents of 
Whitehawk Council estate, where Maria had lived, the Brighton Argus 
newspaper, and the local Conservative Member of Parliament, Andrew 
Bowden, campaigned for a government inquiry into the supervision of 
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Maria by local authorities and other agencies. In May 1973, following a 
meeting with Bowden, this request was granted by the Conservative 
Secretary of State for Social Services, Keith Joseph.6 With no precedent for 
such an inquiry, it took the form of a quasi-judicial hearing, meaning that 
witnesses appeared voluntarily and were open to cross-examination by 
both defence and prosecution.7 Following a preliminary hearing on 24 
August 1973, there were 41 days of public hearings between 9 October 
and 7 December 1973, where the inquiry heard 70 witnesses, received 13 
written submissions, and examined 99 documents.8 The inquiry gained 
widespread media coverage and public attention, and was significant in 
bringing awareness of child protection issues to social and political arenas. 
The format set by the inquiry also established a compositional pattern 
replicated in following inquiries over the next quarter of a century.9

Professional conflict and failure was the primary focus of the public 
inquiry and media coverage around this case. The inquiry report discussed 
poor communication between Maria’s school, social services, the NSPCC, 
housing departments, police, and local communities.10 Maria’s social 
worker, an inspector from the NSPCC, and Maria’s family doctor came 
under scrutiny for missing concerns raised by Maria’s neighbours and 
schools.11 The castigation of these individuals was framed primarily in 
terms of ‘responsibility’ rather than ‘blame’, particularly in the minority 
report provided by committee member and social worker Olive Stevenson.12 
While the majority report criticised those who allowed Maria’s mother to 
regain custody, Stevenson emphasised the difficulties for social workers of 
having to make decisions under time pressure and with limited resources.13 
Stevenson supported the decision of the social worker to allow Maria to 
return to her mother, arguing that she could not have foreseen Maria’s 
death.14 This position found sympathy in contemporary newspaper cover-
age of the case, much of which replicated the British Association of Social 
Workers’ (BASW) post-inquiry statement that their profession was ‘on the 
edge of a precipice’. Notably, the BASW statement also criticised the ‘dilu-
tion of child care expertise’ following the consolidation of disparate social 
work departments into one generic ‘social services’ in 1970.15

In addition to underlining the role of ‘experts’, the Colwell report 
and subsequent newspaper coverage also paid much attention to ‘soci-
ety’. Society was in part conceptualised vaguely and in terms which sug-
gested focus on professional relations: the public inquiry concluded by 
stating that ‘the system’ had failed to ‘absorb individual errors’ and it 
was society, which had created this system, on which the ‘ultimate blame 
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must rest’ for Maria’s death.16 At the same time, ideas about communi-
ties and specifically working-class communities were also embedded in 
discussions of the social. The inquiry report’s conclusion suggested that 
the ‘highly emotional and angry reaction of the public in this case may 
indicate society’s troubled conscience’, suggesting a vision of broader 
public responsibility for child protection.17 Attention was paid to how 
several neighbours had sought to bring concerns about Maria’s treat-
ment to statutory and voluntary agencies. Meanwhile, the report also 
reproduced warnings from ‘several agencies involved in the inquiry’ 
that the neighbours’ evidence should be treated with caution as the 
Kepples were ‘social “misfits”’ in a ‘somewhat superior council house 
area’ and as many neighbours were related and ‘anti-Kepple’.18

Concurrent media coverage praised residents of the Whitehawk estate 
for their attempts to report Maria’s case and for their lobbying for a public 
inquiry. The Sunday Times described the ‘people of Maresfield Road’ as 
‘ordinary, respectable people’ who ‘tried to warn officials’.19 Notably, 
responsibility for child protection was placed not only on individuals or on 
family units at this time. Responsibility was also situated in specific neigh-
bourhoods, with particular pressure for council estate residents to perform 
‘ordinary respectability’.20 Ingrained within this account, and within this 
stated vision of classlessness, was deep interest in linking the morality of 
working-class people with examination of their homes and personal 
appearances. While media described the residents of Maresfield Road as 
‘respectable’, police reports referred to Mrs Kepple as ‘low class and lack-
ing in intelligence’.21 The involved social worker portrayed the Kepple 
household as ‘poorly furnished and managed; clothing adequate; rather 
dirty’, while the Cooper house by contrast was deemed ‘reasonably clean 
and well kept though somewhat cramped’.22 The public inquiry chairman, 
Thomas Field-Fisher, likewise asked each witness whether the Kepples 
were a ‘problem’ family.23 In the debates surrounding this inquiry, ordi-
nariness and respectability thus became tropes to aspire to. Nonetheless, 
long-standing frameworks of class—the problem family and indeed visions 
of ‘intelligence’—also remained significant in inflecting professional analy-
ses, as in the work of the 1960s about the battered child.24 These frame-
works mediated and controlled how, and the extent to which, communities 
could report child protection concerns, and constructed a hierarchical 
relationship between families and professionals, where families were anal-
ysed, assessed, and judged.
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While focus was shifted to society, community, and family, to an extent 
the children involved in the Maria Colwell inquiry were represented as 
passive agents. In this period, media narratives were representing children 
as a symbol for broader adult anxieties, for example around ‘tug of love’ 
adoption cases between biological and adoptive families.25 Maria Colwell 
in particular became symbolic of a broader need for legislative change in 
child protection, as exemplified by calls in the House of Commons and 
newspapers to answer ‘how many more Marias are there’?26 Concurrently 
however, the public inquiry report also represented an early attempt to 
understand the perspectives of young children. The report argued that 
‘even very small children possess sometimes a remarkable acuity as to the 
implications of both situations and conversations which adults ignore at 
their peril’.27 Indeed, the report found that statutory agencies had had 
interest in Maria’s interior life and her emotions—social workers and 
teachers had observed how Maria became upset during visits from her 
mother before she was rehomed, and that this may have marked her first 
‘fears for her security and happy home at the Coopers’.28 In addition, the 
report noted that previous case discussions around Maria had discussed 
the potential for her ‘stress and trauma’.29

While practitioners had demonstrated interest in Maria’s emotional life, 
knowledge of this had been primarily derived from observation, not con-
sultation. Practitioners interacting with Maria drew their conclusions by 
observing her performed emotional states—whether Maria was ‘happy’, 
‘outgoing’, or ‘subdued’ was gleaned from observation of her physical 
behaviours, for example, repeatedly running away from visits with her bio-
logical mother, and showing ‘strenuous’ resistance by ‘kicking and scream-
ing’.30 Further validating the idea that observation was seen as a key means 
to access children’s inner worlds in the mid-1970s, the social worker 
involved told the inquiry that she had had to make ‘an intelligent guess as 
to Maria’s true feelings’.31 Testimonies from Maria herself were not fea-
tured in the majority report from the public inquiry, though they were 
discussed in Stevenson’s minority report.32

The Colwell public inquiry report hence provided evidence of profes-
sional interest in accessing children’s emotions and experiences, primarily 
through observation rather than expression. However, the discussions of 
this report also demonstrated that these testimonies were not yet central 
to the decisions made in case conferences nor to public inquiry analysis. 
Commenting on the case, child psychologist and Director of the National 
Children’s Bureau Mia Kellmer Pringle argued that it demonstrated that 
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‘professional opinion’ may still ‘weight the scales’ in favour of adults over 
children, and that children’s voices must be heard independently of 
adults.33 While social and political attention had turned further to focus on 
children’s welfare, the child was also a symbol for the negotiation of 
broader professional and ‘community’ tensions, and not always a direct 
participant within decision-making about their own lives.

Children’s Experiences: Rhetoric or Practice?
Following interest from the early 1970s in listening to the ‘thoughts, beliefs, 
experiences and reactions’ of adults who used social work services, practitio-
ners’ concerns about ‘listening’, ‘hearing’, ‘believing’ in, and ‘validating’ the 
‘experiences’ of children developed from the 1980s and in the 1990s.34 
Different interpretations of ‘experience’ underpinned this work. In part, to 
listen to children’s experiences was to interview children, capture their tes-
timonies, and disseminate edited versions of these publicly. This was the 
approach, for example, of a 1979 collection by the clinical psychologist 
Valerie Yule on ‘the origins of violence’. Yule described her collection as 
presenting stories and poems ‘told by children who could not write them’.35 
While Yule’s interviewees were primarily from the industrial inner suburbs 
of Melbourne, Australia, her book was published in London and prefaced 
by words from a former physician at the Hospital for Sick Children, Great 
Ormond Street.36 The images and words produced explained how children 
saw violence in their own terms with, for instance, one eight-year-old 
describing domestic violence faced by her mother: ‘She -uh-her-the man 
going kill her/Then the ambblelan will come.’37 In this collection, the 
reproduction of children’s misspellings and pronunciations was positioned 
as evidencing a direct representation of their testimonies, and as revealing 
the connections that children were making between the violence in their 
domestic spaces and the responses of the statutory or voluntary sectors.

In Life and Love and Everything: Children’s Questions Answered by 
Claire Rayner (1993), popular agony aunt Clare Rayner interpreted chil-
dren’s experiences in a related fashion. Rayner extended her agony aunt 
service—further subject to analysis in Chap. 7—towards children, again 
replicating and in this case answering their concerns. The letters from chil-
dren reprinted included a variety of queries about social life and wellbeing, 
with discussions of violence introduced as part of these broader worlds. In 
one letter, a child called Meena asked what to do ‘when my mum is all 
ways [sic] smacking me on my bottom because I don’t listen to her’. While 
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the specific dynamics of this violence were unclear, Rayner responded by 
encouraging Meena to speak with her mother and to ‘make a plan’.38 
Rayner also suggested that if a deal was not made, Meena ask her father or 
grandmother to intervene and to establish what was fair.39 In a sense then, 
popular culture and literary works were disseminating children’s experi-
ences. To represent experience was perceived as to replicate children’s 
writings or words, including the direct reproduction of their dialectic and 
misspellings. The case studies from Yule and Rayner demonstrated the 
ways in which this interest in childhood experiences was to be mediated 
and curated by adults, and also suggested a shift in terms of children’s 
accounts being marketed as ‘entertainment’ in popular book collections. 
Such collections discussed violence within broad discussions of child and 
adult lives, marking an entwinement between therapy and entertainment 
in culture also visible in the popularity of the agony aunt phenomena and 
in later ‘reality’ television coverage of marital and family life.

In addition to such mediated published accounts, the self-representation 
of children, discussing their own experiences, was also becoming impor-
tant in a series of new legal, political, and medical spaces: in courtrooms, 
through voting, in doctors’ surgeries, and at self-help groups. In 1969, 
medical confidentiality was granted to those aged 16 and older and the 
age of majority was reduced from 21 to 18. The Criminal Justice Acts of 
1988 and 1991 allowed child witnesses to testify in court.40 The Children 
Act of 1975 stated that courts and adoption agencies must seek ‘so far as 
practicable’ to ‘ascertain the wishes and feelings of the child regarding the 
decision’.41 The same period saw doctors beginning to consider children 
as active consumers of the healthcare system, for example, as the House of 
Lords rejected Victoria Gillick’s challenge to whether doctors could pre-
scribe contraceptives to children under the age of 16 without parental 
consent. The legal judgement in this case paid testimony to the idea that 
a child-could reach a ‘sufficient understanding and intelligence to be capa-
ble of making up his own mind’.42 Hearing children’s experiences by cre-
ating pathways through which children could represent themselves in 
public, in law, in education, and in medicine became increasingly impor-
tant. By the 2000s, children’s testimonies were sought out—at least in 
theory—through school councils, peer counselling in schools, by a chil-
dren’s commissioner, and in young people’s forums for medical Royal 
Colleges.43 New private fora were also being created in the 1980s for chil-
dren to hold open conversations with professionals, for example in the 
self-help groups for children who had been abused organised at Great 
Ormond Street Hospital.44
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These diverse trends all reflected a sense in which stated interests in chil-
dren’s experiences were enacted in various public and private spaces. While 
recourse to child experience was not merely a rhetorical strategy, significant 
disagreement remained about how, where, and when to best access it. In 
terms of child protection, psychologists disagreed about whether inter-
rogative questions should be leading, to encourage children to speak about 
their experiences, or ‘neutral’, and around whether using anatomically 
accurate dolls would help children to discuss abuse or confuse their testi-
mony.45 Contemporary research from sociology and social work empha-
sised that structurally disadvantaged children were the least likely to be able 
to be heard in these new spaces.46 Social anthropologists, notably Judith 
Ennew, also argued that child protection concerns should be taken broadly, 
in terms of prostitution, poverty, family, and the social relations of power.47 
These debates demonstrated the ways in which professional communities 
sought to negotiate new interest in children’s inner lives, and the chal-
lenges of ensuring that all children’s experiences could be heard.

Significantly, concerns about children’s emotions were central in inter-
pretations of child experience, acting as a perceived marker for whether chil-
dren’s experiences had been accessed successfully. Notably, this was in 
contrast to earlier accounts of the 1960s and 1970s, studied in Chap. 2, in 
which policy and practitioner focus centred on the emotions of the parents 
and clinicians involved in child protection cases. In part, the new interest in 
child emotional life was driven by psychologists and educators in child pro-
tection, who emphasised that analysis of children’s emotions would enable 
people to identify if they were being abused, spotting if they seemed 
‘depressed and low in spirits’ or had a ‘fear of a particular individual’.48 At 
the same time, children and parents themselves, relying on and contributing 
to increased interest from researchers, were also drawing attention towards 
the significance of emotion. In a publication from 1995, interviewers work-
ing for the Women’s Aid Federation of England provided accounts of 
domestic violence in children’s own terms, which expressed guilt, confu-
sion, anger, powerlessness, bitterness, and rejection.49 Children reported a 
struggle to express their feelings, for example testifying that, ‘I used to smile 
so that people wouldn’t know’.50 Parents likewise, psychologists reported, 
were calling for increased training and information about how to protect 
children from their own emotions and from those of strangers.51

Interest in children’s experiences therefore was in a sense developing in 
the 1980s and 1990s, in part reliant on interest from researchers and psy-
chologists but, at the same time, also guided by discussions with certain 
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children themselves, who provided testimony and drew attention to their 
emotions. Personal testimonies demonstrated that children used physical 
and behavioural performances to mask and represent specific emotional 
states. The published accounts which emerged presented a contrasting 
model to earlier accounts of the ‘battered child’ as too young or vulnera-
ble to express their own experiences, though nonetheless the narration of 
children’s emotions remained curated by adults.

Adult Interpretations of Child Experience

With the construction of child experience emerging as powerful, the claim 
to be listening to, creating spaces for, or representing children’s voices 
could function to promote or conceal specific adult agendas. To take just 
one example—writing the introduction for an edited collection, The 
Maltreatment of Children, published in 1978, psychiatrist Myre Sim sought 
to speak in the voice of a child.52 Writing that ‘we are all very small and 
helpless’, Sim argued that ‘society’ had raised funds, passed legislation, 
sponsored research, and changed training, but that these measures had not 
made a substantial difference, either in terms of the outcome of child pro-
tection cases or by placing further social emphasis on children’s lived expe-
riences. While this demonstrated interest in expressing and representing 
children’s views, children themselves did not contribute to this collec-
tion, and indeed they were represented as ‘all very small and helpless’.53

In part, Sim utilised this space, which was curated by and directed at 
professionals, to demand a professional-level rethink of professional action. 
Sim argued that there was too little urgency in child protection work, and 
that fundraising, legislation, training, and research had made little differ-
ence.54 While calling professionals ‘well-intentioned’ and ‘some of the 
kindest and most concerned people’, Sim also labelled them ‘incompetent’ 
and ‘touchy’.55 His article did not only challenge professional practice in 
general, but specifically questioned a ‘slavish devotion’ to psychologist 
John Bowlby’s views on attachment theory.56 Further demonstrative of the 
politicised potential of using descriptions of childhood experience, Sim 
also used this piece to challenge abortion policies, criticising the pro-choice 
movement and arguing that ‘most battered babies are not unwanted; many 
are over-wanted’.57 This piece therefore was a provocative one, framed by a 
specific political viewpoint. While intending to address child protection 
practitioners, rather than to reconstruct or report on children’s own view-
points, Myre simulated child voice as a powerful tool.
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By the mid-1980s to early-1990s, an active critique of how adults may 
utilise children’s testimony about their own experiences emerged, particu-
larly in discussions around satanic ritual abuse. Concern about satanic rit-
ual abuse emerged in America and later in Britain and Western Europe 
from the 1980s, with accusations that networks and cults were abusing 
children as part of satanic rituals involving murder, cannibalism, animal 
sacrifice, and torture. In Britain, analysis of alleged cases in Rochdale, 
Nottingham, and the Orkney Islands saw controversy about whether the 
satanic elements of these organised abuse cases were ‘moral panics’ or 
‘real’, and about the roles of media, child protection professionals, evan-
gelicals, and children and adults themselves in raising and shaping con-
cerns.58 In professional reflection on these cases, a key question became 
about how children’s accurate accounts could be accessed and under-
stood—framed by media in terms of separating ‘fact from fantasy’, and 
about the extent to which ‘video nasties’, media representations, and the 
interview styles of practitioners shaped children’s narratives.59

The Department of Health funded the anthropologist Jean La Fontaine 
to produce a report on these cases, The Extent and Nature of Organised 
and Ritual Abuse (1994). Investigating 84 cases of organised child abuse 
containing allegations of ritual or satanic components, the report found 
no evidence that abuse had been conducted as part of a satanic ritual, and 
only three cases that showed any evidence of ritual.60 In this report, and in 
a subsequent book discussing the case, Speak of the Devil (1998), La 
Fontaine argued that ‘adult constructions’ had shaped children’s accounts, 
and also that ‘different professionals’—foster parents, social workers, 
police, psychiatrists, and charities—used ‘children’s sayings and behaviour 
… as evidence for particular conclusions’.61

In part, La Fontaine argued, the assumption that ‘telling’ was key for chil-
dren, the ‘first step … on the road to a normal life’, motivated adults to try and 
push children to provide answers, or to see children’s silences as suspicious 
during interviews.62 La Fontaine argued that fixation on satanic abuse specifi-
cally was a cultural phenomenon and served to distract from work with dam-
aged or disadvantaged children.63 La Fontaine’s report was not without its 
critics, notably survivor support groups, and child psychologists who argued 
that they had worked with children who had experienced satanic abuse and 
survivor support groups.64 Valerie Sinason, a child psychotherapist at the 
Tavistock Clinic in London, was significant in providing an intentional ‘coun-
terpart’ to La Fontaine’s work. Sinason released a collection, Treating Survivors 
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of Satanist Abuse (1994), a few weeks before the publication of La Fontaine’s 
report, and it contained contributions by psychotherapists, psychiatrists, social 
workers, counsellors, and journalists.65 Media framing around this publication 
challenged what type of ‘evidence’ La Fontaine wanted, and her omission of 
not speaking to adult survivors.66

Significantly, these contested and controversial debates drew profes-
sional and public attention to the complexity of accessing child experience, 
and to questions about how existing power dynamics between children 
and adults would shape its manifestations. The debates demonstrated that 
interest in children’s opinions, beliefs, and voices would be judged, medi-
ated, and interpreted through broader adult debates, notably in the media 
as well as by and between psychologists and sociologists. They also sug-
gested an extent to which the turn towards thinking about children’s inner 
worlds, and towards taking their emotions and experiences seriously, 
would be met by moralising and anxieties about the authenticity of chil-
dren’s accounts, and about the ‘fantasies’ or ‘fevered imagination[s]’ 
uncovered.67 While clear power dynamics were significant here, the issue 
of power—as relating to age, class, gender, race,  and ethnicity—rarely 
became central in debates about how to construct and narrate child expe-
rience. This absence persisted even as the mid-1980s public inquiries into 
the deaths of Jasmine Beckford and Tyra Henry challenged how effec-
tively statutory agencies served and investigated black and minority ethnic 
families.68 The focus on children’s experiences thus opened up a new space 
in which children were recognised as capable of holding expertise which 
would, for example, be crucial for criminal cases. At the same time, chil-
dren remained relatively powerless in terms of governing how and when 
their voices were heard, and child experience was typically discussed in 
abstract terms.

Helplines69

One key medium for the expression of children’s experiences from the 
mid-1980s was the helpline. In relation to child protection, this medium 
was first used through the Incest Crisis Line from 1982, the National 
Children’s Home ‘Touchline’ for sexually abused children, which 
opened in Yorkshire in 1986, and with the inception of ChildLine in 
1986.70 ChildLine was launched after Esther Rantzen, the presenter of 
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the contemporary consumer affairs programme That’s Life!, approached 
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) Controller Michael Grade 
having read newspaper coverage of the death of a toddler.71 In Spring 
1986, That’s Life! appealed for responses to a survey about child abuse. 
Three thousand adults replied, 90 per cent of whom were women. Of 
all respondents, 90 per cent recounted experience of sexual abuse per-
petrated in nine of ten cases by a member of their own family. The pro-
gramme also opened a helpline for 48 hours, run by social workers who 
spoke to around one hundred children about sexual abuse. Following 
this, the special programme Childwatch was aired on 30 October 1986 
to launch ChildLine, which also received premises and a telephone 
number from British Telecom (BT). The institution of ChildLine was 
thus deeply shaped by media influence from its inception, and found 
influential early support from the BBC and BT.

Testimonies about experience were central to the early foundation of 
ChildLine, featured heavily on Childwatch alongside ‘expert’ testimony and 
also in newspaper coverage around the new charity which republished survey 
responses. The Times reprinted testimony from a 13-year-old that she walked 
home slowly from school, hoping to be ‘mugged, raped or run over’, as she 
knew that these things would not be ‘as bad’ as what waited for her at home.72 
The newspaper also reprinted a report from a woman who was abused as a 
child, who would be left in a freezing cold and dark attic and who recalled 
how ‘frightened’ she was.73 Rantzen told The Times that these testimonies 
left her ‘shocked’ but mostly ‘angry’.74 While Rantzen felt that national polls 
had given ‘the cold statistics’ about the prevalence of abuse, she emphasised 
that the Childwatch survey had shown ‘what it feels like to be abused as a 
child and how it affects the rest of your life’.75 Notably, the producers of 
Childwatch, Ritchie Cogan and Sarah Caplin, also recognised the signifi-
cance of a global context, particularly in terms of proving the validity of, and 
need for, this new approach. Writing for the Observer, Cogan and Caplin 
emphasised that Holland had a parallel service, Kindertelefoon, established 
in 1979, while Sweden and America also had similar organisations.76

From the inception of this phone line therefore, its significance was 
couched in terms of being shaped by, and enabling the spread of, chil-
dren’s testimonies—internationally, as well as nationally. Thinking about 
inner feelings was presented as fuelling mobilising emotions within the 
group’s founders. Emotions embedded in qualitative testimonies were 
motivators to action, shaped and supported by quantitative research that 
vindicated the broader significance of such narratives. Criticism of 
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Childwatch was likewise couched in terms of warning against the dangers 
of such emotional affect. For example, the Daily Mail questioned whether 
the show ‘whips people up into a state of agitation’, causing ‘too much’ 
emotion which, the newspaper contended, may then mean that children 
were taken unnecessarily from their parents.77

For children nonetheless, ChildLine positioned the sharing of emotion 
and experience as a positive phenomenon, both for individual therapeutic 
purposes but also in terms of forming a sense of ownership over ChildLine 
itself as a virtual space. On an individual level, children’s ownership was 
promoted by the medium of this organisation—the phone line—which 
meant that children could avoid eye contact and guide the duration and 
timing of their encounters. ChildLine also had a confidentiality policy 
from its inception, only making referrals to statutory agencies if the child 
consented, unless their life was under threat. In ChildLine’s Annual 
Report of 1994, Rantzen emphasised that the organisation only referred a 
‘tiny fraction’ of all calls to social services, because their counsellors job 
was rather to ‘listen, to comfort and to help children to work through 
their pain’.78 This tended to involve directing children to speak with an 
adult they trusted, rather than approaching statutory services directly.79 
The length of time of the call was important too—children could speak 
with counsellors for as long or as short a period as they wished.80 The 
notion of local voice was highly significant within the helpline model, and 
ChildLine established regional counselling centres across the UK, in addi-
tion to their London headquarters, to enable children to speak to counsel-
lors from nearby areas. The organisation’s leaders suggested that children 
would benefit from speaking to people with a familiar accent and with 
understandings of children’s regional subcultures.81 The inflections and 
tones of the voices heard were thus conceptualised as important, alongside 
the new nature of listening to experiences and emotion. Throughout this 
organisation, interest in the physicality of voice was blended with concern 
about childhood openness and sharing.

Volunteers met the invitation for children to discuss their concerns. 
Annual reports described how volunteer counsellors were ‘carefully selected 
and trained’, and that many had previously worked with children  as, for 
example, teachers, nurses, and social workers, while valued equally were 
‘fathers, mothers, students, retired people, actors, bank clerks’.82 This state-
ment again promoted a model of ‘ordinariness’, whereby ‘relatable’ and 
‘respectable’ individuals in communities would volunteer through ChildLine 
to enact child protection work. The key qualification presented was that 
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counsellors ‘love children and enjoy listening to them’.83 Indeed, ChildLine 
emphasised that visitors were impressed by its ‘professionalism’, though 
also that it was founded because of abstract ideals—‘commitment, com-
passion and love of children’.84 The dual focus on emphasising profession-
alism and compassion emerged as the voluntary sector more broadly 
professionalised, amidst pressure to reform institutional children’s ser-
vices, but also with the politicisation of debates about what, exactly, ‘chil-
dren’s experiences’ were. By using and promoting the empathy and 
compassion of volunteers, ChildLine presented a positive model of society 
and of community life, whereby many people from many professions were 
willing and able to make a time commitment to help children. 
Simultaneously, the organisation’s work also drew attention to abuse, vio-
lence, and childhood unhappiness within communities, families, and 
institutions.

While adult volunteers were key, from its inception ChildLine’s leaders 
sought to emphasise that the organisation was not theirs, but rather ‘took 
root in the minds of children and young people as their line … the place 
that children and young people identify as their own’.85 This notion was to 
an extent validated within children’s use of the line to discuss, at first sexual 
and physical abuse, primarily within the home, but later a range of issues 
around bullying, unhappiness, emotional problems, self-harm, eating dis-
orders, and physical and mental health.86 Following this range of defined 
issues, ChildLine’s definitions of ‘abuse’ were shaped by children them-
selves in terms of, Rantzen told Newsround, ‘anything that troubles a child 
really’, or anything which made a child feel ‘pain’, ‘uncomfortable’, or 
‘unhappy’.87 Contemporary testimony collected in 2016 by the One Show, 
for the 30th anniversary of ChildLine, reflected the ongoing significance of 
these narratives of child ownership and listening, with adults testifying that 
as children the organisation had ‘listened [to them] when no one else did’, 
and been ‘[t]here to listen’.88 While adult volunteers were positioned 
as important, children were expected—or invited—to feel a sense of owner-
ship over this virtual space. Nonetheless, ChildLine faced contemporary 
critique for enabling children to express testimonies in their own terms. The 
Times journalist Barbara Amiel challenged ChildLine’s definition of abuse 
as ‘too broad’, potentially including ‘little girls afraid of the dark and little 
boys with school nerves’.89 The idea of girls and boys as ‘little’ again pre-
sented a model of vulnerability and powerlessness, and of children whose 
fears—school or darkness—were not always significant.  By the 1980s, 
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therefore, children’s emotions and experiences could be made public, but 
they were not always taken seriously, nor used to influence change.

ChildLine thus occupied an important place in discussions of child pro-
tection in mid-1980s Britain. Its focus on testimony and also on providing 
children’s services over the phone, while in accord with broader legal, 
medical, and social interest in children’s experiences, also put ChildLine in 
to tension with existing child protection charities and state agencies. 
Looking retrospectively in 2016 to the foundation moment of ChildLine, 
Shaun Woodward, its former Deputy Chair, and Anne Houston, a former 
director in Scotland, reflected back that existing ‘experts’ expressed con-
cern that the organisation represented ‘well-intentioned meddling by 
amateurs’, while ChildLine felt able to ‘challenge traditional agencies’.90 
These concerns, while recorded retrospectively, were echoed in contem-
porary newspaper coverage, suggesting that ‘experts’ had ‘reservations’ 
about the organisation—about whether it was necessary and also con-
versely about whether it would uncover needs which social services could 
not meet.91 Reflecting challenges for female leaders in the voluntary sector 
at this moment, contemporary newspaper coverage also discussed an 
‘image war’ between the organisation’s leaders, Valerie Howarth, director 
of ChildLine, and Esther Rantzen, the founder.92

These ‘expert’ tensions represented broader disagreements about 
whether the priorities of child protection work should be led by journalists 
and media, increasing public awareness and lobbying government, or by 
ongoing intervention and campaigning from statutory agencies and chari-
ties. ChildLine would mediate between these lines. The charity drew sup-
port from the BBC and BT, but also met with criticism from tabloids. 
ChildLine received funding and support from successive governments, 
though at times the charity’s leaders were also critical of statutory services. 
Howarth positioned ChildLine as operating within a ‘tapestry of services 
for children’, but it was also a disruptive force, challenging existing rela-
tionships between voluntary and statutory agencies, media, governments, 
and public.93

To an extent, children were also to be trained by ChildLine in later 
years to meet one another’s needs: the ChildLine in Partnership with 
Schools programme, founded in 1996, enabled psychologists to teach 
children to help one another.94 At the same time, psychologists also told 
children to ‘be aware of the limits of their own expertise’, and to refer seri-
ous problems to teachers.95 Nonetheless, the idea that ChildLine should 
address children directly was taken up in Parliament. In 1989, members 
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questioned Home Office regulations assuming that parents should  be 
responsible for educating children about child protection, citing calls to 
ChildLine as evidence that these adults may be the perpetrators of abuse.96 
The interest in communicating child protection directly to children is 
addressed in the following chapter of this book, demonstrating how inter-
est in understanding, recording, and inculcating children’s expertise 
emerged hand-in-hand in the mid-1980s. In the case of ChildLine, address-
ing children directly to an extent bypassed broader debates about the role 
of communities and families in child protection: about what ‘communities’ 
and ‘families’ were, how they had changed in late modernity, and whether 
they were acting as protective or dangerous spaces for children.

Thus, the renewed interest in seeking out children’s experiences was 
met by a range of actors, in part continuing existing hierarchies—for 
example, between teachers and students—but also testing out relations 
anew, for example between voluntary sector and state and between parent 
and child, in a disruptive moment met with concern about making ‘private 
parenting concerns’ public.97 Interest in child experience was not only a 
political construct utilised to mask broader agendas, but also lived in the 
voluntary sector through conscious efforts to enable children to speak in 
their own time, in their own terms, to volunteers. ChildLine’s work was 
reliant on the media—the service was launched by the BBC and featured 
heavily in national newspapers. While the Daily Mail questioned whether 
child protection was becoming ‘show-biz’, this also marked a significant 
transformation in terms of the public discussion and exposition of chil-
dren’s testimonies.98 From the mid-1980s and by the 1990s, as subse-
quent chapters demonstrate, media interest in the experiences and 
emotions of children, parents, and survivors developed further still.

Children in Public Policy

ChildLine sought to mobilise children’s testimonies politically, and thus 
to make them powerful in public policy. This aim was conceptualised by 
ChildLine’s leaders not merely as an extension of their work, but as a 
moral and social duty. The organisation’s Annual Report of 1994 empha-
sised that with ‘listening’ came a responsibility for ChildLine to ‘give chil-
dren a voice’, and  to use their ‘unique access’ to ‘children’s views and 
experience’ to inform ‘decision-makers’—notably based on contact with 
around 80,000 children and young people per year in the early 1990s.99 
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This vision of moral duty, borne from the service’s unique work, reshaped 
the working lives of volunteers. From inception, ChildLine volunteers 
took physical notes of each child’s call, later writing them into full case 
notes and entering them into computers.100 This had therapeutic focus—
enabling different counsellors to advise the same children; legal purpose—
with the  children’s permission, the notes could be used as evidence in 
court cases; and political power.101 While records were drawn from a sam-
ple and completed as a record of a phone call, rather than representing a 
direct recording of the child’s comments, these summarised notes became 
central to ChildLine’s published studies around, for example, bullying, 
child abuse, and racism.102

Looking at a case study reveals the ways in which ChildLine sought to 
turn children’s testimonies into a political resource, a source of critique, 
and a mode of childhood empowerment. In a chapter of “It Hurts Me Too”: 
Children’s Experiences of Domestic Violence and Refuge Life (1995), 
ChildLine workers Carole Epstein and Gill Keep sought to ‘highlight the 
predicament’ of children affected by domestic violence by ‘conveying their 
own thoughts and words’.103 Epstein and Keep emphasised that the organ-
isation held a ‘rich source of information’ drawn from ‘direct communication 
with large numbers of children who give us their accounts, views and feel-
ings about their predicament’.104 Between June 1993 and May 1994, 
ChildLine had spoken to 1554 children about domestic violence, and the 
chapter analysed a sample of 126 calls. Within the sample, the majority of 
children were between 11 and 15 years old, and 91 per cent of callers were 
female—above the overall ratio of girls to boys calling ChildLine at that 
time, which was four to one.105 The majority of children—110—described 
violence against their mother perpetrated by her partner.106

From this sample, Epstein and Keep drew clear messages: that children 
rarely used the term ‘domestic violence’, that violence nonetheless had 
typically been occurring for a long time, and that children struggled to 
make sense of this.107 Children’s emotions were a key focus in this chapter, 
which discussed how children often empathised with their mothers’ feel-
ings and felt ‘angry’ and ‘hurt’ but also ‘disappointment’ and ‘intense 
frustration’ when their mother did nothing, or took her partner’s side.108 
The chapter expressed concern about the connections between these emo-
tions and the physical states of children, suggesting that this emotional 
stress may cause abdominal complaints, asthma, ulcers, arthritis, and 
enuresis.109 Children’s emotions were framed around vulnerability, with 
discussion of them feeling anxious, confused, alarmed, fearful, alert, scared, 
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frightened, distraught, sad, helpless, betrayed, ashamed, and powerless.110 
These expressed emotions were said to demonstrate that children were 
‘helpless’, not ‘strong’ or ‘powerful’. Thus, this lived testimony, and 
indeed  the specific framing of this testimony, demonstrated the chal-
lenges  in this moment  of making children ‘expert’. Their testimonies 
would be listened to and disseminated but, as in earlier debates about bat-
tered children, discussion was still framed around how adults had a moral 
duty to ensure that children were ‘looked after, nurtured, protected’.111

Recognising conflicting thinking about how to use their insights, and a 
level of tension between ChildLine’s roles as lobbyist and counsellor, 
Epstein and Keep argued that the counselling was ‘child-led’, and that vol-
unteers would not ask children questions that would only be useful for 
information purposes. Nonetheless, the organisation was able to utilise 
their counselling calls to reshape political debate. Drawing on information 
from their calls, ChildLine provided statistics and case studies to prominent 
public inquiries, for example into the Cleveland affair and the deaths of 
Jasmine Beckford, Kimberly Carlile, Victoria Climbie, and Baby P. Childline 
also provided data to brief Parliamentarians on legislation including the 
Criminal Justice Acts (1988 and 1991), Children Act (1989), and Sex 
Offenders Act (1997). ChildLine evidence also fed into voluntary and edu-
cational contexts: contributing for example to National Children’s Home 
research on children who abused other children and to educational discus-
sions of bullying, as an analysis of ChildLine’s calls, Bullying—The Child’s 
View (1991), was circulated to all schools.112 ChildLine’s routes into policy, 
therefore, were multiple: through national and local, political, educational, 
and voluntary settings, and in reactive response to crises, as well as in the 
proactive formulation of legislation. Notably, Parliamentarians and journal-
ists alike framed the role of ChildLine around its capacity to channel and to 
represent children’s experiences. Discussing ChildLine statistics in 1987, 
indeed, Labour Member of Parliament Llin Golding linked this data to her 
ability to ‘speak on behalf of young children’.113 This statement represented 
a series of significant and transformative beliefs, which came to the fore in 
the 1980s: that children’s testimonies were important, and would poten-
tially shape political debate, and that ChildLine had a unique ability, derived 
from phone counselling, to mediate between children’s lives and political 
change.

The NSPCC was likewise seeking to translate children’s experiences in 
to policy at this time. In 1988, the Society produced a campaign entitled 
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‘Putting Children First’, asking children about how they perceived their 
lives and conducting a  survey including questions such as, ‘What is the 
most difficult part of being a child?’114 In response, children expressed 
their frustrations about structural hierarchy, answering, for example, ‘not 
having a say in anything, especially in what happens to you’, ‘adults don’t 
always understand what you are talking about’, and ‘not being trusted by 
adults’.115 In 1994, the NSPCC commissioned the sociologists Ian Butler 
and Howard Williamson to conduct a further survey, looking to  ‘listen 
and learn from what children have to say to us’ and to reshape children’s 
services  accordingly.116 Butler and Williamson interviewed 190 young 
people aged between 6 and 17, consciously looking to overrepresent chil-
dren from the care system (46) and from minority ethnic backgrounds 
(74) in their sample, arguing that the ‘experiences’ of these children were 
‘especially important to hear’.117 Interest in empowering children was 
clear from the design of the study, and children were allowed to stop the 
taped interview at any time, and to decide whether they would prefer to 
be interviewed individually or in a group.118 The research was presented to 
children as ‘an opportunity for their voice to be heard; if they wished to 
use their voice, the NSPCC, through the research was listening’.119 
Children were able to pursue any line of thought, though researchers 
would, after listening carefully, look to redirect the ‘main thrust’ of the 
inquiry towards the project’s key themes.120

Overall, the final study argued that children’s accounts must be consid-
ered in their own terms and ‘not dismissed or devalued because they do 
not conform to some existing classifications of child abuse’.121 Indeed, 
Butler and Williamson argued that ‘less objectively awful events’—an adult 
construction—may have ‘a more lasting impact’ on young people  than 
‘more awful’ ones.122 Discussing a 17-year-old whose mother was killed by 
her father, they emphasised that she found what was ‘actually worse’ than 
the death itself was that no one told her where her mother was buried, and 
indeed ‘nobody even tried’.123 Ideas about ‘objectivity’, guided by adults, 
remained in these surveys. At the same time, they demonstrated wide-
spread interest from significant charities in translating children’s testimo-
nies into change at the institutional and social policy levels. Recognising 
that such  changes would be made by adults, Butler and Williamson’s 
report questioned, ‘can adults listen and learn from what is being said?’124

A variety of organisations were hence looking to access, develop, 
reshape, and mobilise constructions of children’s experiences from the 
mid-1980s, and to bring them to bear on their own internal organisational 
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structures as well as on a national policy level. Not all children’s voices 
were heard equally, but nonetheless the stated interest in experience 
extended beyond rhetoric alone, and was matched by voluntary efforts to 
access children’s testimonies and to make them powerful—and indeed 
‘expert’—in public policy.

Cleveland: A Case Study

Analysing the public inquiry into the Cleveland case in 1987, conducted 
14 years after the Colwell inquiry, demonstrates  how—and to what 
extent—public policy and professional interest in children’s experiences 
developed across the 1970s and 1980s. In Cleveland, England, in the first 
half of 1987, 121 children were removed from their families under suspi-
cion of child sexual abuse.125 Many cases were referred by two local pae-
diatricians, Dr Geoffrey Wyatt and Dr Marietta Higgs, who relied in part 
on a controversial physical assessment of abuse, the reflex anal dilation 
test. As the number of referred cases rose, investigations were prompted 
by police and social services. Civic and social spaces were disrupted by this 
case: as the foster homes in Cleveland were full, children slept in the acci-
dent and emergency ward of Middlesbrough General Hospital, report-
edly, contemporary newspapers stated, with their parents staying nearby 
on camp beds.126 In July 1987, the Secretary of State for Social Services 
established a statutory public inquiry around this case, led by Justice 
Elizabeth Butler-Sloss. The subsequent public inquiry report criticised the 
lack of attention paid to children, writing that ‘attention was largely 
focussed upon the adults, both parents and professionals, and their inter-
pretation of the children involved.… The voices of the children were not 
heard.’127 The inquiry did not invite children to give evidence, to ‘shield’ 
them from the ‘enormous burden’ of speaking either in the private ses-
sions, with approximately 50 people, or the public sessions.128

Nonetheless, and consciously looking to ‘redress this imbalance’, the 
inquiry asked the Official Solicitor to represent the children, to meet with 
them, and to record their views.129 Of the 165 children examined by the 
paediatricians at Middlesbrough General Hospital between January and July 
1987, 51 were over eight years old, and 32 of these met with the Official 
Solicitor—again reflecting an assumption, present in the 1960s debates, that 
younger children would not be able to express their own accounts.130 One 
chapter of the inquiry report sought to explain the ‘impressions and percep-
tions’ of the children spoken to. The testimonies described the broad effects 
which the inquiry had on the children, including the discomfort of their 
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physical examination, the loneliness of waiting in hospital, and a case of 
subsequent bullying at school, by a child who was called ‘child abuse kid’ by 
her peers because she was featured in a newspaper.131 The chapter discussed 
the cases of children who had had positive encounters with various child 
protection professionals, as well as negative ones. For example, one eight-
year-old girl, who had been abused by a man outside of her family, saw doc-
tors and nurses who were ‘nice’; while a 16-year-old reported liking her 
social worker, and being glad to be in care, though she ‘could not stand the 
police’.132 Summarising the findings from this report and the meetings with 
the children, the Official Solicitor stated that the children felt a range of 
emotions: ‘misunderstanding, mistrust, discomfort, anger, fear, praise, grat-
itude and sheer relief’.133

The report overall emphasised that listening to the child was ‘essential’ 
to investigate an allegation of abuse.134 Demonstrating the shift made over 
time, one expert witness, child psychologist Dr Arnon Bentovim, testified 
that until ‘a few years ago’, the practice was ‘to disbelieve the child’, rather 
than ‘taking it [their allegation] seriously’ and investigating it ‘properly 
and thoroughly’.135 The focus on consulting with children, and on making 
children’s testimonies central, was thus a new feature of public inquiries 
towards the late 1980s, acting in significant contrast to earlier inquiry 
reports such as that around the Maria Colwell case. Social workers and 
other statutory agencies had long been concerned about child  wel-
fare.  Newly, however,  policy and press would consider, criticise,  and 
respond to prominent child protection cases in terms framed by children’s 
own accounts.  Policy and press continued to analyse  co-operation and 
conflict between statutory agencies and the  voluntary sector, but chil-
dren’s testimonies became  central metrics with which  to judge profes-
sional ‘competency’.

There was not a full or instantaneous change. Butler-Sloss emphasised 
in the report that ‘not every detail’ of the child’s story should be ‘taken 
literally’, signalling an extent to which children’s accounts were still ques-
tioned, and accessed and expressed through mediators.136 The public 
inquiry report also referred to the focus on adults’ voices as, ‘perhaps 
inevitable’.137 Further, while the report signalled a shift in how children’s 
experiences were being approached, media coverage around the Cleveland 
case maintained many parallels with that around the Colwell case. Such 
coverage, particularly from tabloid newspapers, continued to focus on 
professional tension and to describe children in powerless terms, in line 
with the ‘fetishistic glorification of the “innate innocence” of childhood’ 
described by Jenny Kitzinger.138
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One Daily Mail article from July 1987, for example, argued that the 
children involved in this case had, ‘lost their innocence and that is price-
less’, and presented a vision of ‘empty bedrooms where dolls and toy guns 
are gathering dust … houses with no children’.139 This article also dis-
cussed a ‘secret battle’ between doctors, social workers, and police. 
Positioning consultants, social workers, and ‘bureaucrats’ as ‘well mean-
ing, well qualified, and articulate’, parents were also represented as rela-
tively powerless in the face of professional authority, and  described as 
‘confused’, ‘often tongue-tied when first faced with officialdom’ and with 
‘a deep respect bordering on awe for the medical profession’.140 The idea 
of acting as a ‘voice for the children’ was also used defensively within 
media coverage, for example by the husband of an involved paediatrician 
looking to defend his wife’s decisions.141

Again, the construct of children’s experiences had growing power—in 
this case, realised in terms of the growing interest of public inquiries in 
employing expert mediators to talk with children. Nonetheless, visions of 
childhood experience remained underdefined, and at times were used as a 
proxy for broader professional conflicts. An article in Spare Rib in August 
1987 further emphasised that a focus on broader questions of class, power, 
and gender were lacking from analysis of the Cleveland case.142 The focus 
on children’s experiences could function to challenge structural oppres-
sion—giving children a platform to criticise inequality or professional 
ineptitude. However, it could also further a focus on looking to the indi-
vidual to resolve child protection issues, or on constructing an abstract 
vision of ‘childhood experience’ detached from structural inequalities.

Conclusion

This chapter demonstrates the significance of thinking about children’s 
experiences in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Interest in children’s inner 
worlds emerged from specific circles of charity, psychology, psychiatry, and 
policy, but also significantly influenced the media reporting and conduct 
of the Cleveland public inquiry by 1987. In part, this period offered a 
conception of childhood as fragile and vulnerable, potentially unable to 
take up these new avenues of consultation and influence. Such accounts 
expressed an ongoing vision of childhood, even among children’s chari-
ties, as a stage ‘in waiting’, with children ready to grow in  to ‘caring 
adults’. This representation of the child as vulnerable and innocent was in 
part grounded on recognition of structural inequality relating to age. This 
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representation also sought to contest previous psychological and cultural 
visions of childhood agency as complicity, visible in the ‘Lolita’ trope.143 
Nonetheless, emphasis on vulnerability constructed a distinction between 
the ‘knowing’ child, who was stigmatised, and the innocent one.144

Thinking about children’s experiences did not entirely overcome biases 
in terms of who was listened to and when—it is important to analyse which 
children’s experiences were being accessed, appropriated, and dissemi-
nated on the public stage, when the records become available to study this. 
Nonetheless, this  historical moment represented active and engaged 
attempts by psychologists and children’s charities to understand childhood 
interiority, and to make it powerful. These groups operated in a specific 
cultural and political moment of the 1980s, drawing on ideas of experien-
tial expertise and childhood representation in medicine and law, and look-
ing to represent knowledge as empowering and to present children as 
complex and emotional. Again reflective of the mid-1980s moment, much 
innovation came from the voluntary sector, and particularly from small 
organisations less impeded by central government management. Children’s 
charities were key mediators of children’s experiences, and they worked 
with successive governments, reshaping the objects of their inquiry and 
providing services, but also against them, briefing journalists and directly 
challenging policy. The networks through which charities and government 
were working together were reliant on the work of individuals—for exam-
ple, Esther Rantzen and Shaun Woodward worked in both policy and 
charitable circles, transferring knowledge and expertise.

Interest in the politics of childhood experience and emotion provides a 
useful addition to scholarship around children’s rights, helping us to 
unpick the extent to which ideas about rights imposed from above were 
also shaped by a broader responsive context around listening to and 
engaging with children, and reconstructing them as thinking, reflexive 
subjects. In this context, the last decades of the twentieth century were 
not only characterised by conflicts between the state and the voluntary 
sector, nor by growing disagreement between social, medical, and psycho-
logical services. To make this analysis is to miss the campaigning of a small 
but significant group of psychologists, psychiatrists, and children’s chari-
ties attempting to access children’s experiences, in a variety of ways, across 
this period. Adults would access and disseminate children’s experiences 
and would offer solutions which required children to adopt adult behav-
iours—for example, writing to agony aunts or using helpline therapy. 
Nonetheless, children also sought out such help and learnt at times to 
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express their experiences and emotions through the available channels and 
to offer critical accounts. The next chapter assesses attempts to make chil-
dren themselves ‘expert’, and explores the extent to which interest in 
child experience, emotion, and expertise were reflective of a mid-1980s 
‘moment’ or continuations of a series of longer-term social trajectories.
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