
How the police respond to worries about  
children and young people’s safety

There was a lot of things 

which I did want to go 

to the police for  
but  

I was just too scared
 

The police are here
 to help 

people… to keep us safe.

Yeah, just like to 
show that 

they do care and they’re 

not always there just for 

you to get told off 

it’s just about the
 

respect really 
CHILDREN’S  
VOICES



Last summer we did some research about 
how the police respond to worries about 
children and young people’s safety or well-
being. This could be because something has 
happened to them at home, because they  
have gone missing or because someone has 
hurt them.

We were asked to do this research by Her 
Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary. Their 
job is to inspect the police and tell them what 
they need to do better. They wanted to hear 
children and young people’s views on this.

From July to September 2015 we travelled 
around England to talk to children and young 
people who have been involved with the police 
because of worries about their safety or well-
being. The dots on the map show the different 
places we went to.

We spoke to 45 children and young people:

The children and young people who took  
part were different ages and came from a 
range of different backgrounds. 
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AGE NUMBER OF YOUNG PEOPLE

38

7



WHAT  
CHILDREN  
AND  
YOUNG  
PEOPLE  
TOLD US

Some children and young people we spoke to described positive 
experiences of the police when they responded to worries about 
their safety. Others told us about less positive experiences 
and things that need to be improved. The next few pages share 
important messages from the children and young people we met.  

Do children and young people  
go to the police if they feel unsafe  
and need help?
Some children and young people told us they would go to the 
police if they needed help and that the police can stop the harm 
from happening.

But more than half of the children and young people we spoke 
to told us that going to the police can be difficult and they would 
prefer to speak to someone they already know – a friend, family 
member, youth worker or teacher.

Things that children and young people say make it difficult to go 
to the police include:

• Worrying about other people finding out 

• Being scared things will get worse

• Bad experiences of the police in the past

• Worrying about not being believed or being 
• treated like a criminal 

• Finding the police scary  
• (especially when they’re in uniform) 

Children and young people we spoke to felt that the police don’t 
always treat young people fairly. They said that some young 
people are treated less fairly than others. This can be because 
of their ethnicity or gender or because of their, or their family’s, 
history with the police.

Children and young people told us that if they and their peers are 
treated with respect and empathy and feel like they can trust the 
police, they would be more likely to go to the police for help.



“The police are here to help 
people… to keep us safe.” 

(12 year old male)

“I don’t feel like I can trust  
the police and I know  
quite a lot of people don’t  
trust them so we just try  
and avoid them as much  
as possible” 

(17 year old female)

“There was a 
lot of things 
which I did 
want to go to 
the police for, 
but I was just 
too scared” 

(16 year old female)



“some care 
a lot, some 
don’t, all 
different”

(16 year old female)

“Ask young people their  
opinions of what they think  
should happen and take  
opinions into account” 

(17 year old female)

What is important to children and  
young people when they are involved  
with the police?
Children and young people told us about good, bad and mixed 
experiences of the police. Often the way children and young 
people felt about their experience was directly linked to the 
officer they had seen. 

To make sure children and young people feel positive about  
their involvement with every police officer, every time they  
said that the police should:  

• Be understanding and caring

• Respect and not judge them

• Listen carefully to them and do something to help

• Keep in regular contact about their case

• Keep their information private

• Try to arrange for them to see the same police officer 
• each time to help build trust

• Help them get additional support

• Give them a say in decisions made about them and 
• help them feel in control 



“If it’s the same one, then they  
can get to know them more and 
then they feel comfortable talking 
to them about things that are 
going on” 

(11 year old female)

“Take the feelings into 
consideration…try to put 
themselves in them shoes…ask 
how the young people’s feeling” 

(16 year old male)

“Obviously you want them to be 

respectful, you want them to talk 

to you on the same wavelength, 

you don’t want them talking down 

to you or feel like they’re telling 

you off or anything” 
(15 year old female)

“I think just being kept up to 
date makes the young person 
feel less pressured...so they’re 
not always worrying...like you’ve 
got a weight off your shoulders” 

(11 year old female)

“Yeah, just like to show that they 
do care and they’re not always 
there just for you to get told off” 

(14 year old female)

“it’s just  
about the 
respect  
really” 

(16 year old male)



Responses to children and young people  
who go missing or run away
Around half the children and young people who took part in 
the research had come into contact with the police because 
of running away from home. Some told us about positive 
experiences where they’d been listened to. But most said  
they’d had very difficult experiences and were made to feel:

Children and young people told us that often the police  
didn’t seem to understand why they had run away and didn’t 
bother to find out. This means that sometimes the police  
missed chances to protect them from harm.

Children and young people told us that in these situations  
it is very important for police officers to be understanding,  
to ask questions in a sensitive way and to help them get  
the support they need. 

“like they’re a criminal,  
like they’ve done  
something wrong” 

(16 year old male) 

Involving children and young people who’ve 
been hurt in investigations
Investigations can sometimes be long and difficult processes. 
There are different ways that children and young people might 
be involved. They might have to give a statement to the police 
or do a video recorded interview. The police might take their 
possessions away as evidence or ask to speak to their friends 
or family. Whatever happens, children and young people told us 
it was really important to keep them updated about what was 
happening. Below are some more messages children gave us 
about these processes. 



Taking statements and video recorded 
interviews 
When children and young people have been hurt by people they 
may have to do a video interview with the police about what has 
happened to them. The children and young people we spoke to 
told us this can be difficult and upsetting.  

Children and young people said it helped make interviews easier 
when the police:  

• explained what was going to happen,

• showed they understood it could be hard 

• showed they care, and 

• gave children and young people choices  
• wherever possible. 

“It was a good experience because 
they wanted to know everything 
that happened... they wanted to 
help and listen. It’s a nice feeling 
like, at least someone wants to 
help... He was really supportive, 
asking if I’m okay and stuff” 

(16 year old female)

“Nervous... Scared... They 
underestimate how hard it is” 

(16 year old male) Collecting evidence
Children and young people also told us how upsetting and 
annoying it can be to have their things taken off them (like  
mobile phones) for evidence. Often they didn’t know when  
they would get their things back, and they explained that  
losing things like their mobile phones made it hard to talk to 
their friends. The message from children and young people 
about this was: 

“Only take evidence they need  
and try to give it back as soon  
as possible” 

(18 year old female)



Helping children and young people complain 
when they aren’t happy with how they have 
been treated
We asked children and young people whether they would 
complain if they weren’t happy with how the police had dealt with 
them. Lots told us they wouldn’t make a complaint against the 
police. They said this was either because they didn’t know how 
to, or they didn’t think it would make a difference. 

They said that if police told them how to make a complaint  
and promised to look into what’s gone wrong, they would be 
more likely to complain. 

“Because of our age it is highly  
unlikely that an adult police officer 
will listen to what we have to say 
when we’re children” 

(18 year old female)

“I wouldn’t be bothered to go  
through all of it, like reporting it  
and stuff ‘cause in the end of it,  
it could come to where nothing’s  
gonna happen anyway” 

(14 year old female) 

Thinking positive
Huge thanks to all the children and young people who shared 
their opinions with us during this project. Your voices highlight 
how important it is for professionals to ask children and young 
people what they think so they can get it right.

Children and young people told us that a good experience with  
a police officer can make a really big difference: 

“Some of them they’re really good, 
they’re really kind, they listen  
to you, they sort everything out  
and they make sure everything is  
out before they leave.” 

(15 year old male)



Want to know more? 

If you would like more information on what 
happens if concerns about a child or young 
person’s safety are reported to the police, 
please have a look at the Victim Support You 
& Co website, especially designed for young 
people: www.youandco.org.uk

If you have been affected by anything in this 
report and want to speak to someone you can 
call ChildLine for free on 0800 1111. 

Acknowledgements

We are hugely thankful to all the children and 
young people who took part in this project; we 
hope the findings will help the police to get it 
right every time.

To help us with this project we worked 
with five young people as project advisors. 
They helped design our interviews and 
survey and gave feedback on the findings. 
We are very grateful to them and to Street 
Safe Lancashire, The Children’s Society for 
supporting their involvement.

This is a statement from the project advisors:

The police are 
there to keep 
us safe, not to 
manipulate or 
intimidate us. 
Respect me and 
I’ll respect you. 



“There was a 
lot of things 
which I did 
want to go 
to the police 
for, but I 
was just too 
scared” 

“The police are 
here to help 
people… to keep 
us safe.” 

“Yeah, just like to
 show that 

they do care and they’re 

not always there just for 

you to get told off” “it’s just 
about the 
respect 
really” 
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