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Over five years ago, Listen Up emerged to put a 
magnifying lens on a phenomenon in our child 
safeguarding landscape known as adultification. 
This issue significantly impacts some of the 
most marginalised and vulnerable groups in our 
society, particularly Black children and those 
from less heard backgrounds. 

I take great pride in knowing 
that the work of our small but 
mighty organisation has 
significantly influenced the 
English safeguarding system.

The learning from this review 
captures some, but not all, of the 
commitment organisations and 
individuals have made in starting 

to address this issue. However, 
it is clear that more needs to be 
done. The case of Child Q is a stark 
example of the devastating 
impact adultification can have 
on children, families and 
communities, and how racism 
and racial bias acts as the 
significant influencing factor 
guiding this harm.

Jahnine Davis
Director - Listen Up

Executive summary 
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It is crucial that we approach this 
issue with integrity, ensuring that 
adultification is not just a term 
used, or an opportunity to obscure 
the core issue, but a genuine 
commitment to safeguarding 
children. We must recognise that 
adultification is fundamentally an 
issue of racism and address it as 
such, ensuring our practices are 
equitable and just for all children.

While adultification can impact 
all children, regardless of 
background, it is important to 
understand the nuanced and 
intersectional differences in how 
this is experienced. Hyper invisibility 
and hyper visibility are critical 
aspects of how Black children are 
perceived and treated within the 

safeguarding system. It is essential 
to acknowledge the magnitude of 
these biases and their impact on 
the safety, confidence, and trust of 
these children.

Recent learning from the national 
Safeguarding Practice Review 
Panel’s ‘It’s Silent’ report further 
emphasises the need for integrity 
in our approach. Adultification 
should not be diluted or used 
merely as a buzzword; it must be 
recognised as racism that affects 
the most vulnerable in our society. 
Our commitment to safeguarding 
children must be unwavering, 
ensuring that we address 
adultification with the seriousness 
and dedication it deserves.

We must recognise that 
adultification is fundamentally 
an issue of racism and address 

it as such, ensuring our 
practices are equitable and 

just for all children

Executive summary 



Key findings

6

The findings of this review have 
found that there is growing 
awareness of adultification among 
safeguarding practitioners, noting 
the usefulness of having a common 
term to describe this bias. However, 
despite this, there are concerns 
about the depth of understanding 
and commitment to addressing it, 
including a lack of curiosity about 
the underlying causes of behaviours 
or the assumptions made about the 
children safeguarding partners have 
a responsibility to protect.

Superficial Awareness: There is 
a developing understanding of 
adultification, how it presents 
and how language can be used to 
adultify children, but there remain 
gaps, resistance and inconsistencies. 
However, there is a critical need 
to move beyond a surface level 
knowledge to bring greater depth 
of understanding and application to 
practice.

Race and Racism: There is resistance 
among practitioners to recognise 
adultification as a form of racism, 
including continued defensiveness.  
While it can affect all children, there 

is more willingness to acknowledge 
it when the child is white. For 
Black children, adultification is a 
specific manifestation of racism, 
and addressing this discomfort and 
hostility is crucial.

Trust in the Police: There is a 
critical need to build trust between 
agencies, but particularly trust in 
the police so that all agencies can 
respond to children in a way which 
promotes their safety and wellbeing. 
Furthermore, the review highlights 
the need to address the trust 
gap between police and children, 
particularly Black children, to ensure 
equitable safety and justice.

Involving Children and Families: 
Professionals indicate that children 
and families identify and understand 
adultification, feeling its racist 
undertones. Parents and carers 
are key partners in addressing 
adultification, but there is a need for 
cultural humility when educating 
them. Engaging children in a 
meaningful way when developing 
responses to adultification is crucial 
to ensure their safety, confidence, 
and trust. 
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Organisational Variance: There is 
little consensus on how different 
organisations recognise and 
address adultification. Effective 
data collection could help bring 
consistency in identification and 
response. Professionals highlighted 
the need for a relational, child-
centred approach in safeguarding 
practice, emphasising the importance 
of Child First. 

Strategic Leadership: Strong 
strategic leadership is needed to 
support a comprehensive awareness 
and response to adultification. 
Strategic leaders need to have a 
robust understanding and ability 
to confront discomfort to ensure 
learning translates to practice 
improvement. Senior leaders must 
work together to have oversight and 
ensure the multi-agency partnership 
workforces understand their 
safeguarding duty to speak, challenge 
and act, advocating for children at 
a systemic level.

Promising Practice: Organisations 
and agencies are implementing 
learning through case management 
procedures, quality assurance 

processes, the creation of 
Communities of Practice, and the 
adaption and development of 
policies, which are then included in 
local child safeguarding practice 
reviews. The increasing awareness 
of adultification is impacting on how 
professionals and agencies develop 
safeguarding practice and how they 
consider and respond to the needs 
and experiences of children 
in England.
 
Adultification must be addressed as 
a critical child safeguarding issue. 
It is our responsibility to ensure 
that all children are protected and 
supported, and whilst it can and 
does impact all children, we must 
recognise that it is fundamentally 
an issue of racism. Diluting the 
significance of adultification by 
treating it as a universal experience 
undermines the specific racial biases 
that Black children in particular face. 
It is imperative that we confront 
and challenge these biases head-
on, ensuring that our safeguarding 
practices, policies, and the principles 
which underpin our work is equitable 
and just for all children.
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About Listen Up

Listen Up  is a Black-led national 
research and training organisation, 
established to amplify the 
experiences of Black and racialised 
children in safeguarding research, 
policy and practice. It is the leading 
organisation increasing awareness 
about adultification bias and its 
implications for child protection. 
Our position is clear, we believe 
that all children should be afforded 
care, nurture, and the appropriate 
safeguarding for them to thrive in 
all aspects of their life. We believe 
for children to reach their maximum 
potential we need individuals, 
organisations and institutions 
willing to identify, acknowledge, 

and continuously challenge the 
bias, racism and wider forms of 
discrimination impacting them.

To reflect our commitment to 
delivering with integrity and 
accountability, and to ensure 
an objective lens was applied to 
the evaluation process, Listen 
Up commissioned a team of 
multi-disciplinary independent 
researchers and consultants to 
undertake this work, including Carly 
Adams Elias, Andrea Ferdinand and 
Dr Lisa Thornhill.  The report was 
peer reviewed by two independent 
researchers and quality assured 
prior to final approval via Listen Up.  

https://listenupresearch.org
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Language and terminology  

Throughout this report we 
intentionally use the term children 
to describe anyone aged between 0 
and 17 years old. We recognise and 
respect that during adolescence 
some children prefer to be described 
as young people, however in this 
context, it is important to give 
weight to the significant harm 
that adultification has on them as 
children. This is not to infantilise or 
overlook the unique needs and rights 
of adolescents but to remind us of 
the need for their protection and 
support. We choose to use language 
which does not contribute to making 
children responsible for the harm 
they experience or adultify them by 
framing them in a way which may 
encourage this. 

We use language which reflects 
the process of systemic racism. The 
words marginalised, racialised and 
minoritised position responsibility 

for the discrimination experienced 
by individuals and communities 
within the oppressive structures that 
cause them.  Whilst we acknowledge 
that any child can experience 
adultification, research indicates 
that Black children are the most 
likely to experience it 1. 

Throughout this report we refer 
to Black children with recognition 
that Black experiences are not 
homogenous. Additionally, Black is 
capitalised throughout this report 
embracing  Ferdinand Lee Barnett’s2 
understanding that it is  ‘a specific 
cultural group that requires use of a 
proper noun’.

More guidance on language can be 
found in Appendix B: Glossary and 
Definitions.

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3000695
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3000695
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3000695
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3000695
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3000695
https://insightcced.medium.com/spell-it-with-a-capital-b-9eab112d759a


The concept of adultification is where notions 
of innocence and vulnerability are not afforded 
to certain children. This is determined by people 
and institutions who hold power over children 
and young people. When adultification occurs 
outside of the home it is always founded within 
discrimination and bias. There are various 
contexts of adultification, all relate to a child’s 
personal characteristics, socio-economic 
influences and lived experiences. Regardless of 
the context in which adultification takes place, 
the impact results in children’s rights being either 
diminished or overlooked. (Listen Up, 2020)

1

What is

10

adultification? 



Adultification refers to the practice 
of viewing and treating children as 
if they are older than they are. Such 
assumptions may be based on a 
child’s physical appearance, such as 
their height, stature or facial hair, or 
engagement in certain behaviours, 
such as offending, having additional 
responsibilities, such as caring for 
others, or perceived characteristics 
such as ‘maturity’ or ‘independence’.  
This can be further exacerbated by a 
child’s racial and ethnic background 
and other aspects of their identity. 

Adultification can happen at any 
time in a child’s life, pre-birth 
through to adulthood. It can also 
occur in any context of their life by 
those around them, including in the 
home, where they may be ascribed 
more adult-like responsibilities 
and expectations. It is important to 
recognise how different cultural 
experiences may influence how we 
perceive parenting and different 
family rearing. Nonetheless, we still 
must consider how this impacts a 
child’s physical, psychological and 
emotional wellbeing. This bias can 
show up in the behaviours, actions, 
and decisions made in relation to 

the child, but also in how children 
are spoken about and the language 
used in assessments, case notes, and 
reports. This is a particularly critical 
issue in the context of safeguarding, 
as children who are adultified may 
not be afforded the protection 
and support they are entitled to 
and deserve. 

When referring to adultification 
this report draws on the definition 
outlined by Jahnine Davis, 
Founder and Director of Listen Up. 
Adultification is when ‘notions of 
innocence and vulnerability are 
not afforded to certain children. 
This is determined by people and 
institutions who hold power over 
children and young people. When 
adultification occurs outside of the 
home it is always founded within 
discrimination and bias. There are 
various contexts of adultification, 
all relate to a child’s personal 
characteristics, socio- economic 
influences and lived experiences. 
Regardless of the context in which 
adultification takes place, the impact 
results in children’s rights being 
either diminished or overlooked’ 3. 

11

https://listenupresearch.org/adultification/
https://listenupresearch.org/adultification/
https://listenupresearch.org/adultification/
https://listenupresearch.org/adultification/


Streetwise 

Difficult

Looks 
and acts 

grown up
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Brought it on 
themselves

Already 
getting in 

trouble
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The definition draws focus 
on adultification as a breach 
of a child’s right to safety and 
protection. Davis4 argues that it is 
a safeguarding issue and a breach 
of article 2 of the United Nations 
Convention of the Rights of the 
Child, and the Equality Act5. In this 
light, adultification can be seen 
as a form of psychological harm 
which constitutes ‘a persistent and 
ongoing act of dehumanisation, 
which explicitly impacts Black 
children, and influences how they 
are safeguarded and protected. 
This form of bias spans pre-birth 
and remains on a continuum to 
adulthood… where at this juncture 
it becomes absorbed within the 
normative negative racialised 
experiences many Black adults 
encounter throughout their life 
course. Adultification may differ 
dependent on an individual’s 
intersecting identity, such as their 
gender, sexuality, and disabilities. 

However, race and racism remain 
the central tenet in which this 
bias operates’ 

Any discussion on adultification 
should centre the role of 
intersectionality, which is a term 
rooted in Black feminism and 
coined by  Kimberlé Crenshaw6 to 
explain how race, ethnicity, class, 
gender, and other characteristics 
intersect and impact on how people 
experience and interpret the world. 
The term provides a lens that enables 
understanding and discussion of the 
fact that people, especially children, 
do not experience the world in a 
universal way.  

Davis7 encourages professionals to 
ensure that there is a recognition and 
informed understanding of how the 
child’s intersecting characteristics 
and identities impact on how they 
and their experiences of harm are 
understood and responded to. 

6. Crenshaw (1989) Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of 
antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics
  
7. Davis, (2019) Are there connections between racialised sexualisation and the under-
identification of child sexual abuse among Black British Girls? Unpublished master’s dissertation, 
London Metropolitan University, UK.

http://Adultification bias within child protection and safeguarding
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child


Mature 
for their

age

They’re 
invisible
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As highlighted earlier, research 
indicates that Black and other 
minoritised and marginalised 
children are the most likely to be 
impacted by adultification8.  Davis 
draws on wider research9  to show 
that there are additional contexts 
where children may be more likely 
to be impacted by this harm 
including children who are:

•	 exposed to domestic abuse 

•	 experiencing socio-economic 
disadvantage

•	 transgender 

•	 homeless or unhoused 

•	 carers 

•	 care experienced 

It is also important to consider how 
adultification presents in contexts 
currently unexplored, such as in 
online spaces, early years, for young 
parents, in mental health services, 

neurodevelopmental assessment 
and diagnosis 10, for children in 
kinship, foster or residential care, 
and when transitional safeguarding 
needs are identified.  Davis (2022)  
argues that considering additional 
contexts should not mean shifting 
focus away from Black children but 
should instead encourage curiosity 
to understand how race, ethnicity, 
and other aspects of a child’s 
identity compounds these 
different contexts. 

This review is centred on research 
and learning in the UK, but it 
is necessary to draw on and 
acknowledge the foundational 
work undertaken internationally, 
specifically North America11 , and 
the many parallels emerging within 
research and practice. However, 
given the different socio-political 
and historical contexts, and 
differences in the safeguarding 
policy and practice landscapes, this 
review focuses on research and 
learning from the UK. 

9. Stephens, D.L. (1999). Battered women’s views of their children. Burton, L. (2007). Childhood Adultification 
in Economically Disadvantaged Families: A Conceptual Model. Stone, A. (2017). 

10. Gender panics about transgender children in religious right discourse, Holmes, (2022). Safeguarding 
Young People: Risk, Rights, Resilience and Relationships

11. Epstein, Blake and González (2017). Girlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black Girls Childhood. Ocen, 
(2015). (E)racing childhood: Examining the racialized construction of childhood and innocence in the 
treatment of sexually exploited minors

https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf


Bad 
attitude

Wise 
beyond 

years

Evidence detailed in this report 
shows that adultification 
happens within many of the 
organisations, institutions and 
systems in place that offer support 
and protection to children and 
families. As understanding of 
adultification gains traction 
across the safeguarding sector, it 
is important to explore where and 
how it is showing up in practice, 
policy and research. Doing so will 
help to contribute to increasing 
understanding of the prevalence 
and impact in the UK. This report 
intends to contextualise the 
practice, policy, and research 
landscape and examines how 
learning, development, and 
consultation on adultification 
provided by Listen Up has been 
applied in safeguarding practice.

They seem 
more 

resilient
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Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, 
intersectionality is a framework for 
understanding how various forms of 
oppression, such as racism, sexism, ableism, 
homophobia, and colonialism, intersect 
and compound each other. It recognises 
that individuals’ experiences of privilege 
and oppression are shaped by their unique 
combination of identities, which are 
influenced by existing power structures

Intersectionality

16
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Context

18



Adultification is not a new issue in 
terms of children’s lived experience, 
but the UK has recently experienced 
a significant shift in understanding 
and identification of it within 
safeguarding practice and research. 
This has been especially evident 
since 2019, when Jahnine Davis, 
Director of Listen Up, became the 
first in the UK to undertake primary 
research identifying adultification in 
safeguarding practice. Her research 
Are there connections between 
racialised sexualisation and the 
under-identification of child sexual 
abuse among Black British Girls12 

explores the underrepresentation 
of Black girls in child sexual abuse 
(CSA) services, research, and data. 
Her qualitative study highlights 
that the experiences of Black girls 
and women in relation to CSA are 
often overlooked, leading to gaps 
in safeguarding, protection, and 
support.  Following this research, 
Listen Up developed the Professional 
Inter-Adultification (PIA) model, 
available in Appendix A, to illustrate 
how adultification works and outline 
the preconditions which enable it 
to take place.  It remains the only 
theoretical framework available to 
understand adultification.

Recognition of its prevalence and 
impact has been evidenced in notable 
cases and subsequent reviews. 
Child C was a 14-year-old Black boy 
experiencing criminal exploitation, 

who was murdered in London. In 
response to the publication of 
his serious case review, Davis and 
Marsh 13 took an intersectional 
lens, together with the concept of 
adultification, to reflect on how 
racism in professional and societal 
attitudes impact specifically on Black 
boys and notions of vulnerability. 

The publication of an LCSPR 
undertaken by City and Hackney 
Children’s Safeguarding Partnership 
in 202214, resulted in increased 
media attention and public scrutiny 
following the treatment of a 15-year-
old Black girl, referred to as Child Q, 
who was subjected to a strip search 
in school, in 2020.  The report was 
the first LCSPR to explicitly conclude 
that racism and adultification 
bias was a factor; stating that it 
led professionals to perceive and 
treat Child Q as more adult-like 
and less vulnerable than her peers, 
influencing their decision-making 
and actions during the incident.  

Child Q was able to understand that 
what happened wasn’t right and 
recognised the need for change. She 
shared that ‘someone walked into 
the school, where I was supposed 
to feel safe, took me away from 
the people who were supposed to 
protect me and stripped me naked, 
while on my period... Things need 
to change with all organisations 
involved… even I can see that’ 

19

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2019/11/20/where-are-the-black-girls-in-our-services-studies-and-statistics-on-csa/ 
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2019/11/20/where-are-the-black-girls-in-our-services-studies-and-statistics-on-csa/ 
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2019/11/20/where-are-the-black-girls-in-our-services-studies-and-statistics-on-csa/ 
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2019/11/20/where-are-the-black-girls-in-our-services-studies-and-statistics-on-csa/ 
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/crsw/8/2/article-p255.xml
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/crsw/8/2/article-p255.xml
https://chscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Child-Q-PUBLISHED-14-March-22.pdf 
https://chscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Child-Q-PUBLISHED-14-March-22.pdf 
https://chscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Child-Q-PUBLISHED-14-March-22.pdf 
https://chscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Child-Q-PUBLISHED-14-March-22.pdf 


As understanding of adultification 
gains traction across the 
safeguarding sector, we are 
beginning to evidence that it 
happens within many of the 
organisations, institutions, and 
systems in place that offer 
support and protection to 
children and families15.  
Currently, there is no specific 
national policy in the UK which 
explicitly addresses adultification. 
However, following engagement 
with Listen Up, several bodies 
have recently launched measures 
to address the adultification of 
children, particularly Black children, 
including the Independent Office 
for Police Conduct16 and the Youth 
Justice Board17.  Additionally, the 
report18  detailing the findings from 
6 joint targeted area inspections 
(JTAIs) carried out between 
September 2023 and May 2024 by 
Ofsted, the Care Quality Commission 
(CQC), His Majesty’s Inspectorate 
of Constabulary, Fire and Rescue 
Services (HMICFRS), and His Majesty’s 
Inspectorate of Probation (HMI 
Probation) evidence the impact of 
adultification when safeguarding 
children impacted by serious 
youth violence.  

The recognition of adultification is 
also embedding into the voluntary 
and community sector, following 
engagement with Listen Up’s training, 
development, and consultancy 
support. The NSPCC has included 

reference to adultification in their 
online guidance19 on Safeguarding 
children who come from Black, Asian 
and minoritised ethnic communities. 
Barnardo’s has addressed the issue 
of adultification in several of their 
publications20, highlighting how 
this bias adversely impacts Black 
children and have made a specific 
commitment within their Theory of 
Change21 to ‘challenge narratives like 
the adultification or criminalisation 
of children not born in the UK, 
building support for all children to 
have the same chance to thrive’. The 
Children’s Society has referenced 
adultification across several 
publications and updated their Child 
Exploitation and Abuse: Appropriate 
language guide22  to include 
references to adultification. Safer 
London referenced adultification 
in their impact and accountability 
report23 emphasising the harmful 
effects of viewing children through 
an adult lens. They advocate for age-
appropriate treatment to ensure 
proper safeguarding, protection 
and support. The Alliance for Youth 
Justice has embraced adultification 
and are using their report Adultifying 
Youth Custody: Learning lessons on 
transition to adulthood from the use 
of youth custody for young adults24 
as a basis to call on the government 
to protect and promote a child 
centred children’s secure estate 
and develop a distinct approach to 
custody for young adults.

20

15. Davis, (2022), Commission on Young Lives, (2022), Missing People, (2023), Davis, Hunter & Allen, (2024), 
Firmin & Lloyd, (2023), Hayward & Critchner, (2023), Barnardo’s & Listen Up (2023), Leon & Rosen (2023), 
Ayeb-Karlsson (2024), Wroe & Lloyd (2020).

https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/discrimination-toolkit-adultification-bitesize-july-2024.pdf
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/discrimination-toolkit-adultification-bitesize-july-2024.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ojRgBNcNO1c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ojRgBNcNO1c
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/multi-agency-responses-to-serious-youth-violence-working-together-to-support-and-protect-children
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/multi-agency-responses-to-serious-youth-violence-working-together-to-support-and-protect-children
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/safeguarding-child-protection/children-from-black-asian-minoritised-ethnic-communities
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/safeguarding-child-protection/children-from-black-asian-minoritised-ethnic-communities
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/safeguarding-child-protection/children-from-black-asian-minoritised-ethnic-communities
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Double%20Discrimination%20-%20Black%20care-experienced%20young%20adults%20navigating%20the%20criminal%20justice%20system%20report.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Double%20Discrimination%20-%20Black%20care-experienced%20young%20adults%20navigating%20the%20criminal%20justice%20system%20report.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Double%20Discrimination%20-%20Black%20care-experienced%20young%20adults%20navigating%20the%20criminal%20justice%20system%20report.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-01/Barnardo%27s_TheoryOfChange_2.2%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-01/Barnardo%27s_TheoryOfChange_2.2%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022-04/Child%20Exploitation%20Appropriate%20Language%20Guide%202022.pdf
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022-04/Child%20Exploitation%20Appropriate%20Language%20Guide%202022.pdf
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022-04/Child%20Exploitation%20Appropriate%20Language%20Guide%202022.pdf
https://saferlondon.org.uk/storage/pdfs/RiseAbove_IR_WEB.pdf
https://saferlondon.org.uk/storage/pdfs/RiseAbove_IR_WEB.pdf
https://saferlondon.org.uk/storage/pdfs/RiseAbove_IR_WEB.pdf
https://saferlondon.org.uk/storage/pdfs/RiseAbove_IR_WEB.pdf
https://barrowcadbury.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/AYJ-Adultifying-Youth-CustodyFINAL.pdf
https://barrowcadbury.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/AYJ-Adultifying-Youth-CustodyFINAL.pdf
https://barrowcadbury.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/AYJ-Adultifying-Youth-CustodyFINAL.pdf
https://barrowcadbury.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/AYJ-Adultifying-Youth-CustodyFINAL.pdf
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Whilst momentum is gathering, 
there remain some significant gaps. 
Everyone involved in safeguarding 
children has a responsibility to 
understand, recognise, and respond 
to adultification bias. Identifying a 
considerable shortfall in knowledge 
and practice, Listen Up was the first 
organisation in the UK to design 
and deliver a program of learning, 
development, and consultation 
which focused on addressing 
adultification. Since its inception in 
2019, Listen Up has provided space 
for learning on adultification to over 

7,500 safeguarding practitioners in 
the UK. In 2023, The Mayor’s Office 
of Policing and Crime (MOPAC) 
evaluated the training, and the 
findings were overwhelmingly 
positive. 100% of those who engaged 
with the sessions expressed their 
satisfaction with the learning 
achieved. However, the focus of this 
report is to explore the strengths 
and challenges which exist when 
attempting to translate the learning 
into practice and policy improvements 
within the safeguarding sector.

Purpose of the review
This review examines how learning 
on adultification has been applied 
in safeguarding practice. It draws 
on the reflections of practitioners 
and senior leaders from across the 
sector who were invited to share their 
experiences of applying their learning 
to practice since engaging with 
Listen Up. 

We encouraged honest conversations 
about the developing understanding 
of adultification, how it is being used, 
and what needs to happen to prevent 
adultification from happening, 
including how to strengthen 
identification and responses. 

This feedback is essential for the 
services tasked with safeguarding 
children, as it provides insight into 
what we need to do next to address 
adultification. 

The report identifies that whilst there 
has been some positive progress, 
including increased awareness and 
understanding of adultification, 
there continues to be critical 
areas for development, including 
addressing barriers to trust, involving 
children and families, tackling 
organisational variance, and the role 
of strategic leadership in supporting 
implementation and change. 



3

Methodology
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Safeguarding practitioners and 
senior leaders who had engaged 
with Listen Up to receive learning, 
development, and consultation 
on adultification, prior to May 
2024, were invited to take part 
in the review. 

46 safeguarding practitioners 
engaged in a combination of 
surveys, focus groups, and 
individual sessions to explore 
the research questions:

•	 Is there a shared understanding 
of adultification across 
organisations?

•	 What activities related to 
adultification are being 
developed by professionals?

•	 What strategies are being used 
to prevent and respond to 
adultification?

•	 What are the barriers 
preventing action in relation     
to adultification?

The sample represented professional 
perspectives from a range of 
roles and organisations within 
the safeguarding sector, including 
Children’s Social Care, police, 
health, and the voluntary and 
community sector. They covered a 
range of experience, seniority and 
geographical areas across England. 

Following the completion of data 
collection, Jahnine Davis, chaired a 
roundtable to gather further insights 
and reflections with strategic 
leaders across the sector. Qualitative 
thematic analysis was then 
undertaken to identify understanding 
of adultification, activity, and strategy 
related to adultification in practice, 
as well as the barriers and silences 
within the data. 
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There are limitations to be 
acknowledged in relation to this 
review. The sample is reflective of 
professionals and organisations who 
have engaged with Listen up so have 
already identified a need around 
adultification and are motivated to 
invest in and engage with learning 
and development to address the 
issue. Therefore, outside of this 
review, there is a need to explore 
the challenges faced by those who 
have not yet begun to engage in 
learning related to adultification. 
Additionally, we did not set out to 
provide a comparative analysis of 
practice relating to practitioners 
and organisations who did not 
engage with Listen Up but may have 
engaged with training elsewhere. 

There is an acknowledgement that 
this report focuses heavily on the 
experiences of Black children, as this 
group is most likely to be impacted 
by this harm, which was echoed 
by those who engaged with the 
review.  There is some exploration 
of the intersectional experiences 
of Black children, however, this is 
limited as it is based on what was 
shared by the practitioners in this 
review. The authors acknowledge 
that Black children do not have 
a homogeneous experience, and 
their diversity should be reflected 
in the safeguarding, protection, and 
support that they receive.

Limitations 
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Regardless of these limitations, 
the learning garnered from this 
review is vital and must be situated 
within the wider context of the 
systemic inequalities which are 
well documented. These include, 
but are not limited to, Black girls’ 
experiences of systemic barriers 
in educational settings25 , Black 
children’s experiences of over 
surveillance26, pathways from school 
exclusion to the criminal justice 
system,27 and later assessment and 
delayed access to Education, Health 
and Care Plan (EHCP) support in 
relation to neurodiversity 28. 

The report It’s Silent: Race, Racism 
and Safeguarding Children29 was 
published by the Child Safeguarding 
Practice Review Panel in March 

2025, which extensively examines 
how race and racism impact wider 
experiences for Black children in 
safeguarding practices. 

Whilst this review identifies some 
key themes for safeguarding 
practice, it is important to be mindful 
that practitioners work across a 
range of organisations, systems, and 
institutions, and will be influenced 
by different values, cultures, 
and practices. 

https://milkhoneybees.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/See-Us-Hear-Us-Expanded.pdf
https://milkhoneybees.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/See-Us-Hear-Us-Expanded.pdf
https://milkhoneybees.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/See-Us-Hear-Us-Expanded.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/9/4/37
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/9/4/37
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/9/4/37
https://irr.org.uk/product/how-black-working-class-youth-are-criminalised-and-excluded-in-the-english-school-system/
https://irr.org.uk/product/how-black-working-class-youth-are-criminalised-and-excluded-in-the-english-school-system/
https://irr.org.uk/product/how-black-working-class-youth-are-criminalised-and-excluded-in-the-english-school-system/
https://www.safeguardinglewisham.org.uk/assets/1/cspr_lilo_-_june_2023.pdf
https://www.safeguardinglewisham.org.uk/assets/1/cspr_lilo_-_june_2023.pdf
https://www.safeguardinglewisham.org.uk/assets/1/cspr_lilo_-_june_2023.pdf
https://www.safeguardinglewisham.org.uk/assets/1/cspr_lilo_-_june_2023.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/race-racism-and-safeguarding-children
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/race-racism-and-safeguarding-children
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Silences 
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Whilst this report recognises that 
there is an increasing awareness 
of adultification, it is important to 
acknowledge the silences within 
this review.  There was a clear focus 
on older children, particularly those 
impacted by exploitation and other 
forms of harm outside the home. 
It is important that focus expands 
beyond this to include younger 

children across a range of contexts. 
The lack of consideration of the 
journey across the whole span 
of childhood, from pre-birth to 
adulthood was not explored in this 
report. As identified earlier, further 
exploration is required in research 
and practice as it occurs across a 
wider range of contexts. 
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What does the 
review tell us?

28



The review highlighted a consensus 
among safeguarding practitioners 
that there is an increased awareness 
of adultification and reflected that 
it was useful to have a commonly 
understood term to describe this 
type of bias. ‘A social worker shared 
that ‘previous generations of 
workers could see it happening 
but had no language to describe 
it.’ A senior leader reflected that 
increased use of the concept has 
helped practitioners and leaders 
to stop and think about how 
the behaviour of children is 
perceived and how this impacts 
safeguarding responses.

In a focus group with health 
practitioners, the participants 
explored how increased awareness 
in their teams has helped to 
reframe discussions, encourage 
checking and questioning, and 
challenge cultural norms which 

enable adultification. An example 
shared included challenging the 
view that a 12-year-old, who was 
missing and had caught the train by 
themselves, was ‘mature’. Instead, 
they reflected on and questioned 
the normalisation of that behaviour 
as acceptable and appropriate for 
a 12-year-old. However, there was 
also recognition that the depth of 
knowledge and commitment to 
addressing adultification varied. 
Some shared concerns about gaps 
in understanding the nuanced 
experiences of adultification, 
sharing that there can be limited 
curiosity about what is driving the 
child’s behaviour or action, with one 
practitioner from the voluntary and 
community sector stating that some 
practitioners ‘don’t see what sits 
behind the act...the trauma...it is 
a behaviour that demonstrates 
a vulnerability’. 
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Superficial awareness  

“Professionals are using the 
word more but they just don’t 
get the racialised experience 

of adultification”



ADULTIFICATION
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A senior leader with a background 
in children’s social care expressed 
concern about adultification 
becoming a ‘buzzword’ and being 
used as ‘a catch all phrase, without 
having a clear understanding.’ In 
contrast, a social worker reflected 
that they felt that ‘awareness is 
there, but behavioural change is 
happening slowly’ and that action, 
to some degree, relies on senior 
management champions and buy 
in. To support increased awareness 
some suggested that it needs to 
be embedded within documents, 
policies, and procedures to support 
a more consistent understanding 
and application into practice. 
Another reflected the need to 
keep refreshing and widening their 

training. Having had training 3 years 
ago, they felt that this needed to be 
revisited to be fully embedded. 

A senior police representative 
indicated that adultification is 
something painful to discuss 
and that, across the force, they 
find it difficult to speak about, 
acknowledging that the term is 
not yet widely understood and 
embedded across policing.

There is a developing understanding 
of how language can be used to 
adultify children but there is a need 
to move beyond a surface level 
knowledge to greater depth and 
application in practice. 

Reflection: The following 
questions are to be used to 
support your current practice 
and policy development

•	 What opportunities can you 
create to shape continuous 
learning and reflection, 
ensuring that knowledge 
about adultification is 
consistently applied in 
practice?

•	 How can you move 
beyond a superficial 
understanding and response 

to adultification, considering 
your own practice, your team, 
and your organisation or 
multi-agency partnerships?

•	 How can you influence the 
creation and embedding of 
quality assurance processes 
to deepen understanding and 
application of adultification 
in practice?
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“No one wants to confront 
racism – I mean when the 

child is Black, that’s what it 
is, why do we struggle 

to just name it?”

32

The review indicated that 
there is resistance among 
some practitioners regarding 
adultification as a manifestation 
of racism. This included accounts 
detailing experiences of individuals 
becoming defensive when 
learning about it, with one police 
practitioner sharing that a white 
colleague felt challenged and 
that ‘they felt accused of being 
racist.’ This indicates that there is 
a need to address the discomfort 
and potential hostility of white 

practitioners when discussing race 
and racism, as this will inherently 
remain a barrier to successfully 
addressing issues of adultification. 
Not doing so can result in individuals 
shifting the focus to themselves 
and their own feelings rather than 
the child, or children. This also 
foregrounds the need to ensure that 
we do not limit our lens to individual, 
rather than systemic, responses and 
ensure that our responsibilities 
to safeguarding children always 
come first30.

Race and racism

30. See Also: Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (2025) It’s Silent: Race, Racism and Safeguarding Children. 

https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/race-racism-and-safeguarding-children


There is a need to address the 
discomfort and potential hostility of 
white practitioners when discussing race 
and racism, as this will inherently remain 
a barrier to successfully addressing 
issues of adultification

This chld  
needs our 

support
What 
about 
me?

Just a 
silly one 

off
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The review highlights the 
understanding that adultification 
was something that could be 
experienced by all children, but there 
appeared to be more willingness to 
acknowledge adultification when 
the child was white, with reference 
to white girls who had been sexually 
exploited. There is an established 
acceptance of this, as detailed 
in the Jay report31.  Although the 
report did not explicitly use the 
term adultification, it drew attention 
to how girls who were sexually 
exploited were often perceived 
and treated as adults rather than 
vulnerable children. The report 
discusses how authorities failed 
to see them as victims of abuse, 
instead framing them as making 
consensual choices. Whilst the 
Listen Up32  definition acknowledges 
that any child can be subject to 
adultification, when it relates to 
Black children, Davis’s33 subsequent 
definition explicitly references it as 
a specific manifestation of racism, 
so it is crucial that we address this 

discomfort when considering how 
race and racism feature in children’s 
experiences of adultification. 
There were also reflections that 
whilst there is evidence of structural 
racism in public services, such as the 
police,34 some participants did not 
feel confident that this is accepted 
within those services, with one social 
worker stating that ‘we have the 
Baroness Casey Review concluding 
racism [however] police disagree.’ 

There was recognition that 
institutional issues are not being 
acknowledged, and that racism 
is not being addressed. Some 
referenced that it is difficult to talk 
about adultification when we see 
racism in the public services which 
are supposed to protect children. 
Additionally, police practitioners 
considered how threat is perceived 
and explored by officers, and that 
racism and adultification can 
feature in this and contribute to 
‘pigeonholing’ children into 
particular crimes. 

https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/file/279/independent-inquiry-into-child-sexual-exploitation-in-rotherham
https://listenupresearch.org/adultification/
https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://www.met.police.uk/SysSiteAssets/media/downloads/met/about-us/baroness-casey-review/update-march-2023/baroness-casey-review-march-2023a.pdf
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Reflection: Here are some 
examples of questions to 
consider individually and 
within your teams:

•	 How can you identify and 
assertively challenge 
the discomfort of white 
colleagues and partners, 
ensuring that their 
individual needs do not 
take precedence over the 
needs of children?

•	 What support can you 
access to effectively 
manage this issue, 
respond to racism and 
resistance, and enable 
the multi-agency network 
to maintain its focus on 
safeguarding?

•	 What resources can 
you utilise within your 
workplace to address 
these challenges, 
particularly in recognising 
and addressing 
adultification as a 
manifestation of racism?



The review found that trust is not 
always present in the relationships 
between safeguarding practitioners, 
and this can impact confidence in 
other agencies capacity to share the 
same values and approaches when 
addressing adultification. This was 
particularly stark in relation to the 
police, with responses indicating 
a lack of trust in their ability to 
respond to children in a way that 
promotes their safety and 
wellbeing, with one practitioner 
acknowledging that ‘there is so 
much harm that comes from 
contact with the police.’ 

This lack of trust is rooted in 
examples of children being 
subjected to inappropriate police 
processes where their safety is not 
prioritised, causing tension between 
professionals. One focus group 
discussed an incident where a Black 

child, who had been hospitalised with 
a knife wound, had been handcuffed 
to their hospital bed. The police 
insisted the child be discharged so 
they could be questioned at the 
police station, despite the health 
practitioners advocating that this 
shouldn’t happen. The police insisted 
on this outcome and said ‘his mother 
had to go with him to the police 
station to be interviewed, while he 
was on morphine... [the police view 
was that] he was ‘on the road’, his 
brother was a gang member’. 

This review echoes a recurring 
theme within safeguarding practice 
related to trust in the police35,  with 
some practitioners presenting a 
sense of defeat and low confidence 
in the police’s ability to engage with 
and safeguard children in a safe and 
age-appropriate way, that also aligns 
to the Child First 36 perspective. 

Trust in the police

36

https://www.crestadvisory.com/post/forgotten-voices-policing-stop-and-search-and-the-perspectives-of-black-children
https://yjresourcehub.uk/wp-content/uploads/media/Child_First_Overview_and_Guide_April_2022_YJB.pdf
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Lack of trust is rooted in examples 
of children being subjected to 
inappropriate police processes where 
their safety is not prioritised, causing 
tension between professionals



Agencies should use their 
power and position to challenge 

inappropriate police processes 
and advocate for children

38

Whilst some agencies lack 
trust in the police, they are not 
impacted in the same way by this 
as children and their families, 
and they should use their 
power and position to challenge 
inappropriate police processes 
and advocate for children. There 
are significant disparities in trust 
towards police among children, 
particularly with Black children37. 
This highlights a critical need to 
address the trust gap between 

police and children as well as 
other safeguarding professionals 
to ensure equitable safety and 
justice for all communities. This 
review surfaced issues regarding 
trust with the police which have 
been persistently echoed and 
evidenced across several reports38 
and further emphasises the 
need for police to address their 
practices related to safeguarding 
and engagement with children.

37. Crest Advisory, (2022) As above

https://www.met.police.uk/SysSiteAssets/media/downloads/met/about-us/baroness-casey-review/update-march-2023/baroness-casey-review-march-2023a.pdf
https://www.met.police.uk/SysSiteAssets/media/downloads/met/about-us/baroness-casey-review/update-march-2023/baroness-casey-review-march-2023a.pdf
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Reflection: The following 
questions are specifically 
focused on policing but can 
be extended to wider partner 
agencies:

•	 How can you build and 
maintain trust with the 
police while ensuring they 
are held accountable, 
especially considering 
the experiences of Black 
children and their families?

•	 What strategies can you use 
to effectively communicate 
with the police about the 
needs and rights of children, 
ensuring their safety and 
wellbeing are prioritised?

•	 How can multi-agency 
partnerships ensure 
accountability among 
the police and their own 
agencies to promote a Child 
First/centred approach, 
particularly in addressing 
adultification and its 
impacts?
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Across various publications we 
have heard directly from children 
and families39 about how they have 
been impacted by adultification. 
This review acknowledged that 
children and their families can not 
only identify adultification, but 
they also understand and feel the 
racist undertones, which further 
compounds their experiences of 
low psychological safety and trust 
with those organisations who are 
supposed to offer support and 
protection. The practitioners who 
engaged with this review identified 
that parents and carers were 
key partners in identifying and 
responding to adultification, but 
felt consideration was needed in 
terms of how to educate children 
and parents and carers with 
cultural humility. 

A senior leader in a voluntary and 
community organisation which 
supports children who go missing 
shared that she felt it was clear that 
children are aware of themselves 

and their peers being adultified. She 
said ‘this isn’t just something that 
impacts the response they receive, 
but something they’re consciously 
aware of happening. I think this 
means it’s going to take quite a 
long time for professionals to 
rebuild trust on this.’ 

Some participants explored the idea 
of engaging children on this issue 
as, for Black children, it is important 
to understand what they are 
experiencing, with one practitioner 
celebrating the ‘power in their 
voices’ but also questioning how to 
educate and create space to elevate 
their voice ‘without the burden’ on 
the child that comes with that. It is 
important to consider how to involve 
children in shaping responses 
without continually expecting them 
to share their experiences of harm. 
Instead, it is important to explore 
with children how the learning and 
changes implemented by services 
has impacted children’s experiences 
of safeguarding and support. 

Involving children 
and families

39. See Also: Barnardo’s and Listen Up, (2023) Double Discrimination: Black care-experienced young adults 
navigating the criminal justice system. 

https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Double%20Discrimination%20-%20Black%20care-experienced%20young%20adults%20navigating%20the%20criminal%20justice%20system%20report.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/Double%20Discrimination%20-%20Black%20care-experienced%20young%20adults%20navigating%20the%20criminal%20justice%20system%20report.pdf


It is important to explore
with children how the learning and
changes implemented by services
has impacted children’s experiences
of safeguarding and support

41
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After engaging with Listen Up 
one Local Authority worked 
with young and independent 
Scrutineers to undertake a deep 
dive into adultification and work 
collaboratively with children 
and create opportunities to hear 
their views, experiences, and 
feelings directly. The deep dive 
included a literature review, survey, 
engagement with other children 
via education settings, Youth 
Parliament, and a roundtable event. 
The activities revealed a lack of trust 
in services and showed that children 
are aware that adultification is 
happening every day, from an early 
age, to children of all genders, 
from multiple sources, and in 
multiple places.

Through this process children 
shared that they are often treated 
as problems, and as a risk, and that 
they feel there is an assumption that 
they are dangerous and criminal 
before they are seen as children. 
Consequently, adultification impacts 
on their safety, confidence, trust, 
and aspirations. 

In response to these findings 
the Local Authority increased 
efforts to identify and respond to 
adultification in youth offending 
teams, created opportunities for 
reverse mentoring within the 
police, and held a student 
conference, while schools in the 
area adopted a manifesto created 
by the Scrutineers. 

Children shared that they are often 
treated as problems, and as a risk, and that 

they feel there is an assumption that they 
are dangerous and criminal before they 

are seen as children
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Reflection: Thinking about 
the needs of Black children 
and their families, the 
following questions are to be 
used to support your current 
practice:

•	 How can your organisation 
rebuild trust with Black 
children and their 
families, considering 
their experiences of 
adultification and 
the associated racist 
undertones?

•	 How can your organisation 
better understand and 
consider communal and 
generational trauma 
experienced by Black 
children and their families?

•	 How can you create space 
to elevate the voices of 
Black children without 
placing the burden of 
sharing their experiences 
of harm on them?



As evidenced earlier in this 
review, adultification can occur 
in a wide range of contexts and 
across all ages of childhood, but 
this review surfaced that there 
is currently little consensus or 
consistency in how different 
organisations are recognising 
and addressing adultification. 
Several practitioners shared that 
data is not routinely collected to 
recognise the scale of the issue 
or to support the identification of 
potential patterns in adultification, 
with one practitioner stating that 
‘there is a lack of data analysis 
conducted that look[s] for 
patterns and trends at points 
of interaction with children.’ 
Drawing on the developments in 
responses to sexual and criminal 

exploitation and children who go 
missing, it was suggested that 
effective data collection could 
help to bring some consistency 
in identification and response 
to adultification. Although data 
collection itself does not address 
the practice of adultification, it 
can help to illuminate disparities in 
identification and response. This 
has been highlighted in research40  
which observed disparities in 
the recorded risk factors and the 
responses received by missing 
children from various ethnic groups. 
This was particularly evident for 
Black children who were less likely 
to have vulnerability indicators, such 
as mental health or exploitation 
flags, recorded on their case when 
compared to white children. 

Organisational variance 
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A safeguarding system which 
enables adultification is not only 

failing in its duty to safeguard 
children but is harmful to them

https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Missing_Ethnicity-report.pdf
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The review highlighted stark 
organisational variations to 
engaging in relational, person-
centred, and care led approaches. 

One health practitioner shared 
their concerns for children being 
expected to engage in child 
protection medicals without the 
support of a trusted adult, whilst 
another spoke about children 
who had experienced sexual 
abuse receiving different 
responses in health settings, 
with one taking a very child 
focussed and caring approach, 
including letting them sleep, 
whilst others prioritised gathering 
evidence and police procedures. 

Such inconsistent sensitivity does 
not align with a Child First approach, 
which should ensure child centred 
decision making, offer psychological 
and emotional support and 
developmentally appropriate care. 
If practices do not consistently align 
with this approach across the multi-
agency partnership, it can impact 
the whole network’s ability 

to ensure children’s needs are met 
and erode children’s trust and ability 
to engage with services. This can 
result in longer term impacts on 
children’s health, wellbeing, and 
ability to recover from the harm they 
have experienced. 

Similar sentiments were shared in 
the focus group with practitioners 
from the voluntary and community 
sector who spoke about ‘the 
absence or removal of love and 
care’ in safeguarding practice as 
contributing to the adultification of 
children. The perception that some 
children are not treated as if they 
are deserving of, or needing, love 
and care, led them to challenge the 
sector to think about ‘how we are 
loving and caring for’ the children 
who encounter it. This echoes similar 
findings from research conducted in 
North America41 which shows that 
Black girls as young as five years old 
are perceived as not needing nurture 
or care. A safeguarding system 
which enables adultification is not 
only failing in its duty to safeguard 
children but is harmful to them. 
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https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3000695


Reflection: The following 
questions are to be used to 
support your current practice 
moving towards a cohesive 
way of working and one that 
encourages relational practice

•	 What opportunities do you 
have to explore existing data 
and apply an adultification 
lens to identify patterns and 
trends, ensuring consistency 
in recognising and 
addressing adultification 
within and across different 
organisations?

•	 How do you address 
organisational variations 
in engaging with relational, 
person-centred, and care-
led approaches to ensure 
a consistent Child First 
perspective?

•	 How do you build confidence 
in your practice to show love 
and care specifically to Black 
children, and what hinders 
this? How can you overcome 
these barriers to ensure a 
child-centred approach?

47



The review surfaced an appetite 
to take what had been learned and 
to fully integrate it into practice 
but identified the need for strong 
strategic leadership to support 
comprehensive awareness, 
identification, and response in 
frontline practice. One social work 
practitioner shared that they felt 
that ‘practitioner level awareness 
needs to be supported with 
strategic senior support.’ However, 
there was also reflection that some 
strategic leaders may be unsure how 
to implement actions to address 
adultification, with one practitioner 
stating that they felt that ‘strategic 
and operational leads [are] unsure 
how to move their understanding 
around adultification into action.’ 
The review surfaced some concerns 
among practitioners in relation to 
how key messages from the training 

were being put into action, with 
one acknowledging that ‘training 
does not make you an expert. 
We can amend language, but 
we have to be better’

Despite some reservations 
participants described practical 
examples of how they were 
implementing the learning, including 
cascading training, adapting, and 
challenging language, using quality 
assurance processes to support this, 
and creating and updating policies 
with reference to adultification. 
There was also consideration of 
how to bring their learning around 
adultification into reflective practice 
spaces to enable practitioners to 
consider responses and develop 
audits that consider adultification.

Strategic leadership 
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The review identified the need
for strong strategic leadership to

support comprehensive awareness,
identification, and response in

frontline practice
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Some practitioners identified 
pockets of resistance and 
defensiveness around the issue 
and were considering how best 
to challenge those who were 
less connected to addressing 
adultification without ‘othering’ 
or alienating them, whilst also 
ensuring that everyone recognises 
their responsibilities to address 
it as a safeguarding matter. This 
was discussed by some senior 
leaders who raised their concerns 
that there is less understanding of 
adultification at the operational 
level of practice – amongst the very 
practitioners who are most likely to 
be working directly with children. 
One reflection centred on their 
hope that an increased application 
of knowledge about adultification 
in practice will ‘encourage leaders 
to consider how Black children are 
perceived.’ It is crucial that senior 
leaders have oversight of, and give 
permission to speak on racism, 
adultification, and how these impact 
on the perceptions of children and 
their vulnerability. 

In addition, there were reflections on 
the more pervasive issue of senior 
leaders advocating for children at a 
systemic level, such as addressing 
how the media reports on Black 
and minoritised children affected 

by crime, criminal exploitation, 
and sexual exploitation, impact 
on experiences of adultification. 
One voluntary sector leader 
shared that they felt ‘the media 
informs the public’s perception of 
vulnerability and safeguarding, 
and in turn will partly inform 
professional’s perceptions as 
members of the public. There 
are blatant differences still in 
media representation of Black 
children when compared to white 
children, and they play a role in 
adultification.’ 

These concerns are echoed in 
research42  which confirms that the 
media contributes significantly to 
shaping the discourse surrounding 
Black children who go missing and 
that Black children are acutely 
aware that they are reported 
differently in the media in 
comparison to white children. Senior 
leaders across the safeguarding 
sector hold a responsibility to 
understand the impact this has on 
children’s everyday experiences 
and safeguarding practice, and 
therefore need to be proactive in 
challenging this, not only within the 
safeguarding sector but also directly 
with the agencies responsible for 
perpetuating the conditions which 
contribute to adultification. 

https://listenupresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Final_Experiences-of-Black-missing-children-Voices-report.pdf
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Reflection: The following 
questions are to support 
your current practice. 
Consider what is in place, 
what could be strengthened, 
and how leadership can 
enhance responses to 
adultification:

•	 How can strategic leaders 
support the integration 
of adultification 
awareness into practice, 
ensuring comprehensive 
identification and response 
at all levels?

•	 What practical steps 
can be taken to move 
from understanding 
adultification to 
implementing actions that 
address it effectively in 
your organisation?

•	 How do you address 
resistance and 
defensiveness among 
the workforce, ensuring 
a collective commitment 
to recognising 
and responding to 
adultification?
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This review evidences a growing 
understanding of adultification 
within safeguarding practice with 
children and families. As well as 
increasing references in research 
and LCSPR’s, professionals in the 
sector are implementing their 
learning on adultification into 
practice using a range of methods. 

Adultification and the PIA model 
is used by The Panel43 to enable 
analysis of rapid reviews and LCSPRs. 
The recently published report It’s 
Silent44 makes frequent reference 
to adultification and provides some 
useful case studies relating to how it 
shows up in safeguarding practice. 
The Vulnerability Knowledge and 
Practice Programme (VKPP) works 
within the College of Policing 
and were early adopters of the 
adultification learning with Listen 
Up in 2020. Following engagement 
with the sessions they produced a 
Spotlight Briefing which ensured 
adultification was articulated clearly 
and factored into police learning 

from two Serious Case Reviews. 
They have also used the term in 
Equality Impact Assessments and 
their Vulnerability strategy and 
Violence Against Women and Girls’ 
strategy. Whilst they recognise that 
they are still early in the journey 
of adultification, they hope their 
learning can cut across all areas 
in their unit. 

The Independent Office for 
Police Conduct utilised the 
adultification learning to reflect 
on the approaches taken around 
the strip searches of children 
and have reviewed and issued 10 
national recommendations in 2024. 
Additionally, they have included 
adultification in their race and 
discrimination thematic work 
focused on internal complaint 
handling and their updated race and 
discrimination guidelines. MOPAC 
have also included reference to 
adultification in their Violence 
Against Women and Girls’ strategy.

Promising Practice 

44. Children’s Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (2025) As above 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/race-racism-and-safeguarding-children
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“I think considering this subject is new 
to many, and some of us never heard 
of the term before, like only in the last 
few years – we’re really trying. I feel 
hopeful but we have to be in this for 
the long term”
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Through this review we have learnt 
that the PIA model is being used 
in safeguarding reports and to 
challenge language and escalating 
concerns. We have heard from legal 
practitioners within a children’s 
law organisation who are being 
empowered by the model to 
advocate for and support children 
coming into the criminal justice 
system. Additionally, a Youth Justice 
service has developed a quality 
assurance framework to review 
reports before they are submitted 
to court proceedings to ensure that 
appropriate language is used and 
challenge around adultification is 
built into the system. 

Following the delivery of Listen Up 
training 10 Local Authorities formed 
a Community of Practice where 
different organisations and local 
authorities come together every six 
weeks to focus on adultification.  

The Community of Practice 
considers the latest research 
and how to identify and respond 
to adultification and emerging 
challenges. They also publish a 
regular newsletter to engage 
an even wider audience. The 
group meet regularly to ensure 
that continual progress is being 
made. Since their formation they 
have delivered training across 
their teams, involved children in 
knowledge exchange, developed 
an escalation processes for when 
adultification is identified, created 
a working group to develop a multi-
agency protocol for More Thorough 
Intimate Parts Searches (MTIPS), and 
developed a plan to audit records 
of children subjected to them. The 
working group are also exploring the 
role of parents as appropriate adults, 
the nature of informed consent, 
and how they can be supported to 
advocate for their children.
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Reflection: It is important 
to remain hopeful and 
acknowledge promising 
practices. The following 
questions are designed 
to aid in supporting that 
positivity:

•	 What helps you to remain 
hopeful in your practice, 
and how can this be 
shared with colleagues 
and partners to support 
a positive and proactive 
approach?

•	 What positive progress 
has been made within your 
organisation in addressing 
adultification, and how 
can this be highlighted and 
built upon?

•	 How are you recognising 
and celebrating the 
progress and positive 
steps being made in 
your organisation and 
across multi-agency 
partnerships?



6

Conclusions and
Recommendations
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This report set out to examine 
the impact of the learning, 
development, and consultation on 
adultification delivered by Listen 
Up on safeguarding practice. 
Drawing on available literature, as 
well as reflections and experiences 
of practitioners from across the 
safeguarding sector who engaged 
with Listen Up and applied their 
learning to practice, we can pause 
and review the current picture of 
adultification in the UK.

Progress has been made in raising 
awareness and understanding of 
adultification. This is evidenced 
not only in the feedback from 
those who engaged with Listen 
Up’s learning and development 
support but also in the increasing 
recognition of adultification 
within research, LCSPR’s, guidance 
documents, and practice resources. 
This remains crucial as we become 

more aware of how children 
recognise and understand the 
adultification they experience 
and the impact this has on their 
ability to trust and engage with 
services designed to support 
and safeguard them.

The review highlights several 
key areas where progress has 
been made. Practitioners report 
a greater understanding of the 
concept of adultification and its 
implications for safeguarding 
practice. They note that the training 
and consultation provided by Listen 
Up has equipped them with the 
tools and knowledge to identify and 
address adultification in their work. 
This is reflected in the feedback 
from children and families, who 
report feeling more understood and 
supported by professionals who 
have undergone this training.

Conclusion
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Critical challenges remain. 
Addressing and tackling racism and 
adultification, as a manifestation of 
racism within our public services, 
continues to be a significant 
issue. This reflects wider systemic 
inequalities that impact trust not 
only with children and families 
but also between agencies and 
professionals, most notably the 
police. The review highlights 
the need for a more consistent 
and unified approach across 
organisations, with strategic 
leaders playing a crucial role in 
driving this change.

The involvement of children 
and families in decision-making 
processes is identified as a 
vital component of effective 
safeguarding practice. The young 
Scrutineer’s work demonstrates 
a practical approach to involving 
children in creating solutions to 

the issues they are impacted by. 
This highlights the importance of 
creating opportunities for children 
and families to contribute to the 
development of practices related 
to adultification.

In conclusion, while considerable 
progress has been made in raising 
awareness and understanding of 
adultification, ongoing efforts 
are needed to address the 
systemic issues that underpin this 
phenomenon. The commitment 
of highly motivated individuals 
within the sector is evident, but this 
needs to be supported by strategic 
leaders and reinforced by national 
guidance and policy. Prioritising 
the involvement of children and 
families in decision-making and 
practice development is essential 
for creating a more equitable and 
effective safeguarding system.

Racism and adultification within public 
services remain critical issues, reflecting 
broader systemic inequalities that erode 

trust between children, families, and 
professionals, particularly with the police
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Recommendations

1.	 Adultification should be 
included in statutory national 
guidance and policy, such as 
the Department for Education’s 
Working Together Guidance 
and Keeping Children Safe in 
Education. It should also be 
integrated into the inspection 
frameworks of Ofsted, CQC, 
HMICFRS, and HMI Probation.

2.	 Anti-racism, intersectionality, and 
adultification should be explicitly 
referenced in safeguarding 
frameworks and local strategies, 
with a focus on understanding 
and applying these concepts 
within safeguarding practice.

3.	 Safeguarding partnerships 
should create methods to 
collect and analyse data on 
adultification to contribute 
to a deeper understanding 
of the issues. This includes 

identifying specific touchpoints 
where children are likely to 
be impacted by adultification 
to inform the development 
of policies and practices that 
respond appropriately and 
address disparities in recording 
and responding to the needs of     
Black children

4.	 Research and safeguarding 
partnerships need to expand 
their focus to better understand 
and identify how adultification 
impacts other groups of children, 
such as those in their early years.

5.	 Safeguarding partnerships should 
create meaningful participatory 
approaches to involving children 
when developing responses to 
adultification.
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Appendix A: Professional 
Inter-Adultification Model  

INTERSECTIONALITY

Racism &
Discrimination

Societal 
stereotypes, 

personal biases 
& beliefs

Reduced 
organisational 
& professional 
curiosity

Erasure/
reduction of 
innocence & 

childhood

Increased 
levels of
responsibility/
culpability

Child’s 
rights not 

upheld

Preconditions of adultification

Framing of children

Impact on children

Children’s rights
Adultification erodes children’s rights. It 
leaves children unsupported, unprotected 
and unsafe; consequently, more vulnerable 
to abuse and exploitation

Increased responsibility
When children are ascribed 
adult-like characteristics 
they are viewed as being 
more responsible and 
culpable than their peers

Notions of childhood
By framing children as 
more adult-like, their innate 
vulnerability is decreased. 
Adultification influences 
responses in health, justice, 
education and safeguarding

Discrimination & Biases
It is important that we 
recognise the role of 
biases and prejudices 
and the power we hold 
as individuals. We must 
apply an intersectional 
lens when considering 
a child’s needs and 
experiences

The PIA Model

Reduced curiosity
Professional 
interactions and 
interventions focus 
on the application 
of procedures 
and standardised 
approaches, which do 
not account for the 
intersectional elements 
of a child’s life 
or their needs

(Listen Up, 2020)
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Appendix A: Professional 
Inter-Adultification: Conditions  

64

INTERSECTIONALITY

Racism &
Discrimination

Societal 
stereotypes, 

personal biases 
& beliefs

Reduced 
organisational 
& professional 
curiosity

Erasure/
reduction of 
innocence & 

childhood

Increased 
levels of
responsibility/
culpability

Child’s 
rights not 

upheld

Preconditions of adultification

Framing of children

Impact on children

Children’s rights
•	 Enforcement replaces safeguarding & 

protection
•	 Delayed safeguarding responses
•	 Agencies produce or reproduce harm
•	 Children not safe in out outside of  

the home

Increased responsibility
•	 Victim blaming (planning, case 

notes, decision making)
•	 Trauma related responses 

weaponised (the naughty child)
•	 Assumed agency & capacity (incl 

erasure of neuro-diversity)
•	 Hyper focus on child & not 

considering context

Notions of childhood
•	 Compassion fatigue: 

limited empathy, care and 
concern

•	 A moving away from child 
first approaches

•	 Punitive decision making 
with no flex

•	 Criminality/suspicion 
central focus in decision 
making/ strategizing

Discrimination & Biases
•	 Inaction in agencies 

to promote & sustain 
learning

•	 anti-racist practice
•	 Reluctance or fear 

to explore, expose & 
encourage discussion

•	 Hyper focus on 
Interpersonal issues

The PIA Model

Reduced curiosity
•	 A lack of 

professional enquiry
•	 Process driven and 

limited scrutiny
•	 Shoehorning & 

standardised 
approaches

•	 Not getting to           
the why

(Listen Up, 2023)



Appendix B: Glossary and definitions 

Adultification Adultification refers to the process by which 
children, particularly Black children, are perceived 
and treated as older or more mature than they are, 
often due to racial or gender biases. This denies 
them the presumed innocence and vulnerability 
typically afforded to children. Adultification is 
a form of dehumanisation, especially impacting 
Black children, and influences how they are 
safeguarded 45. It spans from pre-birth through 
adulthood, perpetuating racialised experiences 
and bias throughout the life course. 

Race Race is a protected characteristic under the 
Equality Act 2010, defined as including colour, 
nationality, ethnic, or national origins. It is a social 
construct often linked to physical attributes 
like skin colour or appearance (e.g., Black, or 
White). Historically, race has been used to justify 
differential treatment of individuals and groups, 
particularly in relation to colonisation46. In this 
context, race often shapes the differential 
treatment of children and families within the 
safeguarding system.

Ethnicity While race and ethnicity are often used 
interchangeably, ethnicity is a broader concept, 
referring to shared cultural traits such as 
language, traditions, religion, and ancestry. 
Ethnicity can be a positive identity rooted in 
shared cultural heritage (e.g., African-Caribbean, 
Indian, Irish) and is often distinct from the negative 
racial experiences associated with race47.

Term Definition
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45. See Also: Listen Up, 2020 definition 

47. Crest Advisory, (2022) As above

https://listenupresearch.org/adultification/
https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/32/2025/01/Academic-Insights-Adultification-bias-within-child-protection-and-safeguarding.pdf
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/ethnic-minority-lawyers/a-guide-to-race-and-ethnicity-terminology-and-language
https://listenupresearch.org/adultification/


Racism Racism involves prejudice, discrimination, or 
antagonism against individuals or groups based 
on their race or ethnicity, particularly when those 
groups are marginalised48. It manifests in 
four forms49 :

1.	 Systemic/Societal Racism: Macro-level 
ideologies, laws, policies, and practices that 
perpetuate unequal access to resources and 
opportunities.

2.	 Institutional/Community Racism: 
Discriminatory policies and practices within 
organisations and communities that sustain 
inequities.

3.	 Interpersonal/Relational Racism: Prejudiced 
interactions between individuals, both verbal 
and non-verbal.

4.	 Intrapersonal/Individual Racism: Internalised 
racial biases and prejudices 

Culture Culture refers to the shared beliefs, values, 
customs, and practices that define a group of 
people and enable their survival and adaptation. 
These cultural norms guide patterns of thinking, 
behaviour, communication, and interaction.50

Term Definition

48.  Oxford English Dictionary (2023). “Racism”. Available at: https://www.oed.com/ dictionary/racism_n 

50.  Equity in the Centre (n.d.). Racial Equity Tools. Available at: www.racialequitytools.org/ resources/
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https://cssp.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Racism_Anti-Racism_Social_Ecological-Graphic_01112023.pdf
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Cultural Humility An approach to understanding and respecting the 
cultural identities of individuals and communities. 
Unlike Cultural Competence, which implies a 
mastery of knowledge of different cultures, 
cultural humility is a lifelong process of self-
reflection and critique, where individuals not only 
learn about another’s culture but start with an 
examination of their own bias, beliefs and cultural 
identities. It involves recognising and challenging 
power imbalances and actively working to develop 
respectful partnerships with individuals and 
communities51.

Term Definition

Intersectionality Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, 
intersectionality52 is a framework for 
understanding how various forms of oppression, 
such as racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia, 
and colonialism, intersect and compound each 
other. It recognises that individuals’ experiences 
of privilege and oppression are shaped by their 
unique combination of identities, which are 
influenced by existing power structures.

Oppression Oppression refers to the unjust treatment or 
control of individuals or groups through systemic 
power, norms, and institutions. It operates to 
marginalise or disadvantage certain groups, 
including children, by denying them rights or 
opportunities.

51. Tervalon, M. and Murray-García, J., 1998. Cultural humility versus cultural competence: A critical 
distinction in defining physician training outcomes in multicultural education. 

https://knowledge.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2022/01/intersectionality-resource-guide-and-toolkit
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