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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 lesser-heard backgrounds. 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.

Impact



Brought it on 
themselves

Streetwise 

Looks 
and acts 

grown up

They seem 
more 

resilient

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)
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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



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.

Key Findings



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.

ADULTIFICATION

Superficial 
awareness
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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.

Race and racism 



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.

Trust in the 
police



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. 



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. 

Organisational 
variance 



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 the application of learning 
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.
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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.
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