
 

A request for services to be provided by children’s social care from: police; schools; health services; 

local authority services; individuals; other/unknown. 

Decision 

Referrals going on to be in need 

 

Referral 

straight to 

looked-after 

child 

A section 47 enquiry is an investigation when there is 

reasonable cause to suspect that a child is suffering, 

or is likely to suffer from harm. 

Child protection conference to determine services to 

meet needs. 

Decision 

 

A child protection plan sets out how a child can be kept 

safe, how things can be made better for the family and 

what support they will need 

This is the stage where a local authority commits to 

specific actions. 

Decision 

Looked-after children (also known as children in care) 

Child in need. 

No further action. 
Child 

in need. 

No 

action. 

Child in need. 

No further action. 

Assessed as not in need; some 

may receive information or advice 

or referral to another agency. 

No further action. 

 
 

 

Figure 1 

Children’s social care in England 
 

Main stages of children’s social care system in England 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Assessment 

To determine whether the 

child is in need under the 

terms of section 17 of the 

Children Act 1989. 

 
 
 

Decision 

 

  

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes 

1 This diagram shows only the main stages for a child proceeding through the children’s social care system. It is possible that a child will follow different paths depending on individual circumstances. 

2 Referrals: there may be more than one referral per child across the year. 

3 A child can have more than one assessment and more than one episode of need during this period. Practices may differ between local authorities in reaching the statutory child in need threshold and recording separate 

episodes. 

 
Source: National Audit Office analysis of HM Government, Working Together to Safeguard children: A guide to inter-agency working to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, July 2018 
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