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Living on the margins of society

Individuals have described the lack of records (including
photos), contact with birth family or acknowledgement by
institutions and the impact this has had on their sense of
identity. Reflecting back on childhood, the sense of loss in
people’s testimonies stands out. People have often become;
upset during the hearing when recalling a lost childhood.

In particular, we have heard people grieve for the opportunit
to be loved, to play, to live without fear and to fulfil their

full potential.

Many described feeling isolated as adults, either because of
difficulties building relationships or because it was so hard
for others to hear and understand their experiences. Some
had carried a sense of stigma and exclusion over from their

childhoods, and found that poor education, difficulties in

employment, homelessness, low self-esteem and confidence,
and lack of family all compounded their experience.

Successful outcomes

Some spoke about achieving success in adult life and the
pride they felt at their accomplishments. The ‘survivor’ label
feels particularly important for some, whilst for others they
identified small tokens in their childhood that helped them to
embrace their potential as adults, such as friendships, positive
attention from an adult, or schooling. Some have actively
pursued social justice agendas or caring professions in their
adulthood, informed by their own experiences — good or bad.

“I didn’t realise how
much they have
taken from me,

they’ve taken

everything”
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Reflections on what
we have heard so far

For all children, early experiences play a
significant role in shaping their lives and building
their future life chances. Self-confidence and
self-esteem, the ability to manage relationships,
trust others and build life skills are all rooted in
the care and protection that surrounds children
from birth. A strong early start guides a sense
of self and identity, who you are as a person,
that builds resilience for coping with distressing
events.

The testimonies we have heard paint a picture
of childcare that in some ways might seem alien
now. Many of the testimonies describe family,
school and institutional life in post-war austerity
and the early days of the welfare state.

pm

The abuse that took place in institutions was
unequivocally wrong even at the time and
cannot be excused by assumptions of ‘that’s
just how it was back then’. The experience of
care has often led to lifelong adversity. Some of
the consequences of institutional failure are not
as obvious as homelessness or unemployment,
but are carried as a psychological burden by
those who have spoken to the Forum.

Of those who have spoken to the Forum, a
large number have described abuse inflicted by
those who should have cared for and protected
children. Repeated incidents by the same or
different adults at varying institutions would
have left children with a deep sense of fear
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Reflections on what we have heard so far

and mistrust. When the source of fear and
harm is also the place that children reach to for
comfort and protection, they may engage in a
variety of understandable strategies to cope.
We have heard about denial, shutting off, and
self-blame, which all serve to protect the care-
giving relationship that is essential to children.
We have heard of the lifelong impact of these
experiences and coping strategies in those
who describe adulthoods marked by low mood,
dissociation, self-harm, suicide and violence.
There are costs to dissociation and internalising
shame and guilt; costs many adults with these
care experiences are carrying to

this day.

When the response to disclosure is punishment,
disbelief, or moving the child, this can have

a further damaging effect. The failure of
institutions and responsible adults to make
abuse stop can have a profound effect on

an individual’s beliefs about deserving such
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treatment. When witnesses are other children,
the abuse provides a way of maintaining control
and silencing the voices of others through fear
of being subjected to the same treatment.
Living in an atmosphere of fear and humiliation,
of constant threat, makes it hard for any child
to focus on anything but survival. Education,
enjoyment and a child’s belief in its own value
will be threatened.

Making abusive practices part of the way

things are done can disempower children and
young people, making it even more difficult to
challenge such practices or believe change is
possible. Some have described experiences
that, up until now, they considered unspeakable.
For some, speaking to the Forum is the first
time they have been heard. Giving testimony
and being taken seriously have the potential to
break a long-held silence, protect others and
challenge the hold over people, long after abuse
or mistreatment has seemingly ended.



It is essential that we build and maintain services
that understand the experiences of people who
have lived through abuse and trauma in care,
and properly recognise the lifelong impact.

Care settings should be properly resourced

to provide a nurturing environment in which
children and young people can recover and
thrive. Caring for children and young people
who have been separated from their families,
often repeatedly displaced, and who may have
experienced significant trauma before entering
care, requires staff with specialist skills. Well-
trained, supported and screened staff can
experience and manage emotions, support
positive, long-lasting relationships, and provide
safe contexts for disclosure.

The absence of records is felt deeply by many
who have spoken. The Forum has a pivotal

role in documenting children’s experiences

in residential care in Scotland. In doing so,

it creates a national record for Scotland that
forms a public acknowledgement of experience
and ongoing consequences. It is essential that
individuals with these experiences have the
opportunity for acknowledgement, accountability
and appropriate, tailored support. However, we
also need to keep in mind the importance of
maintaining the progress made, creating care
environments where future vulnerabilities to
exploitation are tackled, and continually strive
to support children and young people who are
looked after away from home to reach the same
potential, despite the unique circumstances
that shape their lives. The care and support
that surround young people on leaving care and
beyond are pivotal to them continuing to strive
and achieve.
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Learning from
good practice

We can determine from testimonies that there
are things that people who worked in residential
care did get right. For a minority, institutional
care was a respite from neglectful and abusive
parenting and shows that substitute parenting
can be successful. A child’s potential can be
dramatically improved through some apparently

Be heard,
difference

We invite all people who have experienced
residential care in Scotland to think about giving
their testimony to the Forum.

simple practices carried out by properly trained
and screened staff. These include providing

love and affection, closeness, and a confiding
relationship within safe boundaries. Without
doubt, regular safe contact with family members
could help maintain a sense of connection and
build a sense of identity.

make a

You can take part if you spent time as a child in
an institution providing a care or health service

in Scotland.

Visit www.nationalconfidentialforum.org.uk or call 0800 121 4773
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f you would like
to come to the
Forum you might
ike to know...




Each person who came forward has been
helped to take control of the process and made
to feel as safe and comfortable as possible.

An individual member of staff was assigned to
provide consistent and familiar support through
the process from beginning to end. This process
varied from 3 weeks to 18 months.

The first step in taking part was the completion

of a form available on the Forum’s website
(www.nationalconfidentialforum.org).

Once received, support staff made sure each
person was fully aware of the Forum’s purpose
and understood the process. It was entirely each
person’s decision if he or she wanted to give a
testimony at a hearing to be held at a convenient
time in the morning or afternoon during weekdays.

Special measures were put in place to remove any
barriers to participation, both in terms of emotional
needs and on a practical level. For example,
overnight hotel accommodation and its costs were
provided for those people travelling long distances.
For those unfamiliar with Glasgow, support staff

were able to arrange transport to reduce the stress

of finding the venue. All of this was established
by several telephone conversations, the pace and
frequency of which were guided by each person.

People were encouraged to bring one or two
supporters to the hearing. Support staff made
people aware that they could provide testimony
by being recorded at the hearing or in a written
submission. In the Forum’s experience, recording
the testimony ensures Forum Members can focus
on listening and capture all that is said.

The act of retelling childhood experiences —

both positive and negative — can evoke strong
emotions. Everyone who took part could stop the
process at any stage — they were always in control.

Some people identified areas where they were
struggling with the long-term impact of their
care experience. After the hearing, support
staff signposted people to organisations,
where possible, such as counselling, trauma
support services, survivor support services and
advocacy.
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What we have
earned and
Improvements
to processes

Gathering testimonies is an ongoing process,
and the support staff at the Forum are keen
to make improvements to procedures as we
go along. Specific improvements to date
include changes before, during and after
giving testimony.
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More support

atter giving

testimony

The situation

The relationship between the Forum and
participants would usually end immediately after
the hearing. While the Forum'’s support staff
would signpost information and give details of
the Advice and Guidance Helpline, no proactive
contact was made with those who had given
testimony.

What we learned

In general, most who had spoken were relieved
and feeling positive immediately after giving
their testimony. Support staff would always
advise that the feeling may not last and that
they may experience more negative emotions
further down the line. We encouraged calls, but
the numbers were so low as to cause concern.
So, we looked at how we could provide more
support after the hearing process.

Improvements

We introduced follow-up calls; the first call

is made two days after giving testimony when
feelings are often most heightened. A further
follow-up call takes place two weeks later,

if necessary.

Outcome

According to feedback, the follow-up calls are
welcome and effective, giving an opportunity to
talk about any issues or concemns. The follow-
up calls work well to complement the services
provided by the Advice and Guidance Helpline.
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Informed choice

The situation
Applications were being taken over the phone,
at the first point of contact.

What we learned

We needed to give people sufficient information
about the Forum to allow them to decide if

they wanted to give their testimony. This would
not necessarily be possible over the phone,
particularly if they needed to refer to information
that was not easily to hand.
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Improvements

We no longer take applications at first point of
contact. After an initial discussion, we send the
information booklet through the post or by email
and encourage the completion of the application
form in their own time. We will take applications
over the phone after this point.

Outcome

We can be sure that people have the information
they might need to hand, which the support
staff can also refer to this during the process.



Greater flexibility

The situation

When the Forum started to hear testimonies,
the processes and protocols were based on
set timeframes. For example, hearings would
always be scheduled for two-weeks from
receiving a formal application.

What we learned

Giving testimony is extremely personal, and
many of those involved are vulnerable or may
be engaged in other processes, such as
other investigations, searching for records
or therapeutic treatments. Some people,
therefore, need longer between application
and participation to have a safe experience,
which they feel able to manage.

Improvements
Support staff pace the process to each
person’s needs: individuals can take as long

as they need before we schedule a hearing.
Support staff also share observations and
learning of how it has been for others; the
possible impact and how this may affect
other areas of their life, particularly if they are
dealing with other difficult situations.

Outcome

Generally, there are longer periods between
the point of application and attendance at a
hearing. Those who give testimony are more
prepared. The reassurance and sharing of
information by support staff helps to build a
positive relationship.

In some cases, the Forum has struggled to find
appropriate services and identified a need for
more extensive support services to navigate the
many challenges they face in adult life.

The Forum continues to listen, learn and review all aspects of our work and to make

improvements aimed at providing the best possible outcomes for everybody giving testimony.



Contact

Telephone: 0141 352 2333

Freephone: 0800 121 4773

email: information@nationalconfidentialforum.org.uk
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