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Background 
The premise of the approach is based on that ‘reachable moment’ which police 

custody is identified as. Custody is largely an adult arena and is often a confusing and 

overwhelming environment for a child. Using specialist workers, who are separate to 

the Police, to engage children in custody is supporting an increased identification of 

childing at risk of or experiencing exploitation or harm and supporting multi-agency 

responses in Norfolk and beyond. 

 

We piloted an approach with two practitioners working out of Wymondham Police 

Investigation Centre (PIC). The custody project has been funded through Project 

ADDER, until March 2023. The workers are at the PIC Monday to Friday 10am-7pm and 

on call Saturday’s until 12pm, when a worker will attend if a child is in the PIC. We 

went live on May 17 2021.  

 

The workers: 

• Attempt to engage any child, aged 10-17, arrested and taken to Wymondham PIC 

• Advocate for children and coordinate/liaise with agencies that are involved or 

need to be involved, both within Norfolk and out of county local authorities  

• For those children who live in the greater Norwich area, and are not open to 

services, a voluntary community intervention is offered to the child and their 

family  

 

What we did 
❖ Recruitment and induction  

❖ Service specification  

❖ Operation procedures implemented and subsequently reviewed 

❖ Comms across the system to various agencies  

❖ Delivered 21 briefings to various agencies across the system 

❖ Developed various professional relationships and networks across the system, 

including Rescue and Response 

❖ Where possible, children redirected from Aylsham PIC to Wymondham 

 

 

https://www.stgilestrust.org.uk/mayor-of-londons-rescue-and-response-project-helps-hundreds-out-of-county-lines/


 

 

Base 
The two custody workers are based in Wymondham PIC. The custody workers have 

their own office within the PIC which they share with other agencies, they have access 

to desks, internet, printer, and a telephone. Custody workers have full access in and 

around the PIC. There was a cost associated with setting up the workers at 

Wymondham PIC, this related to a specific contractual agreement involving Norfolk 

Constabulary. Each Constabulary will have different agreements. As you would expect, 

workers were fully vetted through Norfolk police prior to gaining access.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Findings – Set Up 
Benefits of co-location 
Being co-located and immersed in the PIC has enabled the custody workers to have a 

holistic understanding of how professionals operate, both in terms of process and 

approach, including services engaged beyond the PIC. The PIC can be a very busy and, 

at times, chaotic environment. Police detention staff have a huge number of tasks and 

responsibilities to complete, all of which are set in the context of a limited timeframe. 

From its inception custody workers understood that Police work takes precedence, 

and they are there to work around the current processes that custody staff must 

undertake. This approach ensured custody workers are mindful and reflective of their 

interactions with police colleagues, to convey they are there to work alongside them, 

adding support.  

 

As expected, there was some ‘bedding in’ time for the various professionals working 

within the PIC to understand one another’s role, approach, and responsibilities. 

Custody workers made concerted efforts to build and maintain positive relationships 

with colleagues from other agencies. These relationships have been facilitated by a 

continual presence at the PIC and the custody workers have utilised quieter times to 

harness these relationships. 

 

Clear Remit 
From the outset the custody workers were clear about their role. They are there to 

support each child, on a voluntary basis, and respond to their needs. Their role is to 

ensure that safeguarding and welfare concerns are addressed, and that critical 

information is shared with professionals and parent/carers in real time. On every 

occasion the custody workers are transparent with children that safeguarding 

information is shared. The workers are not there to complete any investigative work 

or discuss the alleged offence/s. Should children choose to engage and share 

information, any subsequent steps are clearly shared and discussed. Children are 

informed that although we are independent from the police, we do work alongside 

them. We are always mindful not to create a them vs us scenario.  

 

   

 



 

 

System Access 
In the Norfolk Youth Offending Team (YOT) practitioners use Childview as their 

recording system. It is also standard practice that workers have read only access to 

Children’s Services and Early Help Liquid Logic records. Having access to these records 

enables the custody workers to establish services already involved and any 

safeguarding or welfare concerns, including any disabilities/learning difficulties, that 

may impact on the child’s time in custody. Instant access is imperative for the custody 

workers to respond and share critical information in real time.  

 

It is not standard practice for YOT staff to have access to Athena, the Police recording 

system in Norfolk. As such, the custody workers did not have access when they 

commenced in the PIC. However, it became apparent that read access would be hugely 

beneficial, both to custody workers and Police detention staff. Custody workers would 

have to, sometimes repeatedly, ask the desk sergeant where a child was in the process, 

which would in turn inform their response. Sergeants would have to stop what they 

were doing to support these requests, which detracted from their work. Having read 

access to Athena has made the process smoother for all involved.  

 

Approach 
Purposely, custody workers do not complete formal assessments with children in the 

PIC. The custody workers enter conversations with children without an agenda, 

allowing the child to direct conversation, utilising workers how they best determine. 

Children often talk about having to ‘retell’ their story to numerous professionals, 

hence why we took this approach. Where the custody workers are able to contact 

agencies already working with the child, professionals can give an overview of areas 

that may be triggering or difficult for the child to discuss or messages/topics which 

may facilitate engagement. But most importantly, the custody workers engaging with 

parents/carers offers opportunity to seek advice on how best to support their child 

regarding any specific needs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

106 occasions 

children seen   

96% of children 

engaged with 

custody workers 

7 community interventions 

completed  



 

Findings – 6 Month Impact 
Engagement 
In the first 6 months of the custody project 96% of the children arrested have engaged 

with the custody workers. Prior to this pilot we did not have a benchmark as to the 

potential engagement level; however, it is considerably higher than anticipated. 106 

occasions children were seen in custody refers to a single episode of a child entering 

custody. There were, however, a few children who entered custody on more than one 

occasion, which is included within this figure.   

 

One hypothesis for the high-level engagement, in addition to culturally competent 

staff, is the ‘consistent and persistent’ approach from the custody workers. Being 

based at the PIC enables the custody workers to have numerous interactions or spend 

as much time with the child as is needed or wanted by each child. Continually going 

back, checking on their welfare and feeding back interactions with 

parents/carers/professionals already involved helps facilitate rapport building. 

Custody workers found that some children were not able to engage with them initially, 

and it took several interactions before they were able to.  

 

Sessions with children should take place in the consultation room away from the cell. 

This is not always possible and is dependent on various factors determined by 

detention staff. Interactions in the consultation room enable the child to have a break 

from the cell and they can have discussions in a more confidential environment. 

Consultation rooms are less clinical spaces than the cells and help to facilitate more 

‘normal conversation’, offering a more relaxed surrounding for children to process and 

communicate. Furthermore, custody workers have been able to be with children in 

the exercise area, kicking a foam football around, breaking up the child’s time in the 

cells and doing a normal activity.  

 

Children often discuss concerns/issues/worries with the custody workers that were 

previously unknown to professionals or parent/carers. These feed into 

strategy/professional discussions/safeguarding /LADO procedures. Children have 

disclosed injuries to workers that were sustained prior to their arrest, as an example.  

 
 



 

 

Community Interventions 
Community interventions are offered to children if they are not already open to 

services and live in the greater Norwich area. During the scoping work we had access 

to police arrest data, however, we were not able to overlay Children’s Service’s and 

YOT data of these arrests. The data collected in the first 6 months of this project 

demonstrates that a large percentage of children that were arrested were already 

known to services. All children arrested that were open to YOT were also open to 

Children’s Services. Several children, who were not open to services when arrested, 

were opened to Children’s Services because of the offence and/or due to safeguarding 

concerns identified by the custody workers. Custody workers liaise with the allocated 

social worker completing the assessment, child and family/carers ensuring 

information and understanding is shared, although this does not form part of the 

‘official ’community intervention counting, it is an important aspect of the work.  

 

We have completed 7 community interventions. Community Interventions are based 

on children’s needs, using a signs of safety approach. We are conscious not to 

‘overdose children’ with intervention and minimise the stigma of being associated 

with the system wherever possible. We are there to promote the child’s individual 

strengths, working collaboratively with children and their parents/carers. This ranges 

from signposting to other services or advocating on their behalf to ensure they are 

receiving the correct support/service, as examples. We have followed the children’s 

progress in terms of arrests, reoffending and open to statutory services, following 3 

months after they finish working with us. Whilst promising, this is a very small sample 

group, and we are unable to draw any concrete conclusions at this stage.  

 

Coordinating Responses 
Having workers based in custody enables information to be shared in real time 

focusing on the wider safeguarding and positioning relating to the child. This has 

proved invaluable when responding to critical incidents. Custody workers assist with 

gaining a better understanding of timelines (interviews, charging etc) following arrest. 

All this information is fed into strategy discussions or professional meetings. Custody 

workers relay children’s concerns, worries, risks, views, hopes, aspirations and 

potential compliance to safety planning, including placements, which helps shape 

decision making whilst the child is in the PIC and ensure release plans are robust, 

promoting good outcomes for children. Whilst these decisions are often made for the 

child, having the worker at the critical custody intervention point has enabled the 



 

 

child’s views to be incorporated in planning. This is often not the case when the 

strategy discussion occurs at the PIC. In some instances, when requested by the child, 

the custody workers have arranged for specific professionals to attend the PIC and 

speak with the child, including acting as an appropriate adult.  

 

Recently we have started to see children who have voluntarily attended the PIC in 

relation to an alleged offence. These children have not been arrested and attend a 

scheduled interview, as part of an ongoing investigation.  Custody workers have been 

able to explain the process and potential next steps, ensuring children and their 

parents/carers are able to make informed decisions. Similarly, custody workers have 

discussions with legal representatives and officers in charge of the case regarding out 

of court disposals, advocating the best outcome for children. There have been 

occasions that these discussions have resulted in the legal advice being changed. For 

example, a child being advised to accept responsibility for an offence and being eligible 

for an out of court disposal. Highlighting the need for training, which was fed into the 

Youth Offending Team strategic leads to address.  

 

Missed Children 
There have been arrested children who have ‘slipped through the system’. When 

investigated by the custody worker they were not known on Children’s Services 

systems and/or were missing from education, for a considerable amount of time. 

These children were from minoritised communities and when gathering further 

information, it was established they had younger siblings who were also not in 

education. These concerns were raised with Children’s Service and the Children 

Missing from Education Team. This is obviously a significant concern and poses the 

question how many children, who do not come to the attention of the police, are in a 

similar position? 

 

Court Impact 
For those children remanded to court the custody workers contact parent/carers, 

Children’s Services, Youth Offending Teams and where applicable St Giles Rescue and 

Response well in advance. By the time the child attends court a large percentage of 

the liaison work required of the YOT court worker is removed, speeding up the process 

of potential bail conditions being established and enabling professionals involved, or 

needing to be involved, to attend court to ensure the child is safely returned home. 



 

 

Ultimately this results in children spending less time in the cells and/or waiting to be 

picked up to be taken home.  

 

Contextual Understanding 
The custody workers receive the daily missing list and attend the weekly multi-agency 

exploitation meeting. Attending this meeting enables the practitioners to understand 

the contextual landscape within the community. The workers also get daily updates of 

children arrested in the other 3 PIC’s across Norfolk and, on occasions, have been able 

to link children together who were taken to different PICs, particularly when the 

children reside out of county. Custody workers have also been able to identify early 

potential concerns/patterns that are emerging, particularly around certain areas or 

offence types which is fed back into the appropriate forums.   

 

Feedback Loop 
Police detention staff have to make difficult decisions around children and often 

receive little feedback on the child post these decisions. The custody workers will often 

feedback proportionate and relevant information about how a child has progressed or 

the support that they are receiving. This feedback is an important aspect and helps to 

contextualise the child outside of the custody environment and build confidence in the 

work that is being completed.  

 

As the pilot has progressed, some custody staff have started to ask for advice or 

guidance from the custody workers around their approach with a child. An example of 

this would be questioning what they could have done differently if there has been a 

difficult interaction with a child.  

 

Challenging 
Being in the custody suite has enabled workers to challenge or influence decision 

making around children. There have, unfortunately, been occasions when local 

authorities have proposed to repatriate children to their home locality by putting them 

on a train, which has been successfully challenged by the custody workers. In these 

incidents children are suspected of being criminally exploited and have had 

drugs/phones seized from them which places them at significant risk.  

 



 

 

Advocating on the child’s behalf is a significant aspect of the custody workers role. 

There have been incidents when a child has entered the PIC, having previously been 

arrested in another area of the country. Despite evidence that the child is being 

exploited/trafficked, workers have established that they have not yet been referred 

into the National Referral Mechanism. Workers are very alert to exploitation and 

modern slavery; this will often be one of the first questions posed to professionals. A 

child obviously cannot consent to their exploitation, nor should they be expected to 

understand or admit they are being exploited to be treated as a victim. This message 

and the language (making words matter) we use to create the narrative around the 

child and the potential exploitation they are experiencing is an area the workers are 

constantly advocating and challenging.   

 

Working in an environment with children in crisis, who present in varying degrees of 

emotional distress, is highly likely to take an emotional toll on workers. To mitigate 

vicarious trauma and support workers they are now able to access clinical supervision 

provided by the YOT psychologist, in addition to regular supervision.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.cntw.nhs.uk/content/uploads/2021/07/Making-Words-Matter-A-Practice-Knowledge-Briefing.pdf


 

 

Evaluation & Feedback 
Parents/Carers 
Consistent feedback we have had from parent/carers is that they are thankful of being 

continually informed as to what was going on with their child whilst in custody. 

Parents/carers noted that they were pleased that someone was supporting their child. 

The worker acting as a conduit between the child and their parent/carer is also an 

important aspect. Children often worry about how their parents/carers will react to 

their arrest and the workers are able to alleviate some of these worries. Workers 

clearly lay out what information has been shared with parents/carers, avoiding the 

unknown, which can often be worse than the reality.  

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Professional Feedback 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 “(worker) is a very good person. (worker) is very sweet 

and kind and really helped X. (Worker) sessions with 

him were very good, she is great. I feel she understood 

him” 

“(worker) was really good. (worker) 
was the only one who communicated 
to me what was going on with my 
son, as the police told me nothing. It 
was really helpful (worker) being 
there, otherwise I would have had no 
idea” parent  

“I thought it was a good thing. (worker) kept ringing me 

and telling me what was going on. As I was getting told 

different things by different police departments. Me 

being in (out of county) it was good to have someone 

there with X. It helped me and helped him a lot” parent  

 “I want to say a huge thank you to (worker) for looking 

after my son during his time at the police station and for 

letting me know what was going on. I know my son was 

thankful as well. Please make sure this is passed to her”. 

parent  

“ It was positive that when X’s mum rang me on 

Saturday morning to say X was in custody, to be 

able to reassure her there was someone there to 

support X. X’s dad later that day told me that he 

had had a conversation with (worker) that 

morning so felt he knew what was going on. X told 

me after he was released that his experience in 

police custody this time was very different and 

helped to keep him calm. In comparison to his last 

arrest this was far less traumatic for him and in my 

assessment it shows that the good communication 

with X prevented him becoming distressed and 

aggressive”.  YOT case manager 

“I just wanted to say that (worker) was fantastic last night. He 

contacted me to advise that one of my young people was in 

custody and he had been to see her and reassured her. (worker) 

also contacted her Mum and passed on messages from Mum to 

the young person which really eased her anxieties. This allowed 

my young person to feel less worried about what responses both 

myself and her Mum would have to her being arrested and also 

allowed me to be kept in communication around the situation 

for her including her release as the custody was very busy so 

they could not always keep me up to date”. social worker  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “In light of Norfolk being so far from where I am working, it was really helpful and reassuring to know someone was 

there to support X. (the worker) took a very nurturing approach with X, which is very much needed due to the 

anxieties caused from being in such an environment.  

(worker) was able to pass on information to X in a sensitive manner and was able to offer her time to X, which I 

know would have benefitted x particularly given the amount of time he spent in custody. 

I think (worker) was also able to advocate for X, for example when he became heightened whilst under PPO, 

(worker) was able to liaise with the officers and help them to understand X’s viewpoint. In turn, meaning no further 

charges were placed to X, whereas he could have been charged for criminal damage.  

Not only this but through discussions with X, (Worker) was able to obtain a large amount of concerning information 

from X, that the LA were not aware of. This has given us greater insight into the risks posed to X. I have no doubt 

that this came from the time and approach that (worker) was able to take with X, which is different from an officers 

time and approach”. Out of county social worker  

“A 13 year was arrested who was open to my team. There is a long family history. They have a high level of 

unresolved trauma and this was the first time she has been arrested. X’s finds it hard to engage with 

professionals and has a distrust of professionals. X was arrested towards the end of the working day and I was 

notified by an email from her mother. Shortly after I received a call from (worker) informing me that she was in 

custody. Being able to speak directly to someone in the PIC who has access to LCS (children’s service records) 

and has a clear understanding of how FAST teams work was amazing. (worker) was able to update me and I 

was able to share information so we could start formulating a plan. (worker) made contact with her TYSS 

(Targeted Youth Support Service) worker who was able to come and see her at the PIC straightaway. I do not 

have feedback from X but would be interested in how this felt for X and without (worker) being at the PIC I 

wonder how long X would have been there on her own. (worker) was able to share her views with me as she 

was clear she didn't want to go home so we could plan for that. X has reflected that she does not want to be 

arrested again. I think this service will be invaluable for the young people who we work with to ensure that we 

can respond with the right approach”. FAST Team manager 



 

 

Child Feedback 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Independent focus groups were held with professionals, custody workers and a child. 

A summary of these can be found below. 

Norfolk EIIPCS 

Evaluation Report traverse.pdf
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Distracted me from what was going on. 

Nice to talk to someone when I had no 

one else to talk to”. 

❖ “Custody workers were friendly and supportive 

❖ Custody workers took time to listen to me 

❖ Custody workers helped with food and drinks” 

“(Worker) was really nice, she 

checked up on me loads and got 

me food. She also took me out 

into the courtyard so I could get 

some air.” 

“it’s good to see someone that’s not police and just 

have someone to talk to. I didn’t have to stay in my 

cell the whole time I got to walk and go in the yard 

and just speak to (worker). I had so much on my 

mind and it helped me process and calm down” 



 

 

 

Conclusion 
Police custody is largely an adult environment, and for detained children it can be a 

traumatic and difficult process. Ultimately, we do not want to see any children in 

custody and this project is not advocating children being in custody to support them. 

Comparing Wymondham PIC arrest data between 2020 and 2021 demonstrates there 

was a decrease of 80 children arrested in 2021, when placing 2020 in the context of 

robust pandemic lockdowns it is moving in the right direction.  

 

The workers being based at the PIC has improved recognition of children experiencing 

exploitation and harm, including the use of NRM’s.  Advocating for strategy discussion 

and/or professional’s meetings, prior to the child being released from custody, and 

feeding into these meetings has improved safeguarding practice, resulting in more 

robust release plans. 

 

Working in the PIC has enabled us to ask questions of approaches and processes and 

influence some positive change. Offering children support through a difficult period in 

custody and coordinating with all involved has been the most positive aspect of this 

pilot.  

 


