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Introduction  

The National Youth Advocacy Service (NYAS) is a leading socio-legal charity which 

has commissioned this knowledge review in order to further understand why 

communities either accept or reject residentials children’s homes for vulnerable 

children in their community area. This review explores instances where 

communities have opposed children’s homes planning applications through the use 

of petitions, political lobbying and negative press coverage.  

To grasp an understanding of why communities go to great lengths to stop 

vulnerable children moving into their areas, this review will begin by giving 

comprehensive information appertaining to this field. This will be followed by a 

section of theoretical information conceptualising stigma. By doing so, this will 

provide a framework to understand the processes involved in stigmatisation and 

how these processes significantly impact on the lives of vulnerable children. 

Furthermore, it will also provide a better understanding of why some communities 

object to such proposals, and fear living amongst these groups of young people. 

Following this, the review will then turn to analysing how the media (specifically 

newspaper articles) frame these oppositional arguments. This analysis will explore 

the language used, and how this can ultimately fuel further petitions and 

reproduce stigma surrounding these vulnerable children. The review will then look 

at the oppositional petitions and analyse the fears expressed by petitioners before 

weighing up whether these fears are real, exaggerated or imagined. Lastly, the 

review will evidence instances where petitions have been rejected and the 

planning approved by decision makers, and why this might have been the case. 

This will involve looking at how the concerns of communities were approached 

from decision makers and how their reasonings and the needs of children homes 

outweighed the concerns of the public.  

The outcome of this review will hopefully help inform NYAS of the reasonings 

behind why some communities go to great lengths to petition and object to 

proposed residential children’s homes within their areas. Ultimately, this will 

provide them with a knowledge review that will assist their advocacy services and 

improve the lives of vulnerable children in our society. Moreover, the review will 

attempt to understand what can be done to challenge and improve processes that 

contribute to the stigmatisation of care experienced children. It will also argue 

that evidence indicates engagement with local communities could be beneficial in 

squashing some of their fears and help better inform them that services are 

needed if the lives of vulnerable children are to be improved.  
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BACKGROUND 

Each year there is an increasing number of children entering the care system. This 

year in particular, reports have suggested that there has been a further “rise in 

mothers having children taken into care during the pandemic” (Independent, 

2020). It is more important now than ever that young people have a safe place to 

live in what can be described as a daunting world outside in present times. 

It is a general expectation that children’s residential homes house a large number 

of children under one roof, meaning the building sizes have to meet the capacity 

of the number of children. In recent years, however, reports show that the 

“average home now provides four places and over three quarters of all homes 

registered between 2012 and 2016 were for five children or fewer” (Narey, 2016: 

27). Although there is not sufficient evidence to claim that these smaller homes 

are more effective, many argue that the homes feel less institutionalised for the 

children and beneficially replicate a comforting family style home. This opinion is 

reflected in interviews of care-experienced children in a relatively recent report 

(Narey 2016) in which the children revealed that they preferred living in a smaller 

style of home. In accordance with these claims, Action For Children (2020) aim to 

house young people in “small, family style homes”. This is because they believe 

that “this setting best meets the need of each child”. Planning for smaller 

residential children’s homes is often approved quicker as “change of use from a 

family home to a children’s home is less likely to be seen as a material change” 

Narey (2016: 29). This means they are agreed quicker and are more readily 

available than those larger homes. Even though these homes house only a handful 

of care-experienced children, the applications to open one in residential areas can 

cause an uproar within the communities they are proposed to be in.  

Residents can fear that care-experienced children moving into their communities 

will change the dynamics of the area; one explanation of this could be the stigma 

that is placed onto these young people. Although this is not the case in all areas, 

the media (particularly local tabloid newspapers) report on cases where 

communities are using the means of political lobbying to object to these plans and 

they present these communities in a way which reflects the acronym NIMBY (not in 

my backyard). Kinder (2019) referenced in Britiannica defines NIMBY as 

“a colloquialism signifying one’s opposition to the locating of something considered 

undesirable in one’s neighbourhood”. Kinder (2019) then further goes on to say 

that the phrase is used by social service advocates to “imply an absence of 

social conscience expressed by a class, race, or disability-based opposition to the 

location of social-service facilities in neighbourhoods”. It must be acknowledged 

that not all communities oppose to planning applications in this way, but it is the 

media that amplifies these petitions and can misrepresent their reasonings. It is 

important to remember that care-experienced children are already disadvantaged 

within our society, so we need to understand why residents’ in communities can 

appear concerned when applications are proposed in their areas, and whether 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/colloquialism
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/conscience
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unfair stigma surrounding care-experienced young people can fuel residents’ 

objections.  

STIGMA  

To define stigma simply it is “a mark of disgrace associated with a particular 

circumstance, quality, or person” (Oxford Languages: 2020). Our classical 

sociological understanding of stigma originates from Erving Goffman (1963: 3) who 

describes stigma as an “attribute that is deeply discrediting”, inferring that groups 

within society are stereotyped as a whole and often in a way which is devaluing. 

This stigma influences the way we accept and judge people within society; it 

ultimately tarnishes people from the same group (such as care experienced 

children in this example) with the same brush. Stigma leaves individuals and 

groups “disqualified from full social acceptance” (Goffman, 1963: 9) and we 

recognise them as the ‘other’ in society. Goffman (1963) further outlines 

categories of stigma, listed as follows: abnormalities of the body, blemishes of 

individual character (alcoholism) and tribal (group affiliation). It is interesting here 

to state that Goffman (1963) speaks of “us” as “normal” people within society who 

are not likely to be stigmatised, but if people fall into the categories mentioned, 

they are susceptible to stigma and considered abnormal by societal standards. 

Care-experienced children fall into the category of tribal stigma, as the stigma and 

stereotypes that they face are attached to the group as a whole rather than one 

individual. Interestingly, Goffman (1963) analyses that those who are stigmatised 

are aware that they are discriminated by others, therefore they know they need to 

compromise their identities and display themselves in a somewhat more “normal” 

way. Goffman’s propositions provide us with an abstract understanding of how 

stigma is formed in relation to others. In his work he is suggesting that it is our 

social interactions with others that causes stigma. Therefore, Goffman (1963) 

leads us to believe that if individuals and groups do break away from the norms in 

society, they are likely to become stigmatised, as they don’t follow the same 

norms and values of “us” which maintain order.  

Erving Goffman’s conceptualisation of stigma was ground-breaking, however it fails 

to address “social and political questions such as how stigma is used by individuals, 

communities and the state to produce and reproduce social inequality” (Parken 

and Aggleton in Tyler, 2018: 721). It can also be regarded as problematic as 

Goffman’s work speaks of ‘norms’ which we follow in society, yet it doesn’t 

address where these originate from and why they are reproduced. In order to 

break away from stigmatising care-experienced children and to improve their lives, 

it is important to understand how stigma is used and portrayed by the media and 

society and how this might in turn influence communities fears and lead them to 

objecting to planning applications. Looking at where stigma originates from could 

be useful when trying to break the process of stigma.  

Stigma can be said to be “intimately linked with neoliberal governance”; that 

“attempts to manage and/or change the behaviour of populations through 

deliberate stigma strategies which inculcate humiliation and shame” (Tyler and 
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Slater, 2018: 727). This implies stigma is a process that “operates as a form of 

governance which legitimizes the reproduction and entrenchment of inequalities 

and injustices” (Tyler, 2013, p. 212). This suggests that stigma is a form of social 

control, which creates huge divides within society.   

Stigma can be portrayed as a form of power. Link and Phelan (2014) coined the 

term “stigma power” which links into Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of symbolic power 

– a form of power that is unconsciously undertaken and is accepted as the natural 

order of the way things work, and the way of the world. Tyler, (2020: 17) uses this 

term to “describe the role played by stigma in the exploitation, control or 

exclusion of others”. Stigma obviously has a serious impact on stigmatized 

individuals’ health and wellbeing, as it is devaluing. As has been argued, it is also a 

very powerful tool for social control which is inscribed into society.  Robert Pinker 

(cited in Tyler 2020:16) argued that “stigma is the commonest form of violence 

used within democratic societies’, and yet it is rarely theorised either as a violent 

practice or as a form of power”. Addressing stigma as a form of both power and 

violence is very useful as it allows us to see the detrimental effects it has on care-

experienced children. Tyler (2020: 29) states that “While stigma is a disabling 

force, a form of power that is inscribed in bodies, places and communities in ways 

that often leave profound and permanent scars, understanding the wounds of 

stigma as social and political injuries can assist in the forging of networks of care 

and solidarity”. Applied to care-experienced children, stigma can be seen as a 

disabling force that prevents them from fully connecting to communities and 

engaging socially and politically to “us”. 

Linking back to stigma surrounding care-experienced children, Berridge et al 

(2012: 3) states that this dates back to the “long history of punitive separation of 

children from the poorest families which goes back for centuries". The abolishment 

of the ‘workhouse’ after the Second World War and past anti-institutional 

movements have further reinforced negative views of residential children’s care 

homes. These movements believe that people (in this case, vulnerable children) 

being institutionalised would not help them in the long term; in fact, it will have a 

negative impact on their lives. Although these movements are not as prominent 

today, stigma still surrounds care-experienced children and impacts their lives 

significantly. There has been a shift from these movements towards a fear and 

suspicion that vulnerable children are possible criminals and outsiders who would 

not fit into residential communities. Kools (1997) identifies that children in 

residential care can be stigmatised as “abnormal” or “damaged” and further 

explains the impact that these labels have on this disadvantaged group and how 

hard it is for them not to take them to heart. Research conducted by Barnardo’s 

(2006) and Dougherty et al (2013) revealed that for those children in care, bullying 

should be considered as a behavioural manifestation of stigma, impacting them 

disproportionately compared to their peers. Generally, this stigma doesn’t leave 

care-experienced children when they leave the care system; it stays with them for 

the rest of their lives. These vulnerable children are already disadvantaged within 

our society, and then further marginalised due to the stigma that is placed upon 

them.  
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It can be argued that the media is a controlling and reproducing force of the 

stigma surrounding care-experienced children. Although media outlets such as 

newspaper articles should remain objective, they often appear subjective as they 

create shocking headlines that draw readers in. This can be understood through 

discursive strategies that are employed by the media to alter material realities 

within shared spaces. Discursive strategies include “slanted headlining, negative 

labelling…and hyperbolism” all which contain dramatic language (Igwebuike, 2018: 

151). Given the media’s overarching influence, many individuals thoughts and 

opinions regarding residential children’s homes are shaped by these outlets rather 

than by factual knowledge. Fowler (1991: 92) says that just like the world we live 

in, the press present to us a “culturally organised set of categories, rather than a 

collection of unique individuals”. This means that care-experienced children are 

often viewed as a collective group which possess “predictable attitudes or 

behaviours” (Fowler, 1991: 92) that the media presents to society. Press coverage 

can therefore be detrimental to care-experienced children as it purely reproduces 

stigma surrounding them.  

‘NOT IN MY BACKYARD!’ 

This section focuses on case studies presented within local tabloid newspapers 

where communities have used forms of political lobbying to oppose proposals for 

the opening of residential children’s homes in their communities. Throughout, the 

review will be discussing and analysing the language used by both communities and 

the media and how this can be described as stigmatising. The examples given focus 

on residential children’s homes which are both regulated, and Ofsted approved. 

Moreover, the case studies focus on smaller residential children’s homes that 

house fewer than five children, rather than larger ones. The rationale for choosing 

to focus on smaller style homes stems from the evidence presented in the 

background section which found that there has been an increase in the number of 

smaller homes opened (Narey, 2016), and also that these homes in residential 

communities generated a lot more concern than those outside such communities. 

This review will focus on two specific examples. This is because objections 

reported on in local newspapers are presented similarly across both England and 

Wales, supporting my logic that two case studies are sufficient for exploring this 

issue to avoid repetition. The two examples also act as exemplars of newspaper 

reporting on this issue due to brevity. Both case studies discussed are based in the 

West Midlands; however, this is not to say that objections of this nature do not 

happen elsewhere. Above all, my rationale for choosing these two case studies is 

down to the nature of the powerful language and the discursive strategies the 

journalists have used. I have researched numerous cases from across England and 

Wales which all include similar language and phrases used to express the fears of 

communities. Care-experienced children are stereotyped and stigmatised within 

these articles as problematic and a threat to the residential areas. Their unfair 

portrayal encourages residents to fear that issues may arise in their local areas as 

a result.  
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Dudley News (2016) reports on Gornal residents’ campaign against a proposed 

children’s home in their village. Interestingly, the article starts with a big 

photograph (seen in Figure 1) of 

residents holding a placard with 

powerful language on reading 

“Horizon Out! Save Our Village”. 

Viewing this image without 

context, one may be led to 

believe that these residents were 

trying to block plans to build a 

large building or the destruction 

of their village — certainly not 

campaigning against an 

application to move vulnerable 

children into their area. All 

residents pictured have very 

solemn expressions on their faces, 

although this may well have been 

slightly exaggerated due to the presence and influence of the media.  

The application proposed for this area involved bringing four vulnerable children, 

all under the age of seventeen, into a family residential home in the area. 

Residents voiced concerns that these young people had come from ‘troubled 

backgrounds’ and expressed fears that they would bring about anti-social 

behaviour in their community full of young children, families and elderly residents 

who live alone. It is notable, in this instance, how these petitioners label these 

vulnerable children to be ‘troubled’ and then further link this to the fear of there 

being an increased risk of anti- social behaviour in the area, thereby linking back 

to the argument that society upholds a stigma surrounding care-experienced 

children and young people.  

Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that there exists no evidence of this link 

between care-experienced children and anti-social behaviour in any of the care 

homes ran by the company (Horizon). In fact, a representative from the company 

reported that they manage “34 children’s homes and there was no evidence to 

suggest there had been a rise in anti- social behaviour in surrounding areas as a 

result… we have a very strong established record” (Eannatta in Dudley News, 

2016). This therefore shows that the fear the community is expressing is 

disproportionate and not rational and is an example of stigmatisation. It is clear 

that the residents are petitioning here due to their misconceptions about this 

stigmatised group; children’s homes house some of the most vulnerable children in 

our society who are in need of a safe, welcoming place to live and grow up in. This 

definitely relates to previous theoretical assumptions made by Tyler (2020) that 

stigma can act as a form of power and it appears to exclude others.  

Birmingham Live (2019) has reported on the petition to stop a £300,000 property 

being turned into a children’s home. This was set to be in a well-established estate 

in Stoke on Trent, where the area is popular and the houses sought-after. The 

application proposed was to use this home as a place to “help children gain their 

Figure 1: Dudley News (2016)  
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independence” and “develop social skills” (Birmingham Live, 2019). However, 

residents raised concerns over whether a residential children’s home should be 

allowed to open in such a well-established area. The article describes the 

residential area as highly desirable, boasting well-presented homes and a strong 

sense of community. The expressed concerns are in line with the upkeeping of the 

area, as residents fear the children’s home will damage the safe community spirit, 

devalue properties and be inconsistent with the character of the neighbourhood’s 

real estate. Similar fears to the previous article discussed have also been 

expressed, with phrases such as “amid fears their upmarket neighbourhood will 

become plagued by anti-social behaviour” (Birmingham Live, 2019) have been 

used. The word ‘plagued’ is extremely powerful here, as it insinuates that the 

whole estate is going to become dominated with this reckless criminal behaviour 

and that there will be no escape from it if this application is approved. 

Additionally, using the word ‘plagued’ conjures metaphors of impurity, positioning 

the care-experienced children as objects of disgust by the media. This closely links 

into Igwebuike’s (2018) work on the discursive strategies the media uses to engage 

readers. The strategy used in this case is a hyperbolism, a form of exaggeration, 

that ultimately reinforces stigma surrounding care-experienced children. 

Subsequent fears of the home impacting negatively on the lives of families and 

young children in the area are presented in this article. The message ‘not in my 

backyard’ is clear here as petitioners state that they “oppose the application and 

believe that such accommodation is situated elsewhere in the city” (Birmingham 

Live, 2019), which further displaces and excludes care-experienced children. 

PETITIONS REJECTED; APPLICATIONS 

APPROVED. 

This review will now discuss petitions that have been rejected and applications 

have been approved. This is useful as it provides an understanding of how decision 

makers reach their verdict. To explore further, this section will use case studies 

from both England and Wales, which demonstrates that these petitions are not 

localised and happen across all nations in the United Kingdom.  

The Express and Star (2019) reported that despite petitioning and objections, a 

children’s care home was approved to be opened in a residential area in Walsall. 

Fears of the community were expressed to the local council through a petition 

signed by fifty people, fearing that there would be an increase in crime in the area 

similar to those petitions previously discussed. However, the decision makers 

weighed up the disproportionate fears of the community and the advantages that 

this residency would have to the lives of vulnerable children within our society, 

and ultimately gave the project permission to proceed. Decision makers 

emphasised that “all children deserve to live in a safe environment, imagine these 

were your children” (Express and Star, 2019). The decision makers mentioned the 

suitability of the home and how such provisions were needed in the area to 

improve the lives of those already disproportionately disadvantaged. The stigma 

care-experienced children face was recognised by the decision makers as a 
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spokesperson on behalf of the applicant stated that “every day, looked-after 

children and care leavers face discrimination as well as having to fight 

stereotypes” (Express and Star, 2019). The report implied disapproval of the 

petitioners as it suggested that communities should be willing to help these 

vulnerable children. If communities did become acceptive of these young people, 

it would go some way towards dismantling some of the stigma that surrounds 

them. 

Moreover, another insightful approval of 

a children’s care home was reported on 

by the BBC (2020). The headline of this 

report focused on the disgust of those 

who petitioned being discriminatory 

towards vulnerable children as it read 

“Swansea objectors branded 

unsympathetic snobs” (BBC, 2020). The 

application proposed involved changing 

a four-bedroom house into a children’s 

residential home which therefore 

generated many of the same objections 

previously discussed; for instance, 

linking back to the care experienced 

children causing unrest within the 

community and there being an increase 

in crime. This report references a 

twitter feed which implied wrongdoing 

by the community trying to object to 

such a proposal. The feed posted a 

picture of the leaflet, displayed in 

Figure 2, used to rally members of the 

public to object to the application. Dan White (who posted the tweet) questioned 

how a vulnerable child would feel if they saw this. Vulnerable children are 

disproportionately discriminated in our society; they do not need petitions like this 

circulating as it further marginalises them and leads them to believe that maybe 

they are the problem within society. Replies on the twitter feed read: 

• “Selfish and narrow-minded people.” (Ms Liz, 2020) 

• “Such utterly callous, self-interested bigotry is shameful.” (Tim Boxall, 

2020) 

• “Nimbyism at its most toxic” (Delia Pallett- Smith, 2020) 

• “I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t you want to build a safe place for 

vulnerable children?” (Xanthe Bearman, 2020) 

The twitter feed generated a huge response and retweets with people supporting 

vulnerable children in our society. Many empathised with these children, 

acknowledging that they need a safe place to stay and shouldn’t be housed in 

areas away from thriving neighbourhoods as this would isolate this group in society 

even more. It is clear that in this case, the community has once again been led to 

Figure 2: BBC (2020) 

https://twitter.com/XantheBearman
https://twitter.com/XantheBearman
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believe that the stigma and stereotypes surrounding care-experienced children are 

true. 

 

CONCLUSION  

To conclude, it is apparent that stigma continues to be a factor involved in the 

exclusion of care-experienced children. This knowledge review has demonstrated 

that communities do go to great lengths through forms of political lobbying to 

object planning of residential children’s homes and one explanation of this could 

be due to their lack of understanding around this group. Through researching this 

area, it is notable that stigma surrounding care-experienced children dates back 

centuries and from this it is reasonable to claim that society is socialised into 

believing that the stereotypes of these young people being ‘troubled’ are true and 

therefore many do not challenge these assumptions. Moreover, as discussed 

previously, the media does act as a reinforcer of this stigma, meaning care-

experienced children are continuously stigmatised and cannot avoid it. This 

knowledge review has demonstrated this through analysing the language the media 

uses to report on the community’s petitions. It has been found that the media 

amplifies residents’ concerns including the use of discursive strategies; these 

strategies have been found to include the use of hyperbolic words such as 

‘plagued’ which can be viewed as a metaphor of ‘impurity’, thereby reinforcing 

stigma. Without intervention, care-experienced children will continue having to 

face harmful stigma and will therefore continue to be excluded from communities.  

This review has highlighted that there is a need for increased levels of awareness 

and education to make people more aware that these residential children’s homes 

are a necessity for the welfare of the children who are not all problematic and 

maybe from less fortunate backgrounds. I would hope that this knowledge review 

could also raise local authority awareness to the problems associated to the 

negative attitudes of the public towards planning applications, local authorities 

could use positive propaganda in an attempt to present residential children’s 

homes in a more colourful proposition which would hopefully reduce stigma 

relating to these young people and establishments and hopefully lead to more 

understanding and acceptance in the community. Additionally, the local 

authorities could work closer with the media to be less stigmatising within their 

reporting. Finally, I would hope that NYAS find this review helpful, with a view to 

fight the processes of stigma and to further improve the lives of care-experienced 

children.  
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