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What you need to know
This guide is for you if you are a young person in Scotland. It explains what might happen if 
people are worried about you.
It also explains how people work together with you and people you live with to keep you safe.
The guide will also give you some useful information and help you understand your rights.
All children and young people under 18 have the right to be safe and protected. That’s everyone 
from unborn babies right up until the night before someone’s 18th birthday.
Some of these things are hard to think about and may upset you. If you are worried or upset,  
talk to an adult you trust about how you are feeling.
This guide will tell you about what should happen when people are worried about you and  
need to work with you and the people you live with to make sure you are safe.

1. What does safe mean?
Safe means being protected from or not exposed to risk of danger, actual danger or being harmed.

2. Keeping you safe
The main job of all the adults in your life is to keep you safe, healthy and happy.
If someone is worried that you may not be safe, they need to find out why and work with other 
adults to keep you safe.

3. How do adults work together to keep young people safe?
Adults need to share information about what they are worried about and what they think you 
might need to keep you safe.
When adults agree that you are not safe they put together a plan of action which says who will  
do what to keep you safe. This plan should involve you and the people you live with.
Action can include getting some support for you and the people you live with from social work  
or the police.
The plan needs to work quickly to make sure everyone gets the right help at the right time. 
Everyone will meet together to check how the actions are working. If things still need to be better, 
they will talk about any new actions that need to happen to keep you safe.



4. Who should keep me safe?
There are lots of people who should keep children and young people safe. The people you live 
with, the people in your daily life and community like teachers, and many more people who have 
a responsibility as part of their job to keep children safe. This includes police officers, social 
workers, nurses and doctors.
Adults who help to keep you safe use the words Child Protection.
Everyone should protect children and young people from harm.

5. What does being unsafe look like?
Sometimes children and young people may get hurt or not be well looked after by the adults  
who should be keeping you safe. This could mean there are serious concerns for your safety  
and wellbeing.
When this happens, this means you are being harmed. This is called abuse and neglect. It will 
mean that you might not feel safe, you might feel hurt, upset, alone, scared or frightened.
Adults who have a job to keep you safe must speak to each other to think together about how to 
help you and the people you live with to keep you safe. This can also include your brothers and 
sisters. They need to be safe too.



Section 1. Types of harm
What are the types of harm that children and young people can experience?

Physical abuse
Physical abuse is something that affects your body. It can cause pain or injury by, for example, 
being hit, kicked, punched or bitten by another person using their body or an object.

Neglect
Neglect is something that affects your wellbeing and can affect your body and your mind. It might 
be caused by being left very hungry, cold or alone.

Emotional abuse
Emotional abuse is something that affects your wellbeing. This can be caused by being shouted 
at, blamed, picked on, bullied or being called names by adults.

Sexual abuse
Sexual abuse can take many different forms. No-one should ever feel that they are being 
touched, asked to touch or asked to look at something or asked to act in a way that makes 
them feel uncomfortable. This can be where your body is touched in a way that makes you feel 
uncomfortable, or someone says something, exposes their body to you, or shows you a picture 
or a video which is sexual.

Domestic abuse
Domestic abuse is something that can happen in a place where people live. This can be 
frightening and upsetting and can be caused by seeing, hearing or feeling physical, emotional  
or sexual abuse between the adults who live with you.



Section 2. Staying safe
It is important you know what being safe means and how you can stay safe.

1. What happens if people who should keep me safe can’t make sure that I am safe?
Sometimes the people who need to keep children and young people safe are not able to. 
Sometimes people mean to harm children and young people, sometimes something they do 
harms children and young people even if they didn’t mean to.
When this happens, children and young people need help and the adult needs support.

2. What help might I get to keep me safe?
Sometimes children need help because they are not safe. Sometimes they might be in danger 
and adults will worry children could be hurt. 
When this happens, children and the people they live with will need this extra support.
Adults who need to keep children safe as part of their job will work with you and your parents or 
carers to work out a plan to keep you safe. Together you will talk about what this might look like 
for you.

3. Who should tell someone if they are worried about me?
Everyone has a responsibility to make sure children are not unsafe and in danger. This means 
that anyone who is worried about a child, should pass their concerns on to any one of the many 
people whose job is also to keep children safe like a social worker, the police, or a teacher. 
This could be someone who knows you well like the people you live with, family or friends, a 
youth worker or it could be a teacher or an adult who works in your school, or a doctor or a 
neighbour. It can also be someone you don’t know who has seen or heard something that has 
worried them.

4. What might happen if someone is worried about me?
If someone is worried about you and thinks you might not be safe there are some things they 
should do.
They should pass on the worries they have to adults who can help to support you and the people 
who you live with.
This is so that the adults whose job it is to keep children safe from harm can work together with 
you and take action.  
They will check if you are safe and give you the help you need to make you feel safe again.

5. Who needs to know that I might not be safe?
Information about worries and what is happening can be shared between people who can help 
you. This information is not a secret but it is confidential which means that they should only share 
this information with people who need to know this information so that they can help and protect 
you. The information should be held securely.



If you are hurt or injured, the police may be called to protect you from further harm and a doctor, 
nurse or health visitor will be asked to help you.
At all times, you have a right to privacy and information about you should be treated with respect 
and be kept confidential.

6. What do people need to know?
Sometimes the people whose job it is to keep you safe need to tell other people who can help to 
protect you from being unsafe and harmed. 
The information they share is what they think is important and they need to tell someone else this 
so that they can help and take action.
This information can be what they know about you, who you live with and whether you are safe 
when you are at home, school or somewhere else. They should only share enough information 
that is needed to protect you.  
They don’t need to ask you if it’s OK to share this information with the people who need to know 
the information to help to keep you safe.

7. Who might need to talk to me about my safety?
Children should always feel able to speak to someone they trust if they feel unsafe or if they are 
worried about someone else. They might speak to someone they live with, a friend, a teacher or 
a police officer or a social worker. There are also people specially trained to speak to children on 
the telephone or internet like Childline. 
When someone is worried about a child, they might need to talk to the child. 
When adults think children may have been harmed or they think other children may be harmed, 
children may be asked to speak to the police and social workers. They listen very carefully to 
what the children tell them.
They do this so that they can understand, listen and learn from you about what led to the worry  
or concern.
They will want to find out information from you to help decide if an adult or anyone else has hurt 
or harmed you and find out whether you or any other child may need to be protected.
They will only speak to you if you are able to speak to them.

8. What happens if someone hurts me?
If you have been hurt, you may need to go to a doctor or to the hospital. This is to see if you need 
any treatment to help make you better. 
It can also help the adults understand what might have happened to you, help them plan how 
to support you, and decide what they might need to do to protect you from the person who hurt 
you.
The doctors and nurses will explain to you what is happening. An adult you trust can go with you 
to help support you. You do not need to do anything that makes you feel uncomfortable. Where 
it is possible, you will be given a choice about which doctor you see. For example, if you would 
prefer to see a doctor who is a woman or a doctor who is a man.



Section 3. Feeling safe at home
You should feel safe no matter where you live. Every child and young person has the right to stay 
somewhere safe.

1. What if I don’t feel safe at home?
All children have the right to live somewhere safe. 
Sometimes, some children are not safe at home with the people they live with. When this 
happens, children may need to live somewhere else, at least until they can be safe at home.  
They may go to stay with their grandparents, aunts and uncles, or other family and friends.
When things at home are so unsafe or dangerous for children to stay there with the people they 
live with, children may need to live somewhere else very quickly. The police and social workers 
will work together to provide support and a place to stay that is safer. This can feel very sudden 
and be an upsetting change.  
These decisions will be made by the adults supporting you. They will speak to you, the people 
who know you, and the people you live with, before a decision is made. 
When it is not possible for children to stay with relatives and friends, social workers will work with 
carers to ask for their help and children will stay with them. 
If a child has sisters or brothers and there are worries about them too, social workers should try 
and make sure the children can stay together.
You will be told what will happen next and when you can see the people you lived with again.  
This should be as soon as this is possible and is safe for you.
This is to keep you safe until things are better for you and the people you live with.

2. Can I say what will keep me safe?
You should be asked about ways to keep you safe. 
What you think is very important and you should be listened to carefully. 
After listening to your views, as well as others, a care plan to keep you safe will be made by 
adults who are responsible for keeping you safe.

3. Can the people I live with say what will keep me safe?
The people you live with should be asked about ways to keep you safe.
This is very important and they should be listened to carefully. 
What your brothers and sisters think, and what any adults who know you well think, is  
also important. 
After listening to all these views, a care plan to keep you safe will be made by adults who are 
responsible for keeping you safe.



Section 4. Getting help
There’s lots of people who can support you. Please ask for help and stay safe.

1. Who can I talk to if I am worried or have questions about what is happening?
There are lots of people you can speak to if you are worried or have questions about what is 
happening.
You may feel you can speak to your teacher, social worker, youth worker or any other adult that 
you know and trust. If they don’t know the answer to a question you ask them, they can find the 
answer for you.

2. Having a  meeting to talk about your safety
If there are serious concerns or worries about you and your safety, a special meeting can be held. 
Even when concerns are raised about a child’s safety, sometimes when this is explored further a 
meeting isn’t felt to be needed but when there are serious concerns a meeting may be arranged 
to discuss support. Your school, social workers or other adults whose job it is to keep children 
safe will decide whether to have the meeting. 
This meeting is called a Child Protection Planning Meeting. 
It is important that the people who know you are at the meeting. This is a meeting about you and 
keeping you safe. The people you live with will be asked to be there. 
This meeting looks at all the information that people know about you and whether you are safe  
or not.
You can go to the meeting if you would like to and are able to understand and take part in some 
of the meeting.
It can sometimes help if before the meeting you write something down to say how you are feeling 
and what you would like the meeting to talk about. Your teacher, social worker or another person 
you trust can help you with this. 
It is important that everyone at the meeting knows what you think and how you are feeling in case 
you cannot go to the meeting or don’t feel able to go to the meeting. There are different ways you 
can do this. You can write down how you are feeling, draw a picture, or tell someone you trust 
who can then tell the meeting.
If the adults at the meeting decide you are not safe, they agree actions to help keep you safe and 
make a plan.



3. Who goes to  the meeting?
It is important that these meetings have people who know you there and people who are 
responsible for keeping you safe. 
This can include:
•	 the people you live with, your parents or carers
•	 social workers who have to say how safe you are, what actions have been taken and how 

things are going 
•	 police officers who will say how safe you are and identify any risks to you or the people you 

live with
•	 people who work at your school like your headteacher who will say how you are doing at 

school
•	 people who know also about your health and wellbeing. This might be a health visitor if the 

meeting is about a young child or a school nurse if it’s about and older child. Sometimes your 
GP or another doctor you see at a hospital might also go to the meeting

•	 people who know you and the people you live with at home and are helping you or about to 
start helping you

 4. Who can help me at the meeting?
Adults who go to the meeting and adults who know you well will help and support you to take 
part.  
You can think about who you might want to sit next to at the meeting. You should be asked this 
and given a choice. This might be the person you live with, your teacher or your social worker. 
Some of the things being spoken about at the meeting will be things adults need to think about 
and do. Children might need some help to understand what these are. 
There is a person who will run the meeting. They are called the Chair and they should also help to 
explain things in the meeting in a way that you can understand. 
It may help if you meet with some of the people who will be at the meeting before the meeting 
happens. You can ask for this to happen if this isn’t suggested to you. You can ask an adult you 
trust to ask for you. 
Sometimes there are also people who have a special job called an advocate who support you 
at meetings. Their job is to speak to children, ask their views and what they want to happen and 
give your views at meetings. If you would feel more comfortable or there isn’t an advocate you 
can ask an adult you trust to support you at meetings. 
If anyone gets upset at the meeting a short break can happen to help everyone. 
Before the meeting, you can agree that you will let your advocate, person you live with, or 
your social worker, or adult you trust who is supporting you, know that you need a break in the 
meeting if you need one.



5.  If I can’t go to the meeting can someone speak for me?
The meeting is all about you and keeping you safe. 
It is important that everyone at the meeting knows what you think and how you are feeling in case 
you cannot go to the meeting or don’t feel able to go to the meeting. There are different ways you 
can communicate to the people at the meeting so that they can listen to what you think. You can 
write down how you are feeling, draw a picture, or you can tell someone you trust who can then 
tell the meeting.
You can talk to the people who you live with who know you best and can speak for you or your 
teacher or social worker who you know well.
Or there might be a person with a special job called an advocate who can speak for you at 
meetings. Their job is to speak to children, ask their views and what they want to happen and 
give your views at meetings.

6.  What will the meeting decide?
If the people at the meeting think you are not safe or might come to harm or have already been 
seriously harmed they will:
•	 decide who needs to take action to help protect you and keep you safe. A plan will be written 

to say what actions should be taken and who will take the action 
•	 think about whether the kind of support you need to keep you safe requires some help from 

the Children’s Hearings System
•	 make people who need to know that you have a plan to keep you safe by adding your name to 

a special list called the child protection register

 7. What is in a plan to keep me safe?
If it is decided that there needs to be a plan in place to keep you safe, a Child Protection Plan will 
be written. The actions in the plan must:
•	 include you and the people you live with and listen to your views
•	 be about what you need to keep you safe and well
•	 say who is going to do what 
•	 have a plan of what to do if things go wrong and the actions have to change
•	 include any extra legal protection that is needed to keep you safe

 8. What if I don’t agree with what the meeting decides?
You and the people you live with have a right to disagree with what is decided at the meeting.
You can write a letter to say that you don’t agree and your social worker or advocate can help you 
with that. 
Someone who was not part of the meeting will look at your letter and the decisions made by the 
meeting. You will then be told if anything is going to be changed. 
You can also raise any worries or concerns, if you think the meeting has not treated you fairly. 
You should let the social worker or your advocate know that you do not feel that you have been 
treated fairly and why.



Section 5. Children’s Hearings
The Children’s Hearings System is a legal system which protects children and young people and 
keeps them safe from harm.

1. W hat is a Children’s Hearing?
A Children’s Hearing is a legal meeting in Scotland that can make extra decisions about help if 
children and young people are in danger, unsafe, or are in conflict with the law. It is not a court 
and there is no judge. 
A Child Protection Planning Meeting can decide that the help of the Children’s Hearings System 
is necessary.  
When children and young people can’t be kept safe by the adults they live with without the 
help of others, to keep them safe a decision called a Compulsory Supervision Order might be 
necessary. A Compulsory Supervision Order says that other adults who can be responsible to 
keep a child safe must do so.
To decide whether a Compulsory Supervision Order is necessary, a Children’s Hearing is held.  
A Hearing is a meeting that considers what is best for the child who needs to be safe. 
Children can go to the Hearing and there is lots of information about how all this works from 
 the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration.

2. What c an a Hearing decide?
At the Hearing, three people are asked to look at what you need. They are called a panel and  
will listen to everyone at the Hearing to think about what is the best decision for you. 
They will tell you what is going to happen and why.
A Hearing can decide where you will stay, for how long, and who you will live with to keep  
you safe.
This can be at home, but if there are worries that you are not safe at home, they might decide  
that you need to stay in another place for a while to keep you safe.
They will only decide this if this is better and safer for you.
They must listen to your views, the people you live with, and other adults who may go to the 
hearing before they make any decisions. 
If you disagree with the decisions that are made, you can ask for this to be looked at again. 
This is called appealing the decision and you have a right to ask for this to be looked again by a 
Sheriff at a court. Again, an explanation of how to do this can be found on the Scottish Children’s 
Reporter Administration website.



3. Do I ne ed to go to a court?
Children and young people sometimes need to go court. 
This can be when they have seen or heard something when a crime has happened. 
This can also be when they have been involved in a crime or accused of being involved in a crime. 
And children and young people can also go to court when they disagree with a decision that 
has been made about them by the Children’s Hearing. 
Sometimes children and young people can be heard by the court without having to go to the 
court. They may have an adult speak for them, having something they have written be looked  
at instead or be filmed for the court and sheriff to watch. 
If you do need to go to a court, people there will do everything they can to support you.  
More information about going to court can be found on the Scottish Children’s Reporter 
Administration website.



Section 6. Learn more
Click on the tabs to learn about your rights, advocacy and more information to help you.

My rights
Everyone has rights. Rights are choices you can express and entitlements that exist under law, 
and all children and young people in Scotland have the right to be protected from being harmed.
You have the right to be kept safe, to be healthy, to learn, and much more. Most countries  
around the world have agreed to make sure children have those rights. A document called  
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) has everything you have  
a right to set out.
Rights are important as they say how you should be treated and looked after so that you can 
grow up safe, happy and healthy.
They tell you what you should expect. This means how you should get treated fairly by adults, 
kept safe, listened to, and given what you need to keep you healthy and happy, including a right 
to learn and a right to play.

Advocacy
Advocacy is where people can get support from someone to help them to understand their rights 
and to help them express their views and wishes.
Who Cares? Scotland is a national, independent organisation for children and adults who have 
been looked after away from their home in Scotland. They provide support including independent 
advocacy, a helpline, knowledge about rights, and access to local groups. You can find out 
more about them on their website and their helpline number is 0330 107 7540. They are one of a 
number of organisations who in Scotland provide independent, free and confidential advocacy to 
care experienced children and young people who are attending Children’s Hearings. The details 
for each local area are also available on their website.

Supporting children
In Scotland, the government and everyone who has a duty in their job to keep people safe,  
works together in a way that is called Getting It Right For Every Child. What this means is that 
every child is able to grow up feeling loved, safe and respected at home, in school and in the 
wider community. 
The Scottish Government wants to make sure that the wellbeing of children is as good as it can 
be. To have good wellbeing, the government thinks children need to be safe, healthy, achieving, 
nurtured, active, respected, responsible and included.
When children are not safe, in danger or have poor wellbeing, people need to work together to 
make sure that they and the people who take care of the children get the right support they need 
at the time they need it.



The Child Protection Register
The child protection register is a list of names held by the local authority, usually the social work 
children’s services, so that people responsible for keeping children safe know that these children 
might be at risk and that they and their families need some support.
This makes sure that everyone working with children and the people they live with, can be helped 
by understanding what the worries and harms are and what actions are being taken to keep 
children safe. 
The list is kept private and can only be seen by the people who need to know to help keep  
you safe.
Names are added and taken off the list depending on the decisions taken at planning meetings 
about whether a child is safe or not.

Legal Processes in Child Protection
Children’s Hearings and Compulsory Supervision Orders
The Children’s Hearings System is the legal system for children and young people in Scotland 
where there are either concerns about risk to a child or a child is in need of support.
When a child has been referred to the Children’s Reporter then this may start a legal process for 
them and their parents or carers. 
The Children’s Reporter role as part of the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration is 
to decide when a child has been referred to them whether further investigation of their 
circumstances is needed. 
Where the Reporter decides a child is at serious risk of harm a compulsory supervision order  
will be granted to provide them with added legal protection and help keep them safe. 
Find out more about the Children’s Hearings System in Scotland and what’s involved on the 
Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration website.

Children being a witness in court
Children who have been harmed, have witnessed a crime, or who disagree with decisions taken 
about their lives may need to be involved with legal proceedings and either go to court or be 
represented at court. 
Find out more about how the Children’s Hearings System and the courts work together on the 
Scottish Childre n’s Reporter Administration website. 
If and when a child needs to go to court as a witness, the court will consider how this process 
can be made easier for the child and their parents or carers. For example, if you have been a 
victim of domestic abuse, Special Measures are in place to support you. Information on this is  
on the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration website.



Children and criminal responsibility 
In Scotland, the age of criminal responsibility is 12 years old.
Children under 12 accused of a crime can be referred to a Children’s Hearing if they appear to be 
at risk or vulnerable. They are referred for their own care and protection, not for committing an 
offence. The Hearing can decide how to help them and their family, which might be a compulsory 
supervision order. Children under 12 can’t be convicted or get a criminal record.
Most children between the ages of 12 and 15 who commit a crime will be referred to the 
Children’s Reporter, who will decide whether to refer the child to a Children’s Hearing. A decision 
by a Children’s Hearing can become part of a criminal record.
If the crime a child of 12 or over is accused of committing is serious, they can be prosecuted in 
the courts. 
Currently, children aged 16 to 18 who are accused of committing a crime, can only be referred 
to a Children’s Hearing if they are already subject to an order from a children’s hearing. However, 
this is due to change as a result of the Children (Care & Justice) Bill becoming law. The maximum 
age of referral will change from 16 to 18 when the Bill is implemented.
More information is available on the Scottish Courts and Tribu nals website.


