
Helpline highlight 2012/13
Protecting children in Northern Ireland  



2



3

In 2012/13 almost 51,000 people across the UK 
reported concerns about children, a 15 per cent 
increase on the previous year. In this report we focus 
on the contacts we received in Northern Ireland. We 
identify the number of adults in Northern Ireland who 

contacted the helpline, the reasons why they got in 
touch, how long they waited before getting in touch, 
and the number of cases the helpline had to refer to 
social services or police in Northern Ireland.

Executive summary

1Contacts are from people in Northern Ireland (NI) or about children/families in NI. 
2Data about children’s ages was only available in 643 out of the 713 cases in which a referral was made. 
3Information relating to how long people waited before calling was available in 191 out of 255 calls that led to a referral.
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Introduction to the helpline

The NSPCC has provided a free 24/7 helpline in 
Northern Ireland for the last 25 years, as part of 
a UK-wide service. We protect children through 
our helpline by providing advice and information 
to adults and professionals who are worried 
about a child’s safety, and by making referrals to 
social services and the police when necessary. 
People can get in touch by telephone, 
text, email or online. Those who are deaf or 
hard-of-hearing can also make contact by 
textphone or webcam. 

Our helpline counsellors come from a range of 
backgrounds including social work, education, 
police, counselling, and psychotherapy. They can 
provide advice to callers to help them to protect 
children. Alternatively, if the concerns raised 
are serious enough and sufficient identifying 
information about a child is provided, we share 
details with children’s services or the police, to 
allow them to assess further, investigate and 
take action to protect the child where necessary. 
These cases are called referrals.
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People can contact the helpline in a number of 
ways. Aside from calling, people can contact us with 
concerns about children by text, email and online. 
This is why we refer to ‘contacts’ rather than calls. 

The helpline receives two main types of contact, 
which we categorise as ‘advice’ or ‘referrals’.

Advice contacts

Last year our counsellors provided advice without 
making a referral in response to 24,573 of the contacts 
we received. Advice contacts in Northern Ireland 
accounted for 326 (1.7 per cent) of these. The NSPCC 
estimates that each advice contact involves a minimum 
of two children. On that basis, we helped 652 children 
through the advice contacts received in Northern 
Ireland last year.

 Advice contacts fall into three categories. The first two, 
in particular, demonstrate the helpline’s role in providing 
effective early intervention.

1) The person contacting the NSPCC is 
seeking guidance

  People contact us for guidance on a range of 
matters including online safety, bullying, and when 
it would be appropriate to leave their child at home 
alone. 

2) The information provided does not need to 
be referred

 Sometimes people may not be sure whether 
something they have seen or heard is a problem. 
We always encourage people to contact the 
NSPCC because our counsellors have the expertise 
to make an informed assessment of what the 
caller has seen or heard. On the occasions when 
our counsellors feel a referral is not necessary they 
provide guidance to the person – advising them 
on what to look out for, and what they can do if 
anything further happens to cause concern about 
the child.

How the helpline protects children

4 We are able to identify which contacts came from people in Northern Ireland when people contacting us for advice give sufficient identifying information, or contacts lead to referrals 
to social work services or police in Northern Ireland. Information from Northern Ireland is not available for advice emails, online forms or texts. However, this only accounts for a small 
minority (15.3 per cent) of contacts to the helpline. UK-wide regional information was not available for 3,754 advice emails, online forms, and texts.

3) There is insufficient information to make 
a referral

 These are cases where the counsellor identifies 
there is a child at risk requiring support from 
children’s services or the police but the person 
contacting us does not share enough detail to 
identify the child.

Referrals 

Last year we made 26,416 referrals to children’s 
services, the police, and other agencies including the 
Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre (CEOP). 
Northern Ireland referrals accounted for 4244 (1.6 per 
cent) of these, involving 713 children.

Our helpline counsellors make referrals when the 
information they receive warrants further assessment 
or investigation. In order for this to happen, we must 
have enough identifying information about the child. 
We will also make a referral when we learn important 
information that we feel local professionals or agencies 
need to know for their case records and which may not 
require a follow up investigation.

“ I called into my friend’s house today and 
there was someone there taking drugs in 
front of his toddler. He knew I was concerned, 
but he told me not to worry, it’s happened 
before and nothing bad has happened. But I 
don’t think it’s normal and I thought about it 
today and decided to ring you.” 
A caller worried about a toddler.
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People contact the NSPCC helpline for many reasons 
including worries that a child is being sexually, physically 
or emotionally abused or neglected. They may have 
concerns about a child’s behaviour, or about the 
behaviour of an adult or carer. 

There was a slight increase in referrals relating to 
neglect compared to the previous year, rising from 
39 per cent (138) of referrals in 2011/12 to 44 per 
cent (167) last year. Referrals about physical abuse 
decreased slightly from 29 per cent (102) in 2011/12 
to 23 per cent (86). Sexual abuse, emotional abuse, 
child behaviour and adult health/behaviour remain 
broadly similar over the two-year period. 

Our counsellors provided advice without making a 
referral in response to 326 contacts, which was similar 
to the previous year. The most significant variance on 
the year-on-year data was the increase in contacts 
about emotional abuse from 6 per cent (21) in 
2011/12 to 13 per cent (43) in 2012/13. The remaining 
categories were comparable with the previous year. 

These charts show the concerns that people contacted 
us with last year, and how these figures compare to the 
UK as a whole. However, such comparisons should 
be treated with caution given the small sample sizes in 
Northern Ireland.

What do people contact us about?

The rest of the UK and international %

Northern Ireland %

Neglect Physical 
abuse

Sexual 
abuse

Emotional 
abuse

Child 
behaviour

Adult health / 
behaviour

44% 
(167)

23% 
(86)

13% 
(51)

3% 
(11)

4% 
(15)

11% 
(42)

41% 
(9,636)

24% 
(5,697)

13% 
(3,075)

2% 
(479)

3% 
(639)

15% 
(3,587)

10%

20%

30%

40%40%

50%

Percentage of referrals by concern
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“I’m really concerned about a child in our street. 
He’s only a toddler and his mum is really rough 
with him. I’ve seen her hitting him and losing 
her temper with him. I saw it today but I didn’t 
go out in the street. She has a temper and I 
think she has assaulted people in the past.”
A neighbour worried about a toddler.

“I’m calling about a young child I know. Her 
mother is allowing someone to stay at the 
house who is using drugs and has mental 
health problems too. I’ve visited the house, 
and it looks really neglected inside. I’m worried 
about what the child is seeing and whether 
they are being looked after properly.”
A caller worried about a young child.

The rest of the UK and international %

Northern Ireland %

Sexual 
abuse

Child 
behaviour

Emotional 
abuse

Physical 
abuse

Neglect Family 
relationships

Adult health / 
behaviour

Other Child 
health

13% 
(42)

17% 
(57)

19% 
(3,587)

15% 
(48)

13% 
(2,370)

13% 
(43)

11% 
(2,050)

13% 
(41)

15% 
(2766)

11% 
(36)

12% 
(2,241)

8% 
(25)

8% 
(1,577)

13% 
(2,458)

5%

10%

15%

20%

7% 
(24)

5% 
(1,027)

3% 
(9)

3% 
(487)

Percentage of advice contacts by concern
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Who contacts the NSPCC?

Overall, members of the public contact the helpline 
more than any other group. This group is also 
responsible for the majority of contacts that resulted 
in referrals to police or social services (232). However, 
despite this, more advice contacts (136) came from 
parents or carers than any other group, including 
members of the public.

Remaining anonymous

The number of referrals that came about because of 
contacts from members of the public decreased from 
282 in 2011/12 to 232. However during the same 
period the ‘not known’ category – adults who chose 
to remain anonymous – increased significantly from 
4 per cent (15) to 20 per cent (77) and would appear 
to account for the variance year on year. 

This increase is in line with patterns of reporting to the 
helpline across the UK. Helpline counsellors tell us that 
the reasons for people choosing to remain anonymous 
may include fear of repercussions from the families 
they are making contact about, or that the children and 
adults they are concerned about are members of their 
own family.

Parents and carers continue to make up the majority of 
those individuals contacting the helpline with concerns 
that result in counsellors giving advice, with a slight 
increase from 39 per cent last year (129 contacts) in 
2011/12 to 42 per cent (136) in 2012/13. 

Percentage of people whose contacts led to referrals

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

1% (5)

7% (27)

10% (37)

20% (77)

61% (232)Public

Not known

Parent / Carer

Relative

Professionals
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Percentage of people whose contacts led to us giving advice

5% 40% 45%10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

5% (17)

5% (17)

20% (65)

26% (86)

42% (136)Parent / carer

Public

Relatives

Not known

Professionals

“I’m ringing about one of my young relatives. 
She told me that her father had beaten her 
sister for wetting the bed and he throws 
stuff at them and yells at them. Their mother 
doesn’t live with them, and their dad has a 
new partner. He doesn’t feed them and lays 
in bed until late afternoon during the weekend. 
I’m really concerned about their well-being 
and their safety.”
A relative worried about two girls.

“I can hear the little kids crying from where 
I live. Their mum has loud parties that go on 
into the night and she ignores them crying. 
She plays really loud music and last night 
there were lots of people arriving and leaving 
all night. I hear her shouting at other times, 
I think she might have a drink problem and 
someone said she uses drugs. I’m worried 
about the children.”
A neighbour worried about young children.
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713 children were the subject of referrals in Northern 
Ireland. For 70 children, their age was not known.

From this data we can see that 45 per cent (289) 
of children who were the subject of referrals were 
under six years of age, similar to 2011/12. In addition, 
6 per cent (39) of children were under one, showing a 
slight decrease from the previous year of 8 per cent 
(53) cases. 

This age range is broadly similar to all referrals received 
by children’s services in Northern Ireland in the year 
2012/13. However direct comparisons cannot be made 
due to the slight variance in age categories used by 
the Department of Health, Social Services and Public 
Safety (DHSSPS) and the NSPCC helpline5.

The age of children

5DHSSPSNI (2013) Children’s Order Statistical Table for Northern Ireland 2012/13. Belfast: DHSSPS.

Percentage of referrals by age of children - 
NSPCC

Between 1 and 5

Between 10 and 13

Between 6 and 9

Between 14 and 17

Under one (including unborn babies) 

20% (130)

6% (39)12% (75)

39% (250)
23% (149)

Percentage of referrals by age of children – 
DHSSPS

31 per cent (9,117) – aged between 0 and 4 
35 per cent (10,185) – aged between 5 and 11 
22 per cent (6,534) – aged between 12 and 15 
11 per cent (3,219) – aged 16 or over

“I’ve set up a group on the internet to support 
young people and a girl’s behaviour last night 
was really worrying me. I tried to find out if she 
was OK but she wouldn’t reply, although she 
was still online talking to others. I contacted 
her today and she is still feeling bad. There are 
lots of problems in her home and between her 
parents – they don’t live together. She uses 
social networking sites and has been getting 
bullied online as well. I told her not to go on 
these sites but I don’t know enough about 
them. I need to pass this on to someone 
because I am worried about what she is 
saying online today and what she might do.” 
A member of the public worried about a teenage girl.

“The children are very young – under four – 
and the mother goes off and leaves them in 
the street for hours on end. She lets a young 
teenager who isn’t even related to them look 
after them when she’s not around. They are 
out on the street in the rain without proper 
cover; the kids are so upset and screaming by 
the time she comes back. She doesn’t seem 
to care about them and doesn’t show any 
interest in them.”
Helpline counsellor.



13



14

In contacts that lead to referrals, 48 per cent of adults 
(93) had waited more than a month before raising their 
concerns with the NSPCC, while 27 per cent (52) had 
waited more than six months.6

More people contacted the helpline earlier and received 
advice than they did last year. But it is a concern that 
there was an increase in those who waited more than 
six months to get in touch. This increased from 21 per 
cent (40) during 2011/12 to 28 per cent (63) during 
2012/13. However this is in keeping with UK-wide 
figures for the same period. 

These delays in reporting concerns to the helpline 
continue to pose a challenge in reaching children 
and families in need of support earlier and providing 
support to address their needs. It shows that we 

need to continue to promote the helpline to the public 
in Northern Ireland as a service that can give advice to 
anyone with concerns about children, with an emphasis 
on contacting us as soon as possible. We could protect 
more children sooner if people contacted us earlier.

We will continue to promote the helpline to encourage 
the general public as well as families and friends in 
Northern Ireland to seek advice as soon as possible if 
they have concerns about a child or children.

How long do people wait to get in touch?

6Data on the length of time the person had waited before contacting the NSPCC was only available in 75 per cent (191 contacts) of 255 Northern Ireland referral calls.

The rest of the UK and 
international %

Northern Ireland %

Didn’t wait Waited up 
to a week

Waited between 
1 to 4 weeks

Waited between 
a month and 
six months

Waited more 
than six months

21% 
(41)

18% 
(35)

21% 
(41)

23% 
(2,644)

12% 
(22) 11% 

(1,316)

14% 
(1,640)

27% 
(52)

29% 
(3,325)

22% 
(2,533)

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

How long people waited to contact us by percentage of referrals
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The rest of the UK and 
international %

The rest of the UK and 
international %

Northern Ireland %

Didn’t wait Waited up 
to a week

Waited between 
1 to 4 weeks

Waited between 
a month and 
six months

Waited more 
than six months

28% 
(63)

18% 
(40)

12% 
(26)

25% 
(3,240)

15% 
(34)

16% 
(2,070)

16% 
(2,153)

28% 
(63)

28% 
(3,597)

15% 
(2,006)

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

How long people waited to contact us by percentage of advice contacts
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7 Please note that the finalised figure for total number of referral contacts (voice and 
non-voice) in 2012/13 is 424 (referrals – 381 and updates on existing referrals – 43) . 
The total 405 is higher than 381 because on few occasions a referral is sent to more 
than one local authority area. We do not have area information on the referral updates.

8 http://www.nspcc.org.uk/inform/research/helpline/helpline-highlight-northern-ireland_
wda94909.html.

The data for the year 2012/13 is in keeping with the 
previous year’s figures for the western and southern 
trust areas with a slight increase and decrease 
respectively7. The remaining trust areas recorded 
more significant increases in referrals from 2011/12 
trust area data8. 

The reasons for referring cases vary in each trust area. 
We will use this to target responses in each area and 
raise awareness about particular child protection and 
safeguarding concerns.

Referral by health and social care 
trust area Northern Ireland

Health trust area – 
Northern Ireland 

Number of referrals 
(voice and non-voice)

Belfast 114

Northern HSSB 90

South Eastern HSSB 98

Southern HSSB 51

Western HSSB 52

Total* 405

2012/13 data

Where did people contact us from?

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/inform/research/helpline/helpline-highlight-northern-ireland_wda94909.html
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/inform/research/helpline/helpline-highlight-northern-ireland_wda94909.html
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Working together

The helpline in Northern Ireland is a developing service 
that can be strengthened by working in partnership 
with other organisations. We have been working 
together with the Health and Social Care Board (HSCB), 
regularly sharing information about the helpline. The 
HSCB are now using helpline management data as 
part of regional child protection returns. And we have 
met staff from the HSCB’s new regional after hours 
service to make sure that our service fits well with the 
emergency response at night and weekends. We have 
also worked with the Board and trusts to produce a 
‘sources of help’ card which will be used across the 
region. This card contains key information for families in 
Northern Ireland to signpost them to sources of help.

New initiatives

We were pleased to establish a bespoke Northern 
Ireland helpline number as our part of the multiagency 
response to child sexual exploitation (CSE) which by 
December 2013 had taken 15 calls and made 
11 referrals.  

We have also been involved in early discussions 
with the police and the Department of Health, 
Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) about 
opportunities the helpline provides for victims of female 
genital mutilation (FGM) and as part of a Northern 
Ireland-wide response to this emerging issue.

As part of the delivery of the Assembly Culture Arts 
and Leisure Committee investigation into safeguarding 
gaps in the arts and leisure sectors, the NSPCC has 
met with the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure 
to examine how we might improve awareness of the 
helpline in this important area.

New initiatives

Our Northern Ireland local campaigns co-ordinator 
has been involved in awareness-raising across 
Northern Ireland in a series of roadshows and 
presentations to key organisations such as the 
Trust Child Protection Panels.

Across the UK, the NSPCC helpline has seen a major 
increase in call volumes partly driven by the publicity 
associated with the case of Jimmy Savile. The NSPCC 
wants to increase its call capacity, and we have been 
in discussions about this extra capacity taking place in 
Northern Ireland.  

We anticipate developments in 2014/15, which will 
include working together with the HSCB to provide 
an out-of-hours service. We will help the regional 
out-of-hours team to manage high volumes of contacts 
at peak times by taking certain calls from the public. 
Calls which do not require an immediate response, 
but which would benefit from the services of the 
NSPCC helpline will be handled by our counsellors. 
We hope to report on this in more detail next year.

Northern Ireland helpline developments



18

The NSPCC helpline continues to be an essential 
service for people who have concerns about the 
wellbeing and protection of children. Most of the 
referrals made by the helpline for children in Northern 
Ireland concern neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse 
and emotional abuse. Additionally a significant number 
of contacts to the helpline result in our counsellors 
providing advice and guidance to members of the 
public and do not result in a referral being made. 

There was an 8.5 per cent increase in contacts to 
the helpline from Northern Ireland during the period 
2012/13. We welcome this increase and hope to 
continue to increase contacts to the service. These 
contacts mean we can reach families who may be 
in need of advice and support, and take action on 
the behalf of children who may be at risk. We will 
continue to promote the helpline to both the public 
and professionals in Northern Ireland. By increasing 
awareness of the helpline within our communities, 
we hope to enable those responding to the 
safeguarding needs of children and young people in 
Northern Ireland to seek advice or to take action on 
their behalf.

We are still concerned that a substantial number of 
callers – 27 per cent – had waited more than six 
months before getting in touch with concerns which 
were so significant that we had to make a referral. We 
will further promote the helpline to encourage any adult 
who is worried about a child to contact the NSPCC, 
other safeguarding services, or the police as early as 
possible to minimise the length of time a child or family 
has to wait for help. This delay may contribute to the 
undue stress and suffering of a child experiencing 
abuse and neglect. 

Conclusion

The helpline data continues to contribute to information 
in Northern Ireland produced by both HSCB and 
DHSSPS on patterns of referrals. The helpline supports 
the role of safeguarding services in Northern Ireland 
providing the public with a number of accessible 
channels, available around the clock, through which 
they can report or seek advice on child protection 
concerns.

The increasing number of contacts to the helpline from 
people in Northern Ireland indicates the important role 
the helpline plays in the child protection system. We 
will continue to promote the service and would urge 
partners in the statutory, community, and voluntary 
sectors to promote the helpline contact details, and 
to encourage the safeguarding of children and young 
people in Northern Ireland as early as possible.

9http://www.nspcc.org.uk/news-and-views/our-campaigns/current-campaigns/dont-wait/dont-wait-campaign_wda88525.html.

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/news-and-views/our-campaigns/current-campaigns/dont-wait/dont-wait-campaign_wda88525.html


19



© 2013 NSPCC – all rights reserved. Photography by Jon Challicom, posed by models.  
J20131061 Registered charity numbers 216401 and SC037717. Accurate at the date of publication May 2014

Anyone with concerns about a child should contact the NSPCC immediately. 
We’re here 24/7. It’s free and you don’t have to say who you are.

Call: 0808 800 5000 
Email: help@nspcc.org.uk 
Text*: 88858 
Visit: nspcc.org.uk/helpline

*For Channel Islands 07786 200001

Child protection resources for anyone working to safeguard children in Northern Ireland can be found at: 
www.nspcc.org.uk/ni 

All quotes from calls throughout this document are from real calls but names and identifying details have not been included. 
Quotes have been edited to increase clarity.

Written and researched by Margaret Gallagher NSPCC Published May 2014.
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