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Summary

Overall message

The CQC warns that too many children and young people cannot access timely,
appropriate, or coordinated care. Despite local innovation, national system pressures,
workforce shortages, and uneven commissioning are widening gaps in care. The
report calls this a “critical risk to the next generation’s health and wellbeing.”

Key findings relevant to babies, children and young people
Community health services

« Waiting lists for health visiting, school nursing, community paediatrics, and speech
& language therapy rose 26% between Jan 2023-Dec 2024

e Children waiting over a year increased 291% (12,156 — 47,494), mostly for
community paediatric services and speech and language therapy.

o Significant regional variation and inequalities: children in deprived areas
experience the longest delays and have least access to early intervention.

Neurodevelopmental services

« Autism and ADHD assessment waits remain a serious concern with median waits
often exceeding 2 years, with some areas waits were found to be up to 10 years.

e Delays cause missed education, emotional distress, and family strain.
Mental health

e Rising demand continues; with workforce shortages and limited beds mean that
children are sometimes placed in adult wards or far from home.

« Emergency departments see more children in crisis without timely follow-up.

o Transition to adult mental health services remains a major gap; with many young
people losing contact with care entirely.

Safeguarding and complex needs

« Fragmented systems leave vulnerable children, particularly those with overlapping
or complex needs, at risk.

o Failures in safeguarding pathways leave children repeatedly presenting in crisis
without adequate intervention.

e Children in care and those with learning disabilities or autism remain
disproportionately affected.
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Recommendations for Action

1.

Invest in early-help, community paediatrics, and neurodevelopmental
pathways

Strengthen Integrated Care Systems/local authority accountability for
planning and monitoring children’s needs.

Improve data on children’s health and social care outcomes.

Develop the workforce across health, education, and social care, focusing on
children and young people.

Enhance transitions between children’s and adult services, especially for mental
health and complex needs.

Implement joined-up safeguarding frameworks to prevent children falling
through service gaps.

Implications for children’s nurse leaders

e Urgentfocus on access and equity: Nursing leadership is needed to address
service bottlenecks, reduce delays, and prioritise vulnerable children.

o Strengthen Integration: Work closely across community, acute, mental health,
and social care services to prevent fragmentation.

o Champion workforce planning: Advocate for safe staffing levels?34:56.7.89
specialist roles, and sustainable workforce strategies in community and hospital
settings.

e Support transitions: Ensure young people moving to adult services do not
lose continuity of care.

« Embed safeguarding oversight: Maintain vigilance for children with complex
needs, care-experienced children, and those with LD/Autism.

Bottom line

The CQC report highlights urgent systemic risks for babies, children and young
people. While there are pockets and examples of good practice, children’s services
remain under pressure. Leadership at every level is essential to prevent widening
inequalities and safeguard the health and wellbeing of the next generation.
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