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The Community Hidden Harm Awareness Team 
(CHHAT) is based in the East of England, a service 
hub in Essex. TCS East provides a range of services 
to support young people, adults and families 
across the East of England, including substance 
misuse services, support to children at risk of 
exploitation, children in care, young carers, and  
a participation group.

CHHAT1 work with young carers in Essex aged 
8-19 years who are affected by parental substance 
misuse, otherwise known as ‘Hidden Harm’. 

These are young people who, due to a parent 
misusing substances, often need to undertake 
caring responsibilities, and can be at risk of harm, 
abuse, and neglect. The detrimental impact of 
hidden harm on mental health, means young 
people experience depression, anxiety and low 
self-confidence, and may be at risk of self-harm. 
Young people affected by hidden harm are often 
private about what is happening at home, meaning 
they are reluctant to access support, which can 
lead to young people feeling isolated and alone.

Before [CHHAT], I just felt really unhealthy 
and mentally exhausted, because obviously, 
everything was just inside me. I never spoke 
to anyone, so I was crying all the time. I wasn’t 
eating at all. I was constantly ill because of 
how much I was crying, and how little I was 
eating, and I was always dehydrated. At school, 
I was always crying, and I didn’t want to go. I 
was so uncomfortable talking to anyone. I was 
just a mess back then. I feel like now that I’m 
in a routine, I’m a lot more confident about 
myself. I feel like I can talk to people, so I do, 
and I talk to people in school about it more 
now, like Teachers. I’m in a better place now. 

Young person interview
BetweEn 2017 and 2020, 
CHhAT worked with 

young  
people. 191

The evaluation of this service carried out 
interviews with young people up to three 
months after they had left the project, in 
order to understand our sustained impact.

1  https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/east/services/CHHAT
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I feel less responsible, and I feel more like a 
child. I feel more like a teenager, more like I 
can express myself and be myself, rather than 
have to bottle it up and take responsibility all 
the time….[CHHAT] made you realise that, no 
matter what your parent was going through, 
you couldn’t fix it, and it wasn’t your fault.

Young person interview

Young people no longer  
blame themselves

Young people have  
improved self-care

Young People have  
improved mental and 
emotional health 
Many of the young people CHHAT works with have 
experienced low wellbeing and in some cases 
severe mental health issues. Young people spoke 
about feeling incredibly low, self-harming and 
neglecting their needs. Through one-to-one and 
group sessions, CHHAT works to improve mental 
health and wellbeing by giving young people a 
supportive space to share their thoughts and 
feelings, and learn useful techniques, for instance, 
around self-care.

Outcomes data showed that 77% 
reported improvements in their 
mental and emotional health. 
Statistical t-testing found that 
on average, young people who 
worked with CHHAT felt more 
confident, and more positive. For 
example, feeling more positive 
about future goals. 

Many young people who experience hidden harm 
blame themselves for their parent’s behaviour, 
which has significant detrimental effects on their 
mental health and wellbeing. After working with 
CHHAT, young people reported a sustained shift in 
how they see their parents’ misuse, realising that it 
is beyond their control.

Young people reported that as a result of CHHAT’s 
support to develop and maintain a routine, with 
self-care built in, they have realised the importance 
of self-care and adopted techniques that they are 
still using three months after leaving the service.

Young people reported building in self-care  
had additional long term benefits for their health, 
self-esteem, engagement at school, and ability to 
open up to friends, family and teachers.

[Working with CHHAT] gave me the chance to 
be more confident, maybe with, like, wearing 
clothes, or my personality itself, made me 
feel… I could express myself and just be me, 
rather than feel like I have to be someone else 
and cover up the real me. 

Young person interview

I think the self-care bit is my favourite bit. I 
think that really helped me, that is the biggest 
thing that’s impacted on myself, like, to this 
day…[Now] I do it all the time, I always make 
sure to at least once a week just take time out 
to relax and make sure I’m feeling okay.

Young person interview

77%



Young people have  
improved communication 
and acCesS to supPort 
networks and  
wellbeing

CHHAT’s group work has had a long-term impact 
on reducing young people’s feelings of isolation 
and providing them with access to support 
networks. Young people identified the group as 
a non-judgemental, free space where they could 
speak openly.

Young people who attended the group 
have maintained contact and continue 
to provide each other with support.

Young people reported that their positive 
experience with CHHAT improved their view of 
professional support, and made them feel better 
about accessing support from professionals.

I liked [the group], because I realised I 
wasn’t the only one, especially when they 
were talking about their own situations, 
I thought actually, mine’s not as bad 
and lots of people are going through the 
same thing…I knew [the group] wouldn’t 
judge me, because they’re going through 
the same things, it was nice to 
talk to them. I don’t think [my 
friends] are going through the 
same thing and wouldn’t really 
understand, whereas [the  
group] really understood me.

Young person interview

Yeah, we’ve all got a group chat for if we 
need each other, or if anything happens 
at home that we used to speak about in 
the group, we just message about it, and 
we just let each other know that we are 
still there for each other, no matter what.

Young Person Interview

Now I know what support is like, 
and I know that people aren’t 
just asking for the sake of it, 
they actually want to help, I feel 
like if I ever did need support 
again, I’d know where to go, and  
I would be a lot more open than  
I was to start with.

Young person interview

Young people feel less  
isolated, and have better  
peer and family support

Young people feel better  
about accessing support  
from professionals 

The Children's Society  
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young people  
are protected  
from harm

CHHAT has focused on enabling young people to 
feel safer by improving their mental health and 
wellbeing, self-care, and their ability to talk about 
their thoughts and feelings when they are feeling 
low. CHHAT has also provided support to family 
members and kinship providers, those who have 
assumed care of a young person when a parent is 
no longer able. 

By improving young people’s ability to share 
their thoughts and feelings with others, instilling  
self-care, and giving them coping mechanisms, 
young people now have increased protection from 
self-harm and self-neglect. 

Young people are protected from 
self-neglect and self-harm

By supporting older siblings, CHHAT has been 
able to identify younger siblings affected by 
hidden harm and intervene at an earlier age, 
helping to prevent future issues that may arise. 

Prevention through sustained 
impact on younger siblings

I was just shutting myself off in my room, not really 
eating properly, not sleeping properly, I didn’t talk to 
anyone. I was just depressed, and then after I worked 
with [Worker], I started feeling so much happier that  
I could actually get my feelings out, rather than keeping 
‘em into myself and shutting myself away. Doing that… 
made me realise that I can talk to other people, like my 
mum and my sister. 

So, I feel like now I’m definitely a lot more open about 
how I feel and as soon as I start feeling like that again  
I go straight to my mum. I did have a few setbacks, while 
I was with [Worker], because I just felt that low, but then 
the more I worked with [Worker], the more positive I was 
getting and the more open I got. So, I didn’t really find 
myself that low again, and I know that if I am that low  
in the future, I do have people that I can go to.

Young person interview



Case Study – JesSica 
When Jessica started engaging with the CHHAT 
project, she was experiencing low mood,  
self-harming, struggling with her emotions, and 
often blamed herself for her parent’s substance 
misuse. She felt isolated, and unable to share her 
feelings with her friends and family. As a result of 
this, she struggled to look after herself, and often 
would not sleep, drink or eat.

Jessica worked with CHHAT for 11 months, 
engaging in one to one and group support. 
Through engaging for a long period of time, and 
receiving consistent and regular support, Jessica 
reported that she was able to build trust with 
the worker, and open up about her situation. 
She developed mechanisms to cope with her 
emotions, and through learning about the impact 
of addiction, she gained a greater understanding 
of her parents’ behaviour. This understanding 
helped her to realise this behaviour is out of 
her control. Through attending the CHHAT 
group Jessica was also able to meet others in a 
similar situation to herself, and as result she felt  
less isolated. 

Three months after leaving the service, Jessica 
now regularly practices self-care, and is more 
able to share her thoughts and feelings with her 
friends and family. She now knows her parents’ 
drinking is not her fault and that it’s not her 
responsibility to change their behaviour. She 
has also gained new friendships at school, with 
people she trusts. 

Jessica’s younger sibling also accessed support 
from CHHAT after speaking to Jessica about 
her experience with the project. As a result, her 
sister has seen many positive changes in her life 
as well. This shows the preventative work that 
CHHAT does, when the work they do with one 
sibling leads to positive change and better life 
chances for a younger sibling. 

After leaving CHHAT Jessica and her family are 
now receiving support from the Active Families 
Together service, a service that brings families 
together to do physical activities. Jessica feels 
that this has brought them closer together.

[If I hadn’t worked with CHHAT] I think I’d 
still be in that really dark place where I was 
before. I wouldn’t have had the motivation 
to get help or change what I was doing with, 
like, not eating and drinking and sleeping.  
I feel like I still wouldn’t be able to talk to 
anyone, including my dad, like, I wouldn’t 
know what to say to him. I wouldn’t understand 
a lot about what was going on while he was 
drunk. I think I would still be just as bad and 
sad and alone as I was before.

The Children's Society  
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After working with CHHAT, young people reported 
they felt more able to have their say and take part 
in participation activities, for instance, through the 
TCS East participation group.

This includes creating the booklet “I feel…when 
you drink”2, a collection of poems, letters and 
pictures on how it feels to be a young person 
dealing with hidden harm. This is now being used 
by local authorities in Essex as part of the training 
pack given to new social workers, a significant 
system change outcome achieved by the project 
and the young people. It was also developed into 
an animation used as part of TCS’ national project, 
CAPE, in 20193.

CHHAT has had a beneficial 
impact within the wider system 
as a voice for young people. Staff 
felt this resulted from explaining 
multi-agency meetings to young 
people and asking them what 
they want to result from them 
and how they want their views to 
be put forward. 

Young people’s  
participation, volunteering,  
and voice influences services  
for the better

CHHAT representing the  
young person’s voice  
within the wider system

I know that I’m now 
helping people, compared 
to when people were 
helping me. I felt it was 
time for me to move on 
and help people the way 
that I can.

Young person interview

[At multi-agency meetings the CHHAT 
workers] are the voice of the young 
person. They are the person that can put 
that young person’s opinion forward… 
It’s sometimes really scary for a young 
person to do that. Sometimes you have 
a meeting where the child’s not even 
invited, when they’re talking about 
them and their lives, and it gives that 
opportunity for that [young] person to…
shape how their support is offered, via 
Social Care, and other agencies.

Staff interview

Figure 11: “I Feel…When you Drink”

2   https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/parental-alcohol-misuse/practitioner-
resources/i-fel-when-you-drink

3   The CAPE programme provided advice, guidance, training, and support to 
professionals working with children and CYP affected by parental alcohol misuse. 



The Children's Society  

CHHAT’s two conferences brought professionals 
together for a day of workshops, on how to improve 
direct support and multi-agency working, and 
talks by three young people and a parent with lived 
experience. As a result:

When I was talking to the girl I referred 
in, I talked about [the young woman who 
spoke at the conference], because, the 
young person I was with [felt] it was all 
hopeless… [she said] “This is never going 
to change, and this is going to be my life.” 
She was on a bit of a downward spiral…
and I could use some of what the young 
woman had said, and it made her feel she 
wasn’t alone…it gave her a bit of hope.

VCSO Stakeholder

Systems Change Case Study 
CHhAT Hidden Harm ProfesSionals’  
Conferences 2018 and 2019.

of profesSionals 
reported an 
improvement in their 
understanding of 
hidden harm, as result 
of atTending the 
CHhAT profesSionals’ 
conference in 2019

98%

of profesSionals 
reported an 
increase in 
their ability 
to supPort 
YOUNG PEOPlE 
as a result 
of atTending 
the CHhAT 
profesSionals’ 
conference  
in 2019

99%



A flexible and children and young person led apProach

+  Being flexible and young person led in the time given, allowing them to access 
support for as long as they need, and giving them time to talk not only about 
hidden harm, but also any other worries they may have.

+  Being flexible in offering one to one and/or group work and giving young people  
the choice in what they feel would be best of them.

Teaching young people about substance misuse

+   Teaching young people about the impact of substance misuse enabled them  
to understand that they are not responsible for their parent’s behaviour.

Partnership working 

+  Sitting within the TCS East hub means CHHAT is surrounded by expertise.  
This enabled staff to problem solve and gain ideas that contributed to the 
project’s success.

+  Schools have been the main source of CHHAT referrals, have identified young 
people experiencing hidden harm, and provided private locations for meetings  
and a way to communicate with families. 

UniquenesS of the project 

+  There is no other service like CHHAT in Essex, and for most of these children  
and young people there would be nowhere else to turn for this kind of support.

Holistic supPort

+  Extending support to young people's families improved relationships, and family 
members’ ability to support young people. This was highly valued by young people.

Critical SucCesS Factors
Understanding why these changes might have occurred helps to inform 
future delivery and best practice. The evaluation highlighted the following 
factors as critical in achieving the outcomes described:
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listening to, understanding, and caring about young people

+  Workers showed young people they were listening, understanding, and genuinely 
cared. This built strong relationships that enabled young people to open up.

Confidentiality and the independence of the worker

+  Being reassuring about confidentiality, when there is no risk of harm, enabled 
young people to open up about their feelings and situation.



lEARNING 

Learning Implication

I didn’t get the impression that I was 
being analysed or that they were trying 
to put me down as a certain person.  
I got the idea that they truly cared how 
I felt and they just wanted to do what 
they could to help.

Young person interview

What they offer is not  
offered by other people.  
To have that specialist 
service is really important.

School referrer

Covid-19 had a considerable impact on the 
project, with all face-to-face sessions moved 
online or via phone. CHHAT staff adapted 
well by developing their skills in technology. 
Nevertheless, there were still issues with 
remote sessions, including lack of privacy in 
the home meaning young people were less 
likely to share their feelings, more room for 
distractions at home leading to difficulties 
structuring sessions, and challenges 
for staff separating home and work and 
disconnecting.

A sector wide issue with funding for services 
like CHHAT, with short contracts and funding 
cycles being the 'nature of the game', leading 
to practitioners being regularly placed at 
risk of redundancy. These challenges around 
short-term contracts and heightened job 
insecurity have seen staff searching for new 
roles and leaving the project early. Staff 
turnover meant some young people felt they 
needed to leave the service early, despite 
still needing support. 

If replicated post Covid-19 this model would 
benefit from continuing to look for ways to 
continue to use technology to support young 
people. For instance, setting up a virtual 
group or a buddy scheme, which pairs young 
people with similar experiences, with the 
practitioner as an intermediary.

The need to find ways to maintain a boundary 
between home and work for staff supporting 
young people virtually or over the phone from 
home is important. There is also a need to 
find safe locations for young people to hold 
virtual sessions if their home circumstances 
are not appropriate, for instance, in schools. 

There is value in both longer term funding 
and frontline staff having more secure job 
contracts for outcomes for young people. 
Funding for additional practitioners would 
enable better coverage across the substantial 
geography to meet the demand that exists in 
the area.

Further information is contained in the full evaluation report. For a copy, 
please contact Rosie Chapman at rosie.chapman@childrenssociety.org.uk. 
For more information on this service, please contact Sandie Dunne,  
Service Manager, at sandie.dunne@childrenssociety.org.uk.


